































This book is dedicated to Mam, Dad, Elliott and Llŷr.


‘Life throws us into the
deep end at times, however,
with the help of family
and friends, we overcome
even the most seemingly
insurmountable challenges.’


Thank you for always being there for me, through
thick and thin. Thank you for believing in me, no
matter what. I love you.
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INTRODUCTION







My secret superpower!


I’m Alex, and worry is my middle name. At least it should have
been when I was at school. From the moment I woke up each
day, I could always find something to fret about. It was as if I
had a special place inside my mind where I could stew about
things so badly it kept me awake at night.


Mostly I worried about life at school. In particular, I got it into
my head that all my teachers secretly hated me. In maths and
English, through science, geography, history and even PE, I
marked myself down as the pupil nobody particularly wanted
to teach.


I wasn’t badly behaved. In fact, I worked really hard. I didn’t
know it at the time, but I was dyslexic. It meant I struggled
with reading and writing, which just added to my worries. It
knocked my self-confidence and wrongly left me feeling like
I just wasn’t as smart as my classmates. I worried that my
teachers would think I was being lazy, when in reality my brain
was just wired slightly differently to make sense of things like
spelling. What’s more, no teacher showed any evidence that
they disliked me. Still, that didn’t stop me from thinking that
they were all just waiting for me to do something wrong.
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‘Alex George!’ I imagined one would yell from the front if it all
kicked off. ‘Who gave you permission to glance out the window?
That’s it! I’ve had enough! If you can’t pay attention properly in
my class, then you’re good for nothing but failure for the rest of
your life! Get out and don’t come back! Ever!’



I know. Overdramatic or what? I told you I was a world-class
worrier.


Just me?


To make things harder on myself, I decided that nobody else
shared the same worries. My friends never seemed concerned
that the teachers might secretly have their name on a list
of pupils they never wanted to see again. If anyone got told
off for talking in class or answered a question wrongly, they
didn’t react as if it had just ruined their whole term. They just
shrugged it off and got on with their school day. I was alone, it
seemed, in believing that I had to be on my best behaviour to
avoid the teachers turning on me. Over time, it made me feel
miserable. My worries were constantly humming away in the
background of my life. I found them impossible to switch off.
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Not once did I let my parents know what was on my mind.
I was quite good at hiding it from them and pretending that
everything was just fine. But it didn’t
make my worries any easier
to carry around with me. If
anything, it just made me
feel cut off from help and
support, and left me lying
awake at night fretting about
what the next day might have
in store. I was alone in believing that
my teachers secretly belonged to the Alex Is a Terrible Person
Club, and it was just something I had to live with. It would be
fine, but only as long as I avoided slipping up, which would be
the opportunity any of them needed to stop pretending they
liked me.


Worst moment ever!


‘That’s all for today, class,’ said my chemistry teacher on the
day I was forced to face my worst fears. ‘Please leave your
homework on my table on your way out.’
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I heard the instruction clearly. But instead of reaching for
my bag like everyone else, I just forgot to blink and breathe.
Homework? I thought to myself in a panic. I had made a note to
do it. I just thought this one was due later in the week.


‘I haven’t even started it yet!’ I admitted to a friend as
everyone rose from their desks. ‘What am I going to do?’
My friend just shrugged like it wasn’t his problem. To be fair,
he’d done his homework on time. He didn’t have anything to
worry about. Not like me. Just then, it felt like the entire world
had stopped turning.


With no homework to hand in, I prepared to find myself in
big trouble. My teacher will be furious, I thought to myself as
I broke into a cold sweat. I’d face detention and if the head
was having a bad day, maybe I’d even be expelled from the
school! Then I’d never be able to take my exams, which meant
my dreams of going to medical school and becoming a doctor
would come crashing down. To make things worse, my parents
would think I was a huge disappointment. I’d probably have
to leave home. Thanks to this one small mistake, I convinced
myself, I was destined to live the rest of my life as a total loser.
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As I gathered my things, preparing to confess all to my
teacher, it felt like my entire future lay in ruins. Just then, if
the ground had opened up beneath my feet and swallowed me
whole, it might have been a better option.


‘What’s on your mind, Alex?’ The teacher was packing up
to move on to his next lesson. He barely glanced at me as I
approached his desk. I felt a knot form in my stomach.


‘Well, erm . . . the thing is . . .’ As I tried to get my excuses
out, the knot began to tighten. I paused, feeling dizzy and sick,
which is when he looked up as if my time had just run out. ‘I
haven’t done my homework!’ I blurted, and that knot felt like it
snapped inside me. ‘I’m sorry. I just forgot.’


My teacher nodded and then collected the books that my
classmates had just handed in. ‘Can you get it done for me by
tomorrow?’ he asked.


It took a moment for my brain to register that he hadn’t just
ordered me to disappear into the wilderness and spend the
next twenty years alone reflecting on where I had gone wrong.
He’d just given me a little extension on my homework deadline.
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‘Um . . . yes,’ I said, shocked at his response. ‘I can do that.’


‘Good.’ He smiled before turning for the door. ‘Enjoy the rest
of your day, Alex.’


‘You too, sir,’ I called after him
eventually, but by then he was gone.


Time to change


That moment will always stay with me. It proved to be a turning
point in how I managed my worries. Until then, I had let them
control me. I had become a master in finding something to fret
about, even if there was no reason for it. For me, everything
changed when my chemistry teacher shrugged off the fact
that I’d forgotten to do my homework and then gave me an
opportunity to catch up. Without realising it, he'd shown me
that I’d turned a minor concern into a massive problem without
any good reason.


On the way home, as I reflected on my situation, I realised that
I had become very good at fuelling my worries with all sorts
of unrealistic fears. Nobody got expelled for being late with
their homework once. I had no evidence to seriously think that
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would happen. In the same way, if I really thought about it, no
teacher had shown any sign of disliking me. I was well behaved,
helpful and polite (most of the time). Like most kids my age,
I could also be a little forgetful, as my late homework had
shown. That didn’t make me bad or doomed to life as a hermit
because the whole world hated me. I just needed to complete
a multiple-choice quiz about chemistry that evening and all
would be well.









So that night, having completed my late homework, I struck
a deal with myself. I had let my worries control my life for
long enough, and now it was time for that to change. I knew I
couldn’t just stop fretting about things. In fact, I decided that
a little worry was a healthy thing. It showed I was sensitive to
others and keen to do the right thing, and there was nothing
wrong with that.


Not all superheroes wear their
pants on the outside


Changing my relationship with worry was a small step, but it
led to a giant leap in my approach to life. I still got concerned
about stuff. It’s only natural, after all. But instead of letting
my worries take charge of me, I started using them to my
advantage.


By tuning into how I was feeling and learning to talk about
what was on my mind, I turned my worries into what
sometimes felt like a personal superpower. OK, so I couldn’t
leap off tall buildings or fly. My new ability didn’t exactly
qualify me to wear a caped outfit with my pants on the outside,
but it felt pretty special to me.
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Quite simply, I had the ability to take a negative thought and
transform it into a positive one. Like all new superheroes,
it took me a while to control my powers and not let a little
concern turn into a major crisis. With practice, however, I
learned that if my worry senses started tingling, I could use it
as an opportunity to get things done in good time.


As an ordinary, sensitive kid, discovering that I could tap into
my mind in this way was a game-changer. If tests – which
could feel like my arch-enemy – were looming, I learned that
the best thing I could do was take a deep breath, sit down and
go through the subject I needed to cover. It was better than
feeling overwhelmed or finding distractions to avoid spending
time with my schoolbooks. That wouldn’t make my worries
go away. It just made them worse. By acting positively and
defeating my worry head on, I discovered that good things
could happen, and this really helped me through my years at
school. As an older student, not only could I enjoy the breaks
in the revision plans I set up to help me study, but it also meant
I was prepared – and calm – when it came to turning over the
papers in the exam hall.
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This didn’t happen overnight. It took time for me to make
friends with my ability to worry. First, I had to understand
what caused it, and eventually I realised it came down to a fear
of disappointing people. I never liked to let anyone down, and
somehow I had let that become a monster in my mind. It got
so bad that I made every effort to be perfect, which was both
exhausting and unrealistic. Once I recognised this and realised
that although I can’t control what other people think of me,
I can control how I feel about myself, my worries became
easier to deal with. I didn’t try to stamp them out. I just tried
to turn what could feel like a negative thought into a positive
opportunity.


‘What’s the worst
that can happen?’ I’ll
often ask myself.
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This question helped me burst the balloon of worry that built
up every time I started fretting. I realised that as long as I did
my best to prepare for whatever challenge I was facing, even
if the worst happened, I could handle it. This gave me the
confidence to give it my best shot. Whether I was about to
take an exam, meeting new people or hoping to join a game of
football with friends (even though I’m the least talented player
in human history!), it meant I could hold my head high and just
go for it.


If anything, my secret superpower has encouraged me to
step out of my comfort zone. I’ve learned that when I’m in an
unfamiliar environment – and there’s a chance I might not
succeed the first time I try something – I rise to the challenge
and learn things about myself in the process. It’s how I stepped
up to live my dream of becoming a doctor, and it’s how I took
part in one of the world’s best-known TV reality shows . . . Love
Island.



Sometimes I still have bad worry days. None of us lead
completely calm and happy lives, after all. Looking back at my
time at school, I realise now that lots of people had worries.
The fact is, worrying is something we all experience to some
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degree, whether it’s about making friends or falling out with
people, the future, or problems at home, school and everything
in between. Some people also struggle with other emotions
that can feel overwhelming, such as:


Sadness


Anger


Loneliness


Frustration


It’s only when I started to talk with others, and we shared our
experiences, that I recognised it’s all part of being human and
that I wasn’t alone.


I like to think of life as a journey, because everyone has ups,
downs, detours and wrong turns. But there are always ways
to get things heading in the right direction, see the positives
and look towards the future with optimism. After being faced
with an obstacle, I frequently say to myself the simple word
‘onwards’. Because no matter how bad things feel right now,
there is always hope for a better day.
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Let's light up our lives


This book is about mental wellness. We’re talking about the
thoughts, feelings and actions that help us to make sense of
ourselves and the world around us. It’s easy to think of mental
health in terms of just problems, or something that needs to
be fixed. I want us to think differently. It’s not all about people
looking sad with a rain cloud looming over their heads. It’s also
about feeling happy, relaxed and able to deal with any situation
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life throws at us. Mental health can mean lots of things, and by
learning to connect with what’s going on inside our minds, we
can turn it into a force for good.


I didn’t exactly enjoy my early brush with difficult feelings like
worry, but with the right tools and understanding, I learned
how to manage it and even use it to my advantage. In the
same way, once I realised that my challenges with reading and
writing were down to a recognised learning difficulty called
dyslexia, I received all kinds of tips, help and support that made
things easier. Rather than struggling on my own, feeling like
there was something wrong with me, I found the confidence to
express myself to the best of my abilities – not only on paper
but in everyday life!


Since qualifying as a doctor, I’ve spent a great deal of time
working in a hospital. There, I see young people every day who
are struggling with mental health issues. It could be anything
from depression or despair to anxiety or eating disorders, all
of which we’ll cover later. Often, these young people feel like
nothing can be done. From my experience with worries and
learning difficulties, I know how easy it is to think like this.
In every case, however, help and support is always available.
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What’s more, it can turn lives around. I’ve always been
passionate about giving young people the tools they need to
manage or overcome any challenge with their mental health,
and now I’m on a mission to make those tools available to
everyone.


As the Youth Mental Health Ambassador appointed by the
Prime Minister, I’m determined to make a change for the
better. None of us are born with an instruction manual that
shows how to keep our minds in good shape. We have to get
to grips with it as we grow up, and that can be challenging. At
the same time, I learned from experience that we don’t have
to do this alone. Help and advice is always out there for us all,
and not just for those moments when we’re finding life tough.
I passionately believe that the sooner we make sense of our
thoughts and feelings, the better equipped we’ll be to make the
most of our lives, which is why I’ve written this book. I want to
make mental wellness something to celebrate, and that begins
by turning the page.
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PART
ONE


MENTAL WELLNESS
AND ME (AND THAT
MEANS YOU!)







CHAPTER 1


PULLING THE
LEVERS IN
YOUR MIND







When we talk about getting into shape, most of us think
about physical fitness. At school we have PE teachers
constantly reminding us to be active for at least an hour per
day. And when we go home, we hear about the importance
of a balanced diet.


You see, the reminders and importance of keeping physically
healthy are all around us. We know that being fit will keep our
muscles strong and our lungs and hearts in good working order.
And when it comes to running for the bus, keeping fit might
even mean we’ll be able to catch it, or at least get close enough
so that the driver can catch a glimpse of our desperate faces
and stop.














