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About the Author


In the 18 years that she has worked for the Telegraph, Bryony Gordon has become one of the paper’s best-loved writers. She is the author of the bestselling The Wrong Knickers plus The Sunday Times Number One bestseller Mad Girl which was nominated for a British Book Award. Her weekly column in the Sunday Telegraph has won her an army of fans who have followed her journey from single girl about town to – finally! – settled mum. Bryony is now 37 and lives in Nappy Valley (Clapham) with her daughter Edie and her husband, a financial journalist. The last sentence is one she never thought she would see written down on paper.
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About the Book


Bryony Gordon was not a runner.


A loafer, a dawdler, a drinker, a smoker, yes. But as she recovered from the emotional rollercoaster of opening up her life in her memoir Mad Girl, she realised there were things that might actually help her: getting outside, moving her body and talking to others who also found life occasionally challenging. As she ran she started to shake off the limitations that had always held her back and saw she had actually imposed them on herself. Why shouldn’t she be a runner?


In April 2017, Bryony Gordon ran all 26.2 miles of the London Marathon. In Eat, Drink, Run., we join her as she trains for this daunting task and rises to the challenge one step at a time. Of course, on top of the aching muscles and blistered feet, there’s the small matter of getting a certain royal to open up about his mental health.


Through it all, Bryony shows us that extraordinary things can happen to everyone, no matter what life throws our way.




For Harry




Prologue


I never thought I was a runner.


I was (am) a dawdler, a loafer, a drinker, a smoker. A dreamer, a screamer, and occasionally, when the mood takes me and I have had a few beers, a Belieber. A watcher of box sets, an eater of Scotch eggs. A cook in the living room (I love a TV dinner), a whore in the kitchen (you should see my hobs) and a maid in the bedroom (and by maid I mean . . . well no, you don’t need to know about my sexual proclivities just yet. We have, after all, only just met).


I had done some running in my life, of course. I had run for a bus. I had run after unsuitable people: drug dealers, married men, blokes whose idea of kindness was to reply to a post-coital text only once I had sent 600 of my own checking they were still alive (for a long time during my twenties, I was so desperately sad that I often preferred to imagine the objects of my affection dead in a terrible accident than face the fact they just weren’t that into me). Once I gave flight after a courier who had shoved a card through my door despite the fact I was in the flat at the time and had also gone to the trouble of specifying a safe place for him to leave my package (behind the bins, though I only chose this after I had been informed that, while my therapist’s office may indeed be my safe place, it wasn’t very practical as somewhere to deposit important bits of post given that it was in a hospital four miles away). I have spent a lot of time chasing daydreams, rainbows, and, in the words of the mighty Adele, pavements (usually several sheets to the wind. The bruises!). I would run for miles, or maybe more realistically a few metres, for a free doughnut. The years 2013 to present have mostly been spent running after a small child who for a worrying period thought it hysterically funny to sprint towards the road, me huffing and puffing wildly behind her, just about managing to scream her name, wondering how the fuck I managed to give birth to the baby equivalent of Usain Bolt, and whether one of those runners on the common wouldn’t mind halting their judgemental thoughts about my inability to parent for just a minute and instead STOP MY CHILD FROM DASHING INTO THE PATH OF THAT ARTICULATED LORRY THANK YOU VERY MUCH. (This has often led me to wonder when, exactly, the desire to move manically leaves us. Is it when we discover Nintendo, or when we discover wanking? Why do we tell our children to sit still all the time? Shouldn’t we be saying to them, in the immortal words of S Club: don’t stop movin’ to the funky funky beat! It might be too late for us, paralysed by the constant refrains from our parents to sit still, but it’s not too late for you, my child! Run free! Run wild! Just not too wild and nowhere near roads if that would be at all possible!)


But I digress. You should know now that I am really good at digressing, if not running. I was, of course, always well aware that running existed as a concept, as a thing people did to apparently make themselves feel better, but I didn’t trust those people. I wasn’t entirely sure that I wanted to be their friend.


As a young journalist in my twenties I would see joggers whizzing around the streets in the early morning as I returned home from a night out, the self-loathing seeping into my bones as the sun rose alongside their sap. Later, as a new mum, I would push my daughter around parks, watching people gallop around me like horses. These were people who didn’t have tits like soggy sandbags, people unburdened by slack pelvic floors. I thought these people were weird, truth be told. Imagine actually wanting to exercise, actually choosing to do that instead of, say, sleep or eat cake or watch Gossip Girl. It wasn’t something that had ever occurred to me other than as a form of torture, a symptom of the bulimia I carried around with me for most of my twenties and some of my thirties. Rarely – very rarely – I would dream about running, though really this was a form of nostalgia, a way of harking back to the time when I was four stone lighter and had no idea how slim and fit I was. But, as a 105-kilo woman with a penchant for beer and fags, these were dreams of what-could-have-been, not what-might-be.


So yes. I was not a runner. Until, one day, I realised that I was.


But this is not a book about running, despite the previous 1,000 words suggesting otherwise. It is a book about lots of things – drinking, smoking, eating, living – for people who think they can’t run, though you could just as well take the word ‘run’ and replace it with any verb that puts the fear of God up you: learning French; asking someone on a date; getting on a plane; speaking in public; stitching a quilt. It’s a book for people who think they can’t swim, play tennis, practise yoga or do a handstand. (True story: I did my first handstand at the age of thirty-six and three quarters, on three hours’ sleep and seven pints of lager. I would not recommend it.) It’s a book for anyone who has spent their life thinking that they can’t do things, despite the fact that they absolutely emphatically can (as long as it’s within scientific reason and legal, though even the latter point is up for debate as long as you’re happy to spend some time as a guest of Her Majesty).


I’m not one of those people given to posting inspirational quotes on Instagram, because I can think of things you’d rather have clogging up your feed (even pictures of coffee are preferable to someone misattributing a Shakespeare quote to a contestant from Love Island). But seeing as we’re here, let me ask you: who put the T in can’t, eh? Was it the teacher who said you would never amount to anything, the bully who stole your lunch money, the man who broke your heart, the parent who never showed you love? Or was it . . . you? You can-can-can do the can can. The only real limitations have been placed there by you, even if they did happen to get placed there by way of a terrible upbringing or a shitty boyfriend.


If I had a pound for every time someone has said to me, ‘I’m not a runner/swimmer/person who does exercise’, then I would not be sitting here in this coffee shop drinking my umpteenth flat white of the day, writing this book. I would be in my villa in the Bahamas, ordering my man-servant to make me another martini, even though I don’t really drink martinis because my only experience of them ended with me face down in a stranger’s lap. I would be shopping on Sloane Street or sailing the seven seas on a superyacht that would make all other superyachts look like Sainsbury’s bath toys. It saddens me how quickly we announce that we can’t do things – even more so because usually these statements are made on the shakiest of evidence presented to us by the gremlins in our own heads, who, by the way, are not lawyers for the state but figments of our poor self-esteem. And then there are the frankly unhelpful representations in the media of what a runner looks like – usually thin but ripped, tall and rangy. This morning I went out for a little run because I was feeling a bit sad and I knew that if I went out for a little run it might not stop me feeling a bit sad but it would at least show my sadness that I was trying to stop it, which is sometimes just as useful. I passed a Nike advert that was all about finding ‘LONDON’S FASTEST!’ It featured people with washboard stomachs wearing minuscule Nike crop tops. ‘Don’t want to be first? THEN JOG ON!’ was one of the slogans. I stood in front of it and do you know what I thought? I thought, ‘Fuck you, Nike! Fuck you VERY MUCH. Fuck you from all the people who pass this every day who might have been thinking about going for their first jog, but now feel too intimidated to. Fuck you from all of us who walk faster than we run. Fuck you from all of us who deserve medals not because we are fucking fast, but because we are out here and we are doing it EVEN THOUGH WE ARE SLOW. Fuck you and your stupid crop tops and watch as I fail to give a shit how long it takes me to run a mile!’


When you say you’re not a runner, what you really mean is: you don’t think you fit the profile of a runner. You don’t look like the people in the Nike adverts. You can’t fill a crop top or, like me, you can fill at least four crop tops. Also, people often mistake not being able to run with not wanting to run. But nobody actually wants to run, unless they are quite, quite strange. Believe me when I tell you that initially, absolutely everybody feels as if they are about to die when they so much as break into a light trot. Even those people who regularly go out for jogs will tell you that they don’t actually want to beforehand – the difference between those people and the rest of us is that they have realised they never regret going for one afterwards.


Truth is, anyone with two functioning legs can run. Stick a zombie apocalypse behind you, and you will run. Put you in a field of angry cows, and you will run. Place you within touching distance of Donald Trump’s hands, and you will run. It doesn’t matter how fast or slowly you do it – the only thing that really matters is that you are doing it at all.


This makes me sound wise, when in actual fact it has taken me a long time to realise all this. A very long time. The only real reason I had this epiphany was because of the last book I wrote, and the absolutely incredible response I received from everyone who read it. Mad Girl was supposed to be ‘an upbeat book about depression’ but I absolutely hated writing it because it was so very hard to rake up all the painful things I had long tried to bury under a toxic tsunami of alcohol, drugs and terrible relationships. It was like sitting down at a desk every day to hack away at a nasty scab until it became a pus-filled open wound.


But I am so, so glad I did it. Since Mad Girl came out in June 2016, I have learnt more about myself than I had in the entire preceding ten years, and the reason I learnt so much about myself is because I learnt so much about the people who read it, who emailed me and came up to me in the street and shared their stories back with me. I was very clear that I did not want Mad Girl to be seen as a self-help book, on account of the fact that I have never been able to help myself; because I was not an expert in mental illness, just someone who had plenty of experience of it. I was aware of the fine line between sharing your story and trying to shape someone else’s. I just wanted people to read Mad Girl and feel comforted; to know that they were not alone, despite what they felt. ‘No miracle cure for mental illness is to be found in this book,’ I wrote, back in the early winter of 2016. ‘I cannot say that reading it will change your life or transform your wellbeing or any of the other frankly wild claims made by so many of the millions of self-help books out there on the market . . . So no, this is not a self-help book. It is just my story. My only hope is that by reading it, you might feel able to share yours, too.’


But this book? Well I suppose you could classify it as Sort-Of-Self-Help-Memoir. (Do you think that will catch on? Might I be able to pitch it to Waterstones?) It is Sort-Of-Self-Help-Memoir, inspired by all the ways readers have helped me – I suppose, then, Sort-Of-Self-Help-Memoir-Combined-With-The-Help-I-Received-Through-Meeting-Other-People. (Not so catchy, but more accurate.) Because I can honestly say that the biggest part of my recovery (whatever recovery is) has not been therapy or antidepressants or exercise, though they have all played a part. The biggest part of my recovery has been hearing your stories. It has been meeting people who look normal and learning that they, too, have intrusive thoughts about whether or not they’ve burnt the house down or become a mass murderer.


Lightbulb moments are rare, but they came in droves in the weeks after Mad Girl came out and I toured around the country promoting it, though promoting feels like such a shallow word given the profound encounters I had on that particular book tour. The mother who had lost her son to suicide and ended up in hospital herself; the seventeen-year-old girl who had been discharged from Accident and Emergency a day after an overdose attempt without any follow-up care in place; the 78-year-old woman who had never told a single soul about the crashing depressions she experienced (‘I hope yours is the last generation that has to suffer in silence,’ she said to me. ‘Amen to that!’ I wanted to shout, very loudly). I remember meeting a girl who told me she had the OCD that I had, the type that makes you think you might be a paedophile or a serial killer. She had short brunette hair, bright blue eyes, a lovely dress on from Topshop and a great handbag that she later told me was from Zara. ‘YOU? A paedophile? Don’t be so silly, you’re clearly not!’ I said. And it was only then that the penny dropped and I realised that I was thinking exactly what everyone else had thought when I told them about my horrible form of OCD.


It is because of that book and because of all those encounters and because of everything readers have told me that I have achieved the things I have in the last year or so. I am an ordinary human who just happens to have achieved some extraordinary things on account of the fact that I have been lucky enough to see – and be inspired by – the most incredible examples of the human spirit. Thanks to Mad Girl, I have met some of the most amazingly resilient people on the planet, people who have shown me that if you are going through hell, the best way to get through it is to keep going – and if you can find someone’s hand to hold while you are doing that, then all the better. Knowing that there are other people out there who have experienced the same misery as me does not fill me with joy, but it does give me some sort of hope when the days get long and difficult, as they inevitably do. Every time I’ve wanted to give up and get back to writing about the travails of celebrities or the latest fashion craze, I think of the letters I receive and the people I have met and the friends I have made, and I keep on going. I think about what it felt like to suffer from a mental illness in silence and how awful that was, and how different things are now, and I get up and I go out. So I thought it was only fair to put all those things together in this book and pass them on to you.


Sometimes very lovely, kind people send me messages saying how brave and strong I am, and though these messages are clearly well-meaning, they do make me laugh. I have not fought in a war zone or stared down the barrel of a gun. I’ve done things literally anybody could do, if only they knew what the human spirit – what their human spirit – was capable of.


Do you think, on all the days I thought I was worthless and alone and a freak because that is what mental illness tells everyone, that I could have foreseen a time when I would be holding monthly picnics and walks for other people just like me, picnics and walks where we laughed and joked and had fun? That these monthly picnics and walks would eventually be held all over the country and in other countries, too?


And do you think that two years ago, when I was in the midst of a breakdown and my psychiatrist was suggesting I become an inpatient at a hospital, when I was shovelling back anti-psychotics as if they were Smarties just to get through the day, that I could have imagined I would – just a year later – end up being the person Prince Harry decided to talk to about his mental health? Me, the girl who can’t leave the house some days, sitting on a sofa in Kensington Palace drinking tea with the coolest royal that ever was?


Do you think that just eighteen months ago, when I was hugely overweight and could barely run for a bus, that I pictured myself completing a marathon? An actual fucking marathon. Me! Twenty-six point two miles! Without having to give up booze and fags! (Though obviously I gave them up for the duration of the actual marathon.)


I wanted to write this book for the girl that I used to be. The one who had dreams but no realistic hopes of ever fulfilling them. The girl I meet and speak to every day, be it on the street or at book signings or on Instagram, the girl who sends me a message to say that she went out for a jog today because she saw that I did and if I did then it was definitely something she could at the very least try. The girl who has no idea of the power she holds, of the energy within her, of all the things she is more than capable of doing, because society has told her otherwise. Because society has told her that if she wants to do this then she has to look like that, and if she feels like achieving so and so she better be wearing the same outfit as What’s-Her-Gob. This may, on the surface, seem like a book about a fat girl who got less fat and learned to be fit, but really it is a book about what you can do when you put your mind to things. It’s a book that says ‘If I can do a marathon, then anyone can. You can do whatever you damn well fancy. You can climb Everest if that’s your bag (though don’t mind me if I admire your progress from the sofa).’


So yes, I am a runner. I am a drinker, a smoker, an eater of burgers and chips, but a runner all the same. I always was a runner – the only person stopping me from getting out and doing it ‘properly’ was myself. While you read this book, I’m not going to ask you to do anything more strenuous than sit still or – ideally – lie flat (on a very comfortable sofa, or perhaps even a Lazy Boy) and keep an open mind. Actually, I am going to ask you to do a couple of tiny things – but don’t worry, you won’t have to move. Firstly, think not of what you aren’t, but what you are. Secondly, remember that one day, things could happen to you that you wouldn’t be able to believe right now – the most astonishing, amazing things. Trust me when I say that all you have to do is hold on.




1


To the Park


Someone once told me that I treated my body like an amusement park. The person in question was a beautiful colleague I sat next to who didn’t really drink alcohol or eat carbs; she was basically the polar opposite of me, and everything about us showed this. While she was always on time for work, I was always late. While she would arrive with fascinating tales of cultural outings she had been on with her boyfriend the night before, I would arrive with tales of waking up in a stranger’s house and having to stop off at Topshop on the way in to buy a new pair of knickers and tights.


She did things like get blow-dries, and manicures; I was not against these as such but I could usually only be bothered to book in for them once somebody had staged an intervention and warned me that I was ‘beginning to look a bit trampy’. I took this as a compliment, you know. I thought it showed just the right amount of insouciance: a casual indifference to my appearance because I was, I dunno, deep or something. Of course, it was the opposite, really, a stunning, or not-so-stunning result of deep-rooted insecurity that could be seen in the amount of alcohol I was drinking and the quantity of drugs I was taking, but I was in denial and didn’t want to see it that way. I was carefree! I wasn’t going to be taken in by all that ‘looking good’ shit, that was surely just a result of oppression from the patriarchy! So deep in madness was I, it never occurred to me that my friend was just, you know, looking after herself. Being kind to herself. Displaying elements of self-care.


‘You treat your body like an amusement park,’ she said that particular lunch time. She was right. I must have been twenty-eight, twenty-nine. I was having an affair with a married man and taking significantly more cocaine than one should take, which is none at all. I ate five packets of crisps a day which I would occasionally throw up – I had had bulimia since the age of nineteen, because wasn’t that just what people had? The only time I raised my heart rate was when I snorted a line of cocaine – the last proper exercise I had done was at secondary school, when I had played netball and rounders before growing boobs and realising that frenetic movement was painful.


I was probably eating one of the bags of crisps when she made the amusement park comment. Quavers, I imagine. I loved Quavers. It was like ingesting cheesy air. Anyway, I wasn’t put out by her comparing me to, say, Alton Towers or Chessington World of Adventures or Thorpe Park – although I suspect that I was more likely to be one of those crap amusement parks, the kind you find in dilapidated, depressed seaside towns that had their heyday back in the eighties but everyone has long since stopped going to. I agreed with her entirely, and actually saw it as a good thing. ‘It’s so much fun!’ I replied, probably opening another bag of crisps, though who honestly remembers given that all of my twenties blur into one long hangover?


I can now see that having fun is not the same as being happy. But back then I couldn’t. I was also blissfully unaware that treating your body like an amusement park, rather than a body, was not a healthy way to live. You can’t ride the roller coaster every day and expect to feel sane. You can’t live on candyfloss and expect to feel good. Was that why amusement parks shut down for certain parts of the year? The rides need maintenance, so that they don’t break down. Everything needs a lick of paint, so it doesn’t look tired. Ice cream tastes good in the baking summer but not so great in the deep midwinter.


Living like this may have been fun, but it was in no way sustainable. Eventually, everything was going to have to grind to a halt. And so it was with my body, year after year, me behaving like an over-excited child who would eventually end up having a breakdown, until one year I somehow managed to produce a child of my own and it became clear that I was going to have to grow up. That I was going to have to start treating my body like a body.


From a very young age, my life had felt like a bit of a roller coaster. It wasn’t that I had a miserable childhood, or an unsupportive family. It was just that I was scared the whole time. Ridiculously, overwhelmingly scared, like I was on a loop-the-loop or a log flume. As a small child I was worried about nuclear war. I became convinced the house was going to burn down. I wouldn’t let my siblings hang their Christmas stockings inside – they had to be put on the front door – because I didn’t like the idea of a strange, bearded man creeping into our bedroom. At twelve, I developed OCD. I became convinced that I was dying of AIDS, and later that I might be a serial killer who had blanked out all the grisly details of the murders in shock. People who have read my last book, Mad Girl, will know about this, so I won’t go into massive detail – I want this to be an uplifting read, not one that makes you wish you had just sat down with a nice magazine instead. By the age of nineteen my hair had fallen out and I looked like Donald Trump with a combover. The bulimia came after, as did the booze and the drugs, but I really thought I was winning at life. I had managed to get a career in journalism and mentally ill people didn’t do that, did they? They rocked back and forth in padded cells, or so I had learnt from most of the media portrayals I had seen of people with mental illness. In time, I came to see my funny little turns as something that just happened to me from time to time, like a cold sore or tonsilitis.


At the age of thirty-one, I met Harry. Harry also worked at the Telegraph and was everything that my previous paramours, if you could even call them that, hadn’t been. He was kind, loyal and trustworthy. At first I ignored him because he seemed to me kind of ordinary, though in time I would come to see him as extraordinary. He didn’t seem to mind my little foibles. We were living together within four months, I was pregnant within a further ten, and almost two years after we shared our first kiss we welcomed our baby daughter Edie, getting married three months later.


I put on a lot of weight during this time; once more I was treating my body like an amusement park, just in a different way. I wasn’t on the roller coaster now; I was on the kiddy rides, scoffing back as much food as I could, enjoying the view, because I was a mum now and I was not going to be defined by my body shape. I was going to be defined by my personality! I got really fat during this time. Just over sixteen stone. I mean, fat enough that the only way I could wear Zara or Topshop was if I bought a belt and wore it as a necklace, or styled out a thong as a hairband. Fat enough that I weighed more than my husband. Fat enough that thin people stopped moaning about how fat they were in my presence (a surefire way of knowing you’ve piled on the pounds). Fat enough that people had long ago stopped mistaking me for being pregnant, on account of the fact that my belly was perfectly in sync with the flab on the rest of my body. Fat enough to piss off Katie Hopkins, who once wrote a column about my size (this, I thought, was well worth tucking into the Domino’s for). Fat enough that the odd Telegraph reader started to write to me to tell me how fat I was, and how I was surely about to die a terrible death from diabetes or heart failure. I found their concern touching, but felt compelled to reply that they really didn’t need to worry. I was fine. I felt way healthier mentally than I had when I was bulimic, and existing only on Quavers, cigarettes, vodka, cocaine and thin air.


I thought I was cured – my weight was surely a sign of my mental wellness. I thought motherhood would do for me what an intensive course of psychotherapy does for everyone else. With Harry and Edie there would be no more chaos, no more madness. And for a while, it worked. For a while, I got away with it. I tricked people into thinking I was fixed, because I appeared to have taken to parenting like a duck to water. While other new mums seemed to be struggling with the sleepless nights, I was finding them kind of relaxing. Waking up all night with a baby was way better than staying up all night on cocaine. Plus, I was used to the elevated hygiene levels that came with a newborn. I had been living them since the age of twelve – sterilising bottles really felt like nothing new to me. I had the husband, the baby, the flat, the brand new Bugaboo. I was living the dream. I wrote a book about my crazy twenties called The Wrong Knickers. It did quite well. The film rights were sold. Everywhere I went, people congratulated me on turning my life around. I did too. Screw you, OCD, I would exclaim! Screw you! I have beaten you, finally.


Of course, it came back then, worse than ever, having crept in on a stealth mission over many months while I had been working too hard and trying to be The Perfect MotherTM. This time, my OCD told me that I might have hurt my own child. My dearest, darling child, my life force, literally my own flesh and blood, and my OCD had me wondering whether or not I had molested her and somehow forgotten about it. Right now, you might be thinking, ‘But if you knew it was OCD, why didn’t you just IGNORE IT?’ That is the cunning of the illness, which is also known as the ‘doubting disease’. It makes you think you don’t have it, that this time you really have done something absolutely terrible.


So I couldn’t hug my child. When I looked at her the love I felt was overwhelmed by the fear that I had done something terrible to her. Changing nappies became almost an impossibility. I would sit by her cot at night watching her breathing so I could be sure she was still alive. But I was never sure, not really. I would try to leave and my brain would suggest I might have strangled her; I would have to sit back down to check that her tiny, beautiful chest was moving up and down. In time, my husband set up a camp bed next to Edie’s cot and slept there instead so I could have a proper night’s rest in our room, without fretting. It was then that I realised that I was allowing my OCD to take over not just my life, but that of my husband and child.


And I was damned if I was going to let that happen. I was damned if I was going to allow my daughter to grow up with the same misery as I did, damned if I was going to let her live in a world where people with mental illnesses felt that they had to suffer in silence. So I did the only thing I knew: I wrote about it, in my Telegraph column. Writing about it was frightening, sure – how do you explain in a light and upbeat manner that you have an illness that makes you think you might be a serial-killing paedophile? – but it felt completely necessary. It was a way of putting OCD in its place, a way of showing it who was boss. I even gave it a name, Jareth the Goblin King, after the evil but ever-so-slightly alluring David Bowie character in the eighties movie Labyrinth. I felt I was gaining power over Jareth for the first time. I had no idea quite what I was starting, how my life was about to head off in a completely new direction, changing things for the better forever more.


What happened next still has the power to take my breath away, in the best way possible. The column came out on a Sunday in January 2015, and by midday I had received almost a hundred emails from readers telling me that I was not alone, that they had experienced the misery of mental illness too – if not OCD, then something else. Over the next few weeks I received many more hundreds of emails, cards and letters from people telling me their stories. I was beginning to realise that feeling weird is really, really normal . . . that in fact, the people who claim to be normal the whole time were the real freaks. Speaking up, writing about my OCD, had blown a hole in its most powerful weapon: silence. I was coming to see that what all mental illness has in common is its ability to lie to people, to tell us that we are freaks, that nobody else will understand what we are going through. Once you expose it for what it is – an illness like any other – you are well on the way to finding the magic solution that you have failed to find through drugs and alcohol and staying quiet. It was empowering. It was more than that. It was life-changing.


My publishers had originally wanted me to write a novel next, something light and fluffy in a similar vein to The Wrong Knickers, only fictional. Then they saw the response my columns were getting, and they changed tack. I remember my agent and editor taking me out for coffee one cold February morning. ‘We were thinking you should write a memoir about your mental health,’ they announced. ‘A sort of light-hearted book about depression!’ Oh yeah, sure!


And so the idea for Mad Girl was born, an idea I steadfastly ignored for most of the year because I was feeling OK and had absolutely no desire to delve into the darkness I was beginning to leave behind. Also, I am disorganised. I have never written anything without the threat of a deadline hanging over me. As winter set in during 2015, I began to write, and it suddenly seemed like writing this book was the thing that was going to finish me off forever. By the time I was 50,000 words in, I was on my knees, a wreck of a human who had already missed two deadlines. I was in the house day and night, leaving only to take my daughter to nursery, hoping that I might be run over on the way home. Being run over became a fantasy of mine – I thought that the physical pain would be so unbearable that it would at least take away the emotional pain. I turned up to a book meeting in floods of tears, and was sent home. The editor of the Telegraph called me into his office and told me to take some time off. Do you know how much of a mess you have to be for a newspaper editor to tell you to take a break? You basically have to be falling apart.


Unbeknownst to me, my agent and book editor were busy having a series of high-level meetings in which the possibility of pulling Mad Girl was seriously discussed. They felt that asking me to write about my illness had turned out to be a serious dereliction of duty, and that they couldn’t allow my wellbeing to be sacrificed at the altar of book sales. They came to my flat to tell me this, to inform me that I didn’t have to write another word and that I could forget about paying them back the advance, and something inside me just flipped. I was not going to let Jareth beat me. I was not going to let Jareth win. ‘I am going to finish this book,’ I told them. ‘I am going to finish this book if it’s the last thing I do.’ And they looked a little ashen-faced before my agent said: ‘Yeah, that’s kind of what we’re worried about.’


I sent them on their way. For my child, I was going to get through this.


So there I was, in a very dark place, with 20,000 words of the book still to go and nothing left inside me but stone cold determination, when I remembered something else that amusement-park girl had once said to me. ‘Sometimes, half the battle is getting out the house,’ she said. She meant well, I know. By this point she could see that I wasn’t well, and she was only trying to help. But it irritated me. What did she know about the battle of leaving her perfect house, its front door probably painted in Farrow and Ball? When she said it, I remember looking down at the clothes on my body and the shoes on my feet and being astonished by the very fact that I had actually managed to get dressed at all. Leaving the house wasn’t half the battle. It was the battle.
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