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With thanks ...


This book would not have been possible without the amazing people who came forward to be interviewed about their personal experiences of living with bipolar disorder. We thank each and every one of you for your courage, eloquence and willingness to share your most private, intimate experiences just because you wanted to help others who find themselves in the same boat ... We can’t thank you all enough.

• Alison, 35, whose daughter Vicki, aged 15, was diagnosed with bipolar in 2006

• Amy, 26, care worker, who was diagnosed with bipolar in February 2005

• Ashley, 40, artist, musician and care worker, who was diagnosed with bipolar disorder in late 2006

• Carl, 49, motorcycle mechanic, who was first diagnosed with bipolar 27 years ago

• Dave, 33, personal trainer, who first noticed bipolar symptoms at the age of 24

• Debbie, 36, insurance claims handler, who was diagnosed with bipolar at the age of 22

• Doreen, 65, retired, whose mother Agnes was diagnosed with bipolar disorder at the age of 60

• George, 49, voluntary carer, who had his first manic episode at the age of 24

• Gill, 64, retired, whose son Neil was diagnosed with bipolar in 2002

• Ingrid, 37, IT officer, who remembers her mother being diagnosed with ‘manic depression’ when she was eight years old

• Jackie, 37, secretary, whose husband David, 36, has had rapid cycling bipolar for ten years

• Jane, 42, account manager, partner of Dave, who has had bipolar, for five and a half years

• Jayne, 38, full-time mother, whose own mother has had severe mood swings ever since she can remember

• Jo, 32, media executive, who lives with her partner Tom, 43, who was diagnosed with bipolar 12 years ago

• Jude, 28, teacher, who was first diagnosed with bipolar a year ago

• June, 55, retired teacher, whose daughter Laura was diagnosed with bipolar in February 2007

• Keith, 57, retired probation officer, who was diagnosed with bipolar in his early twenties

• Lesley, 34, town-planning consultant, who was diagnosed with bipolar in 2006

• Neil, 37, scientific officer, who was diagnosed with bipolar in 2002

• Paula, 36, dog groomer, whose ex-husband David had bipolar disorder

• Paul, 36, unemployed, who has had symptoms since adolescence, but who was diagnosed with bipolar disorder aged 36

• Rachel, 26, part-time student, who was diagnosed with bipolar at the age of 17

• Reka, 26, saleswoman, who has had symptoms of bipolar disorder since the age of 17

• Richard, 55, retired chief financial officer, who was diagnosed with ‘manic depression’ in 1981

• Sharron, 42, retired office manager, who was first admitted to a psychiatric hospital at the age of 21, but only diagnosed with bipolar disorder at the age of 30

• Sue, 52, retired care support worker, who was diagnosed with bipolar in her late thirties

• Tamara, 26, student, who was diagnosed with bipolar disorder in 2001

Some of the people we interviewed asked us to change their names. We hope that one day in the near future, no one with mental illness in their life will feel they have anything to hide. Until that day, we have, of course, respected each individual’s right to privacy.

We would also like to thank all the people who gave up some of their valuable time to share with us their expert knowledge and opinions, provide useful information and answer infinite questions. In alphabetical order, enormous thanks go to:

• Clare Armstrong, NHS Practice Development Officer in Ayrshire and Arran, Scotland

• Jeremy Bacon, Groups and Self Management Director at MDF The BiPolar Organisation

• Lizzie Curtin, Publicity Manager, Oneworld Publications

• Shabir Dyer, pharmacist and natural health guru at Victoria Health

• Professor Guy Goodwin, W A Handley Chair of Psychiatry, Oxford University

• Ian Hulatt, Mental Health Advisor to the Royal College of Nursing

• Professor Steven Jones, Professor of Clinical Psychology, Spectrum Centre for Mental Health Research, Lancaster University

• Professor Peter Kinderman, Professor of Clinical Psychology at the University of Liverpool

• Julie King, ward manager of a psychiatric unit in Essex

• Juliet Mabey, co-owner of Oneworld Publications

• Susan McAuley, psychiatric nurse with 24 years’ experience

• Ian Maidment, Senior Pharmacist, Kent & Medway Partnership NHS Trust, and Senior Lecturer, Kent Institute of Medicine and Health Studies, Kent University

• Tim McDougall, Consultant Nurse in Adolescent Psychiatry at Pine Lodge Young People’s Centre in Chester

• Professor Richard Morriss, Professor of Psychiatry and Community Mental Health at Nottingham University

• Professor Alan Ogilvie, University of Oxford Honorary Research Fellow and Honorary Consultant Psychiatrist in Oxford, and CEO of Equilibrium – The Bipolar Foundation

• Fiona Slater, Editorial Assistant, Oneworld Publications

• Kate Smith, Production Manager, Oneworld Publications

• Michel Syrett, Editor of Pendulum magazine

• Dr Sara Tai, Clinical Psychologist and Lecturer at Manchester University

We would especially like to thank the hugely talented and supportive trio who agreed to write a foreword for the book, each representing a different viewpoint on bipolar:

• Paul Abbott, TV screenwriter, has written episodes of Coronation Street and Cracker and the dramas State of Play, Clocking Off, Touching Evil, Linda Green and Shameless. He has won numerous BAFTAs and Royal Television Society awards, as well as an Emmy and the Writer’s Guild of Great Britain Award. He revealed that he has bipolar disorder during a radio interview in 2007.

• Jo Crocker is sister and PA to actor, broadcaster, director and writer Stephen Fry. Stephen, who was diagnosed with bipolar in 1995, wrote in his autobiography Moab Is My Washpot, ‘Jo runs my life more efficiently and more sweetly than is credible, and knows that were she not there I would be as a balsa twig in a tornado [ ... ] My life could neither have been led nor written without her.’

• Professor Nick Craddock is head of the Cardiff University Psychiatry Service where he specializes in diagnosis and treatment of bipolar illness. He is scientific adviser to MDF The BiPolar Organisation and is on the management boards of the International Society for Bipolar Disorders, the International Society of Psychiatric Genetics, and Equilibrium – the Bipolar Foundation. Further information about Professor Craddock’s work, including how to help with research, can be found at www.cardiff.ac.uk/medicine/research/bipolar



A word from Paul Abbott


The first my family knew about me being a writer, or even wanting to be, was when they saw my photo in our local paper, aged 16, wielding the trophy I got that day for my story in the Lancashire Literature Festival competition. Their congratulations came instantly laced with discomfort and suspicion about me not being quite a full shilling, because I hadn’t told a soul about this, nor for that matter, much about myself at all for a good long while.

It wasn’t uncommon for one Abbott or another to be splashed across the Court Report pages, to reactions of tormenting laughter at being so thick as to get caught, at all! ... never mind the gimpish reputation it inflicted on the family name by making it into the bleedin’ paper!

Being way down the pecking order in our big, chaotic family, I reckon I took up writing as a means of communicating without being contradicted. Truth being, I never consciously took up writing at all. I wanted nothing else but to be a surgeon in an outfit like Médecins sans Frontière. The writing thing crept up silently and it found me, like a latent self-defence mechanism rallying to jumpstart its host, having detected early warnings for the jet-black, depressive tailspin that was heading for me like thunder.

This wasn’t the first time I’d done something bizarre and unpredictable. The last event was attempted suicide and being sectioned at the age of 15. Somehow, winning a writing competition was more embarrassing and inexplicable than a suicide slam. This heralded the beginning of the end of my relationship with the wider orbit of my family.

I hadn’t deliberately kept secrets from anyone. But I had no clear memory of doing this. I don’t mean amnesia – I remembered the anxiety of writing that story and rewriting with a mission, knowing I needed higher than average quality to stand a hope in hell of succeeding, or face scorching humiliation if I bodged the job in public. I couldn’t fail. Mustn’t. So I won, which was great. But to this day I don’t know what possessed me to seek out combat of any sort, never mind a scrap on this scale.

Years later when I found myself doing something equally bonkers and ‘out of character’ it dawned on me that I had a regular, cyclical pattern for doing stuff like this behind my own back, seemingly without my authorization – those ‘I swear, it wasn’t me!’ periods.

Actually, it was. It was the same me I’m no longer ashamed to recognize, the me I have learned to feel proud of and take credit for, the one winning regular BAFTAs and gongs for outstanding achievement. Then lifetime achievement awards I’ve received for maintaining high standards in my work which, in turn, racks-up the reputation of British drama in the outside world. I’m paraphrasing the prize giving eulogies here, not trying to show off! Point being – nearly all those BAFTAs and various prizes for outstanding achievement came from material I wrote during periods of manic propulsion, vivid cycles of accelerated behaviour that I now, but only recently, have learnt to come to terms with being the way I am.

After 20-odd years of this, I’ve obviously grown a fairly hefty CV. These ordinarily get updated by your agent or a PA so I don’t need to be involved, but when I did look at it properly for the first time, it was like a shrink’s X-ray, a disappointingly predictable, graphic demonstration of my bipolar phases – some more volcanic than most, but in stark black and white print, reveal a correlation between my mood swing cycles and achievements. During my last manic cyclone, I created and produced not one but two full primetime drama series – State of Play and Shameless – in a 12-month period. Proud as I am of both those titles, output like that isn’t just ‘not quite normal’, it’s as barking and demented, and as riddled with potentially dangerous consequences, as it can get in this Non-Full-Shilling Club!

I can only describe these manic cycles as some kind of protracted convulsions that can last weeks, months or sometimes years before I get to stop for a breather, look back and check out what the fuck I’ve been up to this time. I can only dream of being as brave and clever as it might appear on the outside.

Having surprised myself by reaching my forties, I am now able to do this with a bit more admiration for the results I produce, and with a better understanding that all of this stuff comes from me – well, parts of me that ultimately form a full shilling, eventually! You can’t blame me for loving the volcanics as much as I do on occasions. They’re always odd. Same here!

Many bipolar people I know wouldn’t sacrifice their illness. I don’t have an opinion on this because I wasn’t given the option of ownership in the first place. It belongs to me, and seemingly, me to it. We come as a pair. My wife Saskia and kids Tom and Annie might well tell you they could do without the ‘fizziest’ bits at both ends of the upsy–downsy daisy scale. But nowadays I can be frank about my state of order, and cool about them offering advice when a behavioural shipping forecast is suddenly required, which is, for me, inexpressibly comforting to be a task we share as a family.

I was delighted to be asked by Amanda and Sarah to contribute a foreword to this book, Bipolar Disorder – the Ultimate Guide. I’m pretty sure they regretted this the day we first met in London. They arrived armed with a dozen questions for me, but never stood a chance of airing a single one of them. I talked non-stop for a good two hours then waved them off. Only after they’d gone did I realize I didn’t know what either of them actually sounded like! Well, they did ask!

This is the one book I wish I’d had in my pocket for each and every time when I’ve had to try describing myself and my oddness to anyone I love. It is quite possibly the most comprehensive and enabling guide I’ve come across to date, remarkably accessible, friendly and nourishing for anyone needing to know about people like me. Us.



A word from Jo Crocker


Jo who exactly? I hear you wonder – well, a fairly ordinary Jo, really, but I have an extraordinary brother. His name is Stephen Fry and in 1995 he was diagnosed with bipolar disorder. Some of you may be familiar with this. In 2006 he presented a two-part documentary The Secret Life of the Manic Depressive, in which he told his story of diagnosis and understanding of the condition woven throughout the stories of both well-known and not so well-known sufferers of the illness and the impact of the condition on them and their loved ones. Each and every personal account was heartbreakingly moving.

I have been Stephen’s Personal Assistant for 20 years. He often introduces me as his Personal Sister which, I think, neatly sums up our sibling and professional relationship, both of which fill me with pride. The impact of the documentaries was perhaps naively and massively unexpected by me in terms of the public reaction via letter, email, telephone calls, text and posts to the forum on his website. My very small part in the two films (a discussion of his dramatic exit of a West End play and brief few weeks missing abroad in 1995 that led to his eventual diagnosis) had in turn a huge impact on me and my understanding of what I had always subconsciously known was different about my brother.

I should stress that Stephen’s form of bipolar condition, cyclothymia, is thankfully relatively mild, and is described in Bipolar Disorder by Professors Guy Goodwin and Gary Sachs as a ‘mood variation that typically takes place over many years with sub-syndromal mood depression or elation as a frequent feature of an individual’s personal experience’ (the science bit ...). Nonetheless, the impact of Stephen’s disorder on our family and myself has been very real.

I was seven when I discovered my brother after he made his first suicide attempt. I remember the ambulance arriving, the family upset and finally, thankfully, Stephen returning home, stomach pumped and apparently restored. Stephen’s story of his adolescent years and varied subsequent troubles is well documented, but looking back I can see that the impact of these testing times led to troubles of my own. The most trying on my parents must have been my phase of feigning illness at school so as to come home and demand attention from my poor mother, who had more than I could possibly realize to deal with and worry about at the time.

Much more positively it was during these years that I made up my mind to ‘look after’ Stephen, come what may, and of course I had no inkling that his spectacular career would allow me to fulfil this ambition to such great personal satisfaction.

His diagnosis allowed me to look back on the subsequent years of being in his close proximity assisting him (I shared his house in London in the late 1980s and early 1990s) and realize that I subconsciously and instinctively read his moods. I have to say, nothing hugely dramatic but the diary never lied about the enormous scale of personal and professional commitments he would undertake. I would, and still do, sternly point out when there is a full two weeks or more of engagements morning, noon and night. Most are unavoidable but some can be gently re-arranged for a later and less fraught time ahead.

I particularly worried when he was away for long periods alone writing or filming and we were out of physical contact, especially because I knew he was ‘self medicating’ in perhaps not the healthiest way (thankfully this is not the case now). I would find excuses to call him early in the morning with some daft reminder (that he was perfectly capable of remembering himself), just to check. Just to check ...

Watching the documentaries, it was a shock to learn that the condition is hereditary and can strike at any age, perhaps as the result of certain stressful triggers – which finally, hurrah, brings me to talking about this wonderful book, written by two such warm and compassionate cousins as ever you could hope to meet who both have close family members with bipolar disorder. Should I ever worry about myself or another close family member developing the condition, this book will answer any questions that I might have in the most friendly and uncomplicated style.

It really is Bipolar Disorder – the Ultimate Guide that stands as a unique and approachable reference book for those with the condition and their loved ones, who more often than not are their prime carers, who are most concerned for them and all aspects of their welfare.

So many of the truly remarkable letters from bipolar sufferers written to Stephen following the documentaries thanked him for ‘being one of us’ and those from their loved ones told movingly of how the programmes had helped them understand the condition more fully and got them talking openly about it for the first time. I thank Sarah and Amanda, Amanda and Sarah (they deserve equal billing) for writing this book for all of us who need to understand more about the illness and, armed and empowered with this knowledge, spread the word that bipolar disorder, indeed any mental illness, is not an embarrassment to be hidden behind closed doors.

Stephen answered the final question put to him in his film emphatically that he wouldn’t change his condition ‘not for all the tea in China’. I know how lucky I am that this is his response. I wouldn’t change him either, not for all the Jimmy Choo handbags in the whole wide world. I hope Stephen will know, frivolous though it is, how much this truly means.



A word from Professor Nick Craddock


To improve the well-being of the millions of individuals whose lives are touched by bipolar disorder, there is an urgent need to increase understanding of the illness. This requires a major research effort to pin down the causes and triggers of bipolar disorder, in order that we can develop better approaches to diagnosis and more effective treatments that are tailored to the individual.

In addition, it is vital to help sufferers, family, friends, carers and the general public understand what bipolar disorder is, how it affects people and what is known about it. Bipolar Disorder – the Ultimate Guide does exactly that. It is written in a clear and accessible way, and provides a balanced and informative overview. I am delighted that Amanda and Sarah have written this book – I have no doubt that it will be highly valued by its readers and will contribute to increasing awareness of bipolar illness and reducing stigma. I will definitely recommend it to my patients.



INTRODUCTION

IS THIS BOOK FOR YOU?

If you’ve been diagnosed with bipolar disorder, there’s no doubt that life has dealt you a challenging hand. The condition has been under the media spotlight recently, with a lot of emphasis on how it can boost energy and creativity in a positive way. There’s a lot of truth in that, of course, but the reality of bipolar is often a much bleaker picture. The World Health Organization has identified bipolar disorder as one of the top causes of lost years of life and health in 15–44-year-olds, ranking above war, violence and schizophrenia. And new research from Edinburgh University has found that people with bipolar disorder suffer from an accelerated shrinking of the part of the brain that controls memory, face recognition and co-ordination. The truth is that when symptoms spiral out of control, living with this condition can be a complete and utter, seemingly never-ending nightmare – both for the person with bipolar disorder and for those who live with and love them.

If bipolar disorder is in your life, this book will be useful to you in three ways. First, it aims to answer all the questions – practical and emotional – that you will inevitably have. Second, it will offer hope because more has been discovered about bipolar disorder since the mid-1990s than was discovered in the 50 years before that. Also, there’s increasing evidence to show that this sometimes debilitating condition can be kept under control with the right combination of psychological therapies, medication, support and lifestyle choices. However unpromising the outlook, it is possible to lead a healthy, happy life with a diagnosis of bipolar. Last, but definitely not least, this book will help end the stigma and feeling of shame that often come hand in hand with mental illness. There’s no shame in breaking a leg or being diagnosed with asthma. Why the shame of bipolar? One day there will be none. This book is one step closer towards that day.

We want to stress, though, that this book has not been written just for those with a diagnosis of bipolar disorder. It is equally intended for their family and friends – the network of those who care for loved ones with the condition. Bipolar has a huge ripple effect. If you’re a mother, father, husband, wife, partner, sister, brother, son, daughter or close friend, you probably suffer in silence from the loss, the unpredictability, the helplessness, the loneliness, the ignorance of others, the shame and the fear. This book will help you offer them your love and support in the most helpful ways possible, without losing your own sanity in the process. And if you’re a blood relative, it will also show you how to minimize your own risk of developing the illness.

The bottom line? This book is the emotional equivalent of a good friend who’s just researched all there is to know about bipolar disorder. It’s brimming with useful, practical advice gleaned from the very latest research and the wisest individuals (psychiatrists, psychologists, psychiatric nurses, pharmacists, therapists) on the planet who have devoted their lives to making bipolar easier to live with. And the book has many other voices too – people with bipolar, and relatives of those with bipolar. Not impersonal ‘case histories’ or ‘studies’, but real people, real voices, all speaking out to tell the world what it’s really like to live with bipolar disorder, helping to dispel the ignorance that often surrounds the condition.

Amanda is an editor and writer, and Sarah is a health journalist, with over 25 years’ professional experience between us. First cousins, we share three close relatives with bipolar disorder (Amanda’s mother, and Sarah’s sister and late father). It’s probable our late grandfather had bipolar too.

This book is dedicated to anyone whose life has ever been touched by bipolar disorder.

Amanda’s story

Our family’s bipolar fault line reached my mother when she was 51, and I believe you can trace the roots of it deep into her past.

We don’t talk much about her early childhood, but I’ve heard enough to know it was desperately unhappy. Impoverished too: she was born and brought up in the grimy heart of 1940s Birmingham, with its Victorian slums of back-to-back houses. But poverty wasn’t the worst part. My mum Irene and her younger brother Jim (Sarah’s father) were ill treated and emotionally neglected by their parents. A few vivid and terrible details have filtered down to me ... the children were starved and had to scavenge in bins, they walked barefoot to school, they were left sitting outside pubs where their alcoholic parents drank all evening. And when my mum was 12, the family broke down – their mother abandoned them to start a new life with someone else, and then their father, struggling to cope, walked out on them too.

My mum’s teenage years were spent first in a children’s home, then with a series of foster parents. She was separated from Jim, who was fostered with an aunt, and their father disappeared from her life altogether. And despite the fact that they still lived in the same city, and would do for the next 20 odd years, my mum never saw her own mother again, even though Mum wrote letters begging her to visit. So she was all alone in the world – until a cold and rainy January evening, when (aged 16) my mother went to the Co-op youth club and first met my father, Gordon ... she’s described how, as she hovered uncertainly in the doorway and saw the handsome, dark haired 19-year-old glance up from the pool table, it was as if her life only began at that moment. In fact I can’t visualize my mother’s face before then – I’ve never seen photos of her as a child ... maybe they’re lost, or maybe none were taken. In the earliest picture I have, she’s perched on my dad’s lap at a New Year’s Eve party, smiling up at the camera, a new engagement ring sparkling on her hand clasping his. When they married at Birmingham Registry Office in 1961, my mum just 18 years old, she was welcomed into my dad’s loving family, and her rescue from the past seemed, at the time, to be complete.

And shall I tell you the most incredible thing about my mum? That despite her terrible upbringing, she was a fantastic mother. My brother Andrew was born in 1963, I followed in 1965, and together we had the happiest of childhoods. She once said to my dad, ‘I have so much love to give ... there’s no end to it’, and she was right. We grew up in a neat semi-detached house in Sutton Coldfield, a quiet suburb of Birmingham, and I guess we fitted the description of an average suburban family – two hard working parents (Dad at a printing company, Mum in a department store), two kids at local state schools, a fortnight in a traditional English seaside town every summer (never ‘abroad’) ... But above all, my brother and I basked comfortably in the adoring gaze of both our parents, who encouraged us in everything we chose to do – when I said I wanted to take a degree in English, Mum helped me find my course at Leeds University, hiding the fact (as I later discovered) that she was miserable at the prospect of me leaving home. Andrew and I took this selfless love and support completely for granted, because we expected it as our right and because we knew nothing else. To us, our family just appeared to be like everyone else’s on our leafy road – happy but ordinary. But to my mum, after the chaotic unhappiness of her own childhood, our cosy life must have seemed utterly extraordinary and wonderful. Of course I didn’t realize any of this at the time, but now I’m so proud of her ... when I think of the model of motherhood she had to work with, our ‘normal’ upbringing appears nothing short of a miracle. How did she do it? I think she’s amazing.

Did Mum have early bipolar symptoms during my childhood? I’ve tried hard to recall any mood swings or erratic behaviour, but none come to mind ... when I look back at those peaceful years, I can only see a calm, confident woman, always smartly dressed, running the complex logistics of family life with infinite care and organization. But bipolar disorder did show up on our family’s radar when I was still at school and my mum’s younger brother Jim returned to Birmingham from Kent. He was already ill, and spent most of his time in a psychiatric hospital, where my mother would visit him every week (until his death in 1987). She brought him back to our house for tea a couple of times, which as an insensitive teenager I resented because she would be upset afterwards. Also I was afraid ... partly because no one ever discussed Jim’s illness with my brother and I (or even gave it a name), but also because I could sense my mum was afraid too. ‘If your Uncle Jim turns up at the house when you’re on your own,’ she would say to me over and over again, ‘don’t let him in. Just tell him you have to go out.’ It’s so sad to think that she was frightened of her own brother, or his illness – and it planted an unwarranted fear and stigma about him in my mind. I wonder now if she was also afraid of developing bipolar disorder herself.

If so, then her fears were realized in 1993 when she was 51 – triggered by hormone changes during her menopause. During that spring and summer, my mum’s familiar, loving personality changed ... she became suspicious, despairing and irrational, accusing my poor bewildered dad of having affairs and plotting to leave her, and finding hidden meaning in every irrelevant detail – the whole world, she declared, was whispering about her. In October, Mum was diagnosed with a depressive ‘breakdown’ and for a couple of weeks was admitted as a voluntary patient to a psychiatric unit. Antidepressants were prescribed for her, which initially seemed to work, so she came back home, quiet but rational. But within weeks her mood shifted again – at first we thought it was only the depression lifting, but she swung upwards even further, not just happy now but euphoric, rapidly shedding her inhibitions and culminating in a full-blown manic episode. At the time I was living and working in Bristol, 100 miles away – Mum had been sounding agitated on the phone, so I drove up to Birmingham for a flying visit one November day, when Dad was still at work. As soon as I arrived at their house, she began to unravel right in front of me. She flung her clothes, jewellery, shoes, family photos, all her most personal possessions, out of the bedroom window, then ran downstairs to hurl herself repeatedly against the living room walls, shouting that the IRA were coming to kill us. I tried to grab her arms and stop her, but she fought back, and I remember looking into those blue eyes I loved, and realizing she didn’t recognize me as her daughter. One of her close friends rang in the middle of this – ‘I’m brilliant, I’m feeling bloody brilliant!’ my mum yelled down the phone before throwing it at me. Their GP turned up, but by then she was far beyond his help. She took him hostage in her bedroom, and in a ghastly parody of her engagement picture, sat on his lap and tried to kiss him. That evening, Mum was sectioned ... My dad, my brother and I watched helplessly as she was carried shrieking out of her house, and taken to hospital to be held down and medicated.

Eventually, after weeks of treatment, my mum returned home, but normality never really has. For the last fourteen years, she has swallowed a daily cocktail of mood-stabilizing drugs, including lithium, with partial success: the mania is kept at bay, the depression (mixed with agitation) is not. When she becomes depressed, irrational and paranoid, her typical behaviour pattern is to refuse all her medication. Sometimes she thinks she’s dying of some mystery disease, so the drugs are useless ... At other times she believes the drugs are laced with poison because doctors want to kill her. ‘It’s too late,’ she says over and over again. ‘It’s too late for me.’ And then she’ll spend days and nights anxiously pacing the house, unable to rest or sleep, eat or drink, and endlessly fixated on her imminent death.

Stopping the medication so abruptly only worsens her mental state, and during a particularly bad episode in 1998 she tried to kill herself. Since then she’s been sectioned back into the psychiatric hospital 13 or 14 times (we’ve lost track), always during these phases, because her doctors fear she could try to commit suicide again. And as she grows older, the cycle of episodes is speeding up – she’s been sectioned three times in the last 12 months alone.

Even when Dad knows that sometimes hospital is the best place for Mum (and as years have passed, he has come to accept this), he dreads it because he misses her so much. He can’t even bear to go upstairs to bed, because she’s not there – he’ll just crash out on the sofa, with the TV blaring away for company, filling the silence of their house. The first few days are especially rough for them both; at first, as she struggles with her mood swings, she’s often hostile and says hurtful things or orders him to leave because she believes she’s going to die. But he still visits the hospital every day. He spends hours just sitting quietly with her, as close as she’ll allow him, waiting for the bipolar cloud to lift from her mind, however long that takes.

Sometimes Dad opens up and begins to talk about how he feels, but then he’ll stop himself and shake his head angrily and say, ‘I shouldn’t feel so sorry for myself … I have no right, I’m not the one who’s ill – I’m not in hospital, am I?’ He finds it hard to accept that his feelings are valid and that he does have the right to think about himself.

In between the mood swings and the hospital stays, when my mum is stable, we say she is ‘well’, but in reality of course it’s a qualified ‘well’. Yes, she’s rational, but all her old self-confidence has gone, and she’s nervous and emotionally fragile. She can see the negative effect that bipolar has had on her life and she resents it bitterly – she would ‘press the button’ to be rid of it in a heartbeat, and so would my dad. Both my parents live with enormous tension, always wondering what each day will bring. It can start well, but they don’t know how it will end. One Christmas, we spent a great morning around my dining table, playing daft board games with my children: Mum was laughing, the kids were laughing, we were all happy. Twelve hours later, her mood had swung into the familiar drug-refusing depression and agitation, and my brother and I were struggling with her on my driveway, trying to ‘persuade’ her into my Dad’s car so he could drive her back home to the care of her psychiatric team in Birmingham, who know Mum so well. Even after all these years, as we fought to close the car door so that Dad (tears streaming down his face as he pleaded with her) could lock it and drive away, we were still shocked at the speed of her mood change.

As I write this, Mum is stable again ... But for how long? We don’t know. No one does. It grieves me to acknowledge this, but bipolar undermines my relationship with her, and I tiptoe carefully through our conversations, editing what I say. I love her so much, but I can’t share my worries with her. What if stress causes a mood swing? Even happy events can trigger episodes – she seemed to enjoy my fortieth birthday party, but the excitement of it threw her balance of mood into a tailspin, sending her back into hospital only days later. And I’m watching, always watching. Is she too quiet? Does she seem agitated? Why did she just say that? I can’t switch this off ... It’s just automatic. My dad and my brother look for tell-tale signs too, and we compare notes if we think an episode is brewing. There are warning clues we all recognize – Mum coming downstairs in the middle of the night to make herself a cup of tea, for example, which to anyone else would seem so ridiculously innocent, but we know always means trouble. Another warning sign is more poignant. She starts asking me and my brother if she was a good mother. When we answer ‘yes’, she’ll reply, ‘I don’t believe you, because I’m a wicked person.’ It’s heartbreaking beyond words to hear this ...

I have been totally honest with my three children about bipolar disorder – so they’ve heard all about their grandma’s illness, what the symptoms are, and why she sometimes goes to hospital. And they’re completely cool about it. The great thing about telling kids is that they’re still too young to have picked up all the old stereotypes about mental illness – as far as they’re concerned, the brain is just one part of the body that can ‘get sick’, like any other part. They don’t see a stigma. How fantastic it would be if the rest of the world felt the same.
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This is the one book | wish I'd had when

1 was first diagnosed... remarkably
accessible and nourishing 33

Paul Abbott, BAFTA-winning scriptwriter and creator
of Shameless, State of Play, and Clocking Off
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