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INTRODUCTION

We usually think of side effects as the negative by-products of ingesting
pharmaceutical medications. Living with pain day in and day out,
however, has its own repercussions which I think of as the side effects of
chronic pain. These are not usually part of the original physical condition
itself, nevertheless, they are part of the whole pain package, the
consequences of living with pain and in pain over time.
I have been in continuous debilitating pain for the past eight years, and
have experienced all of these side effects. Talking with other long-term
pain sufferers, I’ve discovered that they also experience most or all of
these symptoms, but none of my therapists or practitioners ever mentioned
them to me. Either they just aren’t aware of them or they assume that
people in pain already know what to expect from living with pain.
But we don’t. Many of us are in this for the first time. And even if we’ve
been in pain for a while, we may not understand that these side effects are
common to other pain sufferers. We may not have anyone to talk to, or
find it embarrassing to reveal that our brains are no longer firing on all
cylinders, so we just don’t want to speak about what’s going on.
This is why I wrote this document. Becoming familiar with the side effects
of chronic pain can help you understand that you are not the only one
experiencing these distressing, and seemingly unrelated symptoms.
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Sharing this information with others can also help those you live with to
better understand what you are going through.
In the following pages, I briefly go over 10 side effects of chronic pain and
offer some easy ways to address them and, hopefully, reduce their impact
on your life. Living in pain is a very, very difficult path to be on. I feel that
those of us who have been walking this path for a long time and have
come to some useful understandings may be able to offer support to others
who are also on this road.
I have made this document free in the hopes that you may find some useful
information here and as a thank you for visiting my website. Should you
want to pursue my deeper work with living in pain, please check into my
other books, The Pain Companion, and The Pain Companion Workbook.
If you haven't already, please download my free ebook, Living Better
While Living With Pain, available from Smashwords, Ibooks, Kobo and
all major ebook retailers. Information on these, The Pain Companion blog,
free resources, and upcoming publications can be found at the end of this
document and on my website: www.thepaincompanion.com.
Thank you for reading, and I wish you increased ease and health on your
journey out of pain.
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1. BLANK SPACES
Do you find yourself in the middle of a sentence and can’t remember what
you were talking about? Sometimes can’t come up with the words for even
the most common items like chair, book, pen?
Your brain in pain is simply not firing on all cylinders. Or it is, but most of
its energy is going to dealing with the pain you’re in and healing your
body. There just isn’t much brain power available to you for normal
cognitive processes.
This can be extremely disconcerting. I find, particularly when I’m tired,
that I’m creating sentences with a whole lot of blank spaces in them.
4
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“Thanks for the...the...the...the... you know, I mean, uh...the..the..the…..”
You’ve probably done this too.
What To Do About Blank Spaces:
Stop. Breathe. Relax. Laugh. Choose another word. Or just let it go and
carry on without that word or even that idea. Don’t worry, it’s not that
your is brain dying, it’s because you are in pain.
It’s usually not all that helpful to exert a lot of energy to try and remember
the exact word or try to recapture what you were saying in that moment.
I’ve found that it usually doesn’t make a bit of difference – I can’t conjure
up that exact word or thought right away anyway - and I just wear myself
out and get flustered.
Pushing your brain to get back into gear just creates tension, and you don’t
need any more of that. Trying to find the exact word leaves a longer
silence in your conversation, and you get the deer-in-the-headlights look,
and that’s when you begin to feel uncomfortable and embarrassed. You
want to say, I’m not really stupid or senile or easily distracte d, I used to
be able to converse with the best of them!
Instead, just move on with the conversation. Usually, sooner or later, the
words you need pop back in. Sometimes much later. Sometimes in the
middle of the night. But that’s okay. If we can just be easy with it, it’s not
that big of a deal. It’s usually more disconcerting for us than the person
we’re talking with. So, if you can, find another word.
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There are times, however, when it’s more than a particular word that’s
missing. For me, it’s often a total brain freeze. Everything comes to a
screeching halt, usually in mid-sentence. I have no idea what I was just
saying, what the topic of the conversation is, or what I what direction I
was headed in.
It’s pretty strange, because it’s not that you lose the power of speech, it’s
like the part of your brain dealing with that specific subject goes on a
coffee break in the middle of a sentence, leaving you kind of stunned by its
complete lack of presence. With people who know me, I just tell them,
“Whoops, my brain just stopped. It’ll come back later.” They have learned
what that means.
For other people who don’t know your situation, and you find yourself
embarrassed by your own stupefaction, you just do the best you can by
changing the whole topic. It’s really strange, but the brain seems to be able
to go somewhere else, just not where you need it at the moment. You can
also distract their attention from your sudden silence by asking them a
direct question. If they have something they have to respond to, it usually
diverts their attention from your blank stare.
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2. MEMORY LOSS
Can’t remember what you did yesterday or even two minutes ago? Shortterm memory loss is common for people in pain. I believe it is because the
body and brain are simply overloaded by having to deal with compromised
health and the overall stress and exhaustion that pain creates in the system.
What to do about Memory Loss:
Write yourself notes and stick them everywhere. Write the note
immediately or you will forget not only what was supposed to go on the
note, but that you were writing a note at all. (No kidding.)
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I keep the smallest size of Post-Its in my car and stick notes on the
dashboard so I don’t forget where I’m supposed to be later or what I need
to do when I get home. I leave these little pads all over the house with pens
nearby.
I have Post-Its all over my computer, my desk, and my kitchen and I just
throw them out when I’m finished with them. I have gotten into the habit
of writing EVERYTHING down the minute it comes into my head and
sticking it immediately where I will find it later.
What about the problem of walking over to the Post-It pad and forgetting
what you’re supposed to write there on the way? (You’re only laughing
because something similar has happened to you, I’m sure!) Go back to the
physical spot where you were when the thought came to you and put
yourself in the exact same physical position and wait a moment. Someone,
the body and brain sort of coordinate in resetting yourself back in time,
and then your brain often sends you the same message again.
Oh, and don’t forget to have the Post-Its and pen already in hand.
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3. LOSS OF BRAIN POWER
I have an MBA, and my brain in pain could barely make sense of how to
balance my bank accounts. Truly. It scared me to look at a row of
numbers. Not because numbers themselves are normally scary to me or
I’m terrible at math - I aced all my graduate Finance and Economics
courses – it scared me because, in pain, I found that I couldn’t make heads
or tails of them. It was like looking at Egyptian hieroglyphs.
It is incredibly disconcerting to lose your smarts to pain. Focusing on
anything becomes nearly impossible. I remember having some kind of
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vocational apptitude test done after I was injured and not being able to
read a high school level paragraph of information and answer the questions
appropriately. I sat there and reread the same three sentence paragraph
about four times and simply couldn’t make any sense of what they were
asking me to do with it. If you’ve had an experience like this, you know
how frightening it can be to realize you just don’t have access to your
normal cognitive functioning. It’s like someone turned the lights off
upstairs.
This was true for me during the most acute part of my pain, and, yes, it
went on for quite some time in my case, but I have been able to recover
much more access to my cognitive processes since then. So, please know
that if you are going through the worst of this kind of side effect right now,
it does get better as you move out of the most acute pain. You can get your
brain back. Read on.
What To Do About Loss of Brain Power:
For the purpose of regaining a modicum of brain power, and for using
some of my unused mental energy [see Insomnia & Fitful Sleep] I started
doing extremely easy Sudoku puzzles (Sudoku is a popular Japanese
number puzzle).
At first, doing Sudoku worked like a sleeping pill because I quickly wore
my brain out just trying to make sense of the very easiest puzzles and
basically knocked myself out. I kept at it as a nightly sleep aid and
eventually I was able to complete the easy, easy puzzles. I usually had to
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erase what I’d already filled in and start over about 3 or 4 times in order to
finish one small puzzle.
However, I found that, in addition to acting like a benign sleeping pill,
Sudoku helped bring my brain back online over time. I was able to
progress from Easy-Easy to Easy to Medium to Hard. (I have not
succeeded at Evil yet.)
This tells me that even if the brain is hijacked by pain, it is possible to
bring it back by starting small. Simple crossword puzzles can work too,
but at the beginning, I found that even these were too demanding and
frustrating. I could come up with a number from 1 – 10 more easily than
one specific word from the virtually infinite possibilities.
There are other ways to bring the brain back online as well: Scrabble,
Monopoly, Cribbage, Backgammon or any other game requiring some
counting, but not overwhelmingly complex. Jigsaw puzzles, origami,
scrapbooks, photo collections: anything requiring organizing visually. This
seems really simple, I know, but it’s exactly where to start. Really easy.
Really simple.
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4. FATIGUE
As you no doubt know, if you’ve been in pain for any length of time,
you’re exhausted. You don’t have to be doing anything else, just being in
pain wears you out.
It’s important to recognize how tired you are so that 1) you don’t push
yourself to be normal, 2) you understand how vital it is to rest, and rest
often, 3) you can let others know not to expect too much from you, and 4)
you can have some compassion for yourself about why you just aren’t up
for much of anything and you can’t even think straight.
12
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What To Do About Fatigue:
It seems obvious that if you’re tired, you rest. But the kind of exhaustion
that comes from chronic pain is not normal tiredness. It is mental,
emotional, and physical fatigue, all wound up together.
Just sleeping more is not going to take away all your fatigue. You’ve
probably already found that out.

If you can sleep at all anyway.

Sometimes trying to sleep when you’re in pain feels almost like it’s more
trouble than it’s worth. It can be extremely challenging to get a solid block
of deep sleep and some really restful hours in. In fact, you may not have
slept deeply for months, or even years.
So, if we can’t get over our fatigue by getting the amount and kind of sleep
we really need, what to do?
I am someone who didn’t sleep for any length of time for years, and when
I feel asleep it was really more like dozing briefly. Then pain would
require that I find a new position and I would begin the arduous process of
turning my body over slowly and carefully using a kind of multiple step
wave-like process: move the shoulder a tiny bit, then inch a hip a little,
then the shoulder, then...you get the idea, and you’ve probably experienced
something like this.
What I had to learn was that sleep and rest can no longer be relegated to
night time. There can no longer be a strict division between night and day.
You have to weave in as many rest periods as you can during your waking
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hours - all 24 of them. You can’t pretend you’re normal. It just doesn’t
work very well.
Map out your day according to your needs for frequent down time. Track
what wears you out most in any given day, and limit those things as much
as you can. Make rest a priority. Let up on yourself in terms of your
expectations of what you might be able to do in any given day. Allow
yourself to say no when you have to. Let others know that you only have a
fraction of your normal energy or brainpower.
Use some of the suggestions in the next section on Insomnia and Fitful
Sleep to help you get more relaxed and deep sleep whenever you can.
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5. INSOMNIA AND FITFUL SLEEP
Part of your fatigue is certainly due to the fact that you’re not sleeping
well, and may be sleeping less overall, or the sleep you get is just not
leaving you feeling renewed, but you may also suffer from insomnia - the
inability to fall asleep even when you’re dead exhausted.
I slept extremely fitfully in short spurts and never fell into a deep sleep for
about the first 6 years of pain. During the day, I was a total zombie,
constantly in a state of severe sleep deprivation. Even so, I often couldn’t
fall asleep until 4:30 am even though I was too tired to stay up. Insomnia
was part of my nightly torture, and may be yours too.

15

Sarah Shockley

Taking An Easier Path Through Pain

Why can’t we sleep? Certain drugs cause insomnia, the discomfort of pain
keeps us awake, and worry and stress keep our minds whirling around in
circles. these are pretty obvious causes of insomnia.
I also feel there are some other causes as well. One is that when we are
injured or ill and remain in pain, our body is on high alert, even if we feel
foggy and fatigued. Part of us is watching out for more danger and, thus,
keeping us awake. I also believe that the physical and mental energy we
haven’t expended during the day keeps us awake at night.
What To Do About Insomnia:
Medications: Speak to your doctor about the possibility that your pain
medications might actually be keeping you awake. Different bodies react
differently to the same drug. Also, if you are female, chances are the
medication you are on has been tested on men, but not women and your
body may simply be reacting in an unexpected way, or the dose is too
high.
I was given medication for nerve pain that was supposed to make me feel
better. The list of possible side effects unfolded like one of those jacob’s
ladder toys. The paper was several feet long in tiny print. My son became
alarmed at the horrible possibilities listed on the sheet. We stopped reading
after sudden death.
I wasn’t big on pharmaceuticals, anyway, but I had agreed with my
neurologist that I would give three different drugs a test drive of at least a
week each. Wow. Maybe they work for some people. I’m sure they must.
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For me, I became foggier than usual, I could still feel my pain, although it
was oddly remote, but hardly softened much. A very surreal feeling. I had
terrible headaches, felt nauseated all the time, and, you guessed it, had
worse insomnia than ever.
I’m not even sure insomnia was on that scroll of possible side effects, I
never bothered to look, but it wasn’t something my doctor had warned me
could happen. Who knew? Anyway, my point is that your medications,
yes, the ones that are supposed to be helping you feel less pain so you can
get some sleep, may be keeping you awake. Worth looking into, I think.
If you think it’s even a remote possibility, talk to your doctor about the
possibility of lowering your dosage a bit without making it so painful that
you can’t sleep at all, and see if that lessens the effects of insomnia. Or ask
for a different prescription. You may have to experiment for while and, of
course, do this only under your doctor’s supervision.
Pain: What can be said about that? Pain is going to keep you awake at
times, or maybe most of the time. Use your pain medications (the ones that
actually help you sleep!) judiciously to get some rest when you need to, of
course.
I also found that certain herbal teas were both natural relaxants and had
pain reduction attributes as well. The best of these, for me, is camomile
tea. Honey is also considered healing, so I would make camomile tea with
honey at night. Believe it or not, my mother’s old cure-all of warm milk
and honey also did the trick.
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Maybe part of their strength is in the fact that the teas are soothing and
warm and have associations with self-care and childhood memories of
being taken care of by a loving hand. How much comes from the herbs and
how much comes by association really doesn’t matter to me if they do the
trick. Who is going to fault a placebo if it helps you feel better?
Worry: Many nights I lay awake, staring into the darkness, my heart
pounding, and my brain churning with very real fears about how I would
survive financially with a body that was literally unemployable at any
level. I wouldn’t even make a successful street person since I couldn’t
push or carry anything over about one pound and not for long or very far.
Anxiety, besides keeping me awake, made my pain levels soar, so I had to
learn to quiet my raging terrors. I don’t have any perfect solution to offer
you for these nightly panic attacks. I literally had to learn how to turn
down the volume through sheer force of will. I made a deliberate and clear
decision over and over again to turn my thoughts away from what I
couldn’t control, and to trust in life.
What choice did I have? I could make things harder on my already
beleaguered body by entertaining dark thoughts of horrible endings, or I
could simply not do that. Friends used to ask me how I could be so calm
about something so trying and awful and I said I just didn’t have the
luxury of anxiety and worry. I just couldn’t afford it and also try to heal
and carry on another day.
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So, I don’t have an instant fix for this. It’s a choice. It takes a lot of
courage and fortitude to just tell your worrying mind, thank you for
sharing, now shut up.
High Alert: As far as I can tell, the body perceives a danger to it’s
survival when we’ve suffered an injury that puts us in pain, or a severe
illness. That’s a natural response. For most of us, when the pain is shortterm, the body has dealt with the immediate danger and we can carry on
and return to normal. The body resets itself to whatever “normal” is for us.
In contrast, when we’re dealing with chronic pain, the body never really
gets a chance to relax about the danger. It still perceives it to be right there.
Is the body’s continued high alert status what is keeping the pain around,
or vice versa? I don’t know, but I do know that it helps to become aware of
the possibility that your body is tensed for attack all the time, and do
something to mitigate this strain on your system.
Once I realized that this might be going on, I consciously put my attention
on the fact that right now, I really didn’t need to be on high alert. I looked
around the room and noticed that there were no immediate dangers
offering new threats to my survival. What ever happened to my body had
already happened, or was happening, and, because I was already aware of
it, I didn’t need my body to be every watchful. I actually even talked to my
body soothingly out loud and told it that the immediate danger was passed.
I learned to consciously and deliberately notice that I had, indeed, survived
another day.
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Unused Physical Energy: Lying awake at night in pain, I sometimes took
a mental tour of my body to see if I could sense anything there other than
pain. Sometimes it was a real challenge to feel what was beyond or beside
the pain.
It was during one of these body tours that I felt a restlessness in my legs
that was not due only to pain. My legs weren’t so much in pain as they
were very, very uncomfortable. I thought, wow this feels like when I was a
teenager and still growing. If I hadn’t exercised enough during the day, my
legs would actually hurt at night from the unused physical energy. I would
toss around from side to side, my legs wanting to RUN.
That’s what I felt now. Lack of exercise! Nervous energy coursing through
my legs! It was keeping me awake and it was adding to my physical
discomfort.
The only physical exercise I could get was walking, so I took extra short
walks and that helped tremendously. The difference between not walking
and walking 20 minutes was radical. Adding an extra walk not only helped
with the insomnia, it helped me sleep deeper. This doesn’t mean that
walking all day would have been a good thing. More than 2 short walks a
day tipped the scales in the other direction.
So, you need to pay careful attention to what works best for you. Notice
what makes you feel more relaxed at night and what increases your pain
levels. If you are not very mobile, try doing chair yoga, or even small,
repetitive movements with arms and/or legs. Whatever isn’t in pain - if it
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can be moved - move it. It also helps keep the lymph moving through your
body.
If you can do small exercises using resistance for the parts of you that
aren’t in pain, that can help too. For those of you who cannot get any
physical exercise at all, it has been shown that the imagination can fool the
body into thinking something is real. Just like your nightmares. When
you’re in them, they’re real to you and your body; you might even wake
up in a sweat.
Use your creative imagination to do the things you can’t presently do
physically. Take yourself for a hike, or go skiing, or ice skating, or
swimming in your mind. Feel your body moving through the water, or
walking on a dirt path in the woods, or gliding over the snow. Let yourself
really go with it. Amazingly, it can help the body relax and release some
of its pent up energy, even if it is happening mostly in your head.
See the Loss of Brain Power for working with excess mental energy.
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6. IMPATIENCE, IRRITABILITY AND INTOLERANCE
What is there to say about these side effects of pain? Just know they are
going to show up from time to time both on your part and on the part of
people around you.
It is incredibly difficult to keep positive, light-hearted, flexible, and
tolerant while you are in pain. When you’ve been in pain for a long time,
it’s even harder. It just tends to wear you down, and it’s easy to lose
patience, good humor, and resilience with yourself and with others.
Just knowing that this is part of what I call the pain package – it’s a
natural consequnce of being in pain - can help relieve some of the inner
tension you may feel. You don’t have to be perfect. You don’t have to be
nice all the time. But you also don’t have to impose your short temper and
22
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irritability on people around you either. Being in pain does not entitle you
to being a pain. It’s a balancing act, for sure.
What To Do About Impatience, Irritability and Loss of Tolerance:
Become aware of your responses to others around you and your situation.
Impatience and irritability with yourself, your situation, your body, your
doctor, or your family is going to happen from time to time. Of course.
When they do rear their ugly heads, take a breath. Stop what you’re doing
if you can. Leave it for another day. Know this is all part of being in pain.
Go easy on yourself and realize you probably need a rest. Pull the last
reserves of patience and good humor from wherever you can find them.
Go be alone for awhile if you need to. Regularly forgive yourself and
others.
It’s a tough situation you’re in. Go a little more lightly on yourself, and go
a little more lightly on others. It’s not easy for them to be around you
when you’re in pain, and they may be frustrated by not being able to help.
It can be very difficult for people not experiencing long-term pain to
understand what it’s like, or to understand how you can still be in pain
after all this time.
Yes, it’s a lot to ask that you are patient with yourself AND patient with
them. But there you are. When you’re not, forgive youself, let it go,
apologize if you need to, and carry on. When you can, do understand that
being in pain is not a license for being the only person in the building who
has needs. Find whatever reserves you have inside yourself to allow others
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their needs and their space too, and understand that they also need
compassion and understanding. You may not have a lot of that to go
around, but what you can muster up will go farther than you think.
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7. SEEPING LOSS OF HOPE
Although there were days when I felt walloped by some new bad news
such as the fact that I wasn’t going to be coming out of this anytime soon,
or my disability was denied and I’d have to face a protracted appeals
process, most of the time my emotional struggle was with the daily
seeping away of hope, positive thoughts and optimism for the future. They
just kind of leaked away little by little as a consequence of waking up in
pain yet another day.
Every time I had to say “No, I can’t do that, No, I’m sorry I can’t join you,
No, I can’t help with school, Scouts, or community projects, Sorry, I have
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to leave now,” a little bit more of my natural optimism seeped away until
it felt like I was seeping away with it.
Every time I saw someone riding a bike or swimming, or heard about their
fantastic vacation, or saw people easily pulling their kids onto their laps, I
didn’t consciously say to myself, “Oh, woe is me that I can’t do that right
now!” and slap the back of my hand dramatically against my forehead, but
some part of me was registering the fact that I wasn’t, in fact, able to
participate in life in that way. It couldn’t help but add to a creeping sense
of hopelessness.
What To Do About the Seeping Loss of Hope:
I am not going to give you platitudes or a list of positive affirmations to
say over and over again. Being in pain is hard. Being in debilitating pain is
very, very hard. It doesn’t go away, and it doesn’t get better until you get
better.
However, instead of resignation or self pity or a kind of groundless
positivity, I have found it better over the long haul to simply acknowledge
to myself how bad I feel about what I’m missing out on. I don’t find
saying to myself, “Oh well, at least you’re not DEAD!” to be particularly
helpful. Not being able to do what you used to do hurts. It is part of the
emotional pain of being in physical pain.
Best to allow yourself to feel your feelings, acknowledge the emotional
pain you’re in, stop short of wallowing in your difficult emotions too long,
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and then carry on. It’s definitely not helpful to override your feelings, or
numb out, or deny that it’s frustrating and sad.
Feeling what you feel in the moment actually helps the feelings move on.
Denying or overriding your feelings just pushes them down and that
becomes a channel or a collection trough for the seeping loss of hope over
time. Have a cry, write in your journal, talk to a friend or therapist, take a
deep breath. But FEEL.
Feeling bad for a few moments or a few hours or a few days is no fun,
granted, but really allowing these feelings the space they need is far better
than pushing them down and away. If you do, I can tell you from personal
experience that you may wake up some weeks or months or years later
having no reserves of hope or optimism left.
Stuffing your feelings is basically telling yourself that you can’t handle
them, or it is not safe to feel them. You may believe that you are already in
too much physical pain to feel any other kind of pain, and you worry that
if you let yourself feel the sadness or anger of your situation you may
never come out of it, you may fall into a deep well.
My experience, however, is that the deep well is built from unfelt
emotions, not from letting them flow. Not feeling what is going on for you
from time to time as these difficult emotions arise contributes to the
seeping loss of hope. Giving yourself permission to feel is telling yourself
that you believe there are other feelings than these, there is another side to
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this, there is a future beyond these difficult feelings. They do begin to
release, flow and move on from your immediate experience.
Of course, you will have new emotions in the future if you are still in pain.
That is only natural. We can’t hide from that. I’ve noticed that in our
culture, we somehow have a mistaken idea that if we don’t let ourselves
feel bad, we won’t ever have to.
In my experience, and in the experience of many others who write on this
topic, it just doesn’t work that way. Stuffing your feelings takes energy to
keep them down. It’s tiring. Better to find a private space to let them flow,
or a trusted friend or therapist to share them with.
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8. LOSS OF THE FUTURE
What the Seeping Loss of Hope can take with it, if it isn’t abated, is your
sense of having a future. Hope and optimism are future oriented. If you
have lost either of those, it’s really difficult to imagine you’re headed for a
positive future, or sometimes, any future at all. In order to avoid the pain
of losing the sense of having a future, we sometimes begin to avoid
thinking of the future at all, since it’s so painful to imagine that our
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situation may remain the same in the future, or even get worse. Best not to
go there.
What To Do About the Loss Of a Future:
What’s wrong with avoiding future-oriented thoughts?
What’s wrong is that, as far as I can tell, all healing is linked with
positivity about the future. Healing seems to happen when we allow
ourselves to make some kind of emotional and/or physical movement
toward a better future.
That means that we don’t give up on ourselves. We take the next step,
however tiny it might be. We try the next viable option on our list. Or we
make a new list. Or we throw out all the lists and live in the moment.
Whatever works, as long as we don’t close the door to the future out of
fear or despair.
This doesn’t mean we fight with pain, it means that we hold the future as a
place in which we can imagine ourselves pain free. The future is in every
next moment, so we reclaim the possibility for the next moment and the
next moment to offer something we can’t see yet, or don’t have yet, or
don’t know about yet.
We find ways to laugh. We find ways to feel what comes up. We find
ways to love. We may still be in pain, but we refuse to die on the inside.
We refuse to give up our future to pain.
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9. DEPRESSION
It’s really difficult to stay chirpy and pleasant when you’re in pain and,
honestly, I’m not sure it’s entirely healthy to try. What does tend to happen
over time, however, is that we can sink almost imperceptibly lower and
lower emotionally day by day into a kind of ever-present low-grade
depression (See Seeping Loss of Hope).
Over time, this low-grade depression has the possibility of becoming a
full-blown clinical depression where all seems lost, and it’s hard to face
another gray day. I am not even going to begin to pretend that I can talk
you out of your depression or tell you that if you just do x, y, or z, you’ll
be fine. Depression is serious business.
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It can help to have a clue about what depression looks like so that you can
monitor the signs for yourself. If you are familiar with these common
signs, you can take steps to head depression off at the pass before it
becomes more than you can cope with on your own.
According to the Mayo Clinic website (www.mayclinic.org) the most
common signs of serious depression are:
•

Feelings of sadness, tearfulness, emptiness or hopelessness

•

Angry outbursts, irritability or frustration, even over small matters

•

Loss of interest or pleasure in most or all normal activities, such as
sex, hobbies or sports

•

Sleep disturbances, including insomnia or sleeping too much

•

Tiredness and lack of energy, so even small tasks take extra effort

•

Changes in appetite — often reduced appetite and weight loss, but
increased cravings for food and weight gain in some people

•

Anxiety, agitation or restlessness

•

Slowed thinking, speaking or body movements

•

Feelings of worthlessness or guilt, fixating on past failures or
blaming yourself for things that aren't your responsibility

•

Trouble thinking, concentrating, making decisions and remembering
things

•

Frequent or recurrent thoughts of death, suicidal thoughts, suicide
attempts or suicide

•

Unexplained physical problems, such as back pain or headaches

Notice anything familiar? The tricky bit about depression is that the signs
the therapists use to diagnose depression are very similar to the side effects
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of living with chronic pain. I’m not a licensed therapist, so I can’t give
you advice on mental health, but I think I can say that, after having lived
with chronic pain and its side effects for the past 8 years, I am an expert on
living with pain and not falling into a deep depression.
What to Do About Depression:
I think the main difference between living with the very challenging side
effects of long-term pain and clinical depression is the degree to which
you feel powerless and hopeless about your situation and the extent to
which any of these symptoms compromises your ability to function even at
the limited level you are used to in pain. In other words, you kind of have
to recalibrate what depression looks and feels like for you, as opposed to
what you’re dealing with as a person in pain that you would not label a
serious depression.
So, first off, you’re going to have a lot of the symptoms on the depression
list if you’re in pain. It just comes with the territory. However, if any of
them keep you from taking care of yourself, if you stop moving toward
healing and wellness, if you decide to give up, or you feel completely
apathetic about yourself, your life, your condition, or the future, I would
consider those red flags.
If you think you are experiencing a full-blown depression, or headed in
that direction, please do seek professional help from a licensed therapist.
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10. IT TAKES ALL DAY TO DO NOTHING
You’re in pain. Time is different. Energy is different. Your consciousness
is different. It can take all day to get out of bed, wash, get dressed, make a
cup of tea and see to one phone call or complete one page of one form.
Really.
I was always amazed at the sinister humor of the disability agencies that
sent me forms with reams of pages to be filled out in detail by a disabled
person (me) and returned completed to their specifications within seven
days. There was always some evil sentence at the bottom declaring
something like “If this form is not returned within 7 days, you may lose
your right to disability benefits.” Wuh? Basically, if I, as a disabled
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person, couldn’t fill out these extensive, mind-boggling forms detailing
how I was debilitated by pain in a very limited amount of time, then it
would prove that I was not really disabled. Clearly whoever writes the
forms and makes the deadlines has not dealt with serious pain for any
length of time. They have no idea that it takes all day to do very little.
What to Do About Taking All Day to do Nothing:
Take my special internet course on productivity? NO! Read a bestseller
on doing more with less? NO! The very simple and important answer is:
live within your present limitations.
Do very little. Stop fighting where you’re at and learn to honor your
current restrictions. They are not imposed upon you because you did
something wrong, or you’re not good enough, or you’re not healing fast
enough. These limitations are GOOD FOR YOU.
They are the sign that your body is putting most of its energy into healing
your body. Consider not doing anything that raises your pain levels, and
try to stay aligned with the requirements of healing the very complex and
demanding condition of chronic pain.
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11. PARTING THOUGHTS
Thank you for reading! Whether you’re experiencing all of the side effects
of chronic pain I’ve discussed here, or just a few of them, I hope that this
little book has given you some creative ways to help mitigate their impact.
If you received this book through someone else, please visit my website,
www.thepaincompanion.com to subscribe to my email list and receive The
Pain Companion monthly newsletter and regular blog posts. Likewise, if
you wish to pass this book onto others, please do so by sending them to
www.thepaincompanion.com. Thank you!
Details about current books on living with and moving beyond chronic
pain from The Pain Companion Collection are listed in the following
pages. Please visit www.thepaincompanion.com for news about upcoming
publications. I appreciate your interest in this work, and I wish you greater
ease and health on your journey to the other side of pain.
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The Pain Companion:
Practical Tools for Living With and Moving Beyond Chronic Pain
The Pain Companion is a practical guidebook based on the author’s 8
years of managing debilitating nerve pain. It contains a wealth of
insights and wisdom to mitigate the impact that living with chronic pain
has on well being, self-image and relationships. It includes 33 specific
ways to relieve pain’s emotional, mental, and physical stresses, and 11
easy meditative exercises to help change your relationship with pain
from enemy to ally in healing.
Paperback, 176 pages, $14.95. Ebook $5.99
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The Pain Companion Workbook: An In-Depth Handbook and Journal for
Working with The Pain Companion Tools

The Pain Companion Workbook expands and broadens the scope of each of
the meditative exercises from The Pain Companion for readers who wish
to explore their relationship to pain, to life, and to themselves on a
deeper level. Includes space for fully responding to the exercises,
journaling prompts, a pain diary, and 5 additional exercises.
Publication Date: 3/15/16
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Living Better While Living With Pain: 21 Ways to Reduce the Stress of
Chronic Pain and Create Greater Ease and Relief TODAY

A practical discussion of chronic pain, its differences from short-term
pain, and suggestions for approaches to pain management and pain
reduction specific to chronic pain. Includes 21 useful tips for creating
more ease, comfort, and resiliency.
Ebook: FREE, Paperback $8.98
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