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‘Hey Sammy, who should I dedicate my book to?’

Sammy’s weight falls to one side, his movements suddenly flamboyant. Pouting cheekily, he struts past, hand on hip.

‘Me.’

This is for Sammy.
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SECRET FOR THE MAD


I’ve got a secret for the mad;

in a little bit of time it won’t hurt so bad.

And I get that I don’t get it –

but you will burn right now but then you won’t regret it.

You’re not gonna believe a word I say,

what’s the point in just drowning another day?

And I get that I don’t get it –

but the world will show you that you won’t regret it.

Little things, all the stereotypes,

they’re gonna help you get through this one night,

and there will be a day when you can say you’re okay and mean it!

I promise you, it’ll all make sense again.

There’s nothing to do right now but try;

there are a hundred people who will listen to you cry.

And I get that they don’t get it –

but they love you so much that you won’t regret it.

You’re at the bottom, this is it;

just get through, you will be fixed.

And you think that I don’t get it –

but I burned my way through and I don’t regret it.

Little things, all the stereotypes,

they’re gonna help you get through this one night,

and there will be a day when you can say you’re okay and mean it!

I promise you, it’ll all make sense again.
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LUNA

‘Is she alright?’

It’s a sunny spring day in April and my flatmate, Hazel, and I are on our balcony. Jack, Hazel’s boyfriend, is making us a cup of tea inside and singing to himself playfully, a light soundtrack of clinks and hums. Below us, about twenty metres away, there’s a young girl in her early teens in a black puffa coat sitting on the kerb of the road by a tree and staring off into space. Every now and again the wind blows her hair and she breaks out of her spell, tucking it behind her ear, shuffling her legs and looking around, before settling back into her daze. She’s been sitting there for about half an hour while mums push their prams by, barely double taking, their kids running around them like maypole dancers.

Hazel frowns and leans over the balcony.

‘She’s not, no. She looks like she’s … getting away a bit.’

I give her a knowing look.

‘I’ve been there.’

‘I’ve been there,’ she echoes immediately. We grin at each other and my chest aches as I remember sitting alone on the swings in the park down my road, teeth chattering, head spinning, snot running. Hazel shivers – a similar memory has clearly also just been replayed. We turn back to the girl and sympathetically watch her pick apart her shoes and poke sticks into the ground.

‘Should we invite her in? Make her a cup of tea?’

‘I’m the one making the tea. What’s this?’ Jack joins us outside, handing us full hot mugs and collapsing into a garden chair that’s facing the sun.

Hazel gestures towards the tree. ‘That girl over there. She’s not alright.’

Jack leans forward in his chair and peers over the edge.

The girl hugs her chest with folded arms.

‘Ah, she’s fine. She’s probably just waiting for someone.’

Clearly, no chilling memory plays in Jack’s head.

***

We finish our tea in the sunshine, a happy cycle of side eyes and cackles from Jack as he winds us up, and returned tuts and playful smacks from me and Hazel. They grab their sunglasses and bags and ask if I want to come to town for lunch, but I tell them I want to write today and that I’ll join them later for a movie night and spaghetti bolognese round Jack’s. We sing our goodbyes, I hear the door close, and then a minute later I hear them shout my nickname from the street.

I peer over the balcony and we make faces and laugh, our shrieks echoing down the road, and then I wave the pair of them off.

I notice the girl glancing up, watching our dumb games and staring as Jack and Hazel turn the corner. She looks up at me. I smile back and quickly look to my laptop. I type a line that I’ve already written, suddenly embarrassed that I’m being watched, and eager to give off the impression that I am working.

For the next ten minutes we have an unspoken awareness and curiosity of each other.

Out of the corner of my eye I see her stand up and walk away from the tree, towards me. I close my laptop, stand up and rest my arms on the railing.

‘Are you alright?’

‘I’m not, no.’

I grab my keys, shove on my ballet slippers and rush out the door.

***

Her name is Luna. She’s fourteen, she suffers from anxiety, and her parents don’t understand. She lives about an hour away and she’s told them she’s off to see her schoolfriends and that she’ll be back by four. She got on a train and somehow ended up here, sat by a tree and then saw us laughing on our balcony. She stayed in sight, secretly hoping we’d notice her and come down to chat. Which she seems to feel a lot of shame about.

We slowly walk side by side, and she pours out her worries and insecurities. When she does her hair in the morning, she obsesses over how everyone will look at it in the day. She plays over sentences she messed up months ago, convinced it still brings as much embarrassment to the people around her as it does to her now. She feels lazy and worried that she’ll never get into university because she can’t finish her homework on time.

This girl is scared of everything.

‘My mum booked me an appointment with the doctor because my chest hurt so much. They couldn’t find anything wrong with the stethoscope, so they asked me how school was. And I told them it was terrible. And that’s how I found out I have anxiety,’ she babbles, scuffing stones on the pavement as we amble down the street. ‘I took an autism test and I’m apparently on the Asperger spectrum too. Which I didn’t really understand at first? And then I read how you might not like parties and how social things scare you and I was like, oh, yeah, that makes sense.’

We walk to the park and get ice creams with strawberry sauce on top. She’s terrified of everything. I wonder how someone so talkative could ever be as quiet as she says she is; until I realise I’m a stranger, and she’s pouring out years of built-up fear.

We talk about family, friends and then crushes. ‘Actually, I’m going out with this boy accidentally, kinda because he’s this pop punk singer’s godson. He said he liked me and then the whole band showed up at our school? So I said I liked him back, when I don’t actually know if I do. I know, it’s really bad. I’m the worst.’

I smirk, jumping back into teenage-me brain and remembering the cringe-filled months of dating someone I didn’t fancy because someone liked me.

‘It’s alright, I’m not judging. That’s what being a teenager is for – you make mistakes, things get shitty, and then you learn from them.’

‘Things get shitty?’ She turns to me, and it’s as if I can feel her heart rate increase. I frown.

I revisit teenage-me for a moment. Suddenly I’m seeing everything through her eyes, and my chest closes up. My brain is a chaotic mess; the world is vivid, exciting, terrifying. School is overwhelming, my family is draining, and the future is unbearable; everything is a question, and I hate myself. I step out of her eyes, back into the brain of my twenties, and breathe a sigh of relief. I smile, and I know what to say.

‘I had a granny when I was your age, whom I loved more than anything in the world. She’d meet me outside school with sweets and magazines, and rub my cold hands together in the winter to warm them up. I knew that she was old, and I knew one day she would die, and I knew that on that day, the world would end. I couldn’t fathom the amount of pain losing someone like her would bring. She couldn’t die; I wouldn’t be able to handle it.’

Luna turns white.

‘Well, she died. Of course. And guess what? The world didn’t end.’

‘It was horrible. You know, the funeral was literally the worst day of my life, my mum got sick from grief, and it hurt, so, much. It hurt a lot for a long time. And I still miss her now, sometimes. But years went by, it wasn’t terrible every second, and it got easier every day. Now it’s just something that happened, and we all laugh and smile and we can talk about her and it doesn’t hurt so much anymore.

‘Me and my family all lived in one house, and it was always going to be that way. Like, logically, I knew that I’d move out? But even if that happened I’d still have my little room, and mum and dad would always live in a messy, dark, homey shithole in Epping, arguing every day over who forgot to buy milk. There was no way that could ever change, because if it did the world would end and I wouldn’t know who I am any more. Can you see where this is heading?’

Luna stares at me intently. She nods.

‘So yeah, when I’m seventeen, I learn that one day my family will blow up. I won’t go into logistics but essentially I find out a secret that I keep for four years, blah blah blah, it’s all very traumatic, and last year it comes out and everything goes apeshit. I spend a year parenting my parents, our family house gets sold, and there are strangers in my little room, measuring the wardrobes I kept my toys in and discussing where the desk is going to go in Iain’s room. It’s horrible, it’s sad. We drive around the corner of the road I used to ride my bike down, and I say goodbye and ugly cry so loud it feels like my throat is about to explode. But the world doesn’t end. Yes, it’s painful, and I’m confused about my new identity of someone whose parents are split up, and yes, it’s an ongoing weird battlefield of a family. But we all still love each other in our weird way, and it’s taught me so much about myself that I’d never have known. In fact, the idea of everyone still living in that house now seems ridiculous. I’d never go back.’

I swallow, my throat tightening.

‘I had a best friend called Alice. She lived across the road from me, and we used to open our windows and have conversations across the street. No one will ever know me as well as Alice used to know me, and I’ll never be as comfortable around another human as I was with her. Every day with her was filled with uncontrollable laughter and indescribable happiness; we had hundreds of private jokes that could trigger fits of giggles at any point in the day, and we’d write several-page letters of how much we loved each other and how proud we were to know one another. We’d have sleepovers every week and we’d sit in our facemasks, chewing Haribo and vowing to get married at thirty if we hadn’t found love. We dreamed of us rocking in our chairs with silver hair in the final years of our lives, still quoting our dumb phrases that we crafted as teens. The day I found it difficult or awkward to talk to Alice would be the day the world would end, because then I’d be alone, and no one would ever love me or know me that much again.

‘I went out with a jealous boy who I moved hundreds of miles away for, and Alice went to university in a different place. We talked less and less and then not at all, for about a year. I guess I relied on the idea that when we’d see each other the time and distance apart wouldn’t matter? Because we were Alice and Dodie, and that would never change. But it did change – we changed. On different sides of the country. So when we met up again, for the first time, it was difficult. And awkward.

‘I’ll admit – the world did end a little bit for this one. Especially because on her wall in her uni bedroom there were pages of letters from someone else containing private jokes that I didn’t know about. I brought my facemask packs and Haribo sweets and they stayed in my bag because it felt too weird to ask, and we’d both forgotten how to talk to each other.

‘If teenage-me had known that this would have happened she definitely wouldn’t have wanted to live through it. She’d have crawled into a little hole and given up on everything completely. But thankfully I didn’t know, so I had to trek through it all; and now it’s okay. We had a little break, where we both grew up, and it was unbearable for a bit. But now when I talk to Alice there’s no tiptoeing around, or burning jealousy, and it’s almost back to how we used to talk, except we’ve both grown up a little.

‘Someone wonderful in my music class got cancer and died. I took a gap year after school ended because I was so confused and terrified I couldn’t handle writing a personal statement. I didn’t revise as well as I could have done in year thirteen and ended up with not the best grades. I was so scared of getting depression, and guess what? I have a lovely little cocktail of mental health problems. I was terrified of all these things, and they all happened. And things got shitty.’

Luna’s brow furrows. I should probably evaluate quickly.

‘My point is, a lot of my worst fears came true; fears that felt so big I could barely hold them in my brain. Things are going to get weird and bad in your life, and your brain demands that you prepare for them as best as you can; when, really, there’s not much point in worrying about them before because you never know when or how they will happen, and actually they’re never really as bad as you think they will be. The world doesn’t end. In fact, it pushes on and demands to keep spinning through all sorts of mayhem, and you survive through. And because you survive through, you learn lessons about how to be a stronger, kinder, better human – lessons you can only learn by going through these sorts of things.’

We stop walking, and I turn to her, smiling. I am digging through years of pain, things that I never thought I could talk about to anyone, let alone a stranger – but it’s alright. I’ve never realised how proud of myself I am.

‘All of my shit that happened? I wouldn’t have wanted it any other way, because I’m so grateful for how each experience has shaped me. I’ve learned to love myself through them, and while I’m not saying it’s easy to be excited about possible disasters, I just want to say that whatever happens – you can and will be okay. More than okay.’

Luna nibbles the skin around her thumbnail for a bit. We start walking again, both licking the drips running down our cones. I slurp up the remaining ice cream and crunch into the waffle, while Luna chucks hers in a bin we pass by.

‘What?! You throw away the cone? That’s the best bit! What’s wrong with you!’ I say playfully.

‘A lot, obviously. That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you,’ she jokes back.

On the way back to my flat, I learn that Luna’s good at guitar, and that she’s in a band she named ‘Einstein’s Monsters’ after her favourite book of short stories. She’s also very witty and funnier than I’ll ever be, although most of her one-liners are self-deprecating. I listen to her babble and casually use her self-doubt to make us laugh, and I suddenly realise how stupid and illogical insecurity is. It is unfair that wonderful people have to work so hard to get to a place where they can understand that they are wonderful.

***

We reach my door and stop to squint and smile at each other in the sunshine.

‘Well, I should probably get back home. And you should probably keep going with your writing.’ Luna shuffles.

I suddenly raise my brows in response to a little spark in my head. ‘Can I write about you?’

Luna sticks out her bottom lip. ‘Why?’

‘Because you’re so inspiring.’

Luna looks down, hiding a flushed smile.

‘I’d have to change your name though. What would you like to be called?’

She looks up, grinning. ‘Einstein’s Monster?’

I laugh.

She looks around. ‘Um … Luna? That’s the name of my cat.’

I like it.

We hug, thank each other and wave goodbye, and I hop up the stairs, close the door, grab my laptop, and immediately start typing.
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DOWN

I woke up as heavy as lead,

an ocean of worry weighs me down in bed.

But there’s things to do!

There’s a life to live;

must ignore my stupid head.

Friends float above in the wind,

bright balloons pulling them up as they grin.

But there’s things to do!

There’s a life to live;

must ignore the things I think.

It’s like walking around with a stone for a heart,

people swimming in honey as your life falls apart.

It’s cold and it’s dark

and there’s no way out.

‘I felt like you once!’

I wish I could shout.

You can never undo the brain;

now it knows of the holes it will fall as it’s trained.

Cause there’s things to do,

there’s a life to live;

watch them laugh while you stay in the rain.
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FIREWORKS

My chest and armpits are hot and itchy under the several layers of thermals and jumpers Mum has yanked over my head. Walking stiffly upstairs, I waddle to my bedroom, rip off my gloves and grab my jelly baby money box. It rattles and I excitedly pull a £10 note from the bottom, crumpling it in my hand. A squeak bubbles up from my stomach as I imagine the bright lights, the smell of smoke in cold air, the glow sticks I will buy and keep in my room to play with at bedtime for days after.

As Mum and Dad talk in the front of the car, I stare out the window at the orange lights in the black night and my brain explodes with vivid imaginations. Smiling in front of thousands of people, applauding me on a giant stage. Flying around my school, my teachers looking up, baffled, but with gasps of admiration and awe. Time stopping, allowing me to walk up to my bullies and step on their toes and draw on their faces and tell them they’re ugly. Being stranded on an island, with a tiger as my best friend who allows me to ride on his back, my hands sinking into his bright, rough fur. My stomach jumps around and my heart aches at the worlds I build. I mime to music that isn’t playing and manage to squeeze a tear out of my eye for my imaginary music video.

It smells like wet grass, burning wood and fried onions. I hear screams of joy from spinning funfair rides and my mum tickles my wrist with her little finger from the hand I’m holding.

I giggle and pull away, looking up at her.

‘Mummy, can I go on the chair planes?’

‘Mummy, can I have some candyfloss?’

‘Mummy, can I have that rainbow wand?’

‘Please? Please? Please?’

My cheeks are full of white bread and ketchup, and then hot chocolate and cakey waffles, and then sharp vinegar-soaked mushy chips. I stare up into the sky and coo at the pink, gold and green sparks in the black.

***

From my closed eyes and loose body position, I feel the car reverse and sink familiarly. It is quiet and I try not to crack a smile as I hear my parents turn back and feel their eyes on me.

My dad scoops me up into his arms and carries me into the house. I don’t break character as he gently places me into my bed. He slots Andy Pandy into my arms and kisses me on my cheek.

The light switch is flicked off and the door is closed. I wait a few more seconds, pull the wand I bought out of my pocket, and stare into the flashing lights, making shadow friends on my ceiling, inviting them into my duvet cave and chatting to them about the magic powers I was born with.
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SEVEN-YEAR-OLD DODIE’S HOPES FOR THE FUTURE

I will never grow up. I’m not like everyone else – I am special! And I know that older-me will agree too. We will always choose to have fun – adults will sunbathe and we will splash in the pool and pretend to be mermaids. Adults will wear brown suits and eat mushrooms and we will slurp spaghetti hoops for breakfast in our tutus. Adults will worry about everything but we will eat cake if we feel sad and have pillow fort parties to feel better.

I will be like the nice lady in the pink dress on the telly who reads stories and sings to the puppets in the rainbow world, or I will be like Miss Watkins and be a teacher but let everyone know in my class that I’m secretly just a kid like them, and then give everyone extra playtime. I would like to be a ballerina, but Daddy says that all they eat is salad and, although I love salad, I really do like pizza and chicken nuggets too.

One day I won’t go to school and I won’t live with Mum and Daddy but that is so far away I don’t really believe it’ll ever happen. Granny says that she will go to heaven one day and it makes me scared, but that also feels so far away, like it will never happen, so I don’t think or worry about it too much. I hope when these things do happen and I am scared and sad I will just go to the park and go on the swings because that will always make me feel happy. I am a happy person and I will always be able to cheer myself up and everyone around me with my smile!
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I hope that someone will teach me how to do everything in the world. I don’t know how to ride a bus or how banks work and it all seems very big and difficult, like when Daddy talks about space and the universe and science. One day I will be as clever as him and he will be so proud of me. I like it when Daddy says he is proud of me.
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THE THEME PARK’S STOPPED WORKING


If I had to describe my brain before I started experiencing darkness, I would say it was deep thinking, excited, but most of all, it was BUSY. If you were to dive into my brain at seven years old, you’d be plunged into vivid imaginations of magical fantasies; colossal, complex worlds of made-up characters and storylines, where in each one I was, of course, the star. Throughout teenagehood I still visited these worlds, but introduced my crushes and celebrity friends, passionate kisses and dramatic situations reaching their peak of extravagance. There were cogs in my brain that were rapidly spinning; the insides of my head constantly whirring and clicking; a theme park in my mind bursting with exhilaration, anxiety, fire, euphoria.

***

When I was in my last years of school, three things happened.


* My granny passed away, and I experienced true grief for the first time in my life. I watched my mum shrink and fall into depression.

* I started loving a boy, and realised too late that he liked to shout at me. (As I was in a relationship, I went on hormonal-altering contraception.)

* In a coffee shop in London, I was given a monstrously heavy secret. My brain couldn’t comprehend or process the information, so it flipped upside down. (This isn’t something I’m in a place to talk about right now – maybe ever – but know it was significant enough to have a huge impact on my life.)



I spent a while walking around confused. My theme park brain was running messily; carts rolling off their tracks, fireworks exploding too early in the sky, fantasies interrupted by aggressive men and their wolf eyes. I held my boyfriend’s hand, walking through London Underground and wondering who turned up the brightness in my eyes and why I was so sleepy all the time. I asked him if I was dreaming. He said I’d wake up soon, but I never did.

I moved to a different city when I was eighteen; an experiment of adulthood, and a wonder that if I started a new purpose then all of this confusion would go away. I packed up bits of my little room into cardboard boxes, took them 120 miles away from my home, and dotted them around a cold, echoey house up a hill. My head had still been spinning up until this point, but slowing, dulling, until eventually, in the early hours of the morning, while lying teary-eyed and scared next to my sleeping boyfriend, my theme park brain just … stopped.

My emotions sank through the holes in my mind, any sort of passion or feeling whatsoever disappearing down the drain. The final flicker dimmed and then snuffed; a sliver of smoke the only reminder of the vigorous fire that once was. Everything was replaced with one thing: a vacuous, hollowing, overwhelming feeling of despair.

I was a shell of a normal girl; the drama classes I’d taken as a child finally paying off as I
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