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Dedication

I’ve written this book for myself, the younger Dan

that I wish could have read these pages. I hope this

book can do the same for anyone who needs it.

Thank you to the friends and followers in my life

that have given me patience and kindness.

I am here because of you.
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There’s a moment at the end of every day, where the world falls away and you are left alone with your thoughts. A reckoning. When the things you have been pushing to the background come forward and demand your attention.

Mental health is something we all have. Whether you know you’re going through a tough time, or feel like you are fine – it’s always there, invisible, but influencing what you feel, how you react. Sometimes it can feel like a fog you’re powerless to navigate through, but that’s not true. You can be your own light.






It’s not something to be cured, there isn’t one solution, but if we understand our minds, we can communicate with our consciousness and put ourselves back in control so we can really live. So the next day you know what steps to take to make a change, and you can look after yourself the days after that. We’re on this journey for a long time and we owe it to ourselves to not just survive, but thrive. I can do it and so can you.

You will get through this night.









KEEP SAFE

If you’re ever at a point of serious crisis and feel like you can’t keep yourself safe, it’s important to connect with someone who can help you.


	Consider connecting with a friend, relative, or someone else who you trust. Even if you don’t feel like talking, just being with them can be enough to keep you from harm.

	Call a crisis helpline. No matter where you are or what’s happening in your life, you can connect anonymously with trained professionals who are ready to listen, in total confidence – that means no judgement.

	Go to a place of safety. This might be a hospital, police station, spiritual place, or somewhere else you feel secure.



This book tackles many topics related to mental health that some readers may, at times, find uncomfortable or upsetting as we discuss how to overcome these struggles. If you don’t want to read about a particular issue, you can always skip that part, put it down, or come back when you are ready. It may be difficult, but we will talk about these things to better understand them and learn how to manage ourselves to be healthier and happier.







Introduction

Hello, I’m Dan. I might like to think of myself as tall, dark and mysterious – the truth is that whilst I am long, I’m definitely a nerd, an introvert and one of those people that spends too much time on the internet. I do only wear black though. I’m still trying to work out the psychological significance of my light-absorbing choice of clothing, but there’s other stuff for me to work on first.

As an annoying child who screamed ‘look at me’ before doing an underwhelming backflip into a pool, naturally I wanted to become ‘an entertainer’. A professional storyteller, whatever that is. Someone that can make other people laugh and maybe make a change – or at the very least have an excuse to go on a rant about something, inspired by righteous fury. I’m one of those quite sarcastic, cynical ones with a tough shell, which I always chalked up to being British, with that small and stiff upper-lip. When I was eighteen, I started posting comedy videos online to amuse myself, then people started watching them. As this accidental freight train picked up speed, with more viewers and followers coming with every rotation, I found myself (often with my friend and partner-in-crime Phil Lester) hosting a show on BBC radio, writing books, performing in theatres and standing in front of seas of people at festivals. Always self-deprecating, shamelessly sharing my worst moments for others’ entertainment, (definitely to a fault and extent that sometimes elicits a laugh followed by a concerned look) – you can obviously learn a lot about my mental health from my sense of humour, but really I just want to make people happy. Other people.

I’d always been seen on a stage or a screen with a smile on my face. To everyone in my life I may have appeared fine and thriving, but under the surface I was struggling. It was easy to forget, as I tumbled forward through life, to pay attention to how I felt. I try not to think of all the time I’ve spent indulging in the bleakest impulses of my brain and accepting my most negative thoughts without question. I found myself wading aimlessly through a dense fog of stress, panic and low energy, which eventually sent me sliding down into a black hole that I couldn’t climb out of.

I came to learn that I wasn’t looking after my mental health, and in reality I was stressed, anxious and severely depressed. I went on a journey to find help, to learn about myself and my mind, and I discovered that life didn’t have to be this way.

There were times in my life that seemed so dark and inescapable that I thought I had no choice but to give up entirely to escape them. The truth is that there was so much I could have done to lift myself up and out. I just didn’t understand mental health, or know how to help myself. Now, I feel like I do.

THE ORIGIN STORY

From a young age, I experienced a lot of conflict, both in and outside the home. It’s easy to look at two large humans shouting at each other with flailing limbs and think ‘ah yes, I, the tiny child who only understands basic shapes and how to scatter Lego on the floor for people to stand on must have caused this.’ The emotions I witnessed were volatile and inconsistent. I didn’t understand it, or why it was happening, so I assumed it was my fault. This led to me concluding, quite early, that this is simply how life is. So when I encountered hostility amongst the other hyperactive and impressionable children in a class, I simply accepted it and didn’t push back. I had no reason to question it or that I should feel otherwise. I never really learned the concept of ‘asking for help’, or ‘sharing feelings’, so I unknowingly suffered in silence. And so, years of my life went by, unquestioning, feeling perpetually scared and hypervigilant, with a deep sinking feeling that I was ultimately unliked and a burden. This deep feeling became familiar to me. It became my normal.

As life started to get more complicated – and hormonal – the whirlwind of conflict escalated both internally and externally. Basically, I’m gay. Teen-Dan didn’t have a great time with that. It was an unsurprisingly grey and generic world growing up in Winnersh – a glamorous series of housing estates built next to a motorway in the south of England. ‘Gay’ at that time was a synonym for bad. I realised I must be ‘bad’. I felt bad. This general g-word that existed throughout the world: TV, music, the school yard – meant anything from ‘boring’ to ‘awful’, and I internalised that definition of who I was under the surface. Trying to survive the Battle Royale post-apocalypse hellscape of an all-boys school, in a society that was broadly homophobic, drilled into me that I was essentially defective. I felt guilty for being ‘bad’, so could not turn to anyone to talk about how I felt about this shameful part of myself. Without getting into too much traumatic detail, it was pretty terrible. Constantly outcast, tired of the constant physical and verbal abuse I suffered everywhere I turned, every day, feeling like I was fundamentally flawed and there was no escape in sight – I attempted to take my own life. Thankfully, it failed.

It turns out life can be slow, but it’s long, and change is inevitable. I did not stay trapped in that environment, I did meet new people and, thankfully, the world did change, if only a little bit. To think that my story could have ended because I thought I had seen everything that was left for me in life? I was wrong. I am grateful to be alive.

At the time, no one knew of what almost happened, other than me. I carried the burden alone as another shameful secret – but now I had a mission. I told myself a story that if I could just escape, ‘get a proper job’ and build a life for myself, on my own terms, everything would be okay. This became a target that would define the next decade of my life. I knew my skeleton was in its own figurative closet, but there was way too much to deal with in all areas of my life to come to terms with that, so I buried it – instead choosing to just focus relentlessly on my escape plan.

It was at this time in my life, purely out of chronic boredom, that I decided to post those homemade comedy videos on the internet (absolutely horrifying please don’t search), joking about things like procrastination and annoying people who walk too slowly. I found this fun, but it wasn’t going to go anywhere. Surely? Despite having passionate interests in a dozen different directions, I was so convinced that I shouldn’t question how I feel or the way the world works, that I decided the only plan was to play it totally traditionally and aspire to one of those jobs a grandparent would be proud of. I went to university to study Law. That sounded like a ‘real job’ a ‘normal functional human’ would get! No offence to successful lawyers who are happy with their careers, it really just was not my personal passion at any level. It was just another lie I was telling myself.


Aside from my default mindset of feeling invisible and afraid, and the bones rattling in the metaphorical wardrobe on wheels following close behind me, a new, slower and more creeping feeling started to develop within me. It was telling me that instead of the usual high-energy panic, I should just slow down and give up. Don’t get out of bed. Don’t eat. Don’t look forward to anything, what’s the point? It was the first twinges of inauthenticity starting to erode me from the inside like the acid frothing from a battery.

I decided to take a ‘year out’ from university to consider what to do with my life. It was during this year of staring at blank walls questioning my choices that the BBC called out of the blue, to offer Phil and me the chance to create our own show on the radio. It was happening. The thing I wanted to do! I was lost in life on so many levels, but I at least understood the importance of doing something that makes you happy, so would I finally get to experience this ‘happiness’ thing now? It turns out nothing slaps you down to earth quite like paying rent in London – and thusly living off Supermarket Value ramen noodles for several years. It was an exciting and incredibly stressful time. Suddenly my homemade content was opening doors and getting kinds of attention I could never imagine. In my desperation to chase the ephemeral concept of ‘a career’, however, I was not living a lifestyle conducive to good mental health. I didn’t eat, I didn’t sleep, I had no friends, I never went outside, my work was my life, my home was my work and my priorities were whack. Any down-time I had was spent face down on the carpet having an existential crisis.

This is when my life got thrown into the pit of the very new psychological phenomenon of social media. Sure, technology brings all kinds of joy and connectedness to our lives, but it can reveal the dark side of humanity along with it, and I experienced a lot of both sides. I enjoyed the middle – suddenly all these followers of my work were sending me messages, recognising me on the street, and sending me slightly creepy but well-intentioned mail. This actually made me feel accepted, appreciated and for the first time grateful that it appears there’s some nice people in the world. I was thankful, it was fun! Even if someone told me, ‘I went to your show and I respectfully decided I dislike you and your face,’ at least it was cordial and I loved and cherished the interaction. However, as I’m sure we all now know from daily adventures on the net, it’s hard to ignore the extremes. Having an encouraging cult contingency that says ‘you are perfect and I will gladly kill for you’ can blow up your head so big your brain is a blimp. Thankfully, my cripplingly low self-esteem never quite let me believe it. On the other hand, there were the people who decided on that particular day that I would be the sole focus of their seething rage and resentment, as all the frustration of their bad day at work was taken out on me in the DMs. Thankfully, my cripplingly low self-esteem never quite let that sink in either; I’d told myself a lot worse.

As my following grew, so did the pressures and peering gazes that were put on me. What I wasn’t braced for were the invasions of privacy. I hadn’t accounted for the rainbow-elephant in the room that I’d have to address one day, and that if I stumbled into a ‘public career’, suddenly other people would say ‘hi, what’s with that giant elephant you’re clearly ignoring?’ I was suddenly dealing with speculations on my relationship status, people trying to find evidence that I was ‘lying’ about who I was, the constant fear of my identity and loved ones being used as objects for entertainment or fuel for headlines.

I started to feel those same urges to escape that I’d felt as a teenager. It was too much. This clown career I’d chosen telling jokes on the internet just wasn’t paying the extortionate bills. The pressure that it put on my personal life was too big to handle. I chose to take jobs that I didn’t want, and do things on my own platforms that I felt were what people ‘wanted to see’ rather than what I was passionate about. If I wasn’t doing what I wanted on my own terms now, surely I was just as much of a fraud as when I convinced myself I could be a lawyer?

I was completely caught up in the storm. Any worries that entered my mind would overwhelm me. I ceased to exist in the physical world as I was captivated by the chaotic thoughts in my head, summoning my worst memories, prophesying my own doom, imagining the enemies that I thought were waiting for me out in the world, with the worst intentions. My physical health started to deteriorate: I was tense, short of breath, tired but wired with anxious energy. Even as positive opportunities in my career started to present themselves, the pressure and attention that came with them started to boil over.

I just became a machine. Push it all under. Bury it. Head down, hide the evidence, march forward, deal with it later. ‘One day’ my mission will be successful: I’ll reach the surface of financial freedom to secure my independence and I can take that first breath of air. After spending most of my twenties in this state of relentless chase / escape, there came a time after my first book was published, having just done a comedy world tour performing from Stockholm to LA, where surely I had finally ‘made it’? I took stock of what I had – and the shelves were empty. Life was grey, much like my entire sock drawer. Even after ‘achieving’ what I had, I didn’t have the emotional capacity to enjoy it. This initial moment, however, of really just admitting that I was not okay, gave me a spark of hope – it made me feel for the first time that I was allowed to think about my life and try to make it better.

DANIEL AND DEPRESSION

I went to a doctor, she said I might be depressed. I didn’t really understand what that meant. I saw a therapist, she pointed out I clearly had several issues I probably had to deal with. I was prescribed a course of antidepressants so I could get through a day without tripping into an emotional pit, and for the first time I looked around at my world and questioned the balance. I started to try and separate work and life, actually get a hobby, find some friends – and all of this helped. It gave me a stronger foundation. Therapy helped me understand my emotional reactions and reframe my thoughts. Eventually, I found I didn’t need the meds anymore. I had gone through all of this in secret, trying to keep up appearances and be professional, but eventually I felt like I had to be honest about it. The people in my life and my supporters deserved to know what I was dealing with. I felt they had a right to know why I wasn’t appearing as my supposedly sunnier past-self. So I decided to open up about my mental health for the first time in a video titled ‘Daniel and Depression’.


The day I shared that I was suffering from depression was terrifying. Sure, I did it in my own way that poked fun at the more ridiculous sides of the struggle, carefully treading that line between letting people feel they have permission to laugh and making them wince (sorry), but the fact I was talking about this at all scared me. I didn’t know whether people would understand, if they’d accept it, or if I was making a mistake admitting this vulnerability that would inevitably result in judgement. At the time ‘mental health’ was still a mystery to most and total taboo, so I feared I was making a mistake. I shared how I felt, explained the misconceptions of depression and how I’ve tried to make myself better, and braced for impact. Then people surprised me – this time, in a good way.

Sitting back looking at my screen, I saw laughter, understanding and encouragement. Old friends reached out in support. Strangers told me that they felt represented by my story and could now explain their situation to their loved ones. Some said they finally understood others in their lives that were in my position, and I realised the power of talking about these taboos and how it can help so many people.

This was the first step, but I knew there was more waiting for me on the road ahead. I’d go out on tour and people would open up to me about their struggles, emotionally sharing how I ‘inspired them’ by sharing ‘my story’ about depression, and I felt like a fraud. After all, I was still in denial about that thing I’ve known since I was a child. Despite my hard work to make my life better for my mental health, there was a final hurdle dragging it all down. I knew I wasn’t being honest with myself and until I was living a truly authentic life, I would never be happy. I couldn’t keep going any longer. I couldn’t create, I couldn’t perform, my body was pushing against the current of my mind, forcing me to finally confront it. It was time to go on a journey – an internal one to Narnia and back. If I wasn’t living my truth, feeling happy being myself and doing things I felt passionate about, I would never be free. The time had come, to come out.

DAN 1.0

I knew that as long as I was so busy working that I had no energy left at the end of the day, I could never step back to get the perspective on my life that I needed to grow, so I took some time out. To the outside world, it probably looked like I was abducted by aliens. There were definitely a few good conspiracy theories that I must have flown over a triangle or got invited into the illuminati. The truth was that I just stopped running for the first time, and when I turned around, there was a lot waiting for me. Trying to untangle my past, like that box of miscellaneous wires that we all have at the bottom of some box, took time, but it would take as much time as I needed. After everything I’d been through, it was literally life or death.

Safe to say there was a lot going on, wading through decades of trauma while under the spotlight, but lurking at the back was the skeleton. The fundamental fact I’d been afraid to look at my whole life. I’d never been homophobic, or any kind of hateful towards others in life, but society’s ‘gay is bad’ brainwashing that I was subjected to directed all of it inwards – in what I understand now is ‘internalised homophobia’. I thought I was broken. I hated myself. I believed this bullshit to be self-evident. Recognising that this self-hatred was, in fact, not ‘true’, and something I could let go of, was like the first beam of light piercing straight through the clouds that had been descending on me all my life. The lightbulb moment for me was stepping back and saying ‘it’s okay to be the way you are.’ I gave myself permission to exist. The moment I felt comfortable actually acknowledging and accepting my sexuality, and that I was ready to be honest with the world, felt like the beginning of my life.

If I was going to finally confront this, there was a lot of busy work to do just sharing the news. I learned from being open about my mental health that part of the hard work (of someone struggling with a stigma) is managing other people’s emotional reactions and preparing for the bad ones, so a whole heap of fun awaited me for dropping this bombshell. I struggled so much to ‘come out’ to my family, that after months of procrastination, I literally just emailed them saying ‘Basically I’m Gay’ – which while being an unconscionably ridiculous subject line, and way too on the nose for someone as socially awkward as me, actually did the job perfectly. I then spent months in a deep hibernation cave, writing an epic and dramatic coming out comedy piece called ‘Basically I’m Gay’ in that email’s honour. You can search for that one if you want.

The moment I shared this with the world, it actually felt like a weight lifted. I never truly understood that saying until now – it felt like my whole life had been held down by this chainmail that I instantly shed. Finally, for the first time, on a personal level, I felt free to just exist in peace moment-to-moment.

Here I am, finally living. Now what?

I’ve seen in the world and experienced for myself how much there is to learn about mental health. Understanding how our minds work can totally change, even save, our lives. It has personally blown my mind to learn all of the everyday behaviours I didn’t appreciate were harmful, all the unhelpful attitudes I held towards myself for no reason, and what I can do to support my mental health going forward. This has helped me. I hope this book helps you, I hope it can then help others.

This is not a memoir. It’s not spiritual self-help. It is a practical guide, founded on science, that can help you understand and manage your mental health. I’m just the guy who’s here to make it fun along the way and say that I know working on yourself can feel like work, so if laughing at my pain can make it easier for you, I’m happy to. I’m used to it.




How to Use This Book

Think of this book as a toolbox, for your mind – a metaphorical one, please leave any actual tools in your mind to the surgeons. Packed in these pages are the insights you may need to understand mental health, and practical things you can try that have been proven to make people feel better. Each small change will help build a stronger foundation for good mental health, so it is the best you vs. the world.

The proof of these pages

I’m not an expert, I’m just the guy with the laptop and a story. When anyone starts giving advice about mental health, you should be sure you can trust what they are saying. I have written this book in consultation with an experienced Clinical Psychologist – Dr Heather Bolton. All this content has been thoroughly reviewed and approved (even if I wrote ten pages and had to delete it all, much to my horror) – so trust that what made it onto these pages is thoroughly fact-checked, and hopefully entertaining.

The theory this book is based on, the exercises and advice within, come from evidence-based approaches. This means it’s founded on scientific understanding of the problems, and has been tested and proven to be effective. If it’s in this book, it’s not just a nice sounding idea or a self-discovery, it’s cold, hard science that has been shown to work. This includes approaches from CBT (Cognitive Behavioural Therapy), ACT (Acceptance and Commitment Therapy), CFT (Compassion-Focused Therapy) and Positive Psychology.

Many books are dedicated to exploring a single topic, method of treatment or mindset. These books often have a single fundamental point to make, but can then have a lot of history or methods around the answers. This is valid, but not necessarily the most useful experience for someone who needs help. This book is a lean, mean mental health machine. We’ll cover many of the known and new methods understood to really make a difference – but I’ll make the point you need to understand and move on to the next one. You should never rely on just one book, but this one is essentially the helpful highlights of half the library.

The small print

This is a book containing information, it isn’t a sentient personal expert that will overhaul your entire life no matter the specific circumstances (genuinely sorry about that). It’s up to you to take what is contained in this text and apply it to you and your life. In mental health, there are no miracle cures that work for everyone – we’re all built differently and you have to find what works for you. Different experts may prefer different approaches, but they all have common ground that reveals the fundamental things that we should all know, and that’s what is in here!

This book focuses on the general human experiences we all have, helping us to understand how the things we do every day affect our minds, so we can learn to manage ourselves better. Feeling bad is normal, and not always dangerous or serious. We can feel depressed or anxious without having serious diagnosable disorders and it’s important to understand the line between what things this book will cover that can apply to us all, and what someone may need to seek professional help for. This is not a diagnostic textbook that will go into detail describing various conditions – we’ll leave that to the professionals and dense dusty tomes. As a general rule, if you’ve been feeling bad for more than a couple of weeks, are struggling to cope day-to-day, or are worrying if what you’re going through is ‘serious enough’ to need an intervention, it’s worth speaking to a professional. There were times in my life where I needed more than a book, and it’s important to accept that and seek help.

You aren’t expected to read everything here overnight, apply all of it in one day and wake up a superhero – for many of us it’s a series of small steps and changes that help us build up the strength and stamina to survive the trials of life. Read the book, see what resonates, try something out and don’t be afraid. You’re allowed rest days, you’re allowed to forgive yourself for failure, and it’s okay if something doesn’t work for you. This can be on your shelf for when you need it, ready to pick up again – so that you can pick yourself up.

It’s my hope that from this book you will understand how all the things we do and experience all the time affect our mental health, so we feel more informed, in control of our choices, and know how to help ourselves to live happier. This is the book I wish I could have read earlier.

The toolbox

This book is in three parts, designed to help you at different stages: from changing how you feel right now, to improving the world around you to help you feel better in a few days, to long-term attitudes and missions you can undertake to make yourself confident going forward. Think of these three parts as the previously mentioned priorities you need to address, in order to have a healthier mind. You don’t need to read this cover to cover, chronologically – feel free to skip to the parts you may need right now, depending on what part of the mental health wave you’re riding.

PART 1: THIS NIGHT

This part of the book is for when you need an immediate change, no matter how small. If you’re in a negative headspace and need an out, This Night has techniques to help remove yourself from that negative moment. These include ways to calm down emotionally, regulate your breathing, and help to ground yourself, bringing you out of your mind and feeling safe and secure in the real world. It also has advice on how to cope with overwhelming worry or anxiety and make you steady.

PART 2: TOMORROW

This part is for when you feel stable and can make changes to the world around you. Taking a practical approach, we will go through the areas of life that we know directly affect our mental health, and for each of these areas there are easy wins that will make it simple for you to manage everything you have going on, and build momentum towards being in a sustainable, positive place.

PART 3: THE DAYS AFTER THAT

The final part builds upon the foundations and looks inside. This is about addressing what’s going on in your mind, and learning to make it a better place to be. We will discuss identifying toxic thinking patterns, dealing with emotions, detecting sources of any emotional distress, and ways to adjust your mindset to deal with challenges and be fairer to yourself going forward in life.

Throughout the book, there will be a mix of the straight-up advice you need to hear, explanations of the theory behind it all (that blew my mind and made me wonder why we don’t know all this stuff and teach it in schools), and my personal experiences and perspective. I know better than most that in the midst of a crisis, sometimes you don’t want to read about someone’s personal journey or how the researcher had their eureka moment, you just want the help – so we’ve designed this book to emphasise the important bits and break out the best nuggets of knowledge to make it the most helpful for you. After all, you picked this book up for a reason. By picking it up, you may have taken the first step of acknowledging that we have the ability to make ourselves feel better – and every page from here will hopefully give you help along the way. Let’s get into it.




Understanding Mental Health

Mental health is the state of your emotional and psychological wellbeing. Just as real as your physical health, but unseen, in your mind. ‘Having mental health’ isn’t a problem, it’s just how we feel at any time. Is your mental health good, or are you struggling?

Too many of us only look at the outside when we think about how healthy we are. As long as we aren’t in pain, and don’t seem to be shooting blood out of some orifice, we may consider ourselves fine – but if how we feel is holding us back from doing the things we need to do or enjoying life, then we should be just as concerned with our minds.

The big difference with mental health is that we’re not very good at noticing problems. We can live with a lot of stress, a lot of anxiety. Many people can function with depression. It is possible to cruise through life suffering, if we don’t understand that it isn’t necessary to feel this way. The first step is to understand that you feel things for a reason. Our thoughts and feelings are not a mysterious fog of frustration, they are our brain’s responses to what happens in the world around us. If you understand why you feel different things, you can change how you feel. If you can change how you feel, you can feel good.

MENTAL HEALTH PROBLEMS ARE NORMAL

It’s said that right now a quarter of all people
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GET YOUR PRIORITIES STRAIGHT


Being a human


SOCIAL ENVIRONMENT
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Blame evolution



Horrible helpful feelings
















	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	







DON’T PANIC
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The right attitude



	Be open minded. Give yourself permission to try new things and make changes. Approach them knowing it’s to make your life better.

	Be fair to yourself. As someone with impossibly high standards for myself, I can tell you it’s unhelpful. Don’t consider yourself a failure, but a work in progress. Self-compassion isn’t indulgent, it’s being fair and makes you more likely to succeed.

	Be proud of yourself. Celebrate the small wins along the way and measure yourself by your effort, not your achievements. If you are feeling low in life, things will feel harder, so rather than focus on the outcome and feeling down, feel proud that you are trying. Find hope and motivation.

	Be brave. Aim to push yourself out of your comfort zone just a little – that’s usually where the breakthroughs happen. If something’s hard, be prepared to practice and push through to the other side. If something scares you, head towards it in case there’s truth and growth on the other side.
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