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PART ONE


SOMETHING’S WRONG




A TORNADO IN A TOILET CUBICLE


When I was seventeen, I lost part of myself to a toilet cubicle. A part I don’t know if I’ll ever get back.


It was a sticky summer afternoon, somewhere in that liminal haze between lunch and the last bell. Double biology. Leaning across the science lab bench, marked with the compass carvings of bored hands, I saw the blackboard starting to blur. It fizzed like TV static. I felt tired – way too tired for not having done any PE that day. The teacher was talking about mitochondria. ‘They’re the powerhouses of cells!’ she may or may not have said.


I’d been struggling to concentrate. Mitochondria. The word twitched in my head. I mouthed it under my breath: ‘Mi-to-chond-ria.’ The look of it in chalk, all frills and layers, made me want to gag.


Something weird was happening in my guts. Shit, I thought. I’m going to puke. I knew I shouldn’t have had two sausage rolls. The prickling sensation you get behind your ears when you’re about to vomit spread all over my head. I didn’t recognize it at all. This feeling crawled up the back of my neck and into my hair like lice and, when it reached my hands, made them go numb. Fuck.


Quickly it became very frightening. Within seconds I was convinced I was about to detonate there on my wooden stool. Crack down the middle, skull to pelvis, like an egg. It was a feeling with no reference point or memory to attach to it and came with the speed of a bullet train. Something had to come out, somewhere.


‘Excuse me, Miss.’


‘Yes?’ She came over.


‘Can I go to the toilet, please?’ I whispered.


‘If you must. Be quick.’


The distance between that bench and the toilets must have been ten metres at most, but it felt like miles, a wilderness of parquet flooring. As I closed the cubicle’s little door behind me I anticipated the kind of vomit that sounds like someone emptying a bucket of water on the floor. I bent over, but nothing came. Just waves of nauseating pressure that never crashed. When I realized I wasn’t going to be sick, I put the seat lid down and sat and looked at the floor like I had a thousand times before on bored, time-killing toilet trips.


Only, this floor was new. It had the same wet clumps of toilet paper, tampon applicator tubes and empty crisp packets making Hansel and Gretel-esque trails into the neighbouring cubicles, but it was moving. Actually moving. A noise left my mouth – one I’d never made until that day – and then came a cold, black fear like I’d never known. My head swam. The walls were like putty to my touch. Nothing made sense to any one of my senses. This was possession, pure and simple. I wanted to climb out of my skin like a pair of trousers. That’s how I can best recount an experience to which words cannot give true descriptive power. In the space of a few minutes death became a certainty. What else, if not death, could be the end point of such physical and mental free fall?


I wasn’t hyperventilating but I couldn’t quite breathe deeply enough. Inhaling, I remembered my dad talking about animals dying alone. He said he knew a man whose dog had gone into their garden shed and curled up in a tight ball among the tools to die by herself. I thought about lying in a ball on the wet floor in the jeans I’d safety pinned at the ankle so they were tight like Nick Valensi’s from The Strokes. You’re going to die. This is it. Your clothes are going to reek of piss.


I wanted to shout, but who for? The teacher? My lab partner? My mum? Who would hear and how would they help? I didn’t shout. I just sat. Eventually, after what felt like a lifetime, the floor stopped moving. My guts fizzed rather than threatened to detonate. I had no idea how long I’d been in the cubicle, but for a while it felt like the inside of those melamine walls would be the last thing I ever saw. I had died and come back to life.


Walking out to the sinks, my legs felt hollow. What the fuck just happened? I burst into tears, running the water as hot as it would go over my hands. Looking in the mirror at my face, I looked . . . the same. My clothes, hair and shoes all looked the same. But how? Glancing at the cubicle through its open door, I just saw a manky school toilet. How did it become the eye of a storm just moments ago? I was shaking, but started to feel myself again. I – the person who’d walked into that science lab, laughing at Charlotte O’Neill’s impressions of our weird art teacher – was ‘back’ from wherever I’d been. But some kind of switch had been flicked.


I went and sat at my bench again, convinced everyone could see whatever had just happened all over my face. A few girls looked up from their Bunsen burners, but people skived all the time and a long absence mid-lesson was nothing new. I’d got away with it. Maybe I wasn’t in there as long as I thought. My concentration was hazy for the rest of the lesson though, and when it came to going home, I still felt strange and couldn’t stop thinking about the ‘experience’, as I referred to it in my head.


I walked past the skate ramp, where I spent most of my evenings sat with others reading The Face and desperately trying to like the taste of beer and fags, and thought: Jesus, it would be awful if that weird thing happened here in front of everyone. What if I couldn’t stop it happening so quickly? What if everyone saw me? Those two words – ‘what if?’ – would come to define the next fifteen years of my life.


In the future, those two syllables would haul me out of lectures, off Tube trains and away from dates. They’d boot me out of nightclubs and cut conversations short at parties. They’d paralyse me in restaurants, pin me in bed, shred my social life and build a village of secrets in my mind until such a trench had been worn in my psyche that it would give up, exhausted, twice. Of course, I didn’t know any of that then.


It was a hot walk home. The kind of heat that scorches the grass yellow and makes the air smell like hazelnuts. Running my hands through the pampas grass that kissed the corners of the swimming pool behind my house, I had no idea that what I’d experienced was a panic attack. Things would change – Jesus Christ how they’d change – but I knew as much about what a ‘panic attack’ meant then as I did about the structural formula of a carbon atom. Whatever it was that had happened to me earlier that day tore a hot gash in my mind. There was no going back. I struggled to eat dinner, remembering the nausea. In my top bunk that night, I fell asleep imagining my evenings at the ramp and how, if I ever felt that ill again, I’d have to get away so no one could see.


What if it happened out of nowhere again somewhere else? What if I couldn’t be alone? What if I died next time?


What if.




‘TWO LITRES OF PUS’


My first panic attack came shortly after my return to school, after spending months at home recovering from a spectacular ruptured appendix.


It was a strange experience and one that, after a certain point, I have sketchy memories of. Over a few days of increasing pain and digestive symptoms that both my mum and I had attributed to ‘a nasty period’, my appendix became infected, exploded and turned a good few inches of my bowel gangrenous. The surgeons had to take all the poisoned bits out, along with the two litres of pus that had filled my abdominal cavity. That’s the same as a giant bottle of Coca Cola, if you want perspective. When my mum took me into A&E, holding over five feet of teenager in her arms like a pike, my body was raging with peritonitis, septicaemia and a body temperature that broke the measuring equipment.


I remember very little, other than a portly nurse saying, ‘Yep, you’re cookin’ nicely,’ but was told later that my eyes had been rolling in my head, that I had been fitting and, basically, snuffing it. Fast. The last thing I remember is my belly being the size of a house and having contraction-like waves of pain that made me flail wildly towards anyone that was near the bed in an appeal to make it stop.


After several hours of overnight surgery I came round on the ward covered in wires and big splashes of iodine solution, and with a huge drainpipe thing full of coral-coloured liquid hanging out of my right-hand side. Mum was asleep on a chair beside me with her hand on my shin. She woke up and told me what had happened. My father was there too, she said, but I should go back to sleep. I had a flashback of Dad in his work suit, leaning on the bed bars and playing hangman with me on the back of his newspaper. I begged him not to do a funny one in case it made me laugh and hurt too much. (The words were ‘drum kit’.)


I healed well over a few weeks. Being young and sporty saved my life, or so the surgeons told me in their ‘you really should be dead’ speech. But those weeks were bleak as hell. Unable to move myself, I ate, bathed, went to the toilet (all kinds of fruitiness there) and vomited (in that bucket-emptying way) in the same hospital bed, or on the floor beside it. Every available space in my room was taken up with visitors’ flowers and the smell of them all, in my fitful daytime sleeping, was heavy and toxic. I was toxic.


Sometimes stuff would leave my body while I was in the company of other people. One of my best friend Kate’s favourite stories from that time is the day when almost my entire family – siblings, grandparents, aunts, great aunts – were hovering around the bed and I lost control of my bowels into the bedpan that pretty much stayed permanently under my bum, just in case. I was looking my granddad in the eyes as I shat myself. Horizontally.


Mum must have sensed something had happened (perhaps through her nose) because she herded everyone out, saying I ‘needed to rest’. The nurse came in, took the pan away and wrote some notes in my chart. I looked later and she’d written ‘offensive green stool’ in small, ornate writing. That detail is a favourite of Kate’s. She once threatened to get it tattooed on her arm.


Time passed and when I could sit in a chair, walk to the bathroom, and eat and drink regularly without messy consequences, I was allowed to leave the hospital. After lunch one day, Dad drove me home in the big, navy Volvo and, shit, I just couldn’t comprehend that I was sitting in a car, rather than on a hospital bed or wipe-clean vinyl armchair. The fabric of the passenger seat, worn bare by years of fidgety child arses, was so soft. Chrissie Hynde was singing for someone to stop their sobbing through the stereo, and my pale body (I looked like E.T. when he gets sick and turns white) was turned to the open window. It was sunny and the breeze was thick around my shoulders. Dad turned and smirked at me. It was dreamy, being in that car. A warm hologram.


‘I can’t believe it, Dad.’


‘Neither can I.’


It was another few weeks before I could dress myself properly. Walking around the house meant steadying myself on kitchen worktops, sofa arms and door handles like an old lady. Physiotherapists and nurses came to the house. ‘Oh bless you,’ they’d coo, when they saw me propped outside on a bench with pillows and magazines. I hated it. I hated being pitied. When my scar got infected and there was talk of me returning to hospital, I wasn’t having it. My bedroom might have smelt like a post mortem, but I wanted to go back to school so badly: back to hockey, swimming and crap pasta, plastic cheese and ketchup in the canteen with my friends. To soaking wads of toilet roll and lobbing them at the ceiling. (Looking back, this remains an inexplicable pastime.)


Through sheer iron will, despite the pain, I forced myself to move. Battling the nausea that came with eating anything bigger than a sandwich, I got stronger and regained some weight. My legs stopped resembling two greying pipe cleaners. I walked the dogs up and down the lane and, finally, got fit enough to go back to school. To sixth form! I’d been planning my first-day-back outfit for ages – down to the bracelet.


That first day was predictably slow and overwhelming. By midday, I was exhausted. Everyone wanted to see my scars – dark, Frankensteiny slashes that they were – and everyone fussed. Teachers stopped me in the corridors. ‘Eleanor, are you all right?’ they’d ask in coffee breath whispers.


I was polite but it did my head in. In that first week or so back in the fold, I was defiant. Defiant through the tiredness, the soreness and the endless, machine-gun questioning. I couldn’t play any sport yet, which infuriated me, but I was back with my friends at eye level, rather than looking up from a hospital bed or a couch. I was no longer the invalid – at least, not on the surface.


I’m explaining all this because I believe that this period of adjustment back into Real Life was when my problems with anxiety really kicked off. I had experienced some anxiety as a child, which had mostly mirrored my mother’s concerns about germs and contamination, once resulting in a short-lived period of trichotillomania (pulling out of hair), but I had done everything other kids did and had never been reserved or held back with nerves. I have no memory of struggling with life until after my appendix burst.


After a couple of weeks of being back at school, the symptoms I’d learned to deal with in my recovery – the nausea, the sleepiness, the weak limbs, the bowel upsets, the light-headedness – started to feel ever so slightly less than manageable. I was in the first year of sixth form, but felt like I’d just started school again: excited, but wary of the long corridors and assembly halls . . . the open spaces. It was as though I was getting smaller, like Alice after her shrinking potion.


Wall edges got sharper, the sound of doors closing grew louder and made me jump. Smells like drying paint and new furniture were more overpowering than usual. The volume on every sense got dialled up a notch. Not to the point of real discomfort, but to a level that made me feel like I had to be careful. Of what, I hadn’t a clue. It was a quiet dread with no name.


I started spending the tail end of lunchtimes inside reading, saying I was tired even when I wasn’t. I’d make excuses for not walking home through town with friends, saying I had to get back and help my mum with something, and I would walk the long way round, by the river, alone, thinking thinking thinking.


I still messed about with my friends, stayed reasonably engaged in class, laughed a lot and spent the evenings on the landline talking utter shit with people, but something was holding me back from being entirely . . . there. Actions and interactions didn’t feel quite so easy. I was withdrawing.


Something was wrong.




TAKING ROOT


A trauma involving a total loss of physical function and a pretty solid staring contest with death is bound to have some kind of psychological impact on a young person, at least for a while. Through reaching a trusting, open dialogue with a therapist, I’ve realized just how significant the experience was for me. The anxiety that began to creep in back then, when I was trying to readjust to normal life, grew into something that would become woven into the very fabric of my existence as an adult. It would, at times, make life feel like a joke I wasn’t in on.


It took me nearly fifteen years to begin working out what may have made me the way I am, and to start properly tackling it. Fifteen years is a long time. A lack of trust in therapy (I had some dire experiences), along with fear and an unwillingness to accept myself as unwell or weak played a large part in making my relationship with anxiety so drawn out and difficult. But it was also down to a general lack of understanding, I think – my own, my parents’, my caregivers’ – of the ways in which anxiety, a feeling we all know, can knock someone clean off their axis.


Here is the reality: In 2015, anxiety disorders were the most common kind of mental health problem and, overall, one of the biggest burdens of illness in the world. A major study conducted in 2012 by researchers at the University of Queensland, surveying nearly half a million people across ninety-one countries, suggested that, globally, one in thirteen people suffer from clinical anxiety. And yet anxiety remains a riddle to so many – including those who suffer with it every day of their lives.


There are things we do know. We know that anxiety is not a tangible ‘other’; an infection or something that buzzes around us, waiting to sting. For some of us, though, if the right confluence of factors is at play, our normal responses to the stressors of life – which include anxiety and fear – can become dysfunctional.


The ‘fight-or-flight’ response is a part of every human body’s acute stress system, and is at the root of how we respond to fear and stress. This handy reflex works by stimulating the heart rate, dilating air passages and contracting blood vessels. All of this increases blood flow and oxygen to our muscles so that we can be ready to run away from something life-threatening: a wild mammal, a fast car, a dangerous person. It’s pretty important as physiological responses go. However, for me, and the millions of other people out there with clinical anxiety, the fight-or-flight system short circuits. There are many factors that can contribute to this happening – genetics, trauma, drugs, hormones, physical illness. Although the exact cause of any anxiety problem cannot be isolated, we know that the response – one wired into our psyche as a natural, helpful response to life – ends up being unhelpful, because it is triggered unnecessarily, all the time.


There are all kinds of metaphors associated with this short circuiting, but I like the one about records: If we think of the brain as being like a vinyl record, pressed with grooves, which the needle slips into to play a track, it’s often said that someone with an anxiety disorder has, for whatever reason, dug a series of grooves in their mind, which they slip into on a hair trigger of fear. We develop thought patterns, rituals, avoidances and obsessions relating to where and how we’ve felt anxious before and, at the slightest threat of experiencing that anxiety again, the fight-or-flight response kicks in. As an example, there is a road in Dalston, East London, which I can’t walk down without feeling a little itch in my gut. I had a very bad panic attack there once, which created a traumatic memory associated with that place – a groove. This means that now, whenever I pass by that spot, my subconscious brain tells my conscious brain: ‘Hey, we need to be on guard here,’ and I start to feel anxious.


I can’t really do anything about this knee-jerk synapsing; it’s happening at too deep a level. I can, however, control my response, which is something I’ve been taught how to do in cognitive behavioural therapy. For fifteen years, though, I would respond to even the smallest niggles of anxiety with spirals of disastrous thinking:


Oh, I feel really uncomfortable all of a sudden. I had a panic attack there once, on that corner. What if I had one there again – wouldn’t that be an arse? Oh god, it was so awful – I couldn’t see straight and my arms and legs felt so hot and tingly, I felt like I was having a stroke and I had to run into an old man’s pub to use a horrible toilet and, oh god, what if it happens again? Will I be able to get to a toilet in time? Oh god, now my stomach hurts and I feel sick! I hate feeling like this! Why can’t I stop it?


When we consider how anxiety has become tattooed on society, it’s right to question why we need a system as sensitive and prone to glitching as the fight-or-flight response.


Charles Darwin, who was reported to have suffered from a crippling panic disorder for years, which often left him housebound, argued that, to a degree, it is highly evolved to be ‘on alert’ most of the time. But a system that is controlled by one of the most primeval parts of our brains is often a bit simplistic in the way it interprets danger.


Mark Williams and Danny Penman explain this in their best-selling book Mindfulness: A Practical Guide to Finding Peace in a Frantic World: ‘The brain makes no distinction between an external threat, such as a tiger, and an internal one, such as a troubling memory or a future worry. It treats both as threats that either need to be fought off or run away from.’


Sometimes the ‘dangerous’ person is ourselves. The dangerous thing is not a wild beast, but a thought or a recollection.


I’ve negotiated an anxiety disorder for my entire adult life. Twice, it got so bad I had what I can only refer to as breakdowns, even though we’re encouraged not to use that word these days. Depression and anxiety share many of the same symptoms, but during those two periods of my life I was trapped by a new, 1000-volt level of anxiety with a thick duvet of helplessness on top. These were times defined less by sadness and more by living in fear of the next minute, and what physical symptoms it would bring.


Am I losing my mind? Should I call an ambulance? Could I take a load of sleeping pills that would make me sleep for days but not kill me? Am I going to have to go onto a psychiatric ward?


These were the kinds of questions I asked myself in the past when stuck in a cyclone of negative thought, my ability for rationality sweating out through my warm spots.


While staring at pictures of myself as a child, or even as a teenager, before the whole nearly dying thing, I’ve asked out loud, ‘Where did she go?’ It’s like there are two versions of me – Version 1.0: Pre-Anxious and Version 2.0: Anxious.


I miss Version 1.0 like a limb.


After that first panic attack in the science block toilets, I thought about nothing else for the next fortnight. It happened again a few times and, each time, the fear of it happening again cranked up a gear until the fear became a slow, steady hum. An actual hum, too, right at the back of the neck. At night I’d cry, wondering what the hell was going on inside me, but telling my parents or friends was out of the question. The idea of actually talking about it made it seem more real. I became convinced it was a physical problem, anyway – something related to my damaged insides. For obvious reasons, this was scary to think about.


Three weeks of misery slowly passed and, after experiencing one totally sleepless, sweaty night, I turned up at the GP surgery on my own at 8.30 in the morning. I pleaded with the receptionist to let me see someone, not really knowing what I was seeking help for. Luckily, someone was available: a doctor I’d not seen before. I told him what I’d been going through and he sat back in his chair, pursing his lips. ‘Based on your medical history I’m going to run some blood tests,’ he said, ‘but I think what you’re experiencing may be panic attacks.’


He gave me some leaflets and referred me to a counsellor, who turned out to be an old lady working in a musty room in the community centre next to the Shell garage. She smelt of my grandma, Oil of Olay and wool.


This sweet lady’s modus operandi was saying, ‘It’ll be all right,’ and giving me a couple of elastic bands to wear on my wrists. She told me to snap them against my skin every time I felt the onset of an attack, which, for me, meant starting to feel nauseous, dizzy and full of pins and needles. She told me that there was nothing to get ‘stressed’ about.


I don’t remember the bands alleviating the physical symptoms at all, but I knew no better and they at least made me aware of a flow of energy that needed catching. Somehow. However, despite this woman’s kindness and my GP’s commendable behaviour in referring a seventeen-year-old to a therapist rather than immediately putting her on medication, I can’t help but look back with resentment at the laid-back attitude of it all.


Still, through a combination of the distraction of preparing to leave for university in London, herbal sleeping tablets and a slightly better understanding about what panic attacks were (I had become very good friends with Ask Jeeves) and the claustrophobic loops of anxiety they cause, I did get slightly better. I realized that, with the ‘right’ things in place (avoidances) I could get through a day like anyone else. Or at least in a way that wouldn’t make my anxiety noticeable to anyone else.


Once at university, I created no support network for myself in my new surroundings, despite reaching a mini crisis point mere weeks before. Through sheer bloody-mindedness and a heavy backpack of stigma, I told myself I’d be fine. I had to be fine. I had a name for these episodes now, anyway, and that was the main thing.


On my first night in halls of residence, before heading down to the common room to meet loads of other freshers and whoever was playing the spellbinding acoustic version of ‘Stairway To Heaven’ I could hear coming up the lift shaft, I wrote ‘UR OK’ in tiny biro letters on the base of my thumb. I rolled my eyes at myself and the American teen movie cliché of it, but I wanted to have something to remind myself when I looked down that I was all right, that I could do it and that I was the same as everyone else.


By this point both my parents knew about the anxiety, mostly because I’d had to explain the abundance of fawn-coloured elastic in both their houses in the summer before I left home. The Bishop’s Stortford branch of WHSmiths didn’t know what had hit it. They were nice-ish, my parents, if a little confused about what was actually going on. I couldn’t answer when my dad asked, kindly but slightly despairingly, ‘What do you have to be anxious about, though? You’ve got it all going for you.’ I was anxious of being anxious and frightened of having a panic attack the minute I left the house, but just couldn’t put that into words then. Without ever having needed to understand anxiety before, I guess no one knew what they were dealing with.


Once out there alone in the world, I’d say I was fine when my parents would call. I couldn’t be arsed to talk about being anxious, mainly because I couldn’t bear the idea of them worrying. I found it suffocating – that invalid thing again. Of course the reality was that, underneath the excitement of independence and beginning to discover myself and what the world had to offer, I was living with a constant background fear of having a panic attack when I left my little room and was out and around other people.


In lectures, supermarkets, train stations and pubs, the fearful thoughts were like a second heartbeat. I could be like everyone else, absolutely I could, but only if I’d got everything aligned in my head. Only if I could get out if I needed to. If I couldn’t get out, the ‘what if?’ spiral would begin. Not having a clear path of escape – even in the mini Sainsbury’s on Victoria Street – became a trigger for real, all-body fear.


Like many others with an anxiety disorder, my life became defined by a pattern of ‘safety behaviours’ relating to where, when and how I’d felt anxious in the past, which helped me navigate living in London on my own. Places got red-flagged if I’d had a panic attack, or been close to experiencing one, there: No, you shouldn’t walk through Green Park to get to that seminar because you had a panic attack there last week. Find another way.


This kind of thing became a never-ending internal dialogue and something my therapist now refers to as ‘The Chatterbox’. But back then, even when the endless ‘chatter’ exhausted me, I didn’t think about therapy seriously. In fact, while trying to find my place in this huge, sexy city, around loads of sexy, brainy people, I felt ashamed by the idea that I might need therapy; that it would make me less than whole, different to everyone else having the time of their lives. Every time I did have a thought about talking to someone, usually at night, I’d quickly shake it away: You’re not crazy, fool.


I got through those first two years of university with all my caveats and avoidances. I had an absolute ball at club nights like Trash, Nag Nag Nag, Misshapes and Kash Point, all meeting points for every shade of ‘other’. They were heaven, those clubs, teeming with cool kids who were realizing they could paint themselves however they wanted and be both outsider and insider – part of something, a feeling of beautiful havoc. For me, it was like all the fashion and pop culture magazines I’d obsessed over in my teens come manifest. I’d never seen boys snogging boys on dance floors, while other boys kissed girls, and girls kissed girls up against the wall.


Trash, in particular, was a club night that housed so many firsts for so many different people. Even the regulars felt a buzz of relief when they’d passed the door girl’s inspection. If you didn’t look right, you weren’t getting in. The Yeah Yeah Yeahs were big when I started going. I remember queuing from really early on the Monday night that they were due to play a ‘secret’ show. As they tore through the baggy garage loops of ‘Date With The Night’ at deafening volume, and Karen O turned every set of genitals in the room inside out with her screaming and charging, I thought: It’s happening. Look at me, here, doing this. It was one thing reading about a band in the NME in a park in Bishop’s Stortford, but being in a club and watching them play so close that you could smell their BO was something else.


It was in those clubs that I met my people. I met myself, really. When I think about late-night London in the early noughties I feel giddy. Only, I wasn’t always in the middle of the crowd in nightclubs or gigs. I liked to be at the side of the throng, gently engineering whichever group I was with to stay near the toilets and exits. To feel safe, I had to know where these were in every place I entered, especially considering that, at the sharp end, my anxiety mostly manifested with gut issues. I was terrified of shitting myself, basically, even though it had never happened. It still hasn’t. But anxiety doesn’t believe in evidence. I would come to be reminded of this over and over and over again.


If I couldn’t see a toilet, or at least a fire exit sign, I was screwed. My night was spent gently obsessing about how I could get out if I needed to. Although there was something paradoxically comforting about surrendering your body to a crowd of jerking figures in a dark room, every voice swallowed by the thunderous volume of the speakers, if I got too hemmed in I’d start to panic and would end up doing a French exit, legging it without saying goodbye to anyone.


I’d walk home to my student accommodation (right by Victoria Station) trying to breathe deeply and pull back the gallop of my thoughts. Well, it was good while it lasted, I’d think. But thank god you got out when you did. Imagine what would have happened if you didn’t.


I now know that every time I fled somewhere in a panic like that, I was telling my brain that there was something to be scared of; that every place, other than home, my small room, had a whiff of danger about it. I was making the anxiety worse but had no idea.


Open spaces were a navigable but often daunting prospect and, if I did have to walk through Hyde Park, say, because my friends fancied it, I’d mentally keep track of all the bushes I could hide behind – just in case. I had to sit at the end of the row in every lecture or cinema trip – just in case. If I ever got the Tube, I’d stand by the door, facing the door – just in case.


Every next second and its potential escape route had to be mapped out, because what if I couldn’t get away?


Anxiety feels like a ‘what if’ disease.




CRACKING


By the time I got to my third year of university, I’d ‘what if’-ed myself into a terrible state. At twenty, I had that first ‘breakdown’ I was talking about. I put that word in speech marks because it’s a term often rejected in modern psychiatry for something like ‘crisis’. The words ‘nervous breakdown’ still, somewhere, summon the same images conjured by school rumours about teachers or friends’ parents. You’d imagine fainting, jerking, stupor. But my fear of having a panic attack had become a 24/7 obsession.


I feared walking to the big Tesco in Hackney that was 200 yards away from my house, let alone going to lectures. I needed a ‘get-out’ plan for every possible eventuality, even if I was just nipping across the road for milk. Eventually, this volume of misplaced adrenalin became unsustainable for my brain. I broke down like a clapped-out car.


At twenty, I had my first episode of depression. It happened very quickly: proper depersonalization (a sense of detachment from your surroundings, as if nothing, even your body, is ‘real’), fourteen-hour stretches of sleep, and a total lack of appetite. I just couldn’t move, because every physical movement felt like a hallucination.


For a few days I lay still on my bed listening to Moon Pix over and over again on a boiling hot Discman. I’d read that Cat Power (aka Chan Marshall) wrote the album in the midst of a breakdown, so somehow it felt apt, even though I’d previously had no understanding of what a mental breakdown would actually look or feel like. Marshall’s voice, a misty searchlight, was an echo; the voice I couldn’t find even in myself for how I was feeling. There’s one song on that album, ‘No Sense’, with a dragging, Al Greenlike guitar refrain and lines such as ‘Can’t you see the moon is hollow? It makes no sense’, which are a bullet in the back on the rare occasions I listen to it now. I actually interviewed Marshall a few years ago and told her this. She got tearful and then it got a bit awkward.


Summer winds tapped my neighbour’s eucalyptus branches against my window and I became more and more worried about what to tell my lecturers about just not turning up anymore. I lost a stone in under two weeks. I’d stare at my flatmates making dinner and think: How are you doing that? How are you just making food and talking to each other? How are you hungry? Can you see the delirium I feel inside as I try and laugh with you about our landlord? How are you concentrating on the TV? How are you opening the patio doors to smoke and not collapsing in the sunlight?


I finally went to my GP and it took me nearly an hour to get there. ‘There’ being under a mile away. The doctor prescribed Sertraline, an SSRI (selective serotonin reuptake inhibitor) antidepressant frequently prescribed for anxiety disorders.


He seemed surprised as I was talking, saying, ‘Well, you look well.’ Why? Why was he surprised? Because I’d showered and had clean hair and clothes? Because I wasn’t sat on the chair rocking, clawing at my skin? Because I could string a sentence together? What does ‘not well in the head’ look like? I said none of those things, of course. Instead, I managed something along the lines of how I felt I wasn’t living, just existing – like my salad days were limping by like, well, wet salad.


In In Search of Lost Time (Volume II), Proust writes the following on adolescence:




In a world thronged with monsters and with gods, we know little peace of mind. There is hardly a single action we perform in that phase which we would not give anything, in later life, to be able to annul. Whereas what we ought to regret is that we no longer possess the spontaneity which made us perform them. In later life we look at things in a more practical way, in full conformity with the rest of society, but adolescence is the only period in which we learn anything.





The spontaneity of semi-adult youth that Proust describes had seemingly escaped me. I was twenty and I felt so old. Knackered. Desperate.


‘I’m not living the life of a young person anymore,’ I told the doctor.


His reply was something like, ‘What does that mean to you?’


To which I answered: ‘Wanting to do things and actually being able to do them without chickening out or running away.’


I gave an example: going to Tesco without worrying about losing it in the freezer aisles. He started laughing. Looking back, I feel so heartbroken and embarrassed for myself sitting in that room.


I didn’t like the therapist the GP referred me to. Actually, that’s unfair. I had nothing against her personally – she was just very young. (At least the old lady back in my hometown had something maternal going on – this girl didn’t look much older than me.) She spent the entire time (literally) ticking boxes on a clipboard and barely looking me in the eye. It took so much for me to rationalize being in the room – let alone get to the place – but there was no flowing conversation, just multiple-choice questionnaires. The process didn’t seem catered to me, the individual, but rather just ‘An Anxious Person’. It was all dictated by one question that she posed over and over again: ‘What is your goal?’


I didn’t have a ‘goal’. I just wanted to stop waking up with an invisible concrete block on my chest every morning. This wasn’t specific enough, she said. Too broad. Without anything focused, we simply couldn’t proceed! In the end I think I said going on holiday, but I stopped seeing her after four weeks because I didn’t feel held in her mind as anything other than a name on a piece of paper. After what ended up being the final session, I walked out of St Leonard’s hospital on Kingsland Road thinking: It’s just not fucking worth it. No one understands. But even worse than the bilious, lost feeling was the growing belief that, because my anxiety hadn’t gotten even slightly better with therapy, I must be immune to treatment. Resistant, incurable.


Like my recollections of my very first steps into the mental health service, looking back on that time sparks anger. How dare a GP laugh at how I described my situation?


I listened then, of course, because I knew no better. The antidepressants did nothing miraculous or definitive. The side effects – an upset stomach (nothing new there), nausea, excessive yawning and very strange dreams – were uncomfortable for a couple of weeks, but over an indefinable amount of time I gradually felt able to step outside my obsessive thought webs for longer periods, and that in turn helped me to gradually expose myself to the outside world again. My appetite came back. I went to the big Tesco and bought peas. I can honestly say that, out of everything I’ve achieved in my life, walking through those automatic doors with a bag of Birds Eye vegetables and some fish fingers in my hands felt seismic.


I confided in my course leader via email who very kindly sent seminar notes for me to read at home with a note saying, ‘I know how difficult you might be finding it to get here at the moment. But you should know that “getting better” is relative. What we do is learn to cope.’ It didn’t register then that she was saying she knew what I was going through first-hand, but I know now through subsequent correspondence that she was.


I also told one friend! This was a huge deal, considering how I’d kept my breakdown hidden from even the people I shared a bathroom and kitchen with. My flatmates were usually too hungover to notice whether I was even there or not, though, which at the time I saw as a godsend. The friend I had told clicked into a new setting. She turned up on my doorstep to take me for walks in the park, texted me something silly in the mornings and gradually got me moving further and further away from the house. Her innate understanding, at twenty, of how to help someone who was struggling the way I was, still, to this day, startles me. We grew apart socially, as people do, but I feel I owe her a great debt. Lucy Luscombe, if you ever happen to read this, you helped me out of a great ditch, girl.




PADDLING


I stayed on the medication for a couple of years. The fear of having a panic attack or being ‘caught out’ still draped the back of my mind most days, but the curtains had become less heavy. When I would have an attack – one a week, maybe, rather than every day – it’d take another few days to get back to normal, but I was all right, really. I was managing the anxiety reasonably well and Christ, compared to how I’d been before, management felt like great progress.


Capitalizing on this new distance from daily fear, at twenty-one I threw myself into editorial internships left, right and centre. I made enough tea to fill the Vredefort Dome, did photocopies for anyone who’d have me and treated every tiny paragraph I was allowed to write like sacred script. Soon enough, I was employed as a junior writer. I’d done it. Having given up a degree in medicine to do English Literature at the last minute – a decision affected in no small way by how I was feeling at the time (scared shitless of the concept of seven years’ study) – being handed a contract with the word ‘writer’ on it was really something. After a while, I tapered off the pills. I was good. Still living with daily anxiety, but going out a lot and generally feeling connected. I tried recreational drugs and liked them, but never really drank. With alcohol I felt I couldn’t control the high as much, and obviously, losing control of my body was at the root of this whole sorry thing.


Between the ages of twenty-one and twenty-seven, I achieved a lot. I’d written for almost every broadsheet newspaper and glossy magazine I’d ever wanted to write for. I got a job as a junior editor at Dazed & Confused (a title I worshipped as a teenager) and, over the years in subsequent positions, travelled the world interviewing people I admired, and reported on interesting things. On the surface I was buoyant, gliding through life like a swan and able to take whatever life threw at me: tense meetings, long-haul flights, tighter deadlines and more high-profile commissions. But, like that proverbial swan, serene above the water, under the surface, gradually, it had become chaos again. Paddle paddle paddle.


Towards my twenty-seventh birthday, the old safety behaviours started to creep back in. My social life shrank. People were cancelled on last-minute when I felt funny about leaving the house. Just in case. The only exception was Kate, my closest friend. With her I’d have to collapse to the ground and attempt to drink my own urine like a water fountain before she’d bat an eyelid. She has an anxiety disorder too, see. She knows the language. Speaking freely and, as Kate and I have, laughing about the ridiculous things anxiety has led us to think or do in the past, is a relief like no other. We’ve cackled ourselves to tears over things like how she filled a water bottle with diluted whisky and Bach Rescue Remedy just to get through the day in art school during a bad period of anxiety. Hearing how marooned other people have felt makes your own experience less of a skyscraper.


Around this time, mornings would begin with the sensation that my ribs were actually being squeezed – a new symptom. I felt a strong, physical pressure in my lungs as soon as I opened my eyes, and it got worse throughout the day when I started to ruminate about how bad I felt again. One small cluster of thoughts, spurred by something as innocuous as having to hoover the hallway, could actually change my breathing and I couldn’t seem to stop it.


Why am I getting anxious about this? It’s just hoovering the fucking carpet. Does the fact that I’m getting anxious about this mean I’m back to square one? Is this what my anxiety has reduced me to? A person fearing going into the basement to get the hoover? The absolute state of me.


Obviously, things like boarding a plane to travel somewhere for work, which did have to happen a fair bit, became less and less straightforward. Once you’re hurtling through the sky in a giant bean can, there’s no way out. I wasn’t scared of crashing. Rather, it was a fear of not being able to leave my seat with a clear escape route to the toilet – the only place no one could see me freak out, if I freaked out. Once, at the apex of a panic attack I had on a plane to New York, I imagined myself with crystal clarity opening the doors at 37,000 feet and throwing myself out. It was a beautiful thought and one far superior, at that moment, than having to deal with another second of the abject dread and nausea crashing through my body. ‘I’ll be fine if I roll,’ I said to myself. Later, as the panic fell away, I laughed out loud at where my mind had gone. I imagined surviving the jump and having to explain it to reporters: ‘Yeah,’ I’d say, teeth a row of bloodied black stumps, femurs sticking out my thighs like cutlery. ‘I just needed some air.’


Sitting at my desk at the Observer, where I worked on the supplements for a few years, I would agree to have lunch with colleagues over iChat, then cancel five minutes before because I couldn’t stomach the idea of going to sit in the canteen, where I didn’t have a quick escape route. Just in case. The anxiety was bearable sat at my desk working, but walking towards a different bank of desks made me feel seasick. It didn’t take long for the chest-crushing thing to be a daily constant. Am I going mad? I feel like I’m going mad.


Just locking up my bike and getting into the building every day felt like a huge achievement. I thought about going back to the GP several times, only I now equated a visit to the doctor with not being taken seriously. I knew antidepressants were an option, but had begun to find the idea of them quite foul. I saw them as the point of no return. Here are a few things that went through my mind as I worked out what the hell to do with myself:


Antidepressants are a marker of failure. In taking medication, surely I am entering last resort territory? In having to take a ‘happy pill’ every day to function normally, am I resigning myself to being a fuck-up? So what if people are getting tired of me cancelling on them last-minute because I’ve had a panic attack en route to meet them and can’t imagine moving any further than whichever street corner I am on? So what if I’ve called in sick to work more than I felt comfortable with? Why should anyone know? Can’t I just cope with this? I can cope with this.


I wasn’t coping, though. I couldn’t. Not alone. That’s the thing, and it has always been the thing. I was pretending and I needed help. I quit my job under the guise of going freelance, but, subconsciously, I think I knew I was going to implode.


Incredibly, no one knew. I hid it as best I could from absolutely everyone, using physical illness or happenchance as a bluff for anxiety. Over the years I’d become a master of disguise and no one, but no one, could have told you I had a serious problem with anxiety. My parents had no idea I was suffering again, either. By not talking about anxiety in years I assumed and hoped they’d forgotten about how I was before I went to university. The only people who had some insight into how I was feeling were my partner, Hanna, and my best friend Kate. But I couldn’t even bring myself to be completely honest with them, the people I trusted most in the world.


My previous partner had known I suffered with anxiety, but I never told the whole truth then, either. I spent a great deal of our relationship hiding from it in ways that must have been very frustrating to live with, slipping in and out of moods that must have appeared sulky, vacant, or daydreamy at best, but were actually instances of trying to talk myself out of a meltdown. If I started to get panicky and feel unwell while we were out somewhere, I’d just make up an excuse and go home early. I’d say I had a headache or a stomach ache if I couldn’t imagine myself getting on the Tube to go and meet people, because it was essential that no one knew. I couldn’t just say ‘I feel very anxious’ because I could barely accept the reality myself. Avoidance behaviour after avoidance behaviour enabled me, as they always had, to live the bones of a normal life. Then, three years ago at the time of writing, I had another breakdown. That word again. The only one that fits. This time the fall was much harder.


In retrospect, it had been building for a while. I’d run out of excuses for flaking on people. My insides had never recovered from appendix-gate and I found myself in the position of needing bowel surgery. This was a frightening prospect, which I couldn’t seem to rationalize, even with the help of my new therapist. (Yes, I had found one with whom I got on initially, but whom I believe held me back significantly in ways I’ll go into later.)


Travelling for work became increasingly stressful, each airport departure lounge lifting the cloche on a new set of anxiety symptoms. Before going to Kenya on an assignment for the Guardian, I sat in a toilet in Heathrow’s Terminal Three convinced, absolutely plain as day, that my neck vertebrae were about to snap like bits of chalk and paralyse me because the pressure in my head, as my thoughts spun out of control, was so strong. It was as if a separate entity to myself sat on the porcelain: What if I have a panic attack in the middle of the Kenyan countryside and have nowhere to hide or go to the toilet? What if I freak out on the plane and am not allowed out of my seat? What if I lose it in a part of the world where I know no one and end up being locked away somewhere because no one knows what to do with me?


What if!


It’s exhausting and boring as all hell just typing those words out. Eventually, though, each panic attack I had took longer to get over than the last. Over the space of a few months, they joined up in a constellation of frustration, tears and despair.




A MIND ON FIRE




Depression is melancholy minus its charms





– Illness as a Metaphor, Susan Sontag


Depression. A melancholy not just minus charm, but defined by physical pain. It was physical disease, the ‘break’ marked by crying, constant dizziness, all-over body aches and completely diminished appetite. This, for anyone who knows me and my Henry VIII-like ability to gorge, would probably be the most alarming thing of all.


Hanna somehow knew exactly what to do. She didn’t look at me taking an hour to eat one piece of toast and say, ‘Come on, finish it,’ nor did she force me to try and get up and do things. She asked me what I needed every day and most days I told her just to go to work. I wanted – needed – to be alone and she understood my fear of being viewed as an invalid. I remember thinking, please don’t leave me, but I never said it. The time when I eventually asked, ‘Why are you sticking around for this? What can you possibly be getting from this relationship right now?’ was the only time she got frustrated.


It seemed like I went to bed one night and woke up the next morning a different person. The pressure at the back of my head, the cerebellum, buzzed like a fridge in the middle of the night. I recognized that buzz. Over twenty-four hours, I became someone who literally couldn’t stop crying, could hardly eat, wouldn’t answer the door or the phone and couldn’t run a bath without sobbing at the desolation and pathos of it all. I was supposed to be finishing a book proposal for my new literary agent, but all I could do was eat Ryvita, watch Friends reruns on YouTube, and read Gone Girl (shout-out to Gillian Flynn for writing something so compulsive I could actually have the periodic luxury of being distracted from my thoughts). It was like looking over the edge of the Shard the entire time, a deep vertigo at my very core. I wasn’t just experiencing physical symptoms, I’d become them. Anxiety had finally got me by the neck, with a claw on every finger, and said, ‘Time’s up, mate.’


Depression and anxiety very often go hand in hand. In fact, the symptoms are often indistinguishable. Every seven years, the government’s Health and Social Care Information Centre carry out a survey in England to measure the different types of mental health problems people experience in a year. It was last conducted in 2009 and found that 9.7 people in 100 had mixed anxiety and depression disorders, often referred to, somewhat unfortunately, as MADD.


When I became depressed, my rational brain knew somewhere that such a heightened state of arousal couldn’t be sustained. It makes sense to me now. I went to see Professor David Nutt, psychiatrist and professor of neuropsychopharmacology at Imperial College London and chair of the UK’s advisory committee on the misuse of drugs until 2009, to talk about drugs and mental health for this book. He told me: ‘There’s just nowhere for that much maladaptive arousal to go, which is how I teach my students on how anxiety can become unsustainable for an individual.’


Still, on the crest of this new, sour terror, I couldn’t accept that depression had become a symptom of my anxiety through sheer mental overload. That, to me, was failure, no matter what my partner said to the contrary and how much love and patience she bathed me in. I was repulsed, more than ever, by the way I had become. Angry as a forest fire. But frustration and anger are too close to anxiety, and as the momentum of thoughts such as Why has this happened to me?, Why couldn’t I stay in control? gathered, the worse I felt. I’d forgotten what it was like to experience and recover from depression before, or that recovery was inevitable – because it is; it is inevitable, full stop. After enough time passes you can tuck memories of pain away so tightly that you almost forget they’re there. Almost.


For three weeks I didn’t go further than the shop at the end of my road and felt, for the first time in my life, rationally suicidal. When your mental and physical pain are so acute, you’re desperate for something bigger than you to hoover it all up. When that pain seeps into every second that you’re awake, the only thing bigger than you is death.


I didn’t really want to die, though. I yearned in my bones to see the ink-spot eyes of my future newborn babies. To stand at the feet of Jordan’s high mountains. To huff the warm bellies of all my future dogs as they lay blinking in the sun. Dogs filled a lot of my thoughts then, when I closed my eyes, as did jumping into bodies of water. I wanted a future, I did. I just didn’t want to be living in fear of the next minute and, when there’s no respite from the savageness of depression, you fantasize about how you could just make everything . . . stop. I don’t ever want to feel like that again.


An infuriating thing I found about depression was my inability to connect with music and images I knew I loved. It was as if my synapses had become blocked like fatty arteries. Lying on the bed – not under the covers, because getting in was really giving up and something in me wasn’t ready to do that – listening to music on YouTube through my headphones, I tried to ‘test’ my emotional responses to songs I loved. Working my way up to my favourites, I hoped I’d flip a fuse somewhere that’d snap me out of despair. A few songs had an effect. ELO’s ‘Strange Magic’ transported me to lying on my back with my sister doing foot wars, Jeff Lynn’s voice hanging on the same breeze that brought the smell of roast potatoes through the house. Dennis Wilson’s ‘Lady’, a short, soft dream of a song, evoked memories of nice train journeys. The jackpot was Nina Simone’s ‘Sinnerman’, played so loud my earphones crackled. I felt her. The words barely registered, despite concerning someone going frantic on judgement day, trying to hide from divine justice behind talking rocks and in bleeding, boiling seas: the kind of imagery ripe for a depressed person to roll around in. I played it over and over for days on end because the pace and rattling cacophony took me out of myself. These days I run to it, luxuriating in the freedom of the movement I didn’t have then. I always feel a pang as the first few piano notes tinkle.


One song really fucked me up during these bed-based DJ sets, though. ‘Good Fortune’ by PJ Harvey:




When we walked through Little Italy, I saw my reflection come right off your face / I paint pictures to remember, you’re too beautiful to put into words / Like a gypsy you dance in circles, all around me and all over the world.





Those might be my favourite lyrics ever. But hearing them at three in the afternoon as children laughed outside my bedroom window made me feel so wrong. Why this song over any other had such an effect I don’t know, but it made me agonize: Would I ever be somewhere like Little Italy again? How would my reflection bounce off someone’s face if I found it too terrifying to go outside and be around people?


This is the mortifying reality of depression. It turns everything inwards. You relate every sound, every vision, back to your suffering and what it means. It’s selfish and bratty and desperate. But no one can see into it. Not really.


Only Hanna knew the storm I was carrying around. But even she couldn’t really know, because no one can see into another person’s brain when they’re standing in front of them. The writer Matt Haig explains this kind of dual existence in his memoir of depression and recovery, Reasons to Stay Alive, when he writes about first becoming depressed while living in a villa in Ibiza:




The weirdest thing about a mind is that you can have the most intense things going on in there but no one else can see them. The world shrugs. Your pupils might dilate. You may sound incoherent. Your skin might shine with sweat. And there was no way anyone seeing me in that villa could have known what I was feeling, no way they could have appreciated the strange hell I was living through, or why death seemed like such a phenomenally good idea.





One morning I found myself trying to work out what might knock me out for a decent amount of time, but not require my stomach to be pumped and a compulsory hold on a psychiatric ward. That was the same morning I looked online for the nearest CBT (Cognitive Behavioural Therapy) therapist because I’d read a lot about CBT being ‘The Thing’ for anxiety. I also rang my GP and asked for an emergency appointment. Enough was enough. I knew that I’d probably have to wait for a referral for CBT on the NHS, but didn’t feel like waiting was an option, so I was pretty sure I’d be going private. Within a week I had seen both a GP and a new therapist. This was big. The GP was fantastic, although rejected my desire for some kind of medication that would just send me to sleep, which initially made me very upset. Instead, after taking a thorough history of my experience with anxiety, she prescribed a low dose of an SSRI called Citalopram. Of course, it took me ages to even think about taking it.


On the day I went to see the new therapist, who I’ll call ‘S’, I watched the clock until the time came to walk to his house, about 600 yards away from mine. My brain was a swarm of flies, but I tried to feel hopeful. ‘I think this is peaking now, and you can regain control,’ he said after I’d told my story and, despite my legs shaking against the chair with the urge to bolt from his house straight back to my bed, I listened. He was dry-humoured, incredibly kind and appeared to have a scientific understanding of why the brain behaves the way it does, which appealed to me instantly. Humour and straight-talking science were obviously the ticket, because that afternoon was my first real turning point in fifteen years.
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