Little Problems Add Up

"To be honest, I don't know what

else to do. I just can't figure out

what's wrong with it." This is

my mechanic speaking. Our

family car's "check engine"

light is on, and we can't pass

the emissions test unless a licensed

professional fixes the

problem and signs off on some paperwork.

Only my mechanic can't figure out what the

problem actually is. Neither, I discover, can

the next two mechanics. The only option left to

us, apparently, is to push the car off a cliff and

collect the insurance. That is, if we can get it to

a cliff without being ticketed for driving a car

that hasn't passed the emissions test.

It doesn't stop there. The other day, in a

bout of insanity, I bought a very expensive

size 6 coat that, of course, doesn't fit and never

will, and then I spilled tea on it before I could

return it. And did I mention that our beagle's

anal glands get impacted regularly and need

to be "extruded"? That my vet wants to teach

me how to do it myself to save me the cost? (I

replied, "Some things are worth paying for.")

And that the guy in the next cubicle at work

phones his wife every other minute to loudly

assure her he "wuvs" her? ( I am not making

this up.)

And here's something I don't often admit: My

house has mice, and we don't have the heart to

use jaw traps. My husband has decided that

he'd rather peacefully coexist with the mice, a

choice that I do not go along with. So I catch

the mice, one by one, in those humane traps --

but I swear I am catching the same freaking

mouse over and over. So now -- because, you

know, I really don't have enough to do -- I

have been driving said mouse to a local

swamp to release it. Over and over. As it

scampers off into the woods, a part of me

wants to run with it, free of no-show cable

guys, homework battles, and to-do lists.

Yes, I know that each of these irritations

by itself is No Big Deal. I know I should be

grateful that I am not facing "real" stressors

like a wandering husband, a funky Pap smear,

or a parent with Alzheimer's. I do realize that

my petty annoyances are nothing in the face of

Darfur or Iraq. And I am thankful. But when I

start feeling envious of a mouse, I also know

that something is really wrong.

I'm not the only one driven to distraction

by nagging little problems. Case in point:

Los Angeles travel

agent and mother

Barbara Yoakum,

44. When I ask her

about stress in her life, she says, "I can't talk to

you now. I have to pick up my sick kid from

school and I need to find someone to get my

mom to the eye doctor appointment she made

six months ago now that I can't take her because

I have to stay home with him. And one

of my clients just called to say that he's running

late for a plane and would I call the airline

and ask them to hold the flight for him?

He seriously thinks I can do this! I'm sorry,

what was your question again?"

Barb and I (and probably you, too) are

being nibbled to death by stress. It's not one

big problem that drives us bat crazy, but the

constant pick, pick, pick of the little stuff. But

puny though these problems may be, it is at

least somewhat reassuring to know that we

have every right to feel fed up with them:

Nonstop minor stress can have a serious impact

on our mental and physical health. Ac-
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cording to experts, constant stress (the aggregate

of minor day-to-day stresses) packs a bigger

wallop on the brain and body than acute

stress (experiencing a single stressful event,

such as chasing an errant child who's run into

the street or finding yourself on an elevator in

free fall). For the latter kind of emergencies,

your body mobilizes its resources, acts and

then recovers; when you experience constant

niggling stressors, your body drains down the

same reserves without ever having a chance to

recoup the losses. If that daily stress doesn't

stop, the overload can weaken your immunity,

strain your heart, affect your memory, and

cause depression, anxiety, and weight gain,

says Bruce S. McEwen, PhD, director of the

neuroendocrinology laboratory

at Rockefeller University

and author of The End of

Stress as We Know It. Your

body's "check engine" light

goes on, in other words, and

won't go off.

So, you may ask, given our 24-7 world -

- where our bodies and minds never get much

chance to rest and recover -- why aren't we all

walking around with colds, heart disease,

memory lapses, anxiety attacks, and muffin

tops? Because some people are less vulnerable

to life's nagging little pressures than others.

The good news? We can take control of our

stress levels. "We do have biological predispositions

and it matters what our personal histories

are," says Barbara Rothbaum, PhD, director

of the Trauma and Recovery Anxiety Program

at Emory University School of Medicine.

"However, I don't think nature and nurture are

destiny. You can boost your individual resistance

before stress eats you up." Below, some

steps to get you started.

Stop Playing "Who's the Most Stressed?"

Comparisons can kill you -- so don't let the

fact that there are people in the world who are

more stressed than you make you feel that

you're somehow not entitled to feel overwhelmed.

"My mother spent eight months living

in a hotel after Hurricane Katrina," says

Belinda Hulin, 52, of Atlantic Beach, Florida.

"So I know that having to pick up my daughter,

help with homework, help with her class

party, get dinner on the table, order cake, blah,

blah, blah, is small potatoes compared to the

difficulties of someone who has encountered

real losses. But sometimes I just want to

scream. I work at home as a writer and editor,

so my husband thinks I should be able to cram

everything on earth into my day. I got so angry

once that I sent him my to-do list for my

daughter's upcoming birthday plus my regular

ongoing stuff, including working full-time

and keeping half a dozen clients happy."

Belinda and other women like her need

to realize and remember that stress is not a

competition in which only those with the

worst problems get to feel crummy without

guilt. "It doesn't matter whether someone else

has more on her plate than you do," says Bruce

Rabin, PhD, director of the Healthy Lifestyle

Program at the University of Pittsburgh Medical

Center. "What's important is how stressed

out you are actually feeling."

Protect Your "You" Time

Even if you're blessedly free from big problems,

your body still needs to recuperate from

the day-in, day-out tensions with exercise,

good nutrition, and downtime. "If you're al-
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ways pushing yourself and not doing anything

to physically or mentally compensate,

you'll start feeling burned out," says Sheila

Jowsey, MD, assistant professor of psychiatry

at the Mayo Clinic. "Typically, your energy

levels will crash, leaving you unenthusiastic

about taking on new tasks and even less able

to take care of yourself and regenerate."

Andrea Hessekiel, 48, of Rye, New

York, takes Dr. Jowsey's warning to heart.

She's got her hands full with two daughters,

volunteer projects, her part-time job, and a

husband who travels for work. "I could let my

daily to-do list take over my life," she cheerfully

admits. "But the first things I put on that

list are exercise and my monthly women's

group meetings -- unless it's an emergency, I

never skip those. One nourishes my body, the

other feeds my mind."

Give Up on Perfection

No one wants to think the phrase "good

enough parent" applies to her because it seems

to condone doing less than the best you are

capable of. But being a good-enough parent

doesn't mean you're willing to settle, it means

you're realistic. "All of us have to define for

ourselves what is good enough," says Dr.

Rothbaum. "We can always put in more time,

be more attentive, be more patient, but life is a

marathon, not a sprint, and we have to stay in

it for the long haul." Decide how much effort is

really good enough for each specific task.

Circle the Wagons

Women, in particular, find it hard to

ask for help because doing so might make

them seem weak, incapable, or inadequate.

Get over it. No woman is an island: We thrive

in a community. Look around you and identify

friends, family, coworkers, and neighbors

who can help you psychologically and physically.

"Building a support network may seem

like just one more task on your list, but community

connections are supportive and vital,"

says David Shern, PhD, president

and CEO of Mental Health

America. Sure, taking time to

cultivate relationships may feel

indulgent -- or even burdensome.

But it is exactly those

connections that will help you

when you have to unload because you've had

a bad day or need someone to pick up your

kids from school when you're stuck in a meeting.

Break Bad Habits

If you deal with stress by doing things

that in the long run are just going to make you

more stressed -- such as overeating, shopping,

smoking, drinking, et cetera -- have a heart-toheart

with yourself. Ask: Will this behavior

come back and bite me in the butt later? Is the

short-term relief it gives me worth the roll

around the middle, the huge credit card bills,

the smoker's cough, whatever? If not, am I

ready to change my behavior? What help do I

need? Just don't be lackadaisical about your

reform efforts. "Don't try to stop unless you're

serious," says Richard O'Connor, PhD, author

of Undoing Perpetual Stress. "You'll only demoralize

yourself with halfhearted efforts that

end in failure."

Learn to Say No

I know, I know, it's hard. But, trust me,

no one will throw you off the island if you occasionally

don't help out. "Take a long, hard

look at your activities to see if they're all a

good use of your time and effort," says Dr.

O'Connor. "If not, cut them out of your schedule.

Set boundaries to protect yourself and say

no when it's appropriate."

Easier said than done? Just repeat after

me: "I am so sorry, I would love to chair that

committee/babysit your kids/join your book

group. However, I am so overbooked right

now. You know how it is. Thanks anyway."

Another tactic: Whenever you're put on the

spot, tell people you'll get back to them. Waiting

gives you a chance to weigh

your options, plan on how to

handle a situation, and rehearse

what you want to say.

Reframe Your Attitude

For the little nibbly

stressors that can't be avoided, experts say that

changing the way you perceive them can help.

"You can be very busy while also staying calm

and maintaining your efficiency," says Dr.

Rabin. Reframe stress as a challenge, accentuating

the positive. Instead of "this schedule is

going to kill me," think, "Wow, if I can pull off

even half of this, I must be amazing!"

You should also reframe by finding humor

where you can: Laughter is an effective

way to defuse anxiety. On the day that Mary

Jacobs, 47, of Dallas found out she was unexpectedly

pregnant, her husband got into a minor

car accident, probably because he was so

stressed out by the news. "Honey," she said to

him, "you got your wife and your car knocked

up on the same day!" That went a long way

toward helping them see the lighter side of the

news.

As for me, I'm trying the reframe-it-tobe-

funny approach tomorrow. I've got a date

with a mouse and a swamp -- my chance to

escape the mechanics and phone calls, to commune

with nature and to rescue my rodent

soul mate yet again. I don't know about you,

but I feel better already.
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