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TRIGGER
WARNING

BY

Scarlett Curtis

JOURNALIST, ACTIVIST

This book is intense.

Words and images can be powerful. The entire reason we’ve created this book is because we believe that words have the power to comfort, provoke, and create feeling. Words and images can be used for good, but they can also, through no fault of the writer or creator, cause extreme pain. One of the most intense panic attacks of my life happened while I was watching a play of George Orwell’s 1984. It was a beautiful, powerful production but the experience of seeing someone being tortured and gaslighted on stage for thirty minutes was a little too much for my brain to handle at the time. I should have known better (I mean, it was 1984 FFS) but I didn’t quite think it through and since then I’ve tried to be a little more careful with the content I consume.

People like to argue that trigger warnings are a new phenomenon, a symptom of an overly emotional generation who need comfort blankets and handholding. In fact, the concept of trigger warnings began in the sixties when PTSD, then known as ‘shell shock’, emerged as a medical condition to diagnose soldiers suffering with symptoms of trauma after the Vietnam War. Around the same time, feminist activists began to develop a language around ‘trigger warnings’ and ‘safe spaces’ to help women who had been sexually abused avoid re-experiencing symptoms such as flashbacks and intrusive thoughts.

Today, trigger warnings are used to protect vulnerable people from content that might re-traumatize them. There aren’t that many things I get very angry about in this world (I tend to be quite a passive person) but the criticism of trigger warnings is something that makes me see red, blow smoke out of my ears and transform into a feminist hulk. If you think a trigger warning is an inconvenience, that it in some way ‘disrupts’ the purity of art, I’d like you to think, for just a minute, about how much more of an inconvenience it is to have to worry that you’re going to be plunged back into the worst moment of your life every time you read a book, watch the news or go to the cinema. To be triggered is not to be whiny or ‘precious’; it is to be shot in the gut with a memory too painful for your body to withstand. To be triggered is to be flung back in time without any tools available to pull yourself back out.

Some days, engaging with a piece of art that reminds you of your trauma can be a beautiful thing; it can make you feel less alone, and there is a specific kind of beauty that only comes from seeing your experiences reflected back at you. But other days it can be too much to handle; you might be tired, a bit upset, or simply not in the mood. On days like that it’s OK to close the book, switch off the TV, leave the cinema.

If you’ve ever found yourself getting frustrated at a trigger warning, if you’ve ever said to yourself, ‘God, people are just too sensitive these days,’ if you’ve ever rolled your eyes at PC language or tutted at someone’s careful use of pronouns, I’d like to say one thing: please shut up for a minute. Trigger warnings are not a symptom of an oversensitive society.


THEY ARE A
MUCH-NEEDED SIGN
THAT OUR CULTURE IS
FINALLY CATCHING UP TO
THE REAL AND URGENT
NEEDS OF THOSE
WHO SUFFER FROM
TRAUMA OR PTSD.



So, this book is intense. Some bits are funny, some bits are joyful, some bits are sad, some bits are heartbreaking; all the pieces are about mental health in some way. We’ve tried to use the pages of this book to highlight the good and the bad of being a human, but there are pieces in here that might be hard to read. We hope this trigger warning helps you navigate this book.


ABOVE ALL,
TAKE YOUR TIME,
REMEMBER TO BREATHE.

AND I HOPE,
MORE THAN ANYTHING,
THAT YOU GET SOMETHING
YOU NEED FROM THESE
EXTRAORDINARY STORIES.






IT’S OK NOT
TO BE OK




IT’S OK NOT
TO BE OK

BY

Scarlett Curtis

JOURNALIST, ACTIVIST

I was first told that I was ‘crazy’ when I was seventeen years old. It’s not the best or most PC word, but it’s the word that I adopted because at the time it was all I knew: I was ‘crazy’ and I was ‘broken’.

My experience with mental health has ticked a lot of ‘crazy person’ boxes. I spent two years of my life barely able to leave my bedroom without having a panic attack. I spent a year in and out of rehab. I’ve tried every drug, seen every therapist, had multiple panic attacks in toilet cubicles on trains, had someone open the door of said toilet cubicle (how on earth do you lock those circular doors?), and cried more tears than I ever thought was humanly possible (it’s why I drink so much water: to make up for it).

At twenty-one years old – after struggling for four painful years to try to grasp on to some slim branch that would pull me out of the dark, dark hole I plunged deeper into every day – I sat on my bed in a puddle of tears and came to a painful, inevitable realization. My life was not going to be the life I had thought it was going to be. It was not going to be a life of unfettered joy, happily dealing with work and marriage and children without worry; instead it was going to be a life of attempting, every single day, to fight the demons in my head and make it out of bed.

I had glimpsed my future and, while it was nothing like the drawing of my ‘grown-up’ self that I had doodled on craft paper as a seven-year-old, I slowly began to accept that my brain had betrayed me and this was my life now.

When I was diagnosed (with depression, anxiety and PTSD – all the fun ones!) I honestly thought that I was the only person in the world who had ever had a mental health problem. I would scour the internet searching for stories of people who were going through the same thing as me, and every tweet or blog post that I found felt like a lifeline.

I wasn’t alone – I know that now. According to MQ’s website (a mental health research charity): 50% of mental health problems that adults experience are established before the age of fifteen, and more than half of young people link mental illness with alienation and isolation; 56% believe that anyone their age diagnosed with a mental illness would be treated differently, and 55% believe they would lose friends; 51% of young people feel embarrassed about mental illness. In addition, other research has found that a third of young people worry that admitting to a problem could affect their job prospects. In England, women are more likely than men to have a common mental health problem and are almost twice as likely to be diagnosed with an anxiety disorder. Suicide is a leading cause of death among people aged twenty to thirty-four and is the single biggest killer of men aged under forty-five. In 2015, 75% of all UK suicides were male.

There are two distinct parts to the experience of having any kind of issue with your mental health. First there’s the physiological/neurological part – something happening in your brain that stops it from working like it should. The treatment for this part is complicated and nuanced and different for everyone. This book can’t fix that part, but hopefully it might be able to shine a light on some of the options that are out there and on the people who are doing incredible research in this area.

Then there’s the second part: the psychological, emotional part. There’s the shame: the shame that society makes people feel for having a ‘broken’ brain, which isn’t dictated by serotonin or genetics. The shame is on society, on all of us. We caused it and we must fix it. The shame is the thing that stops you asking for help; it’s the thing that makes you mutter, ‘I’m fine,’ when asked how you are. The shame is the part that twists and turns inside you until it becomes an aching, rotting mass – too painful for one person to carry and too toxic to be explained.


THE SHAME IS ONE OF
THE THINGS THAT CAN KILL.

THE SHAME IS ONE OF
THE THINGS THAT THIS
BOOK HOPES TO FIX.



When I was twenty-one I started to accept that my life wasn’t going to turn out quite the way I’d hoped it might. Three years, 100 therapy sessions, 5 different medications, 50 breakdowns, 98 panic attacks and too many tears later, I still feel exactly the same way. Mental health will always be a part of my life. My brain will always be a wild, rogue, overgrown garden that I spend each day trying to tame into something fit for inhabiting. I will struggle with my ‘broken’ brain for the rest of my life, but I’ve slowly started to realize something that has turned this acceptance into something worthy of celebration: IT’S OK.

My mental health is OK. It’s OK to be not OK. It’s OK to cry. It’s OK to be angry. It’s OK to ask for help. It’s OK to stay in bed. It’s OK to find it funny. It’s OK to not want to talk about it. It’s OK to go to therapy. It’s OK to take medication. It’s OK to be human.

We all have a mental health – just like we have physical health. I don’t think I quite realized the extent to which that statement is true until I read the contributions in this book. This book is many things, but more than anything it’s a love letter to humanity.

So, this book is not just a book – it is a SHOUT, a scream into the void that lets everyone know they are not alone. This book is a safety net, showing young people that what they’re going through isn’t something to be afraid of. My hope is that it will speak to those who’ve been suffering for years and those who just don’t quite feel right. It’s a guide to the friends and family of someone who is going through a tough time and a piece of cold hard evidence to show that having a mental health problem doesn’t have to define your life. More than anything, this book is a puzzle piece of the global movement that is working to dismantle the shame around mental illness and to tell everyone going through something that they are not alone.

[image: “IT’S OK TO BE NOT OK. IT’S OK TO CRY. IT’S OK TO BE ANGRY. IT’S OK TO ASK FOR HELP. IT’S OK TO STAY IN BED. IT’S OK TO FIND IT FUNNY. IT’S OK TO NOT WANT TO TALK ABOUT IT. IT’S OK TO GO TO THERAPY. IT’S OK TO TAKE MEDICATION. IT’S OK TO BE HUMAN.”]
It’s not a textbook; it’s not been written by lots of professional psychiatrists. It is personal, and there is real power in people sharing their personal stories.

This book is being published to raise money for our amazing charity partner Shout. Born from the Heads Together campaign, Shout is the first twenty-four-hour crisis text line. As someone who used a suicide hotline on the worst day of my life, I wholeheartedly believe that the work they are doing couldn’t be more necessary. Penguin and I created this book to support Shout’s incredible work, but we also created it in the hope that it would help in some small way to ensure that fewer people get to that point – the point where they want to give up, the point where they feel so alone that an anonymous call is their last hope.

Finally, this book is for me. The day that the human race discovers how to time travel (a girl can dream, OK?) I’ll do just one thing: I’m going back in time to meet myself at sixteen. I’ll wear a disguise (that girl’s already going through enough) and I’ll hand this book to that broken shell of a human – because that girl, who felt so alone, so hopeless, so worthless and so ashamed, needs this book more than anyone I know. And I know that it would have helped her. I hope it helps you too.




BEFORE
YOU ASK FOR
EVERYTHING

BY

Sam Smith

SINGER, SONGWRITER


Before you ask for everything,

Can I tell you where I’ve been?

Can I talk to you about my life and the saddest things

I’ve seen?

You see, now I’m stood upon this stage,

Singing for you all,

You seem to think you’ve worked me out,

You’re such a know-it-all.

I’m not a poet,

I’m not a linguist,

So the rhyme in this is simple,

But the voice you hear is the kid in me

Who still gets growing pains and pimples.

Yesterday I walked off stage,

I found it hard to breathe.

I cancelled all of my commitments,

And flew home over the seas.

See lately I’ve been feeling low,

A darkness keeps me blue –

I’ve always felt it deep inside,

Successfully kept it all from you.

But now I’m bursting at the seams,

My chest is getting tight –

I think there’s something wrong with me:

My days now feel like night.

It’s made me question regrettably

How much I want to live.

I’m embarrassed, ashamed and petrified,

I have so much more to give.

So I’ll stop the show,

Put down the drink,

Throw poison down the sink.

I’ll turn away from what I love,

I’ll pray, I’ll cry, I’ll think.

My mum will whisper, ‘You’re OK,’

My dad will kiss my head,

My sisters keep me laughing

Till I’m safe and warm in bed.

My friends will try to empathize,

Their efforts fill me up

With joy and pain and gratitude

I’ll slowly feel enough.


I LOOK AROUND AND REALIZE
SO MANY FEEL LIKE ME,
SO MANY PEOPLE GET THIS LOW
AND FEEL ANXIETY.



The only thing that helps me is the ability to talk,

To write my feelings down like this,

On blackboards drowned in chalk.

I wonder if I didn’t have this outlet that I do,

What do you think would be of me?

Would I be here now with you?

These questions go unanswered –

This life is so insane

I guess I have to live with all this self-inflicted pain.

So goodbye for now,

I’m sorry if this poem was too sad.

Before you ask for everything,

Remember,

Like you,

I’m fucking mad.






SO 
MANY 
NIGHTS

BY

GIRLI

SINGER, SONGWRITER


So many nights

Spent trapped in conversation with myself.

Paralysed by the deafening volume of thoughts ricocheting off the walls inside my head

Curled up in the foetal position on my bedroom floor

Wondering what’s wrong with me

Wondering why I can’t just be wild and free and young like I’m supposed to be.

What malfunctioned in my brain to stop me enjoying the present as it is?

I’m always grasping

Grasping for the future, for an outcome, for answers.

At the same time, I’m always running away.

I’ll drive hours out of the city to where there’s fields as far as the eye can see to find peace

Only to arrive and realize that the loudness has followed me there

Because the loudness was inside me.

Some days are fine.

Some days are sublime.

Some days I feel so ecstatically at one with the flow of life

That I can’t understand why

I would ever feel anxious or depressed or isolated or low.

But some days I lose myself.

I lose the happy-go-lucky, winning-at-life, excited, creative girl.

Some days she’s replaced by grey

Fuzzy grey with a side of self-doubt, self-hatred, an anxious buzzing that something’s not right.

Some days I feel like What’s the fucking point?

This happens a lot on days with no structure or plans.

My obsessive compulsive disorder makes it hard for me to ‘go with the flow’ or relax.

So I keep myself busy, to feel like I have purpose

Useless busyness, filling time to distract myself from asking ‘What am I actually doing?’

Sometimes my neurotic planning and moving and organizing is productive. Sometimes it’s the reason I make shit happen and get shit done.

It’s hard when that happens because when destructive behaviour reaps good results it feeds into the lie you tell yourself that you should keep behaving like that, even though it makes you miserable.


BUT HERE’S
SOMETHING YOU
DIDN’T EXPECT:

I LOVE MYSELF.



Most of the time I forget that, but I really do.

I have a deep love and understanding of myself.

Just most of the time I can’t see it underneath all the other shit, the self-doubt, self-imposed stress, confusion, panic, obsessive thoughts.

Social media WORSENS my mental health. No question. But it is so linked to my job. It’s my tool, my platform to spread my music and talk to my fans. This is the hardest thing to wrap my head around. How to have a healthy relationship with something that effectively measures my worth in numbers.

How successful and popular and great and worthwhile are you based on HOW MANY FOLLOWERS you have and HOW MANY LIKES on your pictures? It’s a nightmare for an obsessive, anxious person like me.

But mental health to me, like physical health, can be worked on and improved and strengthened over time. It just takes more effort to understand what works for you. I’m learning to nurture my mind, learn more about it, accept it and love it.

I have a therapist. I see her every week.

I take antidepressants every day. This doesn’t work for everyone, but it’s helped me to cope with everything a little bit better than before.

I try to exercise a few times a week. Whenever I forget to do this, my mental health deteriorates. When I remember, my mind clears, I feel calmer. But I have to make sure I’m doing it to make myself feel better, not to feed a self-hatred of my body. I have struggled with anorexia and body dysmorphia in the past, and so I have to constantly evaluate my relationship with food and exercise to make sure I’m making decisions based on what is best for me, not based on whether I feel like I look ugly that day. It needs to come from a place of positive self-love, not negativity. How you look after your body is so linked to your mental well-being.

I take a day off and leave the city almost every week. Nature and travel are very important to me.

Making sure to do things for you, things that have no other purpose than to make you happy in that moment, is

very important.

Meditate. I forget this one so often. But it fucking helps.

My journey to understand my mind is an ongoing one. Like training a naughty puppy, I’m having to backtrack and rewrite a lot of bad brain habits. It’ll take a lifetime.

The most important thing I’ve learned is: Be kind to yourself.

Don’t get angry because you feel a certain way and can’t help it. Instead sit with what you’re feeling. Try to understand where it’s coming from and try to reason with it. Everything passes. Eventually.



[image: “THE MOST IMPORTANT THING I’VE LEARNED IS: BE KIND TO YOURSELF.”]



SILVER
LINING

BY

Fearne Cotton

BROADCASTER, AUTHOR

There is a big, fat silver lining to the depressive episodes I have experienced. It is chunky and bright, like a silver trail left by a black, cumbersome and ugly slug. That shining silver lining has saved me in many ways and also propelled my life and career into completely uncharted waters.

The unexpected good bit, the liberation after harsh shackles, is trying to help other people. Carrying on a conversation that has been started by mavericks in the modern world such as Stephen Fry. Opening up and telling my own story to give others solace and comfort, feeling empathy so potent it cannot be ignored. Of course I hadn’t expected any of this. I’m not sure what my hopes were when I first penned my book about dealing with depression, Happy; I was simply trying to write myself out of a hole.

Each time I punched at my laptop keys, a little weight lifted. Each time I honoured the words that were spilling out of me like hot lava, the less heat they actually held: I just had to get it out.

At best, I thought people would find the book mildly interesting. So many assumptions had been made about who I was, and I knew I was about to change all that. Yet deep down I feared everyone would judge me further and not really understand.

The generosity and connection I have experienced since writing my first book still blows me away now – so thank you if you were one of the brilliant and brave people who came up and tapped me on the shoulder in Sainsbury’s to tell me you got something from reading it. Thank you if you have taken the time to write me a letter or tweet me a response. Each moment of connection reaffirms to me that I must keep doing what I’m doing.

When you’re on the telly (and I’ve been on the telly for a long time), people obviously make assumptions about you. I do this too, even though I know about the smoke and mirrors, and how life can be warped to appear bigger, brighter and better on our screens. We all also make assumptions from looking at social media, which has become a beautifully connective medium in which to discuss topics, yet also a destructive and toxic tool with which to compare ourselves to others.

People have assumed from my first appearance on TV at the age of fifteen that I am bubbly all the time, like some sort of demented cartoon character who constantly sucks on lollipops while grinning inanely. Perhaps they assumed that because I did live radio every day during my twenties, I was always switched on, alert, happy and hanging out with pop stars in my free time. Maybe people looked on my social media and assumed I had it all sorted, that I was coping.

These small slivers of myself that were presented on TV, through the radio or even online were and still are, of course, only tiny grains of sand in the grand scheme of things.

In reality, I have always had a completely different life outside work. Parents, a brother, friends, now a family of my own, and of course tidal waves of uncontrollable circumstance that at times have floored me. Being on the TV does not make you immune to life. Life is simply too big, too beautiful, too brutal to be diluted or tamed by a job. I count my lucky stars every day that I have a job I actually like. And every day I feel incredibly lucky to have a family to lean into when needed. And of course I am beyond fortunate to be able to buy food, have a roof over my head and clothe my children. Believe me when I say I’m not the sort of person who lets this sort of thing pass me by.


I AM GRATEFUL,

YET IT IS STILL POSSIBLE

TO BE SUFFOCATED BY
CIRCUMSTANCE AND
DEBILITATED BY DEMONS.



We all know this, deep down: how many incredible, legendary talents have we seen take their own life? People who shone so brightly they were blinding with their skill and charisma. True creatives and brains who surpassed what was deemed normal to be at the top of their game. I’m in no way comparing myself to these people or putting myself in the same bracket; I’m merely using these beautiful lost souls to demonstrate how fame, success and adoration are clearly not enough. Those heady accolades may have positive feelings attached to them, but they’re not what anchor us. They’re not rooted in the deep bits that keep us ticking over and balanced.

A while back I fell into a black hole and, even when straining my eyes for the light, just couldn’t see it. I was stuck. Rigidly fixed in a pit of despair. Self-loathing, shame and paranoia all close by, smothering my every move.

It took great friends, medication and a whole new perspective on life to get me out of it, but it has led me to something great. I’m not cured, better forever or living happily ever after, but I’m more aware. I know I don’t want to go there again and I have a few more tools in my arsenal to make sure I don’t. There are no guarantees, but I know so much more today and have started an honest conversation that will stop me from keeping it all a secret as I did before. An indestructible spider’s web of people who I know understand me, who will not judge me, and who want to hear my authentic story and in turn tell their own.


DEPRESSION DOES 
NOT MEAN YOU HAVE 
TO BE ON YOUR OWN.
IT DOESN’T MEAN THERE 
IS NO LIGHT AT ALL; 
WE JUST CAN’T SEE IT.



There will be people around you, good souls wanting to help. Even when it seems impossible to open our mouths to let out the grief and despair – the weight of it feels insurmountable – we must.

That silver lining just keeps shining brighter for me. The conversation is getting bigger globally, I’m meeting more and more incredible people who are willing to be vulnerable and authentic, and I feel more connected than ever.




YOU ARE
ENTITLED
TO YOUR
EMOTIONS

BY

Michelle Elman

AUTHOR

Growing up, I didn’t realize I had a mental health. People don’t talk to you about your mental health when there is so much wrong with your physical health. Or, at least, fifteen years ago they didn’t. Now, we have evolved ever so slightly and, if you are hospitalized for as long as I was, you’ll probably be asked more frequently (and more compassionately) about your mental health, but, back then, it was just me and my butchered body.

Before the age of twenty, I went through fifteen surgeries for a brain tumour, punctured intestines, an obstructed bowel, a cyst in my brain and a condition called hydrocephalus, and yet I was never asked how I felt about any of this until just before my twelfth operation. Although I wasn’t so much asked as prodded with the question ‘Are you scared of dying?’ needless to say I didn’t have the best reaction, and what ended up happening is that I internalized all my emotions. During my teens, I couldn’t have told you what I felt because I felt nothing. I couldn’t have even told you what I thought because I was too scared to vocalize my worst thought – that I believed my surgeries were my fault. And all this was made worse by the fact that I had physical reminders of my most traumatic memories scarred on to my stomach forever, so every time I looked in the mirror I was reminded of the past that I could never escape.

All this would only come out when I was twenty years old, in my final year of my university degree, when I was diagnosed with PTSD. For the first time in a decade I felt every single emotion I should have felt over the course of those fifteen surgeries. Dragging myself to the first therapy appointment was the hardest thing I have ever had to do, and admitting I needed help felt like a kick to the gut, combined with shame, that logically and rationally I knew made no sense. After all, I was training to become a psychologist myself! While that never ended up happening …


I HAVE BEEN ABLE TO
TURN ALL THIS ADVERSITY

INTO SOMETHING THAT

EMPOWERS ME 
AND THAT HAS FUELLED 
MY CAREER TO CREATE
CHANGE IN THE WORLD.



It was the reason why I started my campaign Scarred Not Scared and gave people with similar experiences a place to talk about both their physical scars and their emotional scars.

It has been five years since I have experienced a symptom of my PTSD but, as the saying goes, ‘a smooth sea never made a skilled sailor’. So here are my top tips, having weathered quite a few mental health shitstorms:

1. We all have a mental health.

Good mental health takes constant attention and maintenance. If you let your positive habits and routines slip, your mental health will too.

2. There is no such thing as a negative emotion.

From a young age we are taught that there are negative emotions (anger, sadness, guilt, fear and shame) and positive ones (happiness), but this is not true. All emotions are good and they tell you important information: like anger might tell you when your boundaries are being crossed. The emotion itself is not wrong, but how you express that emotion may be.

3. Your problems are real, with or without a diagnosis.

You do not need a diagnosis for your symptoms to be valid and your emotions to be important.

4. It is not your fault, but it is your responsibility.

You are not to blame for any of the shit things that happen in your life. You did not deserve it. No one deserves it and there is nothing you could have done differently to prevent it from happening. (Even if your brain tries to convince you otherwise.) It is, however, your responsibility to change how you react, because you are the only person who can and you are the person it is affecting the most.

5. Get rid of toxic relationships.

When you are experiencing a low point in your life, you may find that you attract people with a saviour complex. This sort of dynamic often thrives on you being a ‘fuck-up’. I don’t believe in toxic people, but there are toxic dynamics that have an impact on your mental health. Cutting those people out might seem mean, but if you have to be perceived as a bad person in order to take care of your mental health, so be it. Have no guilt about making yourself your top priority.

6. You have to go through your emotions, not around them.

People get told to process their emotions a lot but are never taught how to do so. Find the place in your body where an emotion sits, and get to know it. How big is it? Does it feel warm? Does it feel heavy? Does it have a shape or does it have foggy edges? The longer you feel it, the more you will notice it warp and change shape. It may even get more painful but if you feel it long enough it will eventually disappear. Every time you do this, you will realize your emotions aren’t as scary as you thought and if you can last that pain, then you can do it next time too!

7. Anxiety is fear in the future.

The unconscious mind doesn’t know the difference between real and imagined. That’s why when you imagine biting into a lemon your body reacts to it anyway, even without the lemon being present. That’s exactly what happens when people get travel anxiety, for example; their unconscious mind is physically reacting to a car crash without it happening. The story they are telling themself and the pictures they are playing in their mind are what is scaring them. If this happens to you, stay in the moment and watch the anxiety diminish. Remember that a thought always precedes a feeling, and it’s the thought that is the problem, not the feeling.

8. Set boundaries.

Boundaries are simply what is and isn’t an acceptable way for people to treat you. Using phrases like ‘Do not speak to me like that’ or ‘I won’t accept being treated like this’ is important for protecting your mental health. We need to release our fear of wanting to be liked, in order to embrace our need to be respected. If you are scared of enforcing a boundary with a specific person, that’s the person you need to set up that boundary with most. Allow them to have whatever reaction they need to have. You are not responsible for caretaking their emotions.




BLANK 33

BY

Jordan Stephens

ACTOR, SINGER, SONGWRITER

I’ve spent a lot of my life working alongside some incredible as well as incredibly anxious people. Having worked in the mental health sector for a little bit now, I’ve got a much better understanding of how things work and what measures need to be taken to manage particular struggles. This includes measures I’ve also had to implement myself to deal with some wonderfully personalized forms of anxiety and depression, even though I’m really, really good at distracting myself and have basically weaponized being funny.

BUT

before I knew this, working alongside/living with/loving someone anxious was really fucking difficult in itself. By anxious, I don’t mean normal anxiety like Whoops I missed the bus; I mean generalized, sometimes debilitating anxiety like Am I going to die tomorrow? and Why aren’t I happy all the time? At times, this internalized tension would find its way into social interaction and occasionally come across as arrogant, rude or nonchalant. If you’re supersensitive like me and definitely take everything personally, it can hurt. Sometimes we then react to that pain as a response to our own until we’re all just wounded children poking each other in the eye complaining about sustained eye contact. However, a pure part of me, and indeed us, understands that the best way to handle these situations is through empathy, compassion and effort, so I wrote a poem in my head that I’ve titled:

‘Why are you being such a dickhead I thought we were friends this is pissing me off’

I hope you like it.

I’ve written this with an incredibly close friend in mind, who I love and adore. Also, I thought this up and have genuinely never written it down before so apologies if it’s a load of shit.

I tried to recognize

Cognitive functioning wise

The cogs behind his eyes

The reason so many partners got lost inside

Wondering

Why do you never smile?

Why don’t you ever cry?

The answers were always

Pride

Jealousy

The suggestion that he was never kind

But it was never, mind – right?

Like, maybe he doesn’t have his mind right

But we feel so sensitive and confined by

The fact that the sense we’re using

Is our eyesight

But there’s a flaw to the level of insight

And on that floor is someone laid on their back

Meddling with their insides still

We roll our eyes to the ceiling

So surprised by the lack of desire

Inside of a human being


LIKE IF HE CAN’T

EVEN COMMUNICATE

HOW HUMAN

IS HE BEING?



But it’s difficult to see a feeling

And even when we

See how someone’s feeling

We base our decision on what we’re hearing

When they’re speaking

And this whole time they’re just praying

That this weight is going to lift

And no matter how many buttons we press

They’re still waiting for a lift

And even when we’re pushing weights in the gym

People rarely chew the fat when getting thin

And always watching weight will rarely

Change the way you think.

I saw a meme online recently that said

STOP MAKING STUPID PEOPLE FAMOUS

I thought, FAIR ENOUGH

But wanted to respond with one saying

STOP PUTTING IMAGE ON A PEDESTAL

’Cause if we all stopped using Kim Kardashian emojis

Then there might be a reality show

About medic school


BUT STILL WE’RE ALL
SUSCEPTIBLE

TO FEARS OF NOT BEING
ACCEPTABLE



Questioning ourselves if we’re not socially presentable

It’s a very difficult obstacle to hurdle

We take things so personally

It’s often hard to be personable

But all I’m saying is

Before doubting the very essence

Of a person’s core

Just know that

By hurting you

They’ve almost certainly

Hurt themselves some more.




FABULOUS
AND FUCKED UP

BY

Professor
Tanya Byron

CONSULTANT CLINICAL PSYCHOLOGIST,

WRITER, JOURNALIST, BROADCASTER

I am a clinical psychologist and I love my job. In fact I think I have the most privileged job of anyone I know: every day in my clinics, I get to meet extraordinary people who have courageously decided to tackle their mental health difficulties. To be with someone at probably the most vulnerable time of their life; to have their trust that, together, we can help them find a way through the darkness and back into the light is a privilege I never take for granted.

As I write this, I think about the many incredible people I have worked with over my many clinical years. There’re those who have experienced abuse and trauma and come to me either still reeling from their recent experiences or many, many years later when the pressure of locking it all down becomes impossible to sustain; those for whom an unseen sudden life event shatters everything they thought they knew about themselves and their lives; those with legacies from childhood that they can’t shake off.

Although their problems are varied and different, one thing is always the same: the sense of shame they all bring when they first ask for help. Indeed, before we even get to the difficulties they struggle with, I spend time helping everyone I meet to understand that there is no shame. Would they be ashamed if they were consulting a physician about a physical difficulty that was having an impact on their life? No. Well, bodies get tired, worn out, sometimes break, and so do minds. I tell them that they are normal.

We all know that, despite physical health outcomes being the best they have ever been in the developed world, mental health outcomes are the worst. We live longer but also more miserably. How has this happened? Even after thirty years of clinical practice, my heart races and I despair as I look into the eyes of a child who wants to be dead. Suicide is now the biggest killer of men aged between nineteen and forty-four. The UK have the highest rates of self-harm in Europe. Instances of depression in teenagers have increased by 70% in the past twenty-five years. Alcohol, drugs and food have become increasingly popular coping mechanisms. Why are we so unhappy?

We live in a fast-paced world where there is a constant drip-feed of tragedy via the many platforms that offer us up-to-the-second news. Children are raised in captivity as we panic about safety and reduce their opportunities to be free range, take risks and learn about themselves and the world.

[image: “I SPEND TIME HELPING EVERYONE I MEET TO UNDERSTAND THAT THERE IS NO SHAME … BODIES GET TIRED, WORN OUT, SOMETIMES BREAK, AND SO DO MINDS. I TELL THEM THAT THEY ARE NORMAL.”]
Education is built around targets and testing, and we fetishize IQ over EQ (emotional intelligence). Making mistakes, failing, is never an option. Success is measured materially, not emotionally. Aging is devalued as wrinkles are eradicated. We live in a constant state of hypervigilance, fear and anger. So much anger.

What is most striking about all this – to me, anyway – is that the increased rates of fear, anger, self-loathing and depression that I and my many brilliant colleagues see every day are coming at a time when we are more psychologically minded, self-helped, mindful, meditative, medicated than ever before. We know how to do more to feel better, and yet we feel worse. How can this be?

I think that, at the age of fifty-two, after one period of clinical depression (the cumulative effect of the murder of my grandmother, crippling postnatal depression and the sudden and unexpected early death of my beloved father) and thirty years of clinical practice, I now get it. I get the problem. The problem is, we don’t know how to be unhappy. In my clinical world we call that ‘lacking the capacity for distress tolerance’.

Being miserable is not the same as being depressed. Being stressed and afraid is not the same as having an anxiety disorder. Have we all got a bit confused? In our quest to live happy, productive lives, have we forgotten that it is normal to have periods when we feel low, afraid, unhappy? When we feel low, do we then spiral into something darker as we loathe ourselves for our vulnerability and hate ourselves for not being on top of our game? Despite knowing that minds, like bodies, can break, have we decided that, if ours does, we’ve failed at being human? Is that part of the shame we feel when we ask for help with mental health difficulties? We are ashamed because we think that somehow we have failed.

I get that. I didn’t like being clinically depressed. In fact I hated it. I felt so unhappy I couldn’t stand it but, even worse, I couldn’t stand myself for feeling so unhappy. I didn’t want to see the depression that was staring me in the face. I couldn’t accept that I, a mental health practitioner, could become unwell. I knew about this stuff, I treated people with depression, it shouldn’t happen to me. Thankfully my arrogant denial was pierced by those around me who didn’t see my illness as a failure but as an illness. With the love and support of my amazing husband, I accepted that I needed treatment. I realized that, after years of telling those I treated to feel no shame, I had to tell myself the same thing. And I did, and with therapy and medicine my depression lifted and I returned to the light.

Before my depression I was good at my job; after my depression I am so much better at it. I get it.

So how did I get it? It was my husband who helped me get it when I was depressed:

‘Tan,’ my husband said, ‘you are fabulous, you really are. I love you. You are fabulous, but you are also fucked up and at the moment that part of you has taken over. Let’s get you the help to find the balance again.’

Fabulous and fucked up. Absolutely right. That’s what we all are. It’s called being human. Let’s celebrate that, not fear it. And let’s never, ever feel ashamed when the challenges of life become too overwhelming and the fucked-up part gets into the driving seat. That is called being normal.

[image: “FABULOUS AND FUCKED UP. ABSOLUTELY RIGHT. THAT’S WHAT WE ALL ARE. IT’S CALLED BEING HUMAN. LET’S CELEBRATE THAT, NOT FEAR IT.”]
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