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Anatomy of a Breakdown

It’s a funny business, crying in the loos at work.

The usual form when crying is to let your body do whatever it wants. You allow yourself to contort and push and twist. You force the emotion out. You squeeze and squirm and shudder.

But you can’t do any of that in the loos at work. You must stay completely frozen and silent, so as to avoid giving the game away. You must keep your legs still and snuffle your sniffles with a fist full of loo roll. You must remember to do a ‘phantom flush’ lest Gary from Accounts in the adjacent cubicle smells a rat. After all, as every ex-public school boy knows, the only thing worse than crying in the bogs is someone else knowing that you’re crying in the bogs.

So there I’d sit on the cold marble floor, head in one hand, phone blinking with fresh emails in the other, hoping that at some point the torment in my head would pass.

For nearly two years this sorry sight was part of my daily routine. Some days I could manage a few hours at my desk before my first trip to toilet cubicle two. Other days it was more urgent. Often it was the first thing I did on reaching the office. I couldn’t stop it, I couldn’t control it and I couldn’t bear it. I just had to cry.

It all started after I went to a party – that fucking party – a farewell bash for some friends who were moving to South Africa. Not a particularly big party, mind you. Nor, as it happened, a very good one. And I’d actually been quite well behaved. Drunk enough to dance, sure, but not much more.

So, as I lay atop the bed covers fully clothed the next morning, light searing in through my lazily uncurtained windows, I felt a deep sense of injustice. I hadn’t expected any hangover at all, let alone one of this intensity. And it was intense. Assessing the damage, I ran through my usual Sunday morning checklist:



Half drunk bottle of Peroni on the bedside table? Check.

Headache? Check.

Nausea? Check.

Dry, itchy eyes? Check.



All standard stuff, except it wasn’t. Something was amiss. Something about this particular hangover wasn’t right.

Why is my chest tight? Why am I beginning to sweat? Why is my vision blurred? Why can’t I breathe? Why is my heart pounding? Why won’t it stop? What is happening? Why is my heart thumping like this? Fuck I’m dying. Fuck I’m going to have a heart attack. FUCK. FUCK. I’M FUCKING DYING. I’M ABOUT TO FUCKING DIE!

It came in waves. Inexorable waves of panic, which would surge up from just underneath my solar plexus and ripple out across my body. I didn’t, or maybe couldn’t, move. I just lay there, frozen in fear, mouth open, eyes fixed on the ceiling, waiting for the next convulsion, assuming that at some point it would be curtains for me.

I stayed like that for 10 minutes before, finally, the waves began to subside. Although they never fully subsided. For the rest of the day, every 30 minutes or so, there’d be another judder, another crack of panic. My chest would tighten, my heart would thump and the singular mental terror of imminent death would return. It didn’t follow any schedule or rhythm. The claxon of consternation would sound without any warning. I remember trying to make lunch when – WHACK – a new hurricane of panic arrived. I dropped the plate, crumpled to the floor, closed my eyes and screamed.

I tried everything to make the feelings of nervousness go away – showering, eating, exercising – but to no avail. When evening arrived, I even tried drinking a beer. Actually, I tried drinking a few. But that didn’t work either. If anything, my mind whirred even faster than before. I could feel my chest constricting with every cold, fizzy gulp.

I didn’t sleep a wink that night. I tried to, of course. But sleep is like getting an erection – the more you think about it, the less likely it becomes. ‘If only I could sleep,’ I said to myself. ‘I need to sleep.’

It took forever for Monday morning to arrive. I tossed, I turned, I stared demonically at the alarm clock. During one surge of anxiety I very nearly called an ambulance, but managed to talk myself out of it. My situation was already pretty embarrassing, and having other people know about it would only make it worse.

I can’t tell you how I got to work that morning, but somehow I did.

‘Good weekend?’ asked my smiley colleague, Lily, as I approached my desk.

‘Not really, Lil’,’ I said staring emptily ahead.

‘Are you all right?’ she asked. ‘You look like shit.’

Or at least I think that’s what she said. If I’m honest, she’d lost me at ‘Good weekend?’ I’d stopped listening, and started panicking.

Without saying another word, without even taking my coat off, I made for the toilets, crashed into a cubicle, slammed the door shut, fell to the floor and began crying. Not sobbing or weeping, but full-on, visceral, abdominal crying. That’s how the crying started. That’s how it all started. That’s how I broke down.

Panic stations!

If you’ve never experienced a panic attack I suspect it all sounds a bit wishy-washy. Like the sort of thing that wouldn’t have existed a hundred years ago. They’d have called it a ‘funny turn’ or a ‘momentary hysteria’. Wet



flannels would have been sought, leeches would have been applied.

Unfortunately, panic attacks are real things. They’re not dangerous, but they are real and they are terrifying.

For me the physical stuff comes first. My heart pumps harder than before, harder than I think it can. The muscles across my chest tighten, and tighten, and tighten, until my breath becomes short and shallow. Sweat melts out of every pore. I’m dizzy. My eyes can’t focus.

Some people can stand up while they have a panic attack. I can’t. I wither and collapse to the floor, or into a chair, or onto a bed. My body is just too focused on panicking to do anything else.

Accompanying the physical terror is the mental one. There’s only one thought in my mind when I’m having a panic attack – ‘I’m about to die!’ screams the voice inside my head. Over, and over, and over again at voice-cracking, ear-splitting volume.

It’s how I imagine a pilot feels in the moments before a plane crash. I’m about to die and there’s nothing I can do to stop it. I have no way, no mechanism, of regaining control. It’s over. It’s about to happen. I’m going to expire. In a few moments I’ll slam into the ground and everything will go black.

I can’t be with other people when I’m having a panic attack. I don’t want to be seen, and I don’t want to see. I don’t need support or reassurance. I need it to be over. I need it to pass. I need it to be 10 minutes into the future, right now.

I’ve known Guy for nearly 15 years. As well as being an incredible GP, he’s also my friend’s dad. And a cool dude – one of those parents who you actually look forward to seeing. Over the years he’s patched up loads of my mates. Always in confidence, with a smile and with an answer. After two weeks of crying in the toilets at work, I booked an appointment, moped into his surgery and sat down silently.

‘What seems to be the problem?’ he said.

I told him everything. I told him about the party a fortnight ago. I told him about the Sunday morning panic attack, the crying in the loos, the fact that I couldn’t stop worrying.

‘What exactly are you worrying about?’ he asked.

Everything. I was worrying about everything. It wasn’t just a fear of immediate death any more. It had moved on. It had evolved from a series of finite panic attacks into a continuous, all-pervasive nervousness. A fear of fear. A worry about worry – an obsessive and involuntary one. As soon as my brain came up with something new to think – like what to wear to work or what to have for tea – the anxious thoughts would arrive.

‘Never mind all that,’ would come the interruption, ‘you’re about to have another panic attack and this time it’ll be even worse than before.’

‘Why has it taken you two weeks to see a doctor?’ asked Guy.

It hadn’t. In fact, Guy’s was the sixth medical opinion I’d received. Although his was the only one that made sense. The others – the three different A&E doctors and two GPs – just thought I was being a bit silly. It was a hangover gone wrong, they said. I just needed to rest, to get some sleep, and everything would go back to normal.

‘But I can’t sleep,’ I told them. ‘I haven’t slept for days.’

‘Sorry,’ they said, ‘there’s not much we can do.’

Guy did a few simple tests. Put your arm in this, look into that, breathe into this until you’re puffed out. That sort of thing. Which, it turns out, is a standard quack tactic – run a few tests to make them think that you’re investigating, then diagnose them with what you already knew it was.

‘Have you ever heard of something like this before?’ I said. ‘I’m terrified.’

‘Josh,’ he said calmly and confidently, ‘you have an anxiety disorder.’

It was the first time in my life that I’d been diagnosed with something. Unless you count conjunctivitis or a verruca (but I’m fairly sure you don’t). Certainly I’d never had anything that came with a ‘long-term management plan’ or its own charity.

It was an odd feeling; a bizarre blend of relief that I wasn’t the first to go through what I was experiencing, and alarm that I had got something. Something that could get better, stay the same or, God forbid, get worse. It was inside me, squatting in my brain. It could leave quickly and quietly after a few days, or it could be there forever. Maybe I’d be like this for the rest of my life. Maybe it would kill me.

I’m not being melodramatic, by the way – it could have killed me. Being a man under 50, I was already in the high-risk category for suicide. With this diagnosis that risk went up several notches.

Guy prescribed me with a Valium-type pill for use in emergencies and referred me to a CBT (cognitive behavioural therapy) therapist down the road.

‘It’ll get better,’ he said. ‘It’ll take some work, but it will get better.’

I’d love to say that over the following few days I started the fightback, but that would be a lie. Instead I did what most people do when they’re diagnosed with something: I talked about it incessantly, and googled the shit out of it.

The latter was a terrible idea (isn’t it always?). I started out on the NHS website with its lovely, publicly funded, balanced and impartial advice. But that wasn’t any good because it didn’t tell me exactly what I wanted (i.e. that I would be completely fixed very quickly). So I cast the net a little wider, and very quickly found myself in the weird and woeful world of mental health forums. What fresh hell that was. Don’t get me wrong – I love the Internet. If anything, I love it too much. It’s just not very good at fixing mental health problems. Trawling the Internet to cure an anxiety disorder is like trying to extinguish a fire with petrol, or like trying to save a drowning person with a lead lifebelt, or whichever laboured metaphor you prefer. The point is, far from making me better, ingesting other people’s misery made me much, much worse. It only gave me more things to worry about. Maybe, like @Meera_P4tel, I’d develop an eating disorder, too. Or I could become addicted to sleeping pills like @WilmaWondes. Or I could acquire a substance abuse problem like @MagicMark21.



Welcome to the Mental Health Muppets Forum! 



The place where well-meaning pseudo-therapists and malevolent trolls come together to make your problem worse!

Please register to comment.



Thread: Help! I think I have a problem.



@Jimbob2340 Member: Posts: 1

hey guys. I’m a 24-year-old male. I had my first panic attack and I’m feeling really nervous the whole time about nothing in particular. Been like this for like a week. Will it get better?



@NiceKnowItAll Member: Posts: 42,567    

sounds like you’ve got Generalised Anxiety Disorder. I’ve had it for 4 years. I’m much better now but it takes time to heal. Have you seen a doctor? Fingers are crossed for you.



@PessimistTroll Guest: Posts: 5

I agree with @NiceKnowItAll you’ve got GAD. You’ll never get better. Mine is worse than ever. you will probs kill yourself.



@Jimbob2340 Member: Posts: 2    

Thanks guys. I guess I’ll see a doctor. Wish me luck!



@Trump4Pres_21 Member: Posts: 53

People like @Jimbob2340 make me sick. You are clearly very weak. You snowflakes need to man up!



The weeks that followed my diagnosis were exhausting. I ricocheted around, physically drained, but mentally wired. I had no plan at this stage beyond ‘living’. I was at the mercy of the anxiety. It decided when I could sleep, what I could eat, how often I could see my friends. Sometimes it would allow me the odd smile or enjoyable trip to the cinema, but otherwise its leash was extremely tight. Just as I’d start to get excited about something, or even suggest that I was enjoying myself, the anxiety would call me to heel. ‘There’s no point in looking forward to the weekend,’ it would say. ‘You’ll be nervous the whole time so there’s no chance you’ll enjoy it.’ Sometimes I would challenge the thoughts, but often I just went with them. It was easier that way.

Outwardly I don’t think much changed. I didn’t lose any weight (sadly) or hair (thankfully), and I didn’t call in sick to work. I must have been pretty weird at work though, dashing off to the loos, suddenly going silent in meetings, but never enough that my colleagues suspected something was up. I never cried openly or broke down in front of them, or anything juicy like that. In fact, thinking about it, I’ve only ever properly broken down in front of one person, my poor flatmate Adriana. It happened very early on when she came home from a work trip and found me hunched on the kitchen floor whispering ‘I’m so fucked’ over and over again. Not what she needed after a 10-hour flight back from India. She was lovely about it, of course.

It’s difficult to say exactly how long this first ‘phase’ lasted. Six months, maybe. Six months – 180 days – of sheer, unchanging, obsessive, involuntary, intrusive worry. McDonald’s used to advertise their 24-hour restaurants with the slogan ‘If you’re up, we’re up’, and it was like that with my anxiety. It was there all the time: from the moment my eyes opened, to the exact second I closed them.

‘I won’t be able to eat because I’ll be nervous’, ‘My girlfriend will dump me because I’ll always be nervous’, ‘I won’t be able to sleep because I’ll be nervous’, ‘I’m going to get fired because I’ll be nervous’ . . . Worry, worry, worry. It was relentless. It was exhausting. It was, speaking plainly, shite.





A Meze of Misery
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A Meze of Misery

Without doubt, the depression was the scariest.

The anxiety was frightening, maddening and exhausting. But the depression was worse. At least through the anxious episodes I wanted to get better. During the depressive ones I didn’t. I couldn’t. I couldn’t force myself to exercise, or see friends, or breathe. I couldn’t muster the energy to get better. And this, combined with the fact that I knew how depression ends, made it terrifying.

Depression and anxiety make odd, but extremely common bedfellows. Odd because, to me at least, they’re polar opposites. Anxiety is a heightened, hot, intense state of being. It’s frenzied and scatty. My mind fizzes and whirrs. It’s a manic, nervous energy, but there is at least some energy. Depression is none of those things. It’s the opposite. It’s the absence of feeling. It’s not sadness, it’s nothingness. It’s total apathy. It’s cold and dank – a lead dressing gown, a damp, suffocating pillow over my face. The world is only grey and cold. Everything is shit.

I’ve had countless mini-episodes of depression and two big ones. The short ones last a day, the longer ones about two weeks. Regardless of the duration, though, the thoughts are always the same. Or rather the thought is always the same: ‘Why am I so fucking useless?’ As with the anxious thoughts, this depressive one comes involuntarily and obsessively. Why am I so fucking useless? Occasionally I’ll introduce a snippet of evidence to prove that it’s true. I didn’t sleep last night because I’m so fucking useless. But mostly, I don’t need to. Why am I so fucking useless? Mostly, it’s just obvious. Why am I so fucking useless?

When I’m anxious I can do other things. I can function, and sometimes I can function pretty well. When I’m depressed I can’t. Usually I just lie on the bed, stare at the ceiling and marinate in my own misery. In fact, just last month Cali found me sitting in the car, engine off, staring aimlessly ahead. I’d been in B&Q buying wall plugs (sexy, right?) when the depression hit. With no warning, this huge wall of apathy just slammed into me, right there in aisle four. Somehow, I made it through the checkout and managed to drive home.

‘How long have you been here?’ Cali asked me as I wound down the window.

‘Oh, only a couple of minutes,’ I lied. Judging by the clock in the car it had been at least an hour. And I’d left the fucking wall plugs in B&Q. Why am I so fucking useless?

The first big depressive episode was the closest I’ve ever come to killing myself. The second time I had some objectivity – I’d lived through a bad patch and had some sense that it could get better. That wasn’t the case with the first big low. I had no way of seeing beyond the despair. I’d just lie on the bed, or sit in a chair, and let the apathy and self-hatred wash over me. I thought about suicide quite a bit. On nights when I couldn’t sleep, I’d imagine how I’d do it, and what it would feel like. I’d imagine my funeral, guessing at who would attend, and what they’d wear. I’d picture my father’s quiet anguish, my mother’s tears, my brothers, Cali crying as her friends Vicky and Laura consoled her. A common response when someone commits suicide is ‘How selfish. Why didn’t they think of their friends and family?’ Let me assure you, when you’re that down, when you’re that close to death, your friends and family are all you think about. It’s just that sometimes they’re not enough. Sometimes people sink so low that not even their loved ones can save them.

That’s how it was for my mate Max. Unlike me, he actually tried to go through with it. Not that I knew it at the time. Back then, I, like most of Max’s mates, just thought he’d had a car crash. Now I know it was much more tragic than that. He was driving home from work at Christmas time and just decided, right there on the M1, that enough was enough. He’s better now
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