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Foreword


Years ago, in a bid for freedom, I left my small flat in London for the open air of the Cotswolds. Amid the clutter of moving boxes, I ventured out into the garden of our new cottage in West Oxfordshire. This was what we came for. Green space. I had yearned for it, had realized the hanging baskets that clung to the stairwell of our basement flat would never suffice, had decided it was worth the commute to my London office, and had taken the leap.


I cleared a little square of ground in our new garden, marked it out with tent pegs and string, and allocated it to vegetables to tide me over until we’d installed raised beds. In those early months, my pockets were often filled with seeds that would later be liberally scattered over the patch. At weekends I would thumb my dog-eared RHS manual, kneeling on the soil and wondering if ‘plant to a depth of 5cm’ meant from the bottom of the centimetre-long broad bean seed or the top. I liked to be precise. Despite my haphazard care and wandering attention, the seeds grew. Over a few seasons, and with much trial and error, I became a competent novice vegetable grower, and would take gluts of beans and courgettes into work to foist on anyone who didn’t look at me like I was mad. But the people I worked with lived off takeaways and stored shoes in their ovens; they must have thought I was from another planet.


Later, when it seemed like everything in my life had fallen apart, this patch was where I returned to on the days I could manage to get off the sofa. By then, sick, off work and drugged-up, I found that, on a good day, I could sit among the vegetables, tugging on the odd weed, planting the occasional seed. The draw of nature that had motivated me to move out of London all those years ago was now pulling me towards the veg patch, again in search of respite. And I found it. I put my hands in the soil and, for a second, there was silence. No grief, no panic. Just stillness.


Ultimately, this small plot of land showed me a new way to exist in the world. A new reality. Though I initially thought the vegetable patch was my escape from reality, I soon realized I was wrong. The veg patch was reality. I was not ‘getting away from it all’ when I came to the patch; I was putting myself back in, immersing myself at the centre of things. And, very slowly, over many months, my sense of peace grew as the plants grew. I didn’t know then that this was the beginning of recovery and the start of a whole new life. That over the course of a year, the veg patch, very quietly, without fanfare, would save my life. It would reconnect me with the world, show me a new path and give me hope – a battery hen let loose and shown the free-range world.


Scribbled down here are the many lessons the veg patch taught me. It is broken up month by month following the ebb and flow of the Cotswold seasons, beginning in June (its perkiness in stark contrast to my mood). The story that follows is my recollection of that year and the balm that my little patch of earth provided. And it all started with a few of those lifeless little seeds in the palm of my hand.









Introduction


It is incredible, nature, when you stop to think. Even at its most ordinary. Take growing vegetables, for example. One morning in March, or thereabouts, you take a handful of unassuming, apparently lifeless seeds and scatter them over the ground in your vegetable patch. By July, if not before, this unpromising handful has turned into a jungle. A jungle. There are gargantuan triffids galumphing about your allotment, tangling themselves up with one another, drooping under the weight of their harvest. A clutch of beige seeds transformed into riotous life. And that’s when it really hits you: you are witnessing magic. Proper Jack-and-the-Beanstalk alchemy. It is wondrous to behold. And even though I have been growing food for eleven years I marvel at it every time.


To start with a seed and finish up with supper is spellbinding. I have found it restorative too. Therapeutic, even. I think that growing and eating your own food, even if that’s only a pot of herbs on a windowsill, is as good for the mind as it is for the body.


Don’t get me wrong. I’m not about to claim that kale cures everything. No ‘ditch the Prozac and eat blueberries instead’ mumbo jumbo here. Not on my watch. No, I mean that growing vegetables is, for me, a powerful antidote to the pressures of life. A way to re-wild my mind, reconnect with nature and lift myself out of the barrel of treacle that is life.
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You know, Life. In my experience it can get a bit much. Eleven years ago I was a Global Strategy Director in a London advertising agency. I had been promoted quickly and I was a fullyfledged jet-setting, Jimmy Choo-wearing, BlackBerry-addicted achiever. I had an exciting, well-paid job, a family who loved me, and a beautiful, freshly renovated home in the Cotswolds. And then it all went horribly wrong.


I had gone into advertising on a graduate recruitment scheme aged twenty-three-ish, and had flitted between agencies every couple of years, working my way up the ladder each time I moved. My job, which inexplicably was called being a Planner – why I don’t know, we never planned anything – involved helping big companies work out what to say to consumers to make them buy a product, and then creating a thrilling and single-minded brief for creative teams in the agency to write adverts that communicated whatever had been decided upon.


A good planner is able to see through the undergrowth of data and research to a simple, perceptive insight about the product or the consumer. You then express this insight with a pithy phrase, thus unlocking boundless creativity and providing the foundation for amazing work. For Apple in the 1980s, that insight was ‘we don’t make beige boxes (like IBM do)’, we make ‘tools for creative minds’ and it was the springboard for the famous ‘Think Different’ campaign. Many clients got promoted off the back of that insight. A lot of creatives won a lot of awards. Apple’s sales soared. This is the power of the Planner. And so it is inevitable that some planners have an aura about them, a reputation for being bookish and intellectual, for being slightly removed from day-to-day logistics so that they can see the big picture, the big idea. It is OK for this sort of planner to be late to meetings, or not know how to use a conference phone, or not book their own travel; they are probably thinking great thoughts and had best not be disturbed. Things have changed now, but when I was in Ad-land, this sort of planner had the door to their ivory tower held open for them and were asked, as they glided up the stairs, if they would like tea brought up.


I was not this sort of planner. I was the other sort of planner. The sort who works on more conventional, but often bigger, clients and whose job is more chief-negotiator than big-thinker. Here, the task is to sew together all the disparate priorities and contradictory requests from various parties in different corners of the corporate behemoth to create something resembling one idea that keeps everyone happy and has a hope in hell of setting the creative team off towards a plausible concept.


These are the bread-and-butter accounts that pay salaries in the agency but don’t win the awards. Certain I wasn’t learned enough to get a seat in the ivory tower with the cool kids, I’d worked my way up by leaning into accounts like this, specializing in big brands within FMCG (fast-moving consumer goods – stuff you buy in the supermarket). Most of these brands are owned by one of a handful of multinationals who make everything from margarine to washing detergent. Each has a particular process for deciding on marketing messages or new product launches and those processes are fiddly and obtuse. You can understand why: the reasons people buy a particular soap in India are totally different from the reasons they buy it in Australia, but you still need to find one product, one pack design and, ideally, one advertising campaign to suit them all. However smart the client, however successful the brand, it is always, always, a bugger’s muddle.


The image of Ad-land is a world of wild parties, long lunches, outrageous expense accounts and hard-talking creative types in edgy-but-expensive suits. And sure, there’s lots of travel, business-class flights, fancy hotels and some nice outfits. I went to Petra in Jordan and the Great Wall of China with work. I have eaten in the best restaurants in Stockholm, visited the coolest underground coffee houses in Poland, jogged along a beach in Puerto Rico at dawn, all thanks to work trips. It was one hell of a ride. Plus, you get paid really well and have a good, predictable career progression. It would be the height of middle-class privilege to call it a bad job (and by the way, my diamond shoes are pinching a little).


But. It is also slow and mundane and frustrating, like most jobs. I worked at one agency for two years and never made an advert. Not a single TV spot. We wrote scripts, researched ideas, tested mock-ups, but the client’s decision-making process was so bureaucratic that nothing ever got signed off. In fact, we shot a whole campaign, including a very, very expensive TV ad, and it never aired. Mad Men it is not.


It was cut-throat too. People came and went in a heartbeat. There were no written warnings, no ‘points for development’ in your annual review, no solemn one-to-ones with your line manager (I don’t think I ever knew if I even had a line manager). You just got fired. At one agency it even had a name: the white van.


‘Where’s Bob?’ someone would ask. (I’ve made the name up; people in Ad-land are too cool to be called Bob.)


‘Oh, the white van came for him.’ Meaning he had been fired and paid off, so no one ever saw or heard from him again. Poor Bob.


Another time, at the same agency, I stood at a staff party, nervously sipping a drink, while a senior Planner talked at me. He was high up in the management team of the agency, in charge of hiring and firing, and he was advising me about the trials and tribulations of Getting Ahead. ‘You know, every Planner I have called into my office to promote has afterwards confessed they thought I was about to fire them.’ He was gleeful, delighted by his power to terrify. I laughed obediently while my moral compass cast about looking for north. What kind of culture makes amazing people who are about to be promoted feel so inept they think they’re getting fired?


Anyway, for better or worse this was my world for over a decade. I relished the challenge, especially of those unwieldy multinational FMCG accounts. I thought I had a talent for inhaling all the complexity, processing it singlehandedly and then spitting it back out into a simple and inspiring format that the creative teams could turn into entertaining adverts. I knew the Pret breakfast menu by heart and I could format a kick-ass PowerPoint presentation. They were beautiful. Real works of art. I was winning.
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Pret Ham and Cheese Croissant
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There was very little I missed about London when I finally left, but this was one of them. The Pret local to my office opened at 7 a.m. and I would be waiting outside as they pulled the shutters up to get the hottest, freshest ham and cheese croissant to eat at my desk. Stodge, warmth, carbs, salt – everything an ill-slept body needs.


I recreated them with some success at home by slicing a 320g sheet of ready-rolled puff pastry into four rectangles, spreading the middle of each with a tablespoon of tomato chutney and topping with a square of ham and some grated cheddar. I folded the opposite corners over the filling, brushed the pastry with beaten egg and baked them in the oven at 195°C for 15 minutes.


Eaten hot from the baking tray or left to cool, frozen then reheated as needed, they tasted even better than the original. But perhaps that was because I wasn’t eating them at my desk anymore.
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So, there I am with my fancy heels, my corner office, my excellent PowerPoint skills and I am climbing the ladder to join the board of my most recent agency, where I have been for almost a year. My husband, Paul, and I had moved out of London to a cottage in the Oxfordshire Cotswolds a few years into our careers and now did the City commute.


I couldn’t get away from London fast enough when we moved. I was desperate to leave. I felt an ache for the greenery, the fields, the space, the skies of the country. It was visceral. Which is daft really because I’d always lived in small-town middle England and I wasn’t especially outdoorsy. I had no experience of rural life. But, somehow, I just knew I needed to surround myself with nature. Which should have set alarm bells ringing then. Perhaps someone who feels the pull of countryside life so strongly might not naturally flourish in concrete Ad-land? Had I questioned why I so urgently needed to leave, I would have realized that moving to the countryside was, in fact, fleeing from the stress of the city. Had I examined my thoughts more, I would have seen that I was desperately searching for some respite and comfort that would make my unmanageable life more manageable. Then, as now, the first thing I look for when I need rest and retreat is nature.


The upshot of this move was that, in the week, I commuted to town every day and the weekends felt like rehab. Back then, it was a four-hour round trip. But that’s no problem, right? I could work some of my fourteen-hour day on the train, and dialling in to conference calls remotely is easy (though it does not endear you to fellow passengers). And the walk from the office to the station along the canal is quite pretty at sunset. And anyway, I’m on a plane most of the time and the drive from West Oxfordshire to Heathrow is super-quick at 5 a.m. so it’s all fine, really. Really. Fine.
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The burn out was so predictable, in hindsight. I had been stressed for a decade and jet-lagged solidly for a year. Like so many others, over the course of a few weeks my body and my brain shut down. Gradually but inexorably, my mind unravelled. There was no dramatic scene. No public meltdown that made it obvious I wasn’t coping. Instead, there was a slow, insidious creep of despair, terror and disfunction until I no longer recognized myself.


Partly it was cognitive. I began to forget things – words, meetings, how I’d got to work, what day it was. As the fog descended, I couldn’t compute anything properly – how to send an email, how to start the car. It was like when you haven’t done something for a while – ride a bike, speak French – and the knowledge of how to do it is now just out of reach.


But the dismantling was also emotional. I felt profoundly sad. Without reason or focus, I was consumed by grief, distraught at how inexplicably alone I felt. I would dwell for hours on what a failure I was, how worthless and unlovable I had become. I couldn’t have given you a reason or a cause for these feelings. They were like phantom emotions, but they were the strongest emotions I have ever felt in my life, to this day.


It was physical too. In what I now know to be a common response to stress, my body felt constantly alert, ready for flight. I was edgy, fizzing with the jitters; every sense was heightened; things were brighter, louder, faster, more urgent, more dangerous, more intense, and all of it was overwhelming. If that ever abated, I became the polar opposite: lethargic and exhausted, a lead weight in my chest and glue in my joints so that every move was a claggy effort.


After a routine trip to the nurse escalated – more of which later – I was diagnosed with depression and signed off work. One week I was flying to Dubai for a lunch meeting with the board of a multibillion-dollar company and the next I was sitting on my sofa unable even to make a cup of tea and planning my suicide. I would remain on that sofa, tea-less, for almost a year. And rehabilitation would come from an unlikely source.
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What follows is the story of how it all happened. But that’s not really the point. The point is to try and understand why growing food fixed me. Why not walking? Or getting a dog (though that was a big deal)? Or literature? Or just any old gardening? What was it specifically about growing vegetables that made such a difference to my well-being in a way that these other things did not? Why does this way of connecting with nature, even now, offer a very specific kind of solace in difficult times?


I am interested to work this out, partly for my own selfindulgent curiosity, but also because I want to know what to do if it happens again. If the allotment was a coping mechanism I want to know what made it such a successful one, so that if I am ever again ‘walking around with your head on fire and no one can see the flames’, as Matt Haig puts it, I know what a good fire blanket looks like.


It is helpful too, I think, to collect the lessons I learnt in the veg patch. Because apart from the solace it offered, growing food has also taught me about success, self-reliance, compassion, kindness and more. Nature has become the foundation of my core values and here is an opportunity to reflect on what I’ve learnt.


I have also found there is some comfort in knowing you are not the only one who has felt like this, that others have been where you are and have made it out of the pit. Which is why I think it’s good to talk about mental health, and especially to share ways of coping with it. That’s not to say what worked for me will work for everyone; melancholia is notoriously individual and what I found calming, like weeding, might drive others to distraction. But even if your cure isn’t my cure (if indeed it can be cured at all), then it’s useful to know that finding an appropriate remedy feels like coming home rather than escaping. And, if nothing else, it’s a comfort to know we are not alone.
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The recent willingness to talk about mental health is, without question, A Good Thing. But it comes with its dangers.


The first would be voiced by my Yorkshire grandfather, were he still alive.


‘What do you want to go picking that scab for? Leave well alone and it won’t scar.’


Well, Grandpa, your caution (let’s call it that rather than cynicism) is well-founded. For if we spend too much energy examining our own anguish, might we not make it worse? Hadn’t we better leave well alone? What if we talk about it so much that we define ourselves by our depression? Stephen Fry described this in an interview with Ferne Cotton brilliantly: ‘I still feel it occasionally, a danger of becoming sort of professionally mentally unstable, that that’s what I am, that’s who I am.’


Wise words both. So, Grandpa, I will not wallow.


My family’s second favourite, and deeply Yorkshire motto is: ‘Don’t go puffing yourself up.’ Meaning, don’t go talking about yourself too much because it makes you look like you think you’re special. In other words, talking about your feelings is a bit self-indulgent and vain. Which is daft really because my family are all a bunch of softies who will cry at the very mention of a Richard Curtis movie. Still, I do agree that picking over the entrails of a messy breakdown could be narcissistic, were that the end game. Why should anybody else care? But I am going to remove my metaphorical family crest – puffing-up motto there inscribed – from the wall and put it in a drawer for a bit, because that is not the end game. The purpose here is hope. Hope offered by nature (always present, always to be relied upon, always free) to bring peace and perspective in times of pain and to remind us that the sun will still rise. And that’s worth risking a bit of hereditary eye-rolling.


Plus, the non-specialness of my situation is kind of the point. This isn’t a particularly dramatic tale. Nothing extreme or drastic happened. I didn’t have a meltdown in a client meeting or end up homeless. It was just me, sobbing on the bathroom floor. I was just a middle-class woman with a nice life. Pretty ordinary. Because that’s what depression is. It’s not exciting or dramatic. It’s dulling, monotonous, unremitting. It doesn’t have to be some huge, key plot-point-blowout moment. That I am nothing special shows how depression is everywhere and can happen to anyone in all sorts of ways. There is no barometer of shitness. Just because mine didn’t involve anything you could turn into a film does not make it less intense. These are the strongest, most destructive feelings I think are possible in a human brain, and they all happened under the most ordinary and everyday of circumstances.


The other risk is that by talking openly about depression we make it seem like everyone has depression; that it is quite normal and not a big deal. When, in fact, it is life-threatening.


Or it becomes some macabre woke fashion-accessory, the badge of a sensitive, interesting soul. Like a gap year in India. Packaging depression up tidily to make it sellable and easily consumed suits the wellness industry because a neat problem can have a neat solution: retreats, supplements, mindfulness apps, books, diets, de-cluttering programmes, life coaching. Do this and you’ll be cured!


Take it too far and depression risks becoming nothing more than a predictable narrative arc in someone’s life, an understandable moment of suffering that turned out to be the making of them. But depression is none of those things. It might be widespread, but it is not ordinary. It is not an unpleasant phase we all go through, like chicken pox. It isn’t linear or orderly or predictable. It is a mess. An ugly, unpredictable, unedifying train wreck you would not wish upon your worst enemy.


And what if we start to over-diagnose and imagine that any unhappiness is depression? Again, cash registers ring for the wellness industry: a bigger audience to sell to. Sometimes feeling depressed is a perfectly logical response to a dreadful situation. But it is not clinical. Hyper-sensitivity to melancholy is a particular risk for those who look after anyone who has been depressed before. As soon as they look even the tiniest bit glum, the worry starts. ‘Is this sadness a reasonable reaction to something rubbish or are they depressed again?’ The depressed person can think like this too. If you dwell on it for too long, you forget which way is up.


With so many pitfalls, I am tempted to stop here. But that would not do. Not least because there is food to discuss, but also because nature has been such a powerful cure for me that I can’t believe it doesn’t hold potential for others too. It has helped me find my place in the world, giving me a new perspective, a new sense of conviction. With nature around me, I feel I can always tell which way is up. I am now far less likely to lose my sense of what really matters in life and far more compassionate to myself and others. It has become the underpinning of all my values, my sense of self-worth and my peace.


All that from a year of haphazardly sowing seeds in empty yogurt pots and tending wonky carrots in a makeshift veg patch. This book is a chance to reflect on what happened that year, to consider what lessons the veg patch taught me and how nature offers a unique remedy.
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JUNE


How I had everything, and it all went wrong one summer’s day


IN THE VEGETABLE PATCH…


There is nothing quite like a kitchen garden in June. Unlike late summer, when the ground is cracked from drought and the plants a little yellowed from overwork, early summer is all perky neatness. The soil is dark and chocolatey rich from the summer rain and every crop is still in orderly rows having only just been planted out after the last late-May frost, not yet ruffled into disorderliness by weeds or poor husbandry. Plants dash skyward to the endless sunshine with youthful vigour, and everything is luscious, clean and green. So much green.


Who knew there were so many shades of green? The creamy green broad beans provide a backdrop, straight stemmed and strong despite the weight of their spongy pods. In front of them, curly pompoms of bottle-green kale plants which have just been transplanted from their seed trays. And in between both, the livid cartoon green of courgette leaves, green beans, pumpkins, spinach, all growing so fast you can practically watch it. And amidst it all, little explosions of colour – yellow tomato flowers, mauve bean flowers and white pea flowers – which look like Christmas baubles against this greenery.


It is a busy, worker-bee time in the veg patch, when everything, gardener and plants, is putting its best foot forward and making an effort, hopeful of a good harvest.
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Daybreak. A glorious June morning in the Cotswolds. One of those golden, hazy mornings you find in novels. In the garden, a light dew clings to the fronds of the wild fennel in the raised vegetable beds. The dawn chorus is starting up. House martins chirrup as they dart about over the poppy-flecked fields beyond, as if still thrilled to be back in the summer choir. Our cottage is radiant in the morning light. The pale Cotswold stone turned amber, warm and welcoming.


Inside, sleeping, is my husband, Paul. He loves me. I love him. We have families who love us both. We have enough money not to think about money. We have good health and successful careers. We are very lucky. We have everything. And everything is picture perfect.


I am sitting, pyjama-ed, on the edge of a raised vegetable bed in my garden. Among all this beauty. All this good fortune. Sobbing. I mean, uncontrollably. I am half worried I will wake the neighbours or frighten the sheep in the nearby field. Proper bawling.


But I have no idea why. Jet lag? The day before yesterday I had flown to New York from London for a half-hour meeting with the Creative Director of our US office. In the end it was barely a fifteen-minute meeting, and it mostly involved him shouting at me. I had taken a daytime flight, had the meeting/kicking, gone straight back to JFK, taken the red-eye home, showered at the airport and made it to a 9 a.m. briefing in my London office. The kicking was a bit unexpected, but the schedule was nothing new.


Or maybe it’s the blinking red light from the BlackBerry on my desk that I noticed as I padded downstairs. Each blink a warning of the barrage of emails that awaits from markets in other time zones who will all want responses to their absolutely-critically-urgent-question about margarine sales before their close-of-play, which is my pre-breakfast.


Or it might be nerves about the creative briefing I have this afternoon, at which I will attempt to convince a pair of understandably jaded men that writing a radio advert about the cholesterol-lowering qualities of a cooking-fat spray is the most exciting thing they will do this year and will definitely, definitely win them awards. Though, to be honest, I would consider it a win if they just let me out of their office in one piece, unlike my US Creative Director.


Whatever the reason, I have noticed lately that this is becoming a morning ritual. I wake up feeling like someone has put lead weights in my lungs. I have a nameless dread that everyone I love is dead. I sit among the vegetables in the hope of a little peace, or comfort. I get in the shower and go to work.


Which is what I had better do now, because I have a PowerPoint presentation about the chocolate-buying habits of Saudi women to finish on the 06:32 to Paddington before my 8 a.m. client meeting in London.


The morning does not go well. I can’t work out how to turn the shower on. It is quite a complicated mixer-tap arrangement, but then I have done it every day since we moved here six years ago and never struggled before. And there’s a similar fog about where to put the keys to turn the car on. It is not that I have forgotten, I can see the shape of the gap where the information should go, it is that the answer hovers just out of reach. Like when you can’t recall a particular word, or momentarily forget what eight times four is: it is right on the tip of your tongue, you know you know it, but it persists in eluding you. Probably jet lag.


Anyway, I work out the shower and the car and I get to the station. The train that will-not-be-stopping-please-stand-back seems much louder and faster today and I cower against the railings on the platform as it whooshes past, braced for impact like a startled rabbit. The noise is so thunderous I feel like the train is driving right through me. I am terrified and shaking, covering my face and turning towards the railings in the hope they will somehow protect me. Other commuters side-glance and shuffle down the platform away from the flinching mad woman. They give me a wide berth and I get a pair of seats to myself on the train despite it being packed. (So not all bad then.) But none of this is setting me up for my 8 a.m.


I don’t even remember that 8 a.m. meeting I had been so dreading, or much about work during that period. I remember the effort of getting there, the anxiety about the day, but not the days themselves. Though I am fairly sure I was not on sparkling form.
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Things continue in this vein for a few months. I travel internationally most weeks. I work fourteen-hour days. I commute four hours a day. I write a lot of PowerPoint (I dream in PowerPoint too). I fail to enthuse creative teams. I make dancing on the head of a pin into an art form.


What permeates these weeks most is a sense of dread. Physical, stomach-wrenching, stuff-of-nightmares terror. I have always been anxious about performing well or getting things right, but this is different. It is inexplicable. It doesn’t stem from a particular worry – a brief, a work trip, a difficult conversation with a creative team. It is a directionless, panicky, pit-of-the-stomach fear that makes you recoil from every noise in case it finally signals what you have been braced for, the sky falling in and all about being lost. I wake up with it, like a lead duvet smothering me, carry it wrapped about me all day, and then fall into bed, exhausted, and sink beneath its weight into a fitful sleep.


And then the voices start. Not, thank God, the infamous voices of psychosis, and far less dangerous, but exhausting in their own way. In my head there is a party of all my worst critics. And, boy, are they getting on famously. They discuss my top failings, listing the things I should be worried about, cataloguing all the endless decisions I will need to make today in order to function, and laughing about how woefully inept I will be at making them. Like a ghoulish cocktail party, the chatter is incessant; they talk over each other in excitement, clamouring to be heard.


‘Look!’ they laugh. ‘She’s had every possible opportunity in life handed to her on a plate and she still can’t make a go of it.’ ‘So true. Surely, she should be richer, thinner, smarter than she is now. If only she wasn’t so weak.’ ‘Yes, and did you notice she ate ten biscuits during that meeting because she didn’t have breakfast? What must the client have thought?’ ‘I know! And don’t even start me on what her colleagues say about her when she’s not there.’


Every day is happy hour for these critics. The bar never closes.
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But why? What triggered this?


By all measures, I have an easy life. One I have chosen for myself, one I wanted. No one is forcing me to do it. I made this. I have fully engaged in the creation of it all – the job, the commute, the seniority, the pressure, the lot. So why do I feel like a hostage?


A hostage in a picture-perfect existence. I know I am loved. I have no domestic responsibilities (we are, by choice, child-free) and have enough money to pay someone else to do anything we needed doing in the house. Cleaning, ironing, DIY, gardening (the flowers and the lawn were of no interest to me; I tended the veg beds and farmed out the rest) – it is all outsourced. The only thing I have to do is go to work and I am free to enjoy my perfect life the rest of the time. That is the deal.


But eventually I can’t even do that. After weeks of this slow dismantling, just getting out of bed becomes an ordeal. The issue with the shower has spread to the hairdryer, how to dress, how to make tea, how to lock the back door. I can no longer really function. And my mood is so low, I can hardly bring myself to speak.


My husband is, reluctantly, driving me to the train station now, because he rightly does not trust me to drive, and putting me on the train. During these journeys he would, very gently and kindly, ask how I was feeling, or if I thought we should do something about the situation. Depending on the day, I would either blow up at him – ‘How I feel is irrelevant. I’ve got a huge pitch for a sliced bread brand today and we absolutely have to win it.’ (We didn’t.) – or I simply couldn’t be bothered with the effort of trying to articulate how I felt or deciding what needed to be done about it. The task seemed too gargantuan, only slightly bigger and uglier than the effort of keeping going.


Once I make it to the office, I find any work meeting so arduous that I sneak out of the office afterwards for a nap/sob in Regent’s Park.


I take to hiding as well. Proper hide-and-seek stuff. Around late morning, it would all get too much. I was consumed with worries about how badly I was performing, how many people I must be letting down. Physically, it was as if the skin had been removed from my body and all my senses heightened, so that every jolt of the lift, every phone buzzing, every loud braying colleague seemed heart-stoppingly painful. Physically painful. Like being stung. I had to get away.


So, I would find somewhere to hide. At first, I would fabricate some fictional meeting and leave the office to take refuge in the Costa round the back of Baker Street station. In advertising, people think themselves far too trendy to go to Costa, so I knew I’d be safe from discovery. Plus, it had a table in an alcove at the back which was well protected from view. But as I got sicker, the bustle of the café and the rush of the Marylebone Road, which I had to cross to get there, was too much and I sought out alternative nooks and crannies in the office in which to hide.


My favourite was a tiny meeting room in the top of the building, which was more attic cupboard than room. The eaves were low and the lift didn’t go that far so the room was only accessible via a narrow staircase, which meant you were usually safe from interruption. I would creep in, take off my heels and curl up in the corner of the room. There were chairs, but they didn’t feel as safe. I needed my back up against something and a vantage point from which I could see the whole room. Even now I can imagine the humiliation if someone had ever found me cowering under the window.


‘Um, hi. Look, sorry to interrupt your breakdown, but we’ve booked this room for a pet food debrief. I didn’t even know it existed but it’s the only free room with a conference call pod, so … Let me help you with your shoes.’
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This had been the status quo for around four months when, one morning, I was at a routine nurse’s appointment. I had moved a few conference calls and managed to get her first appointment of the morning, but it would shorten my working day, making it even more hectic, so I was already wound tight. And anyway, it was eating into my preferred sobbingin-the-vegetable-patch time.


‘Your blood pressure is quite low,’ said the nurse, a plump, motherly figure with kind eyes, everything you want in a nurse. ‘Are you feeling OK?’


Maybe it was because it was the Sobbing Hour, or perhaps it was her warm eyes, but I dissolved into tears and garbled something incomprehensible about work being a bit stressful. She gave me a box of tissues, deposited me in the waiting room, spoke to the receptionist and marched me straight in to see the doctor.


Who was terrifying. She was the doctor you hoped you would not get allocated to when you booked an appointment. She was fierce, dismissive and abrupt. She couldn’t locate a bedside manner if it hit her with a bedpan. And it was rumoured she had told one patient that his severed arm was nothing more than a flesh wound. (OK, maybe not that last bit.) Still, she looked at me, prodded me, weighed me, took a load of blood tests, asked some probing questions and then signed me off work for the foreseeable future.


Wait, what? Not work? I can’t do that.


The world will end. People are depending on me. There’s a meeting about snacking habits among Hungarian teenagers today that I absolutely positively have to be at. I’m about to make it onto the board. I’ve just bought a season ticket for the train.


‘Tough,’ she replied. And that was when I realized. If this stern, no-nonsense doctor was taking it all so seriously, then I probably was sick.
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I took my doctor’s note to work. I felt like that slow, chubby kid at school who comes to PE clutching a crumpled note scribbled with some poor excuse from an indulgent parent about why they must miss games, again. (Actually, I had been that child, so I knew the feeling well.) I was soft. A fraud. Others could hack it, but not me. I had given the appearance of being a competent person, but my bosses had, barely a year beforehand, hired a dud. I was so weak that the effort of trying to hide this from them had broken me.


In the face of my embarrassment and guilt and sense of failure and apologies, my bosses were exemplary. They told me I would not be saying any of this if I had broken my neck and that, in their eyes, this situation was pretty similar and just as serious. They told me to take all the time I needed. They sensitively and delicately ignored my suggestion that I could do some work from home. They cranked the corporate wheels into motion and arranged access to any form of treatment I wanted.
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