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For my mum, Annie.


The Unwelcome Visitor

 

Tonight I’m writing this message

As I feel myself going down

The usual signs are descending

My smiles are replaced by a frown

 

The world starts changing around me

And feels like a different place

I don’t want to talk to my family

Don’t want them to see my face

 

I’m tired and desperate for bedtime

But scared to go closing my eyes

The fear of tomorrow is on me

Don’t want to see dark, dark skies

 

The visitor once more has come knocking

And uninvited lets himself in

I’ll hide till he gets sick of waiting

As he knows I’ll never give in

 

I don’t know how long he’ll be staying

But I’ll sit it out just like before

It’s painful, it hurts and I hate him

But I know he’ll soon head for the door

 

I know I’m so loved and so cherished

And that is what gets me through

So if, like me, you’re feeling frightened

Believe me, the sun will shine through

 

Denise Welch
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Introduction

It is now more than thirty years since my visitor paid his first call, and he still comes to stay every now and then. I wish he wouldn’t, because he’s the very worst kind of guest. It makes no difference to him whether I’m happy or sad, weighed down by problems or fine; he turns up anyway, uninvited and unwelcome, and plunges me into a deep depression. I don’t know why he’s a ‘he’ or why he comes to suck away my joy and drain the colour from my life. All I know is that I hate having him around.

The unwelcome visitor doesn’t come as frequently as he used to, thankfully. When he arrived in late September 2019, he hadn’t been for six months, and I didn’t give him a second thought as I got ready for a weekend road trip up to the north-east to stay with my sister, Debbie, and her three foster-children. I was driving up to Newcastle from Cheshire with my friend, Lisa, and her children, Pixie and Bella, and we were planning a weekend of fun. Debbie’s foster-children and Pixie and Bella love seeing each other. It’s always a fabulous, chaotic, crazy, screamy-screechy time when they get together.

I spent the Thursday before the trip in London, making one of my regular appearances on the TV talk show, Loose Women. In the evening, while I was on the train home to Cheshire, Lisa texted me to say that Pixie and Bella were beside themselves with excitement. ‘Just to prepare you,’ she wrote, ‘they will want to play the 1975’s music on full volume all the way up, especially “People”, because the only time they’re ever allowed to swear is when they sing it.’

Lisa was nanny to Louis, my youngest son, for many years, and a much-needed mother’s help to me; my eldest son, Matthew, is godfather to one of her girls. She is quite a lot younger than me, but our lives have been entwined for fifteen years now.

‘Can’t wait!’ I texted back, loving the idea of Pixie and Bella singing along with Matthew’s band.

All was well with the world. I was really looking forward to the trip and there was nothing in me that was feeling unwell. If there had been, I would have had no problem ringing Lisa and saying, ‘I’m too poorly to go,’ because Lisa loves me and knows my illness very well. She would have gone ahead anyway, because she’s very close to my sister, so there was no pressure on me to do the trip.

 

Friday came. We were going up in Lisa’s car, and she and the girls came to get me. After waiting for the traffic to clear, off we went on our jolly way. Soon we were driving up the motorway, listening to Matthew’s music. Some of the songs had shouty, sweary words and Lisa and I were in hysterics listening to the girls sing them.

We passed the Angel of the North and were nearing Newcastle when, in the midst of laughing with Lisa and the girls, the atmosphere in my head changed. Everything became less joyous. The colour started to bleed away from the world.

I wasn’t thinking about anything in particular; I didn’t say anything to make it happen. But life became greyer.

I carried on as normal. ‘It’ll go,’ I thought. ‘Just because I’m feeling like this doesn’t mean the visitor is coming.’

Thoughts swirled in my head and I tried to reassure myself. ‘Sometimes, if I get a good night’s sleep, I’ll wake up in the morning to find it’s gone. Everything’s going to be okay.’

We got to Debbie’s house fairly late and I was hoping to have a cup of tea, make my excuses and go to bed. At the onset of illness, the main thing the depressive wants to do is withdraw from everything and everybody. That’s why depression is the most isolating condition: you just want to be on your own.

I didn’t say anything, because as soon as I say I’m not well, people become worried and upset for me. I didn’t want to ruin anyone’s evening; in any case, I was still hoping that I’d wake up in the morning and be fine.

The kids ran into the house and there was much joy and excitement at seeing their pals. Meanwhile, I walked into the kitchen to find Linda, one of my best north-eastern friends, sitting at the table. Normally, I would have been thrilled to sit down and chew the fat with Linda, Debbie and Lisa. I’d be having a cup of tea. They’d be having a glass of wine. We’d have a good catch-up.

Tonight, though, I didn’t want to sit around chatting to the girls. I didn’t want to talk to them at all. That told me I was heading for a fall.

Although I was desperate to go to bed, I stayed up and had a cup of tea. The others were talking about Greta Thunberg, and my sister said to me, ‘I saw you liked something that Greta Thunberg posted – you, the woman who mixes up her recycling with her normal rubbish!’

Usually I would have said, ‘What? Because I once threw a plastic carton out, now I can’t support Greta Thunberg in her climate change campaign?’ and this would have led to a bit of healthy banter between the two of us.

Instead, my sister’s jokey comment felt like a barbed attack on me. Any kind of conflict makes me feel worse when I’m poorly. Other people I’ve spoken to who suffer from depression have said the same. In my mind, this was conflict. Yet it was just a comment.

I made my excuses and went to bed. ‘Listen, girls, I’m knackered, and I’ve got a headache,’ I said. ‘I’m going to love you and leave you and go and lie down.’

Ordinarily, I love going to bed. It’s where I watch far too much rubbish television, far too late at night, on my iPhone. It’s a habit I’m trying to break, with little success, and so I nearly always fall asleep while one of my rubbish shows is still playing. It’s just what I do! When I’m poorly, however, I have no desire whatever to watch back-to-back episodes of 90 Day Fiancé, so instead I lay down in the dark and eventually drifted off to sleep.

When I awoke in the morning, the unwelcome visitor was there. I was engulfed in a thick, grey cloud of depression.

 

A couple of weeks earlier, I’d been at an inspirational awards dinner for people who had turned their lives around against the odds, and over dinner, I’d spoken to an Irish actress whose work I really admire. We’d had a lovely chat about everything under the sun, and when we said our goodbyes, she said, ‘I’m so glad to have met you, Denise. I’ve had many issues with mental health and I follow everything you say and do. It’s so important to me when you talk on social media about what you go through.’

‘That’s nice to hear, thank you!’ I said.

It was an uplifting evening and I went to bed in a great mood. Later, when I looked at my phone, I could see that a few people had reached out to me on social media about being poorly. Since I was feeling well – and with the actress’s words still in my head – I held my phone up and filmed myself saying something like, ‘Hi guys, there seems to be something in the air tonight. People are struggling a bit and reaching out. You all know that I live with occasional visits from the unwelcome visitor . . . The most important thing to know is that he will leave.’

It was a 30-second video, but the next morning there were messages from people saying things like, ‘I’ve watched this video ten times already. It has helped me so much!’

I was moved by the responses. ‘It takes so little to make an impact,’ I thought. ‘I’m not giving anybody any clues as to how to get better. I’m just talking about my illness.’

Two weeks later, when I woke up in the middle of an episode at my sister’s house, it was all I could do to have a shower in the morning. Just getting out of bed is hard with depression, as anyone who has experienced this illness will know. But I took a moment to think about the day ahead with Lisa, Debbie and the children, and I made myself get up. We were taking the kids to a trampoline park and having pizza for lunch; Debbie and I were also intending to have a catch-up about family matters. I didn’t want to let anybody down.

I’m very good at knowing the level of my depression. This wasn’t a crippling depression, but it was nonetheless the kind of grey depression that would make it extremely hard just to get through the day. Still, I was going to do it, for the sake of my family.

I had a shower and washed my hair. ‘I want people who don’t understand depression to know what this feels like,’ I thought. ‘You know what? I’m always posting about the joys and successes of my life. I’m going to show the other side of my life, right now.’

I picked up my phone and said, ‘I want to share the bad times with you, so, here I am in the midst of a mild episode of clinical depression . . .’

I wasn’t telling people about something that might happen. I wasn’t on Loose Women talking about something that had happened. I was showing people how it feels, now, this minute, to have mild depression. (If it had been severe, I would not have been able to pick up the phone and video it.)

I tried to explain the sense of flatness and void that comes with an episode of depression. I posted another video fifteen minutes later, by which time I was in tears. ‘Part of me feels ridiculous, sharing this . . .’ I sobbed on the second video. ‘But if I’m going to talk about the journey of an episode, I want you to see what’s wrong with me. There’s nothing different in my circumstances to yesterday, but now I’m terrified about everything, and everything is dark.’

I posted the video without thinking about the impact it would have. It didn’t seem like a big deal to me. ‘People ask me what it’s like when the unwelcome visitor comes. Here’s how it feels,’ I thought.

A few hours later we were at the trampoline park, watching the kids having the time of their lives, and Debbie said, ‘Are you okay?’

‘I’m not, Debbie, but I’m all right. I’m just having my thing,’ I replied.

Sometimes I don’t want to name it, so I call it ‘my thing’.

‘I thought something was up,’ Debbie said.

I turned to Lisa. ‘I’m so sorry. I really was looking forward to this weekend, and I just feel I’m a complete downer.’

‘For goodness’ sake, don’t be ridiculous!’ Lisa said.

It’s good to be reminded that it doesn’t really affect other people when I’m feeling ill, because they’re not the poorly ones. Yes, they feel sorry for me, but I’ve stopped having the weight of the world on me when it comes to how my illness affects other people. They had a great time at the trampoline park. The kids didn’t know a thing.

Just before we left, I picked up my phone and saw a massive number of responses to my earlier posts. ‘Oh no, what have I done? What are they saying?’ I thought, panicking. I had never seen so many responses to anything I’d posted before.

I started to read through the comments. There were hundreds of responses from people who had depression, and their comments were touching, supportive and wonderful. Some were heartbreaking. There were other, equally moving comments that said things like, ‘You have helped me understand my friend’s depression,’ or ‘I’ve got a better idea of what my daughter goes through, thank you.’

There were also a few comments that said, ‘I’ve never been very sympathetic to people with depression, really, but seeing it in real time has made me reconsider.’

Responses like these had a huge impact on me.

My husband, Lincoln, phoned to see how I was. He was concerned that I had put myself in a situation that would make me worse, because I take on the worries of the world. He’s often concerned about that.

‘No, I don’t regret it,’ I told him.

 

Lisa, the kids and I drove back down to Cheshire the next day. ‘I’m not going to be great company, so pop your music on,’ I said.

Having known Lisa for so long, I didn’t need to put on a false front. I slept for a lot of the journey. When I wasn’t asleep, I sat with my eyes closed to create the sense that I was alone. Lisa was fine and the girls were playing in the back. Life was going on.

I got home to an empty house and was glad to be on my own. I looked at my phone and experienced a sudden wave of sorrow for everybody who has depression, including myself. I felt desperately sad that I’ve had this illness for so many years.

Conscious that I’d said I would go on posting through the episode, I filmed myself crying. But after I posted it, I thought, ‘Oh God, have I done the right thing? Am I going to lose work over this?’

‘You know, I don’t care,’ I decided. ‘I promised to be honest to people, so I will be.’

After the response I’d had to my first two posts, sharing my experience of depression had become more important to me than any job. It didn’t matter to me if some people thought I was weak, or a nutter, or if they were thinking, ‘What on earth is she doing? Why would we want to see her crying face?’

I wanted to share the other side of my life, because you can see a lot of fake ‘perfect’ lives on social media, and many social media users live in a compare-and-despair world, unhappy that their lives don’t match up to other people’s fictitious lives. It’s wonderful to share highlights of your life on the different platforms – I do it – but it’s terrible that people believe others have a perfect life, when they don’t. So it’s important to say, ‘A lot of the time I have a great life, and I share it with you. But I also have to cope with this side of my life.’

The depression started to lift the next day, but the team at Loose Women were obviously concerned about me and I took a few days off work. My producer, Sally, rang me to tell me how proud she was that Loose Women had somebody speaking out on behalf of people who suffer this illness.

I’ve been talking publicly about depression for almost three decades now; I want to tell people with this illness that they are not alone, and explain how it feels to people who don’t understand it. Those of us who have this illness are very good at masking the signs, but the signs are there. Showing people what depression looks like makes it much easier for them to identify it in their loved ones.

I thought long and hard about writing a book about my illness, because I knew that I would be revisiting very dark periods of my life that maybe I didn’t want to think about again. But the importance of writing a book became paramount after my first post hit a million views. Mostly, I’m hoping this book will be a comfort to others who live with this illness, as I do. I think of us as a tribe, and we’re a lot stronger than people might think. But I’m also aiming to help people who don’t know about depression to understand it more.

People who would otherwise have said, ‘What have you got to be depressed about? I don’t get it!’

This is why you are reading The Unwelcome Visitor today.
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