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Depression is an endless subject because people experience it so differently.
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FOREWORD


There is a war going on with mental health in this country—and it spreads beyond our borders. It is a battle of the minds. The Precipice of Mental Health is about the broader acknowledgment of mental health. Just as for any concern, you have to be able to acknowledge it and discuss it to work toward solutions to change it. One of the primary reasons that parents, spouses, family members, friends, and some people in general don’t understand mental health is that they don’t see what you see or feel what you feel. One of the reasons group counseling exists is so people can connect through similar experiences; they are not necessarily the same but it gives them the platform to express themselves and learn from others who understand them.


Still, it’s disheartening that some individuals must be in that position before they can empathize or understand you. It can be difficult for those with anxiety, depression, or other forms of mental health challenges to hear people say they don’t understand it because they haven’t experienced it. Similarly, you don’t have to be a doctor with cancer to treat cancer. Part of the solution is learning about mental health and what it can look like. Researching or asking the individual in order to learn more is the first step in showing that you care.


Mental health is a societal concern. We must work together to bring awareness and education to light rather than keep the issues hidden in the darkness where they will only fester. We have to put forth more effort listening to people before they reach that precipice of mental health. The point of The Precipice of Mental Health is to take a closer look at some of the ways anxiety and depression can affect you or those you love. It reveals Achea’s journey and the damage it caused her along the way through a lack of acknowledgment, validation, and understanding throughout her childhood and into adulthood. This book, her journey, will help you realize that we have a long way to go to comprehend and accept rather than judging people who are struggling to find their balance before reaching that invisible precipice.


Achea has done a wonderful job shining a light on the darkest parts of anxiety and depression to help you understand what good mental health looks like, realize that you are not alone or stuck, and know that there are myriad resources you have available to attain it.


Alyssa Curry, LPC
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INTRODUCTION


The past rarely visits us on its own. It can bring with it situations or events that we don’t want to think about or feel a connection to—we want to leave them behind. It seems that something always brought my past to the surface, as though I were reliving the trauma. The triggers that brought everything to the forefront were still in existence, and they probably still are, but what’s critical is understanding that triggers that come from the past are more dangerous than you may realize. Repeatedly talking about the past isn’t going to change any of that history, but it can keep me there and cause more damage by replaying the most painful or negative aspects of my life.


My mental illness serves as evidence of my past. But wasting more time or years wondering why my father was the way he was will not change him or the situation. I’ve acknowledged that it’s not worth revisiting. When you walk away from history, use those past experiences to prevent anything like that from happening again. Determine what changes to make in your life so that you can heal. I share with you small inserts or pieces of history, such as my relationship with my father, to show you that I understand my growth and you can too.


In telling my story, I am choosing to glance into the past to learn from it rather than relive it. I’ve finally chosen to step out of that dark phase and into a healthier chapter of my life. This is about taking ownership of what you can control. Perhaps my journey will inspire you to become more self-aware so you can do renovations where they’re needed.


This is my journey, and what I’ve gathered thus far.












CHAPTER 1 THE BEGINNING OF THE END











Over time I’ve learned that healing isn’t linear, and recovery isn’t either. Regardless of the situation, I’ve experienced moments of recovery and healing from depression, but just like a readout on a heart monitor, it has peaks and valleys. Situations occurred in the recovery periods that took me back to an unhealthy place during my childhood. You know—triggers. We all have them, but not all of us have healthy coping skills or know how to manage them appropriately when they’re activated. During some of those devastating moments, I did my best to avoid being upset or pushed toward a setback so I wouldn’t drown in depression. I learned to focus on being present rather than the beginning of my story.


For many years all the distractions of life helped me appear as though I was doing all right—until I wasn’t. Truth be told, for the most part you know when you’re not all right. You always know. When uncomfortable situations arose,when people joked about or said things that didn’t agree with me internally, I had the propensity to blow it completely out of proportion. My dad’s criticism of me became a trigger, and I developed a particularly hypersensitive nature. It wasn’t normal and I knew it, but that’s just the way I was at the time. I had the proclivity to take one thought and expand it into something bigger than intended. If I perceived someone were yelling at me, perhaps it was just their passionate tone but I sometimes took it as anger. And like a hamster on a wheel, I repeatedly replayed the situation and obsessed over it, which only led me to negative self-talk because I thought I wasn’t making that person happy.


I wanted to please people. In group settings and general conversation I’d rehearse conversations in my head, overanalyzing what I thought I said that was stupid. Then I’d rehearse the whole moment and go over what I could have done or said differently, and when my mind took off, it ran rampant. I overanalyzed how I came across to people far more often than I should have. I was focused on controlling my tone and I tried to keep it even and upbeat to please everyone and make them feel comfortable. I often found myself doing things I didn’t want to do because I felt an internal obligation to make people happy even when I wasn’t happy. It was my way of trying to fit in, although I was aware that I didn’t.


When you’re used to depression or have accepted it as part of your life, you just want to get out of that hole and back to your “normal” as quickly as possible. Consciously and subconsciously I’ve stayed busy enough to circumvent the many symptoms of depression so that the impact isn’t as hard. But with anxiety or depression, in time, you can become acutely aware of those moments when they start creeping up on you. The problem is that you may not know how to handle them.


I didn’t want anyone going through what I’d gone through: internalizing anxiety or tightly packing in depression so it wouldn’t show until I—well, imploded. I knew the feeling well. Anxiety and depression had traveled with me everywhere—from home to school and church—waiting for an opportunity to take over. The only time I didn’t seem to have anxiety as a child at home was when I was in my bedroom. Anywhere else, that anxious feeling flooded me. My room became my cave, my closet, my safe space. If I wasn’t forced to sit at the table, I preferred to eat in my bedroom and do homework there. When I was old enough to work, I didn’t have as much anxiety because I didn’t have any standard to meet other than the basic work criteria. I didn’t have problems with customers because they didn’t know me.


When it comes to life, we’re not suddenly dropped into the middle of a situation to falter and figure our way out. None of us is. When we’re prepared to have an honest reflection, we can pinpoint the onset of that problem or uncomfortable situation. I say “honest reflection” because we can always see what we want to see. Nevertheless, there are multiple perspectives—and then there is the truth, which is critical to our mental and physical health.


On occasion, our truth and the truth are two different things. Our experiences shape our truth and narrative. Over time, that has been a constant area of growth for me because my truth hasn’t always been fact. When you are diagnosed with anxiety and depression, the illness may create or contribute to your analysis of the truth. Truth and facts can be different, and they need to be separated to find the truth. Overthinking can cause anxiety. Depression is a liar, and I’ve found it can be the same with anxiety. But there is some truth in my truth. Although my triggers weren’t always based on facts, they were derived from facts. If you want to get to the root of reality, identify what facts support your truth. When I have anxiety, I have difficulty doing just that, and this is when I know that, somehow, I need to stop the anxiety. It’s good to have healthy reinforcements.


See, there’s a beginning to everything—which is often forgotten when problems ensue. But if you pause long enough to think back to when you fell in love, a relationship ended, you changed for better or worse, someone became sick, or anything traumatic happened—whatever prompted that occurrence is the beginning. That’s the point in time when something is set into motion.


At times you may not want to remember particular periods in your life because they’re too painful, so perhaps you suppress them or don’t talk about them. Then, some people in your life may not want you to recall specific points that caused you harm or pain because it could be incriminating to them, but you will, even if it’s when you’re desperately trying to figure out your life so you can fix it. If you get the answers you’re trying to dig up (for closure), those answers can open up more pain. What you choose to do with those memories or that history will not only shape your life, but your emotional well-being as well.


Looking back, I realized that I first began suffering from anxiety and depression in middle school. I could feel something was wrong. Of course, I didn’t know what it was but I felt lumps in my throat as if someone had their hands around my neck, constricting my ability to swallow. My mouth became watery as if I were about to vomit. I’d have cold sweats and then a torrent of tears followed. I thought this happened because my feelings were hurt. I was told I had to toughen up. I needed to hear those words, but I also needed to address my internal imbalance before I could work on cultivating resiliency. I couldn’t comprehend what was taking place because I experienced low moods, fatigue, loss of interest in activities, appetite changes, panic attacks, sleep difficulties, and other emotional problems as a result of what I’d gone through. I felt that everything I was taking in was suffocating me. Situations that trigger anxiety and depression affect everyone differently. It’s important to understand how and where that impact comes.


It seemed as though depression hit me all at once, when in reality, slowly yet consistently, it had been coursing its way through my veins, or should I say, my brain, all along. It may not have been noticeable to others because I tried to manage by hiding it. How? By acting normal. I hid what was going on inside me by hiding behind an exterior facade.


When I was in middle and high school, I took care of my hair and always dressed, well, like a girly tomboy with baggy pants and fitted tops. When I smiled or laughed, I could light up any room. But none of that changed the way I felt internally. I’d shine brightly on the outside, but that light didn’t make it inside—it wouldn’t come on if I needed it internally, and I couldn’t change that. Still, I enjoyed being at a friend’s house, laughing and being silly. If I was home, usually I was in my bedroom watching Family Matters, Growing Pains, Who’s the Boss?, The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air, and A Different World. I took little bits and pieces of the characters’ television lives and tried to imagine them in mine. Looking at their lives made me believe normalcy was because the parents didn’t fight all the time. A Different World gave me something to aspire to—going away to college, having a boyfriend, and living the life I choose. Naturally I had moments of normalcy and wonderful times with my family, but they were short-lived because my mental illness had already been set in motion.


Laughter wasn’t a regular or natural occurrence in our home unless Dad was happy—so I learned to suppress joyful emotions, which became a core part of my personality. I was emotionally mature and more serious than most, which didn’t help me fit into most friendships or relationships. Whenever I felt energy that wasn’t good, I refrained from being physically affectionate and became quiet. That may have given the appearance that I was conceited, which impacted social connections. I sensed that allowing anyone who wasn’t necessarily healthy to have too much influence over me gave them authority to shape my life and emotional well-being. You might not notice this happening at the time, but it will eventually unfold and become clear to you. That’s what happened to me.


Time and experience have helped me learn to pay attention to how I feel mentally and physically when I am around others. It took me a while, but I’ve learned not to be dismissive of my feelings. Sometimes patterns can be an indication of something that needs to change. I don’t allow anyone to make me think it’s just me, as though I’m overanalyzing any situation. I discovered the hard way that when I’m uncomfortable, it’s time to change or leave that environment. There is nothing wrong with leaving a situation instead of waiting for it to trigger you. You’re the one who will deal with the ramifications if you don’t remove yourself from that situation. I couldn’t do that when I was a child, but now I know that when you’re dismissive of what you feel, you’re teaching yourself not to trust yourself. It’s best to address these issues early on rather than allow them to go unchecked and disrupt your life when you least expect it.
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