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‘Brave and beautiful – part personal story, part first aid manual for your mind.’

Adam Kay, bestselling author of This is Going to Hurt

‘OPEN is an intimate, honest and powerful read. So personal you want to jump into the pages.’

Giovanna Fletcher, bestselling author of Happy Mum, Happy Baby

‘Unsparing and courageous.’

Elizabeth Day, author of How to Fail

‘Every bit is gold standard.’

Cosmopolitan
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To you…

to help you on your way.
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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.

Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.

You can double tap images and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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I’ve tried to write this letter to you several times, but each time I tried to begin I struggled to find the ‘right’ words. But recently I realized that finding the right words, in the right order, at the right time, is not what this book is about.

Simply put, this book is about finding and keeping hold of hope. Because let’s face it, when it comes to mental health, hope is often all we have. Your own mental health battles or those of others can make you lose sight of it, but hope is truly the one thing that will keep you going through some of the harder times.

The hope that every day is a new day and that tomorrow could be a better day. The hope that what you are currently feeling and experiencing will pass sooner or later. Remembering to stay hopeful that nothing lasts forever, including great sadness and happiness. The hope that if you speak out and ask for help, you will be taking your first steps towards ensuring that your future will not always be overshadowed by your present.

The truth is, there are lots of things I wish I had told my former self, but most of all it’s to keep up hope. The Frankie I was when I was unwell isn’t the Frankie I am now, largely because I found my voice to speak out and ask for help. But there are many hopeful and helpful things I wish I had told myself when I was suffering that I want to share with you before we go on this journey together, so that you too can find and hold onto hope through the bad times and the good:

Your life is still worth living and your future is brighter than you think. Yes, the dark clouds and the showers will come and sometimes the rain will fall hard without respite for a long time. There will be times when you feel as though it will flood every part of your body and mind and that you will drown because there is no way out. But the sunshine will always reappear, and some days will be brighter and warmer than ever before. Every time you step back into the light, you will grow stronger.

This too will pass. You will not feel this way forever and there will be a moment, although I can’t say exactly when, when the clouds will clear and the sun will come out again. You need to give these brighter days as much of your emotion and your attention as the darker days.

You don’t need to be fixed and you actually may never be fixed. What human is perfect or normal, anyway? Instead you just need to accept and learn how to live with how and who you are.

Don’t try to push down overwhelming thoughts and feelings. It will only make you feel more trapped and cut off from the world. Take the time to learn about your condition and why you feel the way you do. Understanding this will make it much easier to cope when you’re overwhelmed by your feelings, because you will have an explanation for what is actually going on inside you and why it’s happening, rather than trying to control it, react to it or hide away from it.

Give your feelings a name that makes sense to you. I call mine my ‘Sunshine and Showers’, which serves to remind me that both states exist within me and one will follow the other.

No one else is in charge of your happiness. Other people can make things easier or they can make them harder, but finding true happiness, deep within, is down to you.

There isn’t going to be one thing that makes this all go away. It won’t be a career goal you reach, or a material possession you own, or a defining moment in your personal life that will transform you forever. Although these things may give you temporary happiness and relief, it won’t last as long as you need it to. The change has to come from within you, rather than from the outside.

Nothing is coming around the corner to save you. You don’t need saving, you can save yourself (with the help of friends and family, therapy, medication and whatever else may help make every day that bit easier).

There isn’t always a specific reason for your unhappiness. Seek any help you can, go to the doctor, start therapy as soon as possible and take medication if that’s what you need. The important thing is to give yourself every chance to get better before you try to fix everything except your mind.

Retraining your mind will be hard, but proving your instincts and automatic reactions wrong can become your superpower. Facing up to anxieties, insecurities and fears, taking them on and interrogating them is so empowering. These thoughts are often not based on reality or on what is actually happening around you, so learning how to stop letting them control you will help you to transform and reprogramme your mind into providing kinder, more supportive thoughts.

Even so, there will still be some days when breathing seems like too much of an effort. And there will also still be some days when just getting out of bed will be a huge accomplishment. Remember not to be down on yourself and to celebrate those small victories and be proud of overcoming whatever hurdle (large or small) that is placed in your way.

As hard as you find it to believe, people are not better off without you. There is still so much purpose left in your life. You are not crazy, you are not alone, you are needed, you are loved and you matter. The future is yours for the taking and living.

You are doing the best you can and that’s pretty blooming awesome!
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HOW THIS BOOK WORKS

Welcome to Open, in which I will take you through my journey with my mental health. It is an honest, personal account of what it’s like to live with a mental illness and keep on surviving. I don’t have the medical answers to help you deal with your illness, but I will share my own journey. I am a constant work in progress and every day I need something different to get me through.

My psychologist Mal Khan and my psychiatrist Mike McPhillips have helped me back onto the path of better health by giving me the tools and knowledge I need to better understand, manage and accept my illness. You will find comments from them about my symptoms and the various therapies I have tried, along with explanations not only of the different mental health issues I live with, but also the drivers behind them and the effects they have on me and those around me, throughout these pages. Their contributions aren’t ‘top tips’ – if only treating mental illness was that easy – but I hope they will help you to understand what really happens behind the catch-all labels ‘depression’, ‘anxiety’ and ‘panic’. Because understanding is key to not being afraid of how you feel.

So, here it is, my story about the really tough side of mental health that no one talks about. This is what it is like living a life with an illness, an invisible illness that there’s still so much more to learn about and to understand and which can hit at any point in a person’s life, regardless of who they are, what they have, or whether they are strong or weak characters. One that has been ignored and not understood for so many years and that, only now, is starting to be recognized. Something for which there is no rule book and no perfect solution.

I want to let you know that you are not alone. We can all help, and be helped, because we’re all in this together.
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Clinical psychologists generally have a first degree in psychology and further doctoral training in clinical psychology. They specialize in the diagnosis and psychological treatment of mental, behavioural and emotional illnesses. They do not prescribe medications (although they might recommend that a client needs medication), but use a range of psychological techniques such as Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT).

Psychiatrists are fully trained doctors who have specialized in psychiatry. They can make a medical diagnosis of mental disorders, prescribe medications such as antidepressants, sedatives and antipsychotics, prescribe physical treatments like electoconvulsive therapy (ECT), admit people to psychiatric hospital, detain people involuntarily for their own protection or the protection of others (known as ‘sectioning’), and refer patients for various talking therapies.

In this book, you will find contributions from my psychologist Mal Khan and my psychiatrist Dr Mike McPhillips. Their comments are marked with the symbols below:
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MALEHA KHAN

psychologist
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DR MIKE McPHILLIPS

psychiatrist
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