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Foreword


The world is getting used to the idea that all forms of mental unease, distress, ill health and unhappiness are worth talking about. That seems an absurd thing to have to write, but we are an absurd species of course. Our contradictions and confusions take so much getting used to that it is easier to leave them to musicians, artists and neuroscientists to illuminate or worry over while we compliment ourselves on ‘getting on with living in the real world’ – perhaps the greatest delusion of them all. We know, for example, that income, status, privilege and possessions do not sum to the condition called Happiness, but we are bewildered and confounded when we are inwardly miserable yet outwardly prospering. We know that to be in a rut is undesirable, yet we are terrified of going ‘off the rails’. But what are rails but inverted ruts? We are mad in our refusal to understand that as a species we are mad.


Of course, the horizontal sweep of such high words and grand realisations does nothing to address the vertical moments of misery and unhappiness that afflict so many of us without apparent reason. We have, at least, now reached a point where we are more comfortable in addressing the reality of mental health. We know, or should know, about various clinical conditions: mood disorders and personality disorders, for example. Thanks to all kinds of initiatives, thanks to individuals from princes to sporting heroes, we are aware of the scale and depth of the mental health crisis that has lain below the surface of society hidden and ashamed for so long. We have begun to talk about it, which is the first step. That step is always too small and always too slow, but nonetheless without it we cannot progress at all.


It is the daily experience of those out of the public eye whose stories most resonate, however. The experiences of people like . . . well, people like me in my flakey world of showbusiness and media attention, cocooned in celebrity and given permission to be eccentric, endearingly open and bravely unashamed – it is relatively easy for us to open up and while I am not going to writhe in apology or overdone modesty about the effect that this may have, I must be clear that it is without doubt easier for us. I suppose those in the public eye will always break cover first when coming out in matters like sexuality and health status, but it is the second wave of activists that matters. The second wave is made up of those whose experiences are not news or fodder for chat shows but which reflect much more accurately the life stories of the majority, out of the spotlight. The second wave includes those like Josh Roberts. Anxious Man, his magnificent account of a dizzying and dangerous descent into a turbulent and terrifying maelstrom of anxiety, is so truthful, bold, clear, candid and convincing that I read it in one breathless sitting. It connected with me, not because I – thanks heavens – suffer from exactly those kinds of destabilising terrors myself, but because I know so many people who do and who have not found a representative or a champion who can voice their condition. The bravura energy of his writing and the clarity, pain and wit with which his story is revealed are the guarantee of its authenticity and truth. This book, I am convinced, should be required reading for anyone who knows someone who might be going through the same overwhelming experience or might be going through it themselves.


And of course, if you do feel that you too are being taken over by such feelings then go and see a doctor as soon as you can and don’t be put off until you are sure that he or she has taken you seriously.


 


Stephen Fry – Actor, Writer, Presenter
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Introduction


Four years ago my mind collapsed.


It was all terribly sudden. One day I was a cheery, chirpy twenty-something, the next I was a hot mess of panic and tears. Eventually I was diagnosed with generalised anxiety disorder (GAD).


Since then I’ve been trying to get better, and learning to live my nervous life. Which is what this book is all about.


I’m going to tell you what it felt like to wake up one morning and realise that my mind was in free fall. I’m going to tell you why I think it happened to me. And, most importantly, I’m going to tell you what I’ve done to get better.


I’m afraid there will be moments of desperation and exhaustion. Those moments in the past few years when I’ve been in so deep, and the tide has been so strong, that it felt easier to just swim down.


But I can also promise moments of clarity. Those days when my mind has returned to its previous state. When my thoughts are clear. When my smile is broad. When I’m happy, and peaceful, and loving, and being loved.


More than anything, there will be the relief at realising, as I am starting to realise, that all this isn’t forever. That clouds lift, days break. That, over time, the periods of mental convulsion become shorter and the distances between them grow larger.


But before we begin, some caveats:


 


1. Every person and every brain and every mental health problem is different


My experience is personal to me, and will likely differ from yours or that of your girlfriend/boyfriend/friend/sister/brother/father/pet hamster. And that’s fine.


Through many hours of chit-chat with therapists, I’ve come to understand that simple, sweeping categorisations for mental health problems are counterproductive. They’re clunky and blunt.


In reality, mental health is much more like one of those lunches you have on a hot holiday, a ‘picky picky’ as my mother would say. On my plate there are some nice big slices of anxiety, a few leaves of depression (for crunch) and a good hunk of obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD) to mop it all up with.


The meze selection of others might look different to mine, but I’d be surprised if we didn’t have some picky bits in common. I’d be even more surprised if what has helped me doesn’t help others. At the very least, I hope it will make folks realise that they’re not alone.


2. I am a middle-class, heterosexual, white man


And I’m privileged in a million other ways beyond that – I’ve got supportive and generous parents, and kind and funny friends. I got a fancy education, and I’ve had well-paying jobs. I don’t apologise for any of this, but I am aware of it; I know how lucky I have been.


It’s important that you know that I know this. Because later on you might find yourself thinking, ‘Just pull yourself together you silly posho’ and, while I completely understand that, it’s important to know that mental ill health can affect everyone. It doesn’t discriminate. It doesn’t care where you live or what your dad does for a living. It’s an everyman kinda thing, like spaghetti Bolognese or IKEA.


 


3. I am unfixable


Over the past couple of years I have spoken to tons of friends, friends of friends and colleagues. Their problems and the questions they ask have varied greatly. But common to them all is this notion of being ‘fixed’.


‘How long does it last?’ they might ask. Or, ‘You’re fixed now, right?’


No, I’m not.


Definitely, I’m a lot, lot better than I was three years ago. But I still have good days and horrible weeks. I still worry and panic. I still have moments when I hate myself. I still wish this hadn’t happened to me. I’m still a bit broken.


I’d hate for you to think that mental health problems have beginnings, middles and ends. They don’t. They’re untidy, jumbled and chaotic. Today I’m good. Tomorrow I could be awful. What’s important is that, while at the start I was completely helpless in the face of the bad days, now I have a plan.


 


Oh, and one more thing. Obviously, I’m not a scientist or mathematician, so if you’re expecting lots of pie charts, or those ones with boxes and whiskers, then I’m afraid you’re going to be disappointed. There will be a few little visual explainers, but nothing too complicated.


If all that sounds good, then I suggest we get cracking.
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Anatomy of a Breakdown


It’s a funny business, crying in the loos at work.


The usual form when crying is to let your body do whatever it wants. You allow yourself to contort and push and twist. You force the emotion out. You squeeze and squirm and shudder.


But you can’t do any of that in the loos at work. You must stay completely frozen and silent, so as to avoid giving the game away. You must keep your legs still and snuffle your sniffles with a fist full of loo roll. You must remember to do a ‘phantom flush’ lest Gary from Accounts in the adjacent cubicle smells a rat. After all, as every ex-public school boy knows, the only thing worse than crying in the bogs is someone else knowing that you’re crying in the bogs.


So there I’d sit on the cold marble floor, head in one hand, phone blinking with fresh emails in the other, hoping that at some point the torment in my head would pass.


For nearly two years this sorry sight was part of my daily routine. Some days I could manage a few hours at my desk before my first trip to toilet cubicle two. Other days it was more urgent. Often it was the first thing I did on reaching the office. I couldn’t stop it, I couldn’t control it and I couldn’t bear it. I just had to cry.


It all started after I went to a party – that fucking party – a farewell bash for some friends who were moving to South Africa. Not a particularly big party, mind you. Nor, as it happened, a very good one. And I’d actually been quite well behaved. Drunk enough to dance, sure, but not much more.


So, as I lay atop the bed covers fully clothed the next morning, light searing in through my lazily uncurtained windows, I felt a deep sense of injustice. I hadn’t expected any hangover at all, let alone one of this intensity. And it was intense. Assessing the damage, I ran through my usual Sunday morning checklist:


 


Half drunk bottle of Peroni on the bedside table? Check.


Headache? Check.


Nausea? Check.


Dry, itchy eyes? Check.


 


All standard stuff, except it wasn’t. Something was amiss. Something about this particular hangover wasn’t right.


Why is my chest tight? Why am I beginning to sweat? Why is my vision blurred? Why can’t I breathe? Why is my heart pounding? Why won’t it stop? What is happening? Why is my heart thumping like this? Fuck I’m dying. Fuck I’m going to have a heart attack. FUCK. FUCK. I’M FUCKING DYING. I’M ABOUT TO FUCKING DIE!


It came in waves. Inexorable waves of panic, which would surge up from just underneath my solar plexus and ripple out across my body. I didn’t, or maybe couldn’t, move. I just lay there, frozen in fear, mouth open, eyes fixed on the ceiling, waiting for the next convulsion, assuming that at some point it would be curtains for me.


I stayed like that for 10 minutes before, finally, the waves began to subside. Although they never fully subsided. For the rest of the day, every 30 minutes or so, there’d be another judder, another crack of panic. My chest would tighten, my heart would thump and the singular mental terror of imminent death would return. It didn’t follow any schedule or rhythm. The claxon of consternation would sound without any warning. I remember trying to make lunch when – WHACK – a new hurricane of panic arrived. I dropped the plate, crumpled to the floor, closed my eyes and screamed.


I tried everything to make the feelings of nervousness go away – showering, eating, exercising – but to no avail. When evening arrived, I even tried drinking a beer. Actually, I tried drinking a few. But that didn’t work either. If anything, my mind whirred even faster than before. I could feel my chest constricting with every cold, fizzy gulp.


I didn’t sleep a wink that night. I tried to, of course. But sleep is like getting an erection – the more you think about it, the less likely it becomes. ‘If only I could sleep,’ I said to myself. ‘I need to sleep.’


It took forever for Monday morning to arrive. I tossed, I turned, I stared demonically at the alarm clock. During one surge of anxiety I very nearly called an ambulance, but managed to talk myself out of it. My situation was already pretty embarrassing, and having other people know about it would only make it worse.


I can’t tell you how I got to work that morning, but somehow I did.


‘Good weekend?’ asked my smiley colleague, Lily, as I approached my desk.


‘Not really, Lil’,’ I said staring emptily ahead.


‘Are you all right?’ she asked. ‘You look like shit.’


Or at least I think that’s what she said. If I’m honest, she’d lost me at ‘Good weekend?’ I’d stopped listening, and started panicking.


Without saying another word, without even taking my coat off, I made for the toilets, crashed into a cubicle, slammed the door shut, fell to the floor and began crying. Not sobbing or weeping, but full-on, visceral, abdominal crying. That’s how the crying started. That’s how it all started. That’s how I broke down.


Panic stations!


If you’ve never experienced a panic attack I suspect it all sounds a bit wishy-washy. Like the sort of thing that wouldn’t have existed a hundred years ago. They’d have called it a ‘funny turn’ or a ‘momentary hysteria’. Wet


 


flannels would have been sought, leeches would have been applied.


Unfortunately, panic attacks are real things. They’re not dangerous, but they are real and they are terrifying.


For me the physical stuff comes first. My heart pumps harder than before, harder than I think it can. The muscles across my chest tighten, and tighten, and tighten, until my breath becomes short and shallow. Sweat melts out of every pore. I’m dizzy. My eyes can’t focus.


Some people can stand up while they have a panic attack. I can’t. I wither and collapse to the floor, or into a chair, or onto a bed. My body is just too focused on panicking to do anything else.


Accompanying the physical terror is the mental one. There’s only one thought in my mind when I’m having a panic attack – ‘I’m about to die!’ screams the voice inside my head. Over, and over, and over again at voice-cracking, ear-splitting volume.


It’s how I imagine a pilot feels in the moments before a plane crash. I’m about to die and there’s nothing I can do to stop it. I have no way, no mechanism, of regaining control. It’s over. It’s about to happen. I’m going to expire. In a few moments I’ll slam into the ground and everything will go black.


I can’t be with other people when I’m having a panic attack. I don’t want to be seen, and I don’t want to see. I don’t need support or reassurance. I need it to be over. I need it to pass. I need it to be 10 minutes into the future, right now.


I’ve known Guy for nearly 15 years. As well as being an incredible GP, he’s also my friend’s dad. And a cool dude – one of those parents who you actually look forward to seeing. Over the years he’s patched up loads of my mates. Always in confidence, with a smile and with an answer. After two weeks of crying in the toilets at work, I booked an appointment, moped into his surgery and sat down silently.


‘What seems to be the problem?’ he said.


I told him everything. I told him about the party a fortnight ago. I told him about the Sunday morning panic attack, the crying in the loos, the fact that I couldn’t stop worrying.


‘What exactly are you worrying about?’ he asked.


Everything. I was worrying about everything. It wasn’t just a fear of immediate death any more. It had moved on. It had evolved from a series of finite panic attacks into a continuous, all-pervasive nervousness. A fear of fear. A worry about worry – an obsessive and involuntary one. As soon as my brain came up with something new to think – like what to wear to work or what to have for tea – the anxious thoughts would arrive.


‘Never mind all that,’ would come the interruption, ‘you’re about to have another panic attack and this time it’ll be even worse than before.’


‘Why has it taken you two weeks to see a doctor?’ asked Guy.


It hadn’t. In fact, Guy’s was the sixth medical opinion I’d received. Although his was the only one that made sense. The others – the three different A&E doctors and two GPs – just thought I was being a bit silly. It was a hangover gone wrong, they said. I just needed to rest, to get some sleep, and everything would go back to normal.


‘But I can’t sleep,’ I told them. ‘I haven’t slept for days.’


‘Sorry,’ they said, ‘there’s not much we can do.’


Guy did a few simple tests. Put your arm in this, look into that, breathe into this until you’re puffed out. That sort of thing. Which, it turns out, is a standard quack tactic – run a few tests to make them think that you’re investigating, then diagnose them with what you already knew it was.


‘Have you ever heard of something like this before?’ I said. ‘I’m terrified.’


‘Josh,’ he said calmly and confidently, ‘you have an anxiety disorder.’


It was the first time in my life that I’d been diagnosed with something. Unless you count conjunctivitis or a verruca (but I’m fairly sure you don’t). Certainly I’d never had anything that came with a ‘long-term management plan’ or its own charity.


It was an odd feeling; a bizarre blend of relief that I wasn’t the first to go through what I was experiencing, and alarm that I had got something. Something that could get better, stay the same or, God forbid, get worse. It was inside me, squatting in my brain. It could leave quickly and quietly after a few days, or it could be there forever. Maybe I’d be like this for the rest of my life. Maybe it would kill me.


I’m not being melodramatic, by the way – it could have killed me. Being a man under 50, I was already in the high-risk category for suicide. With this diagnosis that risk went up several notches.


Guy prescribed me with a Valium-type pill for use in emergencies and referred me to a CBT (cognitive behavioural therapy) therapist down the road.


‘It’ll get better,’ he said. ‘It’ll take some work, but it will get better.’


I’d love to say that over the following few days I started the fightback, but that would be a lie. Instead I did what most people do when they’re diagnosed with something: I talked about it incessantly, and googled the shit out of it.


The latter was a terrible idea (isn’t it always?). I started out on the NHS website with its lovely, publicly funded, balanced and impartial advice. But that wasn’t any good because it didn’t tell me exactly what I wanted (i.e. that I would be completely fixed very quickly). So I cast the net a little wider, and very quickly found myself in the weird and woeful world of mental health forums. What fresh hell that was. Don’t get me wrong – I love the Internet. If anything, I love it too much. It’s just not very good at fixing mental health problems. Trawling the Internet to cure an anxiety disorder is like trying to extinguish a fire with petrol, or like trying to save a drowning person with a lead lifebelt, or whichever laboured metaphor you prefer. The point is, far from making me better, ingesting other people’s misery made me much, much worse. It only gave me more things to worry about. Maybe, like @Meera_P4tel, I’d develop an eating disorder, too. Or I could become addicted to sleeping pills like @WilmaWondes. Or I could acquire a substance abuse problem like @MagicMark21.

OEBPS/OPF/_img1.zoom153.jpg





OEBPS/OPF/embim1.jpg
Notes on a
Life Lived
Nervously

Josh Roberts

for
Stephen






OEBPS/OPF/_img2.zoom80.jpg





OEBPS/OPF/cover.jpg
Notes on a
Life Lived
Nervously

Josh Roberts

Foreword by

Stephen Fry






OEBPS/OPF/stephenfryillustration-02.zoom19.jpg





