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In September 1998, I was on vacation

with my husband, Chris, and our

2-year-old daughter, Em ily, at Sunset Beach,

North Carolina. One afternoon, we decided

to take a drive and got stuck in a big

traffic jam . W hile sitting in the front

passenger seat, I suddenly felt like I was

going to be sick. My chest tightened, and

I had a desperate urge to bolt from the

car and run away. The feeling was so

overwhelm ing, I would have clawed

through the dashboard if I could have.

I was having a panic attack.
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I 'd exhib ited signs of panic d isorder before. D uring

adolescence, I w as alw ays nervous about being aw ay

from hom e, even just to go to a friend 's house. I w as afraid

som eth ing terrib le w ould happen w hile I w as gone. So I'd

turn dow n inv itations to parties and sleepovers.

A s an adult, I 'd som etim es feel the sam e nervousness

w hile sitting in traffic, but the sensation w as usually

fleeting. This tim e, the feeling w as unrelenting. C hris

finally turned the car around and drove us back to our

beach house. W ith in m inutes, I w as in tears. "I don 't

w ant to be like her," I sobbed. C hris knew w ho I m eant.

M y m other suffers from panic attacks, too.

s p in n in g o u t o f c o n tro l
O nce I returned from vacation and settled back into a

routine, the sym ptom s subsided. It(Please turn to 56)
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w as easy to th ink, "I w as just tired

and stressed. It w on't happen

again." I read a few books m y

m other suggested and. looked up

som e inform ation online, but de-

cided not to see a doctor. I figured

that I knew m y triggers-traffic

jam s, long lines, b ig crow ds-and

thought I could handle them . I d id

have a few m inor attacks, but they

lasted only seconds.

I conv inced m yself that I w as

m anaging, although I began to

gain w eight thanks to constant

stress eating. A s the pounds piled

on (52 in all), I becam e even m ore

self-conscious and anxious. It w as

a horrib le cycle. The turm oil took a

m ajor to ll on m y life, and C hris

and I separated in 1999.

A bout four m onths after the sepa-

ration, I started having m ore severe

attacks. I w as w ork ing as a superv isor

at a phone reservations center, and

nearly every hour I'd have an attack

that lasted about 10 m inutes. In addi-

tion, I o ften experienced an attack be-

fore w ork and another m ajor one dur-

ing m y com m ute hom e. Soon it fe lt

like the anxiety w as never-ending. To

keep m y cow orkers from realiz ing

w hat w as happening, I'd m ake an ex-

cuse to leave m y desk w henever I felt

a panic attack com ing on.edcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA

an initial stab
at treatment
Sick of not being able to function, I

finally decided to see a doctor in theHGFEDCBA

M Y A D V IC E
• Not all doctors know how to diagnose and treat panic attacks. If the

first physician or therapist you see isn't helpful, make an appointment

w ith someone else.

• Don't give up if the first medication you use isn't effective. Your doctor

can help you find a drug that works.

• Know that having this disorder doesn't change your worth as a wife,

parent, daughter or friend. You're a person, not a condition.

• Find support. The Anxiety Disorders Association of America has a

message board where you can find others who are going through

sim ilar experiences at adaa.org.

fa ll o f 2000. M y m other recom m end-

ed her general practitioner, but it

took m e six m onths to get up the

nerve to see him . I w as afraid he'd

d ism iss m y sym ptom s or tell m e

that I w as crazy. B ut he understood

m y fam ily h istory and im m ediately

d iagnosed m e w ith panic d isorder.

W e discussed treatm ent possib ili-

ties. M y m other had taken Zoloft, an

antidepressant, and m y doctor also

recom m ended the drug for m e. H e

didn 't m ention therapy, and I d idn 't

g ive it m uch thought, since I knew

that m y health insurance w ouldn 't

cover it and I couldn 't afford to pay

for it on m y ow n. I w as just eager to

see how the Zoloft w ould w ork for

m y sym ptom s.

W ith in a few w eeks, I w as no-

ticeably less anxious. The m edicine

helped m e deal w ith situations that

norm ally caused m e a lot of stress,

like tak ing phone calls from angry

custom ers. I stayed on the drug for

about tw o years. A lthough it m an-

aged m y sym ptom s, one side effect

w as that it m ade m e very sleepy,

is it a panic attack?
An attack typically includes at least four of the follow ing symptoms. If

you experience signs of panic disorder, see a doctor or therapist.

• Nausea

• Palpitations

• Sweating
.• Trembling

• D izziness

• A fear of losing

control

56 womansdayecom 7/11/06

• Shortness of breath

• Tingling sensations, chills

or hot flushes

• Chest pains

• Overwhelm ing feelings of

imminent danger or doom,

and the need to escape

w hich is not a good th ing w hen

you're a sing le parent. In addition,

in A ugust 2002 I achieved m y

dream of becom ing a teacher

through an alternative entry pro-

gram . To deal w ith a classroom full

o f row dy rn idd le-schoolers, I need-

ed all the energy I could m uster.

G radually , the side effects w ors-

ened. I w as constantly exhausted

and suffered from chronic insom -

nia. I tried to talk to m y doctor about

m y concerns, but he just recom -

m ended increasing the dose. I w as

scared that if I d id that, the side ef-

fects w ould never end. Frustrated, I

stopped seeing him .

In January 2003, I decided to stop

tak ing Zoloft on m y ow n. I knew it

w asn 't sm art to quit like that, but I

w as desperate to feel like m y norm al

self again. W hen I d idn 't have an

im m ediate relapse, I started to hope

that m aybe the panic attacks w ere

behind m e for good.

For alm ost three years, I m anaged

to keep the attacks at bay. W hen I'd

feel anx ious in traffic, I w ould stop at

a gas station, sp lash w ater on m y

face, and w alk around until the feel-

ing w ent aw ay. B ut I w as reaching a

breaking point. In addition to teach-

ing, I w as tak ing classes to com plete

m y certification requirem ents and

w ork ing part-tim e at a local tu tor-

ing center. M y m om helped out w ith

Em ily , but m entally and physically I

w as stretched th in .

a frightening relapse
A round Thanksgiv ing 2005, I had a

fu ll-b low n attack (Please turn to 59)
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in the car on the w ay to w ork. The

setting w as horrib ly fam iliar: a traf-

fic jam at a highw ay interchange

w ith now here to go. I text-m essaged

a friend at school, w ho covered m y

classes until I could get to w ork. I

had to pull o ff at ex its and gas sta-

tions a few tim es just to step outside

and catch m y breath. Later the sam e

w eek, it happened again in the park-

ing lo t of m y favorite store. I fe lt

trapped-I couldn 't m ake m yself go

inside because of the crow ds.

I knew I needed to see a doctor

again, but I w as afraid . I couldn 't

even im agine being in the sm all

exam ination room , because it

could trigger another attack. F i-

nally , I decided to go a nearby ur-

the Zoloft and Lexapro. H e lis-

tened to m y concerns, then took

m e off the K lonopin and pre-

scribed a new m edicine, E ffexor,

that's w ork ing w ell.

I 've also com e to realize the im -

portance of therapy. M ore than any-

th ing, it's helped m e cope w ith the

anxiety . In traffic, I've learned to fo-

cus on m usic or find alternate routes

to avoid traffic jam s.

There's no doubt that the panic

has affected m y relationships.

C hris and I u ltim ately d ivorced in

A pril 2003, although w e continue

to stay friends. M y daughter is

now 10 and has grow n into a w on-

derfu l young lady. There are days

w hen m y condition frustrates her.

For exam ple, she w anted to go to

the m ovies one w eekend, but I w as

nervous about being in a theater

If I feel an attack com ing on,

I talk my way through it, telling

myself that it w ill be over soon,"

gent care center. The doctor there

gave m e tw o drugs, K lonopin (an

epilepsy drug that is also used to

treat panic d isorder) and Lexapro

(an antidepressant). H e also

urged m e to undergo therapy and

seek a doctor's long-term care.

I started both m edicines in early

D ecem ber. Though the K lonopin

helped m y sym ptom s, it left m e

feeling drunk. The Lexapro m ade

m e w eak and caused trem ors. O ne

m orning, about three w eeks after

starting the drug, I found m yself

literally shaking from head to toe. I

stopped tak ing Lexapro im m edi-

ately . B ut unlike the last tim e, I

knew I had to find another treat-

m ent that w orked.

finally, help arrives
Through a friend 's recom m enda-

tion, I found another doctor w ho I

hope w ill be w ith m e for the long

haul. D uring m y first v isit, w e

talked about w hy I stopped tak ing

fu ll o f people. Em ily w as disap-

pointed, but she's learned to ro ll

w ith it. M y biggest fear is that she

w ill inherit the condition.

A bove all, I 'm not letting panic

attacks prevent m e from liv ing.

W hen I w ent back to earn m y teach-

ing certification, it w as intim idating

to set foot on a college cam pus, but

now I feel right at hom e in m y m id-

d le school classroom . I'm even con-

sidering graduate school.

I've also been able to drop 32 of

the pounds I gained w hen the panic

attacks began. These days, I no lon-

ger turn to food for com fort. I th ink

it's because I've gained so m uch self-

confidence, and have learned to

judge m yself by m y successes, not

by m y setbacks. I have panic attacks

and probably alw ays w ill. B ut they

don't define w ho I am . wd

Do you have panic attacks? Join our

support group at womansday.coml

forumlpanicattack.
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