
[image: Image Missing]


 

[image: Image Missing]

 

 

 

[image: Image Missing]

www.tworoadsbooks.com


First published in Great Britain in 2016 by Two Roads

An imprint of John Murray Press

An Hachette UK company

Copyright © Susan Calman 2016

The right of Susan Calman to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

ISBN 978 1 473 63203 5

Hodder & Stoughton Ltd

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.hodder.co.uk


Contents

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

A SCENE FROM THE PRESENT DAY:

Morning has broken

INTRODUCTION:

Why I wrote this

DISCLAIMER:

I have no insurance anymore

CHAPTER 1

The Early Years: Growing up Susan

CHAPTER 2

The Crab of Hate: Understanding depression

CHAPTER 3

Cheer Up Love: What and what not to say

CHAPTER 4

You Are Not Alone: Depressives without borders

CHAPTER 5

I’m Not Mad Because I’m Gay: Coming out and marriage

CHAPTER 6

To University and Beyond: Starring Amy Schumer

CHAPTER 7

Funny Crazy Lady: Mind your language

CHAPTER 8

So, What’s It Like, Then? The day-to-day

CHAPTER 9

Tell Me How You’re Feeling: Talking, talking talking, happy talk

CHAPTER 10

I Can’t Go to A Shrink, I’m Small Enough Already! Shrink shopping

CHAPTER 11

The Tears of a Clown: Saved by stand-up

CHAPTER 12

Modern Life Is Awful: Twitter fun

CHAPTER 13

The Way We Look Tonight: Dressing for success

CHAPTER 14

Maybe It Is Your Fault: Whodunit

CHAPTER 15

Relationships: Dating

CHAPTER 16

Negativity Is My Superpower: A positive view

CHAPTER 17

So, What Are You Going to DO About It, Then?

CHAPTER 18

Some Nearly Final Thoughts

A SCENE FROM THE PRESENT DAY:

And in the end

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

USEFUL STUFF

ABOUT THE AUTHOR


[image: Image Missing]

DAWN breaks over Glasgow, as it always does, to the sound of snoring. My cats and wife combine in glorious harmony, voices reverberating and growling a tune that shakes my flat to the rafters. I try to extricate myself from the pile of fur and human but it’s not easy. Cats, in particular, sleep with such sincerity that it seems a shame to wake them from their dreams, and there’s an awkward scientific phenomenon that turns a tiny feline into the breathing equivalent of a boulder requiring the force of a bulldozer to shift them. In the end I’m forced to crawl out of the bottom of the bed, and after the pain of my contortion subsides, I take the time to congratulate myself for winning what is essentially a game of mammal Kerplunk. 

I don’t mind the fact that I’m left to my own devices for a while, in truth I enjoy a few solitary hours in the morning to appreciate the finer things in life. My first sip of strong coffee, the radio quietly playing in the background and the occasional After Eight for breakfast. It’s at these times that I can truly appreciate what I have. Not in a material sense, of course. I don’t have a huge house or a fancy car, and I’m certainly not dripping in diamonds, but that’s never been my aim. At some points in my life I’ve been so miserable that I would have settled for being ‘vaguely content’ but I’m pleased to say that I’ve surpassed that lowly aim. Right now I can sincerely say that I am happy. 

What’s caused this shift of emotional tectonic plates? Well I’ve been with my wife for Fourteen years, married for four. I’ve several children (who are cats), a job I love, friends who support me and make me laugh, and a family who continue to put up with me despite the fact I embarrass them on a regular basis. Crucially, though, it’s not just the people around me who make me happy. For the first time in my life one of the main sources of happiness is much closer to home. It’s little old me. After decades of hating myself I’ve finally decided that maybe I’m not as bad as I first thought, that perhaps I have something of value to contribute to society. Not in a world-changing Mother Teresa way, but on a smaller, less religious scale. In the past couple of years I’ve even been known to throw myself a couple of compliments, a shocking turn of events which I couldn’t have predicted if I was Derek Acorah.

In a bold move, I’ve finally embraced my idiosyncratic ways, accepted my eccentricities and wrapped my maudlin personality up in a bow to present to the world. I am what I am and I’m not sorry about that, unless I get drunk and insult someone. Which doesn’t happen very often anymore. Sitting at my desk, writing this book, I’m well aware of the fact that my life could have gone in a very different direction. Through luck, hard work and persistence, I’m here and ready to tell my tale to the world. 

And so this is it. I hope you enjoy it. I’m quite forceful in my opinions at times and I make no apology for that. Sadly, I can’t make you like me. I’m not a hormone. 
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HELLO. Welcome to this book. If you’ve bought it because you know who I am, welcome. If you’ve bought it because you liked the title, you have excellent taste. If you’ve been given it as a present, then please immediately thank whoever gave it to you because they have excellent taste. If you have no idea why you’re reading this, then you’re an impulse buyer and you should embrace that side of your personality. I too have bought things on whim. It’s why I’m writing this while wearing a fully functioning Batman costume. 

Just in case you’ve purchased this because of mistaken identity, let me start by introducing myself properly. My name is Susan Calman and at the time of writing this book I’m forty-one years old. I provide my age to you so you can place me in terms of your own history. If you’re a youngster you might think I’m far too old to understand young people things. Let me assure you that you’re wrong. I’m absolutely down with youth activities like table tennis and gin. If you’re older than me then please be assured that I know a lot of people older than me and we get on fine. In fact, some would say that I am an old soul in a young body. I like darts, snooker and pubs with no music so you can have a decent conversation. I may in fact be a sixty-year-old man from Yorkshire. 

It says ‘writer’ on my passport, mainly because I figured ‘comedian’ would cause problems when trying to gain entry to America. Saying that your job is a comedian is fraught with danger, especially when dealing with taxi drivers. The encounter usually goes one of two ways; either they ask you to tell them a joke, in which case my whimsical feminist view on life fails to raise a laugh. Or they tell you a joke, which can end badly for everyone. Before you get the wrong idea about me let me be clear: I love taxi drivers, I really do. Especially when they utter my favourite passive aggressive insult: 

‘Do you know who is funny? Kevin Bridges/Frankie Boyle/Billy Connolly …’ (repeats to fade)

I’m a writer, as this book illustrates, but I suppose I’m probably better known as a comedian. If you’re a Radio 4 fan you’ll have heard me on a multitude of shows like The News Quiz or I’m Sorry I Haven’t a Clue. If you’ve only heard me on the wireless and don’t know what I look like then let me assist. Imagine Angelina Jolie stuffed into the body of Kylie Minogue with a Scottish accent. If you’ve seen me on television, in shows like Have I Got News For You or QI, you’ll know that I just lied a bit. I’ll talk about my height more as this book progresses, but suffice to say I’m short. I’m so short I can’t see over counters, reach the card payment machines in petrol stations and if I buy three-quarter-length trousers they’re still too long for my tiny little legs. 

I am Scottish, from Glasgow to be precise. And I’d be very grateful if you could put aside any preconceptions you might have of my hometown while you’re reading this book. The media are often delighted to present my fellow Glaswegians as violent, drunken, drug-addicted louts filled with a dislike for the English. None of those tropes apply to me, and I’d hate you to think that any of the stories contained in these pages are a result of my innate Scottishness. It doesn’t help my happiness quota living in a country where summer lasts for a week, but it’s not the sole cause of my bleak outlook on life. 

But let’s get to the point of why we’re all here. Me. And as we commence this thrill ride together, I think it’s appropriate that I come out. Not about that! If you haven’t worked out by the fact I’m wearing a Batman outfit that I’m a lady gay then I can’t help you. And don’t worry, much like the short issue you’ll hear more stories of the fact I’m a very good friend of Dorothy later on. Those are the kind of juicy anecdotes that will get this book discussed in the comments section of the Daily Mail. 

The coming out that I’m referring to is actually more difficult for me to admit than the fact that I’m gay. Because the truth is that I have depression. 

In the past I’ve been diagnosed as having clinical depression but the medical diagnosis was, in a way, unnecessary. Some things, like a broken leg, are very obvious. You see I’m not just a bit down sometimes, I’m depressed. I’m not like one of those little sad rabbits you sometimes see on a Hallmark card, I’m like a really upset Wookie. Full on, world-hating, can’t stand anything or anyone – depression. For example, if I was to ask myself the standard happiness question – ‘is this glass half full or half empty?’ I’d say, ‘there is no glass, I don’t deserve a glass, I’ll drink out of this cup of broken dreams while looking at photos on Facebook of people I went to school with who have a better glass than me.’ 

I was once so depressed that I’d thought Bambi was a comedy. I’ve known myself to be so down that when I eventually smiled I pulled a muscle in my eye. My depression was once so all-consuming that I couldn’t even be bothered with personal grooming, like crimping my toe hair, and usually I like to make an effort when I wear sandals. 

But I’m not alone, of course. Statistics from the Mental Health Foundation put my case into context: one in four people will experience some kind of mental health problem in the course of a year. Mixed anxiety and depression is the most common mental disorder in Britain, and women are more likely to have been treated for a mental health problem than men. It’s something that affects more people in the United Kingdom that many would like to admit. I’ve decided to come clean about my mental health because, to be honest, people still seem rather embarrassed to talk about it. I’ve made no secret of how I feel, I’ve performed stand-up shows about my depression and indeed wrote an episode of my Radio 4 series Susan Calman Is Convicted about it. 

I’ve become something of a poster girl for mental health now, which is a bit unexpected. I’d always hoped to become a poster girl of some sort but thought it might have been for my amazing muscles or my lovely hair. ‘That’s that mental comedian’ people say, which is fine. It’s just another label, and society loves them. A journalist once asked me ‘Is it difficult being a female Scottish lesbian comedian?’ I suggested it would be more difficult being a male Scottish lesbian comedian. They’ve never asked me for an interview again. 

So many people got in touch with me after my show was broadcast on Radio 4, a couple of years ago, that I thought I’d write more about the subject. Partly because this is far cheaper than therapy, and partly because I truly believe that until more people start being honest about how they feel we will never get any better. And by ‘we’ I mean all of us. Those who have depression, those who live with us, work with us, care for us and even those who don’t even believe that such a condition could exist.

The problem is that depression is like all-male comedy panel shows. No matter how much you want them to piss off, they’re still there for everyone to see. It’s a condition that doesn’t necessarily disappear, but through the decades I’ve lived with it, I’ve developed coping mechanisms and strategies that mean I’m quite happy being unhappy. And I’ve written them all down for you. 

Please be reassured as you read this, though, that I am absolutely fine now. You mustn’t think that I wrote this while rocking back and forward in a darkened room covered in my own filth. I’m actually in an excellent place at the moment and have no doubt that I will continue to remain there. In fact, I’m so happy that I managed to write this book and I certainly couldn’t have done that in the past, raking over my fetid memories and opening my heart to thousands of strangers. I am well, I am in a good place and I haven’t been forced to write this as some form of community service or court ordered treatment.

They say that everyone has a book inside them and this is mine. Although I hope you buy the follow-up autobiography ‘I cheered right up when I got the part of Doctor Who’. That’s bound to happen in the next year or so. Fingers crossed.
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IT may come as a surprise to some of you, but I wasn’t always a clown. In fact, I used to have a proper job that required years of preparation. I went to university for four years, completed a diploma, trained for two years and then was a corporate lawyer for seven years. Yes, that’s right. A highly paid corporate lawyer with a suit and a briefcase and money and a pension and sick leave and a future, until I gave it all up one day to be a stand-up comedian. I may have left my day job behind but, much like herpes, there’s no real cure for being a lawyer. My previous employment seeps into almost all aspects of my life, not least the writing of this book. I don’t mean that I’ve written it in Latin, although cur non? No. Instead, what I’ve been left with is a compulsion to set out a series of caveats to this book in order to be sure that there is no risk involved in what you’re about to read. While there are a number of these disclaimers, the most important is undoubtedly this one: 
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I will tell you, in full and frank detail, some of the things that have happened to me in my life. I am not, in any way, recommending you do the same as me whether by way of treatment, relationships or life choices. In my view, comedians are not people that should be listened to without deep consideration being given to what we say. I often marvel at the way that some in the media rabidly seek out the political or sociological opinions of people who should have custard pies shoved in their faces. It’s even more remarkable when people listen to us. I have never been persuaded to vote for a political party because someone I once saw doing ten minutes on Live at the Apollo told me to. I know that this sounds like I’m telling you to ignore the beautiful book you’ve just bought, and in a way I am. Because I’ve made some really, really stupid choices in my life, and through luck or fate some of them have worked out. Some of them definitely have not. 

For example, I started doing stand-up comedy in my early thirties and was an open spot (the technical term for someone just starting out) for six months. Just six months during which I did five to ten minute sets in pubs and basements around the country. The most I earned was £10 for my time, certainly not enough to make me think that it would be a financially viable career. After what is considered a very short apprenticeship in comedy, I made the decision that I wanted to do the job full time. In my head I’ve always been dynamic, and in the abstract have implemented a lot of bold decisions, but I’ve rarely acted on them because I am, in reality, an incredibly risk-averse person. But for some reason, on this occasion, I acted on my urges and went for it. That fateful day I walked into my boss’s office, slammed a letter of resignation on his desk and flounced out declaring to anyone who would listen that I was going to be a star dammit! I’d love to say that what happened next was like a fairy tale, that I ended up walking straight into a TV job and moved to a mansion in London with my own bowling alley. The truth is that in my first year as a stand-up I earned £250. In my second year £400 and in my third year I think we got to the heights of £1,000. 

You may well be reading this thinking, That sounds amazing Susan, I’ll do the same. Please don’t, not unless you are totally sure. Don’t get me wrong, changing my job was absolutely the best thing that I could have done for my mental health. I loved being a lawyer but found the restrictive atmosphere of the Scottish legal community, with its occasional misogyny and slight homophobia, utterly horrific and couldn’t wait to get out. 

I didn’t feel resigning was such a big deal because I always felt I could go back to the law. Although I suspect accusing them of homophobia and misogyny might now rule that out. Of course, it was brilliant to take charge of my destiny in that way. It was like a scene from a film where the lead character runs away to chase a ridiculous dream. But, please, I don’t want to be responsible for a rash of resignations all over the country as people ‘do a Calman’. 

I’m slightly disparaging about my old profession but the truth is I loved the job and I’m still a lawyer at heart. I used to specialise in the Data Protection Act (the sexiest of all statutes), and my past life means I’m one of the only people in the world who looks forward to being cold-called so I can have an opportunity to chat about the use of personal information. I know. I’m very popular at parties. My past as a solicitor leaches into almost every part of my life. For example, when I’m performing on stage I tend to think of the gig as a negotiation. I put forward my position, the audience agree or disagree, and eventually we come to a conclusion which may, or may not, be to my benefit. 

As a recovering solicitor I want to give you the contractual small print right up front. It’s not that I’m trying to wriggle out of any responsibility for what I’ve written; rather I want the terms of the contract between you (hereinafter known as The Reader) and myself (hereinafter known as The Writer). Please read this section and nod at the end to show your agreement. I won’t know if you’ve actually nodded. I need to take that on trust. 

The Writer would like The Reader to be aware that:

1. Despite the fact I’ve watched an awful lot of Casualty on the BBC, I am not a qualified doctor. I therefore cannot give medical advice. If you have any concerns of the health nature go and see your GP. If your GP doesn’t listen keep going until you find someone who listens to you. Someone will listen to you. 

2. I have not consulted the medical profession regarding the contents of this book as it’s a personal memoir of my own experiences. I’d love to write a proper academic textbook on the subject, but thought it better that I write about what I know, namely me. The only academic book I could write with any intellectual gravitas would be ‘101 ways to use macaroni cheese in everyday life’.

3. I have particular views on therapy and medication which are very much my own. Depression is a curious thing, as each person is affected in a very different way by it. You need to find your own way to make it work for you. 

4. I am definitely a woman, but this is not just a book for ladies. Depression is something that affects old and young, men and women. In fact, sometimes I think men find talking about their depression slightly more difficult because of historic gender preconceptions. I’ve tried to make this book applicable to everyone, but I am a girl, so if I have made any sweeping generalisations based on my genetic make-up I apologise in advance. You can find me in the playground, pull my hair and run away. 

5. You may find some of the content self-indulgent. I make no apologies for that. This is clearly labelled as a book about depression. If you thought you were buying a Rom Com or a book about One Direction then I honestly worry for you. Although, in the interests of full disclosure, I love One Direction. And I’m not ashamed to say it. 

6. I may retell ‘back in the day stories’. By that I mean tales of times gone past when people used to walk to school in bare feet. I say that because technology and access to information has changed the way that people feel about and deal with depression. I sometimes wish I were younger now as I wouldn’t feel as isolated as I did when I was growing up. Then I look at Twitter and thank goodness I grew up when I did. I couldn’t have coped with the grammar pedantry, never mind my own self-hatred. 

7. I use a lot of metaphors and similes in this tome. I may also contradict myself at times. Don’t get upset about it. It shows that this was written by an actual human being and not some robot programmed to only ever make sense. Of course, if you want a book that makes complete sense and has no mistakes I’d recommend you never read anything ever again and instead simply watch some television. Maybe Antiques Roadshow. That always calms me down. 

8. Don’t be offended if I seem light-hearted regarding some of the topics in this book. It’s how I deal with things. If you are easily offended you should probably stop reading now. But then you probably stopped reading when I mentioned I was Scottish. 

9. I relate a number of very honest stories because I hope they might help you or you might find them interesting. Some of them are very personal and extremely uncomfortable for me to disclose. In fact, the process of writing this book has been more difficult than I thought it would be. I don’t think I quite understood how emotional it would be writing down some of these anecdotes and retelling some of the worst moments from my life. All I ask is that if, after reading this book, if you meet me or come and see me at a gig, don’t look at me any differently. Admitting you have depression doesn’t make you weak, and you most certainly shouldn’t pity me. I’m exactly the same person you’ve been listening to or watching for the past few years. Feel free to ask me any questions you have, but please don’t let it affect our relationship. We’re still going to SnapChat each other, right? 

All clear? Lovely. Then let us begin.
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AS we start to delve into my tale of sadness, I think it’s important that I explain my family situation and upbringing to help you understand why I’ve ended up the way I am. If you’re a comic book fan it’s sort of my depression origin story. And to non-nerds reading this, I mean it’s the way I got my superpowers of sadness. A radioactive spider bit Spiderman, Wolverine was a mutant who was then experimented on, and I collected thimbles when I was younger. Of course, I’m lucky in that I don’t even need to wear a cape to invoke my superpowers. And I certainly wouldn’t change in a phone booth either. Have you been in one recently? The smell is enough to burn your nose hair off. The only time I’ve ever genuinely wondered if I could develop a superpower was when I was bitten on the left breast by a guinea pig (it’s a long story). I sat in the dark for hours waiting for my special abilities to appear, Susan Calman Guinea Pig Woman! I have no idea what would happen if I became such a hybrid hero. I understand that these furry rodents eat their own faeces, so that was something to look forward to. 

Some of us may have realised we were maudlin at an early age; many others happily float through life until something triggers their depression far later on. I like to think I’m textbook. Depressed as a child, teenager and adult. Don’t be jealous now, I’m just one of life’s winners. 

I was born in 1974 in Glasgow, the youngest of three children. My mum was a primary school teacher, my dad was a doctor and we lived in a house with our two dogs in an unremarkable area of the city. Sadly for the tabloid press, I have no tales of childhood cruelty to reveal, and I’m absolutely aware of the fact that I lived a comfortable and privileged life. There is no empirical evidence to show that the way I was brought up is in any way to blame for the way I feel now. 

But, of course, despite the normality of my early years, I entirely blame my parents for everything. What kind of stand-up comedian/depressive would I be if I didn’t firmly lay responsibility at the people who have done the most to look after me? The holy grail of sadness is trying to find the root cause of why we are the way that we are, and the easiest option is to look right at your own doorstep. My own theories are wrong, of course, my upbringing isn’t the sole reason for the way that I am; however, there are possibly some environmental conditions that mean I didn’t deal with my feelings in a healthy way until far later on in my life. 

I was always of the
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I wrote this book but it’s been created through the kindness of a lot of people. 

Lisa Highton and all at my publishers who, for some reason, wanted me to write this thing. You’ve been patient and wonderful and I thank you for everything. 

My family who were legally obliged to take care of me until I was sixteen and then kept going out of love. My wonderful friends who put up with me. Vivienne Clore who is essentially in charge of everything I do and guards the gates of Calman Towers with a fierceness that is exceptional and beautiful. Fenner, Vernon-Smith and everyone at BBC Radio 4 who have provided a great deal of love and support over the past few years. Comedy types who I love and who inspire me like Sarah Millican, Katherine Ryan, Bridget Christie, Sandi Toksvig, Corry Shaw and Emma Kennedy. Writer types whom I adore, Muriel Gray, J.K. Rowling, Denise Mina and Val McDermid. My children/cats Idgie, Muppet, Oscar, Daisy Fay, DCI Jane Tennison and Pickle, who keep me company all day while I write. Stevie, Lesley, Laura2, and the wonderful Rhona Gemell, for beer and laughter.

And my wife, Lee, without whom I doubt I’d get out of bed in the morning. After reading this you might wonder why she stays with me. I wonder myself sometimes. Thanks, pudding.
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If you need any further information on mental health issues or anything else contained in the book you might want to have a look at some of these websites.

www.mind.co.uk

www.time-to-change.org.uk

www.nhs.uk/conditions/stress-anxiety-depression/pages/mental-health-helplines.aspx

www.samaritans.org

www.stonewall.org.uk
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Susan Calman used to be a corporate lawyer and in her time has worked on Death Row in America, at the United Nations in Geneva and been in charge of Vacuum Cleaners and Microwaves at an electrical superstore.

In 2006 she decided to give up her promising career in the Law to be a comedian. She reached the semi-finals of the BBC New Comedy Awards and ‘So You Think You’re Funny’, was a finalist in the prestigious ‘Funny Women’ competition in 2006 and she hasn’t stopped since.

In 2007 Susan was cast in ‘Ugly Kid’, a sketch show which was a sell-out at the Edinburgh Festival and, following critical acclaim, was commissioned as a pilot for Channel 4. The show was renamed ‘Blowout’ and the cast went on to be awarded a Scottish BAFTA that same year.

On Radio 4 Susan has appeared on The News Quiz, The Unbelievable Truth, The Now Show, Dilemma, So Wrong it’s Right and presented Woman’s Hour. She recently recorded her first sitcom for Radio 4 and her third solo series Keep Calman and Carry On was broadcast in 2016.

Sometimes Susan is allowed on television and has so far acted in How Not to Live your Life, Rab C Nesbitt, Dead Boss, and Fresh Meat. She’s also appeared on Have I Got News for You, QI (which she won), Don’t Sit In The Front Row, Comedy Rocks, Show and Tell, The Matt Lucas Awards, Dara O’Briain’s School of Hard Sums, 8 Out of 10 Cats, Would I Lie To You, and Comedy at the Fringe.

Susan continues to gig around the country and has always been a massive hit at the Edinburgh Fringe. She’s recently finished her first UK tour and has started writing her next show ‘The Calman before the Storm’ which will debut at the Edinburgh Fringe in 2016. 

Her first DVD ‘Lady Like’, which was recorded at the Citizens Theatre in Glasgow, is on sale now.

Susan lives in Glasgow and is lucky enough to be married with four cats called Oscar, Pickle, Daisy Fay Harper and DCI Jane Tennison. The cats are amazing. 

susancalman.com

twitter.com/susancalman

facebook.com/Susan-Calman-44711520390
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Stories … voices … places … lives

We hope you enjoyed Cheer Up Love.

If you’d like to know more about this book

or any other title on our list, please go to

www.tworoadsbooks.com.

For news on forthcoming Two Roads titles,

please sign up for our newsletter.

enquiries@tworoadsbooks.com
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