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For my parents, who have never stopped offering emotional support or encouragement, and selflessly financed the first thirty years of my life, even though they only signed on for eighteen. (Guys, you need a new agent; you really got taken for a ride.)




Introduction

Here’s the thing about writing a memoir: the person you are when you start and the person you are when you finish are practically strangers. It’s like those before and after pictures on makeover shows, except all the transformation happens on the inside. Well, my hair got longer too, but you know what I mean.

Writing this book has changed me. There has been so much learning involved, especially about myself, and it has required a depth of introspection and emotional excavation that I sure as hell didn’t anticipate when I signed on for the job. In writing chapters about my childhood and my family and my marriage and my ego, I was forced to ask myself some tough questions—Why did I feel that way? What was I really yearning for in that moment/relationship/job? What went wrong? How much of the blame did I need to own? The answers weren’t always pretty, and accepting responsibility in failed relationships can be hard, although important. At points throughout the last year, the difficulty of this endeavor pushed me to some low places, full of frustration and self-doubt, and left me feeling defeated. But now that I’ve landed on the other side, I feel stronger than I have in years. I’m more self-aware, hopeful, and content… and frankly a hell of a lot less anxious than I ever could have envisioned. It’s been a fitting journey for a book called The Upside of Being Down, a manifestation of the fact that our struggles can lead to our greatest successes, and I am so excited to share what I’ve learned with you in the process of this book and of my life.

I have wanted to write a book since I was a tiny sun-kissed six-year-old in Boca Raton, Florida, propped up on phone books so I could reach the typewriter (yes, a typewriter, it was the seventies, that’s what we typed on). Little Jen, with her blond pigtails and tan skin and incredibly hairy arms, almost always wearing a sundress—blue with swiss dots, maybe, or white with lace trim—banging away at the keyboard in her father’s office, drafting the story of a princess who lived among polka-dot mushrooms in a faraway land filled with glitter, unicorns, and rainbows. It was destined to be a bestseller. The final product of all this typing was less intelligible and more like a series of random letters jammed up against each other, but the story I was trying to convey was definitely the one I just mentioned. But I didn’t know how to type—or spell—yet. I put the book on hold for a while (and by a while I mean forty years), but somewhere in the midst of growing up and moving away and changing careers and changing again and going to therapy and managing my mental health and starting a company and then selling a company, I found my voice. It was my voice and vision that helped launch and grow ban.do, the bright, optimistic multimillion-dollar lifestyle company where I am now chief creative officer. It was my voice on my podcast, Jen Gotch is OK… Sometimes, which is where I first really dug into my struggles with mental health (though my Instagram followers know I’ve been sharing that part of me for years) and let listeners in on my spirited yet very one-sided conversations with my dog, Phil, and my cat, Gertie. And it’s my voice that will drive this story—now with fewer unicorns and rainbows but much improved spelling—as I take you through my own winding journey in an effort to help you navigate yours.

In the course of my life, I have been diagnosed with bipolar disorder, generalized anxiety, and ADD. I feel like there’s also some lactose intolerance in there, but who’s to say? My success has come in tandem with these diagnoses—sometimes despite them, other times because of them. You’re probably used to seeing creative types depicted as successful or suffering, one or the other. My story is both.

I’ve considered my mental health struggles a gift ever since someone first put a name to them in my early twenties. Before that they were truly a pain in the ass, but once I understood and had a vocabulary for what I was dealing with, I found strength and empathy and patience. Calling on these traits isn’t always easy, and I am not in limitless supply (because, who is?) but I have enough on reserve and know how to access them when I need to, thanks to a lot of hard work and self-reflection. Developing an appreciation for the importance of being mentally healthy has helped me run a company that encourages emotions in the workplace (wild concept, right?) and that operates as a group of humans rather than a corporate conglomerate. Ban.do’s tagline is “We exist to help you be your best” and that’s the mission that drives the company. Learning about mental health has taught me that living your life with hope, optimism, lightheartedness, and humor (lots and lots of humor) is a tremendous gift you can give yourself. I know now that you can suffer from mental illness and still maintain good mental health, and that the reverse is also true. You can have zero diagnosed mental illnesses, but if you ignore your emotional well-being, you will never be mentally strong and you’ll also miss out on a lot of the joy that comes with being human.



Fifteen(ish) years ago, I was sitting on the couch during a therapy appointment, and my long-standing psychologist predicted I would become a mental health advocate.

“How would I do that?” I asked. “No one knows who I am—how would they even find me?” This was well before Instagram, and probably even before Myspace.

“I could see you speaking at conferences, sharing your struggles and successes,” she said.

The thought of speaking in front of more than three people instantly made me want to turn to dust, yet her prediction wedged itself into the back of my mind. It sounded scary and embarrassing, but then over a decade later, I started expressing myself. First, at small conferences, just like she said, and then eventually on larger platforms. I was talking about mental illness on my Instagram Stories and my podcast and creating jewelry at ban.do to raise awareness about mental health. And while plenty of times over the years I was so turned off by my own voice that I wanted to murder it via multiple maiming stabs of the tongue, or maybe removal of the throat organs altogether (that’s possible, right?), the response was overwhelming. As it turns out, I am not the only person who deals with these issues on a daily basis. That was strangely surprising for me, but if you struggle with any of this you know how isolating and singular your experience can feel.

Since this book will address issues of mental health head-on, we should probably get something out of the way: I am not a doctor. I am the founder and creative lead at a lifestyle company that sells disco balls you can drink out of and bath mats with boobs on them. Oh, and when I refer to my “research,” please know that in most cases I’m talking about a quick Google search and anywhere from five to seventeen minutes of reading articles on Psychology Today. What I’m saying is, as much as I wish I could, I’m not here to diagnose you or suggest a treatment plan. I’m instead going to share my experiences as a layperson—without getting too clinical—and hope that in doing so, I can help you tune into your own experiences and feel less alone. I hope this goes without saying, but just in case: If you suspect you are suffering from a mental health issue, please seek out the help of an actual professional.



I was in a sorority in college. That often comes as a surprise to people, so imagine how they react when I tell them I was actually the president. Regardless, during rush week, we put on a talent show. There was singing and dancing, sure, and there might have even been a magic show, but for reasons I will never understand, we also showed off our talent for reading philosophy. I have no idea how that qualifies as a talent, but it’s not really the point of the story so let’s just go with it. In this portion of the show, one of my sorority sisters stood on the stage wearing a pair of giant glasses that seemed to turn her regular eyes into the cartoon googly version. She held a giant leather-bound gold-embossed book and pretended to read from it. In total monotone, she declared: “ ‘The unexamined life is not worth living.’ ” Then she definitively slammed the book shut. Just to dial up the drama, we put baby powder inside the book so that when it closed a cloud of “dust” came out, a reminder that this was an old, wise book.

I’ve been thinking about that sorority performance a lot since I started writing this book, since here I am living the examined life. It really does feel worthwhile. I never thought that, in my forties, I’d be garnering wisdom from a rush week talent show, but I don’t turn my nose up at a good life lesson, no matter how unlikely the source—proof that I too am old and wise. And if you squeeze me really hard, I swear dust appears.



My goal with this book is to share my story—of growing up and finding myself and success and failure and self-doubt and family and dancing and eating and aging—because it probably isn’t that different from yours. We all eventually live some version of that narrative. So this is not a cautionary tale; there is nothing to pity. Life happens—and you look at it and you learn from it or you don’t, and you enjoy it or you don’t. At forty-seven, I am enjoying it more than ever, and I hope you will too. And if reading this book helps you skip a couple of these chapters in your own life (specifically the darker ones), and you walk away with increased self-awareness and strong emotional intelligence, then I’ll call that a major win.

My dad, on the other hand, will only consider this book a major win if it gets him more Instagram followers.




Chapter 1 It’s Not Easy Being Green

I remember having the distinct feeling, for at least two days, that my skin had changed color. It went from my healthy, normal flesh tone to green. Not bright green, but green-tinged. More lip stain than lipstick. Regardless, it was green enough that I was really confused when no one in my family seemed to be concerned about my health, because I WAS GREEN, and going from a normal human color to green should probably at least provoke an “are you okay?” from the people who claim to love you. But nothing? Were they ignoring me… again?

You’re probably wondering why I was starting to veer into Shrek territory—or at least why I thought I was. Let me give you a little backstory.

I graduated from Florida State in December 1993, a year and a half before the skin incident, and made the bold decision to move to Atlanta to start my life as a full-fledged grown-up. (At the time, when you graduated from FSU and wanted to head to the big city, that big city was usually Atlanta.) I wanted to be excited—this was the beginning of the rest of my life—but in reality I was scared. I was not emotionally, mentally, or professionally prepared for the real world, and deep down I knew that.

I was smart, but I had a limited professional skill set and a degree in literature and philosophy—a degree the job market was not begging for. My first plan was to get by on temp work, an incredibly specific and effective form of torture. No, seriously, if you’ve never done it, just for fun, try walking into an office full of strangers who are well trained in their jobs and know each other’s names and how to work the copy machine, and then quietly, without making any sudden movements, sit yourself down at the front desk—the FUCKING LIFELINE of the office—and start answering the phones. It’s a hoot, a real hoot. I did not last long as a temp, and instead of responsibly looking for another job, I sat alone in my room for what felt like days at a time (my friend Forrest, who lived with me in Atlanta, says it was more like hours at a time, but it sure felt like days), interrupted only by weekends when I would travel back to FSU to get drunk and make out. The bulk of my time in Atlanta was spent speed-eating cereal because we all know what a total letdown soggy cereal is. In retrospect, the most productive thing I did during those months was learn all the lyrics to “Shoop” by Salt-N-Pepa. (I can still sing it to this day. People find it really cool; no, I made that up, most people are annoyed by it, but one person found it cool.)

Adding to this quarter-life crisis was the fact that a few weeks before graduation, I made what would be a pivotal decision to go on the birth control pill. Today that might seem like a really small thing, but in the early nineties the pill was way more intense than it is today. It could really fuck with your hormones, or even cause a chemical imbalance in your brain that would negatively affect your mental health. (I should add that this decision made no sense, as I’d just broken up with my college boyfriend and had literally zero intention of having sex with anyone. Kissing, yes; sex, no. But being on the pill was cool and grown-up, and there was a chance it might even give me bigger boobs, so I went for it.)

So yeah, after halfheartedly trying to be a functioning grown-up, the uncertainty and fear coupled with the side effects of the pill incited a slow but dramatic spiral that started as emotional eating and weight gain—hello, crispy cereal!—but eventually revealed the bigger issues: self-loathing, generalized anxiety, and the intensification of my undiagnosed clinical depression. Of course, I didn’t know all this at the time, hence the undiagnosed part. What I knew then was that I felt lost, overwhelmed, and completely paralyzed by the mere concept of growing up. I knew in my gut that I needed help, and that I was not going to get that help in Atlanta. Certainly not when I could remain in denial, eating cereal, learning hip-hop lyrics, and bar hopping with friends.

So, under the pretense of wanting to save money, I accepted defeat and moved home.

I can’t say for sure if it was the hormone altering of the pill, or the relative safety of being in my childhood home, or the last twenty-three years of trying to manage a psychological imbalance coming to a head, but soon after moving home, my brain just couldn’t take it anymore.

And the first big sign—or at least the first noticeable one—was that I believed, with all my heart, that my skin had turned green.

Today, twenty-five-ish years later, it’s tempting to take some major creative liberties with the next part of this story, because there are some gaps in my memory, but the truth is fucked-up enough without having to make stuff up, so I’m just going to tell you what I remember. My memory is sometimes unreliable, but my heart is always in the right place.

My parents weren’t ignorant jerks—they had working eyes—and despite our differences I knew they loved me dearly, so their disinterest in my new green hue was incredibly frustrating. One afternoon I pulled my mom into the bathroom, I guess assuming that the lighting in there was better. (We always go into the bathroom for better light, but is it actually any better? And if it is, why don’t we just use that lighting scheme throughout the house? I digress. It’s what I do—weeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee.) I shoved my arm in her face.

“Look at it. Look at it. It’s green. It’s definitely green!”

“Ummmmm, no,” she said. My mom is brutally honest like that. There was no, “Hmm, okay, sure, maybe it’s a little green.” Or “Yeah, I can see something, maybe we should have that looked at.” Nope. She shut that shit down.

“I’m looking at it, Jen, and it looks normal,” she said.

I started screaming and crying, vibrating with fear and frustration. “Then why does it look green to me?”

Were my eyes lying to me? I was sure I was green, but I couldn’t prove it. And man did I try. Mostly by raising my voice louder and louder, screaming at my mother to look a little closer, to acknowledge what I knew to be true. Our house was echoey, with superhigh ceilings and, since it was South Florida, wall-to-wall tile. With those acoustics, emotions could not be contained in any one room. My fears were reverberating throughout the whole house.

Everyone knows that ear-piercing screams have a huge leg up on even the most factual or reason-based arguments, but in this case the shrieking didn’t work. My mother didn’t budge, and we were both exhausted, so we gave up. Fighting was our cardio, and neither of us really liked exercise.

I went up to my room for what we now call self-care but back then was just known as a manicure, and then into my bathroom, where I grabbed a handful of cotton balls, some nail polish remover, a nail file, and a new bottle of Chanel Vamp (most of my money went to high-end nail polish back then). I sat down on the pale peach carpet and started removing the existing polish from my nails. Halfway through, I realized I should light the piña colada–scented candle I had just gotten from Pier 1. Candles, I was certain, were integral to self-care.

As it turns out, mixing manicures and an open flame is not the best idea. Just as the match touched the wick, EVERY SINGLE NAIL ON MY RIGHT HAND caught fire. Yes, fire. This was not me seeing something that wasn’t there, like my green skin. This was actual flame fingers, because nail polish remover is highly flammable. I reflexively flapped my hand so fast that the fire was extinguished before any real harm was done, but emotionally I had been triggered, and emotional triggers often come with an intense physiological reaction.

A rush of adrenaline made me feel electrified, like I could turn on a light bulb just by touching it. It seemed like a sign, like the beginning of the end or the start of the beginning. The energy was uncontainable, and I knew I’d have to flail and scream to release it.

I figured fighting could help with that, so I went back downstairs to yell at my parents some more and expose them to my jumbled inner monologue: “I know this whole ‘Jen doesn’t have green skin’ thing is a conspiracy and I hate the way my jeans fit and I don’t want to be in this jean-repellant body anymore and what am I even doing here and why didn’t you prepare me for life after college and MY FINGERS WERE JUST ON FIRE?!?!”

My mom started screaming back at a comparable volume, while my dad stayed silent—he’s the pacifist in the family. “The skin thing isn’t a conspiracy,” she yelled. “It just isn’t real, and if you want your jeans to fit, stop eating so much!”

I was ready for a fight, even if it wasn’t a totally coherent one. “You don’t even know what it’s like to want a chocolate chip cookie, when you know you shouldn’t have a chocolate chip cookie, but you still eat the cookie, but you do it over the trash can and you only really eat the chocolate chips and then you throw the rest of the cookie away and then you take some of what you threw away and eat that too! You don’t understand that!”

My parents just stared at me blankly, but deep down I’m sure my dad knew what I meant about the cookie.

My body was getting hotter, the fire-fingers adrenaline pumping through my veins and my emotions bubbling faster and faster but still refusing to boil over. In an attempt to let them out, I grabbed an almost-empty bottle of white zinfandel that was on the kitchen counter and slammed it into my forehead.

At least, that’s how I remember it. Over the years I have told a version of this story where the wine bottle shattered and my face was covered in glass, cheap white wine, and blood, but in that scenario I certainly would have been rushed to the hospital, which I wasn’t. What probably happened was that I grabbed the body of the bottle and bonked myself in the head, not hard enough to shatter the bottle or my skull, but forcefully enough to finally get my parents’ full attention and to stop the screaming match that could have gone on for hours.

(This kind of self-inflicted head injury wasn’t entirely new for me. My parents say that as a three-year-old, when I didn’t get what I wanted, I would drop everything and aggressively bang my head against the floor. I guess I did it in a Bloomingdale’s once. We sell ban.do in Bloomingdale’s now. Thought you should know.)

The head bonk worked, stunning my parents into silence. The moment created a tiny opening for the supercharged tension to seep out of my body.

I have a permanent snapshot in my mind of my parents standing there, white-faced and wide-eyed in shock. Completely motionless. I knew I had to get out of there, because I still had energy to burn. I grabbed my keys off the counter, hopped in my car, turned up the radio as loud as it could go, and peeled out of the driveway. At first, I felt the overwhelming urge to drive full speed into oncoming traffic, which is a strange urge when you aren’t trying to kill yourself. It was also unrealistic, because we lived in a quiet gated community and there wasn’t much traffic on the main road. But the adrenaline of the last hour made me feel powerful, until a few minutes into my drive when, like a switch flipping, an odd feeling of complete calm washed over me. The initial intense energy was replaced with a stillness that left me feeling depleted, and so I cried in my car in the middle of the road, feeling scared and embarrassed about what had just happened, but also relieved that whatever I’d been dealing with had finally surfaced.

I sat in that car for what felt like an eternity but was really about twelve minutes, catching my breath and cooling down after the toughest emotional workout of my life. Then, even though I dreaded the coming confrontation with my parents, it was time to go home.

I could hear my parents’ muffled voices from outside, but they went silent when I opened the door. Their faces made it very clear they were frightened. My dad looked intimidated, because he knew he was unequipped to deal with whatever was going to come next. But that was okay, because post-emotional-eruption cleanup was my mom’s department. In spite of our extremely contentious relationship—which included, but was not limited to, plate slinging, name-calling, and not-so-veiled threats of murder—we were incredibly close. Ours is probably the most intense and spirited relationship I’ve ever had. And so she did what any mom would do after her child had an incredibly dramatic emotional meltdown—she gave me a hug, told me everything was going to be okay, and sent me to bed with some Tylenol and a warm compress.

I woke up the next day with a big bump on my head and an emotional hangover. I felt numb, but not numb enough to mask the sadness and humiliation. The idea of getting out from under the covers felt insurmountable. It was like I had gone to sleep in my comfy bed on the second floor of our house and woke up in that same comfy bed, but somehow during the night it had been anchored to the bottom of the ocean and I was down there under water. I kind of wanted to stay there forever, hiding from all that had transpired. I was embarrassed, because it was now very clear that there was something really wrong with me. The cat was out of the bag, standing on its two hind legs, wearing a big pink taffeta gown, smoking a cigarette while singing a boisterous rendition of “Fly Me to the Moon.”

When I finally went downstairs, my mom was sitting at the dining room table having coffee and writing a list on a legal pad. She told me she’d made an appointment with the doctor, even though I was pretty sure I didn’t have a doctor because I hadn’t been sick since I’d moved back home. But a doctor felt like the type of professional this situation called for, so I was okay with it. In preparation for the appointment, she asked me to recount any symptoms or otherwise unusual behavior that I’d noticed over the last few days so she could add it to her list.

It was hard to think, it was hard to talk, and, quite frankly, I had no idea what the fuck was going on, but I obliged. “Well, let’s see, I accidentally lit my fingers on fire. Sometimes I feel like I can’t breathe. My hair feels like it’s someone else’s, and for the last several days I thought my skin had turned green and no one seemed to notice. My boyfriend of three months, the love of my life, is moving away, so life as I know it is over. My mind won’t stop racing, but at the same time all I want to do is lie in bed, and I feel lost and overwhelmed. Oh, and fat.”

I looked at my mother, frustrated that I had to spell all this out for her. I wanted her to read my mind or innately know all my internal suffering. I imagine she felt really scared and confused, just as I did, but she didn’t show it.

If I had the chance to rewrite that list today with a lot more self-awareness and a heaping dose of emotional intelligence, plus a bunch of plain old information, here is what I would say: “I’m suffering from undiagnosed bipolar disorder, which gives me intense depression with periods of hypomania, but the hypomania is subtle enough that doctors won’t notice it and will instead think I just have depression. My mind, caught up in its expectations and fears, is constantly feeding a debilitating anxiety that leaves me, at times, personally and professionally paralyzed. I have ADD, which makes me feel overwhelmed and distracted. Oh, and most of that is just my brain chemistry. Situationally speaking, I am heartbroken because my boyfriend is moving away and I had hinged my identity and all my happiness and my future on him, so I feel empty, and I’m filling that void with food. Lots and lots of food, which has made me gain weight, and so much of my self-worth is tied into how I look, so now I feel horrible about myself and that feeling just makes me want to eat more. I also feel lost, because the real world is intimidating, and I don’t feel prepared to be a grown-up. I’m scared of all the responsibility that comes along with it. I don’t want to live here with you, but I don’t know where to go, and I’m scared to leave. I miss my friends from school. I miss the security of college. I don’t know who I am, what I want to do, or where I am going. The world is too big and too scary, and I’ll never survive. I feel like a failure. Sometimes I have the urge to do really crazy and erratic things; sometimes I don’t want to get out of bed. Sometimes I want to bash my head against the floor to stop the chatter in my mind, the constant narrative reminding me that I am a worthless piece of shit, that I should just give up, that I will never be anything and never do anything. I feel powerless and I am suffering. HELP HELP HELP.”

Later that day my mom, her yellow legal pad, and I went to a doctor we had never met so that he could check my blood pressure, hit my knee with that rubber mallet, and assess my debilitating emotional pain all in a matter of thirty minutes. My blood pressure and reflexes were intact. My mom and I took turns listing symptoms and describing the events of the last few days.

“Sounds like you had a nervous breakdown caused by immense stress and some situational depression, and I’m going to give you something to help you feel better,” the doctor said as he handed me a prescription for Prozac, an antidepressant that would, over time, exacerbate the bipolar disorder that he missed because he was a general practitioner, not a psychiatrist, and I was a total stranger with whom he spent a half hour. An accurate diagnosis wouldn’t come for many more years and would take a lot more work and plenty of psychiatric professionals.

But I took the Prozac, and within just a few days I started to feel better. Calmer. Happier. Less anxious. Less green. Is this what normal feels like? I thought to myself. And if it is, what is the feeling I’ve been living with for the last twenty-three years?



It might seem as though having a nervous breakdown and getting a depression diagnosis would have been, I don’t know… depressing? But what I really felt was both relief and gratitude. I was happy to finally have a name for the feeling that had been haunting me for the past year. I was thrilled to be able to declare I had a mental illness, which is a strange thing to say, but I’d wanted to have something wrong with me for a long time. I think it was to feel special or get attention. Usually I’d wished for an injury or an ailment, like breaking my foot in gymnastics so I could be on crutches and have a cast that everyone could sign, which was a real possibility since I wasn’t great at gymnastics. Or maybe to have mononucleosis. Mono was a major deal at the time, and I wanted it so badly. My little brother got it when he was a kid, and my parents told me to stay away from him because it was contagious, but I was so jealous and desperate to be seen that one night I went across the hall into his room and while he slept I leaned over and put my tongue in his mouth. I didn’t just pop it in there, I moved it around. Kind of like a tongue swab, because they called mono the kissing disease, and from what I could tell that’s what kisses were like. But I didn’t get mono, and now I’ve gone and told thousands of people that I French-kissed my little brother. Cool.

Anyway, this big, weighty depression diagnosis was just the badge I was looking for. I wasn’t embarrassed or ashamed. I felt empowered and excited, and I told everyone. (The only person who didn’t seem to care was my boyfriend, the one who was leaving. He said depression wasn’t real and that I probably just felt sad because we broke up. Almost a decade later, he tracked me down in LA to apologize and admit he was wrong, which he realized when he was diagnosed with depression.)

In the years since, I’ve had many other depressive and manic episodes, but when I look back over
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