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Thank you to my beautiful wife,
son and family – for keeping me (almost) sane!
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Introduction

This is my story and how mental health issues have played a part in important stages of my life. Some people don’t believe these issues exist, and others prefer not to acknowledge its existence at all!

I had a happy childhood and a very supportive, loving family – without whom I may well have lost my way. I want to address the myths about mental health issues that allege ‘it must be because of how someone was brought up’ or ‘they couldn’t have been shown enough love’. I find these assumptions insulting and stereotypical of an ignorant person who does not want to take the time to truly understand others. I believe some people find it easier to ignore its existence altogether, so it doesn’t rear its ugly head in their own lives or affect their immediate social bubbles!

I am by no means suggesting that all mental health issues are the same. I am simply telling you my story to describe how these issues changed me and the world around me.

I was outside, looking in.

		
	
		

Chapter 1

My Family

I am extremely lucky to have a loving family that features heavily in my life and has always supported me and encouraged me to be myself. They are the centre of my universe and the reason for my being. My parents divorced when I was younger but now have a great relationship – and as a bonus, I gained an extended family!

My mum is my heroine and the most caring person you could ever meet. She has had more than her share of life’s struggles but doesn’t let anything stand in her way when she puts her mind to it. She is the strongest person I know. But it was only later in life that I began to realise that ‘strength’ is often something people project so that they do not appear outwardly vulnerable. I have learnt that the root of my mum’s strength stems from family and her desire to care, provide, and make sacrifices for them. I am so proud of my mum and hope people can see, at least, some of those values instilled in me.

I was so pleased when my mum met my now stepfather, who is one of the kindest men I have ever met. He has been in my life for over 20 years and is always happy to help (and I’ve called on him a lot!). I’m sure he must have eased the burden on my dad quite significantly – I imagine I was very demanding as a teenage girl!

My dad has always been, and will always be, the main man in my life. As a child, no matter what I did, I would always have my dad wrapped around my little finger. Whether I was arguing with my brother, throwing the occasional ‘sicky’ or being told off for something I had done, he would always stick up for me and believe my version of events one hundred per cent of the time. (I think that still applies – even though I am now a grown woman in her early forties!)

Although he moved out of the family home as I approached my teenage years, I saw him often and he has always been supportive of everything I’ve done (and has also proven to be a very good sounding board). He also gave me the gift of my younger brother, of whom I am so proud. My dad is finally complete since rekindling his romance with a previous partner, who is now my stepmother. It makes me so happy to see my parents have ended up with the wonderful people they deserve. They may not have been the right fit for each other, but they are a perfect fit as close friends.

Growing up, my older brother and I had somewhat of a tumultuous relationship – as is common for siblings – but thankfully, we grew out of that and formed a closer connection with each other. When I was around 14, my brother moved abroad for a few months, which made me realise how much I missed him when he wasn’t there. Before going, he had adorned my bedroom walls with hundreds of sticky notes with funny comments on (a lot of them making fun of my boyband posters – highly offensive at the time), which had meant the world to me, as I didn’t think he liked me very much until that point! There was a quiet turning point in my life when my brother, once simply my companion in childhood mischief, became my steadfast protector, his presence a shield I hadn’t known I needed. Being the only children in the immediate family meant we always had the limelight. I was more extroverted than my brother, but that position switched as we grew up.

		
	
		

Chapter 2

My Wider Family

My grandparents are possibly the most inspiring people you could ever meet.

My dad’s parents were like second parents to me. They lived in the next street, and I was constantly round their house as a child, never giving them a moment’s peace. My grandad and I often disagreed, mainly because we had differing opinions (for example, every time a motorist did something wrong, he would utter ‘bet that’s a woman driver’ and I would immediately react and take offence), but we were extremely close, and I greatly admired his optimism in life and his love for my nan. I’ll always remember his many words of wisdom and the life lessons he passed on to me in later years – ‘always compromise’ and ‘never go to bed on an argument.’ His passing was an extremely difficult and emotional time, which changed the lives of everyone that knew him.

My nan is my best friend. She is possibly my greatest supporter and confidante and has never failed to cheer me up. We have spent many hours chatting and putting the world to rights over the years, and it always amazes me how much compassion she has for everyone and anyone – she has the biggest heart and would do anything for my brothers and me. She is one of the kindest people I have ever met, and our bond will never be broken.

My mum’s mum came from London originally and was evacuated to Wales as a 13-year-old child during World War 2. The suffering she had to endure in those early years is unimaginable. With two houses blown up and barely any belongings, my nan arrived in Wales with her younger siblings accompanying her. Those experiences shaped my nan’s outlook on life and, rather than dwell on them, she grew to become successful and, together with my grandad, owned a successful grocery store for 40 years. She had a ‘naughty’ sense of humour and a wicked laugh that would echo around the room, and you couldn’t help but join in. She grew up in the time of the Queen – there was only a year between them – and she would often say how good the Queen looked for her age, and compare their outlooks on life. Tragically, in 2022, both queens passed away within a few months of each other. Even their passings were similar: peaceful and at home.

My mum’s dad was a kind, caring, intelligent man and very classy when it came to his attire. He was the definition of a classic gentleman. I remember him repeatedly saying to me, ‘Maths and music go together in life.’ But I think it was because I was good at both, and he wanted to encourage me. He’d greet us every Sunday afternoon, without fail, with a cheerful welcome and some freshly made crumpets with lashings of butter. Sadly, my grandad passed away in 2011, but he will always be remembered fondly by everyone who was fortunate enough to meet him – including the many customers that frequented his shop for 40 years!


My dad’s brother was a generous uncle, and I was close to him as a child. I would often stay at his house and watch scary films, whilst we worked our way through a Chinese takeaway menu. He had a cross-collie dog named Sooty, with whom I would try to spend every possible minute. I referred to him as my ‘cousin.’ Sooty was found tied to a lamppost by my auntie (my mum’s sister), who reported him to the police and then took him home to look after him until the owners came forward. No one ever did. After living abroad for many years, my uncle’s return brought our family closer together, allowing us to cherish precious moments with him during his final years.

My auntie was fantastic! She was unable to have children of her own and so doted on my brother and me and, later on, my nieces. She had many health struggles, with multiple sclerosis (MS) ruling her daily activities, but you’d never guess the battle she was having inside, as she was always so cheerful. In fact, she was that much of a fighter, she gained her light aircraft pilot’s licence, became Weight Watchers Woman of the Year, and, as she had had to leave her job in the police, she also participated in adult education classes and volunteered her time to help in a nursery. She was always smiling and thinking of ways to amuse everyone. My brother and I used to go round her house on a Sunday evening for cheese and crackers and to watch the WWF (wrestling). My auntie and I grew closer as I became older, so when the dreaded cancer reached out and pulled her from our lives, she left the darkest hole imaginable. Even my niece, who was only two at the time, still refers to her fondly.


My dad’s brother and mum’s sister had met through my parents a few years before and were married for several years before deciding to split. I imagine their divorce was a difficult time for everyone, but as my brother and I were so young, it didn’t really affect us – especially as each remained our auntie and uncle.

I had an extremely loving childhood and was always smiling and laughing, so I am a perfect example of how mental health issues can creep up and affect you without warning. They just need a trigger to allow them to show themselves!

		
	
		

Chapter 3

Happy Memories

As a young girl, I was happy, lively, and full of confidence and optimism – certainly not words I would use to describe myself years later.

My first memory is holding hands with my mum on the way to pick my brother up from school. It was a long walk, especially when the rain came lashing down, but I enjoyed the smell of fresh air and the freedom of being outdoors. I looked forward to my brother finishing school, but found it very frustrating when he would go out to play with his friends and leave me indoors. But with a four-and-a-half-year age gap between us, I guess it was to be expected.

We lived in an old police house when my dad first became a policeman, and it was huge! In our hallway we had a lockable door leading into an office with a lockable door on the opposite side, which led into the adjoining police house. One evening, my brother and I couldn’t find my mum and so ran through the office and into our neighbour’s house, panicking. It turned out that our mum was only in the shower. (Luckily, we got on well with the neighbours, so they didn’t mind too much.)


My dad was relatively new to the police force and was working all kinds of shifts, and, with my mum working part time, my dad’s parents would often come round to look after us until my mum came home. One day I lost my nan! I anxiously searched each room in the house, even checking the cupboards, but I couldn’t find her! My mum arrived home minutes later, and I told her that Nan had left us on our own. My poor nan was mortified (as she was only in the garden), and it’s something we still laugh about to this day.

I attended the local nursery school and can remember my dad, in his new position as the community police officer, coming to give us a talk on safety. I was so chuffed that everyone knew he was my dad, and it instantly boosted my popularity, as suddenly my friends assumed that I was ‘posh’.

Where I lived was a short walk away from the homes of my school friends, but it wasn’t near enough for me to go out alone, as we were near a busy road with only a small bank and a shop nearby. Luckily, we had a huge front, side, and back garden, so there was plenty of room for playing outside.
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