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			In the twenty-three 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 bestsellers You Got This and Mad Girl, which were both nominated for British Book Awards. She is the presenter of the Mad World podcast and in 2016 she founded Mental Health Mates, now a global peer support network which encourages people with mental health issues to connect and get out of the house. In 2017 she won the MIND Making A Difference Award for her work in changing the perception of mental health in the media. In 2018 she ran the London Marathon in her underwear. In 2020, she won the Journalists’ Charity Award from the Society of Editors for mental health campaigning, and in 2023 she was a recipient of the Royal College of Psychiatrists President’s Medal for improving the lives of people with mental illness.

			She lives in South London with her husband and daughter.

		

	
		
			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Also by Bryony Gordon:

			 

			The Wrong Knickers: A Decade of Chaos

			Mad Girl

			Eat, Drink, Run

			Glorious Rock Bottom

			No Such Thing As Normal

			 

			For young adults:

			You Got This

			Let Down Your Hair

		

	
		
			About the Book

			Ten years on from first writing about her own experiences of mental illness, Bryony Gordon still receives messages about the effect it has on people. Now perimenopausal and well into the next stage of her life, just what has that help – and that connection with other unwell people – taught Bryony about herself, and the society we live in? What has she learned, and why have her views on mental health changed so radically?

			 

			From burnout and binge eating, to living with fluctuating hormones and the endless battle to stay sober, Bryony begins to question whether she got mental illness wrong in the first place. Is it simply a chemical imbalance, or rather a normal response from your brain telling you that something isn’t right?

			 

			In Mad Woman, Bryony explores the most difficult of all the lessons she’s learned over the last decade – that our notion of what makes a happy life is the very thing that’s making us so sad.

		

	
		
			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			For all the younger versions of me, 

			and all the younger versions of you.

		

	
		
			1

			Never been better, thanks for asking

		

	
		
			 

			Snapshot from my iPhone’s Notes App, December 2019
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			Things I wood like when you go shopping. From Edie, age six-and-three-quarters.

			peenutbuter

			siryol

			brokelee

			food for my giny pig

			my bedtime is 7 o colic can it be 8 o colic from edie
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			NY Resolutions for 2020

			Travel more – explore world with Harry and Edie

			Stop spending money on Deliveroo

			Eat more brokelee

			Have nice 40th birthday party

			Find out more about e.g. Wim hof??

			Smoke fewer cigarettes or even NONE

			GET OUT OF YOUR OWN WAY

			Save money? lol

			Become the kind of person who reads Rumi, or even knows who Rumi is.

			Oh ffs, stop having resolutions. Do you need to be better? You’ve done enough improving for the time being. Let the next ten years be a chance to REVEL IN YOUR AMAZINGNESS (eek!).
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			It is the last day of the second decade of the twenty-­first century, and I have never been happier. Me, Bryony Gordon, self-­confessed alcoholic, professional fuck-­up, dunderheaded depressive, recently described in a magazine as ‘a poster girl for mental illness’ (‘Why couldn’t you be a poster girl for Missoni instead?’ asked my friend Holly, not unreasonably. ‘That sounds like much more fun.’) And despite all of this – because of all of this, perhaps – I am on cloud nine, or, more accurately, a beach in Phuket, sitting by a pool, staring out at the Andaman Sea, ten days into a two-­week holiday with my husband and six-­year-­old daughter, about to see in the new year and the new decade in the most heavenly place possible.

			Which is a bit of a turn-­up for the books, isn’t it?

			On one side, my husband dozes on his sun lounger, sated after a lunch of tuna tartare and ice-­cold Singha beer. On the other, my daughter plays in the shade with a selection of LOL Dolls she received a few days earlier for Christmas. The dolls are no bigger than the palm of her teeny-­tiny hand, and yet still they manage to have freakishly big eyes and extravagantly coiffed hair. They are like Barbara Cartland in doll form. My child holds a tiny Barbara Cartland in each hand, lost in her own world of make-­believe. 

			‘I love your dress,’ one doll says to the other in a squeaky voice.

			‘Thank you,’ says the doll with the good dress. ‘Your hair is fantastic. But do you know what is most important?’

			‘What’s that?’ replies the doll with the good hair.

			‘What’s important is that we are fantastic! It doesn’t matter how cool our outsides are. What matters is what is inside us!’

			‘Nothing but empty air in a hollow plastic shell,’ mutters my husband under his breath, but luckily my daughter is too immersed in the world of her new Barbara Cartland friends to hear.

			‘Well, I think, on this day of all days, we should be grateful that this decade has given us a wonderful daughter who cares about what’s on the inside of her LOL Dolls rather than the outside. Which is just as well, given that I think one of them is wearing’ – I pick up a mini Barbara Cartland and squint at it in the light of the sun – ‘fishnets.’

			‘I do wish you’d stop going on about it being New Year,’ grouches my husband. ‘Not to mention the inappropriateness of children’s toys nowadays. It makes me feel old.’

			‘We are old, Harry!’ I am waving the fishnet-­clad doll around in the air. ‘And that’s a good thing. Lots of people don’t get to be old! And as for me going on about it being New Year’s Eve – well, it’s not as if it’s just any New Year’s Eve. It’s the last day of the maddest decade we’ve ever experienced. Parenthood, marriage, house ownership . . .’

			‘God, you’re making us sound exciting.’

			‘Rehab, books, podcasts, marathons, meeting Hugh Jackman on the plane . . .’

			‘These are all things you did.’ Harry sighs.

			‘I couldn’t have done them without you!’ I am jazz-­handing so hard that the fishnet-­clad doll flies out of my hand, landing under the nearby sun lounger of a snoring tourist.

			‘Oh, come on now,’ Harry says, raising his eyebrows. ‘We both know New Year’s Eve is just another silly excuse for people to stay up late and have a party. And you don’t even like to stay up late and have a party anymore. Do we have to turn everything into a moment for deep reflection? I mean, time is just an abstract construct. Speaking of which, it’s time for me to go and have a swim.’

			Holiday shopping list of smug

			• Face SPF as recommended by an Instagram influencer that is so expensive you only use it sparingly, thus ending up with sunburn.

			• Beach bag that looks a bit like that Christian Dior one all the celebrities have but isn’t actually the Christian Dior one all the celebrities have, because though you’re feeling smug, you’re not so smug that you are prepared to spend £2,500 on a bag that will get covered in sand and the Boots Soltan you should have put on your face instead of that stupid expensive Instagram SPF.

			• Five-­hundred-­page novel that has been shortlisted for the Booker Prize, which you won’t actually read but will position nonchalantly on your sun lounger when posing for holiday snaps to upload to social media.

			• Sunglasses from Duty Free that will break on the second day of the trip when your husband flings them into the fake Christian Dior beach bag, where they will be crushed under the weight of the five-­hundred-­page book you won’t get round to reading.

			 

			Harry gets up, blows me a kiss, and dives into the pool. I watch his shadow under the water, tracking it until he breaks the surface and starts waving at Edie, who has put down the remaining baby Barbara Cartland and is now making her way to join him. I admire my husband’s blithe relationship with time, the fact he doesn’t see it as anything other than a social construct to stop him being late. But for me, it is much more than that. Today may be ‘just another’ New Year’s Eve to my husband, but to me, it is 856 days since I last had an alcoholic drink or a line of cocaine. What’s more, it is two years, two months and sixteen days since my last OCD episode. It is 115 weeks since Jareth the Goblin King last sat in my frontal lobe, telling me I might be a serial-­killing paedophile. It is 19,320 hours since I last worried my daughter might be taken away. It’s 1,159,200 minutes since I last considered killing myself. And it is 69,552,000 seconds since I let go of a lifetime’s belief that I am bad.

			That is not meaningless. That is not nothing. That is not some fantasy I have created; it is real and tangible, and it reminds me of how very far I have come.

			I was never very good at maths, but I realise now that numbers help me to make sense of things. They are perhaps the only thing that helps me to make sense of things. I think back to the turn of the last decade, ten years ago, and how much has changed. Ten years ago, I wanted to marry a man who already had a wife, a man whose only interest in me lay between my legs. Ten years ago, the most significant relationship in my life was actually with Jareth the Goblin King, an entirely fictional character I had decided was living inside my head (how’s that for nuts?). Ten years ago, I was being held together by pay-­day loans and bags of Quavers crisps. Ten years ago, I thought it was perfectly fucking normal to turn up two hours late to work carrying a steam iron in a Tesco carrier bag because I had spent all morning obsessively checking that it was off so that the flat didn’t burn down, and in the end turning up to the office with my iron just felt like the easiest, most common sense thing to do.

			Ten years ago, my default setting was worry. It was stress. It was despair. It was levels of anxiety so high that I didn’t know it was unusual to go to bed every night scared you were going to die, or to wake up every morning somehow conversely wishing you had. Ten years ago, I thought recovery was something you did after a two-­day cocaine bender. Ten years ago, ten years ago, ten years ago . . .

			I am snapped out of my grim reverie by a shriek of delight from my daughter, who is enjoying being thrown repeatedly into the pool by my grinning husband.

			And I sit and I catch myself and I look around at what I have now. There are the big things: the happy family, the sober life, the ability to wake up in the morning not absolutely filled with self-­loathing. But then there are the smaller ones, which mean almost as much. The fact I am wearing a bikini made from recycled fishing nets that cost almost £150. The fact that when I post a picture of me in said bikini on Instagram, I get thousands of likes, because there is nothing the internet likes more than a woman over a size sixteen living her best life. The fact that – goddammit! – I am even wearing a bikini, given that most of my adult life has been spent feeling too big, and not bulimic enough. The fact I have not purged any food for – oh, I cannot even remember now, it’s been that long. The fact that I have a normal relationship with food, and my body. The fact that I am the kind of person who is reading The Road Less Travelled by M. Scott Peck and actually getting something from it. The fact that I am not sitting here, on the beach, with Jareth obsessively asking me if I am sure that my daughter is actually my husband’s, if I am sure that she is not the product of an encounter I blanked out in drunken horror, and if I am sure that I am not ruining the lives of everyone around me simply by existing. The fact that I feel safe. That I am not having to chant tiny prayers to a God I don’t believe in to make sure that everyone I love stays alive. The fact that I have not had to bring my phone with me from the room, because I don’t need it next to me at all times to reassure me that I haven’t missed any calls from the neighbours telling me the house has burned down in our absence. The fact that I can go away at all, that I am not paralysed with fear at the thought of setting foot on a plane, that I haven’t spent any of this holiday worrying that I might have hurt an innocent child while passing the kids’ club and then blanked it out in shock. These are small things, but as anyone who has ever done battle with OCD will know, they are not unimportant things. In fact, they are everything.

			I have fought hard for all of them. I have battled for each and every one of them. The language of war does not seem overblown to me – it’s just that the enemy I was fighting a war against was myself. The fact that I have managed to step back from this constant battle and into a world of peace and contentment is only thanks to the army alongside me, made up of people I met through writing Mad Girl and setting up Mental Health Mates. The ‘We’ – who I now know are everywhere – who email me and write to me and come up to me in the street, and even on the plane on the way here, and remind me that I am not mad – or that I am mad, but that this is OK, because I’m not bad.

			‘Excuse me,’ interrupts the man who was previously sleeping on the nearby sun lounger. ‘I think this is yours.’ He hands me the fishnet-­clad LOL Doll, shoots me a look of mild disdain, and then steps into the pool and makes his way to the swim-­up bar for a cocktail.

			I sit on the lounger and look at the tiny doll in her fishnets. I think she is one of those LOL Dolls that will cry if you hold her underwater for thirty seconds and then squeeze her stomach. She looks sad, as well she might. She reminds me a bit of myself, at the turn of this decade: all dressed up, hoping someone might love me, but essentially empty inside except for tears. I hold her to my chest, and watch my husband and daughter howling with laughter in the pool. On the horizon, the sun is dipping below the ocean for the last time in 2019. On the beach, some people are sticking up a huge banner bearing the numbers 2020. The new year is on its way: the new decade.

			‘We’re safe now,’ I whisper to the doll. ‘It’s going to be OK.’ I feel a tear drop down my own cheek – a happy one. For the first time in my life, I am going into a new decade feeling hopeful and happy. Like nothing could possibly go wrong.

			A selection of sad-­looking toys I have felt a deep affinity with over the years

			Cabbage Patch Kids

			I often like to complain that I grew up with unrealistic beauty standards that were foisted on me by the impossible proportions of Barbie dolls. But this is slightly disingenuous, because as well as Barbie dolls, my childhood featured Cabbage Patch Kids, who were the doll equivalent of Miriam Margolyes to Barbie’s Margot Robbie. Patriarchal conditioning being as terrible then as it is now, my friends and I rejected the dumpy, doughy Cabbage Patch Kids as soon as we were old enough to demand Barbie. But if I had my time again, I’d be team Cabbage Patch Kid all the way.

			Teddy Ruxpin

			An early animatronic toy that was essentially a cassette player shaped like a teddy bear. Teddy Ruxpin would half-­heartedly move its mouth along to the music or story you had placed in its back (a tape deck). Teddy Ruxpin did not seem into it. Teddy Ruxpin was essentially every child at school assembly being made to chant the Lord’s Prayer or sing the hymn ‘Morning Has Broken’.

			Boglin

			Hideous rubber hand puppets that provided an early opportunity to have conversations with the highly critical voice inside my head.

			Tamagotchi

			Like most children in the seventies, eighties and nineties, barely being kept alive by its owners.

			Glo Worm

			A sad-­looking worm that was actually a night light you could cling onto if you were scared of the dark. Its tragic-­looking face stared back at you in the dead of night, as if to say, ‘I know, I know, if a monster crawls out from under the bed and I’m all you’ve got, we’re both completely fucked.’

			Hungry Hungry Hippos

			My spirit animal.
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			Fine

		

	
		
			 

			Snapshot from my iPhone’s Notes App, January–February 2020
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			Exciting things to look forward to this year

			Going to Miami for work at Easter!

			Running third Marathon in April!

			New book coming out + getting to go on tour in May!

			Fortieth birthday in July!

			Three years sober in August! (Touch wood!)

			All sorts of exciting things that require multiple exclamation marks!!!!
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			I’m fine.

			Absolutely fine.

			Fine and dandy. Fine like art, fine like wine, fine like . . . fine.

			‘How are you today, Bryony?’ I ask myself every morning, as I stare in the bathroom mirror.

			‘I’m fine, thank you so much for asking,’ I reply, feeling really, perfectly fine.

			Completely fine.

			Fine, fine, fine.

			I’ve spent the last few years of my career cautioning against too much use of the word ‘fine’, and yet, it’s now the only one I appear to have in my vocabulary.

			When I started my mental health podcast a few years ago, I decided the first question I would ask each of my guests was: ‘How are you, really?’

			‘You’re not allowed to say you’re fine,’ I snapped at the likes of Prince Harry, Stephen Fry and Sporty Spice, as if I was the kind of person who could tell the likes of Prince Harry, Stephen Fry and Sporty Spice what to do. ‘“Fine” is a cop-­out word. It’s a word you’ve got to watch for. It’s a word that’s employed when someone is absolutely not fine, but they’re too polite or scared or ashamed to say otherwise.’ Then I would make royalty – pop, television or literal – tell me their deepest, darkest feelings, and in the process we would do our tiny part to make the world at the very least feel like a better place.

			It worked well, for a time.

			But then . . .

			There’s always a ‘but then’, isn’t there?

			But then . . .

			Well, you know what happened then.

			 

			A few weeks after we return from Thailand, my husband comes home from work and announces with complete certainty that we are on the brink of a pandemic, the likes of which has not been seen in our lifetimes. He says it as if he is telling me that his boss has been mildly annoying that day, or that there has been a ridiculous delay on the Northern Line that left him nestled in a stranger’s armpit for twenty minutes.

			‘I think there’s going to be a pandemic,’ he says, taking off his suit jacket and sitting down on the sofa.

			‘That’s nice,’ I reply, hanging up wet washing to dry on the clothes horse. ‘Do you think there’s also going to be a time when we will get a tumble dryer? Because at the moment our home looks like a Victorian laundry.’

			‘I think this pandemic is more pressing than our need for a tumble dryer,’ he shoots back, loosening his tie in that really annoying, passive-­aggressive way men do, as if they are actually trying to say, ‘I am MAN, I am IMPORTANT, I have BEEN OUT HUNTING ALL DAY FOR FOOD AND YOU SHOULD RESPECT ME!’

			‘Do you know what I think is really, truly the most pressing thing in our lives right now?’ I turn to him, shaking out a sock stuck in a pair of leggings. ‘It’s that despite it being the year 2020, and me having a job that pays the majority of the mortgage, we still find ourselves slipping into these gendered stereotypes, whereby I find myself doing the washing while you stretch out on the sofa and tell me that there’s going to be a pandemic, as if that’s at all a constructive or helpful thing to say on a dark, gloomy, wet night in January. Now, come and help me hang these pants out to dry.’

			He sighs, removes his tie completely, and picks up some knickers decorated with pictures of Olaf from Frozen (don’t worry – not his).

			‘It’s sweet that you’re concerned there’s going to be a pandemic.’ I smile patronisingly. ‘But I think you’re being a wee bit overdramatic. I heard the Chinese have this virus totally under control. Which leaves us free to make a plan for that tumble dryer.’

			‘Bryony, I don’t think—’

			‘Take it from me: I’m not worried about this. And I’m someone who spent my childhood washing my hands until they bled because I was so scared of germs. If, despite being a sufferer of Obsessive Compulsive Disorder, I’m not bothered about it, then you can chill your boots.’

			‘Chill your boots?’ says Harry, completely mystified. ‘What are you? Fifteen?’

			‘I think you’d be hard-­pushed to find a fifteen-­year old who would be caught dead saying “chill your boots”.’ I roll my eyes. ‘I’ve seen a good Bosch on offer at Currys, by the way.’

			‘Seriously, Bryony, will you just listen to me? I think you should be worried.’

			I stare at the miniature T-­shirt in my hands, the one that says ‘FOLLOW YOUR DREAMS’. I’m not sure how long I spend looking at the squiggly hearts and flowers on it, but it is long enough that when I finally look up, Harry has broken into a sweat.

			‘Did you just tell me to . . . worry?’

			His face turns a little pale.

			‘We’ve known each other for, what, almost ten years now. And in that time, what would you say was your most-­used phrase when talking to me?’

			He shifts uncomfortably and picks up another pair of Frozen knickers.

			‘Would you agree,’ I continue, ‘that the thing you say most often to me is . . .’

			I pause for dramatic effect.

			He has now turned red.

			‘. . . “Don’t worry”?’

			‘Well yes, that’s probably the thing I’ve said most often to you.’ He gulps.

			‘More so than even “I love you”.’

			‘Now listen, Bryony, I think you’re miss—’

			‘When I first got on a plane with you, and became convinced it was going to fall out of the sky, what did you say to me?’

			‘Don’t worry,’ he says, unable to look me in the eye.

			‘When I went through that period when OCD convinced me every day that I had sent a rude email to my boss and then deleted it in horror, what did you say to me?’

			He clears his throat. ‘Don’t worry.’

			‘And when I couldn’t leave the house because I was sure that I was a terrible person and everyone hated me, what did you say to me?’

			‘Don’t worry?’

			I nod. ‘Furthermore, when I was pregnant with our daughter, and the OCD kept telling me that maybe our daughter wasn’t actually yours and I had cheated on you and blanked it out in disgust, and I actually told you this, to seek some sort of twisted reassurance, what did you say to me?’

			‘I told you not to worry,’ he says. ‘And thanks for that reminder.’

			‘Would you say, having got to know me reasonably well by this point – this point being the fact we own a house together, have a child together and once even spent a day kayaking together without filing for divorce – that I am something of a worrier?’

			‘I mean, yes.’ He sighs. ‘That would be a fair description of you.’

			‘Would you say that I worry when I don’t have anything to worry about, and that I have done a fair amount of work on trying to make myself a less anxious person?’

			‘That would be a reasonable assessment, yes.’

			‘So after all of this time telling me not to worry about things, you are now informing me that I should actively be worried about something happening thousands of miles away in a fish market?’

			‘Kind of, yes. And actually, it’s a wet market. It also sold meat.’

			‘My apologies. A wet market that sold meat as well as fish.’ I glare at my husband.

			‘Look, darling, I appreciate you get anxious about things,’ he says. ‘And I’m not encouraging you to panic. I’m just saying that when the Chinese lock down an entire city and start disinfecting the streets, then it’s probably a good idea to start preparing.’

			‘Preparing? What, like stocking up our bunker with canned food and putting on tin foil hats?’

			He rolls his eyes. ‘It’s just what I’m hearing from my colleagues in Hong Kong.’

			‘It’s just what I’m hearing from my colleagues in Hong Kong,’ I parrot, in my most babyish voice.

			‘Don’t say I didn’t warn you.’ He hangs up the last pair of Frozen pants on the drying rack.

			‘I won’t say that, but only because in a couple of weeks’ time, the world will have moved on and we will have completely forgotten we ever had this conversation. Though hopefully not the bit about the tumble dryer. In the meantime, I would just like to reiterate, for the record, that I AM NOT WORRIED. Not in the slightest. Now, let me show you the Bosch.’

			Worries I’ve had that haven’t happened (yet)

			• Monster under the bed coming and eating me and my Glo Worm.

			• Falling off the ghost train and into a parallel universe where I have to battle dragons.

			• Acid rain burning holes in everything, including my brain.

			• A flood washing away London.

			• An alien invasion.

			• Drowning in a pool because I didn’t wait half an hour after eating before I swam.

			• Being sucked into quicksand.

			• Teddy Ruxpin somehow turning into Chucky from Child’s Play.

			• Everyone hating me.

			• Being the worst person in the world.

			• My friend not replying to a WhatsApp because I did something terrible I can’t actually remember.

			• The plane I am in falling out of the sky.

			• Being cancelled for something I tweeted while drunk/high in 2007.

			• Everything I love being taken away from me.

			Worries I haven’t had that have happened

			• Donald Trump becoming president.

			• Covid.

			 

			What does this tell you? Always worry.

			When I was twelve years old, I woke up one morning convinced that I was dying of AIDS. I believed it with every beat of my heart, every breath that anxiously escaped from my lungs – each breath, I was convinced, one of my last. The night before, I had gone to bed a reasonably happy adolescent girl who had just been lucky enough to attend the Smash Hits Poll Winners Party (if you were born in the eighties, you’ll know what I am talking about), the only hint of trouble being the fact that Robbie Williams had lost out to Mark Owen in the Most Fanciable Male category again (when would people realise Robbie was the greatest member of Take That? About ten years later, as it turns out, but I had yet to learn the valuable lesson that everybody blossoms in their own good time).

			That night, I dreamed not of this injustice, but that I had an incurable illness. The dream felt hyper real, and in the morning, when I woke up, I became convinced that it was actually true. There was a voice in my brain telling me that I had AIDS, and that I was bad, and I knew I had to listen to it. If I didn’t, I would end up infecting my family and killing them.

			At the time, there was a terribly shaming ‘public health’ campaign about HIV and AIDS that really only served to stigmatise the gay community who were being so terribly affected by this pandemic. I can see that now, but I couldn’t at the time. I was only twelve, and my brain was too juvenile to appreciate any awful truth other than the one being peddled by this strange, all-­knowing voice in my frontal lobe.

			‘You probably have AIDS,’ it said. ‘You think you are healthy, but don’t those adverts say that most people die of ignorance, that they don’t find out they have it until it’s too late? That’s you. You’re going to die of AIDS. And you are going to pass it to your family, including your newborn brother, and you will be responsible for them dying. You are a bad person. A terrible person. You are poison, you are deadly, you are shame.’

			Everywhere I looked, I saw danger. Killer germs lurked on every surface. I would go to sleep with my toothbrush under my pillow, in fear that I might infect my sister. I was terrified of anything red, because it could hide blood. I began to wash my hands obsessively, before long hundreds of times a day, until my skin became so dry that it cracked and bled. This was another level of terror – suddenly, my hands felt like weapons, capable of infecting anyone they came near. I was too scared to wear gloves – what if they hid some other illness? – but was OK with pockets, because somehow they felt safer, perhaps more washable.

			I’ve said this before and I will say it again and again and again: there was no logic to what was going on in my head – a rhyme, maybe, a never-­ending death song, but absolutely no reason. Some people have music that gets stuck in their heads, but I had phrases that were caught on a loop, repeated endlessly in the hope that they would protect my family from this awful disease.

			‘I’d rather I died than my brother,’ went round and round and round my brain, until I was whispering it under my breath in any spare moment that I wasn’t washing my hands, as if it was some jaunty pop song. In time, I felt too scared to go out. I stayed in my room, my funny little quirks put down to moody adolescence. If you think mental health provision for children sucks now – and it does – you should see what was around in the nineties. Zilch. Zip. Nothing. Nada. I spent a few months in absolute terror, and then, just as quickly as the thoughts had come, they went away again.

			I didn’t think about them again until a few years later, when I was studying for my A levels. It was then that my fear about dying of AIDS returned, and it was then that I discovered the illness I had was not a physical one, but a mental one: Obsessive Compulsive Disorder (OCD). OCD is a debilitating condition that causes intrusive thoughts so uncontrollable that the sufferer engages in a series of compulsions to try and ease them. This, however, only feeds into the loop, and makes the intrusive thoughts worse. OCD is a convincing liar, telling you the most awful things about yourself until it becomes almost impossible to believe anything else is true. It’s like living with Donald Trump, 24/7, with no ability to get away from him. In other words: hell.

			And yet so often it is used as a jokey term that is code for being tidy. And I am not tidy. ‘I wish you had the good type of OCD,’ my husband often jokes now, at which point I have to lecture him on how there is no ‘good’ type of Obsessive Compulsive Disorder – the key word being disorder. But the point is, I am messy. So messy that my brain has often felt like it is going to explode, leaving even more mess on the kitchen counter. It’s hard to describe OCD to people who think it exists only in their super-­organised sock drawer, but I’ll have a go. OCD, I have come to realise, is when your brain refuses to acknowledge what your eyes can see. It’s when your brain won’t believe that your hands are clean, that you couldn’t possibly have HIV because you are a twelve-­year-­old girl who has never even kissed a boy and whose drug habit is at least a decade in the future. It’s when your brain won’t believe that the oven is switched off, that the iron is unplugged, that your family are safe and, furthermore, that chanting phrases to keep them alive will have absolutely no bearing on whether they live or die. It’s when your brain throws violent, sometimes sexual thoughts into your consciousness, thoughts that make you feel sick, that make you want to die. It’s when your brain tells you that those thoughts you have no control over, and that you would never act on, are a sign that you’re evil. It’s when your brain refuses to believe that you are a decent person who just happens to have a horrible mental illness.

			Things OCD isn’t:

			• Having an organised sock drawer.

			• Liking things to be tidy and neat.

			• A passion for ironing.

			• The odd, fleeting anxiety that you left the front door open.

			• A hilarious and kooky quirk.

			Things OCD is:

			• A vicious, awful illness that involves hideous intrusive thoughts, exhausting compulsions, and quite often suicidal tendencies.

			 

			At some point, I called my OCD ‘Jareth the Goblin King’, after the character in the 1980s movie Labyrinth who was played by David Bowie. I remember, as a child, finding Jareth ever-­so-­slightly attractive (was it the tight silver trousers?) even though I knew he was bad. To me, that was how my OCD felt: evil, and yet maddeningly seductive.

			Over the following decades – through several breakdowns, one agonising trip to rehab, and a hell of a lot of connection with people like you – I had learned to manage Jareth. It had become my life’s work to help other people who might secretly have a Jareth living in their head. In doing so, I had got to the point where I could stand up on a stage in front of a thousand people and joke about Jareth. I had gone on national television and told Lorraine Kelly about Jareth. Jareth was no more than a slightly bothersome prick, and I had learned how to put him in his place – his place being the very, very back of my head, the bit where you store all those things that are no longer useful to you, like New Kids On The Block lyrics, your first boyfriend’s landline number, that kind of thing.

			So you’ll understand when I tell you that my husband’s prediction about this so-­called pandemic leaves me behaving like a meerkat standing on its hind legs, frozen in place, completely still, preparing to make a dash from a poisonous snake that’s ready to gobble it for breakfast.

			Suddenly, I am on red alert, not necessarily because of the impending pandemic, but because he’s given me a reason to think Jareth might creep forward in my head. Because, let’s face it, a pandemic is exactly the kind of crazy-­arse event that someone with OCD spends a disproportionate amount of time worrying about. It’s exactly the kind of thing that I have been planning for since I was twelve. It’s exactly the kind of thing I’ve been made to feel like an idiot for caring about. It’s exactly the kind of ludicrous concern I have stored away in the back of my head, along with Jareth and the lyrics to every single song on the Step by Step album. And now, after a lifetime of being told I was overthinking things, or making a fuss about nothing, or being overdramatic, those same people are informing me that actually, I may have had a point.

			What the . . .?

			Conversations with my mother: Part one

			‘I told you the world was going to end,’ I say to my mum one night on the phone, when she rings to tell me a rumour she’s heard from Kelly who works in Waitrose, who heard it from Mike, her second cousin, who heard it from his mate Steve, who works in the civil service.

			‘They’ve started building secret underground graves to be able to handle all the dead bodies,’ she whispers to me, presumably in case her dog overhears her.

			‘Who’s “they”, mum? Is it the SAS? Is it the Secret Service? The KGB?’

			‘The government!’

			‘Boris Johnson and Matt Hancock are building secret underground graves? Cor blimey! Still, I suppose it would be bad if they were planning to bury people above the ground.’

			‘I think you’re being facetious,’ snaps my mum.

			‘I think you’re spreading panic,’ I snap back. ‘Which I could do without, given the fact that it’s 8pm and I still haven’t managed to get the child to sleep.’

			‘For someone who has spent most of their life worrying about this kind of thing, I have to say I am remarkably surprised that you don’t seem to be taking this in the least bit seriously.’

			‘I have other things I need to take seriously, like the six-­year-­old insisting that she should be allowed to sleep in the guinea pig’s hutch.’

			‘I imagined you’d be walking around spraying hand sanitiser at anyone who dared to cross your path.’

			‘Gotta go,’ I say sweetly. ‘Amazon have just turned up to deliver my Hazmat suit. Stay safe!’ 

			I put the phone down and shake my head.

			 

			Am I in denial?

			Why am I not scared of this virus at all, other than the potential it might have to wake up Jareth?

			How selfish am I?

			I go and see my therapist, Peter, who was my counsellor back in 2017, and whom I still check in with once a month. After all, when you’re an alcoholic depressive with a history of eating disorders and OCD, it’s important to have an anchor in your life.

			Peter has seen me at my worst. And my worst is so bad that, at times, it makes Keith Richard’s worst look like a best. He – Peter, not Keith Richard – knows my deepest, darkest secrets, ones I have not told anyone, not even as someone who is prone to writing about their deep darkness in books (would it surprise you if I told you that there’s loads of stuff I haven’t published? I mean, let’s not get into that). Telling him I am a bit worried that I’m not worried about a pandemic feels quite minor in the grand scheme of things. Possibly a little . . . self-­indulgent?

			‘I’m a bit embarrassed about this,’ I announce as soon as I sit down, ‘but I feel like the whole point of you is to listen in a safe and non-­judgemental way to things that embarrass me.’

			Peter nods. I wonder if I’ve become more insufferable to him over the years, or less. We definitely have clearer boundaries now; when I first met him, and he told me that a boundary was a way of drawing a line around something, I asked him – jokingly, of course – if it was OK to then snort that line.

			Reader, he didn’t laugh.

			But I haven’t even thought about snorting lines of anything for a good couple of years. And as for my boundaries . . . well, I’ve learned absolutely nothing about this man who knows absolutely everything about me, but what I do know is that this is a very important boundary for him. For example, I’ve realised that it’s utterly pointless to ask him how he is, as he will just turn it back around to me, in that annoying way therapists have of not being easily distracted by mad clients who want to avoid talking about their madness at all costs (£100 a session, in case you were wondering).

			‘So the thing is, this virus everyone is talking about, I feel like Jareth should be all over it. A pandemic should be total catnip for him. Like Christmas for Mariah Carey, or Blue Monday for wellness brands seeking to make a quick buck out of your depression. And yet, he doesn’t seem in the least bit interested in it. Try as I might – and I’ve been really vigilant about this – I can’t find him. I can’t say this to anyone else, but it would appear that I, despite surely being one of the world’s most anxious people, am actually quite chilled about a killer disease that apparently seems certain to spread across the planet and change all of our lives forever.’

			I think that just about sums it up.

			‘Right, and the fact you are clearly quite calm in the face of something quite frightening is a bad thing, how, exactly?’

			‘Well . . .’ I sit and ponder that one for a moment. ‘I guess it’s a bad thing because it means I’m a bad person. Like, if I cared about elderly and vulnerable people, I’d be way more concerned about this than I am. I would be freaking out. And I’m not. Which clearly means that Jareth’s been right all along. I am wrong, and I am a freak, despite all this work I’ve done to try and prove otherwise.’

			‘I mean, that’s one take. And it’s a take that tells me that Jareth is actually alive and well, despite what you think. He may not be manifesting as a fear of germs, but maybe he’s manifesting as the king of all OCD fears, which is the fear that you’re a bad person. Instead of just accepting your reaction to what is happening, you’re having to question it, and clearly quite rigorously. However you respond is the right response, because it’s yours.’

			I would call Peter a smart-­arse if he wasn’t a highly qualified professional with degrees coming out of his ears.

			‘But I clearly am a bad person, because if I was a good one, I would not be self-­indulgently wanging on to you about this. I would be using this time to talk about my concerns for my mum living out in the country with only her dog and the occasionally mad theories of Kerry in Waitrose for company.’

			‘Bryony, I’m interested in this concept of what it means to be a bad person. Why you feel the need to split the world into bad and good. Surely it’s healthier to accept we are all a mixture of everything?’

			‘So you’re saying I am a bad human?’

			He smiles. ‘No, Bryony. I’m just saying that you’re a human.’

			 

			We are standing in Sainsbury’s on Clapham High Street, trying to buy toilet paper.

			A few weeks ago, such an outing would not have warranted a mention in a text message, let alone a book.

			But then . . .

			Well, but then.

			‘There’s no bog roll, Haz,’ I say, stating the bleeding obvious.

			‘I can see that.’

			‘What are we going to do?’ I keep looking at the empty shelves, as if the Andrex puppy might rush along one of them at any moment, pushing an unspooling roll of toilet paper that we might be able to claim for our home.

			‘Not go to the loo?’

			‘That’s helpful.’

			‘I’m sorry, I’m trying to think.’

			‘Haven’t your colleagues in Hong Kong got any advice on how to deal with toilet roll shortages?’

			‘Are you being sarcastic?’

			‘If you need to ask, Harry. If you need to ask.’

			‘I think the best thing is not to panic and try the Co-­op.’

			‘Oh, now you don’t want me to panic.’

			 

			Co-­op is out.

			There is a 750-­metre queue to get into Tesco.

			A security guard stationed at the entrance to Asda laughs when we ask if there’s any loo roll in store.

			We eventually procure some from a newsagent near Clapham Junction Station.

			I am not just looking for loo roll. I am also looking for Jareth.

			But, much like the bog roll, I can’t find him anywhere.

			 

			Harry says that this is the first time he has seen me calmer than everyone else.

			‘Everyone’s panicking, and you’re behaving like a fucking Keep Calm and Carry On poster,’ he mutters, when rumours start swirling about the country going into a lockdown similar to the ones already happening in Italy, Spain and France.

			‘I’m just not sure how much help it would be for me to have a breakdown right now,’ I say, thinking that, actually, the look I was going for was ‘shrugging emoji’.

			‘The timing of a breakdown has never bothered you before,’ he says, not entirely unreasonably. For example, it wasn’t ideal to have to go to rehab the day before our daughter started her first year at school, and I can’t imagine it was particularly useful when I had a break from reality the day that he had to deliver a major project to his boss. Still, I resent the implication that I might be able to choose how crashingly depressed I feel on any given day, as if my mental state is a dress I pick out of a wardrobe of a morning. The only explanation I have for this apparent calm in the eye of the storm is that, as a person with a history of mental illness, I am used to panic. Because of the endless chaos that Jareth has caused inside my head over the years, I now find it quite easy to deal with chaos taking place outside of it. It’s as if all those things that previously felt like flaws – OCD, addiction – have, in the face of a real pandemic, actually turned out to be strengths.

			I spent all that time worrying that bad things might happen so that I wouldn’t have to worry when they actually did.

			‘Maybe mental health issues are actually my superpower,’ I mumble back to my husband, but he’s scrolling through his phone, reading panicked tweets from sane people who have gone mad.

			 

			I am standing in the kitchen making our daughter dinner. My husband has been working from home for a week now, and I have not yet been able to vocalise how much I like it, both of us being here in the house, as if we are on some sort of weird working staycation. We eat lunch together, go for walks and hold hands. It is, objectively, really, really nice. But I feel that saying this out loud might somehow be treasonous. It would be insensitive, and the universe would pick up on my insensitivity and then punish me for it. So I say nothing. I go through the motions. I stop making jokes. Jokes feel like things from another time.

			Instead of jokes, we now have daily Covid briefings. There is one on the radio now, as I do the egg-­fried rice. The prime minister is talking about the need for certain groups of people to ‘shield’. I am chopping spring onions, and he is saying that there is a possibility that vulnerable and elderly people will have to stay indoors for twelve weeks. Twelve whole weeks, inside, without seeing anyone at all.

			I feel something spread through my body. It reminds me of what I felt when my daughter was two weeks old, and I went to the pub and got blackout drunk. It’s a strange feeling, a kind of crawling sensation spreading through the skin that says, ‘No, this can’t be right. This isn’t how things work. I am surely dreaming.’

			Now, as back then, the sensation is followed by something leaking out of my eyes. Whatever it is drops on to the kitchen counter. I sniff and wipe it away. It keeps coming. The spell is finally broken by someone tapping me on the shoulder. I jump in shock, and see it is my husband.

			‘Did you hear the briefing?’ he asks.

			I turn away so he can’t see me, and use a tea towel to wipe my eyes. If he asks, I will pretend it was the onions.

			‘I did.’ I switch off the gas. ‘I can’t believe this is happening.’ Before he can say anything, I cut across his path to reach for the cupboard containing the soy sauce. ‘Can you tell Edie dinner is five minutes away and she needs to set the table?’

			‘Are you OK?’ asks my husband, because as a newspaper journalist, it is not like me to shy away from a long and depressing conversation about Boris Johnson.

			‘Me?’ I say, turning round and smiling as I wipe my hands on the tea towel. ‘I’m fine!’

			 

			But even if I’m not fine, I’m hardly going to say so.

			Not when, within weeks, the schools are shut and we are in lockdown, and I’m trying to make sure that my daughter still has a really, really great day turning seven.

			Not when hundreds of people are dying every day.

			Not when many more are lying prone in intensive care units, hooked up to ventilators.

			Not when people are unable to see their gravely ill loved ones other than on the screen of an iPad, when the NHS staff, who are working round the clock at great risk to their own lives, can find a moment to help them FaceTime.

			Not when all over social media, people are shaming the strangers they saw that day when taking their daily exercise. The strangers who have chosen to lie down on grass, sunbathing, when they know this is irresponsible. The strangers who have gone for a run and potentially let their sweat particles dispense all over good, upstanding citizens who are just trying to walk their dogs. The strangers who don’t appear to understand what two metres entails, and who should be thoroughly ashamed of themselves because of this. The strangers who are directly responsible for the death of someone’s granny because they selfishly left the house twice in one day. Shame on them. Shame on anyone who doesn’t follow the rules. Shame, shame, shame.

			So, I am fine.

			Fine, fine, fine.

			I am fine.

			 

			But I am finding that it is perfectly possible to be both fine and a little bit ashamed at the same time.

			I am fine because I have a whole house and a small garden, and I am ashamed because I want to leave it more than once a day, while there are people out there living in one-­bed flats with barely any space to swing a cat.

			I am fine because I have a loving family, and I am ashamed because I am starting to find home-­schooling annoying and my husband a pain, as if there aren’t people out there with multiple children or no children at all, just an abusive relationship or a paralysing sense of loneliness.

			I am fine because I have a job, and I am ashamed because I am struggling to juggle that job with home-­schooling while there are people on furlough, or whose small businesses and livelihoods have been completely wrecked by Covid.

			I am fine because . . .

			Ooooh, is that you, Jareth?

			‘No!’ says Jareth, slipping into a Boris Johnson mask, an ill-­fitting suit, and a barely brushed blond wig. ‘It is your Prime Minister, telling you to stay indoors and save lives and most of all, STOP BEING SELFISH! How can you be thinking about your mental health at a time like this, when people are dying and suffering, and you are privileged and healthy, and all I am asking you to do is sit at home on the sofa, watching Netflix? This is not the Second World War, Bryony. You are not being sent to the fucking trenches and forced to watch your friends being blown up by the Nazis. You know your great grandparents, who were driven out of their homes in the pogroms in Russia? THEY WOULD HAVE GIVEN ANYTHING TO SWAP THEIR CIRCUMSTANCES FOR A FEW WEEKS SITTING ON THEIR ARSES EATING BANANA BREAD AND WATCHING ANT AND DEC’S SATURDAY NIGHT TAKEAWAY! What bit of “this is not about you” do you fail to understand? Why are you so thoughtless? All you ever wang on about is mental health this, and mental health that, but let me tell you this, young lady. NOBODY CARES!’

			 

			I’m fine, you know. Just fine.
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