



[image: ]






[image: Illustration]




To you…


to help you on your way.
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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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I’ve tried to write this letter to you several times, but each time I tried to begin I struggled to find the ‘right’ words. But recently I realized that finding the right words, in the right order, at the right time, is not what this book is about.


Simply put, this book is about finding and keeping hold of hope. Because let’s face it, when it comes to mental health, hope is often all we have. Your own mental health battles or those of others can make you lose sight of it, but hope is truly the one thing that will keep you going through some of the harder times.


The hope that every day is a new day and that tomorrow could be a better day. The hope that what you are currently feeling and experiencing will pass sooner or later. Remembering to stay hopeful that nothing lasts forever, including great sadness and happiness. The hope that if you speak out and ask for help, you will be taking your first steps towards ensuring that your future will not always be overshadowed by your present.


The truth is, there are lots of things I wish I had told my former self, but most of all it’s to keep up hope. The Frankie I was when I was unwell isn’t the Frankie I am now, largely because I found my voice to speak out and ask for help. But there are many hopeful and helpful things I wish I had told myself when I was suffering that I want to share with you before we go on this journey together, so that you too can find and hold onto hope through the bad times and the good:


Your life is still worth living and your future is brighter than you think. Yes, the dark clouds and the showers will come and sometimes the rain will fall hard without respite for a long time. There will be times when you feel as though it will flood every part of your body and mind and that you will drown because there is no way out. But the sunshine will always reappear, and some days will be brighter and warmer than ever before. Every time you step back into the light, you will grow stronger.


This too will pass. You will not feel this way forever and there will be a moment, although I can’t say exactly when, when the clouds will clear and the sun will come out again. You need to give these brighter days as much of your emotion and your attention as the darker days.


You don’t need to be fixed and you actually may never be fixed. What human is perfect or normal, anyway? Instead you just need to accept and learn how to live with how and who you are.


Don’t try to push down overwhelming thoughts and feelings. It will only make you feel more trapped and cut off from the world. Take the time to learn about your condition and why you feel the way you do. Understanding this will make it much easier to cope when you’re overwhelmed by your feelings, because you will have an explanation for what is actually going on inside you and why it’s happening, rather than trying to control it, react to it or hide away from it.


Give your feelings a name that makes sense to you. I call mine my ‘Sunshine and Showers’, which serves to remind me that both states exist within me and one will follow the other.


No one else is in charge of your happiness. Other people can make things easier or they can make them harder, but finding true happiness, deep within, is down to you.


There isn’t going to be one thing that makes this all go away. It won’t be a career goal you reach, or a material possession you own, or a defining moment in your personal life that will transform you forever. Although these things may give you temporary happiness and relief, it won’t last as long as you need it to. The change has to come from within you, rather than from the outside.


Nothing is coming around the corner to save you. You don’t need saving, you can save yourself (with the help of friends and family, therapy, medication and whatever else may help make every day that bit easier).


There isn’t always a specific reason for your unhappiness. Seek any help you can, go to the doctor, start therapy as soon as possible and take medication if that’s what you need. The important thing is to give yourself every chance to get better before you try to fix everything except your mind.


Retraining your mind will be hard, but proving your instincts and automatic reactions wrong can become your superpower. Facing up to anxieties, insecurities and fears, taking them on and interrogating them is so empowering. These thoughts are often not based on reality or on what is actually happening around you, so learning how to stop letting them control you will help you to transform and reprogramme your mind into providing kinder, more supportive thoughts.


Even so, there will still be some days when breathing seems like too much of an effort. And there will also still be some days when just getting out of bed will be a huge accomplishment. Remember not to be down on yourself and to celebrate those small victories and be proud of overcoming whatever hurdle (large or small) that is placed in your way.


As hard as you find it to believe, people are not better off without you. There is still so much purpose left in your life. You are not crazy, you are not alone, you are needed, you are loved and you matter. The future is yours for the taking and living.


You are doing the best you can and that’s pretty blooming awesome!
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HOW THIS BOOK WORKS


Welcome to Open, in which I will take you through my journey with my mental health. It is an honest, personal account of what it’s like to live with a mental illness and keep on surviving. I don’t have the medical answers to help you deal with your illness, but I will share my own journey. I am a constant work in progress and every day I need something different to get me through.


My psychologist Mal Khan and my psychiatrist Mike McPhillips have helped me back onto the path of better health by giving me the tools and knowledge I need to better understand, manage and accept my illness. You will find comments from them about my symptoms and the various therapies I have tried, along with explanations not only of the different mental health issues I live with, but also the drivers behind them and the effects they have on me and those around me, throughout these pages. Their contributions aren’t ‘top tips’ – if only treating mental illness was that easy – but I hope they will help you to understand what really happens behind the catch-all labels ‘depression’, ‘anxiety’ and ‘panic’. Because understanding is key to not being afraid of how you feel.


So, here it is, my story about the really tough side of mental health that no one talks about. This is what it is like living a life with an illness, an invisible illness that there’s still so much more to learn about and to understand and which can hit at any point in a person’s life, regardless of who they are, what they have, or whether they are strong or weak characters. One that has been ignored and not understood for so many years and that, only now, is starting to be recognized. Something for which there is no rule book and no perfect solution.


I want to let you know that you are not alone. We can all help, and be helped, because we’re all in this together.
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Clinical psychologists generally have a first degree in psychology and further doctoral training in clinical psychology. They specialize in the diagnosis and psychological treatment of mental, behavioural and emotional illnesses. They do not prescribe medications (although they might recommend that a client needs medication), but use a range of psychological techniques such as Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT).


Psychiatrists are fully trained doctors who have specialized in psychiatry. They can make a medical diagnosis of mental disorders, prescribe medications such as antidepressants, sedatives and antipsychotics, prescribe physical treatments like electoconvulsive therapy (ECT), admit people to psychiatric hospital, detain people involuntarily for their own protection or the protection of others (known as ‘sectioning’), and refer patients for various talking therapies.


In this book, you will find contributions from my psychologist Mal Khan and my psychiatrist Dr Mike McPhillips. Their comments are marked with the symbols below:
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MALEHA KHAN


psychologist


[image: Illustration]


DR MIKE McPHILLIPS


psychiatrist
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I’m Frankie Bridge and I’ve suffered with:





anxiety,


sunshine and showers,


nervousness,


the big black cloud,


stress,


panic attacks,


hopelessness,


sadness,


low moods,


being down in the dumps,


extreme guilt,


low self-esteem,


suicidal thoughts,


fearfulness,


helplessness,


terror,


voids opening up,


illness and depression...





for as long as I can remember.
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Until, eventually, it led to me having a nervous breakdown and being hospitalized at the age of 23. It took me hitting hard, sharp rock bottom, at what was supposed to be the happiest time of my life, for me to truly recognize how ill I had become, and always had been. It took me reaching what could have been my breaking point to begin to take time to help myself and to really get to grips with, and understand, my illness. It’s something that I still deal with on a daily basis, and I now know that I will continue to do so for the rest of my life – although I have managed to achieve the things, both professionally and personally, that I have always dreamed of, regardless of the hand my illness has dealt me. My life is not a path I would have chosen, nor would I wish it on anyone else, but I keep on going and I try to live it in the best way I can.


For me, learning about my illness gave me real strength and some much-needed understanding in a confusing, often secretive world. Instead of feeling alone and crazy, I began to realize that so many of us are going through the same thing, but each of us in our own unique way. Getting to know and understand my illness took away my fear of being out of control. I want you to feel the same.


In opening up in this book, I want to show you that you are not alone, and that we are all in it together. Depression, anxiety, panic and deep sadness is an illness just like any other. I want you to know that, while today you may feel like you can’t go on and everything is pointless, in an hour, tomorrow, next week, a month from now, you will be able to pick yourself up and things will seem clearer.


With mental health, no one size fits all. It’s hard to explain what suffering is like, especially if the person you need to understand you the most has never experienced it themselves. My psychologist once said to me that trying to understand depression by remembering your own sadness is like trying to understand the sensation of drowning by taking a shower. And she’s right, but I want to open up the conversation, so we are all better equipped to understand what other people are going through.


It’s about breaking down the stigma. Not everything I say will apply to you or those you know because this is my personal journey, but the bare bones of it are the same for us all.


•  We feel helpless, like nothing we do ever works out and that no one can save us from the deep, dark hole we have got ourselves into.


•  We feel hopeless, like life will always be this way, so what is the point of trying?


•  We have no interest in anything that we used to enjoy.


•  We feel that we are useless, a waste of a person, someone who we and everyone else would be better off without.


•  We suffer from extreme tiredness and lethargy, so that no matter how much sleep we have, it’s never enough. Or we experience the opposite: that no matter how tired we are, we can’t sleep.


•  We have an extreme amount of guilt about everything and anything in our life. Even about the fact that we can’t get joy out of the same things that everyone else can.


If any of these symptoms apply to you, or you think this is how someone you know might be feeling, then this is the book for you. Or, if you recognize these traits in people you know, this book will hopefully show you a little bit of how they experience the world. Information is power.


My anxiety controlled me for such a long time because I just didn’t understand it. I spent a lot of my childhood trying to dismiss my feelings and anxious, negative thoughts, pushing them to the side, pushing them further and further away, repressing them to the point where I kept silent, adopting – and even becoming – the persona I thought people wanted me to be. I am not sure how I managed to function as a ‘normal’ human being with such a conflict going on inside my head. So many inner conversations and thoughts, while keeping up a performance all the time.


It honestly wasn’t until I had my breakdown that I really got the opportunity to learn what had actually been happening inside my head and to fully understand that it was an illness. That’s the problem with having a mental illness; it makes it so hard for you to distinguish between what’s real and what’s your illness speaking. The mind is a powerful thing, yet we don’t listen to it and try to control it. It’s amazing that the world is only just starting to realize that understanding what is going on inside is something that needs to be taken really seriously.





Is it because it’s so hard to explain?


So hard to understand


if you’ve never felt it?


Because you can’t see it?





Physical pain is something we have all experienced at some point in our lives – a headache, nausea, stomach ache – and we all accept this is a real form of pain. We believe and can sympathize with the person who is suffering and, generally, we know how to help them even if they don’t ask. If someone has a broken leg and says they’re in pain, no one doubts it because they can literally see the cast that shows that the leg has been broken and that your body needs time to heal. The problem with mental illness is that no one can see it. It is invisible. And when you’re young, you don’t know what it is, so you learn to keep it hidden. You try harder to be better and please more and more people in the hope they will never uncover the ‘wrongness’, the ‘not normal’ that exists inside you.


Mental illness is invisible.


The truth is that I was always an insecure child and girl, and I am still an adult who overthinks situations, who tries her best to please the people around her, but a lot of the thoughts I had early on were directly caused by my illness; my depression and anxiety fuelled my early fears and insecurities. It was my illness, not me, that was convincing me that every bad thought I had about myself was true.







[image: Illustration] We badly need people like Frankie to help us destigmatize mental illness and to show that people who suffer from it are nevertheless hardworking and highly successful. In choosing to go public with this book, Frankie is making a brave step on both a personal and professional level.







[image: Illustration] The World Health Organization estimates that there may be over 300 million sufferers from depression in the world today and it is increasingly becoming one of the leading causes of disability worldwide.







[image: Illustration] Around one in three adults will develop a mental disorder at some point in their life. The three most common conditions are anxiety (12 per cent), depression (9 per cent) and substance-use disorders (10.7 per cent). If we add in other common conditions such as bipolar disorder, schizophrenia, Obsessive Compulsive Disorder (OCD) and dementia, we begin to see that even those who enjoy perfect mental health are usually directly related to someone with a mental illness.
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CHAPTER ONE



an
anxious
childhood





AN ANXIOUS CHILDHOOD




[image: Illustration] Anxiety is usually the state of being afraid when there is nothing to be afraid of.





Why is it that age is how we decide when a person officially becomes an adult? I ask because I can’t remember ever feeling like I was a child, or behaving how I would generally imagine a child would behave. The things I did and the life I led, up until I was 12, appeared at a surface level to be typical of a normal childhood, but I don’t think my mind and the way I thought about the world were ever how ‘normal’ children think and feel about their surroundings.


As far back as my mind can stretch, all I remember is that I spent most of my time dreaming up all the bad scenarios that could happen to me, or those around me. When I wasn’t conjuring up new disasters, I was worrying about when and how they would take place. Have you ever been terrified watching a horror movie? I feel that sums up the way my brain thinks the world works. Danger at every turn. If my family were planning on going on holiday in the summer, I’d spend the months leading up to it worrying that our plane was going to crash. My imagination, or capacity to see danger in the happy parts of life, knew no limits and if I learned of anything bad happening in the world around me, I would instantly think that it would happen to me next. I became obsessed with spotting the ‘danger’ around me and began to convince myself that it would take place at any time, which led to me being in a constant state of hyper-alertness. Looking back, I realize I had, from a very young age, managed to master the art of turning something that most people loved and looked forward to into a living nightmare.


Don’t get me wrong, I still view my childhood as a happy one. I laughed, I played, I had close relationships with my parents and sister, grandparents and friends. We had a comfortable life and never wanted for anything. However, there was always a battle going on in my mind. I suppose I was a bit like a swan, calm on the surface but paddling like mad underneath, just trying to keep my head above water. As a child, the bonus was that I just had to do what my parents said. I couldn’t let the anxiety completely debilitate me. I wasn’t making decisions for myself, so I had to just get on with it. If we were going on holiday, I just had to get on that flight with my family.


Death and dying seem to have been deeply rooted in my fears since childhood and I think that fear has always controlled a lot of my thinking. I don’t actually know how and when I first learned about death, but it seems I knew very early on that it was our inevitable future and the finality and total unknowability of it terrified me. I do remember going on a school trip to the Imperial War Museum in London. There was a section where you could watch videos and one still replays very clearly in my mind. It was a film of all the dead, naked, emaciated bodies from the concentration camps. They were just being pushed and piled into a massive hole in the ground. Even though I knew this was an extreme circumstance, it frightened me that one minute you’re here, a living, breathing human being, and the next you’re just a body, skin and bones. Our mortality was completely out of our hands. If that was what happened to us in the end, then I couldn’t see the point in life at all.


There were other, physical, signs that I wasn’t well from a young age, too. For as long as I can remember, I had stomach aches. It became a bit of a family joke that I basically lived on Pepto-Bismol medicine, but the truth was that if I went without it, I panicked. I was terrified that I might suddently need the toilet and there would be nowhere for me to go. My mum and I went backwards and forwards to the GP, trying to figure out what was causing my stomach aches, but we never got to the bottom of why they were happening, or what triggered them. I’ve lost count of the number of blood tests I had, which was another nightmare in itself as I absolutely hated needles. Often, they would have to find extra nurses to hold my arms down during these appointments.




[image: Illustration] Well-meaning efforts to get the bottom of what was wrong with Frankie became totally counter-productive and the medical tests that were intended to help became part of the problem.







[image: Illustration] Anxiety sufferers are often over-investigated by their doctors. The succession of doctors and negative tests can have the unfortunate effect of either putting the patient off seeing doctors or, even worse, encouraging them to develop hypochondriacal beliefs – ‘What if they’ve missed something...?’ Hypochondriasis is one of a number of medical conditions that doctors can actually cause, or worsen. Among the cures for it is to stop consulting doctors.





After years of stomach aches, my symptoms progressed and worsened. The stomach aches became more frequent and I started having problems with my breathing. I would be fine throughout the day, then the minute I lay down to sleep, my chest would get so incredibly tight that it became harder and harder to pull in any air. No matter how hard I tried, I just couldn’t get the deep, full breath I needed. For quite a long time, I struggled in silence with my breathing as I didn’t want anyone to know what was going on. Although I was afraid, I felt totally unable to explain this new sensation taking over my body. However, one night I was staying over at my aunt and uncle’s house and I kept getting out of bed as the feeling of not being able to breathe had become so uncomfortable and frightening that I couldn’t lie still. Eventually I made enough noise to wake my aunt. I remember she looked at me and must have seen that my lips had turned slightly blue, and I recall feeling as though, in that moment, she understood. She took me downstairs, made me a cup of tea and we just chatted until she felt I had evened out. I asked her to keep it between us, so that my parents wouldn’t worry. After this, and although the situation continued to scare me, for some reason I still kept it to myself. I did this because I knew, deep down, that something that was deeply rooted inside me was causing it, but I didn’t have the words to articulate it, or know what would help the situation, or if anyone would really understand if I said it out loud.


I kept it to myself because I knew, deep down, that something that was deeply rooted inside me was causing it.


And so my breathing issues got worse and worse and the episodes were no longer confined to night-time; they started to happen throughout the day, too. Eventually, I had to tell my parents. I can’t remember the conversation, but I know I had just reached the point where I didn’t feel like I could hide it any more. I was scared and felt out of control of my own body. So off we went to the doctor’s for more rounds of tests. With no explanation, other than diagnosing me as ‘a worrier’, the doctor gave me an inhaler and sent me and my parents on our way.


The ‘worrier’ word was used as a way to describe me and my ailments for a long time. It was such a simple word, such a simple way to explain who I was and the cause of my illness, but now I think it was too simplistic to adequately, or accurately, describe what was going on with me. Sitting here writing, I do wonder whether things would have turned out differently for me if mental health had been spoken about back then as it is today. Perhaps I might have been diagnosed with being more than just a worrier? Would my anxiety and panicked states have raised more alarm bells with doctors, and would they have been able to join the dots together more effectively?


Another constant worry that began to fill my thoughts around this time was that no one liked me and that I was a bad person. (Something that has stuck with me and I still battle with today.) Which was ironic as I had always been pretty well liked at school. My solution to my worry that everyone would find out that I truly was a bad person was to try to keep too many people happy at one time – a strategy that inevitably led to letting people down. I think the truth was that, inside, I never felt good enough, or normal enough, and going along with what I thought people wanted was my way of hiding this horrible feeling. I told myself that if I acted the way everyone else wanted me to act, then perhaps they’d never know that I wasn’t quite like them and didn’t actually belong to the happy world all around me.




[image: Illustration] Frankie has grown up always feeling ‘less than’, or that she is in some way broken inside. Because she is intelligent and perceptive enough to realize that other people simply don’t feel that way, her sense of isolation is further increased.





I grew up in Upminster, Essex. Right at the end of the District Line. My parents had moved there from East London a few years before having my sister Tor and me, and it was a really lovely place for us to grow up. It didn’t take long to get into London from there, and we could walk to school and into our local town when we needed. We were also never far away from our grandparents and the rest of our family.


I started going to a local dance school when I was three. It was in a local village hall in Cranham. Nothing fancy, but I loved it. A few of my friends went to the same class and we did big shows at the end of every year. My sister Tor came too. We were always really close, considering she is nearly four years older than me. She always let me be included in everything she did with her friends, and she looked after me. Although quite similar in some ways, we’re also quite different in so many others. Especially when it comes to performing and dancing: for her, the dance school was a place to have fun and socialize with her friends. But for me, it was all about the dancing. I took it seriously.


When I was nine, the teacher told my parents she thought they should consider sending me to a stage school. They asked me if it was something I’d like to do. I said yes and we agreed I would audition for the school local to us and if I enjoyed it, I would audition for a bigger, London-based one and go full-time. I got in and loved every minute of it. It was seven hours every Sunday and I auditioned for various parts in the West End and commercials. I often reached the finals but never got the part. I was generally quite resilient to the industry rejection, as I knew and had been told by my parents and teachers that it was just a part of the world I wanted to get into and so I had to get used to it.


My big break came three years later. I’d just had a rejection for the part of Annie in the West End and this time it had hit me hard. It was a part I really wanted, and I remember sobbing in bed, with my mum cuddling me. A few weeks later, I spotted on CBeebies that S Club 7 were holding open auditions for the chance to perform with them at Wembley Arena. Rochelle Humes – or Rochelle Wiseman, as she was back then – was a really good friend of mine. Little did we know that so much of our future would be intertwined: we would end up being in not one, but two successful pop groups together.
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