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PART I


INTRODUCTION


Hi, I’m Tim.

[Pause]

I have chronic depression and acute anxiety.

[Pause]

This means that sometimes without my medication I can sink very deep and think about killing myself.

[Pause]

But it also means that most of the time I am perfectly happy and I forget it even exists.

[Pause]

I have recently begun to become proud of it.



Those words came out of my terrified mouth for the first time on a small stage at the Edinburgh Fringe Festival in 2014. I was standing in front of a hundred people and my girlfriend Bryony and I were there to see if we could make a theatre show about depression. It was only 11 months since I had first talked to Bryony about having depression. It was only 11 months since I had first really talked to anyone about having depression. Before that I had hidden my clinically diagnosed illness from everyone I knew because I didn’t want people to think that I was a pussy. ‘You’ve got what? Just get on with it, mate.’ That was what I was terrified of hearing.

I had tried hard to ‘just get on with it’. I had tried with lots of denial, lots of drink and drugs and lots of not coming to terms with or understanding what was happening to me. 

Before I started to talk about my depression, my life involved sitting in an office in central London buying media for a big, arsehole, banking brand. I was single, commuting into work on the sweat freight number 38 bus and living in a shithole basement room with damp and mice as mates. Now, I’ve escaped that rat race and I am sitting at my desk with my son staring at me in confusion while his equally confused dad tries to figure out how to write a story about how his depression led him to co-write, co-perform and tour a theatre show around the world. 

I guess the story begins with the unconditional, inquisitive, head-over-heels love of Bryony Kimmings and how it took that love to make me start to face up to the fact that I’d been secretly living with the fuckhead called depression for seven years. I’m going to throw up all sorts of stuff in this book, from how I almost decided to hang myself, to how I ended up sitting here alive and not dead writing a book. It took a series of events to happen for me to get here and I’m going to tell you all about them one by one – some of it is sad, some of it is soppy-soaked love sick on a page and some of it is full of hope and fun. Above all, I hope it will be helpful. Wisdom comes with age and experience; I’m only thirty-two but my younger twenty-five-year-old depressed and anxious self would have loved to hear the story of how I came to understand depression.

Nowadays I’m just a man who has decided to tell other men that you’re not weak if you ask for help and I’d happily go toe to toe with any fella who says otherwise. My brain might be broken but my left hook ain’t. An open mind is the only tool you’ll need to learn and think differently and hopefully this book will encourage that.


CHAPTER ONE


B: Depression? Was that word ever mentioned?

T: No, never, didn’t have a clue what it meant.



So I guess it’d be polite to introduce myself. For someone who’s not a writer I’ve decided that that’s the easiest place to start. I realise I’m no celebrity writing my autobiography but hearing about where I came from might help you get to know who I am and perhaps understand how my illness unfolded. To be honest, I’m kind of figuring it out for myself. Writing it all down for the very first time is making me think about things differently. It’s making me try and see what I’ve done and become from a different perspective. For a while, I thought I’d try to frame the whole book in a kind of Usual Suspects back to front narrative and be really clever about it but I’m not clever. I’m thirty-two, six feet tall and covered in freckles. I was born in Durban, South Africa, although I grew up in Oakley, a little village in Buckinghamshire. I’m the eldest of four children and my most prized possession is my son Frank. I love good people. I hate bad people. Something I always thought I’d do – drive around in a Ferrari like a twat. Something I never thought I’d do – write a book about my depression. 

Apparently this isn’t enough of a background story, so I’ve promised the editor I’d elaborate … 

My mum and dad got married in April 1981 and three months later Dad got offered a job in construction out in South Africa. They decided that the lights of Lancaster weren’t doing it for them any more so they figured they’d go for it and have an adventure. Two years after they first set up home there, I was born and their world exploded with happiness at the arrival of a mini superman/prophet. I don’t remember anything about growing up over there – what I do remember comes from the photographs and home videos I’ve seen. I remember one video that was a classic camera tour of the house – everything looks eighties, my mum has glasses the size of a helmet wrapped around her face – like the ones Deirdre Barlow had in Coronation Street – and I’m running around in the garden with our dog Sam and it looks nice and peaceful. Other than that I have no real recollection of my life then. It baffles me when people say they remember being two years old – what is there to remember? Food, shitting, food and shitting. Surely they can’t remember consciousness at that age – I struggle to remember how my brain worked yesterday. I do realise, though, that it’s important to consider how you might have been emotionally as a child when you’re trying to pull apart how you think and feel as an adult. I get it – it’s important to figure out where it all started. My mum says I was just a normal little two-year-old boy; nothing alarming stood out. Mind you, unless there is a diagnosed illness or learning difficulty there wouldn’t be much that would stand out in the behaviour of a two-year-old, I suppose – unless you started speaking Spanish or doing press-ups, or something. Apparently I was very sociable with all her friends’ children and was quiet but happy. Because I was the first child and couldn’t watch and learn from an older sibling, I pottered around, probably moving one toy to different spots of the house, back and forth all day long. I’ve seen it, that’s what two-year-olds do – always busy, like an ant. So, I was just a normal toddler, by the sounds of it. However, last year I watched a home video of when I was around three or four and I did seem shy and full of questions. I wondered at the time, ‘Was I a depressed, anxious little dude even then?’ Maybe I had the same questions about the world then as I do now but I hadn’t learnt the vocabulary to express them. Who knows what was going on in my head? Probably nothing other than pure joy in discovery. 

As I say, I can’t remember what life was like in South Africa but I’m sure that up until the arrival of my sister Sarah there was a lot of food and shitting. Seg (Sarah Elizabeth Grayburn) was a little cave monster Bam Bam baby. She had a huge Afro from the off, which still can’t be explained as she has DNA derived from two white parents. Again, from assessing the home videos, she looks like an adventurous, confident little girl who only sought fun and big legs of meat, like the little Flintstones character she reminds me of. She’s in her thirties now and hasn’t experienced clinical depression and hopefully never will. Is this because she was that sort of child? Are we born with depression? Is it a seed that’s in there waiting to grow with the help of modern day living, stress, pain and hardship? As a doctor of absolutely nothing, I believe there are too many variables to pinpoint the exact cause of someone falling into a depression. The reasons why or how I got depressed were certainly never explained to me at the time – not like when I broke my arm playing football. ‘This bone that you can see in this X-ray has a crack in it. After six weeks in a plaster, the crack will heal and you will be fixed.’ I may not be a doctor but I am a human being – someone who has experienced and, so far, been lucky enough to live through an illness of the one organ we still don’t know everything about. And it seems it’s taken seven years of my life and six months of writing a book to get anywhere near the same closure I achieved after breaking my arm. It’s funny how depression is usually associated with hardship or poverty or loss. I didn’t have any of that and it happened to me. Robin Williams didn’t have any of that and it happened to him. Each case of depression is as individual as the people suffering from it – no one can judge or feel what someone else feels in his or her own head. 

So, there we were, a British ex-pat family of four starting life in a continent where all human life had started. My dad worked in construction and practically built every home we’ve had with his bare hands. He’s an old school man, a patriarch, a geezer. Good and bad connotations come with that tag. It’s pretty glamorous being such a MAN. He’s never used a washing machine, walks around with no top on and has a hammer in his right hand constantly. It’s also quite sad because he’s never really been allowed to open up. He’s from that generation when it was unthinkable to talk about emotions and admit that you might feel sad or like watching ballet or show jumping. Or, at least, that’s how I used to think of him. Since growing older, I’ve come to see that my emotional sensitivity has probably come from the old boy himself – he’s tough on the outside but can be like candyfloss on the inside. He has his emotional triggers and one of his is his family. He will cry with pride, just as easily as he will cry when he feels his children’s pain. It’s just, I never witnessed it as a young boy – possibly I was sheltered from it for ‘my own good’, or perhaps I just didn’t understand. Whatever the truth of that, there’s no denying he was formed out of a Proper Northern Man mould. Once when he was tiling the roof of our garage in the middle of winter and he was wearing denim jeans he’d made into shorts (probably by ripping the legs off with his teeth), he came down at the end of the day walking like he was on stilts. He’d frozen his kneecaps. Like, proper frozen – they were dark blue – and when he walked there was a trail of dry ice behind him (there wasn’t but it sounds better). Instead of being concerned about ever getting his knees back, he just walked around saying, ‘Ice to meet you.’ It’s a miracle that the old boy is still alive. I think he’s chopped off every one of his 10 fingers and regrown them like Wolverine. He once walked under some scaffolding and caught his head on a bolt that was sticking out. Some of his hair, skull and what looked like brain was left hanging from it. They had to staple it back up. But, before going to the hospital to check whether his brain had actually fallen out or not, he took a picture to send to me. Lad. All he eats is mayonnaise and butter and yet he manages to cycle 250 miles in one day. He’s a miracle. He’s the go-to man for anything that needs fixing and he’s also the most protective leader a family could ask for. 

My mum stayed at home to look after us kids while acclimatising to life in South Africa. She is a wonderful woman; she has a heart of a whale-sized lion – strong and so big that it has enough love for the planet. She’s insanely creative and unquestionably selfless. She was a housewife and mum to us four kids (I’ll introduce the other two shortly) for thirty years, but nowadays she’s also a Police Community Support Officer. It’s her first real career and she’s perfect for it in the caring sense, though she’s not much of a Sherlock Holmes. She comes home with a funny story after practically every shift. If she’s not solving a neighbour dispute where they keep throwing vegetables at each other over the fence, she’s making everyone cry with laughter regaling us with stories from the scene of the latest traffic bump or neighbourly dispute. One day she came home and told us that, earlier that day, a few police officers and firemen and herself were standing around assessing the damage after a car crash and they all looked down on the ground. There amongst the broken glass and skid marks was a pair of knickers (the skid marks were from the tyres). They all scratched their heads wondering how they could have got there. Only Ma knew. That morning, she’d slipped on her work trousers that were lying on her bedroom floor, not realising that her pants from the day before were still in the trouser leg. Out they came from the bottom of her trousers, straight on to the road at the crime scene. Not even Mr Holmes could have solved that one! 

My dad is the head of the family in a practical sense but my mum is the head of the family in an emotional one, for sure. She’s in tune with the happiness, sadness, joy and pain of all four of us kids. That’s not to say that my dad isn’t emotional because he is – he’s more emotionally sensitive than Mum. He’s a hard nut who likes a cry (he’s gonna punch my head off). Mum’s tough, she’s in control of all of our feelings and kind of soaks up as much evil and pain as she can so we don’t have to take the full brunt. I love them very much and I’ve been lucky enough to have them both around for the whole of my thirty-two years. Now that I’m a parent I can see just how hard both of them must have worked. 

So I could have ended up living my whole life in South Africa but Mum and Dad decided that it had become too dangerous to stay. There were stories of handguns and handbags – pram-pushing mums having to carry weapons to protect themselves on the school run. It wasn’t the life they had envisaged when they took the brave decision to up sticks from Lancaster to Durban. When I was four my dad was offered a job in Oxford so they decided to return and raise their family back in England. There was no need for guns in Oxford, just pens. Aside from Mum having to become Lara Croft, I do often wonder about what may have happened if we’d stayed there. Perhaps growing up by the beach in a warmer climate was my destiny, or maybe it wasn’t. Perhaps I’d have been shot on my way to school? Perhaps I would have never suffered from depression. It’s impossible to know, of course – I didn’t stay and there’s no knowing who I may have turned out to be. If you think about all the minutes of all the days of everyday life, surely there are an unquantifiable amount of life events that make you who you are and decide what you may be destined to suffer from. I’ve never been back to where I was born and, since I’ve become independent from my parents and can choose my own holidays, I’ve had a strange urge to return, to go back to where it all started. I don’t know whether there’ll be an answer there for me – probably not – but it would be nice to see it.

So we moved to a little village called Great Milton – just Mum, Dad, Seg and me. It was 1987 and I was just about to start school. I had a little twangy South African accent and I settled in pretty quickly. My first English friend was a twitchy, little tubbs. Twenty-nine years later Toby is still one of my best friends and he’s been there for me, as I have for him, over the years when we’ve gone through hard times. 

A few years went by and I was a normal, happy kid who ate bogeys and skateboarded like Bart Simpson (he was my hero). I was really happy. I remember this. I’m not just relying on the photo albums and home videos to know that I smiled a lot and felt real freedom in being who I was. I felt like a bird, free to explore everything the world had to offer. Of course, my whole world at that time consisted of various dens and playing tag, but I can remember skating and biking around the village with not a care in the world. And then my parents told me we were moving again. We were going to live on the other side of the county, which meant I had to move schools. I remember not wanting to go – I was a shy seven-year-old, for all the freedom I felt when I was in my comfort zone – and the thought of having to make new friends terrified me. What if there wasn’t anyone who liked to skateboard and eat bogeys? Perhaps this was my first experience of anxiety? I remember going to the new school on a taster visit, to allow me to get my bearings, I guess. I remember standing behind the curtains and peering into the room where they were having their assembly. I scanned all the kids and felt scared and on edge. I wasn’t raring to go and get stuck in, basically. I think Sarah was different – she was only five and hadn’t been at our old school for very long, not long enough to make friends like I had. She probably bowled in there and got stuck in the mix immediately. I was more cautious and took a while to settle in. Luckily for me, shortly after I arrived there, I met the Nelson to my Bart – Andre. Andre was a chubby, happy kid who smiled all the time and had a mischievous side to him. He always had a pair of Kickers and I was well jealous – we could never afford them. Andre is my best mate to this day. We’ve gone through everything together, literally everything, and it’s that track record I love to hang on to. It’s important to me. I can’t sit as comfortably in silence with anyone else in this world. One day when we’re sitting side by side in piss-stained armchairs, Andre chained to his like Sloth from The Goonies, we’ll be able to talk about all the shit we got up to and know we’ve been loyal friends since the day I moved to that school. We’re so different and yet so similar that our friendship is untouchable. We support the same football team, we’ve grown up listening to the same music, and we’ve even had the same girlfriend. And yet, Andre will call a spade a spade and I will think about why it’s called a spade. Sometimes I think he carries my happiness. Our history and our unspoken protection of one another is what defines us as mates. We’ve been there for each other through punch-ups and break-ups and we’ll always have each other’s back, no matter what. 

I’m sure you’re all dying to hear who the other two kids in my family are! I’m sitting here thinking, ‘No one wants to know about this’, which makes it hard to write. I’ve never liked talking about myself; I’ve been the kind of person who doesn’t really talk unless I have to. But I’ve been given the opportunity to dribble out my thoughts and I shouldn’t complain. Anyway, getting back to the point, my other two siblings are Jenny and Bobby. Jenny is bursting with talent and craziness in equal measure. She’s very unique. She’s got the heart of my mum and the guns of my dad, and if you cross her you know about it. I’ve always thought me and her are more alike, and Seg and Bobby are more similar. Bobby is the youngest and is ten years my junior. He’s a proper chip off the old man. He loves building things and is very sensitive, always has been. When we were growing up, he used to cry whenever anyone had an argument. His sweet little soul was witness to a lot of family feuds and then he had a few of his own. As close as all of us are, a lot of feelings and disagreements are swept under the carpet to avoid those bastard feuds. All they need to know is that they are everything to me; along with Frank and Bryony, of course.

My parents didn’t have a lot of money but we weren’t necessarily poor. We had a good upbringing. They had their struggles bringing up four kids, like anyone else without a million-pound salary, and we now laugh at our once hillbilly ways. I had shit haircuts and clothes that were too small, mostly hand-me-downs. I was a huge Man United fan but I had to make do with last season’s Newcastle shirt from my cousin every other year. I think my mum bought me some Peter Schmeichel shorts from a charity shop that I never took off. Half United, half Newcastle. I played like Cantona but looked like Beardsley. Andre always had the full United kit, including socks. I was the kid who never had Nike trainers or Walkers crisps in his lunch box but I had the best and most adventurous childhood anyone could ask for. That was thanks to my parents and their enthusiasm, and their ability to make fun out of anything and explore the outdoors. We had endless fields out the back of our house and we were one big, happy family. Most weekends my dad was working on the house and my mum was being a mum. We had complete freedom to roam about with all the kids from up our road and make dens and tree houses and explore acres of fields. In the summer we’d leave the house after breakfast, meet up with the others and then navigate our way back to one of our houses for a spot of lunch. We’d head back out with only a shout of ‘Get back before it gets dark.’ We’d just make it home, with one leg over the back-garden fence literally, as the sun rolled down the hill. It seemed as if life was going to be like that for ever.


CHAPTER TWO


B: I asked Tim his top three favourite things to do so you could get to know him a bit better. He said – playing football, eating dinner out and having sex. Classics!



Then, almost out of nowhere, I was sixteen. I had finished school and I had to make some choices about further education. If I had been asked what I thought about education I would have said, ‘BORING.’ I was only interested in people – in building relationships with friends and having as much fun as possible. Literally my only aim each day was to laugh so hard that a dribble of wee touched my Tommy Hilfiger, oversized boxers. I didn’t have any concept of balance – ‘work hard, play hard’ was ‘work as little as possible and then play like fuck until you are forced to work by an adult’. So, at sixteen I didn’t know what I wanted to do. I didn’t know who I was. I didn’t really understand how important it was to get this next step in my life right in order to set up my future. I just kind of went along with whatever anyone around me said was good for me. I was too young to take any real responsibility for myself. Some kids have their heads screwed on tight at that age and some just don’t. I was one of the ones that didn’t. In fact, my head was so loose that I may as well have gone back to Year 7 and started secondary school all over again. 

But, instead, I chose a subject for sixth form – Media Studies GNVQ Advanced, whatever that meant. My dad thought that I’d make a good sports journalist and journalism was part of the course and some of my close mates were going to do the same course, too, so I agreed. I couldn’t make my own mind up so I just went along with what other people thought was best for me. With hind-fucking-sight I wish I had listened to my dad and gone down the journalism route after school because I do think it’s something I may have been good at. Not so much the spelling and grammar part, but the inquisitive intrusiveness part, bang on. But back then journalism sounded like accounting does to me now. I wanted to be a Footballer, an Actor or a Gangster. I didn’t want a normal life. I wanted to see all sorts of things and do the things I was told I wasn’t allowed to do. There was something just not quite right about going down the route of getting a secure job, buying a little house, having a wife and two kids, with Bruce’s Price is Right on a Saturday night and keeping on top of the bills. I didn’t want to settle into the Armchair of Norm and then die. (Ironically, that is kind of what I want now. Maybe swapping the Price is Right for The X Factor, or some other soul-sapping horseshit.) At the time, though, I wanted the best kind of life but I wanted it handed to me on a plate. I think if I’d been excellent at something I would have worked hard at it but I never was. I was just OK at everything. In a way it’s nice that I was a dreamer and didn’t want to settle for anything, but I also think perhaps being like that set me up for falling into depression in later life. When I realised that being a footballer, an actor or a gangster was a bit far fetched – after all, you can’t just nab one of them down the Job Centre – maybe I started to panic. The panic may not have started until a few years later but I think that may have been when the seed was sown. For now, the seed of real life had only just been planted and I was still dreaming and pissing my pants on a daily basis.

I began to have a battle with my own thoughts at this time – who I wanted to be versus who I thought my parents wanted me to be. They were my idols, my gurus, the people I should listen to and hang on their every word. And I did. Except, I started to question certain things they said or the rules that they lived by, and wanted me to live
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