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Praise for How to Survive the End of the World


'A fast-paced, amusing and insightful read, particularly for anyone dealing with similar problems'
Guardian

'One of the things that really marks Aaron's book out from others on the market that tackle the topic of mental health is that it's quite simply laugh-out-loud funny. He manages to harness the ludicrous, the awkward, and the downright bizarre things he's done because of mental health issues, and turn them into hilarious anecdotes'
Independent

'A brilliant and funny read for the apocalyptically-minded'
Matt Haig, author of Reasons to Stay Alive

'In a sea of books about mental health, it stands out for its humour, wisdom and lightness of touch'
Adam Kay, author of This is Going to Hurt

'I LOVED it because it's good to know that I'm not the only one pretending everything's fine, even when everything is fine'
Juno Dawson, author of The Gender Games

'A frantically hilarious and deeply insightful exploration of life inside a brain that's constantly under siege from itself'
Dean Burnett, author of The Idiot Brain

'It is excellent'
Dr Fern Riddell, author of Death in Ten Minutes


[image: Image Missing]

 

[image: Image Missing]


www.hodder.co.uk
www.tworoadsbooks.com


First published in Great Britain in 2018 by Two Roads

An imprint of John Murray Press

An Hachette UK company

Copyright © Aaron Gillies 2018

The right of Aaron Gillies to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

ISBN 978 1 473 65972 8

Hodder & Stoughton Ltd

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.tworoadsbooks.com

www.hodder.co.uk


For anyone who has ever felt a little bit crazy
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0.5 

PROLOGUE.

Wait, no. 

DISCLAIMER. 

Wait, no. 

THE BEGINNING BIT OF THE BOOK BEFORE WE REALLY GET INTO STUFF, WHERE I JUST TALK SHIT FOR A BIT IF THAT’S OK.

Bollocking fucking shitting titting arsing hell, I’m having a panic attack. It feels like a cannonball has been surgically implanted into my lower intestine. My lungs are both full and empty at the same time because my breathing is so manic that I am now failing at the most basic of human functions. My entire chest feels like I’m being crushed under the weight of a small family caravan. My arms are numb. I am paralysed by irrational terror. I honestly feel like I am about to die. No wait, I am about to die. I am going to leave this planet on a heaving Northern Line train somewhere between Angel and King’s Cross. This situation is less than ideal.

Panic attacks. They are the human equivalent of your computer freezing because you asked it to do too many things at once. An overload of information has caused the whole system to go into meltdown. Now it’s just doing the circle of doom, where the mouse doesn’t work, you can’t close any applications and some awful music (something really annoying, probably involving a sousaphone) plays in three-second loops in the background. The beautifully timed panic attack I described in the previous paragraph was the result of simply being on a busy train. After I have a panic attack, I try to evaluate it and identify what triggers were in place. This time, it was just that it was a bit busy. An overload of confusion, fear and worry caused my entire brain computer to freeze. And what was I doing on the train? Reading a book on how to handle social anxiety while on the way to collect my prescription of Citalopram (an anti-anxiety medication). I am so on brand. 

I exited the train at the next station and sat on the nearest bench. I put my head in my hands and counted from one to four slowly in my head, attempting to wrangle my breath back into submission in time with the count. Ten minutes later I was ready and raring to go. I was back to being me. 

After being diagnosed with severe anxiety, I read everything I could on the subject. Before my diagnosis I had – wrongfully – assumed that this was just the way everyone was. I thought that this was the way that all our brains are wired, that everything in the world was terrifying and we all lived with a shroud of fear covering every aspect of our lives. And then I went to the doctor’s.

The doctor showed me a graph and said ‘Most people are here’ as he pressed his finger on the screen (never put your finger on the screen of a computer, that’s disgusting) and pointed to a nice blue section of the bar graph. ‘And you are here,’ he said as he raised his index finger to the top of the graph, where everything was red and the word ‘SEVERE’ was in bold Comic Sans. My first thought was, ‘I don’t want my mental health determined by anything that uses the font Comic Sans.’ I felt personally attacked; he might as well have told me that my brain is a mess while doing a sarcastic impression of me.1 But as I walked out of his office, holding a piece of paper that said ‘SEVERE’, but this time in Times New Roman, I finally had something I could deal with. The thing in my brain had a name. I finally had an enemy I could fight, and my enemy’s name was severe anxiety.

This is the part where I inform you that I am not a doctor, I am not a professionally trained mental health spokesperson – bloody hell, I’m barely a functioning adult most of the time. (All I ate yesterday was strawberry laces, because I am an adult.) The thing that allows me to write about this subject is that it has been a huge part of my life for quite some time now. You know how some people have one defining personality characteristic? Like Jane in Accounts who is obsessed with her cat, Mittens, or Brian from the gym who only ever speaks about the new diet he is on where he has to eat a raw egg every 29 seconds. It’s like that, but my thing is anxiety. The super awesome fun thing about having anxiety is it’s bloody hard to talk about it with any other human being because talking about yourself makes you anxious. But when I was diagnosed I started reading blogs and articles from people who seemed a lot more in tune with their anxiety. Their words and the sense of control they seemed to have over their disorder gave me hope, so I began writing too. Most of it I didn’t post, because most of it was the drunken ramblings of a moron, but it started to help. A year after my diagnosis I found that talking and reading; these were the things that actually helped me. They put my condition into perspective, and gave it parameters I could understand and fight against. 

Anxiety is a completely individualistic disorder: my experience will be different from yours, and yours will be different from the next person’s, and so on. But even if we are all fighting our own unique battles, we can fight them together. We can normalise a condition that is still seen by many as a weakness, or a character flaw. Through conversation and education we can help ourselves and help others, because we are, quite frankly, fucking brilliant. 

A theme I noticed in a lot of books on anxiety and mental health is that the writer will fall into the cliché of ‘misery memoir’. It can be just 80,000 words about how bad they have it and then, wait, OK, everything is fine now. I want to avoid that. You don’t want to know about me, I am boring. I put my Totoro2 onesie on one leg at a time just like everyone else. I do, however, need to explain why I am writing this, and to give my condition a bit of context, so we will cram that into a different couple of chapters and we will never speak of it again. (I lie, I’ll probably bring it up over and over again but don’t worry too much, we will get through this.) Just regard these chapters as the literary equivalent of when your aunt comes round at Christmas, gets drunk, ruins the entire day, then leaves in blissful ignorance, though hopefully this book won’t be as emotionally scarring. In the following nonsensical ramblings that have been collectively labelled a ‘book’, you’ll find examples of my own experiences with anxiety, some fairly badly written metaphors, investigations and analyses, interviews with other people who suffer with anxiety and their unique experiences with the disorder, long sciencey words to make me sound clever and fairly terrible attempts at humour, because levity is the … something of something. To put it simply, let’s find out how to survive anxiety, and let’s kick its arse together.
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