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THE CLICHÉD INTRO

(AKA Me, Me, Me)
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The human brain can do anything. It can compose symphonies, theorise on the vast absurdity of the cosmos, create artwork that can make grown humans cry. It can love, it can make connections with other human beings that can define your entire existence, it can relay experiences to others in prose and poetry. It can invent, innovate and pioneer. It’s really quite incredible. But when I talk to my anxious brain about this, it’s less than reasonable: 

Anxious brain: ‘Let’s have anxiety!’

Me: ‘But, but the other things?!’

Anxious brain: ‘You heard me.’

You know that trope in movies where an angel and a devil appear on the protagonist’s shoulders? Now imagine that, but it’s just a boring, annoying, tiny version of yourself that appears on your shoulder to tell you everything that you’re doing wrong with your life and revels in over-analysing everything you do. This version of yourself permanently rents the space on your shoulder and you can’t evict it – it’s claimed squatters’ rights, it’s a part of your day-to-day. And frankly, it is a massive fucking inconvenience. 

But let’s start somewhere that isn’t bogged down in an overly laboured analogy. Let’s start with the total bin fire that is my brain. 

I’m mad. I know you shouldn’t use the word ‘mad’ as an adjective to describe mental health disorders. It is, of course, a gross oversimplification and a term used flippantly by people who think ‘random’ is a personality trait. But it’s easier to say to myself that I’m mad than to say, ‘I have several quite prevalent mental health disorders that manifest in many bizarre ways and I am dealing with them extremely poorly through medication, self-pity and an often crass use of deflective humour.’ Maybe let’s not go with mad. Let’s go with ‘unique’. Or ‘bananas’. Or ‘straight up bonkers’. Basically I need a word that differentiates the nonsense that happens in my own mind from what goes on in everyone else’s. I’m different. I am different to how I perceive everyone else in the world to be. I watch the other human beings, all of whom seem to have their shit together, doing their best in the world and I simply panic. I convince myself that I am losing my mind. My friends on Facebook post things about their marriages, their children, their brand new horse harpoons or whatever midlife-crisis shopping they are currently doing, and the closest I get to posting an interesting, life-affirming Facebook status is: ‘I ate an entire share bag of crisps by myself today’ or ‘I managed to hold a conversation with another person for almost two and a half minutes today and I only wanted to run away sixty-three times.’ With the benefit of having worked on my anxiety for years, I know this is just my brain over-analysing everything, I can have a tendency to judge myself by the achievements of others, when the truth here is that no one has their shit together. No one knows what they are doing; in every supposedly happy Facebook post there is realism, hidden behind a bad photo filter. 

We are all winging it – some of us are just better at convincing ourselves than others. At school they imply that by the time you’re thirty you’ll have your entire life figured out. You’ll have whatever fantastical job you dreamed about at the age of six, you’ll have a picturesque family with beautiful children, a dog called Ruffles or Barry or something, a herb garden, disposable income and a secret alcohol dependency. In reality, every person, or at least 90% of us, at any stage of our being on this planet, is screaming internally and wondering what the fuck is going to go wrong next. I know this, I can accept this, but I panic, I feel like I slip further down a rabbit hole of my own invention. This is just how my brain is wired. I can’t take it back under warranty and ask for a new one, or take it to a Genius Bar and ask for a replacement part. The most I can do is try to understand why my brain programmed itself this way.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF MY BRAIN

Step one: Depression

Being a teenager is pretty much an awful experience for everyone. Your body hates you, so it makes everything as awkward as it possibly can – just in case social hierarchies weren’t enough to worry about, now you have just one pube and a weirdly small testicle. You’re completely obsessed with social status, education and expectation. Which means that any form of self-care can fall by the wayside. In retrospect I was depressed long before I was diagnosed but I didn’t know what depression was when I was a teen. Depression was something my music heroes had, it wasn’t for people who worked in petrol stations: you felt bad, you got on with it. Well that’s what I thought, but what I didn’t know was that if you hide something inside yourself for long enough, you break.

I was twenty-two when I first convinced myself to see a therapist.1 The first question they asked was, ‘How was your childhood?’ It had taken me four years to get to the stage where I thought I could handle therapy. It was the fourth time I had been referred by my doctor and every other time I had ignored it, or made excuses about how therapy wasn’t for me. A master in the art of procrastination, I treated my mental illness like a sprained ankle. Ignorance was indeed bliss in this case. ‘If I ignore it, it will just fix itself’/‘These things sort themselves out, don’t they?’ SPOILER ALERT: these things do not ‘sort themselves out’. In fact it takes a lot of hard work and perseverance to start to understand your own brain. 

Imagine how much easier things would be if your brain had a manual. You could just flick to the index, go to M, find ‘mental illness’ and there would probably be a way you could turn it all off and back on again and hope for the best. Wait, I think turning your brain on and off again is technically dying and being reincarnated so ignore that metaphor. Or is it a coma? Let’s skip this bit, I’m stuck in a loop. 

Not to sound like Mr Obvious here, but the hardest part of any mental illness is coming to terms with it. Admitting that you need help, that you can’t do this by yourself, that you are struggling with being you. You can try the pills, the mindfulness, the therapy, the yoga, the clean eating, changing your lifestyle – different things work for different people. So far I have found a mixture of medication and various Nic Cage movies from the 90s are the closest I get to mindfulness. The one thing I remember about sitting in the therapist’s waiting room that day was that ‘Don’t Worry, Be Happy’ by Bobby McFerrin started playing on the radio. All the other patients in the waiting room looked at each other with an expression of ‘This is a fucking joke, right?’ on their faces. I started laughing – my go-to response, my safety blanket. My first trip to the therapist was already like a poorly written sitcom.

‘How was your childhood?’ I thought therapists only asked that in movies just before the protagonist broke down in tears and started screaming ‘ROSEBUD’ or something. I wasn’t ready for that question. I wanted to talk about the present me, the me that was fucking up my life right now. Like many sufferers I had come to the conclusion that I somehow deserved this. Maybe it was penance for leading a worthless life, maybe it was punishment for being a bad person in a previous life, maybe it was karma for that time I ate an apple while walking around the supermarket before paying for it. I don’t believe in previous lives, but as I sat in the therapist’s office, his questions going straight over my head, I seriously considered the idea that if this was karma kicking me in the unmentionables, then I must have been a complete bastard in my previous existence. Like Hitler’s life coach, or Donald Trump’s wig adviser or something. I sat and continued to contemplate this nonsense as the therapist stared at me in silence. I was wasting quite valuable time but I did have a major breakthrough, I think I figured out who previous me must have been – I am 99% sure previous me must have perished after inspiring the headline ‘Local man thinks wooden horse is a completely innocent gift for city’. 

Back when I started learning that my brain was against me, and that its favourite hobby was coming up with new fun mental health disorders for me to deal with, I handled it the way any early-twenties beta male would: I drank and ignored it. As a Brit, this is how I deal with many bad situations. Bad day? Glass of wine! Big bill comes through the post that we can’t really afford at the moment? A couple of gin and tonics! A mental health disorder that you’re not ready to battle right now? An entire bathtub filled with cheap rum, please! I could feel my sanity slipping further away every morning as I looked in the mirror and hated what was reflected back at me. The thing about ignoring something as damaging as mental health problems is that they don’t dissipate, they simply get worse and worse. They rot you from the inside out until something forces you to acknowledge them. I’ll skip the gory details here, but needless to say, I broke.2 And that’s when I admitted to myself that I wasn’t normal.

Anyway, the childhood question.

I answered honestly. My childhood was good. My parents were great parents. My school was a good school. I had great friends. I went to school discos and danced with girls. I did the stupid things kids are supposed to do. My childhood was normal. It wasn’t the cause of my internal bedlam. I became depressed when I was in my early teens, and was diagnosed in my early twenties.3 I can’t pinpoint the exact moment as it wasn’t a case of a switch being thrown. ‘Sane’ didn’t suddenly turn to ‘mad as a box of frogs’. It was gradual, but I do remember being ‘normal’, and then I remember one day taking stock of my life and realising that I was no longer what I thought society defined as ‘normal’. I drank to excess for no reason. I either slept for three days or didn’t sleep for a week. I ate like a Hungry Hungry Hippo or forgot to eat for seventy-two hours. I was irrational. I was erratic. I wasn’t me. 

I hadn’t come to the doctor’s office (that was frankly a massive inconvenience to get to, involving three trains and a bus) to have a strange man question my upbringing. I didn’t have any deep inner turmoil caused by a past disaster that needed to be brought back to the surface. I hadn’t been kept in a well or forced to act as a lightning rod for a crazy uncle’s science experiments or whatever it is that therapists would like to connect with mania in later life. I didn’t have time for these obvious questions. I was broken now, it was a recent thing, so let’s deal with that, please. 

In these first bouts of therapy, each session started with having to fill in the craziness form. The craziness form quantifies your level of batshit from low (not batshit) to high (too batshit). (Sidenote: it’s not called the craziness form, it’s a Cognitive Behavioural Therapy assessment form, which analyses your state of mind in an easy numeric scale, but that’s not as catchy, is it?) Every time I filled in the form, I was getting top marks, which on one hand I was quite weirdly pleased with as it was the only test that I had aced in my life, but on the other hand it meant I was bonkers.4 Eventually I think the strange man got bored of hearing me talk: he informed me that our sessions were over and that I was to take this medication for the foreseeable future. He told me I had ‘severe depression’ and then said to me …

‘If I were you, I would be depressed too.’ 

How comforting! (Sidenote: if you’re not happy with your therapist, always ask for another referral – getting the perfect therapist can be like dating; you may have to go through a few duds before you find the one perfect for you.) I left with my prescription form and thought of it as my golden ticket to the chocolate factory: ‘This, THIS, will sort out every problem in my life,’ I said, as I tried to recreate that bit where Charlie Bucket runs home from the shop. That’s a lie, I didn’t do that, I lit a cigarette and stood in the rain waiting for a bus. Real life is nothing like the movies. If my life were a movie it would probably be something like this:

[OPEN, EXTERIOR, BUS STOP, DAY]

Our hero stands at an empty bus stop, a cigarette hanging out of his mouth as Elliott Smith plays in the background. It’s raining. The bus arrives, he boards, Elliott Smith keeps playing, it’s still raining. He gets off the bus and then boards the train to King’s Cross. Elliott Smith keeps playing, it’s still raining. Now our hero is back to his house. Elliott Smith is still playing, he’s drenched. End. This movie is awful. Budget? £600 million. Rotten Tomatoes score? You can decide for yourself. Directed by Uwe Boll probably because that’s what I deserve.

At this time my version of normality meant getting through a single day without feeling like I had failed at being a human being. Just one day without finding normal human activities utterly bewildering, without finding panic around every corner, without feeling like a disappointment as a member of society or like an utter failure of a person. People – you know, Other People – operated in a way that felt completely alien to me. They went out and had conversations, drinks, experiences, with people! All of these things terrified me. I chain-smoked so my lips were too busy to deal with small talk. To me, small talk was an obstacle course of inevitable disaster. The other person would say, ‘How’s work?’ and my brain would helpfully whisper: ‘Pssst! They don’t care about your work, they are looking for a way out of this conversation because you are so boring, you are insignificant, they cannot wait to stop talking to you.’ Every social encounter felt like a job interview: I would sweat through my shirt, I drank to try to lubricate my anecdotes, I ran outside at any chance for another cigarette as I knew this would mean I was alone, never mind all the toilet breaks I had to take. When your brain is your worst enemy, you spend a lot of time wanting to be alone, being alone and absolutely hating being alone.

I’ve never strived to be normal. The dictionary definition of normality only exists in BBC One shows your mum watches, where everyone lives in a tiny picturesque village and the biggest problem they have to deal with that week is that Terry has bought the wrong tablecloth for the village fete and hilarious consequences ensue. But, and I don’t know why, I did want to be human, and everyone else made being a human look so easy. People would speak with such fluidity, yet my speech was quiet, forced, uninteresting. Outside of social situations I found myself ignoring reality, unable to deal with bills or mail of any description, as I knew that if I couldn’t pay them I would be branded a failure. I stopped checking my bank balance, and I relied instead on the tested method of hoping money would appear out of the machine when I asked for it, terrified that one day all that the machine would provide was dust, and a horrifying sense of financial incompetence. I blamed it all on the depression. I had made myself out to be ‘the depressed man’. I envisaged myself as the troubled genius, when in fact I was just a troubled nobody. I didn’t have any talents, any skills, anything that set me apart from any other person with this condition. It was more the rationale of ‘There must be a reason this is happening to me’, trying to find excuses instead of accepting that this was part of who I was, and that this was something that couldn’t be fixed or mended, but was something I could learn to live with, learn to control and learn to be human with.

As I fell deeper into the persona of the Sad Depressed Man, I ignored everything else in my life. Relationships fell away, opportunities passed me by. Mental health conditions are inherently selfish. You spend so much of your life worrying about yourself that it’s hard to direct your focus outwards. This is why I never saw the anxiety coming. I had already committed myself to one disorder, so I thought surely this must be the all-encompassing problem with my mind. It never occurred to me that the human brain is a complicated supercomputer where various issues can be happening at once. I regarded it as one problem that I needed to fix, not several that needed tending to at the same time. 

When I started coming to terms with my depression, when I accepted and tried to own it, I noticed that it wasn’t the only thing plaguing me. I read countless books on the subject, I spoke to other depressives, and things just simply didn’t add up. The problem with only getting one diagnosis is – though I am loath to speak a bad word about anyone in the medical profession as they have saved me more times than I care to mention – sometimes they don’t get the whole diagnosis.

Step Two: Anxiety

I was told I had severe depression four years before I was diagnosed with severe anxiety. Mental health conditions are often pretty good like that: buy one get one totally unwanted item free! The psychological equivalent of getting to the counter only to be told this item is on offer and you have to pick up another. The queue is behind you, you just want this to be over, but now you have to rummage through the store as the queue grows longer due to your inability to read a label. You don’t even want the second pack of microwaveable rice but you don’t want the cashier to think you’re rejecting their help. 

It took a while to come to terms with the fact that I was a depressive, so you can imagine my glee when the doctor said social anxiety, general anxiety disorder and separation anxiety were also on the table now. This is when I threw myself at Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT). Even though I had had therapy before, CBT is less Freudian questions about your mum, and more focused on changing your behavioural patterns. I had, in my mid-twenties, realised that I couldn’t do this by myself. I had just met my now wife, and hiding the crazy was taking a lot out of me. I needed help and I could finally admit that. 

I’d heard the term ‘feeling anxious’ before. I just never knew that anxiety, real full-blown life-altering anxiety, was a thing. I had been anxious before, I had panicked in airports because I felt like I had lost my passport even though I knew exactly which pocket it was in. I had sent text messages and got no response, causing myself to panic about the inevitable consequences I was inventing in my own mind. But I had just simply never associated ‘being anxious’ with anxiety. I could understand depression through memoirs I had read of tortured artists, but I had never encountered the equivalent for anxiety. Maybe that was my own ignorance, or maybe it’s a social stigma ingrained in all of us that we treat anxiety on the same scale that we treat worry. That we are just overreacting, that we are hypersensitive or, from a male perspective as I have been told many times, acting like a girl. (The idea that weakness is an inherently female attribute is a completely sexist idea that needs to be addressed in its own chapter, but we’ll leave that for now and basically conclude that the oversimplification of mental health disorders and their equivalence with outdated gender roles is a position taken only by fuckwits.) Basically, I didn’t know shit about anxiety, so I didn’t know what I was dealing with. 

At a very basic level, and we will break this down more later I promise, anxiety is worry on steroids. Worry is actually very useful. It’s a perfectly natural human reaction to everyday situations, and helps us determine how we approach events in our lives. It is – to put it simply – an act of self-preservation. Worry is an evolutionary default: we panic because we sense a threat and our senses become heightened in case we need to escape. We sweat because we pre-empt panic with the need to flee, and in the animal kingdom at least, sweating helps your body regulate itself if you find yourself in the unfortunate position of having to flee a predator. These were all incredibly helpful attributes to have when we were evading the unwanted attentions of a sabre-toothed tiger, but when your main problem that day is ‘I have to give a presentation at work’, having the chemicals in your brain tell you that you need to run for your life and that everything you know is about to come to an end can become more of a hindrance than a help. 

I had finally managed to get my depression under some sort of control. I say control; I had wrangled it into submission, we were on even terms now, I understood it. I could finally make fun of it, which gave me power over it. I had moved to London in this time, I had met the love of my life, and she understood my craziness and helped me contain it. But as my depression took a back seat my new friend, anxiety, assumed it was his turn to kick my arse. As I had no previous knowledge of anxiety, I never knew it was a condition that could take your life and punch it right in its face. I started finding it difficult to be around people. I found it difficult to do my job. I found it difficult to go outside. I had to take time off work. I made excuses to get out of commitments. I was effectively turning myself into a weird little hermit of my own invention. 

The perfect ally of mental health problems is complacency: you self-medicate with biscuits and blankets and sixteen seasons of a weird foreign cartoon you found on YouTube and don’t quite understand but the lack of story structure gives you a glorious sense of freedom. You regard what is obviously a problem with complete apathy and this only results in the condition getting worse. So I had a stern word with myself. I went out. I went to work. I spoke to people. It was all awful, every moment of it was horrible, all I wanted to do was run, flee in any way I could, but I did it. Every interaction, every decision felt like the moments before a disaster. I had full-on anxiety attacks in airports, train stations, at work. A complete lack of control of a situation resulted in me turning into a furious puddle of my former self. I continued to attempt to operate as a normal human being, as if I was some sort of undercover spy among a completely different species, terrified that one day I would be uncovered as a fraud. In the years that followed, my anxiety stayed with me like an ugly rash I couldn’t find a cure for, and my depression appeared now and again just to remind me that he was still paying for the room he’d rented in my brain.

Despite this I asked my girlfriend to marry me, and she said yes. Well, I downplayed that a bit: once I had drunk enough to convey a certain air of humanity, I asked my girlfriend to marry me. The morning of the big day I was petrified. I stood outside the venue and chain-smoked, hoping not to be asked any more questions. I put on my suit and stood in a room while the registrar ran me through how the service would work. My face went bright red, I started sweating. While blushing is often viewed as an endearing feature, for many actually doing it it is a humiliating reaction. The body, without your permission, tells the world that your emotions are having a field day. Be it good or bad, the brain just screams FUCK YOU and makes your face bright red, just because it can. I got through the service in one piece, if not a bit worried that all our wedding pictures would feature my beautiful wife and some sort of bright red sweaty ham man standing next to her with a look of abject fear on his gormless face. 

But for what is supposed to be one of the most stressful days of your life, our wedding was a great day for me. I was running on so much adrenaline (and nice whisky) that I can’t remember feeling anywhere near the level of anxiety I had felt as I stood waiting before the service. I actually managed to go several hours without once thinking about it. I was accomplishing the things I had seen the normal people on Facebook do, so naturally I fooled myself into thinking that this was it, this was my way onto the path of normality. Some movies tie themselves up nicely, the plot points all have closure, the character arcs are enjoyable and it just ends. Hooray! But then, for some reason, they just have to make a sequel, an unnecessary sequel no one asked for. This is a very convoluted way of saying my anxiety came back.

I had my first ever panic attack after I dropped a mug in the kitchen. Because that’s a perfectly reasonable thing to have a panic attack about apparently. Until this my anxiety had been a constant hum in the background; this was the unexpected crescendo. Panic attacks are great because they make no sense and are completely stupid and need to get in the fucking bin.5 Being a rational human, I instantly leapt to the informed deduction that I was having a heart attack and was going to die alone on my kitchen floor. The police would come in and find a broken mug and assume I had been bludgeoned to death with a My Little Pony ceramic beverage container.6 Then they would think I was a brony (one of those people who want to bang cartoon horses, do not Google that at work, actually just don’t Google it at all) as well. All of this was going through my head as I lay slumped on the floor, wheezing like an air bed under a hydraulic press, my heart beating so fast I thought it was going to jump out of my chest like an alien (an alien from the movie Alien obviously, not like an alien from the movie Space Jam). 

So after about five minutes of thinking I was dying, coming to terms with my own existence, getting extremely angry about what an inconvenience this was, I managed to get my breath under control, my heart slowed back to its usual beat and I sat up, although in a heap, on the kitchen floor. My chest physically hurt from the workout my lungs had just put me through. As this was my first panic attack, I had no idea what it was when it was happening. I, as a complete idiot, didn’t want to trouble anyone else with these health problems, so I did the exact thing I am going to tell you not to do: I checked my symptoms online. After sixteen diagnoses telling me I had a brain tumour, five telling me I had brain parasites and one telling me I was giving birth, I found the section of the NHS website on panic attacks. ‘A panic attack occurs when your body experiences a rush of intense psychological (mental) and physical symptoms.’ Cool, so I couldn’t have had a panic attack, because normal people don’t have panic attacks about dropping a mug, they have panic attacks because the bomb with the timer counting down is at ten seconds and they don’t know whether to cut the red or green wire, or something equating to that level of extreme stress.

My next panic attack happened on a rush hour tube. While still a massive inconvenience, I could understand the rationale behind having a panic attack on the tube – it made more sense to me than having one as a reaction to dropping a mug. I’ve never liked public transport: it’s too loud, too cramped, it’s full of people and people are generally awful. A packed rush hour tube on a Thursday night is my third least favourite place in the world. (My second least favourite place in the world is any funeral ever because funerals are … funerals, and my first least favourite place is a bar I have gone into for a quiet pint only to discover that ‘the game’ is on and I now have to endure the confusing enthusiasm of a sport I do not understand.) As this was my second panic attack I figured I knew what to do. ‘This isn’t my first rodeo,’ I thought to myself, and then started thinking that only people who have ever gone to a rodeo are technically allowed to say that and it feels unfair as it’s a good saying but I have no inclination to ever attend a rodeo. So once again, I acted rationally and calmly. I launched myself off the hectic tube car, knocking over several innocent commuters and at least three Spanish tourists,7 and sat on a bench on the platform trying to wrestle my breath back into my lungs. One thing guaranteed to freak people out on a public transport system is if you run from a tube car while sweating more than a BBC DJ hearing their name in the news for the first time in fifteen years, screaming like a hen trapped in a cement mixer. Five minutes of confusing hysteria and irrational chest pain passed and I was back to normal. Well, as normal as I can be.

The third panic attack happened while I was sat in a busy bar with my wife. Nothing says ‘romantic evening out’ like your husband having a full on emotional breakdown while the table next to you does flaming sambuca shots. The noise, the crowds, the everything of the bar, was all too much. After that night I started having panic attacks every few weeks. I fell back into the pattern of not wanting to go out because the unbearable fear of going outside, thinking that absolutely anything – no matter how minuscule or bizarre – could trigger another panic attack, was all I could think about. I could feel my mind falling apart again. 

But the one thing that has always made me feel somewhat normal in this world is reading what other sufferers have gone through, how they manage to operate – that was, and still is, a form of therapy for me. The knowledge that I am not the only person in the world whose brain is trying to trip them up at every turn is what keeps me sane. And that’s how I found the Internet.

I had never thought of the Internet as an outlet for my mental health problems, or imagined that the Internet would help me. The Internet is really just a forum of people screaming ‘NO’ at each other while someone looks at porn in the corner. But I spent the hours when I couldn’t sleep (anxiety doesn’t let you sleep, it’s like a newborn child, without all the pooping but with more red wine) reading articles on mental health. I started talking about it on Twitter and I never expected the response I received. Just hearing one person say ‘I’ve gone through this’ or ‘As someone with this problem, I can tell you that it gets better’ was a massive relief. I kept talking about my depression, my anxiety, and people replied, people wrote about their issues, stories were shared, I started to feel less like I was alone with this problem.

Communication is vital when it comes to mental health issues. If we can talk about it, we can normalise it and we can feel less like outsiders. Living with anxiety is already tiring enough without the weight of feeling lonely with it. Anxiety means you are constantly arguing with yourself, constantly feeling as if you are not doing enough and failing at tasks most people complete with ease, so knowing that you are not alone in this is crucial. I may not have ‘cured’ my anxiety, as I don’t believe such conditions can miraculously go away, but I believe you can learn to cohabit with them, to turn the volume down on them. I still have panic attacks, I still find going out and being sociable a terrifying experience, but I can do it. This isn’t a book to cure you of your ills, this isn’t a self-help book or a very long motivational speech packaged between irreverent metaphors, this is a ‘how to start looking after yourself’ book, this is a ‘reminder that you can do this’ book. 

This is just a basic guide to survival.


2.

A BEGINNER’S GUIDE TO ANXIETY

(AKA Science, Hugh Grant and Moomins) 
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‘Today hasn’t been too bad, has it?’

‘Well …’

‘No, come on, it hasn’t been that bad.’
‘Maybe we should think about this for a few hours, I’m sure we can figure out how you’ve fucked it up somewhere.’

‘Do we have to?’

‘Oh my, yes.’

Aristotle referred to early ideas of mental health problems as ‘diseases of the soul’. Kierkegaard said anxiety is a natural state of being – he thought that if our lives were completely predetermined we would suffer no form of anxiety. He, in his confusing and Danish way, said: ‘Anxiety is a dizziness of freedom.’ While battling his own anxiety, Freud said that anxiety is ‘not a simple thing to grasp’, but then Freud tried to cure his own anxiety by taking fuckloads of cocaine so I’m not entirely sure how helpful he is here …

As of the last count, 18% of the US population suffer with some form of anxiety,1 with 13% of us Brits suffering too. One in four people will battle a mental health problem at some point during their lives, yet depression, anxiety, obsessive–compulsive disorder, PTSD are all weaknesses in the ever-watching eyes of the popular narrative. It can be difficult to differentiate between our stereotypical views of mental health and the reality of them. It is possible to form an idea of what they are even without experiencing them, but if popular culture doesn’t provide a realistic look at these conditions the stereotypes will continue to survive. Depression isn’t a romantic feeling of melancholy that can be cured by travelling the world and falling in love with a French bartender called Jean-Luc who has giant pecs and a hairy chest and … I’ve lost my train of thought here. Oh yeah, OCD isn’t just flicking on and off a light switch seventeen times before leaving a room, or needing to be tidy. You don’t always get PTSD from staring at a ceiling fan that for some reason then starts playing helicopter sound effects. And anxiety isn’t the adorable Hugh Grant character falling over his words and being delightfully awkward. The portrayals of mental health disorders are so clichéd because the realities are uncomfortable. It’s pretty obvious that people would rather watch an anxious Hugh Grant blush and stutter than an anxiety-ridden Hugh Grant who can’t leave the house for six weeks and is now terrified of open spaces. But before we end up in a spiral of deconstructing the damaging effects on humanity of 90s romcoms, let’s swerve back to the topic at hand.

Anxiety crashes into your brain in many different forms: Generalised Anxiety Disorder, OCD, separation anxiety, phobias, social anxiety … the list goes on and on and on. There is a rumour that if you manage to collect all the different types of anxiety you get a letter of congratulation from the Queen. Eight million people in the UK suffer with some form of anxiety at any one time. That’s enough people to fill a hundred sports stadiums, although they probably wouldn’t go to the stadiums because the stadiums would be too busy and loud and generally awful for anyone with any form of anxiety. To the anxious mind, anything can be a trigger. There is no logic behind it; everyone perceives threats in different guises, so everyone feels anxiety differently. While it is a common disease, it is bizarrely unique. As it is so unique, there’s no single remedy to fix those eight million people. After years of experimenting I have found that the easiest coping mechanism for me is 60% being medicated up to my tits and 40% ignorance and stubbornness. It’s important here to say that what works for one person rarely works for another sufferer. The road to ‘normality’ is paved with trial and error, and it can be more error than anything else.

DISCLAIMER: The following paragraph is a crude guide to the science of anxiety, I will go into this in more detail later on (and ask an actual human scientist about it too), but for now, let’s just get a rough idea of what the fucking hell is going on up there.

The human threat centre of the brain is the amygdala; it’s what keeps us alert and aware of our surroundings. It is an extremely important part of our anatomy, but like most things in life, it can be a dick at times for no bloody reason. In evolutionary terms our amygdala was vital to our survival. It’s the reason we evolved from cavemen into the Netflix-obsessed, skinny-jeans-wearing monsters we are today. When our cavemen cousins were foraging for berries or trying to avoid being eaten to death by giant wombats or something, our amygdala saved us. When we thought about shoving our faces into a fire or tickling a mammoth’s undercarriage it was the thing that screamed: ‘DON’T DO THAT, YOU DICK.’ It brought common sense. Without our amygdala we would see a salivating tiger staring at us from across the plains and stand there completely nonplussed. With our amygdala, we knew we had to fucking leg it before Tigger started using our entrails as a plaything. 

As the years passed our natural threats changed: the threats of war, disease, premature death, financial collapse … In a very short time, we went from panicking about tiger attacks to panicking that our bank card would be refused. This is where our amygdala has been a bit of a dick. Instead of keeping up with the advances in society that have taken most of our perceived threats away, the amygdala simply sees the same level of threat in new places, and as we are built to flee from predators, it thinks that we should have that exact same emotional and physical reaction when stood on a full tube car. When the amygdala senses a threat (Tigger- or tube-related) in whatever way, shape or form, it shouts ‘THIS IS MY MOMENT’ and floods our bodies with cortisol and adrenaline. These chemicals ooze from our adrenal glands, and the adrenaline tightens our muscles, makes our hearts go faster, makes us sweat and does everything we need to get ready to fucking run. Cortisol works in a similar way, but is responsible for our blood pressure and metabolism in situations of stress or danger. At the same time, our brain stops creating serotonin, a neurotransmitter that controls our moods. High levels give us a good mood; low levels, a bad mood, hence why low levels of serotonin are equated with depression. So as your body puts itself into fight or flight mode (heart racing, cortisol overflowing like champagne at a Tory austerity conference) our serotonin as low as a Tory’s morals, (OK enough Tory analogies) … we panic, we try our best to figure out what the fuck the threat is, we get drenched in fear, and this is the root of anxiety. It’s an evolutionary fuck-up, an overcompensation that once defined us as a dominant species, but now makes it difficult for some of us to make eye contact with people. 

To let you know that I am not talking shit, and that I do actually suffer with this complete head nonsense, this is what is going on in my noggin right now.

I just need to take a deep breath. OK. Let’s do this. 

In the anxiety sweepstakes I have managed to win
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