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For Mum, Dad, Rach and Lou




Introduction


Depression is a git. Truly it is.


It’s an illness that constantly tries to take you down; that belittles you, criticises you, blames you, that gives you unbearable pain, drains you of your motivation and concentration, creates sleepless nights, anger, memory loss and has the capacity to kill you. It needs to be given a darn good seeing to. I’m being polite; it needs a good beating at the very least.


When I was first unwell with depression, I was desperate to know what to do. What action should I take? What should I be saying to myself? How do I manage something that feels utterly unmanageable?


This book gives you forty ways to get to a better place with this terrible illness. It gives you ideas and techniques to tackle depression. Unfortunately, we can’t always get it to go away completely, but these tips will help you prioritise you and not the illness.


These strategies are born out of my own discovery of what works to manage depression, which I still live with, as well as from many years working professionally with people with depression. I have been on both sides and know how destructive this illness is, but I also know how resilient we can be.


Depression hasn’t beaten me because I keep throwing everything at it. Every time I think I’ve beaten depression, I haven’t. But every time I think depression has beaten me, it hasn’t. Yes, it’s exhausting, but continuing to fight means we get moments in our lives that are wonderful, and those moments are worth every ounce of effort. And, crucially, depression doesn’t win.


I’m definitely not saying, ‘Ohhh, look at me! I’m all cured from depression and everything.’ Because I’m not. Far from it. I know depression’s not going to leave completely, but at the same time, I’m not going to let it win.


You don’t need to read this book in order; dip in and out if you like. Also there’s no hurry to read it all in one sitting: just go slowly and gently. It’s fine not to like or agree with all forty ways, and you don’t need to do them all at the same time – frankly it would be exhausting if you did. No matter what stage of depression you are at, there will be methods that can help. You might have just been diagnosed, be in the middle of a horrendous acute phase or recovering.


Pick the methods that appeal to you and give them a go. Then give them another go. Depression is a pernicious bugger, so you have to keep trying. Imagine it as bindweed trying to strangle a plant; you have to keep hacking away to keep it at bay.


Keep going, and, by the way, you’re doing really great.


James




1. Get help when you don’t feel like getting help
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Great news! Your solicitor has just phoned. You’ve unexpectedly inherited a 14-foot crocodile. It turns out he’s nasty, he bites, he needs constant attention, he takes up a huge amount of space, he keeps you awake, you don’t know how to look after crocodiles and he’s going to be around for a while. You live alone. What do you do?


You get some help, pronto.


The problem is you feel you shouldn’t need help with the crocodile. I mean, other people easily manage their huge, vicious animals, don’t they? Also you’re ashamed that you have a crocodile living with you in the first place; how do you tell the neighbours?


Let’s say this again. You need help. You ain’t going to be able to manage this croc alone.


Asking for help with depression is hard because you may feel ashamed admitting there’s something wrong with your mind, because this means that there’s something wrong with you. It means that you’re not strong enough to make it go away. It means you aren’t capable of sorting it out by yourself.


Depression yells at you and says that you’re not worthy of getting help. Why would anyone want to help you? Who would spend time helping you? There are so many other people in greater need. They should get the help instead. At first it can seem easier to be ‘strong’ and withhold what we’re feeling. Carry on and keep it all inside. For too long we have championed the quality of reticence, but real strength lies in vulnerability. Admitting you need help and proactively asking for it takes real guts. Strength is saying, ‘I’m scared.’ Strength is saying, ‘I don’t know what these feelings are.’ Strength is saying, ‘I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I need help.’ Strength is saying, ‘It feels like something is taking over me and I don’t know what to do.’


If we admit we need help, then we’re accused of not having enough resilience, of being a weak, insipid, broken snowflake. Then, of course, others trivialising mental health with ‘cures’ doesn’t help things. We’re still told that depression can be sorted out by simply pulling our trousers up, or eating four mangos a day, or increasing our chia seed intake to 360 grams. FYI, I’ve tried all of these and you end up farting with a wedgie.


Before you get to the stage where you can reach out for help, you will need to do the following:




1. Challenge your own shame


2. Challenge society’s stigma


3. Challenge depression’s voice





Without taking these steps, you won’t pick up the phone and get the help you need. These doubts will block your way and hold you in a nasty limbo. The work here is to do a bit of rethinking and ask yourself ‘Why would I not be worthy of help?’ ‘Is there anything different or special about me that means I am not deserving of some support?’ Let me butt in and answer these questions. You aren’t special (sorry about that) – you do need help and you are worthy of help. I’ll say that again:


YOU ARE WORTHY OF HELP.


(I’ve written that in a huge font so it means it’s important.)


It can be easy to get someone else to arrange the help you need, but – and you’re not going to like this – please do this yourself. By all means, have people alongside you, supporting you, finding phone numbers, recommending websites and services, but you make the actual call yourself. It’s important to accept your illness and be responsible for it. I realise I now sound like my old secondary-school headmaster, Mr McRoberts, so I won’t labour the point.


Once you have decided you need help, it can be daunting to know where to start. What worked for me, and many others I’ve spoken to, is to have a team on hand. A group of loved ones, or support workers, in whatever form, to champion you as you seek help.


Maybe someone can do the initial search for support groups for you, or walk with you to your first doctor or psychiatric appointment (and take you out for gooey cake afterwards), or just be in the room when you make a call to a mental health charity for more advice. Or you can go out for a meal after your first counselling appointment. Or be whisked away to Venice for the evening on a private jet, for a night of crispy artichoke hearts with creamy bagna cauda and some organic Prosecco from the Conegliano Valdobbiadene region, all set amongst the golden lights of the Rialto Bridge, the quiet lapping waves of the Grand Canal and the almost silent passing of a gondola . . . If you have friends like that, please introduce me.


If you don’t have friends with private jets (where did we all go wrong?) and just have bloody awful depression, then it’s a good idea to tell your team what they can do to help, because people will ask.


Texts are really important. Explain that you may not always reply to them, but will always appreciate them. Texts without direct questions work the best. So ‘Thinking of you’ is generally better than ‘How are you?’ because it places less pressure on you to respond. Trying to articulate how you feel other than saying, ‘I feel shit,’ or ‘I feel nothing,’ is really hard when in the depths of depression. Jokes are good too, or sending a YouTube video of funny chickens or a picture of a cat with a Santa hat.


Tell people you might cancel plans at the last minute. Once I arranged with friends to come down for the day, but when they got here I couldn’t see them – I was too ill – so they went back home. I felt awful but relieved and was so grateful for their understanding. It’s good to explain to people that this might happen and that you’ll need some flexibility with arrangements. Or you could plan a meeting but make it short – meet for lunch for an hour, or a brief coffee but not a whole weekend away to Barcelona.


The tendency with depression is to withdraw from people we love because we’re ashamed of what depression has done to us and because we feel we can’t manage.


Remember, we need help with that blasted crocodile, which means trying to tell people what we need, despite feeling unworthy.




2. Don’t listen to the lies


We all tell lies, right?


Admittedly, not always massive ones like ‘My ginger chihuahua won an Oscar six times in a row,’ or ‘I’m actually an undercover Ukrainian astronaut,’ but gentle lies that serve to protect ourselves or someone else. ‘No, honestly, I really didn’t get your message,’ or even ‘I don’t watch television at all. I’d rather meditate all evening sipping a bowl of clear soup.’


Depression is the worst liar in the world, like ever, ever. Ever.


Depression is really convincing – the best con artist you’ll ever comes across. Those guys shuffling cups and balls on the street are nothing in comparison. Those spam e-mails that promise you a tax rebate? Dirt in the street when matched with depression. Those pyramid schemes that promise you an annual income of £350,000? Depression beats them hands down.


Lies that depression tells us include:




• You are never going to get better.


• You are a worthless piece of hairy hog rump.


• Other people might get better but you’re different (and weird and ugly).


• Being unwell is all your fault.


• The world is a shitty, shitty, shitty place.


• You will never be able to manage this pain. Give up now.


• All your loved ones think you’re a burden and smell of poo.





Any of these sound familiar? Depression screams these lies in the loudest, most vile voice possible, whilst also prodding you with a red-hot poker. Quite the combination.


I had a friend at school who told the most fantastic lies. The first few lies I bought into, but then they became more outlandish and I strongly suspected he wasn’t telling the truth. After the ninth ridiculous lie, I saw him for what he was: a liar, and a really bad one at that. He said his dad was the head of the Royal Navy, that his aunt was making films in Hollywood and that when he was eighteen he would inherit a fortune from his grandfather, who made famous sweets. What rank was his father in the Royal Navy, I asked. ‘Lieutenant captain commander colonel’ was all he could come up with. What films had his aunt been in? ‘Ones with Marilyn Monroe,’ he said (she was long since dead). What sweets did his grandfather make? Apparently, some diamond-shaped ones called ‘Choccy Lovelies’. Now, you can try to bamboozle an eleven-year-old boy with dead Hollywood film stars and made up naval rankings, but I knew my sweets, and Choccy Lovelies definitely did not exist. He was a compulsive liar, but his bold-faced lies pale in comparison to depression’s continual disgusting drip-drip of lies.


What makes depression’s falsehoods so bad is that it’s incredibly hard to challenge these lies, or even believe that they are lies at all. It is crucial to realise how much the illness deceives and to acknowledge the power of the lies it tells us. It’s like my school friend: he seemed convincing at first, but when I started digging around and asked questions it all fell apart.


Try it with depression. Why would you be the most despicable person on the planet? Is it really completely true that all your loved ones hate having you around as you’re such a nuisance? Is there really no hope at all? Put depression on a lie detector test from one of those daytime talk shows and the graph would be leaping up and down faster than a cocaine-fuelled jumping bean.


Spend some time writing the kind of lies that depression tells you on a piece of paper and then write in big capital letters:


THESE ARE LIES, LIES, LIES!


Preferably in a red pen with a picture of some pants on fire.


I have my list on my fridge, and when depression starts screaming at me, I look at it and remind myself of the lies.


Remember that what you’re feeling inside your mind is depression telling you lies.




3. Do the opposite


Depression is really good at getting you to stay exactly where you are – in a dirty bed, without showering for days, not even bothering to get up and make a cheese sandwich. You can spend weeks not seeing other people, not getting any fresh air and cursing at anything remotely cheerful. The cheeping birds and the excited barking dogs are there simply to annoy you. The smiling woman in the petrol station is part of a conspiracy to irritate you as much as possible.


The trick to combatting depression, at any stage of the illness, is to try to do the opposite of what depression is telling you to do. Now, this is not easy. In fact, it’s really, really hard, but the effort alone counts for a huge amount.
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