GL REAL GIRL

High
Anxiety
About one in 10
teenagers will be
diagnosed with an
anxiety disorder this
year. Here, Lindsey
Smith describes her
own battle with this
common mental
issue—and how she
turned her torment
into triumph.
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I

am basically a textbook
overachiever. It all began
when I was a kid. My parents started a business
when I was little, so they
were always busy. All I
wanted was their attention, but with us kids
to provide for and my
always-in-trouble big sister, watching me master a back handspring or going over my homework was
never high on their to-do list.
When I was in fourth grade, I came
up with a way to get my parents to
notice me more. I thought: Maybe if I
get really good grades, finally they’ll say
they’re proud of me. Maybe if I become
class president, they’ll want to be there.
But they weren’t. Even when I
landed a role in my class play—a huge
deal for me because I was really shy—
they didn’t show up. They knew how
excited I was about the performance,
and told me they’d try to make it.
When I stood onstage looking out
at the crowd, I saw my grandma sitting
next to two empty chairs. I gave her this
look like, “Where are they?” And I can
still see her shrugging her shoulders.
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GROWING PAINS

Around that time, my body started
changing. And when puberty hit, it hit
hard. I felt so uncomfortable in my own
skin. It seemed like instead of getting
taller, I was just getting wider.
I had always been skinny, and then
suddenly I had rolls on my stomach. I
became very critical of myself. I thought
everyone else looked better than I did—
and those thoughts poisoned my mind.
Being in front of anyone made me
nervous…and that was how my day
started, five days a week. My bus stop
was the last on the route, so every
morning I had to climb up those steps
and look out at a bus packed with kids.

And since there was nothing better
to do, of course they would be staring
right back at me.
It got worse at school. We had to go
to the cafeteria each morning to wait for
the bell to ring before heading to homeroom. Everyone was there. I thought
they were judging me, saying, “Look at
Lindsey! She’s so fat, she’s so ugly.”
When it came to being in the classroom, good just wasn’t good enough.
I had to be perfect. If I got a 98—still
an A+—I was a failure because I didn’t
get a 100. It didn’t help that when I did
bring home a high grade, my family
didn’t seem to think my success was all
that noteworthy.
Soon, whenever I was confronted
with anything, whether it was a big test
or just eating lunch in the cafeteria, I
started feeling nervous. My palms would
sweat, my mind would race, my stomach
would get upset. I would get incredibly
emotional, yet keep it bottled up.
On the outside, everyone said, “She
gets great grades, everyone likes her
and she’s keeping out of trouble.” But
inside, my thoughts were so conflicted,
it was like a war zone.

A DOWNWARD SPIRAL

I didn’t know it at the time, but I was
suffering from anxiety. Although feeling anxious can be a normal reaction
to stress and pressure, those with anxiety disorders can develop phobias,

depression and even things like obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD).
In my case, my desire to be perfect
in school combined with body issues
became so overwhelming that I could
hardly function as a normal 11-year-old.
I started planning how to get around
the things that stressed me out. I compromised with my mom: She would
drop me off at school in the morning so
I could avoid the bus. I made her take
me 30 minutes early to ensure that the
cafeteria would be empty. It wasn’t perfect, but I didn’t have to stand around
awkwardly in front of anyone.
My one close friend, Cassie, was a
year younger than me. I rarely saw her,
but when we did get together, I felt safe.
Why? Because she felt the same way I
did. We both didn’t quite fit in, but we
had each other and that was good.
In my grade, though, I really didn’t
have friends. People didn’t not like
me—they always said that I was nice.
At lunch, I’d sit with the popular girls,
but I was on the outskirts. When they’d
talk about going to the movies, I wasn’t
invited. I was doing everything I could
to be one of them, yet it was never
enough. And that’s when everything
spiraled out of control.

LOSING IT

A lot of times, anxiety can cause panic
attacks, where you have physical sympContinued on page 73
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toms, like shortness of breath, shaking,
nausea and dizzy spells.
One day at school, I began to feel
sick. My palms were sweaty and my
heart raced. I ran to the nurse’s office
and threw up. I went home, and I was so
sick, I couldn’t go to school the next day.
Well, I finally had my mom’s attention. She took me to the doctor and he
sent me to the emergency room for
dehydration. My family thought I had
a bad cold. They had no idea I was so
paralyzed by all of these fears that I was
making myself sick.
I could fool them into thinking
things were OK, but I knew something was wrong, that it wasn’t normal.
When I tried to express my feelings to
my dad, he would say, “Oh, come on,
what do you have to be stressed about?”
But I knew I needed help.
My first and only trip to a psychologist did not go well. The doctor and I did
not mesh, but one good thing did come
out of the session: She diagnosed me
with an anxiety disorder.
Although it was somewhat of a relief
to put an official name on it, I struggled
being Lindsey, the girl with anxiety.

SEEING THE LIGHT

Around this time, my sister, who had
struggled with her weight more than
I did, began seeing a naturopath.
As the months passed, I watched her
transform into this confident, healthy
person. Soon, I decided to see if it could
help me, too. I went to the wellness center and was taught how to eat better
and exercise. They taught me how to
love my body and respect it.

DITCH THE DREAD
Don’t let anxiety take you hostage!
Controlling it can be easy as 1–2–3.
BREATHE RIGHT. When you start
freaking, focus on your breathing.
Lay down on your back and inhale
deeply. Hold, then exhale slowly.
TALK IT OUT. ’Fess up to a friend you
trust. Saying the words will take the
“must appear normal” pressure off.
CHALLENGE YOURSELF. Do the
thing you really don’t want to do, just
to prove you can. Then pat yourself
on the back—you did it!
STILL STRESSIN’? The Anxiety and
Depression Association of America
is there to help you help yourself.
Visit adaa.org to learn more.
I learned to meditate and control my
breathing. And, maybe most important,
I found out everyone gets stressed. The
difference is other people overcome it—
and I realized I could do that, too.
The thing about anxiety is you don’t
know how bad it is until you learn to
cope. Panic attacks were my normal.
And now I know that’s so not normal.
Finally, I felt free. I could walk down
a hallway and not feel like my chest
was about to explode. I became more
outgoing. I’d talk to people—and I made
another friend named Ashley, who is
my total opposite. She will do anything
and talk to anyone, which I admire.
As my anxiety lessened, I decided
to try out for cheerleading. I craved the
Continued on page 74

Is stress messin’ you up?

There’s a difference between being stressed out and having an anxiety
disorder. Here are five signs your nervousness might not be normal…
• You often feel panicked or afraid at the thought of stressful situations.
• You have uncontrollable, obsessive thoughts.
• You have trouble sleeping or frequent nightmares.
• Ritualistic behaviors help you feel a little less stressed.
• You experience sweaty palms, shortness of breath, dizziness or nausea.
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camaraderie of a team—I used to take
gymnastics and loved it—and needed an
outlet where I could be myself. I didn’t
make the squad, but I tried out two more
times, and in eighth grade I made it. Becoming a cheerleader helped me face
my fear of being in front of people.
I tackled my anxiety in tiny steps:
talking to someone I’d never spoken to
before, raising my hand in class. And
the more I put myself out there, I realized that even if I did something wrong,
it wasn’t the end of the world.

Continued from page 72
trust that he or she would rather you
have solid info from a professional. Still
too weird? Consider asking your school
nurse or guidance counselor.
But even if you and your mom do
chat it out, it’s always smart to talk with
your doctor, too, so you can get input on
any topics you’re nervous about.
For example, girls who are questioning their sexuality might find a doctor
or counselor to be a helpful resource on
LGBT issues, especially early on.
When we asked Madison A., 13,
about The Talk, she put it bluntly,
“Well, my parents are doctors so you
kind of find everything out.”
Her answer is a great reminder that
while talking about sex makes many
teens blush and some parents stutter,
a good portion of it just comes down to
facts, and it gets less uncomfortable to
discuss over time.
Keeping the lines of communication
open between you and your parents
will build up that bond. Plus, they’re
there to support you and answer your
questions (not just about sex, of course,
but also school, feelings and the future).
Once you’ve tackled The Talk (or had
some mini talks), you might find yourself closer to your mom than ever.
Like Lily, for example. She decided
to get all the details after she started
college so she’d know the facts before
she started having sex.
“I went to my campus health center
and met with a really sweet gynecologist who taught me about STDs, pregnancy and safe sex,” she tells us. “It
really eased my anxiety.”
Lily wishes her mom would’ve tried
to have The Talk with her again, because
she spent so many years in the dark.
Years later, the two can have open
conversations about sex, even though
they may not see eye-to-eye on everything. Still, once they established a line
of communication about it, their relationship has only gotten stronger.
“I came to her the second time
around, and the conversations have
been informative ever since,” Lily
says. “Now, she talks to me about my
relationships—and I know how to keep
myself healthy.” _

BACK TO BASICS

Anxiety never really goes away for
good. I learned this firsthand when
I went to college. After graduating from
high school with a group of people I’d
known since pre-K, I was thrown into
the unknown. I started wondering
what my new friends thought of me
and how I measured up.
Feeling so unsure of myself yet again
forced me to realize that those nervous
feelings will likely always be with me,
but the important thing is that I know
how to manage them.
I’ve come to another very important
realization: My parents aren’t going to
change overnight, or maybe ever.
I understand now that they don’t
show their love through spending time
with me and praising me for my accomplishments. They show it through gifts.
Is it what I would choose? Nope. But
that’s the reality, and it has nothing to
do with how they perceive me.
Nowadays, I find that talking about
my experience with anxiety really
helps. My big “I can do this!” moment
occurred when I gave the keynote
address at a student leadership conference. I was talking to 900 students
about self-love and self-confidence.
I was terrified, but I got through it.
The best part was when I was finished
speaking. So many kids came up to me
and said, “Hey, you’re not alone. I’ve
been there, too.”
And that’s the truth. With so many
teens going through this, there’s no
need to suffer from anxiety in silence. If
you need help, ask for it. Things will get
better, I promise. _
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