


([GD-c youn Close yourg89
cyes, Idl Ees, hole
voun Becath VOuUllr breetin
anll cEcEy- anecieVeRys
iyl @00
e gucEy. el Prettr







,ﬁ‘/ablc to cope. But
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When I was most severely depressed I had quite a

| . vast collection of related meq‘tal illnesses. We hu-

/ mans love to compartmentalise things. We love to di-

vide our education system ifito separate subjects, just

. as we love to divide our shared planet 4nt0 nations,

k“a{ld our books into sq{arategenres But the reality is
- that thlngs are bllﬁred Just as being goodatmaeh

ematics often eans someone is gOOd at thSICS SO

having depression means it probably comes with ‘

other things. Anxieties, maybe some phobias, a pinch

of ocp. (Compulsive swallowing was a big thing with

me.) I also had agoraphobia and separation anxiety
for awhile. A

asure of progress I had was how
far I could walk on my own. If T was 0I1

tside and I

wasn t w1th Andreaor one of my parents 1y wasn’t
't her than avoid thcscjltua&fons
I forced myself into them. I think this]

quite gruelling, always facing fear and heading into 7

it, but it seemed to work. On the days

feeling very brave, I Wduld saf‘y something— herril—t

impossibly heroic like Tam going tog |
to get some milk. And Marmite” And Andrea would -

look atme, and say ‘On yo"hr own"’ ‘Yﬂs On rny own.

7 Ve mbblle phones 'S on your own still meanL
own. And so I would hurriedly put on my coat and
grab some money and leave the house as quickly as I
could, trying to outpace the panic. And by the time
I reached the end of qu:llingt%)n Road, my parents’

street, it would be there, the darkness, whispering at

\\\\\

me, and I would turn the corner onto Sleaford Road.

~Orange-bricked terraces with net curtains. And I

[ |
would feel a deep level of insecurity, like Iwas ina

shuttle that was leaving the Earth’s orbit. It was not

simply a walk to the shop. It was Apollo 13.

And I would pass a fellow human walking a dog
and they would ignore me, or they would frown
or—worse—smile, and so I would smile back, and
then my head would quickly punish me. That's the
odd thing about depression and anxiety. It acts
like an intense fear of happiness, even as you ygurself
consc1ouslzwant that happlness more than anything.

So 1f it catches you smﬂmg, even fake smiling, then,

~ wéll, that stuff’s just not allowed and you know it, so

here comes ten tons of counterbalance.

’/t"s:f)kg)g’ Twh}gpér%d to myséﬁf,, :

The weildnesa That feeli

it was as unnatural as bemg aro

would see the ‘shop up ahead. T

still logklng small and far
fea/r{/’(/:)/ walk through.

away.

ng of being outside alone,

he letters ‘Landis

So much sadness

of without walls. ]
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bL/ listen, but fucking listen. Just go to
, ]u,ét carry on, just get there. The mind im-

| \ \\\ / But liste

\

| ages, traiéht o f unmade horror films. The pins-
\a.n -needle\&smsﬂ

ation at the back of my head, then
all through my brain. T

amb hands and arms.

The air thinned. It took massive concentratio

There is no way I can do this. There is no way I can to keep control of my breathing.

walk to the shop. On my own. And find milk. And
Marmite. If you go back home you will be weaker
still. What are you going to do2 Go back and be
lost and go mad? 1f you go back the chances of liv-
ing for ever in a padded cell with white walls is higher
than it is already. Do it. Just walk to the shop. It’s

a shop. You've been walking to the corner shop on
your own since you were ten. One foot in front of
the other, shoulders back.

Breathe.
Then my heart kicked in.

Ignore it. But listen.

Ignore it.




If T was running, I could probably get back there

S1

little over a minute. I tried to focus. Coco Pops. It was
hard. Frosties. Really hard. Crunchy Nut Cornflakes.
Sugar/Puffs. The honey monster had never looked

like An actual monster before. What was I in here for,

Life is so infinitely hard. It involves a thousand tasks
all at once. And I am a thousand different people,

all fleeing away from the centre. The thing I hadn’t
realised, before I became mentally ill, is the physical
aspect of it. | mean, even the stuff that happens inside
your head is all sensation. My brain tingled, whirred,
fluttered and pumped. Much of this action seemed

to happen near the rear of my skull, in my occipital
lobe, though there was also some fuzzy, Tv-static,
white-noise feelings going on in my frontal lobe. If
you thought too much, maybe you could feel those

ghts happening. ‘An-infinity of passion can be

contained in oné e, Wro
crowd)in a small gpace/

te Flaubert, ‘like a







‘You're getting there,’ said
“Yeah, I said, and tried so hard to believe it.

‘We’re going to get you better.’

Something flooded my brain. I closed my eyes. I saw
dwarf demons having fun, laughing at me as if my

madness was an act at a carnival.

‘No. It’s okay. I only live around the corner.’
Around the bend.

I paid with a five-pound note. ‘Keep the change.’

And she started to realise I was a bit weird and I left

the shop and T was out, back into the vast and open

world, and T kept walking as fast as I could walk (to

break into a run would be a kind of defeat), feeling /
like a fish on the deck of a boat, needing the water

again. I turned the corner and I prayed more than
anything not to see someone I knew on Welling- ig
ton Road. No one. Just emptiness and suburban,

semi-detached, late Victorian houses, lined up and

staring at each other. And I got back to number 33,
my parents’ house, and I rang the bell and Andrea
answered and I was inside and there was no relief,
because my mind was quick to point out that being
relieved about surviving a trip to the corner shop was

another confirmation of sickness, not wellness.

But maybe, mind, there would come a day when
you could be as slow as the girlin the shop at
pointing out such things.
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We are essentially alone. There is no getting around
this fact, even if we try and forget it a lot of the time.
When we are ill, there is no escape from this truth.
Pain, of any kind, is a very isolating experience. My
back is playing up right now. I am writing this with
my legs up against a wall, and my back lying flat on
asofa. If T sit up normally, hunched over a notepad
oralaptop in the classic writer position, my lower
back begins to hurt. It doesn’t really help me to know,
when the pain flares up again, that millions of other
people also suffer from back problems. So why do
we bother with love? No matter how much we love
someone we are never going to make them, or our-
selves, free of pain. Well, let me tell you something.
Something that sounds bland and drippy to the un-
trained eye, but which—1 assure you—is something

I believe entirely.

Love saved me. Andrea. She saved me. Her love

Jfor me and my love for ber.

Not just once, either. Repeatedly. Over and over.

We had been together five years by the time I fell ill.
What had Andrea gained in that time, since the night
before her nineteenth birthday? A continued sense of
financial insecurity? An inadequate, alcohol-impaired
sex life? At university our friends always considered
us to be a happy couple. And we were; except for

the other half of the time when we were an unhappy
couple. The interesting thing was that we were fun-
damentally different people. Andrea liked lie-ins and
early nights, while I was a bad sleeper and a night owl.
She had a strong work ethic, and I didn’t (not then,
though depression strangely has given me one). She
liked organisation and I was the most disorganised
person she had met. Mixing us together was, in some
ways, like mixing chlorine with ammonia. It simply

was not a good idea.

But I'made her laugh, she said. I was ‘fun.” We liked to
talk. Both of us, I suppose, were quite shy and private
people in our own way. Andrea, particularly, was a'so-
cial chameleon. This was a kind of kindness. She nev-
er could cope if someone felt awkward, andso always
bent to meet them as much as she could: T think—if I
offered her anything—it was the chance to be herself.
If, as Schopenhauer said, ‘we forfeit more than three
fourths of ourselves in order to'be like other people’,
then love—at its best—is a way to reclaim those lost
parts of ourselves. That freedom we lost somewhere

quite early in childhood. Maybe love is just about

| 4
/

finding the person you can be your weird self Wit/h.
Thelped her be her, and she helped me be me. ‘
We did this through félking. In our first year together
we would very often sta?up all night talking. The
night would starf‘wiktxh us going to the wi#le shop at

the bottom of Sharp Street in Hull (the street my
student house was on) and buying a bottle of wine

we couldn’t afford, and would very often er{d\wjth us
watching breakfast Tv on my old Hitachi, which re-
quired constant manoeuvring of the aerial to see the
picture, Then a year later we/had fun playing grown-

ups, buying The River Cafe Cookbook and holding

dinner parties at which we would serve up panzanella

salads and expensive wines in our damp-infested /
student flat. Please do not think this was a perfect
relationship. It wasn’t. It still isn’t. The time we spent

living in Ibiza, particularly, now seems to be one long

argument. Just listen to this: .




‘Matt, wake up.’

‘What?’

‘Wake up. It’s half-nine.’

‘So?’

T've got to be at the office at ten. It’s

a foty-five-minute drive.’

‘So, no one will know. It’s Ibiza.’

‘T'm being tired.’

“You're being selfish.’

‘You're hungover. You were

drinking vodka lemon all night.

‘Sorry for having a good
time. You should try it.’

‘Fuck off. I'm getting in the car

)

But the arguments were surface stuff. If you go deep
enough under a tidal wave the water is still. That is what
we were like. In a way we argued because we knew it
would have no fundamental impact. When you can be
yourself around someone, you project your dissatisfied
self outwards. And in Ibiza, I was that. I was not happy.
And part of my personality was this: when I was unhap-

py, I tried to drown myself in pleasure.

‘Okay, I'm getting ready... fuck.’

“You selfish cunt.

‘What? You can’t leave me in the villa ‘Oh fuck off, you're not
all day. I'll be stranded in the middle really going, are you?’
of nowhere. There’s no food. Just wait
ten minutes!’ \\\ \

\ ‘Bye, Matt.

T'm going. I'm just
so fed up with you.’
“You work six days a week. Twelve
hours a day. They’re exploiting you.
They’re still out clubbing. And no
‘Why?’ one’s in the office till after twelve.
They value you because you are a
mantac. You bend over backwards
for them and treat me like crap.’
“You're the one who wants to be
here. My job is what keeps us /

here. It’s why we’re in this villa.



I was—to use the most therapy of terms—in denial.
I was denying my unhappiness, even as I was being a
tetchy, hungover boyfriend. There was never a single
moment, though, where I would have said—or felt—
that I did not love her. I loved her totally. Friend-
ship-love and love-love. Philia and eros. I always

had done. Though, of the two, that deep and total

friendship-love turns out to be the most important.

When the depression hit, Andrea was there for me.
She’d be kind to me and cross with me in all the right
ways. She was someone I could talk to, someone I
could say anything to. Being with her was basically
being with an outer version of myself. The force and
fury she’d once only displayed in arguments she now
used to steer me better. She accompanied me on
trips to doctors. She encouraged me to ring the right
helplines. She got us to move into our own place. She
encouraged me to read, to write. She earned us mon-
ey. She gave us time. She handled all the organisa-
tional side of my life, the stuff you need to do to tick
over. She filled in the blanks that worry and darkness
had left in its wake. She was my mind-double. My
life-sitter. My literal other half when balf of me
had gone. She covered for me, waiting patiently
like a war wife, during my absence from myself-
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I can’t do this.

You think you can’t, but

you can. You do. You will.

This pain, though. You must have
forgotten what it was like. I went on
an escalator today, in a shop, and
felt myself disintegrating. It was like
the whole universe was pulling me

apart. Right there, in John Lewis.

I probably have forgotten, a little
bit. But listen, look, I'm here. I am
here now. And I made it. We made

it. You just have to hold on.

Why would I stay alive? Wouldn’t
it be better to feel nothing than
to feel such pain? Isn’t zero worth

more than minus one thousand?

You won’t.

You don’t.

You didn’t.

/

I so want to believe that you

exist. That I don’t kill you off.

Y4

Listen, just listen, just get this
through your head, okay—you
make it, and on the other side of
this there is life. L-1-F-E. You un-
derstand? And there will be stuff
you enjoy. And just stop worrying
about worrying. Just worry, but

don’t meta- worry.

You look old. You have crow’s feet.

Are you starting to lose your hair?

Yes. But remember, we’ve always
worried about this stuff. Can you
remember that holiday to the
Dordogne when we were ten? We
leaned forward into the mirror
and started to worry about the
lines in our forehead. We were
worrying about the visible effects
of ageing back then. Because we

have always been scared of dying.

Are you still scared of dying?

-65
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k No one’s heart is meant to beat this fast.

. Iam thinking far too fast.
. Tam trapped.
. No one has felt this way before. Ever. In the whole of human history.
. Why are my arms numb?
10. Iwill never get over this.
%r S ®

I am going to die.
I am going to go so mad there will be no coming back.

&

This won’t end.

Everything is going to get worse.

N T
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Here it comes.

I've been here before.

But wow, it’s still quite bad.
I might die.

I'm not going to die.

I am trapped.

This is the worst ever.

No, it’s not. Remember Spain.

Why are my arms numb?

I will never get over this.

St
OO0
110

su
|

SoU

J

L



No one gets what you are going through.
But actually, they do. You do not think they
do because the only reference point is your-
self. You have never felt this way before, and
the shock of the descent is traumatising you,

but others have been here.

Things aren’t going to get worse. You want

to kill yourself. That is as low as it gets.

You hate yourself. That is because you are
sensitive. Pretty much every buman could
find a reason to hate themselves if they
thought about it as much as you did.
We are all total bastards, but also totally

wonderful beings trying to survive.

So what, you have a label? ‘Depressive’.
Everyone would have a label if they
asked the right professional.

S

7

The feeling that it’s going to get worse,

is just g symptom.

inds have their own weather systems.
You're in a hurricane. Hurricanes run out

of energy. Hold on.

Ignore stigma. Every illness bad stigma
once. We fear getting ill, and fear tends
to lead to prejudice before information.
Polio used to be erroneously blamed on poor
people, for instance. Depression is often seen

as a ‘weakness’ or personality failing.

Nothing lasts for ever. This pain won’t last.
The pain tells you it will last. Pain lies.
Ignore it. Pain is a debt paid off with time.

Minds move. Personalities shift. To quote
myself, from my book 7he Humans: ‘Your
mind is a galaxy. More dark than light. But
the light makes it worthwhile. Which is to
say, don’t kill yourself. Even when the
darkness is total. Always know that life
is not still. Time is space. You are moving
through that galaxy. Wait for the stars.’

10

You will one day experience joy that matches
this pain. You will cry euphoric tears at the
Beach Boys, you will stare down at a baby’s
face as she lies asleep in your lap, you will
make great friends, you will eat delicious
foods you haven’t tried yet, you will be able
to look at a view from a high place and not
assess the likelihood of dying from falling.
You will dance and laugh and have sex and
go for runs by the river and have late-night
conversations and laugh until it hurts. Life
is waiting for you. You might be stuck bere
Jor a while, but the world isn’t going any-
where. Hang on in there if you can. Life is
always worth it.



How to be there for someone

with depression or anxiety

Meet them where they are. Ask
what you can do. The main thing

you can do is just be there.

Never say ‘pull yourself together’
or ‘cheer up’ unless you’re also go-
ing to provide detailed, foolproof
instructions. (Tough love doesn’t
work. Turns out that just good

old ‘love’is enough.)

Educate yourself. Understand,

above all, that what might seem
easy to you might be an impos-
sible challenge for a depressive.

Things will be said that

aren’t meant.

Know that you are needed, and
appreciated, even if it seems like

you are not.

Appreciate that it is an illness.

Listen.

Don’t take anything personally,
any more than you would take
someone suffering with the flu
or chronic fatigue syndrome or
arthritis personally. None of this
is your fault.

Relieve any work/life pressure
if that is doable.

Be patient. Understand it isn’t
going to be easy. Depression
ebbs and flows and moves up and
down. It doesn’t stay still. Do not
take one happy/bad moment as
proof of recovery/relapse. Play

the long game.

Where possible, don’t make the
depressive feel weirder than they
already feel. Three days on the
sofa? Haven’t opened the curtains?
Crying over difficult decisions like
which pair of socks to wear? So
what. No biggie. There is no stan-
dard normal. Normal is subjective.
There are seven billion versions

of normal on this planet.
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An internal war.

A devil inside.

| DrESOR-

A black dog (thanks,
Winston Churchill).

A by-product of mortality.

Depression 18

v
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Dark and hopeless and lonely.

el

A life-long fight.

A malicious code in the operating An absence.
Q system of your mind. Q Q

ae [

n_sour air’).

An echo chamber.




Depression is also...

Soonaillier Hobam Yo

Always, it is smaller than you, even when it feels vast.
It operates within you, you do not operate within it.
It may be a dark cloud passing across the sky, but—
if that is the metaphor—you are the sky. You were
there before it. And the cloud can’t exist without

the sky, but the sky can exist without the cloud.
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We spent three long months at my parents’ house,
then spent the rest of that winter in a cheap flat in
astudent area of Leeds while Andrea did freelance
PR work and I tried not to go mad. But from, I sup-
pose, April 2000, that good stuff started to become
available. The bad stuff was still there. At the start,
the bad stuff was there most of the time. The good
stuff probably amounted to about 0.0001 per cent
of that April. The good stuff was just warm sunshine
on my face as Andrea and I walked from our flat in
the suburbs to the city centre. It lasted as long as the
sunshine was there and then it disappeared. But from
that point on I knew it could be accessed. T knew life
was available to me again. And so in May 0.0001 per

cent became about 0.1 per cent.

Then, at the start of June, we moved to a flat in the
city centre. The thing I liked about it was the light.
I liked that the walls were white and that the unnatu-
ral laminated floor mimicked the blondest wood and
that the square modern windows made up most of
the walls and that the lowgrade sofa the landlord had
put in was turquoise. Of course, it was still England.

It was still Yorkshire. Light was severely rationed.

But this was as good as it got on our budget, or just

above our budget, and it was certainly better than

Butg
read|wit
I mean, ]
who like
liking bo
They weire
life. They were a Class A addictive substance. I'd have
gladly got into serious debt to read (indeed, 1did). I
thin !{ I read more books in those six months than I
ring five years of university education,

and I'd certainly fallen deeper into the worlds con-

jured on the page. There is this idea that you either
read to escape or you read to find yourself. I don’t
really see the difference. We find ourselves through
the process of escaping. It is not where we are, but
where we want to go, and all that. ‘Ts there no way

out of the mind?’ Sylvia Path famously asked.




Light was everything. Sunshine, windows with the
blinds open. Pages with short chapters and lots of

white space and

Short.

Paragraphs.

Light was everything.

I had been interested in this question (what it meant,
what the answers might be) ever since I had come
across it as a teenager in a book of quotations. If
there is a way out, a way that isn’t death itself, then
the exit route is through words. But rather than leave
the mind entirely, words help us leave a mind, and
give us the building blocks to build another one, sim-
ilar but better, nearby to the old one but with firmer

foundations, and very often a better view.

“The object of art is to give life a shape,’ said Shake-
speare. And my life—and my mess of a mind—need-
ed shape. T had ‘lost the plot’. There was no linear
narrative of me. There was just mess and chaos. So
yes, I loved external narratives for the hope they
offered. Films. TV dramas. And most of all, books.
They were, in and of themselves, reasons to stay
alive. Every book written is the product of a human
mind in a particular state. Add all the books together
and you get the end sum of humanity. Every time I
read a great book I felt T was reading a kind of map, a
treasure map, and the treasure I was being directed
to was in actual fact myself. But each map was incom-
plete, and I would only locate the treasure if T read all
the books, and so the process of finding my best self
was an endless quest. And books themselves seemed
to me to reflect this idea. Which is why the plot of
every book ever can be boiled down to ‘someone is

looking for something’.

One cliche attached to bookish people is that they
are lonely, but for me books were my way out of
being lonely. If you are the type of person who thinks
too much about stuff then there is nothing lonelier in
the world than being surrounded by a load of people
on a different wavelength. In my deepest state of de-
pression, I had felt stuck. I felt trapped in quicksand
(as a kid that had been my most common nightmare).
Books were about movement. They were about
quests and journeys. Beginnings and middles and
ends, even if not in that order. They were about new
chapters. And leaving old ones behind. And because
it was only a few months before that I had lost the
point of words, and stories, and even language, I was
determined never to feel like that again. I fed and I
fed and I fed. I used to sit with the bedside lamp on,
reading for about two hours after Andrea had gone
to sleep, until my eyes were dry and sore, always
seeking and never quite finding, but with that feeling

of being tantalisingly close.



One of the books I remember (re-)reading was 7he
Power and the Glory by Graham Greene. Graham
Greene was an interesting choice. I had studied the
writer while doing an MA at Leeds University. I don’t
know why I took that module. I didn’t really know
anything about Graham Greene. I knew about Brigh-
ton Rock but I'd never read it. I'd also heard once
that he’d lived in Nottinghamshire and hated it. T had
lived in Nottinghamshire and—at that time—had
often hated it too. Maybe that was the reason. For

the first few weeks I'd thought it was a major mistake.

I'was the only person who'd taken the module. And
the tutor hated me. I don’t know if ‘hate’ is the word,
but he certainly didn’t like me. He was a Catholic,
always dressed formally, and spoke to me with deli-
cate disdain. Those hours were long, and had all the

relaxed and casual joy of a trip to the doctor’s for a

testicular inspection. Often I must have stank of beer,

as I would always drink a can or two on the train jour-
ney to Leeds (from Hull, where Andrea and I were
still living). At the end of the module I wrote the best
essay I had ever written, and was given a 69 per cent.
One shy of a distinction. I took it as a personal insult.
Anyway, I loved Graham Greene. His works were
filled with a discomfort I related to. There were

all kinds of discomforts on offer. Discomforts of
guilt, sex, Catholicism, unrequited love, forbidden
lust, tropical heat, politics, war. Everything was
uncomfortable, except the prose. I loved the way he

wrote. I loved the way he’d compare a solid thing

to something abstract. ‘He drank the brandy down
like damnation.’ Iloved this technique even more
now, because the divide between the material and
nonmaterial worlds seemed to have blurred. With
depression. Even my own physical body seemed un-
real and abstract and partly fictional. 7he Power and
the Glory is about a ‘whisky priest’ travelling through
Mexico in the 1930s, at a time when Catholicism is
outlawed. Throughout the novel he is pursued by a
police lieutenant tasked with tracking him down. I
had liked this story when I first read it at university,

but Iloved it now.

Having been a borderline alcoholic in Ibiza, empathis-
ing with a borderline alcoholic in Mexico wasn’t too
hard. It is a dark, intense book. But when you are feel-
ing dark and intense these are the only kind of books
that can speak to you. Yet there was an optimism too.
The possibility of redemption. It is a book about the

healing power of love.

dee

n, we are told. But also:

Inm

‘Hate is a lack of imag

ular father was headmaster. He’d semi-attempted

epreéssion,

brings.’And it helped relieve the isolation that the

“There is always one moment in childhood when

depression. Greene was a depressive. Had been since

a child, being bullied at the school where his unpop-
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illness brings.

stuck. | felt
tEEgEcH in
quicksand.




o is a COMme

anxiety. It ce
ing I was sti
ing I liked abo
pms of panic
ing, the swea
e I was running
ing heart becau
p, it gave me so
xactly the fittest
quite difficult. T
brt was a great focu
at through training

mind. It was a kind of

actt of course, gets you fit. And
getting good for everything. When
I became ill Thad been drinking and smoking heavily,
but now I was trying to undo that damage. So every
day I would go running, or do an equivalent type

of cardiovascular exercise. Like Haruki Murakami
at I Talk About When I
ater read—1I found run-

fog. (‘Exerting your-

2 wonderful fee

at running gene

so, that kind of monot-

the one soundtracked

avy breathing a steady rhythm of feet on
d of metaphor for depres-

y day is to have a kind of bat-

nents—becamg
g0 0N 3

tle'’V getting out on a cold February

morning gives you a sense of achievement. But that

voiceless debate you have with yourself—I want to

stop! No, keep going! I can’t, I can hardly breathe!

There’s only a mile to go! I just need to lie down! You

ere in the cold grey d.

orning, and pushed myse

ave me a little bit of depressi
e bit of that ‘you’d better be ¢

ssing with’ spirit. It helped, so
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Reasons to be strong

It was 2002. I was at that point in my recovery where  friend, now had a mother with cancer. She cried a

I was continually feeling well, but only in contrastto  lot. I felt like the baton was being passed. This was
the much worse stuff that had gone before. Really, I my turn to be the strong one. When she first found
was still a walking mass of anxiety, too phobic to take  out her mum was ill she sat on the edge of the bed
medicine of any kind, and convinced my tongue was  and cried like I had never seenher cry.I put my
expanding every time I consumed prawns or peanut  arm around her and felt that sudden shrinking of

butter or any other food it is possible to be allergic to.  language you feel when something terrible happens.

I also needed to be near Andrea. If I was near Andrea  Fortunately, Andrea was on hand to help. While wait-

I was infinitely calmer than when I wasn’t. Most of ing for them to come home with Andrea from the
the time, this didn’t make me feel like a weirdo. Me hospital I paced from room to room. They had lots
and Andrea lived together and worked together in of porcelain ornaments. Little Bo Peep. A Pink Pan-

the same modest apartment. We did not really know  ther sitting cross-legged, his legs hanging down off
anyone socially. Out of the two of us, I had always the windowsill. His wide yellow eyes followed me
been the one with the drive to go out and meet other  around the living room.

people, and that drive had gone now. But in 2002

Andrea’s mother was diagnosed with ovarian cancer

and things understandably changed. We went and

stayed with her parents in County Durham while

Freda underwent chemotherapy. Andrea, who had

spent the last three years fixing a depressive boy-

D
et

Cf)r—F
D=
—~—-
QD)
Sk
B

(@@2CCDQD
C S
D<o
E&Di
—=2570
(D s
D D=
Q&<
D
=
=2
S
D
QD)

0=
O
“Hy—*t
O
j@j@
Q)C/)
)
Os<
0
—5(D
.
D
-
D=0
7<(D R
RS
— D
Qg@
e

5OQQ
———-
-

P,

Q)
<

-



Two months later, I was alone in the house of my
future in-laws, pleading with Andrea to go with
them to the hospital.

T've got to take
E

Mum to the hospital.’

‘Okay. I'll come with you.’

‘They want someone to

wait and let David in.

But then it happened.
A switch flicked.

\

‘Okay. All right. Okay. T will”

‘Twon’t make it. Can’t you
just tell your mum and dad

I’ve got to come too?’

“You can do this.

‘Fuck. Shit. 'm sorry.

But you don’t understand.’

‘Matt, I'm asking you. My mum’s
ill. T don’t want to stress her out.

You're being selfish.

‘I can’t do this. Separation

anxiety. I'll have a panic attack.’

‘Matt, please.

‘I can come with you.’

"~ David was Andrea’s brother,

travelling up from London.

‘No what?’

Tl doit. I'll stay.
I'll stay in the house.’

‘Really?’
“Yeah.

T’ll leave the number
,

for the hospital

‘It’s okay,

/

///

‘Tcould find it
I said, stupidly imagining these AN
could be my last ever words to her. \

Tl leave it anyway.

~_ ‘Thank you’




It’s hard to explain depression to people who have
not suffered from it. It is like explaining life on Earth
to an alien. The reference points just are not there.
You have to resort to metaphors. The main thing is
the intensity of it. It does not fit within the normal
spectrum of emotions. When you are in it, you are
really in it. You can’t step outside it without stepping
outside of life, because it is life. It is your life. Every
single thing you experience is filtered through it.
Consequently, it magnifies everything. At its most
extreme, things that an everyday normal person

would hardly notice have overwhelming effects.

The sun sinks behind a cloud, and you feel that slight
change in weather as if a friend has died. You feel

the difference between inside and outside as a baby
feels the difference between womb and world. You
swallow an ibuprofen and your neurotic brain acts
like it has taken an overdose of methampheamine.

Depression, for me, wasn’t a dulling but a sharpening,

had been living my life

I wasn’t there. It was total
ked mind. A skinned person-
1l of the acid that is

realise, at the tj

eri-

at What Doesn
stuff. No. That’s simply not true. What doesn’t kill
you very often makes you weaker. What doesn’t
kill you can leave you limping for the rest of your
days. What doesn’t kill you can make you scared to
leave your house, or even your bedroom, and have
you trembling, or mumbling incoherently, or leaning
with your head on a window pane, wishing you could
return to the time before the thing that didn’t kill you.

This isn’t a question of strength. Not the stoic, get-
on-with-stuff-without-thinking-too-much kind of
strength, anyway. It’s more of a zooming-in. That
sharpening. That switch from the prosaic to the
poetic. You know, before the age of twenty-four I
hadn’t known how bad things could feel, but I hadn’t
realised how good they could feel either. That shell
might be protecting you, but it’s also stopping you
feeling the full force of that good stuff. Depression
might be a hell of a price to pay for waking up to life,
and while it is on top of you it is one that could never

seem worth paying.

Clouds with silver linings are still clouds. But it is quite

therapeutic to know that pleasure doesn’t just help

compensate for pain, it can actually grow out of it.



“You’ve got a publisher.

‘What?’

‘Just had the phone call. You are

going to be a published author.’

‘What? Seriously?’

‘Seriously’

This news kept me going for about six months. For
about six months my lack of self-esteem had been ar-
tificially addressed. I would lie in bed and go to sleep
smiling, thinking “‘Wow, 'm quite a big deal, I'm go-
ing to be published.” But being published (or getting
a great job or whatever) does not permanently alter
your brain. And one night I lay awake, feeling less
than happy. I started to worry. The worries spiral-
led. And for three weeks I was trapped in my own
mind again. But this time, I had weapons. One of
them, maybe the most important, was this knowl-
edge: I have been ill before, then well again. Wellness
is possible. Another weapon was running. I knew
how the body could affect the mind, so I started to

run more and more.
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Abraham Lincoln, when he was thirty-two, declared:
‘Tam now the most miserable man living.” He had, by
that age, experienced two massive depressive break-
downs. ‘If what I feel were equally distributed to the
whole human family, there would not be one cheerful
face on the earth. Whether I shall ever be better I can
not tell; T awfully forbade I shall not. To remain as I

am is impossible. I must die or be better.’

Yet, of course, while Lincoln openly declared he had
no fear of suicide, he did not kill himself. He chose
to live. There is a great article on ‘Lincoln’s Great
Depression’ in The Atlantic by Joshua Wolf Shenk.
In it, Shenk writes of how depression forced Lincoln
into a deeper understanding of life: he insisted on ac-
knowledging his fears. Through his late twenties and
early thirties he drove deeper and deeper into them,
hovering over what, according to Albert Camus, is
the only serious question human beings have to deal
ith. He asked whether be could live, whether he
ould face life’s misery. Finally be decided that be

must... He had an ‘irrepressible desire’ to accomplish

e was evidently a serious person. One of the great
serious people of history. He fought mental wars and
physical ones. Maybe his knowledge of suffering led
to the kind of empathy he showed when seeking to
change the law on slavery. (‘Wherever I hear anyone
arguing for slavery, I feel a strong impulse to see it
tried on him personally, he said.) Lincoln is not the
only famous leader to have battled depression. Win-
ston Churchill lived with the ‘black dog’ for much
of his life too. Watching a fire, he once remarked to
ayoung researcher he was employing: ‘I know why
logs split. I know what it is to be consumed.” Indeed
he did. He was—in terms of career achievements—
one of the most active men who ever lived. Yet he
continually felt despondent and full of darkness.
The political philosopher John Gray—one of my

favourite non-fiction writers (read Straw Dogs to see
why)—believes Churchill didn’t ‘overcome’ depres-
sion to become a good war leader, rather that the
experience of depression directly enabled him to be
one. Gray argues, in an article for the BBC, that it was
Churchill’s ‘exceptional openness’ to intense emotion
that explains how he was able to sense dangers that

more conventional minds failed to see.

‘For most of the politicians and opinion-makers who
wanted to appease Hitler, the Nazis were not much
more than, a raucous expression of German nation-
alism,” writes Gray. It needed an unusual mind to
address an unusual threat. ‘He owed his foresight of
the horror that was to come to visits of the black dog.’
So, yes, depression is a nightmare. But can it also be a
useful one? Can it be one that improves the world in

various ways?
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Sometimes the links between depression, anxiety
and productivity are undeniable. Think of Edvard
Munch’s omnipresent painting The Scream, for in-
stance. Not only is this a most accurate visual de-
piction of what a panic attack feels like, but it was
also—according to the artist himself—directly in-
spired by a moment of existential terror. Here is

the diary entry: 7 was walking down the road when
the sun set; suddenly, the sky turned as red as blood.
Istopped and leaned against the fence, feeling un-
speakably tired. Tongues of fire and blood stretched
over the bluish black fjord. My friends went on walk-
ing, while I lagged behind, shivering with fear. Then

I heard the enormous, infinite scream of nature.

But even without the ‘smoking gun’ of a specific de-
pressive episode inspiring a specific work of genius,
it is impossible to ignore the sheer number of greats
who have battled depression. Even without focus-
ing on the Plaths and Hemingways and Woolfs who
actually killed themselves, the list of known depres-
sives is staggering. And many times there is a link
between the illness and the work they produce. A lot
of Freud’s work was based on his analysis of his own
depression, and what he believed to be the solution.
Cocaine was what worked for him, but then—after
dishing it out to other sufferers—he started to real-
ise it could be a tad addictive. Franz Kafka is an-
other member of the Depression Hall of Fame. He

suffered from social anxiety and what people now

see as clinical depression all his life. He was also a
hypochondriac living in fear of physical and mental
change. But being a hypochondriac doesn’t mean
you won’t get ill, and when he was thirty-four Kafka
contracted tuberculosis. Interestingly, all the things
that were known to belp Kafka’s depression—
swimming, borse riding, hiking—were physical-

by bealthy pursuits.

Surely the claustrophobia and sense of power-
lessness in his works—so often interpreted in
solely political terms—was also a result of him
suffering from an iliness that makes you feel
claustrophobic? Kafka’s most famous story is 7he
Metamorphosis. A travelling salesman wakes up to
find himself transformed into a giant insect, who

has overslept and is late for work. It is a story about
the dehumanising effect of capitalism, yes, but it can
equally be read as a metaphor for depression, the
most Kafkaesque of illnesses. For, like Gregor Samsa,
the depressive can sometimes wake up in the room
they fell asleep in, and yet feel totally different. An
alien to themselves. Trapped in a nightmare. Like-
wise, could Emily Dickinson have written her poem
‘Ifelt a Funeral, in my Brain’ without deep mental
anguish? Of course, most depressives don’t end up
being a Lincoln or a Dickinson or a Churchill or a
Munch or a Freud or a Kafka (or a Mark Twain or a
Sylvia Plath or a Georgia O’Keefte or an Ian Curtis or

a Kurt Cobain). But then, nor do most people.



40

People often use the word despite in the context of
mental illness. So-and-so did such-and-such de-

spite having depression/anxiety/ocD/agoraphobia/
whatever. But sometimes that despite should be a
because. For instance, I write because of depression.
I was not a writer before. The intensity needed—to
explore things with relentless curiosity and energy—
simply wasn’t there. Fear makes us curious. Sadness

makes us philosophers.







She was about to tell me my birthday surprise.

‘We’re going to Paris. Tomorrow.
We’re going to Paris tomorrow!
§01INg

We’re going to get the Eurostar.

I was shell-shocked.

I couldn’t imagine anyone saying

anything more terrifying.

Going to the place where Oscar Wilde died
wasn’t making it any better. It just guaranteed I
was going to die there. To die in Paris, just like
Oscar Wilde. I also imagined the air would kill

me. I hadn’t been abroad for four years.

‘Well, we’re going. We're staying
until the sixth. It’s going to be
great. We're staying in the hotel
Oscar Wilde died in. Z’Hotel,

it’s called.

‘Tcan’t go to Paris.’

Tcan’t)

—— It was happening. A panic attack. I was starting to
feel it in my chest. I was starting to feel like I was
back in 2000 mode. Back in that feeling of being
trapped inside my self, like a desperate fly in a jar.

‘I don’t think I'll be able

to breathe the air.

—— Iknew this sounded stupid. I
wasn’t mad! And yet, the fact
remained: I didn’t think I'd be
able to breathe the air.

At some point after that I was curled tight in a foetal
ball behind the door. I was trembling. I don’t know
ifanyone had been this scared of Paris since Marie
Antoinette. But Andrea knew what to do. She had a
PhD in this kind of thing by now. She said:

‘Okay, we won’t go. I can cancel
the hotel. We might lose a bit of

money, but if it’s such a big deal...
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And I went to Paris. The Channel tunnel held togeth-
er and the sea didn’t fall on our heads. The air in Par-
is worked okay with my lungs. Though I could hardly
speak in the taxi. The journey from Gare du Nord to
the hotel was intense. There was some kind of march
going on by the banks of the Seine, with a large red
flag swooping like the Tricolore in Les Miserables.
When I closed my eyes that night I couldn’t sleep

for hours because I kept seeing Paris moving at the

speed it had moved by in the taxi. But I calmed.

I didn’t actually have a proper panic attack at any
point during the next four days. Just a generalised
high anxiety that I felt walking around the Left Bank
and along the Rue de Rivoli and in the restaurant on
the roof of the Pompidou Centre. I was starting to
find that, sometimes, simply doing something that

I had dreaded—and surviving—was the best kind

of therapy. If you start to dread being outside, go
outside. If you fear confined spaces, spend some time
in a lift. If you have separation anxiety, force yourself

to be alone a while.

When you are depressed and anxious your com-
fort zone tends to shrink from the size of a world

to the size of a bed. Or right down to nothing at all.

Another thing. Stimulation. Excitement. The kinds
found in new places. Sometimes this can be terrify-
ing, but it can also be liberating. In a familiar place,

your mind focuses solely on itself.

There is nothing new it needs to notice about your
bedroom. No potential external threats, just internal
ones. By forcing yourself into a new physical space,
preferably in a different country, you end up inevitably
focusing a bit more on the world outside your head.
Well, that’s how it worked for me. Those few days in
Paris. In fact, I felt more normal than I did at home,
because here my general anxious awkwardness could
pass quite easily for general awkward Britishness. A
lot of depressed people turn to travel as an antidote
to their symptoms. The great American painter Geor-
gia O’Keeffe, like the many other artists that fit the
cliche, was a life-long depressive. In 1933, at the age
of forty-six, she was hospitalised following symptoms
of uncontrollable crying, a seeming inability to eat or

sleep, and other symptoms of depression and anxiety.

O’Keeffe’s biographer Roxana Robinson says that the
hospital stay did little for her. What worked instead
was travel. She went to Bermuda and Lake George in
New York and Maine and Hawaii. “‘Warmth, languor,
and solitude were just what Georgia needed, wrote
Robinson. Of course, travel isn’t always a solution.
Or even an option. But it certainly helps me, when I

get the chance to go away.

I think, more than anything, it helps give a sense of
perspective. We might be stuck in our minds, but we
aren’t physically stuck. And unsticking ourselves from
our physical location can help dislodge our unhappy
mental state. Movement is the antidote to fixedness,
after all. And it helps. Sometimes. Just sometimes.
‘Travel makes one modest,” said Gustave Flaubert.
“You see what a tiny place you occupy in the world.’
Such perspective can be strangely liberating. Espe-
cially when you have an illness that may on the one
hand lower selfesteem, but on the other intensifies
the trivial. I can remember during a short depressive
episode watching Martin Scorsese’s Howard Hughes
biopic The Aviator.

Andrea told me after that film that there
was too much Matt Haig in Matt Haig.

There is a point in it where Katharine Hepburn,
played rather brilliantly by Cate Blanchett, turns

to Hughes (Leonardo DiCaprio) and says: ‘“There’s
too much Howard Hughes in Howard Hughes.” It
was this intensity of the self that, in the film version
of his life at least, was shown to contribute to the
obsessive-compulsive disorder that would eventually

imprison Hughes in a hotel room in Las Vegas.

Andrea told me after that film that there was too
much Matt Haig in Matt Haig. She was kind of
joking, but also kind of on to something. So for me,
anything that lessens that extreme sense of self,
that makes me feel me but at a lower volume, is
very welcome. And ever since that Paris trip, travel

has been one of those things.
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Resources

United Kingdom

National Emergency Number. Call 999 or 112
National Health First Response Service. Call 111
Samaritans UK: registered charity aimed at provid-
ing emotional support to anyone in distress or at risk
of suicide. Call 116123

Campaign Against Living Miserably (CALM):
registered charity aimed at bringing the suicide rate
down among men aged 15—35. Call 0800-§8-58-58 for
nationwide service (every day from §PM to midnight)
or 0808-802-§8-¢8 for London service (every day
from §pM to midnight)

Shout: UK’s first free 24/7 text service for anyone in
crisis anytime, anywhere. It is a place to go for those
struggling to cope and in need of immediate help.
Text: 85258

United States

National Emergency Number. Call 911

The National Suicide Prevention Lifeline: 24-hour,
toll-free, confidential suicide prevention hotline
available to anyone in suicidal crisis or emotional
distress. Call 1-800-273-8255 or 1-888-628-9454 for
Spanish service or 1-800-799-4889 for deaf & hard
of hearing options

The Veterans Crisis Line: 24-hour, toll-free hotline
that provides phone, webchat, and text options
available to military veterans and their families. It
provides options for deaf and hard of hearing indi-
viduals. Call 1-800-273-8255 and press 1

The Crisis Text Line: the only 24/7, nationwide
crisis-intervention text-message hotline. Text HOME
to 741-741

Samaritans USA: registered charity aimed at provid-
ing emotional support to anyone in distress or at risk
of suicide. Call 1-800-273-8255

The Trevor Project: nationwide organization that
provides a 24-hour phone hotline, as well as limit-
ed-hour webchat and text options, for lesbian, gay,
bisexual, transgender and questioning youth. Call
1-866-488-7386 or text TREVOR t0 1-202-304-1200
(Monday-Friday from 3PM to 10PM ET)

The Trans Lifeline: nonprofit organization that is
created by and for the transgender community, pro-
viding crisis intervention hotlines, staffed by trans-
gender individuals, available in the United States and
Canada. Call 1-877-330-6366



