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Introduction

Five years ago, just after I had begun sharing my personal experience of mental illness, a teacher at one of the schools I visited asked me to speak privately to a fourteen-year-old student who was really struggling. 

I will never forget hearing this young girl telling me she had completely given up on her life. It was heart-breaking. She explained that she had suffered with anxiety and depression for many years. She also listed the different medications and therapists she had tried. None of them had had any effect on her declining mental health.

I felt so helpless listening to this young girl express such despair. I tried to offer words of comfort and hope but none of them seemed to resonate at all. 

Since that day, I have met many individuals experiencing mental health issues, along with their family members or friends, who have also told me that they have given up hope.

I understand their anguish. When I was diagnosed with schizoaffective disorder at the age of twenty and admitted to a psychiatric hospital, I too very rapidly gave up hope.

It took years to regain some sort of faith in life. 

However, I eventually managed to clamber out of the deep, dark hole of hopelessness I had been in. Inevitably I have been back down in that pit a few times since then, but somehow I always manage to find my way out.

One of the ways I do this is by learning from the wisdom of other individuals who have also ‘been there’. Psychologist Carl Jung called them ‘wounded healers.’ Even though each of us may experience mental health challenges in our own unique ways, we can still learn a lot from one another on the different ways to overcome such adversity. 

This is where the idea for The Book of Hope was born.

I firmly believe it is never too late to find hope. I learnt this on a trip to India a few years ago, where I worked with an NGO which was trying to raise awareness and destigmatise mental illness within society. There I met a number of inspiring older ‘wounded healers’ who had overcome huge adversity; not just in terms of their serious mental health issues but also because of the extremely archaic mental health care they were under, which I witnessed first hand in many locations.

I have been privileged to learn from these individuals and from people all over the world (many of whom have contributed to this book) about hope, and how essential it is for anyone with a mental health diagnosis.

At this point I would like to say that hope is not necessarily a ‘cure’ or ‘fix’. Personally, I have found that therapy, alongside medication and meditation, has helped me most along my journey. However, finding and holding on to hope has also been a necessity, especially during my bleaker periods.

My wish is that you too will find some hope within these pages. 

*

I am eternally grateful to everyone who has contributed to this book. Words cannot express how inspired I am by each of these wounded healers and their stories, which have all been written with such honesty and depth. I feel unbelievably lucky to know these courageous individuals who all have such incredible strength. 

I am also enormously thankful to my co-writer Britt, publisher Carole, and everyone else at Bluebird for believing in this book and making it happen.

Hope has never been more needed than in the extremely challenging year of 2020. The COVID-19 pandemic literally turned the world and all our lives upside-down. It can be so easy to succumb to that despair. I found myself back in hospital again after a relapse in September 2020. My subsequent recovery was made much harder because of the lockdown and restrictions placed upon us. But gradually I overcame this period. The most important lesson I learnt during this time was the necessity of kindness and compassion; particularly towards myself. Within this, I found hope. We have seen such kindness and compassion within our society throughout the pandemic, as well as much suffering and tragedy of course. I truly hope the former extends beyond COVID-19. I now believe that wherever there is kindness and compassion, there is always hope.

It is my dream that no other person will ever feel that they have lost all hope again. Ultimately hope is all around us, and as you will see from this book, within us too.

To start, I have listed 101 things that have helped give me hope. I encourage you to make your own list, particularly during a period of good mental health (although it is also useful compiling this list when you’re not in such a good place).

As you will see from my own list below, there is always hope. And just as the sunshine follows the rain, even if you have temporarily lost hope, it will eventually return again.

Things that give me hope:

1.	The impermanence of everything

2.	Birdsong. The sound of birds singing gave me such comfort when I lived in isolation for months during the coronavirus pandemic in 2020

3.	Nina Simone’s anthem Feeling Good

4.	Random acts of kindness

5.	Seeing rainbows across the sky

6.	Viktor Frankl’s autobiography Man’s Search for Meaning 

7.	Continuous advancements in science and technology

8.	Stephen King’s novel-turned-film The Shawshank Redemption

9.	Our limitless imaginations

10.	Butterflies. The transformation they go through in their lifespan is miraculous

11.	The song Seasons of Love from the musical Rent

12.	Individuals and groups tirelessly fighting for justice in this world

13.	Watching live music at gigs

14.	Trees. There is an oak tree close to where I grew up which is over 400 years old. Imagine all the storms it has weathered!

15.	The entire voluntary sector

16.	The warmth of the sun

17.	Mitch Albom’s memoir Tuesdays With Morrie

18.	Any David Attenborough documentary

19.	Newborn babies. According to UNICEF, there are over 350,000 born every single day 

20.	The vastness of our universe which we have uncovered

21.	The vastness of our universe which we still have left to explore

22.	Mary Oliver’s poems

23.	Fields full of sunflowers 

24.	Inspirational quotes. I have a long list of them that I’m constantly updating

25.	The Eagle. These incredible birds have so much to teach us humans about life

26.	The film Amelie, which also has plenty to teach us on the joy of living

27.	Edvard Grieg’s classical tune Morning Mood 

28.	Teachers

29.	Brené Brown’s TED talks

30.	Monet’s paintings

31.	Libraries. The British Library is a particular treasure trove for me

32.	A smile from a stranger

33.	Listening to the life stories of those who survived the Holocaust

34.	Florence + The Machine’s track Shake It Out

35.	The continuous changing of the seasons

36.	Frank Capra’s Oscar-winning film It’s a Wonderful Life

37.	Unconditional love (particularly the unconditional love dogs have for their owners)

38.	Enduring love (my parents just recently celebrated their fiftieth wedding anniversary)

39.	The stillness of lakes

40.	Witnessing human vulnerability

41.	Maya Angelou’s empowering poem Still I Rise 

42.	All those working on the frontline of the emergency services and in healthcare

43.	Clear blue skies

44.	Simon & Garfunkel’s Grammy award-winning song Bridge Over Troubled Water

45.	Martin Luther King Jr’s journey to lead the Civil Rights Movement

46.	Meditation, and the return to my body and breath when I am battling with my mind

47.	Forests

48.	Nelson Mandela’s Long Walk to Freedom 

49.	Fragrant rose gardens

50.	Youth movements

51.	Seeing the stars at night

52.	Athletes (especially those who have overcome adversity)

53.	Destiny’s Childs’ anthem Survivor 

54.	Waterfalls. I was lucky enough to visit Victoria Falls in Zimbabwe. I will never forget the feeling of awe I felt at its sheer magnitude 

55.	William Wordsworth’s best-known poem Daffodils 

56.	Spending time with children and seeing life through their eyes

57.	Mountain vistas

58.	All the remarkable women who have fought (and continue to fight) for equality 

59.	Revisiting photos of happy memories

60.	Here Comes the Sun by The Beatles

61.	Street art

62.	Queen Elizabeth I’s Golden Age of the sixteenth century

63.	Disney/Pixar’s Up

64.	Disney/Pixar’s Coco 

65.	Disney/Pixar’s Inside Out

66.	The diversity of human beings on this planet

67.	The Northern Lights. Seeing them is on my bucket list

68.	The Galapagos Islands. Also on my bucket list!

69.	Rise by singer-songwriter Gabrielle

70.	Pinterest boards. Looking at them is my guilty pleasure!

71.	Acceptance, and our capacity to forgive and let go 

72.	Marine life. I urge you to go scuba diving just once, to experience the magic under the sea

73.	Bob Ross’s Joy of Painting documentary series 

74.	Gospel choirs

75.	Inspiring leaders, such as New Zealand’s prime minister Jacinda Ardern 

76.	‘Hope’ is the thing with feathers by poet Emily Dickinson

77.	Lotus flowers. This beautiful flower must grow within mud in order to bloom

78.	The film Maudie, which charts the life of inspirational painter Maud Lewis

79.	New moons

80.	Farmers 

81.	Complete and total stillness. It is rare that I find it but when I do it is oh, so peaceful

82.	Candi Staton’s disco anthem Young Hearts Run Free

83.	Reading Shakespeare’s works. There is such richness in his writings and so much to learn about humanity, even centuries after he lived

84.	John Nash’s life story of becoming a Nobel laureate in the film A Beautiful Mind

85.	Gratitude, a short film by Louie Schwartzberg

86.	Puppies

87.	Kittens

88.	All other baby animals

89.	Paulo Coelho’s bestselling novel The Alchemist

90.	Air travel. We take for granted the fact we can now fly to any part of the globe

91.	The sound of waves from the sea crashing onto the shore

92.	Flowers growing through the cracks in concrete

93.	Sam Cooke’s civil rights song A Change is Gonna Come

94.	Personal achievements I’ve made which I never imagined would be possible, such as running a marathon

95.	Sunrises

96.	Sunsets 

97.	Nina Simone’s I Wish I Knew How it Would Feel to Be Free

98.	The growth of this list over time

99.	Our bodies’ capability to overcome disease

100.	Our minds’ capability to overcome illness

101.	The 101 stories that you are about to read and that I have been fortunate enough to curate, together with my co-author Britt. May they bring you, dear reader, the hope that we both found in putting this book together 

Jonny Benjamin
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Content Warnings

This is an anthology of hope and many of the contributors talk about drawing on hope that helped them through challenging experiences in their lives. Some readers might find the content of some of these accounts more triggering, so we have added a palm symbol to the more detailed accounts to allow anyone who may find reading about sensitive content difficult the opportunity to pause.




ALWAYS HOPE




Juliette Burton

Advice To My Younger Self

I can’t tell you not to go down the route you’re going to go down. I can’t tell you what to do. Knowing you, you wouldn’t listen anyway and that’s ok. I still don’t listen to everyone who offers me unsolicited advice. And that’s what this is – unsolicited advice.

Years ago, a helpful person suggested I avoid giving out advice or information unless someone asks for it. There’s no point in offering it if the person isn’t seeking it. And you’re not seeking advice right now. You’re the kind of person who needs to learn by observing, thinking, musing. You’ve got to make the mistakes you need to make – and they won’t even be the ‘mistakes’ people tell you they are. They’re lessons. And you will learn. It might take repeated mistakes before you learn some of the lessons, but life is a series of opportunities to learn, if you want to. 

You’ll gravitate towards people on similar paths. Draw those closest to you who have gratitude and positivity in abundance. You’ll get what you focus on and it’s easier to focus on the things you want if you surround yourself with people who have it. 

I can’t tell you one day it’ll all make sense. Honestly, I’m still confused. The real secret is that all adults are. There is no magic secret to life other than to keep going, keep rediscovering that beautiful, childlike joy of being alive.

Things don’t get easier; they get different. Any moment of darkness will pass. Every feeling that feels like it will go on forever will at some point end. Whether it’s a happy feeling you enjoy, or a negative feeling you feel you can’t withstand a moment longer. Everything shifts. I don’t know when it will, and I don’t know why. But I can promise you; every time you feel broken, you will come out stronger.

I’d love to tell you to fuel your body so your mind can achieve all it has the potential to. 

I’d love to tell you to ignore all the outward messages telling you you’re not good enough, to realise the school bullies were wrong, the adverts telling you to be thinner are wrong, the adults telling you to lose weight are wrong – their obsession is not good for your holistic wellbeing.

I’d love to tell you every day to find at least five things you like about yourself and nurture those traits. What you focus on, you’ll get. If you focus on positivity, you’ll get positivity. If you focus on sadness and flaws all you will feel is sadness and all you will see are imperfections. 

Follow your bliss. If something makes your soul sing and want to get out of bed in the morning, follow it. Do it. Make it your reason. Sooner than I did. Do more of it. Whatever gives you lust for life and makes you want to live, do it, surround yourself with it, demand people take it seriously. If they don’t, find others who will. 

Above all, never give up. I know you want to. And I know you will want to right up to the day you become me, sitting here, writing this. As hard as it will feel, it will be worth it. 

There will be moments, quiet moments between you and a sunset, you and another human, you and a roomful of people that will make up for all the pain and distress you’ve endured. For a moment you will mend. You will be exactly where you need to be. And you will feel peace. Cherish every one of those moments. They won’t last, but more will come. 

And when you reach the moment where you are me, sitting here, writing this to you, sitting there, reading this in your own imagination . . . think of you in another seventeen years sitting somewhere else, writing probably very similar words. 

Listen. Take wisdom in. 

Have a voice. Speak your truth.

Forgive.

Believe.

Get more sleep. 

Spend time with your mother. She’s possibly the best human you will ever meet and you must learn all you can from her while you can. 

Be kind. If not to yourself then to everyone around you.

Kindness is power. It nourishes. 

Kindness is beauty. The kinder you are, the more beautiful you will be.

Juliette Burton is an award-winning comedian, speaker, writer, voiceover artist and mental health campaigner. She has performed five solo shows (When I Grow Up, Look At Me, Decision Time, Butterfly Effect and Defined) at the Edinburgh Fringe.




Joe Tracini

Hello you.

I can’t see you, but I know you’re there. I hope you’re ok.

So, you’re reading a book about hope. Without knowing who, where or how you are, the fact that you’re reading a book about hope tells me three things about you.

Thing I Know about You Because You’re Reading a Book about Hope – Number One: 

You need some. If you’ve ended up here, wherever you are, reading this, it’s because you need some hope.

I hate talking about me, but if I’m going to talk a bit about you, it’s only fair I tell you a bit more about me. Here are eight things that are true:

1.	My name’s Joe.

2.	I’m thirty-one years old.

3.	I can talk to somebody for hours & not say a single thing about me without them noticing.

4.	I was a drug addict & I’m seven years clean.

5.	I was an alcoholic & I’m four years sober.

6.	I live with daily suicidal thoughts that are always there. Some days they’re just louder than they were the day before.

7.	I’ve done more good things than bad things, but I never remember the good ones because I only feel the bad ones.

8.	I’ve got something called Emotionally Unstable Personality Disorder, also known as BPD, which is essentially a Pound Shop bipolar; it does most of the same stuff but some of it’s a bit shitter.

Ugh. There. Done. 

Thing I Know about You Because You’re Reading a Book about Hope – Number Two: 

You are not hopeless. You might feel like you are, because if you’re looking for hope it means you had some at one point but you lost it.

You might have less hope now than you’ve had in the past, but you’re not hopeless. You’re only ever hopeless when you’re dead. Which you’re not. Yay. Hi.

I should point out that there isn’t a single thing on my list about me that you can see. They are all invisible. Things you can’t see are difficult to explain to somebody who doesn’t have any experience of that kind of thing, and this is made even more difficult if you know the words but don’t know which order to put them in to explain what you’re feeling. And even if you can, you’re probably scared to tell anybody else in case they don’t believe you. Arguments occur more frequently when they’re about something you can’t see, because if somebody can’t see something, it can be denied.

Unfortunately, mental health problems fall into this category. If something is invisible and you don’t understand it, you have a choice. Accept that it’s definitely there, because other people who know what they’re talking about are telling you it is and talking about it. So trust them, listen to them and learn from them. Or be a dick.

‘Nope. Not real. Can’t see it. Prove it.’

I’m not saying I don’t understand that thought process, because I do. How can you believe in something you can’t see and know nothing about? I get it. Mental illness is invisible, a bit like air, Nobody’s having a row about air, though. I can’t see air. I don’t know anything about air, but I know it’s real. I’m sure people have tried to explain it to me in the past, but I didn’t pay attention because I don’t care about air. 

If I don’t listen, will it affect my life or the lives of others?

No? Great. Carry on then.

I know that air’s everywhere without understanding it because my whole life, I’ve heard people talking about it. I accept air is a thing even though I can’t see it, and I’m comfortable trusting these people because they know what they’re on about.

But you know what I’m not doing? Kicking off at Professor Brian Cox on Twitter, telling him that I don’t believe his whiny opinions because I can’t see what he’s talking about so he’s an attention seeker whose career is essentially a tapestry of desperate and unsubstantiated air lies. Pics or it didn’t happen.

That would, obviously, fall into the ‘being a dick’ category.

I can’t see air, but I know it’s there. I can’t see a relationship, but I know they’re a thing. I even have some. I’m a son, a brother, an uncle, a cousin and a friend. A relationship is something independent, that lives between the two people that made it. Relationships start to corrode and collapse when they stop being cared for by both people. If they are not equal, they won’t work.

Relationships are invisible, but they are still real.

Mental illness is real.

Nowadays, when I wake up in the morning the only goal I set myself is to finish that day the same way I started it, in a bed, knowing I’ll see tomorrow. Even if today isn’t what I needed or wanted or expected, if I can just get through today, tonight I’ll have another chance at tomorrow.

Thank you for listening to me. I hope one day I get to find out more than three things about you.

Oh shit, nearly forgot.

Thing I Know about You Because You’re Reading a Book about Hope – Number Three:

I know you deserve it. Just like the air, I know you can’t see it, but I promise it’s there. Hope.

Joe Tracini is an actor who’s best known for things you probably watched hungover.

Joe began oversharing the broken bits of his brain in articles and videos in May 2018. He’s also a writer, presenter and British Champion magician, who has a deep-set hatred of writing about himself in the third person.




Lemn Sissay

The best piece of advice I’ve had, and the one that gave me most hope, was, ‘One day at a time.’

If I could talk to my younger self I would say, ‘Learn to trust others because then you will learn to trust yourself. Learn to trust yourself because then you will learn to trust others.’ 

Life is a constant change for the better. The opportunity starts in my head. What gift will I give myself to make this interaction, this piece of advice? I will commit to it and I will press Send. I spent a lot of time working things out in my head. The head can be a very busy place. All it needs is rest. Learn to rest. 

But living is about the action. What is the most honest and truthful action I can make in any given situation: one that keeps me in mind and one that is true? I commit to it. Be ok with being wrong. Stop being so committed to being right it makes you defensive. Make mistakes and learn. 

Mistakes are a celebration of someone who is trying. So try in everything you do. Commit and press Send. Press Send, my friend. Press Send.

Lemn Sissay is a BAFTA-nominated award-winning writer, international poet, performer, playwright, artist and broadcaster. 

He was awarded an MBE for services to literature and won a Pen Pinter Prize in 2019. He is Chancellor of the University of Manchester and an Honorary Doctor from the Universities of Huddersfield, Manchester, Kent and Brunei. He is Dr Dr Dr Dr Lemn Sissay. He was the first poet commissioned to write for the London Olympics and poet of the FA Cup.




George Hodgson

When someone asks you what you would tell your younger self, what do you say? Wish you’d gone to university, wish you’d tried harder at school, wish you hadn’t had that drink at that particular time, hadn’t shouted at that certain someone? All of us think ‘what if?’ The problem with me is, the ‘what if’ thinking destroys me; I will think so much about something that I could have done better or done another way, but to what end? When I was severely ill suffering from anxiety and OCD, from an unfortunate experience of taking drugs at a festival, there wasn’t an hour that went by without me beating myself up about doing it. What I didn’t realise at the time was that this whole experience would set me on a path of infinite opportunities. During one’s darkest days it’s nearly impossible to imagine yourself coming out the other side, but I can assure you there is another side and it’s the brightest place you will ever see. You just cannot see it yet. 

So when people ask me what I’d tell my younger self, I say ‘keep going, do not do anything differently, everything is going to be ok.’ There is absolutely nothing you can change about the past, but there is something you can do for your future, and it’s to keep going. 

Recently I was scrolling through my notes from the time I was suffering, a few years ago, and I found a quote that said: 

‘Yesterday’s history, tomorrow is a mystery, 

today is a gift and that’s why it’s called the present.’ 

Today is a gift. My gift to you is to give you the hope that everything will be ok. Take it when you feel ready.

George David Hodgson is a fashionpreneur, public speaker and mental health campaigner. In 2014 he founded the award-winning fashion brand ‘Maison de Choup’ following a severe episode of anxiety and OCD. 




Seaneen Molloy

A Letter to my Younger Self

Dear me, 

I’m not sure when you’re reading this letter. When would it have been the most helpful for you to find it, tucked under your pillow, like a pound coin for a tooth? The magic that happens when you’re asleep. How would you feel to wake up and find this, unfolding in front of your swimming eyes, still half in dream?

It was often hard to wake up. It was often harder to sleep. Since you could remember, you were in dread of the downstairs, the muffled monsters of night-time arguments. The mornings not any better, the alarm clock psst of your dad opening a can of beer in bed, and the day begins. These are the sounds that have echoed down the corridors of your years. 

Nowhere ever really felt safe for you then. I remember it all. You couldn’t even live in your own body. You starved it and purged it and hurt it. The more you hurt it, the more people noticed, and the more you hated it. The more you hated it, the more you were told, ‘Stop seeking attention. Stop being a drama queen.’ The more you were told it, the more you believed it. 

I see you now at fifteen. You were so sad. You departed for almost a year. You wore a yellow fleece your mum bought you. She called it the fuzzy duck fleece. It clung to you for every sallow day for months on end. The effort of a bath was too great. You missed nearly all your GCSE year and had to drop two subjects. They stopped marking you as late; they were just glad on the odd days you still showed up. When you put your coat on, you didn’t take it off again. You couldn’t look into a mirror, you couldn’t separate what was real and what wasn’t, you could barely lift a hair brush. 

And then one day you rose, and frenzied months followed. You kept your mum awake at night with your talking, you climbed out the window and wandered the nights. Years followed of rising and falling; kicked out of school because they thought you were too ill to continue, leaving the country, starting again, and again. 

I would hope you would keep this in your pocket. You lost a lot along the way, all the starting-overs. House moves got smaller and smaller. The world did, too. From your house to the doctor’s and back again. The hospital waiting room, the crisis team. The pill bottle and the water, and the long, implacable sleep of medication. I remember how you felt, like this was forever. But it wasn’t. 

I’m sorry to say though that you are mental. We’ve heard it a lot! In a lot of different ways. From a lot of different people. With a lot of different opinions on how. So, in a lot of different words: bipolar disorder, anxiety disorder, self-harm, body dysmorphic disorder, borderline personality disorder. All the disorder of being mental, coming down to one neat thing; pain. Just pain! I know, it’s crap. I know you’ve been in a lot of pain. I know you feel bad still that you just wished for silence in the night as a child, and when the silence came, the echoes haunted you afterwards. 

I know what it’s like to have memories locked up in your head. I know you’ve acted in ways that make you want to dissolve, have been to places you can’t return from, and the people you loved have gone to places that they do not come back from. 

Don’t follow. People are more forgiving, more open, and thankfully more forgetful than you think they are. It is not the end of the world. None of it is. None of it ever was. Your world will go on. The more it doesn’t end, the more you will feel able to go on. The worst happened. It happens again and again and I promise, you’re going to be ok. You don’t have to keep running every time you rise and fall. 

I wish you’d known that one day you’d feel sympathy, affection even, for your hated skin. That your body would do amazing things. That you’d become a mum and grow a person, and grow your heart, and fall in love. That you would rise and fall but like a bottle bobbing gently up and down over the widest sea. That things you did and said that you thought you couldn’t forget, or would ever be forgotten, you did forget, and they were forgotten. 

I’m sorry that there’s so much grief in the years to come. You know there will be. There is for everyone. You’re going to feel like it will extinguish you each time. It doesn’t.

You’re going to find a home. You’re going to find a place and space without that itch, without always waiting for the next disaster. You’re going to unpack a bag and keep it that way. You’re going to be able to pick up a book again one day and read it. I remember the desolation you felt when you realised being ill and being medicated had taken that away from you. You’ll be a bit slow – but you’ll get there. The noise inside your brain still comes and goes and you still like it to be quiet. But lots of people like it to be quiet.

You’re not going to feel ashamed anymore. You’re going to tell people what happened to you. And they are mostly going to listen. What happened to you happened to me. It’s happened to other people. You are not as alone as you feel you are. We were never as alone as we felt we were. In the unsleeping nights, you are going to find comfort in this. In the years to come, you’re going to be able to nap again. Sometimes, strangulating panic is going to jolt you awake. But it comes and goes. That’s ok. 

Don’t give up. Don’t let the words define who you are – it is not all of you, even though it feels like it sometimes. You need to inhabit those words that you’ll hear and see written down about you, explore them, unpack them. That’s the way you’re going to do it. 

You are not going to be standing in the big clean glittery recovery kitchen, preparing wholesome foods and drinking nothing but green tea. You are never going to be slim. You are going to drink so much Coke it stains your teeth and your kitchen cupboards will be overflowing with bags and debris and all the normal things of a normal life that you never thought you would live to see. 

Fold me up now and remember. Keep me safe. In the nights when the panic comes, take me out and read me again. There is enough light coming in through the window to see by; always. 

Seaneen Molloy is a mental health blogger, writer and occasional BBC Ouch podcaster who lives in Belfast, Northern Ireland. She blogs at thesecretlifeofamanicdepressive.wordpress.com




Shocka

The best advice I’ve been given, the one that has really given me hope is, ‘Most of the things you worry about never end up happening.’ That is so important to remember. Our minds are full of past memories, anticipation for the future and then we have the present. I believe the present is a gift and with that, we have the answer.

Most people can’t stay in the present and are lost in thoughts of the past or the future, which doesn’t even exist yet. This can cause a lot of worry, so remembering that most of the things we worry about never end up happening is a blessing. It really helps reduce anxiety levels.

And it’s true. If you think about your life and most of the things you worried about, they probably never happened.

If I were to talk to my younger self I would say, look inside, as all of the answers are there. Learn who you really are and get to know yourself. This world is full of distractions to stop you from spending time alone and getting to know yourself. 

Apply self-love to your life daily. Truly love and respect yourself and the universe will open up in the most beautiful way.

Going through a breakdown and being sectioned seemed so serious and scary. My mum played the most important role in my recovery as she was by my side every step of the way. She was a great support system. My friends were amazing because they brought the humour out of my situation, they helped me laugh about it. Having my friends around me to help me laugh about it was a blessing.

There was a definitive moment where things changed for the better. It was whilst reading a book by a beautiful soul called Louise Hay. The book is called You Can Heal Your Life, and it helped me do just that. Louise taught me how to accept and love myself. I would encourage anyone who is struggling with their mental health to read that book. 

I hope your journey to self-love is a fun and loving one.

Shocka was part of the grime trio Marvell, which won both Best Newcomer at the Official Mixtape Awards and Best Music Video at OMAs in 2010. Growing up on one of the most notorious estates in Tottenham, North London, Shocka has witnessed the good, the bad and the ugly, but by keeping his focus on music, has managed to stay positive, both about himself and his area. 




Elizabeth Day

Hope is a small word with big resonance. Four letters which encompass so much, linked together by infinitesimal nuance, and which, when spoken in one short syllable, can mean the difference between carrying on or dropping into oblivion. 

Its potency is all the more telling for its esoteric nature. Hope can come in many forms, at the most unexpected points. It can be fleeting and transient, but its impact can last a lifetime.

As difficult as it is to define, I know that the darkest moments of my life have been salvaged by hope: those glimmers of brightness that pull you through into the next moment, and then the next, until before you realise it, you’re in a completely different place and marvelling at your own strength.

So for me, hope is in the tiny actions.

It is in the friend who picked me up from hospital after a scan showed that I’d lost the baby.

It is in the sonographer who performed the scan showing me photos of her ragdoll cats on her phone when I was crying and couldn’t talk.

It is in my mother stripping the bedlinen every morning over Christmas one year when I had the flu and slept fitfully, sweating through nightmares.

It is in my best friend who was there through every break-up, who opened the doors of her house and filled the fridge with all my favourite food and chilled vodka tonics.

It is in the therapist who made me see that my divorce was not an admission that I was a terrible, shameful person.

It is in the poem I read on the back of a loo door when my anxiety was spiralling, which told me that the universe is unfolding exactly as is intended.

It is even in the men who treated me badly, for teaching me that I wouldn’t put up with it anymore.

It is in the shared smile in the street with a stranger.

It is in the dimpled hand proffered by a toddler who has decided to trust you.

It is in every bad decision you haven’t taken and all the resilience you’ve built up from those you did.

It is in the beating of your heart, the tang of salt and vinegar on chips eaten by the seaside.

It is in the curve of your loved one’s neck and the smell of their laundered shirts.

It is in your experience of all of these things. But it comes from within. And when you tap into hope’s golden seams, you will find the most precious thing of all. 

You will find that it is unbreakable.

Elizabeth Day is an award-winning author, journalist and broadcaster. Her latest book, How to Fail: Everything I’ve Ever Learned from Things Going Wrong, is part-memoir, part-manifesto and grew out of her chart-topping podcast of the same name. She has written four critically acclaimed novels and is a columnist for You magazine in the Mail on Sunday.




Radha Modgil

Hope is our ability to feel that things can get better, that we can feel better, that we should not ‘give up’ or stop trying to make good choices for ourselves.

Although at times we all feel that everything is lost and there is no hope, I believe that hope is not a thing separate from ourselves that we gain or lose; it is an integral part of the human make-up. Just as love is not a thing that we obtain, gain or lose but the very nature of who we are, so is hope inseparable from the human spirit. 

Why do we feel hopeless sometimes? Life happens and just like a cliff hit hard by successive storms, our sense of hope can be eroded, exposing holes and cracks of vulnerability. When our mental wellbeing is impacted by life events or we are affected by a mental health condition, that sense of hope is eroded and it can be hard to see how we will ever feel better. At some point in life, we all feel like this. Hopelessness often brings with it a lack of self-care, a tendency to isolate from others and a sense of shame, all of which, sadly, can increase that sense of hopelessness. I think it is closely related to fear – fear that nothing will get better, fear of the loss of who you truly are because your inherent nature is one of hope.

Hopelessness feels so awful because it goes against our innate drive to survive and to thrive. 

I often feel that hope is actually part of love; love for ourselves. Finding that love again helps us to see that we can feel better again, that we do have a purpose in life and that we do matter. When our mental health worsens it is often followed by a deterioration in our self-esteem, our ability to see the good in ourselves and in the world. This increases the feeling of isolation; it clouds our perceptions, thoughts and sense of worthiness. Love is the ultimate answer, I believe, to many of the challenges and difficulties we see in the world, and hope is part of that love. 

Hope is the series of stepping stones that lead us from the dark, shadowy side of a river to a sunnier, brighter place on the other side. It is a resource we can cultivate and use little by little. Even though at the time we can’t see our progress, after a while we can turn around and see exactly how far we have come. Hope is the spark that ignites the fire that lights our way to brighter things.

Hope drives change, and change for the better, for progress in society and in the world. Think of all the inspirational leaders and individuals who have created positive change in the world. Their actions have come from challenge, often from a hopeless darkness. But they have had an unwavering sense of hope that things can get better and have taken action to make things better. 

Hope is also a gift we can give those around us. We can share hope, give support and remind others who may be struggling that they will not struggle forever. Hope is a way of connecting to others just like love is, and if we develop a strong sense of hope in ourselves we light that up in all of those we interact with around us, helping it spread. 

Without hope, nothing can be achieved and nothing can change. When we are hopeless we shut down opportunities for positive change to come into our life and often we start to feel worse. 

When we realise hope is always part of us and it can never be lost, we can start to build it up again. It is like a muscle that we just haven’t used in a while. We need to exercise it regularly to make it strong again so we can use it to help us get to where we want to be. 

During some of the tough periods in my own life, when my sense of hope has been hard to find and everything feels dark and never ending, I have learned that there are reliable sources that I can draw upon to allow that chink of light in again:

•	Getting the right kind of help and support – It is so important to seek professional medical or psychological support when your mental health is suffering, so you can get the right treatment and therapy. Asking for help lifts a burden off your mind and helps get you into the right place to start using other tools to build hope again. You can’t do it all on your own and you shouldn’t have to. There are so many wonderful mental health charities and organisations. 

•	Family, friends & support networks – Sometimes we need to draw on the people around us for support to help us to a place where we feel safe and can start to see that hope is possible. All of us are human and can tell you we have felt this way at some point in our lives, and we came through to the other side. That knowledge alone can be a huge comfort. 

•	Your ‘cheerleaders’ – I cannot emphasise enough the importance of other people in your life when it comes to hope. Choose your team of cheerleaders wisely and be selective about who you have around you. We all go up and down and need different levels of support at different times, but that is the beauty of human connection. It is a bit like sharing your phone charger with someone else who has a low battery. When you feel low, other people can not only remind you that there is a better day coming, but also that you matter and you are wonderful.

•	Nature – Nature is a good reminder that things can get better. Looking at plants growing, birds singing, and trees blossoming reminds us that life goes on and that there is always another day, another spring, and another dawn. Being in nature allows us to reconnect with that sense of hope in life and reminds us that no dark period lasts forever. 

•	Music, Art, Writing, Poetry & Exercise – Creativity helps us feel hopeful again. Listening to uplifting music can help so much. So many song lyrics are based on that sense of breaking through the darkness and into the light. Getting those feelings out is helpful. Writing in whatever form, whether poetry or prose, can help you express how you are feeling, and reading hopeful stories or poems reminds you that things can improve. Exercise is brilliant for building self-esteem, improving mental health, sleep, mood and physical wellbeing, so find some form of exercise that works for you, even if it’s just a walk round the block. It all helps. 

•	Animals & children – Being around animals and children always helps me focus on the good in life. Children’s hopeful nature, inherent kindness and ability to be in the present moment reminds us that simple things bring peace. Animals, in particular, can be incredibly therapeutic for our mental wellbeing. They help put things in perspective. 

•	Quotes – I love a good quote and I curate a feed on my social media full of positive, inspirational quotes that remind me what is important in life. There have been many wise people throughout the ages who have also felt as you have and their words and advice can help you.

•	Remembering who you are – Whatever you believe, whether you are religious, spiritual or not, we all have a set of core values that we lead our lives by. These might have been set in childhood or we may have changed them as we got older. When things get tough, it’s important to try and remember what they are. You may have questions like ‘What’s important to me in life?’ ‘What do I believe in?’ ‘What can I bring to the world?’ Remembering your purpose in life and how you can help others can be healing in itself. Sometimes seeing that we can help others can help us find our sense of hope and love for ourselves again.

•	Other people’s stories – I am a firm believer that we can learn something from everyone we meet. Reading stories of others who have been in a similar position or felt a similar way and learning how they found hope again can be so inspiring. 

•	Trying to find the positives – Life goes up, down, left and right. We go forwards and then we fall back. Life seldom goes in a straight trajectory, or where we want it to. Once we see the reality of life and accept that there may be challenging periods, we can let go of our resistance. Instead of ‘fighting’ against something we cannot control, and ending up battered and bruised, we can find our own power by realising there is something more effective that we can control, and that is ourselves – our thoughts, attitudes and actions. Once we find our power in ourselves, we can find hope. Whatever is thrown at us, we always have that resource.

•	Finding love for yourself again – The most useful resource I have drawn upon is my love for myself. When you can tap into that place inside you that cares for who you are and who loves you, an incredible strength and hope will flow into your life. It is sometimes hard to do this, but remember there are always people – family, friends and medical professionals – around you who can help you find that love for yourself again. Caring enough about yourself to try to feel hope again is, I believe, the starting point.

Hope gives us the ability to persevere through difficult times and difficult feelings. Even if you feel you have lost it temporarily, you can find it again. Ask for help, ask for support, never give up – you are too precious for that and you have too much to give in this world. 

Remember, you are not alone and you can feel better again. 

Dr Radha Modgil is an NHS GP and broadcaster. She is BBC Radio 1’s resident medical expert on Life Hacks, co-host of the Life Hacks podcast and presented the CBeebies series Feeling Better that highlighted emotional awareness and literacy for Early Years. She also works with charities like The Mix, BBC Children in Need, MIND and Barnardos.




Jada Sezer 

To me, hope is a gentle bridge between what is and what could be. A bridge that if crossed will lead you from desire, to belief, to knowing. Knowing that tomorrow will be different and can be better. Hope is the understanding that things will change and that life will eventually move for you, too.

Hope doesn’t have to be loud, it does not demand action. You can be still and sit in hope. Sometimes hope may ask you to step backwards before figuring out how to move forwards.

There have been times when I have misplaced my hope and times when I truly believed that I had lost all of it. When my days drifted by, in a blurry orange mess of blended sunrises and sunsets. At times my mind felt congested, filled with an oppressive fog that seemed to arrive with neither notice nor invitation. The most minuscule tasks were mammoth moments and the best idea looked like crawling back into bed because maybe then the fog would settle and softly sleep beside me. To me, even being curious in the darkest spaces is hope. You can be hopeful even whilst you dread the day. Even asking the question, ‘Is this it for me?’ is sometimes all that is needed for hope to appear.

There have been times when I’ve felt completely alone and haven’t had the secure safety net of family support. Sometimes the expectations we hold do not always match the stories we are told. Let that go. Support can show up in a book, a song, a perfectly timed inappropriate joke or an expansive new question bringing light to hidden old patterns. Open yourself up. That is hope.

When I think back to my younger self, I have an overwhelming compassion for her. I’d give her the biggest hug and tell her she is strong. Strong enough to see it through and strong enough to still be standing. Even through the most crippling pain, she is capable – even if she isn’t willing, yet. The biggest meltdowns will pave the way for her greatest breakthroughs. She won’t always learn new lessons; sometimes she’ll learn old ones again and again. Be brave and trust the process. Hope is never giving up.

Hope can be the smallest glimmer of light in the furthest corner of your mind. You’re not entirely sure if its real but you hold on to it. Give your mind the space to wonder. When did you last sit in the moment between a daydream and deep desire? If I have learned one thing about hope, it’s that it can show up in many different forms, it is self-renewing and self-sufficient because it is within us. We must remember to stand and fight for our right to have hope, and the right to believe that we deserve it.

There may be times when you’ll turn your back on that dim little light. You might be tempted to walk out towards the darkness. But know this: hope will not judge you, it will not condemn you. It will wait for you.

No matter how dark it gets, hope is always with you. 

Jada Sezer is essentially an optimist dedicated to making people feel empowered. Whilst completing her MA in Child Psychology she saw the mental health difficulties young people face and began campaigning for diversity, which led to an unexpected modelling career.

As well as hosting a podcast, Unsubscribe, Jada is an ambassador for the Royal Foundation charity Young Minds and an ambassador for UN WOMEN (UK). 




Dave Chawner

From: Current Dave Chawner 

To: Younger Dave Chawner c.2006

Subject: Letter To Your Younger Self

Dear (younger) Dave,

I’m writing to you from the future . . . but don’t worry, that’s not as spooky as it sounds. It’s more of a Bill & Ted’s Excellent Adventure vibe I’m going for rather than Terminator or Donnie Darko.

I’ve written and re-written this email about fourteen times, but I’ve decided I’m never going to get it perfectly right, so I’m sending it now. 

I’ve heard things are a bit shit at the moment (how did I hear? Well, let’s not forget that I’m the older you), so, I wanted to give you a little nudge in the right direction, a little helping hand.

Firstly, the fact that I’m emailing you from the future shows that things do carry on. I don’t mean to give you a hard time mate, but perspective might be a word you wanna learn. Yeah, I know that things seem overwhelming and everything feels a bit intense, but stepping back from it all once in a while can be kinda useful. Don’t worry, you don’t get any better at it when you get older – the last time I properly ‘switched off’ was when Gordon Brown was in power (oh, yeah, spoiler alert, he becomes the Prime Minister . . . but let’s steer clear of politics because that’s just a car crash here in the future).

Things are gonna get a little stormy on the horizon. But that’s ok, you can’t have light without dark. Right now, ‘mental health’ is as interesting to you as quadratic equations. That’s gonna change. 

Everyone has health. Everyone has a brain. So, everyone has brain health (but we tend to call it mental health because that sounds a lot less weird!). You don’t wait for any other organ of the body to begin malfunctioning before you look after it, so don’t do it with your brain. After all, you don’t need to be unfit before you go to the gym, and you don’t wanna be ill before you start caring about looking after your wellbeing. 

Mental health isn’t about sob-stories, gloom and doom. It’s about looking after yourself; being the best version of you. Who doesn’t want that?

I can’t tell you what’s coming ahead (I’ve seen Dr Who and all that sci-fi crap and I know that if I begin to give you spoilers then it’ll rip the time/space continuum apart and Uncle Rich will become a Dalek) but all I will say is . . . mental health is important. Don’t let things get worse before you can get better. 

And learn to spot the signs that things might not be great – mentally, I mean. No one’s ever born with an instruction manual on how to maintain your brain, so you have to create one as you go. That doesn’t mean it has to be dull, far from it, good mental health is one of the most amazing, enabling things you can ever have. So don’t risk that. Keep on top of it. Keep learning and keep improving. 

There, I’ve probably said too much already. I’ve gotta go now before I shout my mouth off too much and Time & Space begins crumbling like Rolf Harris’s reputation.

Just, look after yourself mate. That’s all I’ll say. Keep in mind that you need to keep your mind in mind (that sounded really cool when I wrote it, but now I realise it’s meaningless gibberish). 

Take care, 

Dave

(P.S. don’t take maths at A-Level, you’re rubbish at it!)

Dave Chawner is an author, award-winning stand-up comic, presenter and mental health campaigner. He is author of Weight Expectations and has presented a series of films for BBC’s Tomorrow’s World, as well as writing for the Guardian, Telegraph, Metro and Cosmopolitan. He has performed as a stand-up comic at the Edinburgh Fringe.




Gloria Reuben

June 24, 2020

I keep needing to restart what I want to write. I’m finding it difficult to gather my thoughts during this time. Can’t seem to focus lately.

The coronavirus has been a tsunami on this tender planet’s population, ruining countless lives and leaving its destruction on families, careers, homes, finances and futures. 

It is swift and furious in its damage. And it’s not over yet. 

Then just as we were in the throes of it, just one month ago was the horrific murder of George Floyd. While we were all trying to survive the first pandemic, the second pandemic that has been buried deep, festering for generations, exploded. 

Once again, we all are shaken to our core. Denial no longer able to exist. Reality, in all its harsh bright and blinding light, can no longer be ignored.

I have found myself unmoored during these past three months. Every area of my life has been tossed high up in the air and I am only now, with gentleness and patience, picking up the pieces that are strewn around, and beginning to restructure and rebuild my life. While doing so, I question where my life is going. I question where the United States is going. 

Anxiety, depression, sleeplessness, fear of the future, and deep-seated grief have flowed through me. Some days are better than others. But on those days when I’m not doing so well, I try my best to practice self-care so that I don’t slide swiftly down that dangerous rabbit hole of hopelessness. 

Mental-health issues have plagued my family since as far back as I can remember. My mother was depressed for sure. Never clinically diagnosed. But sometimes one doesn’t need a doctor to tell a family that a parent is depressed. A sensitive child will know. And that sensitive child will try to ‘save’ mom or dad. Of course that’s not possible. So sometimes that child grows up feeling depressed herself, wondering why she couldn’t ‘make it better’.

Depression can wreak havoc on a family, creating a chasm of confusion and mistrust that can expand dangerously if help and treatment aren’t sought. 

One of my siblings is bipolar. Another sibling, my little brother David, took his own life when he was twenty-one years old.

Every day since the coronavirus took over, I’ve thought of David. And my other brother Denis who passed. I’ve thought about life and death more than usual. My own mental-health challenges have been exacerbated by isolation and lack of human touch because of the coronavirus. 

But here’s the thing. I haven’t given up. And I won’t. Because where there’s life there’s hope. There is always hope. And there is always someone who is there to help. Always. 

Sometimes it just takes someone to listen. Not to give advice. Just to stay silent and listen. Because we all need to be heard. And that kind of help is always available. 

For me, what helps is journal writing, reaching out to a trusted friend, going for a brisk walk, playing the piano, spending time in nature, watching a funny movie (they’re not kidding when they say laughter is the best medicine). Sometimes I just have to cry. And cry hard. For a long time. Snot running down my face and everything. No holds barred. Just get it out. 

The most recent time that happened was when I went to a vigil for George Floyd. So many people of so many races were there. It was peaceful. And quiet. And beautiful. I cried so fucking hard my stomach hurt.

As I walked home I kept crying. I didn’t care who saw me. (Well, it did help that I was wearing a face mask and sunglasses.) I cried and cried until I couldn’t cry anymore. 

I felt exhausted afterwards. Bone tired. Spent. No more tears were left. 

And then . . . I felt a clean, fresh newness that delicately presented itself to me. And I allowed myself the time to just sit in that space. Everything still unknown in terms of what was going to happen (with the virus, with systemic changes in this country, with my life). But I felt the opening of my heart. The release of fear. And in its place a deep feeling of faith. 

Knowing that even though I may have felt alone, the truth is I’m not. I’m not alone. 

You are not






 
About the Author

Jonny Benjamin is an award winning mental health campaigner, film producer, public speaker, writer and vlogger from London. Jonny was awarded an MBE for his services to mental health and suicide prevention in the Queen’s 2017 New Year Honours List. In 2018 Jonny launched the mental health charity Beyond, a grant-giving organization that aims to provide mental health support to young people, their families and teachers.

Britt Pflüger is a ghostwriter, translator and literary consultant, as well as the coauthor of Jonny Benjamin’s first book, The Stranger on the Bridge.
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