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INTRODUCTION

I KNEW I HAD A PROBLEM …

[image: image missing]

I knew I had a problem when my work became about me. Researching a feature on the upsides of anger for a science magazine, I found myself taking the opportunity to quiz academic experts on topics that were relevant not to the piece, but to my own life. One well-known researcher even got coaxed into doing an anger-exploration interview on the phone. (When presented with my life situation and the things that made me cross, his conclusion, essentially, was that I should put up and shut up.) After agreeing to be interviewed for another assignment, an American psychologist who has found that ‘loving-kindness’ meditation can improve relationships with other people and boost psychological wellbeing found herself so enthusiastically interrogated it came across as aggressive. (I winced repeatedly while transcribing the recording of our conversation.)

The thing is, I don’t actually have a problem with anger. And my relationships with my family and friends are pretty good. What I do have is a more general kind of mental weakness, for want of a better word, and a mid-life recognition that if I don’t do something about it now, I probably never will.

This year, I turned forty. Over the past twelve months, I’ve celebrated the fifth anniversary of my happy marriage, and the second and fourth birthdays of my two healthy children. I have a relatively small but solid group of friends, a career I enjoy, as a journalist and writer, and, while I don’t think of myself as anything like wealthy, a financial situation that puts me ahead of the vast majority of people on the planet. I have, in short, everything. Except – and here I hesitate, because I’m aware of where this would rank if placed on the spectrum of psychological suffering – except this: my mind is all over the place, and it always has been.

I don’t have major depression, bipolar disorder or diagnosable anxiety. But my mental state is volatile, my equanimity faltering in response to sometimes the slightest of forces. I feel my stress levels rise – the tension in my chest, the rush in my blood, the seemingly unstoppable acceleration towards a loss of normal control. I lose my temper with the kids. I get irritable with my husband. I find it difficult to concentrate on work. Yet sometimes, nothing negative happens – absolutely nothing, it seems – but still I feel down, and I struggle to get myself back up.

My emotional lows and lack of regulation aren’t the only problem. I make diet and exercise plans I don’t stick to. I decide this will be the year I finally learn French. (Jakob, my four-year-old, started learning French three months ago. Already, he knows far more than me.) And I regularly think back over past ‘mistakes’, and wonder if I’d feel much more positive about life if I’d made different decisions. There’s one particular job I turned down when I was twenty-seven, and I still think, why? I left the Guardian to go travelling. What kind of journalist does that? Some time later, I went for a job on the Observer; the interviewer looked at my extensive CV and said, ‘It seems you’re something of a flibbertigibbet …’ Yeah, I often think at 3am, I’ve abandoned so many great opportunities. And while flibbertigibbet is one term for me, impulsive would be another. Self-destructive might be a third.

And what about our move to Sheffield, two years ago? I often find myself thinking, I wish we hadn’t done it. After twenty years in London and then Sydney, I’ve found it hard to get used to being out of a global city. Actually, I still haven’t adapted. I know plenty of people who adore Sheffield, and I do understand why. I don’t think they’re crazy. It’s my problem, my fit with the place, and I just can’t seem to make it right, as much as I really would like to.

At this point, it would be great if I were able to give you a comprehensive example of my everyday ‘mental weakness’ to clarify some of the things I’d most like to change. But my life feels like one long example.

Take yesterday.

I’m encouraging (a euphemism if ever I’ve written one) Jakob to go and get dressed for school. Meanwhile, Lucas is sitting at the kitchen table, arms folded, refusing with all the absolute, immovable determination of a two-year-old to eat his cereal because I absent-mindedly stirred in the banana and yoghurt instead of leaving it on top, as he likes it … I’m throwing stuff all over the hall because I can’t find their wellies, and it’s raining, and it never rained in Sydney (not actually true) … and now James is saying he’ll have to stay at his work flat over in Liverpool tonight, so the work I was planning to get done during bathand bed-time won’t get finished, leaving me likely to miss a deadline for the first time in my life … and maybe I should just do as my mother-in-law keeps saying and stop work to focus on my family (but that’s just a crazy idea) … and in frustration with everything, I yell at Lucas, ‘Eat your breakfast now or go to your room!’ It’s 7.32am, the day’s barely begun and already I feel like I’m going to explode.

Everyday domestic problems – hardly a life-or-death scenario. And nobody benefited from my stressed-out state, least of all my kids, as of course I realise later, when I feel awful for shouting at my little boy and wish I could grab him back from the childminder to hug him.

I’ve talked all this over with friends. The consensus seems to be that a misbehaving mind is pretty normal. Over coffee recently with two other working mothers, one confided that she was having acupuncture to help with ‘mental calmness’. She works four days a week in a high-level IT job, and has one daughter in her first year at school and another at pre-school. She says she feels that she isn’t doing anything very well. She is not performing at work as she’d like, and doesn’t feel successful as a mother. This is getting to her. A lot of the time, she feels anxious, on edge, worried, unable to relax. She isn’t sleeping properly. Her sister had recommended the acupuncture.

The other friend, who in some ways has fewer pressures – she’s a self-employed artist, who chooses when she works – revealed that she’s been going to regular talks organised by a local Brahma Kumaris group (part of a world-wide organisation with origins in Hinduism), directed at reducing negative self-talk and enhancing self-esteem. She said she isn’t depressed exactly, but lacking in positivity and enthusiasm for herself and for life, and was looking for explanations why. The talks were providing her with possibilities to think about.

When I brought up my ‘problem’ – my mental weakness – with a third friend, whom I’d always thought of as exceptionally mentally strong, she told me that at times she feels down, and has absolutely no idea what triggers it, or how to get out of it. During these periods, which can last hours or sometimes days, she finds herself focusing on negative thoughts about herself and her decisions, and worrying about her kids. When she feels like this, she just sits it out, and waits to feel better.

None of these people needs to see a psychiatrist. None would see a psychotherapist. But while having an out-of-control mind might be ‘normal’, it clearly isn’t desirable. It isn’t enough to just ‘get by’ – is it? It shouldn’t be enough for me, I decide, or for my family.

The friends I’d talked to had taken steps to try to help themselves with what, following further conversation, seemed really, broadly speaking, to be the same problem that affects me. But their steps seemed slight, and erratic: hopeful shots in the dark, more than anything else. Perhaps, I thought, there was a book out there that could help.

I did find a few with tips on how to get through a major trauma, like a death in the family. Then there was one that pointed out the difference between ‘good stress’ (the invigorating kind you feel when you go on a date with someone you really like or walk in to an interview for your dream job – assuming you’re not immediately informed you’re a flibbertigibbet) and ‘bad stress’ (the more chronic kind, which can be caused by conflict at home, tough expectations at work or a negative self-image). It’s this bad stress that can put you into a potentially damaging state of ongoing alarm. That’s worth noting, I think. I don’t want to become unflappable. I still want important things to bother me, and to experience the useful and even enjoyable physical and psychological buzz of a challenge. I do, however, want to be less distressed … and more composed.

Next, I came across a book that argued that to be psychologically ‘resilient’, I should change my ‘emotional style’ (would that really cover all my issues?), and then I found business-type books with titles like Executive Toughness, packed with suggestions on how to get what you want from negotiations and colleagues (not really any help to me). There’s no shortage, of course, of books on how to be ‘happier’, but that isn’t what I’m after either. And let me note that, sadly, there’s plenty of research finding that people who pursue happiness end up feeling more depressed, not less.

While interesting (to varying degrees,) none of these books addresses what I really want, or need. Which is?

Something fundamental. A comprehensive programme to build mental strength. A kind of boot camp for the mind.

And so, I decide, I’ll have to construct it for myself.

I have a degree in psychology and twenty years’ experience as a science and health journalist on newspapers and magazines. I know how to go about scouring journal papers and conference presentations and questioning scientists to find what I need. And I know to be very careful about some of the claims that are made.

You don’t have to search hard to find tips on how to ‘keep calm’, ‘boost your energy levels’, ‘achieve your goals’ or ‘beat the blues’. But the recommendations from the experts can be contradictory – and frustratingly vague: ‘Eat blueberries!’ Really? How many? How often? And what real-world effect will that have on my mind? ‘Take up mindfulness’ – oh? Is it better than other styles of meditation – and, if so, how much better, and why? ‘Make sure you allow time for mind-wandering!’ I thought it was crucial to be mindful? ‘Do more exercise!’ How much more? And what type? And how exactly will I feel better – and for how long?

Vagueness isn’t helpful, but it’s probably the most benign of the faults of some of the health advice you read. In my experience, many doctors and psychiatrists are, yes, fair and conservative-minded, and acutely aware of the need to be measured in what they advocate because people, quite reasonably, believe and act on what they say. But some aren’t. And unfortunately, it’s the ones with the most extreme ideas who tend to be over-represented in the media, because they’re saying something different – something new.

Journalists have to carry some of the blame. But not all of it. A study published in December 2014 in the British Medical Journal concluded that most of the hype in media health coverage originates not with journalists but with press releases cleared by the academics involved. As one experienced science journalist noted in an online discussion in the wake of this: ‘One truth is that journals … tell authors to alter their conclusions, on the basis that the paper as it is to be published does not support them. So authors like to reinstate the conclusions when their university’s press office puts out a release. It can take a very brave, experienced and confident press officer (and there are a few) to stand up to a professor in hot pursuit of a headline.’

A big advantage of creating a programme for myself is that I know I’m coming to the field with an entirely open mind. Unlike a professor ‘in hot pursuit of a headline’, or a doctor with a pet theory to protect, or even a journalist trying to satisfy an editor’s demand for a quick, new take on an old complaint, I want what you want: to discover the ‘truth’, or as close as I can get to it, about what the balance of decent evidence reveals about how to build a stronger mind – because it matters to me. Because I need to know it.

Of course, I talk to academics. But I home in on those who, as far as I can tell, have a passion, but not an agenda.

After a little initial reading, it becomes clear that what I want should be possible. While psychologists once thought that a person’s ability to cope with stressful circumstances, for instance, was largely innate or set early in life, there’s plenty of research now showing that it isn’t – and that just as physically healthy people can become fitter, psychologically ‘normal’ people (that is, without a disorder) can become stronger. In theory, as far as I can tell, we all could benefit from mind-boosting strategies – and this book investigates what they are and how well they work.

My plan is to start with the fundamentals: to ask, which factors most influence the brain to improve psychological functioning – dietary supplements? Certain types of physical exercise? Meditation? Modifications to natural daily rhythms in the release of various hormones? I find out, I talk to people who use these strategies and try them for myself. Then I move on to thoughts themselves, and research on how to achieve goals.

It’s important to me that whatever I come up with should be not only evidence-based, but practical. There’s just no way I can end up telling James and the boys: ‘We’re moving to Queensland! I’ll be running meditation marathons in the rainforest every morning! We’ll be eating only wild fish and native berries!’

It’d never happen. And I could never do it, anyway. Yes, I want to ‘realise my potential’ (in the least get-ahead-in-business kind of way), but I want to be in my life, as me – only more able to deal with life’s irritations and tribulations, more mentally balanced, tougher, more positive, more likely to set and achieve goals (and to welcome the process, not just the outcome), better able to deal calmly with my family, and to enjoy them more. Put simply: more sane. And I want to achieve all this through a programme that can be realistically incorporated into my normal week of work, kids, time out and time in.

Will I be transformed? I don’t know – but I’m excited to finally be doing something systematic instead of just snatching bits and pieces of advice from work interviews.

The truth is, any improvement will be worth it. James tells me with a smile that he agrees. But I know he’s keen to discover what I learn. In fact, just about everyone I’ve told about my plans – from my mothers’ group to Jakob’s headmaster to other science and health journalists – has said something along the lines of, ‘I’d love to hear what you find out’.

So, here goes.
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