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   Sammi, you have touched me in a way you can never imagine, and I hope in my own way I can do the same for others.
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   October, 2013
 
   I picked up the sharpest piece of glass I could find on the side of the road and put it to my throat. 
 
   ‘No!’ someone screamed, running towards me.
 
   ‘Stay back!’ I yelled, holding out the glass.
 
   The man froze, raising his hands in the surrender sign.
 
   ‘Pl-please . . .’ he stuttered. ‘Please don’t do this. Whatever happened . . . it can be fixed.’
 
   ‘What the fuck do you know?’ I yelled. ‘You don’t know what it’s like to be me! You’re not crazy! You don’t want to kill yourself one week and chase hallucinations the next! What the fuck do you know? What the fuck do you know?’
 
   ‘OK, OK,’ he motioned, patting the air. ‘I’m sorry. Just please don’t do this. Please.’
 
   The crowd all tried to talk me into dropping the glass, but once again I brought it to my neck. I pierced the skin, felt hot blood dripping onto my hand. 
 
   Death. I craved it, craved it. 
 
   It was like a maddening hunger that I wanted to feed so badly. Everything was just so fucked up. Everything had been fucked up for so long and I was sure that this was the only way out. There was nothing I wanted to do but satisfy that craving. Nothing I wanted to do but die. Running that piece of glass over my throat made me feel better, thinking that the craving’s about to be fed, thinking that the pain’s about to end. So close to the apathy of death. Nothingness! The end! An escape at last!
 
   Plunge it through your throat! Through your fucking throat! Now! Now!
 
   My hand trembled wildly. My whole body shook.
 
   Do it! Kill yourself! End it now!
 
   My hand kept trembling and trembling before finally, the glass slipped through my fingers and fell to the ground. I couldn’t do it. I exploded into tears, cried loudly as all my emotions ruptured inside me – in large part because I knew I’d have to keep living and fighting in this crazy fucked up world – but regardless, I knew I couldn’t do it. I’m just not a quitter. When it really comes down to it I’m just not a quitter.  
 
   A couple of people helped me to my feet, moved me away from the wreckage. I sat hugging my shins on the sidewalk, crying with my head buried in my knees as the crowd watched on silently.
 
   ‘You’re not a quitter,’ I kept sobbing to myself. ‘You’re not a quitter.’
 
   The police arrived. They asked me what happened.
 
   ‘You’re not a quitter,’ I kept repeating. 
 
   ‘So fix this.’
 
   Taking a deep breath, I did my best to gather myself before looking up at the officers. And then I told them what happened.
 
   ‘I’ll plead guilty to whatever offence you see fit to charge me with,’ I said when I had finished. ‘But first, I need to be admitted to a psych ward.’
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The above excerpt is actually the prologue of my as yet unpublished novel I Will Not Kill Myself, Olivia. 
 
   ‘What’s your book about?’ everyone would ask me while I was writing it.
 
   An informative answer might’ve been that it is a tale of lost innocence, of a boy-going-on-man being sucked so deep into the vortex of depression that he self-destructs almost to the point of death; that it is a book about breakages – both psychological and romantic – yet also one about second chances; and that above all else, it is the story of Jimmy, of Olivia, and of the love that binds them. 
 
   But at the time, I didn’t want to be informative.
 
   ‘It’s just a messy love story,’ I’d mutter before quickly changing the subject.
 
   My novel wasn’t something I liked talking about because while I was working on it, I was afraid of being asked the inevitable question:
 
   ‘What gave you the idea to write about mental illness?’
 
   I don’t like lying, and that wasn’t a question I was comfortable answering honestly. I wasn’t ready to tell anyone that I was just writing what I know – that while my protagonist Jimmy is his own character in his own world, that the apple, so to speak, did not fall far from the tree. I wasn’t ready to tell anyone that the only reason I could write authentically about depression – and the alcoholism, drug abuse, medicine-induced psychosis, near-suicide attempts and hospitalisations it can lead to – was because I’d experienced it all myself. I was still in the thick of it. Still trying to get better. I didn’t want anyone but the people closest to me knowing what I was going through.
 
   I was gradually able to recover, however, and by the time I’d finished my novel at the end of 2012, I was happy, and ready to be open about my plight to try and help others who were suffering like I had. At the same time I was starting to think about finding a publisher, and that’s when I came up with the Depression Is Not Destiny Campaign, to inspire victims of the illness to never give up on happiness. It centres around a video blog following my quest to get I Will Not Kill Myself, Olivia published, which will hopefully culminate in the moment when I am offered a contract. Through my blog and this memoir I want everyone to know what I went through, to understand how I recovered, and to be there with me when I hopefully achieve my dream of becoming a published author; if and when it happens, I want everyone to see how overwhelmingly happy I’ll be, I want everyone to literally see the tears of joy streaming down my cheeks, because it will show them that depression is beatable, and that even the most severely afflicted can overcome it and go on to live happy, healthy, fulfilling lives. I think seeing me come full-circle – from on the brink of suicide to achieving my dream – will give others hope that they can do the same.
 
   So with that in mind, this is my story – told as candidly as I can possible write it. I hope that after reading it, you’ll understand why I’ll be so emotional if and when my novel gets published, and I hope you’ll be there with me in that wonderful moment of bliss.
 
                 
 
   


 
   
 
  

PART I
 
   OR
 
   WARNING SIGNS
 
   OR
 
   I DID NOT RAPE HER
 
   


 
   
 
  

March, 2007
 
   At the annual Sydney University Scholarship Dinner I got talking to Mr Williams, one of my old high school teachers who’d been invited by the faculty.
 
   ‘So how’ve you been, Danny?’ he asked.
 
   ‘Top of the world, Mr W! I’m really happy to be studying Commerce/Law, and I’ve also started writing my first novel called Chrysalis about an orphan’s plight in the Great Depression of the 1930s. This year’s going to be great! I’m going to get a High Distinction average[1] across all of my subjects and have my novel published by the end of the year! And when I finish my degree, I’m going to become a rich investment banker or management consultant and travel all over the world and live up the high life! It’s going to be incredible! I can’t wait to jump right into it!’
 
   I kept talking, giddy with excitement as Mr Williams listened indulgently. At some point the mains were served, after which the scholarship holders were called up on stage and presented with awards.
 
   ‘Congratulations, Danny,’ Mr Williams said back at our table. ‘You did really well to get such a coveted scholarship. I know you worked hard for it, and you deserve it as much as anyone.’
 
   ‘Thanks,’ I said.
 
   ‘You’ve been blessed with so much,’ he continued. ‘You’ve been brought up in a wonderful neighbourhood; you’re surrounded by a loving, supportive family; and you’ve got the opportunity and the ability to do anything you want to in life.’
 
   He paused for a moment.
 
   ‘I hope you use your blessings for good,’ he said. ‘I hope you always do charity work, and I hope you always try to help people.’
 
   He paused again.
 
   ‘Remember, Danny: to whom much is given, much is expected.’
 
   


 
   
 
  

May, 2007
 
   For all my lofty ambitions, however, it was to my great dismay that my first semester of uni was a struggle from the start. Whenever I studied as much as I needed to in order to get a High Distinction average, I hardly got any writing done. Whenever I stuck to writing – which was most of the time – I fell behind at uni; I’d missed weeks of class and hadn’t done even half of the readings for each subject. Playing on the uni basketball team, tutoring high school students and getting smashed on the town two or three nights a week didn’t help either, but I was never going to use that as an excuse.
 
   I was so frustrated with myself for being so far behind. I felt so guilty for not working harder. I took pride in being an accomplished person who achieved my goals, so going off the rails like that was completely unacceptable. I hated myself for it.
 
   But the exams were still a few weeks away, so I had time to recover. If I pull some all-nighters I should be able to catch up and get my High Distinction average, I thought. I’ll be OK. This is what caffeine is meant for.
 
   


 
   
 
  

July, 2007
 
   Fucking hell! I swore when I got my exam marks back. Fuck me dead! An average of 74%! That’s fucking terrible! That’s 11% off my goal! What a disgrace. What an embarrassment. I fucked up this semester. I failed.
 
   I was so angry with myself. Once again I felt so guilty for not working harder. And rubbing salt into the wound was the fact that all the other scholarship holders kicked my ass. It made me feel so inadequate. It made me feel so ashamed of myself.
 
   I told Mum how disappointed I was. She couldn’t believe it.
 
   ‘But Danny you were writing so much that you hardly studied!’ she exclaimed. ‘All things considered you still did really well! How can you possibly be so hard on yourself?’
 
   But that wasn’t how my mind worked. The way I saw it, if you set a goal and didn’t reach it, then it meant you failed. It was like that when I got 99.6 instead of a perfect 100 for my UAI[2] at the end of school, and it was like that then, too.
 
   I need to work harder next semester, I told myself. I need to work harder so that I can get my writing done and still have time to study for my exams and get the marks that I want to get. If I work harder, then I won’t feel this pain ever again. If I work harder, then I’ll end up getting a High Distinction average and writing a great novel of publishable quality and then everything will be fine. It really is that simple. I just need to work harder.
 
   


 
   
 
  

August, 2007
 
   I met Chanel at the beginning of the next semester. It started how it often does at that age – being introduced, getting to know each other a bit, flirting at uni and then hooking up one Saturday night at a club before jumping straight into a relationship. When it happened I was imbued with a pulsing rush; this was a new world to me – I’d never had a proper girlfriend before – and Chanel was glamorous and beautiful and intelligent and I wanted to be with her. 
 
   Our first official date was in the city on a cloudless sunny day. We found ourselves holding hands across the table at lunch, strolling through Hyde Park with our arms around each other, sharing a big bowl of mixed gelato and feeding each other spoonfuls, and then making out beneath the trees at the Royal Botanic Gardens. We just felt so comfortable together, like we’d been a couple for years instead of only a week. In the afternoon we sat hand in hand on the grass and leapt into each other’s souls, and I found myself telling her things I’d hardly spoken of before. I told her about how I’d always wanted to be a professional basketball player, and about how gut-wrenchingly devastated I was when my knee blew out in Year 10 and ruined my chances. I told her how that up until then I never bothered studying and always came in the bottom 10% of the year, and that once I’d injured my knee and had no chance of going pro anymore, nearly everyone at my snooty private school (including most of my friends) said that I was washed up and would amount to nothing; I told her that they all looked down on me so much and made me feel so inadequate that I vowed to start studying really hard and kick all their asses in Year 12. I told her that even though high school was ancient history, that the whole experience had ignited this lasting obsession in me to want to beat everyone in everything I did, to always want to be the best, to always want to be the guy that everyone looked up to instead of being the chump that everyone ridiculed and laughed at. Chanel listened, she understood, she shared the tribulations she’d been through. It all just happened so naturally, with an intimacy and tenderness deeper than any I’d ever known.
 
   When night had blanketed the sky, I walked her to her platform at Central Station. We looked into each other’s eyes, and for the first time I realised how spectacularly blue hers were, how easy it was for me to lose myself in them. We kissed until her train came, and as I watched her board the carriage and the vehicle grow smaller and smaller in the distance, I remember feeling the tug of love at my heart, a dazed sort of bliss I’d never experienced before. I remember having a really good feeling about her. A really, really good feeling indeed.
 
   


 
   
 
  

September, 2007
 
   It had all started off so sublimely. I was convinced I’d found everything I’d ever wanted in a woman, and that our love would burn brightly for the years to come. But then a sickening notion infected my mind, and began to fill me with an anxious dread. 
 
   I think Chanel has something going on with one of my best mates.
 
   She’d keep denying it, but I’d see the way Brad and her would look at each other. I knew they talked on the phone all the time. And if nothing is going on, I’d think, then why does she always invite him to hang out with us? Why does she at other times blow me off to spend time with him?
 
   We’d fight about it all the time.
 
   ‘I’m telling you, we’re just friends,’ she’d always say. ‘Why do you keep putting me through all this arguing? You’re a dickhead for accusing me of liking him. If you really loved me, you’d believe me.’
 
   She’d always manage to guilt me into feeling like an asshole and letting the matter drop, and I’d find myself hanging up the phone thinking I was the bad guy.
 
   She’s right, I’d tell myself. I’m being a jerk for not trusting her. I’m implying that she’s a shit person by accusing her of two-timing. How must that make her feel? . . . But still! This just doesn’t make sense! The way she’s acting, something must be going on!
 
   It was such a maddening situation. Day after day it would persecute my mind. The good times – the Botanic Gardens days – became fewer and farther between, and our relationship gradually disintegrated into one big fight. Instead of being a blessing, I came to view love as a torturous curse.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I was binge drinking a lot those days, 20 standard drinks a night two or three times a week. I’d always embodied the “work hard, play hard” mantra, and getting wasted was my favourite way to wind down after an intense week of studying and writing. To my parents it was a constant cause of concern, but I was convinced I had everything under control.
 
   ‘I’m just being an 18 year old,’ I’d say whenever they’d reproach me about my drinking. ‘Plus I work so hard during the day, so that gives me the right to cut loose at night.’
 
   Not to mention, I’d think, that all the fighting with Chanel is driving me nuts. It seemed like that’s all we ever did. Non-stop. All the time. Twenty-four/seven.
 
   For fuck’s sake, I remember thinking, I’m studying Commerce/Law, I’m writing a novel, and my girlfriend who I adore is probably fucking my friend. So don’t I deserve a bottle of bourbon to relax?
 
   


 
   
 
  

October, 2007
 
   Chanel and I eventually broke up. She finally admitted she had feelings for Brad, so that was it. I was heartbroken. When I was alone after it happened I burst into tears, cried long and hard into the palms of my hands. I was so overwrought. So shattered. I’d lost the woman I loved and I was absolutely gutted. 
 
   ‘Fuck Chanel,’ my mates from school would say. ‘She was making you miserable anyway. Just forget about her and that whole uni crowd. Come out with us, meet another chick, have a rebound fling. Start having fun again, man. We’ve never seen you this unhappy before.’
 
   So I started spending more time with my school friends again, hanging out at their houses and going to parties with them. It was hard-going at first – I was missing Chanel like crazy and I just wanted to be with her. But after a few weeks, I began to turn the corner. I started forgetting about Chanel and got back to enjoying a life of studying, writing, playing basketball and chilling with the boys. I started realising that maybe I didn’t need her, that my life was actually better without all the fighting and the drama. I even met another girl at a party and was contemplating asking her out, but then Chanel caught wind of it and hit the roof.
 
   ‘I can’t believe you’re going to start dating someone else already!’ she yelled into the phone. ‘It’s only been three weeks!’
 
   ‘Are you kidding me? Chanel, you’re the one who broke up with me because you said you liked Brad.’
 
   ‘I didn’t think you’d start seeing someone so soon!’
 
   ‘What did you expect me to do? Spend the rest of my life crying over you?’
 
   ‘No, but – ’
 
   ‘Why are we even having this conversation? Shouldn’t you be off fucking Brad?’
 
   ‘Don’t say that!’
 
   ‘Why not?’
 
   ‘Look – I made a mistake, OK?’
 
   ‘What are you talking about?’
 
   She went on to say that she’d been really confused – that at the time we broke up she wasn’t sure what she wanted, but that since then she’d had a chance to figure everything out. She said that she no longer had feelings for Brad – that that was all well and truly over with and was just one big mistake. And then she said she still had feelings for me.
 
   Like a dog that’d been kicked in the morning but then petted at night, I was exhilarated, and had completely forgotten about the way Chanel had previously stomped on my heart. I was a sucker in love, and hearing her say that she still liked me was heavenly music to my ears.
 
   ‘So do you want to go out again?’ I asked excitedly.
 
   ‘I can’t,’ she said.
 
   My heart dropped.
 
   ‘Why not?’
 
   She said she wasn’t ready to be in a relationship yet – that she needed some time to focus on herself.
 
   ‘But I will be ready soon, though, and I want you to wait for me until then.’
 
   I felt uneasy straight away.
 
   ‘You . . . you want me to . . . wait . . . for you?’ I asked hesitantly.
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   ‘Well . . . I mean . . . how long for?’
 
   ‘Not very long. Just until the end of the semester.’
 
   ‘Why can’t we just go out now?’
 
   ‘I told you – I’m not ready yet.’
 
   ‘Why not?’
 
   ‘I don’t know. I’m just not.’
 
   I was suspicious. What she was saying just didn’t make sense. And I still didn’t fully trust her after the Brad fiasco.
 
   She sensed my reservations.
 
   ‘Danny . . . why are you being so misunderstanding?’
 
   ‘I’m trying to understand, but – ’
 
   ‘I thought you loved me. Can’t you just do this one little thing for the woman you love?’
 
   More guilt trips. More manipulation. With hindsight, I shouldn’t have capitulated. I shouldn’t have let myself get sucked back into a situation that I didn’t feel comfortable in. But I was blinded by love and wanted nothing more than to be with her.
 
   ‘OK, Chanel,’ I said. ‘I’ll wait for you.’
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   As per our “agreement”, we weren’t together, but we also weren’t allowed to be with anyone else, and there was the clear understanding that we’d be a couple again as soon as Chanel was “ready for a relationship”. 
 
   I hated it.
 
   Breaking up with her was devastating, but at least I had closure and could begin to heal by moving on. Under this new set of circumstances however, I got the worst of both worlds. I was stuck in no man’s land. I was miserable.
 
   ‘I can’t stand this, Chanel,’ I’d tell her. ‘There’s too much uncertainty . . . too much that can go wrong. I mean, what if you decide you don’t want to commit to me? What if you decide you’d rather be with Brad instead?’
 
   ‘Danny how many times do I have to tell you? There’s nothing going on between me and Brad! We’re just friends! I want to be with you, OK. I just need you to wait for me until I’m ready.’
 
   ‘I hate this waiting . . . you know I hate it.’
 
   ‘Yeah, I know.  But if you love me, you’ll do it.’
 
   And so I did. And so throughout October, I grew more and more anxious, I grew more and more melancholy, and this sorrow poisoned the rest of my life. It made it so difficult to study. It made it so difficult to write. I started falling behind all over again, and I was fucking livid with myself for it. 
 
   Do you want all the other scholarship holders to kick your ass again? I’d ask myself. Do you want to feel inadequate again? Do you want to feel like a failure again? No? Then fucking pull yourself together and knuckle down and focus!
 
   But no matter how hard I tried I just couldn’t manage to do it. Chanel was tearing me apart – so much so that at times I thought I should just forget about her and call it quits for good. 
 
   If I was single, I rationalised, then I’d be able to focus and achieve my goals, and then I wouldn’t feel so disappointed and frustrated and angry with myself all the time. 
 
   But I couldn’t leave her. For whatever reason, I thought she was “the one”. At times I really, genuinely, thought she was the one. I clung to the belief that we were just going through a rough patch – that we’d soon get through it and it would all be worth it. 
 
   She knows how much I care about her, I convinced myself. She’d never do anything to hurt me. We’re going to get married and spend the rest of our lives together. 
 
   


 
   
 
  

November, 2007
 
   But after the end of year exams were finished, Chanel told me that she’d changed her mind – that she liked being single and that she no longer had any intention to resume dating me again. I asked her why, I asked her what had changed, but she just kept reiterating that she wanted to remain unattached.
 
   ‘Is this because of Brad?’ I asked.
 
   ‘No! For the last time, Brad and I are just friends! It’s not because of him or any other guy! I just don’t want to be in a relationship right now.’
 
   I was crushed. It was like breaking up with her all over again. That night, I went to a rat-hole of a club and got piss-blind drunk, just having one drink after another after another after another, desperately trying to drown out the anguish, to suppress the agonising grief that was all I could feel. Eventually I took a cab to my best friend Casey’s house, where he consoled me for the rest of the night.
 
   ‘This hurts so much, mate,’ I murmured, holding back tears. ‘I waited weeks for her . . . and now all of a sudden she just says it’s over.’
 
   ‘I’m sorry, bro,’ he said.
 
   ‘I love her so much, man . . . all I want is just to be with her.’
 
   ‘I know you do cuz, I know you do,’ he said, clapping me on the back.
 
   We kept talking into the early hours of the morning.
 
   ‘At least you can move on now,’ he said once I’d calmed down a bit. ‘You can start to forget about her and get on with your life.’
 
   I sighed deeply.
 
   ‘Yeah. You’re right.’
 
   ‘This is it, mate,’ he continued. ‘No more Chanel. Just cut off all contact from her – just leave her in the past. It’s all about the future now.’
 
   I nodded.
 
   ‘Yeah, man. This is it. I’m done with her for good.’
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I was only studying three subjects that semester – one less than usual so I could have more time to write. Given that I was doing less than a full course load, I didn’t think there was any excuse for not getting a High Distinction average. So when I only got 82%, I was furious with myself. 
 
   What the fuck is wrong with me? I yelled in my head. I was only doing three fucking subjects, and I still couldn’t achieve my goal! That’s fucking hopeless. That’s fucking pathetic. And I can’t even say that the reason I messed up was because I was writing so much, because I didn’t get that much of my book written at all. It still isn’t even finished yet! The reason I screwed up was because I spent the whole fucking semester fighting with and fretting over and worrying about Chanel. I was so fucking lovesick that I let her get in the way of achieving my goals. That’s fucking disgraceful. I should be ashamed of myself that’s so fucking pitiful. I fucked up. I failed. Again. Just like I have in everything I’ve tried to do this year.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The following week, a mutual friend of Chanel and I organised an event at a club, and we both ended up going. At some point in the night, I got talking to a girl I knew from high school. Under the influence, we started flirting. Then Chanel got upset and another fight ensued.
 
   ‘I can’t believe you’ve moved on already! It’s only been a week!’
 
   ‘Look, I haven’t exactly moved on,’ I said honestly. ‘I still love you, OK, and I still want to be with you. But you don’t feel the same way. So it’s over. And given that it is, you have no right to get pissed off with me for talking to other chicks.’
 
   ‘I’m not pissed off. I just got so jealous seeing you talk to another girl.’
 
   ‘Why did you get jealous?’
 
   ‘Because I still have feelings for you.’
 
   ‘Then why aren’t we dating then?’
 
   ‘I told you! I don’t want to date anyone right now.’
 
   ‘Even though you have feelings for me?’
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   I sighed.
 
   ‘Does this have anything to do with Brad?’
 
   ‘Shut the fuck up about Brad!’ she screamed. ‘How many times do I have to tell you it’s got nothing to do with him?’
 
   For a while, no-one spoke. Immeasurable frustration hung in the air as we both brooded in silence.
 
   ‘So we like each other, but we’re not going to date,’ I eventually summed up. ‘So where does that leave us?’
 
   ‘I don’t know,’ she shrugged.
 
   


 
   
 
  

December, 2007
 
   So there I found myself again, trapped between a rock and a hard place – that insufferable no man’s land I’d so hated before. 
 
   ‘I’m so confused,’ Chanel would always say. ‘I know I have feelings for you, but I just don’t want to be in a relationship right now. This is crazy, Danny . . . I have no idea what to do. Nothing makes sense to me anymore.’
 
   I had it in my mind that the reason she didn’t want to be with me was because she was scared – of commitment, of intimacy, of who knows what. So I stuck it out hoping that she’d come around, miserable day after miserable day. The pain of not being with her, of knowing she was single and could be hooking up with any given guy at any given time was so tormenting that over the course of the month, I gradually lost my ability to function. I could hardly write. I could barely eat. I’d lie up night after night unable to fall asleep.
 
   This isn’t worth it, my head would tell me. Just make a clean break for it and forget Chanel ever existed. But my heart was telling me that she was beautiful, that she was special, that she was my one true love, and that it was worth doing whatever it took to make it work with her.
 
   By the end of the month, however, I couldn’t take it anymore. I’d devolved into an exhausted shell of myself, a nauseous wreck of a person who was rapidly withering away. Something had to give. Something had to change.
 
   ‘I can’t do this anymore,’ I finally told her. ‘It’s just too much uncertainty, too much worrying, too much pain. I need to know where I stand with you – once and for all this time.’
 
   I sighed.
 
   ‘So I’m going to give you until New Year’s Eve to work out what you want. If you decide you want to be with me, then that’s great. But if you don’t, then I’m done for good. I’m moving on. For real this time.’


 
   
 
  

New Year’s Eve, 2007
 
   From the moment I woke up I was stricken with nerves, so I went to a friend’s place to drown them in alcohol. I spent the day getting pissed playing beer pong with my school mates, doing my best to enjoy myself instead of tensely counting down the hours until night when I was due to meet Chanel at a party. By five o’clock I’d had half a dozen beers and a bottle of bourbon, and was able to escape by passing out on the couch. But when I woke up it was seven and time to go, and once again I was consumed with apprehension.
 
   The boys and I arrived and joined the other guests on the balcony. We sat in a circle and talked for a while, drinking beers and passing joints as my anxiety heightened. 
 
   This is it, I kept telling myself. She’s going to be here any minute. I’m only moments away from knowing whether she’ll be my girlfriend or an ex I’ll never speak to again. Soon I’m going to be either deliriously happy or miserably devastated.
 
   A touch after eight she arrived with some friends, looking beautiful as ever wearing a white strapless dress and red high heels. I walked up to her and gave her a peck on the cheek, and said hello to the rest of her friends. A couple of my mates then went to greet her, and one of them ended up talking to her in a corner of the room for 20 minutes. He came to speak to me straight afterwards.
 
   ‘You’re in, mate,’ he said. ‘It’s gonna be fine.’
 
   I mixed up another big bottle of bourbon and cola and finally got talking to her myself. She was shooting me flirtatious looks, teasing me playfully, rubbing my arm whenever she spoke. The vibe was good. The signs were all there. At some point we got drawn into a drunken group hug, and as we pulled away, our eyes locked. Our heads moved closer together. And then for the first time in two months, we kissed. 
 
   It was slow. Ardent. Breathtaking. Her arms were wrapped around me, clutching me tightly as I zestfully ran my fingers through her thin brown hair. Our hearts were pounding. Our bodies were one as we rediscovered each other’s lips, wrestled each other’s tongues, leapt into each other’s mouths. When we finally pulled away, we gazed into each other’s eyes with giddy smiles on our faces, and in that moment, I remember thinking that everything was right with the world. I remember thinking that it had all been worth it: all the fighting, all the angst, all the despair – even the disruption to my degree and my novel – because it had all turned out so wonderfully in the end. It was New Year’s Eve and I was on a balcony overlooking stunning Sydney Harbour, kissing the girl who I was now sure I’d be spending the rest of my life with. I felt spectacular. Thank-you, God, I whispered in my head.
 
   But then Brad got furious.
 
   ‘If you’re just going to hook up with Danny all night, then I’m going to leave!’
 
   He stormed away. Chanel went after him.
 
   ‘Hold on a second, Danny,’ she said over her shoulder.
 
   I could see them at the foot of the steps that led to the street. They were talking to one another, and I was making small-talk with someone else, just passing the time until Chanel and I could get back to making out on the balcony. I was fantasising about kissing her on the dot of midnight, seeing in the new year with her wrapped in my arms, and then taking her back to my place so we could celebrate it properly. I thought it was going to be one of those magical nights that we’d never forget, one of those nights we’d one day be telling our kids about: the time when Mummy and Daddy got back together again . . . 
 
   Those were the thoughts that were dancing through my mind when I saw her kiss Brad. 
 
   My jaw dropped. I stared at them, bewildered. Aghast. But on some level I think I always knew. 
 
   She saw me gaping at them and quickly jumped up and pulled me inside. Of course I was furious. I accused her of lying to me the whole time.
 
   ‘No! No!’ she protested. ‘That was just a drunken mistake! He means nothing to me! You’re the one I want!’
 
   She hooked up with me and then Brad got pissed off, so he pulled her away to talk to her. I sat stewing by myself as all the anguish and the stress and the misery of the last five months came roaring right back before Casey put the nail in the coffin:
 
   ‘I’m sorry bro, but I just overhead her telling him the same thing that she just told you – that kissing you was a mistake, that you mean nothing to her, and that he’s the one she’s always wanted.’
 
   The rest of the night was a disaster. As the fireworks brought in 2008, the three of us yelled and screamed at each other in the middle of the street while a bunch of our friends watched on around us.
 
   ‘You always said that Danny was just your friend!’ Brad yelled at her. ‘You always said that he was obsessed with you but that you never liked him! You always said that no matter how many times you told him it was over he never got the message!’ 
 
   ‘What the fuck!’ I yelled. ‘Chanel, the whole time you were telling me – ’
 
   ‘No! No!’ she screamed. ‘Both of you – just settle down! Brad, let me talk to you for a moment. Danny, don’t go anywhere – I want to talk to you afterwards.’
 
   By then it was obvious she’d been leading a double life, particularly since she kept trying to separate Brad and me like so to avoid us comparing stories. On one such occasion I remembered that I had her six day old $1,200 iPhone that had been imported from overseas for Christmas. Chanel had clearly been lying through her teeth, so I decided to read through the messages she’d been sending Brad to try and get closer to the bottom of what’d been going on. Within a minute, I found a text she’d sent him three days earlier.
 
   ‘You’re my soul mate,’ it said.
 
   I was infuriated. I’d never been so angry before.
 
   ‘I feel like smashing this fucking phone,’ I told Casey.
 
   ‘Do it,’ he said.
 
   ‘Do it,’ the rest of my school mates said.
 
   I’d been drinking for the past 12 hours – nearly half a case of beer, the first bottle of bourbon, and a good portion of the second bottle of bourbon – not to mention that I’d also smoked one or two joints. I was overwhelmingly pissed off and my judgement was not what it usually was. 
 
   So I smashed it to pieces.
 
   Eventually, Chanel and Brad went their separate ways, and that was the end of it. I stayed at the party, furious and heartbroken. My worst fears had come true: Chanel and Brad were never “just friends”. She was playing me the whole time. I loved her with all my heart but she never gave a damn.
 
   My mates did their best to comfort me, but there really wasn’t a whole lot they could do. Eventually, I decided to take a cab home. As I waited on the side of the street, I found myself feeling so overwhelmed, so horrifically distraught that I collapsed by the gutter. I started coughing up bile, began trembling uncontrollably, and in that moment, I couldn’t see how I’d ever recover from such a devastating experience.
 
   


 
   
 
  

January, 2008
 
   I was racked with grief. There was just so much emotion bottled up inside me. I was irate at the fact that I was always being lied to, and by the way that I’d been so ruthlessly betrayed. I was embarrassed by the way she’d played me in front of everyone. And above all, I was heartbroken that I was all alone after I thought I’d found “the one”. I’d never been so shattered before. Never been so devastated. It was the worst time of my life.
 
   On the other hand, I knew I needed to move on. I was at a crossroads – I could either collapse and fall apart or pull myself together and get on with my life – and I knew I needed to do the latter. 
 
   I can’t change what happened in the past, I told myself, but I can control what I do from this point forward. And what I need to do now is forget about everything that happened last year and channel all my energy into achieving my goals. I need to work my ass off to get Chrysalis finished, and once uni starts I need to study really hard so that I can keep on top of things this time and get a High Distinction average. Last New Year’s Eve was a mess, but if I work hard this year then I can spend the next one celebrating getting great marks at uni and publishing my novel. That’s the right way to respond to this – by achieving my goals. If I achieve my goals then I’ll be happy again, just like I was when I started uni.
 
   


 
   
 
  

February, 2008
 
   There was still a lot of anger festering inside me, but I tried my best to forget about Chanel and get on with my life. It was hard to write with a clear head, but I managed to do OK. I edited Chrysalis to the point where I thought it was ready to be published, and then decided to get it professionally critiqued just to make sure. I caught a break and was lucky enough to be put in touch with Nick Bleszynski through the New South Wales Writers’ Centre, an author who’s written three bestsellers and mentored two writers who ended up signing major publishing deals.
 
   Once he’s read my manuscript, I’ll make the changes he suggests and then submit it for publication, I thought.
 
   I figured that after that I’d then be able to switch my attention to my degree, and I was confident that without my novel to worry about I’d be able to study as much as I needed to in order to get a High Distinction average. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   In February, I also decided to spend my savings going to South America at the end of the year to volunteer at an underprivileged school in Cusco, Peru. I found out about the opportunity from a friend, but it was Mr Williams’ words at the scholarship dinner the previous year that made me want to do it:
 
   ‘You’ve been blessed with so much,’ he’d said. ‘You’ve been brought up in a wonderful neighbourhood; you’re surrounded by a loving, supportive family; and you’ve got the opportunity and the ability to do anything you want to in life. I hope you always use your blessings for good. I hope you always do charity work, and I hope you always try to help people. Remember, Danny: to whom much is given, much is expected.’
 
   He’s right, I thought. Even though I’m going through a rough patch right now, I am a very lucky person. I do have a terrific life. And it’s my responsibility to start giving back, and lend a helping hand to those less fortunate than myself.
 
   


 
   
 
  

March, 2008
 
   I did not rape her.
 
   But that’s what I started hearing when I got back to uni.
 
   ‘To justify her intimacy with you to Brad, she said that you’d force yourself on her. She said that she wouldn’t want you to but that you wouldn’t take no for an answer.’
 
   I couldn’t believe it. I seriously couldn’t believe it. I cherished that girl every day we were together. I treated her like a queen. I would’ve turned the world upside down to make her happy. So to have her accuse me of something as vile and despicable as rape made me sick to my stomach. It made me so fucking angry.
 
   It made me so fucking angry that I wanted to kill her.
 
   I’m not just saying this – I literally wanted to kill her.
 
   I never, ever actually would’ve done it. I strongly believe the best revenge in those cases is simply living well. I knew that the right way of responding to everything she’d put me through was to channel my fury into achieving my goals and then go on to live a happy life. I did know that, and that’s what I was focused on doing. But after I heard those allegations . . . I’d be lying to you if I said I never got the urge to pick up a baseball bat and smash in her face. I was that enraged. 
 
   I mean, lying to me throughout our whole relationship was bad enough. 
 
   Two-timing with one of my best friends was even worse. 
 
   But saying that I raped her to explain our intimacy? 
 
   I don’t even know what you call betrayal that extreme. 
 
   And being a self-confessed mamma’s boy and someone who’s always held women in the highest esteem and regard, there’s not a more repulsive, heinous act anyone could have possibly accused me of.
 
   


 
   
 
  

April, 2008
 
   I was still finding it so hard to deal with – the heartbreak, the hatred, and most recently my complete and utter disgust at the rape accusations. But what had begun to really tear me up the most was the impact it was all having on my ability to achieve my goals. Half the time I’d be too distraught to study or write properly, so I’d end up barely absorbing anything in lectures or writing crap that I’d later have to toss in the garbage. And as a result, it started happening all over again: I wasn’t getting much quality writing done and I’d fallen way behind at uni. So I didn’t do well – I didn’t get High Distinctions – and the other scholarship holders did, and then I felt so hopeless, felt so inadequate, felt like such a failure again. And I hated that feeling so fucking much. Like I’ve said, I wanted to be the best. I wanted to be the guy that everyone looked up to. So the fact that I wasn’t at the top of the cohort made me overwhelmingly upset with myself.
 
   I need to stop being such a fucking pussy! I’d yell in my head. I need to pull myself together. Everything with Chanel ended four months ago! There’s no way it should still be bothering me now!
 
   But it did. And the more it bothered me, the more I failed. And the more I failed, the worse I felt.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Dear Danny,
 
   Below is my assessment of your work. On the plus side, I think your story has potential – it has a clear plot and the power to be inspirational. However, you have a lot of work to do in order to bring your manuscript up to a publishable standard.
 
    
 
   Nick then went on to detail the problems with the draft: “the writing style is terrible – way too many clichéd similes, unnecessary big words, awkwardly worded sentences, melodramatic scenes and too much repetition”. It was “very poorly researched – the kryptonite for any work of historical fiction”. I had the Caucasian male protagonist fall in love with a coloured girl, a development which had to be “deeply rethought”, since “the racial aspect of the novel isn’t dealt with well at all, nor is her love with the protagonist believable – they don’t share nearly enough experiences for them to fall in love”. The motifs I’d employed were “amateurish”. The poetry I’d written and inserted here and there was “awful”. My use of punctuation was “neither proper nor effective”. The ending was “contrived”. Nick then offered suggestions for improvement and noted that it takes a long time to write a book of publishable quality, but that I could get there in the end if I worked really hard.
 
   I read through it several times until words like “terrible”, “poor”, “amateurish”, “contrived” and “awful” began to sink in and I grew furious with myself. 
 
   For fuck’s sake! I thought. How did I think this was going to be so easy – waking up one day and deciding to write a novel? No training, no practice, nothing – just waking up one day and deciding to write a novel and thinking I can have it done and dusted in a year writing it part-time. That’s ridiculous. That’s insane. What the fuck is wrong with me? How the fuck could I be so stupid? How the fuck could I be so naïve? I’ve failed again. Again. Again and again and again. 
 
   


 
   
 
  

June, 2008
 
   Adolescents need to be educated about depression.
 
   In my humble opinion, they need to be educated about depression in school, and they also need to be educated about depression at home – in the same way they’re educated about safe sex and drink driving.
 
   Adolescents need to be educated about depression so that if they find themselves experiencing the symptoms, they can realise that they’re suffering from an illness, and can then go about seeking treatment from there.
 
   But if they don’t know what depression is?
 
   Then they won’t seek help, and will thus prolong their suffering.
 
   Just like my main character Jimmy does in I Will Not Kill Myself, Olivia, they might self-medicate with drugs and alcohol and develop an addiction – which, it should be noted, significantly exacerbates depression, since alcohol and some drugs are, of course, depressants.
 
   They might self-medicate with sex, and thereby vastly increase the risk of unwanted pregnancies and STDs.
 
   Like Jimmy also does, they might self-harm.
 
   And worst of all, they might kill themselves.
 
   Some parents think that depression is taboo – something that shouldn’t be talked about; something that’s too dark for their teenager to be exposed to. If you do think like that, then let me give you some stats:
 
   At the time of writing, in the US, the UK and Australia, as many as 20% of teens will experience depression before they reach adulthood.
 
   Measuring rates of self-harm has proved difficult for a variety of reasons, but there have been studies that estimate that 6-7% of 15-24 year olds intentionally hurt themselves, and other studies that suggest the figures are as high as 12-20%.
 
   For youths aged 15-24, suicide is the third leading cause of death in America.
 
   For the same age group, it is the second leading cause of death in the UK.
 
   And for the same age group in Australia, it is the leading cause.
 
   Depression is persecuting youths all over the globe. It’s a worldwide epidemic that’s everywhere you turn – even if you don’t know it, even if the sufferer themself doesn’t know it. Regardless of age, gender, sexuality, religion, colour or creed, teens are at risk for a myriad of reasons. Isn’t it best that they’re educated to spot the warning signs if they do fall victim?
 
   In my opinion, not educating an adolescent about depression because it’s too “dark” for their “innocent” mind is nearly as dangerous as not teaching them safe sex because it encourages fornication. I once met a girl who’d been raised like that. After a few drinks at a bar we went back to her place, and she wanted to do it without protection. That shit isn’t safe.
 
   The reason I bring all this up is because when I was 19, I couldn’t have known any less about depression. I knew what I was feeling – I knew I was in pain – but I had no idea I was starting to develop an illness. If I did I would’ve gotten the help I needed, and this story would probably end right here. 
 
   Alas, it continues . . . 
 
    
 
   After that semester’s exams were finished, I found myself in a seedy motel room in Kings Cross, 25 standard drinks in. My friends were across the room talking amongst themselves, but I was slouched against the wall completely zoned out and still drinking, drinking. Despair tugged at my soul. I felt so overwhelmed. How am I ever going to work my way out of this mess? I thought desperately. I try so hard, but it’s never enough. Whenever I study hard enough to get the marks that I want to get, I hardly get any writing done. Whenever I write more, I fall behind at uni. I feel so inadequate. All the other scholarship holders are doing such amazing things with their lives – travelling the world, founding charities, interning at the United Nations, or representing the country in sport or debating or who knows what else. And then there’s me: getting marks way below my potential and writing books that are so bad they practically need to be rewritten. I feel like such a loser. No matter what I do I can’t achieve my goals. It’s so frustrating, so disappointing. I feel so unhappy. And I didn’t rape her! I did not rape her!
 
   And this is where it’s all led me: to a seedy motel room where I’m still drinking, drinking. And I can’t stop. I can’t stop. I just can’t stop.
 
   


 
   
 
  

July, 2008
 
   I kept fucking up at uni – my average was only 76% that semester – and Chrysalis was nowhere near finished. I always felt like such a failure, and that made me always feel miserable. And because I was always miserable, I was always drunk. It had gone way beyond the point of what’s socially acceptable. Every time I went out I’d plough through 20 or 30 standard drinks and end up losing control of myself. It got to the stage where my friends were pissed off with me, and the ones that weren’t were worried. I just couldn’t stay sober. If I had one drink then I’d end up having another and then another and then another and then before I knew it I’d had 25 and was a complete and utter mess.
 
   One of my mates told me that he’d started to drink a lot less so that he could be in a better position to look after me when I inevitably needed him to. That was a wake-up call that something had to change. Craving booze in the middle of the day, that was another wake-up call. Standing still while some punk kept punching me in the face outside Star City and being too drunk to feel it – that was another wake-up call that I really needed to stop drinking.
 
   After I admitted I had a problem to myself, I then admitted it to my parents. They were really understanding, as I knew they would be.
 
   ‘We’re not here to pass judgment on you, Danny. We’re your parents. We love you, and we just want to do whatever it takes to help you get better.’
 
   We talked for a long time, and I agreed to see a psychologist who specialised in treating people with an addiction.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   For the third time that week I found myself on the edge of my bed, sweating, clutching my hair, panting through gritted teeth. I wanted booze so badly. My whole body was begging for it. Like I say in I Will Not Kill Myself, Olivia, craving a substance is like being really, really hungry, and fighting it is like not eating. It’s wholly consuming. There’s nothing else you can think about, nothing else you can do until it has mercy on you and passes. But seeing the psychologist had been helpful, and I tried to use some of the techniques she’d taught me as I kept panting, kept sweating, kept ripping strands of hair out of my head: 
 
   Just hold off drinking for the next hour, I told myself. It’s what I’d told myself an hour beforehand, and it’s what I’d have to keep telling myself to get through the night. The idea was to break down a seemingly insurmountable task into a number of surmountable ones. Simple I know, but it worked.
 
   Just hold off drinking for the next hour . . . I’d murmur. It’s only an hour . . . it’s only an hour . . . you did it last hour so you can do it this hour, too. Just stay strong . . . keep fighting . . . don’t give in. No matter how much you want to you cannot give in . . .
 
   


 
   
 
  

August, 2008
 
   By the end of the mid-year holidays I felt so much better. It’d been five weeks since I’d touched alcohol and the cravings were gone, and with the passing of time, my anger towards Chanel had begun to fade. For the first time in months my mind felt clear – I was able to wake up and just write, write, write. It was so enjoyable, and over the previous couple of weeks I’d gotten so much done. It was just great to be able to live freely again, instead of always floundering. 
 
   Finally, I thought, all of the drama is behind me – all the shit with Chanel, and the alcoholism, and the misery. And now that it is, I’m ready to throw myself into clocking up a High Distinction average and getting my novel published by the end of the year. I’m going to smash it! I can’t wait for the next semester to start!
 
   


 
   
 
  

PART II
 
   OR
 
   IT’S REALLY HARD TO GET BETTER IF YOU DON’T GET HELP
 
   


 
   
 
  

September, 2008
 
   In I Will Not Kill Myself, Olivia, Jimmy’s girlfriend is called, as the title suggests, Olivia. They were high school sweethearts and on their way to the altar, but then for reasons that don’t need to be dealt with here, Jimmy falls victim to a crippling depression. From that point on in the novel I start exploring what can happen to a couple when they become a threesome: i.e. the man, the woman, and the serious mental illness.
 
   What sort of chaos can it lead to?
 
   How does it change the relationship? Does it bring both of them closer together or does it rip them apart?
 
   Is the healthy partner’s love and support enough to get the depressed partner through it, or does he/she still need to receive professional treatment?
 
   And, even if the depressed partner does get better, will their relationship ever be the same?
 
   I never had a girlfriend throughout my war with depression like Jimmy did, but I did have a close friend called Sylvia, who if truth be told, was the inspiration for Olivia herself. The two situations were hardly the same – Jimmy and Olivia were ardent lovers who wanted to spend their lives together, whereas Sylvia and I were friends living on opposite sides of the globe. Nevertheless, we often used to reach out to each other for advice and support, and some of the relationship-related questions I explore in my novel were based on real life events that happened between Sylvia and myself.
 
   And so, she enters this story with a Facebook message:
 
    
 
   Hey Sylvia, 
 
   I thought I was better. I honestly thought I’d beaten it. But somehow I’ve fallen right back into that state of almost permanent despair. Striking the right balance between studying and writing has trumped me again. It’s only been six weeks and I’ve already fallen behind at uni and progress on my novel is slow. I feel like such a fucking idiot. How did I think this semester would be any different from the last ones? Every semester I’ve had at uni has been a failure, and I’m well on my way to failing this one too. I hate this. And I hate myself for making it like this.
 
   As usual, my solution is to work harder. I think if I could study and write for a total of 60 hours a week, then I should be able to achieve my goals. I think working 60 hours a week would allow me to get a lot of work done and still give me plenty of time to tutor high school kids, coach basketball, play basketball, go to the gym, and go out with my friends. Then again, maybe 60 hours a week isn’t enough either. Maybe I need to be pushing myself harder. Maybe I should be working 70 hours a week. Maybe 80. Maybe more. I’m going to feel miserable until my novel’s published and I’ve achieved a High Distinction average, so maybe I shouldn’t be doing anything else apart from studying and writing. Fucking hell . . . I don’t know. I just feel so overwhelmed. Everything seems so hopeless. I’ve lost so much confidence. So much of my self-belief has disappeared. I never thought I’d say this, but I don’t know if I can achieve my goals anymore.
 
   I hope you can say something to help, Sylvia. I’m really struggling at the moment and could use your support.
 
   Love,
 
   Danny.
 
    
 
   She replied a few days later:
 
    
 
   Hey Danny,
 
   I’m so sorry to hear that you’re hurting again. I know it must be hard being so unhappy and feeling like you can’t achieve your goals, but whatever you do, just keep hanging in there. You’ve faced some really hard challenges before and you’ve always overcome them, and I know you’re going to do the same here too. Remember back in high school, when you never used to study and all you cared about was basketball? You were so devastated when you injured your knee and you had no shot at going pro anymore – and because you were in the bottom 20 out of 160 students everyone said you were dumb and would amount to nothing – but you turned your life around and finished school in the top 0.4% of the state. I’ve always found your ability to overcome setbacks really inspiring, and I know you’re going to overcome this too. You’re one of the strongest people I know, Danny. Seriously – I’ve never met anyone with the kind of will power and determination you have. So remember that, and know that it will let you achieve what you want. It always has.
 
   But at the same time, it might be a good idea to try and not be so hard on yourself all the time. Seriously, Danny – you always put so much pressure on yourself to achieve such difficult goals, and that’s really what seems to be making you so unhappy. I mean, if you get an average of 75- or 80% instead of 85%, is it really the end of the world? Those marks are still really good by almost anyone’s standards! And what about your book? Does it really matter if you finish it and get it published this year or the next? Either way you’ll have written and published a book, right? That’s incredible! How many other 19 year olds can say that?
 
   But aside from that, Danny, just keep at it. Keep believing in yourself, keep having faith in God, and know that I believe in you too. You can do this – I know you can. So just keep working hard and soon you’ll get your High Distinction average and be a published author.
 
   Love always,
 
   Sylvia.
 
                 
 
   In the same way Olivia does for Jimmy, Sylvia had a way of filling me with hope. Having her say that she believed in me meant the world, because as I’ve intimated, I wasn’t someone who was used to being believed in. My family were great and had faith in me no matter what, but aside from them I was always being doubted. There was everything that happened after I busted my knee, but even after I did do well in school, when I told the same people I was going to write a novel, they laughed at me again.
 
   ‘You’ve got to be joking!’ they all said. ‘You’re only good at “maths” subjects. English was your worst by far. You can’t write. You struggled with essays, for crying out loud! How do you, of all people, think you can possibly get a novel published?’
 
   I’m going to do it because I have the right attitude to succeed, I’d think. I have a tireless work ethic and relentless determination, and I never, ever, ever give up. That’s how I managed to overcome my knee injury and succeed in school, and it’s also how I’m going to get my novel published. With the attitude I have, anything is possible, and even though I may struggle and fall, I’ll get up every time and get what I’m going for in the end.
 
   But aside from my family, Sylvia was the only one who saw that, which is why I cherished her belief in me so much. In fact, I treasured it even more than my family’s faith in me, for the same reason that it means more to a teenage girl when the football captain says she’s beautiful than when she hears it from her father. Having Sylvia say that she had confidence in me and that I had what it took to achieve my goals always gave me hope that everything would turn out well in the end. It gave me strength. It inspired me. And when I felt hopeful, strong and inspired, I stopped feeling depressed.
 
   I didn’t agree with what Sylvia said at the end of her message, though – that it didn’t really matter if I only got 80% instead of 85% or if Chrysalis got published later than I hoped.  
 
   I need to be at the top of the cohort, I thought. I need to be the best. And 80% is not the best. A few of the other scholarship holders get High Distinction averages, so that means that I have to get a High Distinction average. Anything less is unacceptable. Anything less is a failure. And I need to finish Chrysalis this year and get it published as soon as possible because as much as I enjoy writing it, it is a huge disruption to my degree, and getting a High Distinction average would be a whole lot easier if I wasn’t writing a novel at the same time.
 
   So I was convinced that Sylvia wasn’t right on that front. Instead, I thought the solution was to just work harder: if I can work for a total of 60 hours a week, then I should be able to achieve my goals and then everything will be fine. 
 
   


 
   
 
  

October, 2008
 
   Life is such a fight. Such an all-out slog. I work so hard. I drive myself to exhaustion. But no matter how much I try I keep on sinking. Every week I fall further behind at uni, and progress on Chrysalis is far from good. It’s just too much. It’s all just too much. Every week I feel under more and more pressure, I feel more and more suffocated, so much so that the fun’s been sucked out of everything. I get no pleasure out of life anymore. Nothing exists for me except despair. And the worst part is that at times, I can’t see myself ever waking up from this nightmare. At times there’s nothing to indicate I’m ever going to get better. And when I feel that hopeless, I start craving booze. I just want to lock myself in my room with that litre bottle of Beam and sit on the floor and drink and drink and drink until I eventually pass out. And when I feel like that, I can’t study properly, I can’t write properly . . . and then I feel even more miserable, and then I want to drink even more, and then I’m even more useless, and then I get even more unhappy, I get even more overwhelmed. I mean what the fuck am I supposed to do? I’m already trying my best. I’m already running myself into the ground. And it’s never enough. It’s never enough. So what the fuck am I supposed to do?
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I’m fucking hopeless. I’m fucking pathetic. I’m such a lazy fucking piece of shit. Who the fuck can’t work 60 hours a week to achieve their goals? It doesn’t matter how exhausted I am. It doesn’t matter how dreadful I feel. Only working 54 hours this week is a fucking disgrace. That’s fucking pathetic. I’m such a fucking slacker. I should be ashamed of myself I’m so fucking lazy.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Sylvia,
 
   I’m cracking, I’m breaking at the seams. I work so hard to try and keep it together but no matter what I do it’s never enough. I just keep getting more and more miserable. I know I’m going to hang in there, I know I’m going to keep on fighting, because that’s who I am, that’s all I know how to do – but right now it all seems to be in vain. I just can’t see how I’m going to achieve my goals, and so I can’t see how I’m ever going to be happy. And somehow even after all these months, I still have so much fucking anger pent up towards Chanel.
 
   Put it all together and I’m desperate to drink. The cravings are insatiable. I try to fight through them but they won’t go away. They just keep growing, more and more intense. So I thought I’d Facebook you. It was either that or drowning myself in booze. 
 
   Please say something, anything to help.
 
   Love,
 
   Danny.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   For the third night that week I found myself on the edge of the bed dripping with sweat, gripping my hair, gasping through gritted teeth in desperation for the bottle. I was so miserable. So overwhelmed. I just wanted to forget everything, just wanted to escape but I knew it wasn’t right. So once again I retrieved Sylvia’s Facebook message from my pocket – the one she’d sent me in response to my previous one when I was feeling that way and begging her for help. I read it through, one, two, three times, and then I kept rereading the part where she said that I was strong and that she believed in me and that everything would turn out well in the end. I was clutching it so tightly that it was crumpling, that it was getting tattered and frayed in my frenzied grasp, but as I kept reading it, hope gradually breathed back into me, and the clenching, the sweating, the panting finally came to a halt.
 
   As it always did, hearing Sylvia say that she had faith in me strengthened my resolve. It gave me confidence when I needed it most.
 
   She’s right, I eventually concluded. I am strong, and I can achieve my goals if I keep working hard. I’m behind the 8-ball at the moment, but the mid-semester break’s coming up next week and I can catch up then. So I’m going to be OK. I’ll work really hard and then everything’s going to turn out well.
 
   And now that I was feeling refortified, I didn’t feel the need to drink. I folded up Sylvia’s message, put it back in my pocket, and stood at the foot of my bed to do my prayers:
 
    
 
   Dear God,
 
   Thank-you for blessing me with food, shelter, my family, and the opportunity and the ability to pursue my dreams.
 
   I pray for everybody who is suffering right now, and I pray that you take care of them – just as well as you take care of me.
 
    
 
   I paused for a moment, recalling all the loving, kind, inspiring things Sylvia had said in her message as I became flushed with gratitude.
 
    
 
   And I thank you for blessing me with Sylvia’s compassion. I thank you for bestowing me with such a caring friend.
 
    I love You, God.
 
   Amen.
 
    
 
   I then turned out the light and crawled into bed to try and catch a couple of hours sleep before class the next day.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   What the fuck is wrong with me? I tell myself I’m a hard worker, I tell myself I have the discipline to achieve my goals, but then this week I only manage to work 53 hours? There are no excuses – that’s fucking atrocious. That’s a fucking disgrace. I’m such a fucking slacker. Such a worthless fucking piece of shit.
 
   Enough. This cannot happen anymore. This is fucking ridiculous, and it can never happen ever again. Never, ever, ever again. 
 
   So I came up with a plan to make me work harder:
 
   I’m going to start cutting myself. 
 
   Starting just above the wrist, I’m going to cut myself with a steak knife every time I don’t work 60 hours a week. It makes sense. When I do something wrong, it’s my fault. And if it’s my fault, then I deserve to be punished. So whenever I don’t work hard enough so that I fall behind at uni or don’t get as much of my novel written as I need to, I’m going to cut myself. Maybe if I do this I won’t be so lazy. Maybe if I do this I won’t fail so much.
 
    
 
   I never actually ended up harming myself, but it’s a testament to my rapidly deteriorating mental health that doing so seemed completely normal to me. That’s what depression does – it bends straight lines, complicates simple equations. But because I’d never been educated about it, I still didn’t know I was depressed. I thought I was just going through a rough patch – I had no idea I was suffering from an illness. So instead of getting the help I needed, I just continued spiralling further and further downwards.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The following week, I snapped. I broke my three month sober stretch. Drank a bottle of bourbon alone in my room. Even Sylvia’s message couldn’t save me then. The anxiousness, the misery, the pressure, how overwhelmed I felt . . . it became unbearable. I was desperate for an escape and I didn’t care how I got it.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I remember my first fantasy about death like it was yesterday. It was four in the morning, and I was cramming for a stats exam I was way behind on.
 
   ‘You’re gonna fail, you’re gonna fail,’ whispered a voice in my head.
 
   ‘You’re gonna fail, you’re gonna fail.’
 
   I tried to push it to the side, I tried to forget about it, but no matter what I did it was always there, heckling me, taunting me.
 
   ‘You’re so far behind. You’ll never catch up. You’re going to fail. Again. Just like you always do.’
 
   It fed my fear, heightened it, made me want to scream.
 
   ‘You’re gonna fail, you’re gonna fail.’
 
   I need an escape, I thought. Relief from the ceaseless dread.
 
   ‘You’re gonna fail, you’re gonna fail.’
 
   Need booze. Fucking gagging for it.
 
   ‘You’re gonna fail, you’re gonna fail.’
 
   Shut up! Shut the fuck up!
 
   ‘You’re gonna fail, you’re gonna fail.’
 
    I want to die! I just want to die!
 
   I hate my life so much that I just want to die!
 
   At that point, the “low battery” notification flashed across the screen of my laptop:
 
   Only 10% remaining. Connect to a power source immediately.
 
   I retrieved the charger from my bag, and as I was about to plug it in to the power point, I remember hoping that something would go wrong – that there’d be some sort of technical malfunction – so that when I plugged in the chord I’d be electrocuted to death.
 
   And I remember feeling dejected that I wasn’t. I remember feeling disappointed that I was still breathing in a world I no longer wanted to be a part of.
 
   


 
   
 
  

November, 2008
 
   I hardly slept during the exam week that semester. I had to study round the clock to try and catch up, and even then I was still badly prepared, having to resort to learning coursework on the day of the exam. I felt so burnt out, so horribly drained, like a horse that’d been flogged to the point of death. And on the night of my last exam, as I tried to fight off the fear of failure that had been progressively engulfing me; as I tried to swallow down the sick feeling lodged deep in my throat; as I ran to the bathroom thinking I was going to puke; as I coughed and spluttered up bile in the sink; and as I stared into the mirror at my black-rimmed eyes that were puffing out from my exhausted, unshaven, sorrowful face, I knew that something had to change. Studying Commerce/Law full-time, writing a novel, tutoring high school students, coaching basketball, playing basketball, going to the gym – it was too much. I realised I was going to self-destruct if I kept going like that.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   My average was 74% that semester, and my novel was still nowhere near finished. I talked over what I could do with my parents, and after we’d analysed each option to death, we all agreed that the best thing for me to do would be to ease my workload the following year by only doing one subject a semester instead of four. I figured having effectively a year off uni would give me time to finish my novel and get it published, after which I could come back refreshed, and with my writing done and dusted, I’d have enough time to keep on top of my subjects and get a High Distinction average. I hated the fact that it had come to this. I hated the fact that I was delaying my corporate career a year. I hated the fact that I was falling behind the rest of the scholarship students. But I knew it was just something I had to do. It was, as they say, the lesser of two evils.


 
   
 
  

December, 2008
 
   The days were better after uni was finished, because I didn’t have to worry about studying – but I was still far from happy. Two years beforehand, happiness and I were bundled together, but since then it’d been kind of like the Big Bang, myself and happiness stretching further and further apart until it seemed like nothing more than a dim pinprick in the great blackness of space. It felt like I had no sun. In my world it was always winter. I tried to write but my mind was too hazy. I had the focus of a bored child.
 
   A vivid memory I have of that time is being on my flight to Chile. Before I left, everyone was saying that I’d have the time of my life. But whenever I thought about it, I just couldn’t see how. I just couldn’t fathom the concept of enjoying myself. In my dismal state, the idea of pleasure seemed too foreign. Too farfetched. And in those silent, pensive hours, when the lights were switched off and the whole plane was asleep except for me, my thoughts kept returning to the same lone question:
 
   Will I ever be happy, again?
 
   And also to the same answer:
 
   I don’t know. 
 
   I really, genuinely, truthfully don’t know.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Santiago, Chile – New Year’s Eve, 2008
 
   I was plastered for the second time in three days. I knew I shouldn’t have been drinking, given my history with alcoholism, but I didn’t care. I was finally enjoying myself, and I didn’t care. I was sick of being unhappy and I was prepared to do anything to feel good again.
 
   ‘Hey Danny, do you want to snort some coke?’ a bloke at the hostel asked.
 
   ‘Never had it before, bro. What’s it like?’
 
   ‘Oh it’s so good, man. It makes you feel so alive. It makes you feel on top of the world. Two snorts and you’ll be flying, man.’
 
   I just wanted to be happy. I’d been miserable all year and I just wanted to feel happy again.
 
   ‘Yeah, let’s do it, dude.’
 
   So we went to a club and got blazed. We stayed there all night long, dancing, drinking, coking and having the best time I’d had in months before the club closed at five and I had to go back to the hostel and pack so that I could take my 9am flight to Cusco, Peru.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Cusco, Peru – January, 2009
 
   Particularly since Mr Williams had emphasised it, I’d been very mindful of the fact that I’d been tremendously blessed. I was very grateful to have been brought up in a wonderful neighbourhood; to be surrounded by a loving, supportive family; and to have been gifted with the opportunity and the ability to do anything I wanted to in life. I knew that I was a lucky man – but I never knew how lucky until I went to Cusco.
 
   Before I went there, I’d never been to a place where 56% of the population lived on less than US$1 a day, where 85% of children never attended high school, where the school drop-out rate was 40%, where the unemployment rate was 42%, where the underemployment rate was 74%, where the literacy rate was 18%, where the infant mortality rate was 5%, and where the average life expectancy was 41 years.
 
   I’d never met any children who wore the same World Vision clothes to school every day.
 
   I’d never been to a school where not a single kid was fat, nor had I ever been called fat by anyone else, which is what some of the children thought the volunteers were because we weren’t bone-skinny.
 
   I’d never had 10 year olds try to sell me cigarettes on the street at two in the morning on a school night to help support their family.
 
   I’d never been too embarrassed to tell someone I had a swimming pool in my backyard, like I was when my host family – who lived in a flat barely larger than my living room – had asked me to describe my home to them.
 
   I’d never lived in a place where only ice-cold water came out of the taps, meaning that I had to heat it with a kettle and use a bucket and cup to shower.
 
   I’d never seen villages of houses that didn’t have any windows and were made out of mud bricks, much less had I helped build chimneys out of bamboo for said houses so that smoke wouldn’t suffocate the air when the families cooked over a fire.
 
   I’d never been to a place where all the adults looked 20 years older than their actual age, and where people as young as 30 had dry and wrinkled skin.
 
   I’d never met a kid who grabbed other peoples’ crotches and stuck his fingers up their bums during a school yard game of dodge ball.
 
   ‘Why does he do that?’ one of the volunteers asked.
 
   ‘Because . . . he gets sexually abused at home.’
 
   ‘By who?’
 
   The volunteer manager released a painful sigh.
 
   ‘By his father.’
 
   We were all flabbergasted.
 
   ‘How come . . . how come no-one’s reported it?’
 
   ‘We have.’
 
   ‘And?’
 
   He sighed again.
 
   ‘The police . . . it’s not like in your country. There’s so much corruption . . . it’s not like in your country.’
 
   ‘But surely something can be done about it?’
 
   ‘I’m afraid not.’
 
   Seeing this poverty, this exploitation, this corruption, this perversion; waking up every morning and staring it in the face . . . it can change you. And it certainly changed me. Like I said I was aware of it before, but working in that community made me realise just how immensely privileged I really was. And when I looked into the eyes of those skinny kids wearing World Vision clothes, I knew that it was up to me as one of the extremely fortunate people in this world to step up and give them a helping hand. So I did whatever I could there, whether that was helping to build a chicken coup or a vegetable patch so the children could have eggs and vegies as a constant source of food, helping to build chimneys for the houses in the villages, or working on a new classroom for the school. And as I hammered away, I knew that that wouldn’t be the end for me. I knew I wouldn’t just go back to Sydney and forget about that place. I knew it was the start of something big. In time, I knew that I was going to be making a much bigger contribution to that community than just pounding nails.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I was feeling great while I was in Cusco, because I was loving all the volunteer work I’d been doing. But the other reason I’d been enjoying myself so much was because of all the partying. Five nights a week I was hitting the town, drinking until midnight before getting on the marching powder and flying until four. I thought being high on coke was the best feeling in the world. Whenever I took it I felt like I could run forever, fly, conquer the world. I just felt so confident, vivacious and energetic. I felt the exact opposite of depressed. And when I was dancing on top of the bar at three in the morning, fucked out of my mind and fist-pumping like hell to the music, I felt so incredible that it was hard to imagine I ever was.
 
   


 
   
 
  

February, 2009
 
   After six weeks in South America, I went to Auckland, New Zealand for a week-long stopover on the way home and dived back into writing my novel. I’d missed it so, so much, and it was great to return to it after all those weeks. Every morning I’d stroll down to Esquires, order myself a milkshake and a ham and cheese croissant and just write, write, write. Now that I was no longer so stressed out with uni, working on my novel was back to filling me with indescribable joy. I was on a high all week, just from being able to do what I loved. And when I wasn’t writing, I was thinking about writing: my characters, plot twists, how it all tied together. And when I wasn’t thinking about writing, I was fantasising about getting published. I’d imagine how incredible it would feel, receiving that phone call where I’m offered a contract and falling to the floor with overwhelming happiness, crying deliriously into the palms of my hands. I wanted it more than I’d ever wanted anything before. I didn’t think there was a single thing on earth I wouldn’t do – aside from hurting someone else or violating my ethics – to achieve my dream. It was an obsession that dominated my thoughts. There were nights I’d just lie awake, thinking about it, longing for it, aching for it. Even then, I knew that if it happened it would be the best moment of my life.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I nearly missed my flight because I was passed out drunk and slept through my alarm, but somehow I managed to make it and there I was, flying back home seven weeks later a brand new man. I had an amazing time, and I was so excited to get back to Sydney and start my year of writing. I can’t believe how lucky I am! I thought. I mean, I actually get to spend the whole year working on my dream! How amazing is that? I just felt so happy again. Gone are the days when I feel worthless, when I feel so overwhelmed that I want to lock myself in my room and drink until I’m numb, when I feel so miserable that I wish I was dead. My self-esteem, my self-confidence, my exuberance for life was back, and for the first time in a long time, I felt free, like an eagle, wings mended and ready to soar through the sky, chase my dreams, catch them, and live happily ever after.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   On my first weekend back in Sydney, I’d organised to catch up with some of my friends in Darling Harbour. About an hour and a half before my mate Cal was coming to pick me up, I mixed myself a stiff bourbon and cola and continued working on Chrysalis. After South America I didn’t have much money to spend at the clubs, so I wanted to get as smashed as possible before I went out so I didn’t end up sober and have a shocker of a night.
 
   Cal came when he said he would, by which time the litre bottle of Beam was close to finished and I was shitfaced. I went to greet him at the door, stumbling already.
 
   ‘Sup man?’ I yelled.
 
   ‘Danny . . . are you trashed already?’
 
   ‘Yeah, bro! Let’s go hit the clubs!’
 
   He didn’t even look shocked. I was in the same condition when he saw me the previous night too.
 
   We met the other boys at Darling Harbour and decided to go to Cargo Bar. The guys got let in, but when I went to give the bouncer my ID he shook his head.
 
   ‘You can’t come in tonight,’ he said.
 
   ‘Aww, why not man?’ I slurred.
 
   ‘You’ve had too much to drink.’
 
   ‘Naahhh, bro. You’ve gotta let me in!’
 
   He shook his head and told me to leave. My mates tried to talk him into letting me inside but he stood his ground.
 
   ‘That guy was a fucking cock!’ I said loudly as we were walking away. ‘Why the fuck didn’t he let me in?’
 
   My mates shook their heads.
 
   ‘Anyway fuck Cargo!’ I kept ranting. ‘Let’s go to Bungers!’
 
   We lined up at Bungalow8 but it was the same story there too. I lined up again and again, hoping that a different bouncer would card me and let me in, but I was refused entry every time. We gave up when they threatened to blacklist me from the club and call the police if I didn’t leave.
 
   ‘Why are all the bouncers being such fucking assholes tonight?’ I yelled.
 
   ‘They’re not being fucking assholes,’ one of my mates finally said. ‘You’re wasted as fuck. You shouldn’t even be out.’
 
   ‘Naahhh, man! They’re all just being fucking assholes tonight!’
 
   Eventually we got let in to Strike Bar down the road. I headed straight for the bar and started smashing back cocktails.
 
   ‘Stop drinking, stop drinking,’ everyone was telling me.
 
   But I couldn’t stop. When some guys go out their entire night’s about trying to get laid, but with me it was all about trying to get as much booze into me as possible. Once that switch got flicked I craved it and it became all I could think about.
 
   I was being loud and obnoxious. My friends got more and more pissed off and at some point left without saying goodbye. Cal said he’d take me home, so I stumbled into his car and passed out in the front seat.
 
   He woke me up when we reached my house. I got out of the car and staggered away in the opposite direction. He tried to guide me inside but I broke free and kept lurching away, stumbling and falling in the neighbour’s garden. Eventually he gave up and went to get my mum. It was late at night. She answered the doorbell, shocked to see him.
 
   ‘Cal? What’s wrong?’ she panicked.
 
   He sighed.
 
   ‘Hi Mrs Baker. Danny’s drunk too much again. Could you please help me get him inside?’
 
    
 
   My parents were livid the next day.
 
   ‘This is disgraceful! What the hell were you thinking! You know you’re not supposed to be drinking! You know that if you do you’re going to ruin your life!’
 
   I thought about how pissed off my friends were with me. I remembered how completely out of control I’d been. There was no escaping the conclusion: my parents are right. I can’t keep drinking. I have to stop. 
 
   After my parents stopped berating me, I started berating myself.
 
   What the fuck is wrong with me? How the fuck could I let it get to this stage? How the fuck do I not know by now that I can’t control myself when I drink? I’m such a fucking idiot. Such a fucking loser. Such a stupid fucking piece of shit.
 
   I was so disgusted with myself for fucking up again. I felt so worthless. I felt like such a failure. And as a result, it was back.
 
   Depression.
 
   Surrounding me, swarming me, throttling me ruthlessly as ever. It was the depression that always came with feeling like a failure, but this time, it was greatly exacerbated by the fact that I’d previously tricked myself into thinking I was healthy again. I thought I’d beaten it, but nothing could’ve been further from the truth and it scared the shit out of me.
 
   How the hell could I feel so good, feel so certain that I’d conquered my demons, only to feel like this seven days later? It’s been a whole year now – how can I still feel so miserable after all these months? 
 
   And then came the most terrifying thought that a person with depression can possibly have: will I always feel this way? Is this just the way I am? Will I forever be condemned to a life of insufferable pain and despair?
 
   If at the end of the day, all people want is to be happy, then is this feeling – will I forever be condemned to a life of insufferable pain and despair? – not the most terrifying feeling we can possibly experience?
 
   As I state in I Will Not Kill Myself, Olivia, the fact that it haunts everyone in the throes of a prolonged depression – not to mention that by definition, patients are, to say the least, unhappy – is what makes clinical depression such a horrific illness.
 
   


 
   
 
  

March, 2009
 
   There were days when I felt myself – when I was cheerful, when I was excited to be pursuing my dream, when the future seemed bright and full of promise. But it was like I was walking on a tightrope, where the slightest hit would knock me off and send me spiralling into despair. I was so wildly unstable, smiling one moment but then so angry with myself, so overwhelmed with self-hatred, so distraught the next – and always over the simplest of mishaps: missing the bus, forgetting my wallet at home, being five minutes late to class. It was scary as hell, how volatile I was. And I didn’t even have booze to weather the storm. I was sober as a nun, for fuck’s sake. I was fighting unarmoured. I’d been trying to read to relax but when you’re craving bourbon, reading to relax is like hugging when you’re horny. I didn’t know how to balance without a bottle. Hell, I didn’t know how to balance, period. I was a fucking train wreck, a ticking time bomb, set to explode at the slightest provocation.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   And then one morning, I did.
 
   I had a writing course – “how to develop romantic relationships between characters” – at the NSW Writers’ Centre in Rozelle at 10am. I took the 7:46 bus to Queen Victoria Building in the city from the top of my street; it was meant to get there before 9 o’clock, but the peak hour traffic was worse than usual and it didn’t arrive until 9:11. I checked the bus time to Rozelle at the stop opposite Town Hall.
 
   Fucking hell, I swore.
 
   The next one left at 9:25.
 
   That’s pushing it, I stressed. That’s really fucking pushing it. What if I’m late? What if I miss something really important? What the fuck am I going to do then?
 
   Wait . . . I finally said to myself. Just try to relax. Nine twenty-five – I should still be OK. Just calm down. Try not to get so anxious over everything all the time.
 
   I boarded the bus, reached Rozelle at 9:45. I saw the sign that read “NSW Writers’ Centre”, so I pressed the button to stop the bus. When I got off I was standing in front of it, but all I could see was a big grassy area and a large complex of buildings.
 
   Where the fuck is this place? I fretted. 
 
   I nervously walked through the field, studying all the buildings, but nothing indicated that any of them were the Writers’ Centre. With mounting panic I circled them, once, twice, three times, but I still couldn’t find where the damn place was.
 
   Then came the self-abuse:
 
   What the fuck have I done? Why the fuck didn’t I look up exactly where this place is on a fucking map? Why the fuck didn’t I ask for directions? Why the fuck am I so stupid? Why the fuck am I such a fucking moron?
 
   I checked the time on my phone. Three minutes to ten.
 
   Fucking hell! I’m going to be late! I’m going to be late! What the fuck will I do if I’m late?
 
   I let out a loud, desperate groan and ran back to the main road. I looked around hopelessly, but I was lost. I had no idea where I was. Eventually I ran down the street before I saw one perpendicular to the road I was on: Alberto Street. It meant nothing to me. I doubled back through the field and the buildings and hysterically searched for the Writers’ Centre but to no avail. I checked the time again: 10:10.
 
   I’m such a cunt! I screamed in my head. Who the fuck can’t get to a fucking course on time! What the fuck is wrong with me? Why the fuck am I so fucking pathetic? Fucking hell! I’m such a cunt, I’m such a cunt, I’m such a cunt!
 
   I was so angry with myself that I collapsed in a heap beneath a tree and burst into tears. I completely broke down, so overwhelming was my vehement self-loathing, my nauseous distress, my ghastly misery that all I could do was cry and cry and cry. I sat there for what felt like hours just balling my eyes out, and all I could think was, my life is so fucked up, my life is so fucked up. My life is so fucked up that I wish I was dead.
 
   Eventually I staggered up, drifted through the streets, tears still streaming down my cheeks. I couldn’t think of anything else but death. It’s not that I – like most people suffering from severe depression – particularly wanted to die – rather that I was just desperate to escape my harrowing anguish, and death seemed to be the only conceivable way. I imagined how soothing it would be. The answer to all my problems. Just blackness. Gentle, calm, soothing blackness. I fantasised about all the different ways I could do it: slitting my wrists, overdosing, electrocuting myself, poisoning myself, hanging myself, drowning myself, gassing myself . . . and then I saw a bridge, only 50 metres away. I felt a surge of energy and ran towards it.
 
   I felt less overwhelmed the closer I got. To me, the bridge was a salvation, perhaps like what land is to those lost at sea. I felt like I controlled my own destiny again. In a strange way I felt empowered.
 
   I found myself standing at the top of the bridge. I looked down. Instantly I felt a rush of disappointment.
 
   The bridge isn’t high enough.
 
   Instead of dying I’ll get screwed by luck and just break all my bones.
 
   Racked with grief, I pulled myself away, lurched down the street. I saw a pub and headed straight in.
 
   ‘What can I get you?’ the bartender asked.
 
   I thought about how blissful it would be to taste the bourbon on my lips, to have it pumping through my veins before I melted into numbness. So good. So. Fucking. Good.
 
   ‘What can I get you?’ the bartender repeated.
 
   ‘Ah . . .’
 
   He raised his eyebrows.
 
   ‘Um . . . Coke.’
 
   ‘Just Coke?’
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   I can’t do it, I finally realised in a moment of strength.
 
   It’s not right.
 
   Now’s not the time to get drunk. Neither is it time to kill myself. It’s the time to sort this mess out. It’s the time to face my demons and man up and beat them. 
 
   That’s the right way to overcome this.
 
   Not by drinking – which will get me into even more trouble.
 
   And definitely not by committing suicide – which is a permanent solution to a temporary problem.
 
   So I sat down at a table with my glass of Coke and called my mum. 
 
   ‘Danny? Why aren’t you at the writing course? Is everything all right?’
 
   ‘No.’
 
   ‘Why? What happened?’
 
   ‘Can you . . . can you just come and get me? Please?’
 
   She came. By then I just felt drained. I mumbled what happened on the way home. When we got there, we sat on the dining room couch and talked for a while.
 
   ‘I can’t . . . I can’t believe what happened today,’ I murmured. ‘That whole thing with the bridge . . . I mean that’s just . . . that’s just so screwed up.’
 
   I paused.
 
   ‘Why am I like this?’ I asked. ‘What’s wrong with me?’
 
   Mum was holding my hand, squeezing it tightly.
 
   ‘It’s going to be OK,’ she said. ‘Dad, Mathew[3] and I are all here to support you, and tomorrow, we’ll go to the doctor and make sure you get the help you need.’
 
   She squeezed my hand even tighter.
 
   ‘Just keep having faith, Danny. Whatever you do, you can’t ever lose hope.’
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The next day, I saw my general practitioner Dr Kramenin and told him everything. He responded by saying that I was showing classic signs of clinical depression.
 
   I remember being confused. I remember not really getting it.
 
   ‘Clinical depression?’ I asked. ‘What do you mean?’
 
   ‘Clinical depression,’ he repeated. ‘It’s an illness, Danny.’
 
   I still didn’t get it.
 
   ‘What is it, exactly?’
 
   ‘In lay man’s terms, it’s basically an intense state of unhappiness, experienced over a prolonged period of time.’
 
   ‘But . . . but doesn’t everyone feel unhappy from time to time?’
 
   ‘From time to time, yes. But not for prolonged periods. People with depression feel constantly miserable, almost without relief. And the intensity of their despair is usually far greater than that experienced by a non-depressed person. Some people with clinical depression hate themselves. Some self-harm. Some kill themselves. Clinical depression is an illness, Danny, and it can be very serious.’
 
   I nodded. The description fitted like a glove.
 
   ‘So you think I’ve got clinical depression, then?’
 
   Dr Kramenin filed through his drawer before handing me a checklist called SPHERE, a scale he said was developed to increase the identification rate of mental illnesses like depression. I started reading it:
 
   For more than TWO WEEKS have you:
 
   Felt sad, down or miserable most of the time?
 
   OR
 
   Lost interest or pleasure in most of your usual activities?
 
   If you answered “YES” to either of these questions, complete the symptom checklist below by circling the symptoms that are applicable to you:
 
   Behaviours
 
   Stopped going out;
 
   Not getting things done at work;
 
   Withdrawn from close family and friends;
 
   Relying on alcohol and sedatives;
 
   Stopped doing things you enjoy;
 
   Unable to concentrate.
 
   Thoughts
 
   “I’m a failure”;
 
   “It’s my fault”;
 
   “Nothing good ever happens to me”;
 
   “I’m worthless”;
 
   “Life is not worth living”.
 
   Feelings
 
   Overwhelmed;
 
   Unhappy, depressed;
 
   Irritable;
 
   Frustrated;
 
   No confidence;
 
   Guilty;
 
   Indecisive;
 
   Disappointed;
 
   Miserable;
 
   Sad.
 
   Physical
 
   Tired all the time;
 
   Sick and run down;
 
   Headaches and muscle pains;
 
   Churning gut;
 
   Can’t sleep;
 
   Poor appetite/weight loss.
 
   I answered “yes” to “in the last two weeks have you felt sad, down or miserable most of the time” and then circled “relying on alcohol and sedatives”, “unable to concentrate”, “I’m a failure”, “I’m worthless”, “it’s my fault”, “overwhelmed”, “unhappy, depressed”, “guilty”, “disappointed”, “frustrated”, “miserable”, “sad”, “irritable” and “life is not worth living”. After I was finished, I handed the test back to Dr Kramenin.
 
   ‘You circled 14 symptoms,’ he said. ‘According to the authors of the test, you are likely to have a depressive illness if you circled at least three.’
 
   Dr Kramenin then asked me a few additional questions, like whether I was also experiencing periods of mania or whether I’d had any hallucinations, for the purpose of ruling out whether I was exhibiting symptoms of other mental illnesses like bipolar disorder or schizophrenia. After being satisfied that I wasn’t, he concluded that I was in fact suffering from depression.
 
   ‘What . . . what do I do?’ I asked concernedly.
 
   ‘I’m going to place you on an antidepressant medication,’ he said.
 
   Once again I was confused.
 
   ‘Medication? For depression? How can that be?’
 
   ‘If you have depression, then it means you have a chemical imbalance in your brain – a deficiency of either serotonin, dopamine, adrenalin or noradrenalin. We use medication to treat depression in the same way we use medication to treat physical illnesses. There’s no difference, really.’
 
   I was shocked. I’d never heard of such a thing before. Then again like I’ve said, I hadn’t heard of clinical depression before, either.
 
   ‘I’m going to place you on a selective serotonin reuptake inhibitor,’ he continued. ‘This SSRI will increase the amount of serotonin in your brain, and thereby work to correct this chemical imbalance. You should feel better after that.’
 
   He gave me a sample packet of pills and a prescription for more when the sample ran out.
 
   


 
   
 
  

April, 2009
 
   I feel so much better! Ever since I started taking antidepressants a couple of weeks ago my brain has felt a hundred times clearer! My suicidal thoughts have vanished, and every day is so much easier without that voice in my head telling me that I’m a loser and a fuck up and a failure. I actually feel healthy again – probably as healthy as I’ve felt since back in 2007 before my symptoms began making their way to the fore. I’m so stoked! I know I’ve said this a hundred times before, but I really think I’m cured! I think I’m finally cured this time! All I needed was antidepressants! Now all my problems are solved and I can get on with writing my novel and trying to get it published by the end of the year! 
 
    
 
   The fact that I thought I’d beaten it once again just goes to show how little I knew about depression. While medication can be very helpful, unfortunately recovery isn’t as simple as just popping a pill. 
 
   


 
   
 
  

May, 2009
 
   Hey Sylvia,
 
   I’m so depressed again. I have no idea how. I’ve been taking my meds, but I think they’ve stopped working or something. So what am I supposed to do? How am I supposed to beat this illness? I keep thinking I’ve beaten it but I never have. I feel like I have no control over my brain. I feel crazy.
 
   I’m becoming such a recluse. I don’t want to talk to my friends anymore, because I don’t think I’ll have anything non-depressing to say. So don’t worry about replying to this message or my last one. You must hate having to keep hearing about my problems all the time, so I’m going to stop dumping them on you and just leave you alone. You’re better off without me, anyway.
 
   Danny.
 
    
 
   She replied that same day:
 
    
 
   Oh my God Danny please don’t think that you’re dumping all your problems on me or that I’d be better off without you! Seriously, nothing could be further from the truth! I want to be here for you whenever I can because you’re my friend, Danny – I care about you so much and I want you to keep telling me about what you’re going through so that I can try to help if I can. So please don’t ever forget that. Seriously – thinking that you’re dumping all your problems on me or that I’m better off without you is absolutely ridiculous! You’re my friend and I’m here to support you and that’s all there is to it.
 
   That being said, Danny, I’m not a psychologist, and I really think you need to start seeing one. I am only about to finish my second year of Psychology at uni, but one thing my professors have really hammered into me is that just taking the drugs won’t necessarily fix everything . . . or anything. The aim of medication is to treat the symptoms you’re feeling, whereas therapy aims to deal with the underlying causes as well as the symptoms. Sometimes the reason people are depressed is because of the way they think about one or more aspects of their life, but with Cognitive Behavioural Therapy, you can actually learn to rewire the way you think and thus make yourself look at things in a way that doesn’t make you feel so depressed. I know your mum has been telling you to see a psychologist too, so I think you should definitely do it. Maybe then you can conquer your depression for good and stop having so many relapses.
 
   Apart from that, Danny, just keep hanging in there. You’re so strong, you can get through this. Just keep fighting and you’ll beat it in the end. I know you will.
 
   Love always,
 
   Sylvia.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   In light of everything my mum and Sylvia were telling me, I scheduled another appointment to see Dr Kramenin.
 
   ‘Do you think I need to see a psychologist?’ I asked. ‘I’ve heard they can be really helpful – that sometimes the reason you’re depressed is because of the way you think about certain aspects of your life, and that therapy can, among other things, rewire the way you think so that you can look at things in a way that doesn’t make you feel depressed. What do you think? Would it be a good idea for me to see one?’
 
   Dr Kramenin shrugged his shoulders.
 
   ‘Danny, the reason that you’re depressed is because of your situation – struggling at uni and battling to get your book finished. If you change your situation, then you won’t feel depressed anymore. And for you, that means getting Chrysalis finished and doing well at uni. That’s the key to you beating your depression.’
 
   It’s what I’d been thinking all along: I’ve been depressed because I haven’t been achieving my goals, so if I achieve my goals then I won’t be depressed anymore. To me, that line of thinking made sense. So what’s the need to see a psychologist? I thought. I don’t need therapy to “change the way I think”, and in any sense, I’ve got Sylvia to talk through my problems with. Like she said in her last message, she’ll always be there for me, so seeing a psychologist would be redundant. It would only waste time that could better be spent working towards achieving my goals, so it would actually do harm rather than good. So it’s out of the question. No way am I going to see a psychologist.
 
   This was the first time – and unfortunately not the last – where I put my faith in Dr Kramenin’s hands and he fucked me over. 
 
   


 
   
 
  

July, 2009
 
   There were still days when I was horribly depressed, when I would’ve rather be anyone else than me, when I wanted to lock myself in my room and drink myself to death. But on the whole, I was feeling much better than I did when I got back from South America. The bad days were becoming fewer and farther between, and I was starting to return, ever so slowly, back into my usual confident, exuberant self. It was coming at the right time, too – Sylvia was an instructor at a holiday camp until September and barely had access to the internet, so she wouldn’t have been able to support me if I crashed and burned again.
 
   Without a doubt, the antidepressants were one reason why I’d been feeling a lot better. I’d definitely been more stable and level-headed since I’d been on them, instead of getting suicidal over the slightest thing all the time like I was before. But what’d also been great was having been able to settle into a routine where I got to spend the majority of the day doing what I loved: writing. As usual it filled me with enormous pleasure, and what’s more, around that time I started discovering how cathartic writing could be, which enabled me to enjoy it on a whole new level. It was interesting – over the course of the year, I found myself putting so much of my soul into my novel. For example, when my protagonist was living in a shanty town and struggling to make ends meet, I made him turn to alcohol to escape. When he failed to reach the target amount of money that he wanted to make in a day, I had him falling into depression. At one point, I had him on the edge of a bridge about to jump. Hell, even the relationship between the protagonist and his lover started to mirror mine and Sylvia’s, in the sense that it played a big role in helping him through his despair.
 
   It was no accident that this happened – nearly all artists explore their struggles through their work. It helps us deal with it in a way. When I was writing about how my protagonist overcame his alcoholism, it reminded me that I needed to keep it together and not relapse. When I was writing about how he didn’t jump off the bridge because he decided that he’d rather face his demons and beat them instead of running away, it reinforced the idea that I needed to stay strong and do the same. When I was writing about him achieving his dream at the end of the novel, it helped me remember that if I just kept working hard and never gave up, then I too could achieve mine. In this way, my protagonist became the man that I wanted to be. He helped give me strength, helped give me hope, helped me keep believing that my best days were ahead. He helped inspire me to keep on going.
 
   By July, the next draft was almost finished. I planned to send it to Nick by the end of the month.
 
   I really hope he says it’s ready to be published this time, I remember thinking.
 
   


 
   
 
  

August, 2009
 
   Dear Danny,
 
   First off, I’d like to say that this draft is much, much better than your last one. You really brought the time period to life, and a lot of the silly schoolboy symbolism you used beforehand was eliminated. The ending was far less contrived. Good job.
 
   However, I still feel you have a significant amount of work to do before you submit your novel for publication.
 
    
 
   Just like last time, Nick then went on to detail the problems with the draft. Firstly, he said that although my writing style had improved immensely, that the novel still wasn’t as well written as it needed to be. Secondly, the hardships that befell the protagonist occurred too close together, making large chunks of the novel too dark to be enjoyable. With regards to the main character falling in love with a black girl, Nick said that I still hadn’t portrayed the “racial” issue anywhere near well enough. He also said that the poetry still wasn’t up to scratch.
 
   Part of me was encouraged: Nick says it’s much better than my last draft, so that’s obviously a positive sign. It’s good that I’ve been improving, and because I’ll continue working hard and never give up, I have no doubt that one day, I’ll have produced a novel that’s worthy of being published. I really did believe that. What I was worried about, however, was my dwindling amount of time. What if I can’t make all these changes before uni starts? I stressed. Then I won’t get a High Distinction average. Then I’m going to be depressed. Then I’m going to want to kill myself again.
 
   I can’t put myself through that again, I thought. I just can’t. So come hell or high water, I need to get this book finished by the end of the year.
 
   


 
   
 
  

September, 2009
 
   I started getting involved in quite a bit of volunteer work in the second half of the year. In August I did the 40 Hour Famine to raise money for World Vision, and in September I signed up to participate in Movember to fundraise for prostate cancer research and the mental health charity Beyond Blue. I guess I felt like I was doing my bit, but I really wanted to be doing more.
 
   I kept thinking back to the poverty I saw in Peru: the skinny kids wearing World Vision clothes every day; the 10 year olds selling cigarettes on the streets at two o’clock in the morning on a school night; and the tiny homes made out of mud bricks. When I was there, I promised myself that I was going to make a difference once I got back to Sydney, so while I was raising money for Movember, I started looking into the feasibility of founding my own charity to help the people I worked with in Peru and others like them around the world. 
 
   ‘But is now really the best time for you to be starting up a charity?’ Mum questioned. ‘It’s a nice idea, but right now, you’re suffering from depression – you’re hardly in the best state of mind yourself. Don’t you think you should just focus on you for the time being and then worry about helping others once you’re 100% healthy?’
 
   I shook my head.
 
   ‘I am going through a hard time right now, but eventually I’m going to work my way out of it. I’m going to beat my depression. I’m going to be OK. But those kids . . . they need people to help them. They’re not in a position to be able to save themselves.’
 
   I paused.
 
   ‘I am in such a position to help them though, and I don’t want to put off doing so any longer. I want to help them now.’ 
 
   I paused again.
 
   ‘Every day those kids are suffering – when you look at it like that, I’ve already waited long enough.’
 
   


 
   
 
  

October, 2009
 
   I had my good days and my bad days, just like anyone else – but on my bad days I felt suicidal, and wanted nothing more than to put a gun to my head and blow my brains out. That was more or less the state of my depression in October, and I figured it to remain that way until I achieved my goals, because it was when I struggled to achieve them that I was sent spiralling into despair. With only one subject at uni at that point in time, my mood was basically pinned to my writing. If I felt like Chrysalis was on track to being well and truly finished by the start of the first semester of 2010, then I felt good. If I felt like it was still going to be at the draft stage, then I wanted to die. It was that simple, really.
 
   


 
   
 
  

November, 2009
 
   Towards the end of the year, I found myself developing feelings for Sylvia. I knew we lived on opposite sides of the world, I knew we’d been friends for years and it was a dangerous line to cross, but the heart wants what the heart wants. I just kept thinking about how she’d always been there for me, about how she’d always helped me in my hours of need. No matter what I’d told her she’d always stuck by me, lifting me up again, giving me hope, inspiring me to keep on fighting. Just like Olivia is for Jimmy, Sylvia was the most compassionate, genuine, caring girl I’d ever met, and I found myself wanting her, despite all the warning signs.
 
   She was coming back to Sydney for two weeks after Christmas. My plan was to wait until then and then tell her how I felt.
 
   


 
   
 
  

December, 2009
 
   When I sent the next draft of Chrysalis to Nick, I felt really good about it. I was confident that it was ready and that it wouldn’t leak into the upcoming semester. But all I could do was nervously wait and see.
 
   In the meantime, I founded my charity – I partnered with a friend and we made it happen. We called it the Open Skies Foundation, and once it was fully set up, we planned on funding projects that created sustainable change in Third World Countries. Our first one was going to be to build greenhouses in the villages I visited while I was in Peru; this would allow vegetables and flowers to be grown year-round instead of only 3-4 months a year using open air fields, and thus provide the community members with a sustainable source of food and income. But unfortunately we were still a while off from being able to fundraise, as there were a lot of burdensome and time-consuming legal and administrative hoops to jump through before we obtained the requisite license to do so. I really wish there didn’t have to be such a delay, I remember thinking. I really wish we could start right now. The urge to make a difference burned so strongly inside me, particularly whenever I saw an old photo of one of those kids wearing World Vision clothes in Peru. But as with everything else in my life, I knew that I had to be patient, and trust that everything would work out well in the end. Frank and I had a clear vision, and we were dedicated to growing Open Skies so that one day it would be operating in Third World Countries all over the world. That was our goal: to change hundreds of lives across the globe. It was not a commitment for the next month, or the next year, or even for the next decade, but rather a lifelong pledge to help those less fortunate than ourselves. Once again, it was those words that inspired me:
 
   ‘Remember, Danny: to whom much is given, much is expected.’
 
   


 
   
 
  

January, 2010
 
   We held each other in bed, gazing into one another’s eyes. It was the end of a two week fling – she was heading back to the States the next day.
 
   ‘What am I going to do without you?’ I asked seriously.
 
   She laughed.
 
   ‘What are you talking about?’
 
   I was thinking about how warm, how tender, how loving, how supportive she’d been through thick and thin. She was my rock, my saviour, and I couldn’t bear to see her go.
 
   ‘I’m going to miss you so much,’ I said. ‘Sydney won’t be the same without you.’
 
   ‘I’ll miss you too. But we’ll always have Facebook.’
 
   It didn’t seem like enough anymore. Our two weeks together had been amazing, and I’d fallen head over heels for her. How can we go back to talking only once or twice a week over the net? I thought.
 
   ‘Maybe I could come and visit you sometime?’ I asked.
 
   I expected her to be excited at the prospect, but instead she looked shocked.
 
   ‘Huh?’ she gaped.
 
   ‘Well, I’ve never been to mainland America before. You could show me around. It would be so nice to see you again.’
 
   She looked away.
 
   ‘Uh . . . well . . . I don’t know. Let’s not think about it right now, OK?’
 
   I looked into her eyes and smiled, still not sure what I’d done to deserve someone as caring as her.
 
   


 
   
 
  

February, 2010
 
   This is great! I thought. I just got my review back from Nick, and he says Chrysalis is more or less finished! All I have to do is make a few changes, tinker with a few scenes here and there, tidy up the writing style in various places and I’ll have a completed product! That’s incredible! Particularly after everything I’ve been through! It’s been such a long, slow, arduous process that’s really tested my resolve, but I got there in the end and here I am, soon to be submitting my manuscript to agents and publishers. I can’t wait!
 
   Uni’s also starting in a couple of weeks. I’m taking all third-year economics subjects, including all the honours stream ones. I’m not quite sure exactly what line of work I want to pursue in the corporate world, but I know it’s definitely not law. In fact, that’s why I’m taking the honours stream subjects – once I’ve finished this year and gotten my Bachelor of Commerce, I’m almost certain that I’m going to quit my law degree and do an honours year in economics, followed by a Masters of Applied Finance at hopefully Oxford or Cambridge or one of the Ivy League schools in the States. Honours in economics and then an MAF will have me very well placed to get a job at one of the top management consulting firms in the world, which is the industry I’m leaning towards entering. It all starts with this year though, and I want to smash a High Distinction average and finish my bachelors on a high. And now that I’ve more or less finished my novel I’m primed and ready for it. Bring it on!
 
   I feel as if I’m in a really good place right now. For the first time since uni started, I’m really pleased with the direction my corporate career, my writing and my charity work is heading in, and that’s something to really feel good about. Now that my goals are on track to being achieved, I feel like I’m back to my old self again. Once again I’m full of hope and confidence, brimming with energy, coursing with desire. And my depression? That’s long gone. Done, finished, kaput. Goodbye, you bitch. I’ve beaten you. You tried to break me but you couldn’t.
 
   With the benefit of hindsight, it is easy to see that ignorance is bliss.
 
   


 
   
 
  

PART III
 
   OR
 
   ‘THANK-YOU, DR GREGOR’
 
   OR
 
   ‘FUCK YOU, DR KRAMENIN’
 
   


 
   
 
  

March, 2010
 
   On the first day of my Advanced Microeconomics Honours class, the professor ran us through the course outline and the assessment regime before delving straight into game theory in extensive form. Within a few minutes I was horribly lost. I had no idea what was going on. I tried my best to catch up while the lecture continued:
 
   ‘It is imperative to note the critical distinction between actions and strategies. Suppose player “I” in an extensive form game has “L” information sets: “I.1”, “I.2” . . . “I.L” etcetera, and that she has a choice of MK actions at her “K-th” information set. Then, player “I” has “M1” x “M2” x . . . x “MK” strategies. If an agent has only one information set, strategies and actions are synonymous for that player. In particular, for a simultaneous-move game, the notions of strategies and actions coincide for each player.’
 
   I was so confused. What the fuck is he talking about? My notes were a mess – he was speaking far too quickly for me to get everything down. I scanned the room in panic, hoping to see everyone just as lost as I was, but they were all listening intently and calmly taking notes. Some students were even asking perceptive questions that pleased the lecturer. But I still had no idea what was going on. I started berating myself.
 
   What the fuck is wrong with me? How the fuck is it that everyone understands what’s going on except for me? Everyone here must be smarter than me. Hell, of course they’re smarter than me. I’m dumb. I’m an idiot. I’m a fuckwit. I’m a complete and utter failure.
 
   And the more I abused myself the less I could concentrate, and the less I could concentrate the more I fell behind. In two hours I hardly absorbed anything, and all my old demons – anxious dread, self-loathing and a lust for death – stormed back into my life and butchered my psyche.
 
   I left class feeling suicidal. Despair throttled me, as did that torturous uncertainty of not knowing whether or not I’d ever be able to douse depression’s roaring fires that once again were burning me alive. 
 
   For fuck’s sake! I thought I was cured! I felt cured. But I’m not. I’m as depressed as ever.
 
   I fought back tears.
 
   Will I ever get better? I fretted. Is this just the way I am? Am I forever destined to a life of excruciating misery?
 
   I went home and tried to work through the lecture material but I was too depressed to function. I took a break and tried again, but it was the same story all night long. Eventually I gave up and tried to get some sleep, although I should’ve known there was no chance of me being able to just shut my eyes and drift away. I was far too disturbed. I was far too terrified. I was in full-blown panic mode.
 
   I just couldn’t believe it.
 
   How the fuck can it be back?
 
   How the fuck can my depression possibly be back?
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Sylvia, where’ve you been? I’m going fucking mad here. My depression’s back and I don’t know what to do. What am I supposed to do? My doctor’s put me on a stronger antidepressant but it’s not making any difference. Nothing is. Fuck. Just please say something to help me. I’m going to pieces and I really need your support.
 
   Love,
 
   Danny.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I was more depressed than ever. It started on my first day back at uni when I left class feeling like a failure, and was multiplied by the horrifying reality that I’d never in fact conquered my depression and maybe never would. Feeling that depressed made it difficult to study, so I fell behind at uni, which made me even more depressed, which made it even more difficult to study, which made me even more depressed . . . and so the cycle went. The pain lasted for days at a time. To use Jimmy’s analogy in I Will Not Kill Myself, Olivia, I felt like a starving journeyman lost deep in a forest, blindly wandering in the hope of making it out alive. The journeyman has no food. He goes for three or four days, sometimes even a week, without eating. Eventually he’ll catch something, wolf it down, but it’s only a quick fix. Not long after he’ll be famished again. Replace hunger with depression and that was me. Food was my equivalent to all forms of escape: T.V., reading and masturbation. They were temporary as fuck. Depression always prevailed.
 
   I would think of suicide as much as the starving journeyman would think of food. We had the same goal, too: get through the day. Live til tomorrow. Sometimes that seemed too overwhelming, so I’d use the trick my addictions psychologist taught me and break it down into smaller sub-goals: just survive the next twelve hours. The next ten hours. Hold off killing yourself until then. It was so hard but I knew that I had to keep on fighting, I knew I couldn’t lose faith that one day I’d get better. Every day I prayed to the Lord: God . . . I am suffering . . . I am drained . . . please give me strength . . . please give me the fortitude to beat this illness. My life was such a disaster but I had not abandoned hope. That’s the one thing I had going for me. To steal another line from I Will Not Kill Myself, Olivia, hope and depression are bitter rivals until one inevitably defeats the other. As long as I had hope I was in with a shot.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Sylvia, what’s going on? I’ve tried texting you but you won’t reply to my messages. Everything’s so fucked up. I don’t know how to beat this illness and I’m just getting worse and worse and worse. I’m so lost. So confused. Help me. Please.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I kept floundering, kept sinking. One night in particular stands out in my mind. It was three in the morning. I lay on a couch paralysed with anguish. I was in so much mental agony that it was affecting me physically. I felt so heavy, so lethargic. I could hardly move. Hardly speak. Mum was beside me, clutching my hand. Tears were rolling down her cheeks.
 
   ‘D-Danny . . .’ she sobbed. ‘Danny pr-promise . . . promise me you’ll never . . . end your life . . .’
 
   She clenched my hand even tighter.
 
   ‘Do you promise?’
 
   I managed to move my head, nod ever so slightly.
 
   ‘Because if you do . . .’ she cried, ‘you might as well take me with you.’
 
   I knew I’d never do it. No matter how much I want to I can’t commit suicide, I thought. Suicide’s quitting. Suicide’s selfish. I am not a quitter, and I’m not going to leave my family without a brother and a son.
 
   ‘Don’t worry,’ I murmured. ‘I won’t.’
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Sylvia, what’s with you lately? You never reply to texts, take ages to reply to Facebook messages, and don’t want to talk on the phone. Something about you seems so . . . distant. Seems so foreign. It’s like I . . . don’t even know you anymore. Seriously, Sylvia . . . what’s going on?
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Look, Danny – maybe I have been distancing myself from you lately, but I have my reasons. You’re depending on me more and more and . . . I care about you, OK, and I want to be there for you – but you’ve got to understand that it’s putting a hell of a lot of pressure on me. I’m only human, Danny, and I’m not a qualified psychologist either. I’m your friend, OK? I’ve been supporting you as your friend and I want to keep doing so, but you have got to realise that it can be very hard for me, particularly when all you seem to feel is depressed these days. You’re not even seeing a psychologist, so you’re depending solely on me. Not to mention that your feelings for me are growing and growing and you’re contacting me at rapidly increasing rates and . . . look, it’s all just a lot of pressure, OK? It’s scary. It’s too much for me right now and I don’t know how to deal with it.
 
    
 
   Just like Olivia eventually does, Sylvia was beginning to reach the end of her tether.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   We talked back and forth for the next few days, but everything basically came to a boil. Sylvia was feeling uncomfortable about the extent to which I was coming to her with my problems and about how attached I was getting to her, and once she aired those sentiments, I felt too self-conscious and uncomfortable to talk to her at all. So that was pretty much the end of it.
 
   The timing couldn’t have been worse. As if I wasn’t depressed enough already, I’d now messed things up with Sylvia, a very important person in my life and my main support system. It was depression on top of depression. A whole new low.
 
   In a moment of reflection, I found myself thinking back over every attempt I’d made in the last two years to try and beat my illness: trying to drink my way out of it; working myself to exhaustion at uni and on my novel; snorting coke in South America; working my ass off again on my novel and at uni; depending on Sylvia for help and support. And where has it gotten me? I thought. I’m an alcoholic, suicidal on a daily basis, and I just lost Sylvia because I smothered her too much. 
 
   There was no escaping the cold hard reality:
 
   Nothing I have tried to beat my depression has worked. Every one of my attempts has failed.
 
   I released an exhausted sigh before reality landed me another kick in the balls:
 
   I don’t know how to fix my depression.
 
   Admit it: I’ve got no idea how to fix my depression.
 
   ‘Danny, will you please see a psychologist,’ my mother begged.
 
   I knew Dr Kramenin said I didn’t need to see one, but I felt like I was out of options. I was the most depressed I’d ever been, and I didn’t know where else to turn.
 
   ‘OK, Mum,’ I said. ‘I’ll see a psychologist.’
 
   


 
   
 
  

April, 2010
 
   It took all of my energy to heave myself out of bed and make it to my first appointment. I arrived at Dr Gregor’s office feeling dreadful, and sat slouched in the waiting room with my head lulled lethargically back against the wall until he called me in. He was a tall, middle-aged man with brown hair, an unassuming posture and soft, gentle features. His handshake was prolonged, full of the warm familiarity of a mate, and his smile was broad and friendly, inducing me to reciprocate even though I felt like shit. When he introduced himself he spoke in a calm, soothing voice and looked me earnestly in the eye. My immediate impression of him was that he was an amiable, down to earth bloke who wouldn’t judge me no matter what I told him.
 
   He led me from the waiting room into his office, where we sat down in comfortable arm chairs that faced each other. Then without further ado, I described to him everything I’d been through. I’d always thought it would be difficult – opening up my soul and sharing my darkest, innermost thoughts to a stranger – but Dr Gregor was warm and non-judgmental, and even if he wasn’t, I felt far too depressed to give a shit what he thought of me anyway.
 
   ‘And the worst part is,’ I finally summed up, ‘that I don’t know what more I can do to beat my depression. I’ve worked so hard on my book and at uni but it’s never enough. I always fall back into it. I keep thinking I’ve beaten it but it always comes back. I’ve tried everything to beat it but it always comes back.
 
   Dr Gregor frowned gently.
 
   ‘I don’t think that’s true, Danny,’ he said.
 
   ‘You don’t think what’s true?’
 
   ‘That you’ve tried everything you can to beat your depression.’
 
   ‘But I have,’ I insisted. ‘For two years I busted my ass but no combination of writing and studying worked to achieve my goals. Then I took a year off purely to write – I delayed my corporate career an entire year! – and that didn’t work either. And now I’m back at uni and trying my best but it’s still not enough. Nothing’s changed. I’ve worked as hard as I can but I’m still so depressed.’
 
   ‘That’s not what I mean,’ he said calmly.
 
   ‘What do you mean, then?’
 
   ‘In all the time you’ve been depressed – two years, now – have you ever once seen a psychologist?’
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   ‘For depression?’
 
   ‘No, for alcoholism.’
 
   ‘What about for depression?’
 
   ‘No.’
 
   ‘Never?’
 
   I shook my head.
 
   ‘This is my first ever session.’
 
   ‘Why didn’t you see a psychologist earlier?’ he asked.
 
   ‘Because I didn’t think I needed to. I thought that all I needed to do to beat my depression was to get a High Distinction average and get my novel published. I thought that after I achieved my goals I’d be happy again. That’s what my GP’s been telling me – fix your situation and you’ll stop feeling depressed.’
 
   Dr Gregor’s eyebrows jumped.
 
   ‘Your GP told you that?’
 
   ‘That’s what he always tells me.’
 
   Dr Gregor shook his head.
 
   ‘I don’t think that’s very good advice,’ he said.
 
   I was surprised.
 
   ‘How do you mean?’
 
   He sighed.
 
   ‘Let me put it this way: what’s going to happen if you don’t achieve your goals? Are you going to be depressed forever?’
 
   I flinched. It was such a brazen, confronting question.
 
   ‘I . . . I mean . . . I think I will achieve them. But if I don’t . . . if I don’t I’ll . . .’
 
   ‘Even if you do achieve them this time round, what about your goals after that? What if you struggle to achieve those, just like you’ve struggled with uni and your novel? Does that mean you’ll go through another huge bout of depression? And what about your goals after that, and the ones after that? Are you going to get depressed every time they don’t go 100% according to plan?’
 
   I was speechless. My whole world was crashing down around me. I was so sure that all I needed to do to beat my depression forever was to get a High Distinction average and get my novel published. That’s what Dr Kramenin had always told me, and to me, it had always made sense. But the questions Dr Gregor was asking me . . . I’d never thought of them before. And now that I was, my life seemed destined to be bereft of happiness. It seemed that my depression would keep coming back, again and again and again, until the day I died Consternation engulfed me. I was so scared that I literally wanted to puke.
 
   ‘Yes,’ I managed to croak.
 
   Dr Gregor nodded.
 
   ‘This is why the advice Dr Kramenin gave you wasn’t very good. All he told you to do to fix your depression was to change your situation, and as you can see, in your case at least, this would have set you up for a lifetime of relapses. Now, sometimes overcoming depression is as simple as changing your situation – but often the reason people suffer from depression is not actually because of their situation itself, but rather because of the way they think about their situation. And this is what I think your problem is – one of perception, as opposed to one of circumstance. You feel suicidal every time you struggle or “fail”, as you put it, to achieve your goals – and it doesn’t have to be this way. My role as your psychologist will be to help you get to the bottom of why “failing” to achieve your goals depresses you so much, and then help you to perceive this “failure” in a way that doesn’t make you feel depressed.’
 
   At the time, it seemed unimaginable. But I tried to be hopeful.
 
   ‘Do you really think I can get to that place?’ I asked.
 
   He nodded.
 
   ‘If you commit yourself to therapy, then I’m confident you can.’
 
   Our session eventually finished. I agreed to see Dr Gregor again at the end of the week, and we shook hands and parted. What he’d said sounded promising, but I just couldn’t for the life of me ever envision a world where not getting a High Distinction average or my novel published didn’t plunge me into a life-threatening bout of depression. Hell, in the state I was in then, anything but depression seemed impossible to fathom.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The new medication Dr Kramenin prescribed was giving me splitting headaches, so he placed me on a different one yet again – this time a relatively new drug that was part of the serotonin-norepinephrine reuptake inhibitor class of antidepressants. Mum was hysterical over it.
 
   ‘Danny, you should not be taking that medication! In Beyond Blue’s Clinical Practise Guidelines for Depression in Adolescents and Young Adults, it specifically states that for the type of drug you’ve been placed on, further research is required before any conclusions can be drawn about its effectiveness and harms. For this reason, its use is not recommended for adolescents or young adults under the age of 24.’
 
   ‘But Dr Kramenin prescribed it, so it must be OK.’
 
   ‘That does not mean it’s OK! All that proves is that he hasn’t read the guidelines!’
 
   ‘He’s the GP, Mum! I’m not going to go against what he says!’
 
   ‘I don’t care if he’s the GP! You need to tell him to change medications again! You can’t keep taking this one! You’re only twenty-one!’
 
   We argued about it for hours, and eventually I was able to get Mum off my back. She was still distraught about the antidepressant I was taking, but the matter of my medication was just one too many things for me to deal with at that point. 
 
   I’m just trying to get through the days without necking myself, I remember thinking. What medication I’m on is up to Dr Kramenin. It’s his job to make sure I’m taking the right one.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The days dragged along. This was the worst I’d ever felt. Period. There was no relief from the ceaseless dread. I could barely function. Paying attention in class was almost impossible. Studying was too overwhelming. I’d fallen absurdly behind. I hadn’t touched my book in days. I’d quit my job at the law firm, too – needed all my free time to try and catch up on uni. But there was never enough time. I was constantly exhausted. Drained of life. Depression sucked at my soul. My spirit withered. My goal for the day got broken down even further: just survive the next six hours. The next four hours. Hold off killing yourself until then.
 
   I’d previously thought I’d get better. I’d always thought it true that hope and depression were bitter rivals until one inevitably defeated the other, and I’d always thought that hope would win out in the end. But for the first time in my life, I was void of hope. I honestly believed that being depressed was just the way I was, and that being depressed was just the way I’d be, for the rest of my life. And because I was so convinced that I’d never get better, there seemed no point in fighting my illness. Instead of willing myself to “hang in there” because I believed that my suffering was temporary and that everything would be better one day, I comforted myself with the knowledge that human beings are not immortal. That I would die, one day. One special, glorious day. Then I could spend the rest of eternity mouldering in a grave, free from pain. You might be wondering why I didn’t just kill myself if I wholeheartedly believed that my future consisted of nothing more than excruciating misery. Well, first of all, I still was not a quitter. But more importantly, I didn’t want to hurt the people that loved me. 
 
   It’s not fair to commit suicide and ruin their lives, I thought. So I have to hold on. No matter how much it hurts me I have to hold on. 
 
   Hence why I drew comfort from the thought that one day I’d die and finally be free.
 
   When you’re that depressed, that insanely and utterly depressed that you genuinely believe you’ll suffer that acutely for the rest of your days, life seems to lack all purpose. After all, I remember thinking, what’s the point in working, fighting, striving for a better life if I’m sentenced to one of chronic anguish and despair? There is no better life. There is no life outside of pain. So what’s the point in doing anything but waiting until death finally arrives on my doorstep and whisks me away to the Promised Land? I was still studying, and I still planned on finishing my novel and trying to get it published, but it was more out of force of habit than anything else. My passion had been drained. My zest for life asphyxiated. I was like a ghost, just drifting through the ghastly days.
 
   ‘Shit! What’s wrong, mate?’ an old friend once said when I ran into him at uni. ‘Perk up, brother!’
 
   I was shocked. One of the most well-known attributes of depression is that it is entirely possible – and very common – to suffer horrifically without anybody knowing. But somehow without realising it, I’d crossed the line from a place where I was able to put on a front and fool people into thinking I wasn’t depressed to a place where I was so sick that it was obvious to people I hadn’t even seen for a year. When I got home I looked in the bathroom mirror, and realised that I was staring back at a man whose eyes were exhausted slits, whose whole face shrieked of agonising misery. I was staring back at a man whose spirit had been broken, whose soul had been destroyed. I was staring back at a man who, for all intents and purposes, was already dead.
 
    
 
   Three days later
 
    
 
   I’d always taken a lot of pride in being a fighter, which in my books, meant having a tremendous work ethic, relentless determination, and most importantly, a never-say-die attitude. And because I was a fighter, I’d always believed I could handle anything life threw at me, and that even though I may struggle and fall, I’d get up every time and succeed in the end. That’d been my MO, and that’s what I hung my confidence on.
 
   But drifting through life a spiritless, broken shell of a man?
 
   Giving up on happiness and resigning to a life of misery?
 
   Letting depression destroy the next 60 years of my life?
 
   That’s not fighting, I finally realised. That’s quitting. And that’s not me. I’m not going to let depression break me. Not now, not ever. I don’t know when, I don’t know how, but somehow I’m going to beat this illness and live a happy, healthy, fulfilling life.
 
   


 
   
 
  

May, 2010
 
   It took five intense weeks to understand the issue forming the crux of my depression – the “underlying issue”, as Dr Gregor chose to call it. Over that time we were able to dig deep into my psyche, and after analysing my behaviour and the way I thought, Dr Gregor concluded that the primary culprit of my depression was a very unhealthy level of perfectionism.
 
   ‘You relentlessly seek excellence, Danny, and you always set extremely challenging goals and then throw yourself into achieving them. Being perfectionistically goal-driven like this is fine in and of itself, but the problem with you is that you measure your self-worth entirely in terms of whether or not you achieve these goals. If you don’t achieve a goal that you set out to achieve – like getting a High Distinction average or getting your novel published by a particular point in time – you hate yourself. You feel worthless and inadequate. You feel like a failure. And you feel this pain so intensely that you’d rather be dead.
 
   ‘You’re human, Danny, and humans, by our very composition, are not perfect. Humans make mistakes. Humans don’t always achieve their goals. You need to accept this, and not be so hard on yourself. You need to accept this, and be able to love yourself regardless. You need to be able to love yourself regardless of how you go in your uni exams and no matter what happens with your novel. Even if you fail every exam for the rest of your degree and your novel never gets published, you should still be able to love yourself. You should be able to find elements of yourself that you love that will be there no matter what. That will let you love yourself no matter what.’
 
   He paused for a moment.
 
   ‘If you can do this, then I think you’ll go a long way towards conquering your depression.’
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Over the next several days, I managed to find things about myself that I liked. The fact that it took me an entire week to do so may seem downright absurd to you – maybe you can list a dozen things you like about yourself right off the top of your head. But me? I sure as hell couldn’t do it. It wasn’t something I’d ever considered before. All that mattered to me was whether or not I was achieving my goals. If I was, or was on track to, then I loved myself. If I hadn’t, or was not on track to, then I hated myself. The concept of loving myself regardless of whether or not I succeeded was completely foreign to me.
 
   But after a long time pondering, I finally had a list written:
 
    
 
   I like it that I’m a kind person – someone who always treats other people with respect.
 
   I like it that I’m an honest person who acts with integrity.
 
   I like it that I’m compassionate and that I do volunteer work to try and help other people less fortunate than myself.
 
   I like it that I have the determination and the work ethic to pursue my dreams through to completion.
 
   I like the fact that I’m a positive person. I like the fact that even after everything I’ve been though, I still feel tremendously blessed, still feel immensely fortunate to have everything the Lord has bestowed upon me. I like the fact that instead of thinking of myself as unlucky for having suffered such a severe depression, I think of myself as lucky for having all the support I’m getting to help me beat it.
 
   I like it that I’m religious – that I have God in my life to guide me and to keep me safe. I like it that I trust Him so deeply that I’m faithful no matter what. 
 
   I like it that I’m a fighter. I like it that I can handle everything life throws at me, and that even though I may struggle and fall, I have the strength to get up every time and beat it in the end.
 
    
 
   And when I focused on those things, I could actually see that there really was a lot to love about me. 
 
   I actually am a good person, I thought. And this really is true, regardless of what my marks are at uni or whether or not my novel ever gets published. These are the reasons why I can love myself, and whether I succeed or fail has nothing to do with it.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   For the next few days it was all I could think about – this idea of thinking of myself as an inherently good person and loving myself regardless of whether I succeeded or failed. And its strength, its conviction, only grew with time. For the first time in a very long time I was really able to see the good in me, and now that I could, I didn’t feel worthless anymore. I didn’t hate myself. I didn’t feel inadequate. Instead, I felt confident, and proud of myself. And I didn’t feel depressed at all.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I shared my psychological epiphany with Dr Gregor the next time I saw him. 
 
   ‘This is excellent, Danny,’ he said. ‘Measuring your self-worth entirely in terms of productivity and accomplishment is not healthy – but this – what you’ve just told me – is. And combined with you taking your new medication which now seems to be working, I think it’s the key to you overcoming your depression.’
 
   Hearing that made me feel so empowered, so unburdened. But it also made me feel a pang of unease.
 
   ‘But Dr Gregor . . . I like being a perfectionist. I like setting challenging goals for myself and then working hard to achieve them. Are you saying that it’s not healthy to do that?’
 
   He shook his head.
 
   ‘Of course not, Danny. It’s perfectly healthy to have goals and to pursue them passionately. It’s good, even, and you should continue to do it. But it’s critical that you love yourself, regardless of whether or not you achieve those goals.’
 
   He paused.
 
   ‘There are many good aspects of perfectionism, Danny. Like we’ve said, it obviously pushes one to strive for excellence and to reach their true potential. And in your case, I suspect it was the underlying reason why you never killed yourself. To you, suicide would’ve been quitting – the ultimate failure. And there is nothing, nothing a perfectionist hates more than failing.’
 
   He paused again.
 
   ‘It’s a double-edged sword, perfectionism. The challenge for you, Danny, is going to be to retain the positives of it while banishing the negatives. And if you can remember and apply what we’ve talked about today, then I think you’ll be able to do it. I know you’ll be able to do it.’
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Two weeks later, I was waiting at my computer to get the results of my Mathematical Economics mid-semester exam mark back. Due to my work with Dr Gregor I’d been feeling much better over the last few weeks, and with a few all-nighters and help from my friends, I was able to catch up on most of the uni work I’d missed out on. I’d done well in my mid-semester exams so far, getting 80% for Monetary Economics, 88% for Advanced Microeconomics Honours, and 90% for Regression Modelling. I’d run out of time to properly catch up on Math Econ, so I knew I wouldn’t go as well in that – but I was hopeful I could scrape together a 75 and, due to the other exams being worth more, have my marks balance out to a High Distinction average.
 
   Five PM came. I logged in and went to the “Exam Results” section.
 
   Nine out of 20.
 
   Nine.
 
   Forty-five per cent.
 
   A fail.
 
   I couldn’t believe it. I’d never failed an exam at uni before. Never even come close. I was absolutely gutted. Fucking hell, I thought. A mark like this is really going to drag my average down. It’s really going to make it difficult to get a High Distinction average this semester. This is bad. This is fucked. Fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck.
 
   I stewed in disappointment for the next half an hour before deciding to get laced up and head to the gym. I popped into the bathroom before I went, and then it hit me while I was taking a piss.
 
   Wow! I actually exclaimed out loud. I just got a shocking exam mark and I didn’t go to pieces! I didn’t abuse myself! I don’t feel inadequate. I don’t feel suicidal. I only feel disappointed. Not depressed – just disappointed!
 
   I could hardly believe it. Before I saw Dr Gregor, an exam mark like that would’ve destroyed me. It would’ve made me feel horribly inadequate and plunged me into an almost suicidal depression. But now, all I felt was disappointment – a perfectly healthy emotion. I’ve had a setback, yes, I thought, but that doesn’t mean I’m worthless. It doesn’t mean I’m a failure. I’ll learn where I went wrong, I’ll do better next time, and I’ll go on to live a happy, fulfilling life. That’s all there is to it.
 
   Wow, I thought to myself. I never thought I’d say this on a day I failed an exam, but I actually feel great right now. I think I’ve finally conquered my demons. God sent me a huge test, and I passed with flying colours! Regardless of how I went in my exam today, I truly have succeeded.
 
   I never thought I’d say that, either.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I told Dr Gregor what happened with my exam mark at our appointment a few days later.
 
   ‘That’s great, Danny!’ he beamed. ‘That’s really, really great.’
 
   I was beaming too. The high hadn’t worn off yet.
 
   ‘I feel really good,’ I said. ‘I think I’ve actually conquered my depression. Once and for all, this time.’
 
   Dr Gregor nodded.
 
   ‘You’ve done exceptionally well in these last couple of months, Danny. You came to me an emotional wreck, and you’ve transformed yourself into a brand new man. You ought to be congratulated. I know it hasn’t been easy but you’ve done a great job.’
 
   I smiled at him gratefully.
 
   ‘Thank-you so much for all your help, Dr Gregor. Like you said I was such a mess when I first came to see you, but now I really do feel well again.’
 
   I paused for a moment, looking him earnestly, emotionally in the eye.
 
   ‘You’ve saved my life,’ I said.
 
   He smiled at me and we shared a warm moment together.


 
   
 
  

July, 2010
 
   Halfway through the year, I finally finished Chrysalis. It took me the rest of the semester plus all of the holiday break, but I eventually managed to work in all of Nick’s comments and do enough final read-throughs for me to be entirely happy with it and feel that at last it was ready to submit to literary agents. The way it usually worked was that you had to submit a one page “query letter” describing your novel; based on that, the agent might ask to read your manuscript, and if they liked it, they might offer to represent you. Once you’ve been signed, your agent would then present your work to publishing houses to try and get you a deal. It would be a long process, and it all began with the query letter, so I started reading everything I could find on the internet about how best to write them, after which I planned to write, rewrite and profusely edit my own. It was kind of like writing a second novel in the sense that it had to be as close to perfect as possible before you submitted it to an agent. You could write a great book but if the query letter wasn’t up to par then you wouldn’t get anywhere, so it was well worth taking the time to get it right.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Uni was due to start at the end of July, and once again I was aiming to get that so far elusive High Distinction average. I got almost 80% in the first semester, which, while disappointing, Dr Gregor had taught me to view as actually pretty good, considering the circumstances. That was something we were constantly working on – trying to get me to not be so hard on myself, to offer myself compassion, to learn to think of things in shades of grey rather than so black and white. No more 80% < 85% = fail. Rather, it’s good, considering that for half the semester I was really sick, and now that I’m well again I’ll work hard to achieve my goal this time. That sort of stuff.
 
   I felt good at the time. I could feel myself getting healthier and healthier, due to all the therapy I’d been continuing to do, and I was excited to embark upon my publication journey and jump right back into uni. I felt it was time to start a new chapter in my life, one where I was depression-free and ready to achieve my goals.
 
   


 
   
 
  

August, 2010
 
   Mum was still stressing out about the medication I was on.
 
   ‘You shouldn’t be taking this antidepressant, Danny! You’re too young! Like I keep trying to tell you, it’s not recommended for young adults under the age of 24!’
 
   ‘Mum I’m sick of talking about this! I’m doing well now – I don’t want to change medications. And Dr Kramenin doesn’t want me to, either.’
 
   ‘Dr Kramenin hasn’t read the research! He’s got no idea what he’s doing! Don’t you get it? Not enough research has been done on this drug to know its effects on young adults under 24! You’re like a guinea pig! Who knows what’s going to happen down the line?’
 
   ‘Dr Kramenin said it’s fine.’
 
   ‘Dr Kramenin doesn’t know what he’s doing!’
 
   ‘Mum can you just drop it?’
 
   ‘But Danny – ’
 
   ‘I said drop it, Mum! I told you – I’m sick of talking about this!’
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Throughout the year, my co-founder and I had been working hard to get Open Skies off the ground. We were making progress, but unfortunately everything was moving at a snail’s pace. We were still waiting on receiving the government’s approval for our License to Fundraise, and until then were forced to play the waiting game with great frustration. In the meantime though, I’d started doing volunteer work at 180 Degrees Consulting, which is a non-profit organisation that does pro-bono work for other NGOs. The first project I was assigned to do was to work closely with a charity that combatted violence against women. Broadly speaking, my team’s role was to advise them how to achieve their objectives more efficiently, so we started breaking down the organisation into its various components and analysing where improvements could be made. Just like the previous charity work I’d done, it was a very eye-opening experience – as the project progressed, I gained a much deeper appreciation of the hardship that battered women endure, and also of some of the reasons why many victims can’t just simply “pack their bags and leave” – often they have nowhere to go, are financially dependent on their abuser, think their abuser will kill them if they do, or can’t bear to leave their children behind. In the same way witnessing Peru’s confronting poverty did, learning about the suffering of these poor women shed even more light on just how lucky I really was, and further strengthened my belief that as someone who’d been tremendously blessed, it was my obligation to help those less fortunate than myself. Open Skies was my baby, my pet project, and as soon as we got our License to Fundraise I hoped to do incredible things with it – but in the meantime, I still wanted to do whatever I could to help others in need.
 
   


 
   
 
  

September, 2010
 
   Things were still a mess with Sylvia. We tried to work through it but couldn’t make any headway, and by September we weren’t speaking at all. It’d been bothering me, so I started talking to Dr Gregor about it.
 
   ‘I think the problem you guys had is that you had a very uneven relationship – and what I mean by that is that Sylvia was more your de facto therapist than your friend. You came to her with all your problems and she helped you through them, and the more this happened, the more you came to depend on her, the more emotionally attached you became to her, the higher a pedestal you placed her on and the more you thought of her as some sort of angel of healing, and the more, I suspect, she thought of you as something along the lines of a mentally ill patient in need of help. It got to the stage where you became needy and started asking too much of her, and that made her feel pressured and scared and she started putting up barriers, and when that started happening, it bothered you to such an extent that you felt too uncomfortable to ever open up to her again. And the end result is that you’re no longer talking to each other.’
 
   I was confused – not about Dr Gregor’s analysis of mine and Sylvia’s relationship specifically, but about the general conclusion that it seemed to be implying.
 
   ‘But then . . . but then are you saying that it’s not healthy to turn to a friend or a partner or whoever for support? Are you saying that it’s healthier to just keep to yourself?’
 
   He shook his head.
 
   ‘Of course not, Danny. You never want to keep things bottled up inside you. It’s good to talk to your friends, your partner and your family and to have their support, but when you have a mental illness, it’s never good to rely on someone to such an extent that they become a substitute for a psychologist – which is exactly what was happening with you and Sylvia. It’s not good for the relationship, as you’ve seen, and it’s also detrimental to you on a broader level. When you have a mental illness and you rely on someone as a substitute for a psychologist, then you’re not getting the help you need. Love and support from the people closest to you is invaluable, but it can’t take the place of professional help. It needs to be in addition to it, not as a replacement for it. Think about it, Danny: if you had a physical illness or injury – a broken leg, diabetes or cancer for example – you’d never refuse professional help and rely solely on the support of your loved ones to get through it. And it’s exactly the same with a mental illness – nothing should take the place of professional help.’
 
   I nodded. It made sense, and I wished it was something I’d known earlier. It reminded me of that old adage “experience is the comb life gives you once you’re already bald”.
 
   We kept talking.
 
   ‘So do you think I’ll ever be able to be friends with Sylvia again?’ I asked.
 
   Dr Gregor nodded.
 
   ‘If you’re both able to put the past behind you and start fresh, then I think you’ll be fine. But don’t rush it. Give it time. You’re doing well now, Danny – the best advice I can give you is to just keep doing what you’re doing. Keep focusing on getting better, keep honing your coping mechanisms so you don’t have any relapses. Then you can see how things stand with Sylvia when the right time comes.’
 
    
 
   To bring this sub-story to a close, it was a couple of years before we reconciled, but in 2013 Sylvia and I were able to start fresh and are now friends again. Just like Dr Gregor said, all we needed was time.
 
   


 
   
 
  

October, 2010
 
   So after a lot of thinking, I finally settled on what I wanted to do in the corporate world: become a management consultant. According to my classmates and all the recruiters from the big firms who were always visiting the campus, you basically got paid a ton of money to travel all over the world and consult on a multitude of fascinating projects for a diverse range of organisations. It sounded great, particularly the part about getting paid a heap of money. I could live the life I’ve always envisioned! I thought excitedly. I could own a big house on the harbour, have a couple of sports cars parked in the garage, and take my family on overseas holidays every year! How cool would that be?
 
   There was no one path to take to become a management consultant, but I planned on doing Economics Honours in 2011 followed by a Masters of Applied Finance at Oxford or Cambridge or one of the Ivy League schools in America. By then I would’ve had more than enough education under my belt to get a job at one of the top tier firms.
 
   I decided not to finish my law degree. I found it dry and unenjoyable and it wasn’t where my strengths lay. So I applied for honours and planned on quitting law as soon as I’d been officially accepted. But until then I had to focus on my bachelors. My exams were only a couple of weeks away, and I wanted to smash them and end my degree on a high.
 
   


 
   
 
  

November, 2010
 
   How the fuck can this still be happening? After all I’ve been through . . . after all I’ve done to get better . . . how, for fuck’s sake, how?
 
   I was suicidal again. 
 
   For the first five days of November I was horribly depressed, and what was most bewildering was that I didn’t know why. Unlike before, my depression didn’t seem in the slightest bit related to my perfectionism. Whenever I’d been depressed in the past, it was because I thought I’d failed at something. I could always point to a “cause” – like a bad book review or an exam mark below 85%. But this time there was no such cause. I’d just wake up and want to die – that’s it. And for that reason, I couldn’t use any of the techniques Dr Gregor had taught me to work through my despair. Being reminded of all the reasons why I ought to love myself wasn’t working this time.
 
   I was so shocked. So mind-numbingly terrified. For fuck’s sake! I stressed. How could I feel so well again, feel so certain that I’d overcome my depression, only to have the urge to kill myself again? It’s been three years now! I’m working with my psychologist, I’m taking my medication – what more can I possibly do? Back came all the petrifying questions, the ones that would nosedive me even deeper into depression and chill me to the bone:
 
   Will I ever beat this illness?
 
   Is this just the way I am?
 
   Am I destined to live a life that’s forever riddled with suffering and despair?
 
   Who knows? Who the fuck knows?
 
   I wish I could kill myself, I remember thinking. I wish I didn’t have any family so that I could just blow my brains out and nobody would care.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Then all of a sudden, life was sublimely rapturous.
 
   The days are so beautiful! I remember thinking. I’m so lucky to be alive! God, thank-you for the gift of life! For giving me the senses to be able to see, smell, hear, taste and touch this beautiful planet that you’ve graced us with! Thank-you for blessing me with everything anyone could possibly want! And please help everybody who’s less fortunate than me . . . please help everybody who didn’t wake up this morning feeling that today is a glorious gift from above!
 
   Wow! The world is just perfect! It’s such a splendiferous oasis! Such a magnificent confluence of beauty! Like Victoria Park next to uni! I love just strolling around and marvelling at the gorgeous green grass, smiling at the ducks in the pond, picking flowers off the jacaranda trees and twirling them hypnotically between my fingers, which is seriously like, the most beautiful thing in the world. And how about technology these days! I mean talk about incredible! The fact that we can speak to people on the other side of the planet is absolutely amazing! I was chatting to an old flame the other day and I was just thinking, “how are we not together?” Like seriously, we would be so good for each other! It’s like that letter I sent her last year with the flowers, when I was talking about picking them all and laying them at her proverbial feet, and it just made so much sense, and it still makes so much sense, because I’ll treat her so well, and she gets me, like we really click! I don’t know what my brother’s talking about, saying that it doesn’t make any sense. He doesn’t make any sense! He doesn’t understand how beautiful the world is! He doesn’t understand how deliriously happy I am! Like, wow! This is the best I’ve ever felt in my entire life! I feel so invincible! So strong! So powerful! So indestructible! When I look up into the sky and sense the Lord’s presence, it’s like we’re the same. I feel like God! I feel like God! I am so insurmountable that I feel like God!
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   And then I was depressed again.
 
   I was depressed two days before my first final year exam.
 
   I was depressed two days after the most blissfully happy week of my life.
 
   And I still had no idea how. 
 
   What the fuck is going on? I remember thinking. What the fuck is wrong with me?
 
   I was back in wanting-to-die mode, more so than ever before. I tried to escape through life’s momentary pleasures: masturbating; over-eating; sleeping, if I could manage to get it. But it never lasted beyond the moment. Depression always prevailed.
 
   I wish I didn’t have any family, I kept thinking. Then I could just end it.
 
   At the time, I remember feeling that love was a terrible burden.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   A week later, I was back to being high as a kite. I felt so energetic, so vivacious, so almighty again. Dr Gregor said I was exhibiting classic symptoms of bipolar disorder – a condition where, when untreated, the sufferer oscillates between the nodes of extreme depression and extreme mania. I seemed to fit the description, but psychologists provide therapy as opposed to diagnose mental illnesses, so Dr Gregor advised me to see a psychiatrist. I really hoped someone could figure out what was wrong with me. I felt so wildly unstable, so horrifically disturbed. And the “mania”, if that’s in fact what my highs were, was really starting to freak the shit out of me. I liked it at first, I think because I was so relieved not to be depressed anymore. But after a while it was just plain fucking scary.
 
   Feeling that I’m a superhero?
 
   That I’m the greatest human being on earth?
 
   That I’m as powerful as God?
 
   Like what the fuck! That’s so ridiculous! I mean seriously, what the fuck is wrong with me? I’m crazy! I’m actually crazy!
 
   And the worst part was that I was actually aware of it. I knew that I’d lost my mind. I knew that I’d gone completely mad.
 
   It was the most confronting, horrifying experience I’d ever had in my life. I’d rather have been suicidal any day.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Got my wish – six days later I wanted to kill myself again.
 
   I remember trying to study in a group for my exam the following day . . . made progress, but I knew my depression was right there, ready to swarm.
 
   I had dinner with my parents afterwards. I could no longer run from it. The beast throttled me, reduced me to a blob of agony. Mum and Dad spoke to me but I couldn’t talk back. I just didn’t have it in me. I was too drained. Too exhausted. There was nothing left but pain. 
 
   


 
   
 
  

The next day
 
   Woke up feeling ghastly. Dad drove me to uni for my exam. Silence all the way. 
 
   He dropped me off. I dragged myself to the exam room in a soulless, debilitated shuffle. When I got there I fell to the floor, sat slumped against the wall. My classmates talked to me, asked me questions, but still . . . nothing.
 
   We got called in.
 
   ‘Ten minutes reading time, starting now,’ the announcer said.
 
   I tried to read. I understood the words on their own, but put together they made no sense. I flicked through the exam. Not much of it did.
 
   The exam itself began. I reread questions I knew I’d studied for, but in the moment the answers were a blur. I felt like I was in a trance. The world seemed a black hole. A vacuum of agony. I couldn’t see any escape. The only possible salvation seemed death.  
 
   I scribbled down a few answers before the end of the exam.
 
   ‘How did you go?’ one of my friends asked. But I just shook my head and shuffled spiritlessly away.
 
   I pulled myself into the streets. It was pouring down with rain. I had no idea what to do next. Should I go home? Go back to uni and study? Go to a coffee shop? Call a friend? Get smashed at a bar? Every possibility seemed brutally unbearable. The only one that didn’t was killing myself. As you know, I’d always thought suicide was selfish, because even though it might’ve given me peace, I knew it would’ve left my family in ruins. But right then, on what was, unquestionably, the worst day of my life to date, I started to think that maybe I was wrong. I started to think that perhaps I’d been too narrow-minded.
 
   Because I swear, I vividly remember thinking, if my family knew how depressed I am right now . . . if they could comprehend the gut-wrenching severity of the pain I’m in . . . I swear they’d want me to put myself out of my misery. I swear they’d want me to end it all and finally be free.
 
   It was a dangerous revelation.
 
   Does this mean I can die now? I thought. Guilt-free and with my family’s blessing?
 
   I stopped walking, let the rain pound down on top of me.
 
   Can I do it? Can I really kill myself? Jump in front of a speeding car and join the rest of the road toll casualties?
 
   I stood at a right angle to the road, watched the cars zooming by.
 
   Is this really it? Can I really end it all right here?
 
   My mind was a warzone. So much conflict. But eventually there emerged a definite answer.
 
   No.
 
   I can’t do it.
 
   It’s the answer I’d always reached, but this time, the reason was different.
 
   It wasn’t for me.
 
   It wasn’t even for my family.
 
   It was for those less fortunate than me.
 
   Regardless of how depressed I feel right now, I thought, I know that I’ve been tremendously blessed: with a loving, supportive family; with First World privileges; and with the opportunity and the ability to do whatever I want to in life. Regardless of how I feel right now, I have had a lot bestowed upon me, and I have to use my good fortune to help others who aren’t as immensely privileged as I am. If I kill myself, Open Skies will disband. All the charity work I’d planned on doing will never get done. I’d be abandoning all the people I have the capacity to help. And no matter how much pain I’m in I just can’t do that. To whom much is given, much is expected. I can’t kill myself. Not now, not ever.
 
   I felt it so strongly, with such paramount force that it couldn’t be doubted. It was as if it was a calling, a message from God in my hour of need:
 
    
 
   I put you on this earth for a reason, Danny. You can’t leave it. There’s so much work that you need to do . . . 
 
    
 
   So I stepped away from the road. I called my mum.
 
   ‘Hello?’
 
   ‘Ma . . .’ I croaked.
 
   ‘Danny? Are you alright?’
 
   I murmured something inaudible.
 
   ‘Danny?’ she panicked. ‘Is everything OK?’
 
   ‘Come and get me . . . please. Wynyard.’
 
   I met her there, crawled into the car, muttered in broken sentences what happened. 
 
   ‘Danny, we would never want you to kill yourself!’ she stressed. ‘Never, ever, ever, ever! Suicide is a permanent solution to a temporary problem! You know that, don’t you?’
 
   I eventually managed to nod my head. From the corner of my barely opened eye, I saw Mum fighting back tears as she tried to drive through the rain. At some point she pulled over to call my dad. She talked to him while I sat motionless in the front seat.
 
   After a long time, she finally hung up. 
 
   ‘Danny . . .’ she murmured. ‘Danny we think . . . we think it’s time you be admitted to hospital.’
 
   She paused solemnly.
 
   ‘What do you think?’
 
   I just wanted to get better. I was so tired of feeling sick and I just wanted to get better.
 
   ‘OK,’ I managed to say. ‘I’ll go to hospital.’
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Arrangements were made and I was placed on the waiting list for a psych ward recommended by Dr Gregor, in all likelihood to be admitted in the next couple of days. Just knowing that I was about to go to a place where I could get better was enough to lift my spirits, so much so that I could crack a smile here and there and even joke around a bit with my brother. The way I saw it, going to hospital was a reason to be positive. In hospital, I’d have daily access to a psychiatrist, I’d be doing group therapy two or three times a day, and I’d have nothing to focus on except getting well again.
 
   With all the support I’m going to get, hopefully I can get healthy again and return to life a healthy, stable human being, I thought.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Mum drove me to the hospital. I filled out some forms at reception and was then shown to my four person dorm. I sat pensively on the bed, waiting for my appointment with one of the in-house psychiatrists. It may sound a little strange, but I actually found myself hoping that she’d diagnose me with bipolar disorder. Of course it wasn’t an illness that I wanted to have, but at least it would explain why the previous month had been so consummately fucked up, and hopefully with the right treatment I’d be able to get better. Being in that limbo where I didn’t know what was wrong with me, where I oscillated from being horrifically depressed to being mad as a hatter . . . I couldn’t take it anymore. I was desperate for answers. Sometimes anything’s better than not knowing. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   An hour later, I saw the psychiatrist and told her everything, and she concluded that I had “medicine-induced bipolar disorder”. The bipolar part didn’t come as a surprise, but the “medicine-induced” part was a hell of a shock.
 
   ‘What . . . what do you mean, exactly?’ I asked.
 
   ‘The medication you were taking had a bad reaction with your brain, and it’s caused you to develop bipolar disorder,’ she said.
 
   So it turned out that Mum was right – I should never have been taking that medication. My doctor was a quack. A bad apple. A person who I trusted who then completely fucked me over. You’d think I would’ve been furious at him, but anger was really the furthest emotion from my mind. Hell, I’d just been told that I had a life-threatening illness – did it really matter how I got it? I just wanted to do whatever it took to get it under control. I wasn’t going to dwell on how it happened or feel pissed off or bitter or sorry for myself. I knew that wouldn’t get me anywhere. Instead, I was going to focus on getting myself healthy. Anything that was taking away from that was just wasted energy.
 
   The psychiatrist and I kept talking.
 
   ‘Is bipolar disorder a permanent illness?’ I asked. ‘I know depression is generally more of a temporary affliction – something one often suffers from for a period of time before they at some point overcome it. But how long does bipolar disorder usually last for?’
 
   I swallowed apprehensively.
 
   ‘Is it something I’ll have to battle for the rest of my life?’
 
   ‘It’s hard to say, Danny,’ the psychiatrist said. ‘Most people who have it do need treatment for the rest of their lives. But in saying that, bipolar disorder is very manageable. Through a combination of medication, therapy and maintaining an active, healthy lifestyle, many patients become stable enough that they can live a happy life that isn’t impeded by their illness.’
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   After five days at the psych ward, I began to feel immensely better. When I switched from the antidepressant to a mood stabilising medication I stopped feeling suffocated by depression, and also ceased to experience the madness of mania. For the first time in weeks I was on a fairly even keel, and felt like I could think clearly again. Things were definitely looking up.
 
   But in saying that, I found myself living in constant trepidation. Every day I’d go to group therapy and see 30, 40, 50, 60 and 70 year olds tell the same old stories:
 
   ‘I’ve been depressed for the better part of my adulthood.’
 
   ‘My bipolar disorder has had me in and out of hospital ever since I was 25.’
 
   ‘Mental illness is just a part of who I am. I’ve learned to live with it, but I know I’ll never beat it. It will be with me until the day I die.’
 
   Being in the psych ward made me realise that this was my biggest fear: being forever shackled by my illness. Not being able to live a normal life. Hell, just not being happy. I would never give up on happiness – after everything I’d been through, I knew that about myself. But what if the balance of chemicals in my brain prevents happiness from ever being possible? I thought. What if my life is genetically predetermined to be a ghastly rollercoaster where I oscillate between insufferable depression and delusional madness? What if my destiny is this: a psych ward. I feel much better now, but how long will it last? Is a relapse through hell inevitable?
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   But after ten days in hospital, I had my answer.
 
   No.
 
   My brain chemicals do not control my destiny.
 
   I – Danny Baker – control my destiny.
 
   Through group therapy, I learned a lot more about the 30, 40, 50, 60 and 70 year olds who had been persecuted by their illness for decades of their life.
 
   A lot of them drank.
 
   Many of them were overweight, continued to eat unhealthily, and admitted to not exercising.
 
   They had only tried a handful of medications.
 
   They had only read one or two self-help books.
 
   They didn’t actively see a psychologist and never had for an extended period of time.
 
   I was so surprised when I heard this. All I could think was, how can they have such a serious illness and not do any of the right things to combat it? At some point I delicately asked as much.
 
   ‘I saw a psychologist for a couple of sessions, but I didn’t like it much so I stopped going,’ one said.
 
   ‘Self-help books are a drag.’
 
   ‘I like eating junk food.’
 
   ‘Exercise is hard work!’
 
   ‘I’ve tried a few different medications. None of them worked.’
 
   And the most universal conclusion:
 
   ‘Depression is just a part of me. I’ve accepted it. I know I’ll probably be back in this psych ward next year sometime, but that’s just who I am. Why fight it?’
 
   I was flabbergasted. I couldn’t believe it. I felt like saying:
 
   ‘Mate! It doesn’t have to be who you are! There are dozens of different medications on the market – how do you know that one of the ones you haven’t tried won’t work?
 
   ‘You live in Sydney – there are hundreds of different psychologists here. You’ve tried a couple, but how do you know that another one won’t be able to help you?
 
   ‘What about all those self-help books? There are dozens of them written by some of the best psychologists in the world. Thousands of people have claimed that they’ve changed their life. Isn’t it possible that you might get something out of them?
 
   ‘And eating healthily, sleeping well, exercising frequently and not drinking are the most basic principles of managing a mental illness. Don’t you think you’d feel better if you abided by them?
 
   ‘How can you just surrender yourself to your illness before you’ve thrown everything but the kitchen sink at it? There’s so much you haven’t tried. You’ve barely scratched the surface. You can fight it! You can beat it! Depression does not have to be destiny!’
 
   But I couldn’t be so blunt. The most I could do was gently ask if one of these options may be of help to them. So I did. They shrugged. Someone changed the subject and that was the end of it.
 
   And that’s when I reached the conclusion that I controlled my own destiny. Depression and mania and psych wards do not have to be a permanent feature of my life, I realised, because the means exist for me to conquer this illness. The means exist for me to live a happy, healthy life like any other bipolar-free person, and if I do the right things, I will. So for the rest of my life I will eat healthily, exercise frequently, and lay off the grog and other substances. I will never stop honing the techniques I’ve learned to prevent me from getting manic or depressed. I currently feel stable on the medication I’m on, but if at some point down the line I find myself struggling again, I will work with my psychiatrist to up the dosage or change medications.
 
   I’m not going to let this illness beat me. I’m going to fight it and fight it and fight it until I get better. I’m going to fight it and fight it and fight it until I’m happy again.
 
   


 
   
 
  

December, 2010
 
   After two weeks I left hospital feeling infinitely better than when I arrived, ready to return to life a healthy, re-energised man. I was looking forward to starting work on my honours thesis for 2011, and I couldn’t wait to get back to submitting my novel to literary agents and working to get Open Skies’ License to Fundraise as soon as possible. I felt good. Hospital was great for me – exactly what I needed. But I never wanted to go back there again. And I planned on doing everything in my power to make sure I didn’t.
 
   


 
   
 
  

PART IV
 
   OR
 
   LEARNING HOW TO BE HAPPY
 
   


 
   
 
  

January, 2011
 
   At the start of the new year, everything went haywire at uni. My Economics Honours application was rejected because it turned out that I hadn’t done one of the pre-requisite subjects. It was never clear that that subject was a pre-req – it was a zero credit point law subject – so I spent days sending emails all over the faculty trying to talk them into letting me do honours regardless, or at the very least, letting me do the pre-req concurrently with honours. But they weren’t having a bar of it.
 
   ‘Rules are rules,’ they said. ‘You’ll just have to wait to do honours in 2012.’
 
   Wait until 2012? Are you fucking kidding me? I thought. All for a zero credit point law subject that couldn’t be any less related to economics?
 
   It was exasperating. Uni-wise I’d had everything planned out, but this technicality had completely fucked everything up. I was so pissed off about it, but there was nothing I could do. Studying honours that year was no longer an option.
 
   I spent the next few weeks trying to work out what to do instead, and finally decided to just complete my law degree. It definitely wasn’t ideal – I’d wanted to quit law, remember? For months my plan had been to do honours and then a Masters of Applied Finance. But I knew a law degree would open the same doors for me, since many of the skills you learn studying law are also useful for management consulting. And if it meant not delaying my corporate career another year, then I preferred to just suck it up and finish it over the next two years, even though I didn’t like it very much. The way I saw it, anything was better than stalling my career another year. I’ve already pushed it back by writing in 2009, I figured. I’m behind the 8-ball enough already – all the scholarship holders I started uni with are about to finish and enter the workforce – so I can’t fall behind anymore. I have to study law. I don’t have a choice. I wish I didn’t have to but I don’t have a choice.
 
   


 
   
 
  

February, 2011
 
   By this point in time I’d wanted to have been signed by a literary agency, but unfortunately I was still at the start of the long, rocky, winding road that would hopefully lead to publication; the agents who I’d submitted my query letter to in September and October had rejected me, and due to having been so sick, then going to hospital, then studying for and resitting the exams I’d missed, and then having to sort out all the drama at uni, I hadn’t resumed since. On the bright side, however, one agent in particular gave me some valuable feedback on the start of my manuscript – she said that she didn’t like my use of a prologue to open the novel, and recommended a few other ideas. I didn’t agree with her, and I knew my mentor Nick was a big fan of the prologue, but I was always open to constructive criticism, so I was experimenting with her suggestions before I got back to querying other agents. To date, the process hadn’t gone as smoothly as I would’ve liked, but I was still optimistic. There were literally dozens and dozens of agents I hadn’t queried yet, and I was praying every day that one of them would pick me up and then go on to make my dream come true.
 
   


 
   
 
  

March, 2011
 
   I’d been working hard to get Open Skies off the ground, but we were still stuck trying to get our License to Fundraise. The relevant government department was stretched so thin that it was taking forever. They’d receive our application, take three months to review it, ask for additional information, take another three months to review that, then ask for even more information, etcetera, etcetera. It was a frustrating process, but I was hopeful we’d get our license soon so that we could get straight to work.
 
   In the meantime, I was volunteering with a few other charities. I was doing a second stint with 180 Degrees, this time doing pro bono consulting for an organisation that was combatting sex trafficking in South East Asia. The second NGO I was working for was the Australian League of Immigration Volunteers (ALIV), who worked with refugees in community detention. In January I volunteered at a holiday camp where we spent a week taking disadvantaged children to the beach, theme parks and other fun places to brighten up their day, and since then I’d been involved in ALIV’s monthly weekend program where we did the same thing. Thirdly, I’d been visiting an online mental health forum to lend an ear to sufferers who needed someone to talk to, and to try and offer them the support of a person who’d been there. It was all so eye-opening, and as charity work had always done to me in the past, it hammered home just how lucky, just how immensely and richly blessed, I really was. 
 
   How else can I feel, I remember thinking, when I hear stories of thousands of girls as young as five or six being sold into prostitution by their very own families? How else can I feel when I hear about them being tortured, beaten unconscious or having a bucket of live snakes or maggots dumped on them as “punishment” for fighting back when a violent client tries to rape them? How else can I feel when I hear about how their vagina often rips during sex so they get infected with AIDS and die before they’re 20?
 
   Then there were the refugees. How can I not feel tremendously grateful for the education I’ve received when I do reading practice with a 15 year old from Sierra Leone who can’t pronounce the word “football”? How can I not feel even more grateful for being raised in a nurturing, peaceful country like Australia when every afternoon at camp an eight year old boy from Iran begs me to sit with him by the Parramatta River and silently gaze at the soothing, tranquil water because it “relaxes” him? Or when I meet a child who’s fresh off the boat from some other war-ravaged country but whose family didn’t make it to the Promised Land with him?
 
   And then of course there was everyone I’d speak to who had a mental illness, and it was those people, more so than anyone else, who made me realise just how good I really had it. I mean how else can I, of all people, not feel inexpressibly thankful for all the treatment I’ve received when I talk to teenagers who are suicidal, manic or psychotic yet whose parents “don’t believe in mental illnesses” and thus refuse to get them help? I mean fuck, these kids were me last year! Particularly the ones who have bipolar disorder – they’re as unstable, suicidal and deluded as I was. But my parents had been supportive. They were kind, and loving, and got me the help I so desperately needed. 
 
   And it got me to thinking:
 
   Where would I be right now if I hadn’t had anyone to help me? If my parents were like these kids’ parents and said the whole thing was a farce and that if I didn’t snap out of it they’d kick me out of home? 
 
   I certainly wouldn’t have recovered, so they inevitably would’ve thrown me out.
 
   There’s no way I could’ve held down a job being that sick, so where would that have left me?
 
   Homeless?
 
   Probably.
 
   And what does life hold in store for a homeless man who’s gone completely mad? 
 
   Nothing.
 
   Except death.
 
   


 
   
 
  

April, 2011
 
   You may have been wondering when I started writing I Will Not Kill Myself, Olivia. 
 
   The idea first came to me when I re-read my favourite novel Candy by Luke Davies for the fourth or fifth time:
 
   In the same way that Candy is a gritty story that explores the lives of two lovers who are both trapped in the throes of a heroin addiction, I could write about something similar that’s centred around mental illness instead of addiction. If there’s one thing I know it’s depression, and I think I could draw on everything I’ve been through to write a really engaging fictional story.
 
   These same musings were also holding me back from submitting Chrysalis to more literary agents, because I knew I Will Not Kill Myself, Olivia would overlap with it to some extent. Like I’ve said, while I was suffering from depression I started inserting a lot of my own experiences into it, and I wasn’t sure how it would work having some of the same stuff in another novel. And there was no doubt in my mind that I Will Not Kill Myself, Olivia had far more potential than Chrysalis ever did. While I thought Chrysalis was a good story, I could admit that there was probably nothing special about it – nothing that made it stand out from all the other books on the market. But I was confident that I Will Not Kill Myself, Olivia could be exceptional. At this point in my life it’s the best book I have in me, so don’t I owe it to myself to write it and see what happens? But then what about Chrysalis? What’s the best thing to do with that?
 
   I kept thinking.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Apart from trying to work out what to do with my novel, I was also studying law full-time – and I wasn’t enjoying it at all. Every day I’d sit through hours of lectures that I couldn’t care less about.
 
   ‘The identification of the ground of judicial review is contingent upon which remedial model is applicable. Under the “common law remedial model”, the overarching question is whether an error which gives rise to a particular ground of review can be classified as a jurisdictional error, because some remedies (specifically, prohibition and mandamus) only issue for such errors. If it cannot, the error may still attract a remedy (i.e. certiorari) if it is an “error of law apparent on the face of the record”.’
 
   Who gives a fuck? I remember thinking. This shit is boring as hell.
 
   I wish I didn’t have to study law. I hate it that I’m trapped in this life. But it is what it is. This degree’s just something I have to suck up and finish, regardless of whether I like it or not.
 
   


 
   
 
  

May, 2011
 
   I kept going back and forth on what to do with my writing. Sometimes I thought I should just submit Chrysalis because I’d spent three and a half years writing it and it would be a waste not to. But most of the time I thought I should go with I Will Not Kill Myself, Olivia because it was a much better concept, and if it was a choice between the two, then I owed it to myself to produce the best manuscript I could.
 
   I met up with Nick to talk it over.
 
   ‘Chrysalis is a good book, but it’s not a great book,’ he said.
 
   ‘But this new idea . . . it could be.’
 
   He was confirming what deep down I already knew. Decision made.
 
   On the drive home, I felt exhilarated. I felt so amped up, so full of life. Just giddy for it. I was about to start writing the story of my soul, and I couldn’t wait to jump right into it.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   So I began writing I Will Not Kill Myself, Olivia, and it was going great. Whenever I’d start I’d get so absorbed in the plot, so enveloped in the characters’ lives, so lost in my imaginary world that I’d never want to stop. I knew I had to be careful, though – this was the same sort of thing that had gotten me into trouble during my first degree – too much writing and not enough studying. So I made a rule: I can only write after I’ve finished all my law readings for the day. I thought that would prevent me from getting the balance out of whack.
 
   Another thing I thought it would do was give me some extra (and much needed) motivation to get my law work done. I’d been falling behind in class, purely because I disliked it so much. Whenever I’d study I’d get so bored and frustrated and miserable that before long I’d get fed up and stop. It was awful. There wasn’t a single thing in any one of my subjects that interested me in the slightest.
 
   I wish it didn’t have to be this way, I remember thinking. I wish I wasn’t forced to do something I hate. I wish I could just forget about law and write all day. What a wonderful, invigorating life that would be. What a beautiful, ethereal existence.
 
   What a fantasy.
 
   


 
   
 
  

June, 2011
 
   In the past, it had taken me by surprise. It had shocked the shit out of me. It had seemingly come so out of the blue that I hadn’t known what had hit me. But this time, it was almost expected.
 
   It was back.
 
   That harrowing despair. That anxious dread. That feeling that life is so overwhelming, so insufferable that I wished I was dead.
 
   Depression.
 
   This time, my relapse was the consequence of being forced to do something I hated, hour after hour after hour, day after day after day. My exams were in a week, but I couldn’t study for 20 minutes before depression would paralyse my mind and coerce me to stop. I just loathed it so much that I wouldn’t be able to go on. So I was up Shit Creek. I was completely fucked. And the more I fell behind, the more depression strangled me. Every day it squeezed tighter and tighter, so tight that I was gasping for air, I was spluttering like mad and I wanted to kill myself again.
 
   ‘I fucking hate law,’ I told Mum one night. ‘It’s making me so miserable . . . so suicidal. I’m a wreck again. I need to go back to the psych ward – get some help so that I can put myself back together.’
 
   Mum nodded solemnly.
 
   ‘That sounds like a good idea, Danny. If you think you need to go back to the psych ward, then you should go.’
 
   She paused.
 
   ‘I also think it would be a good idea for you to drop out of law.’
 
   I flinched. 
 
   ‘W-what . . . ?’ I stuttered.
 
   ‘If it’s making you so miserable then I think you should quit.’
 
   I was speechless.
 
   ‘I c-can’t . . . I can’t do that,’ I finally stammered.
 
   ‘Why not?’
 
   ‘Because . . . because I . . . because I need a law degree to get into a good management consulting firm. A bachelor’s degree isn’t enough.’
 
   ‘What about an honours degree?’
 
   ‘What do you mean “what about an honours degree”? I couldn’t do honours this year. I hadn’t done the pre-req, remember?’
 
   ‘But you’ve done it now. So why don’t you just quit law and do honours next year, which is the course you wanted to do all along anyway.’
 
   ‘But I can’t do that. I can’t delay my corporate career any longer. Don’t you get it? I have to finish law. I don’t have a choice!’
 
   ‘Of course you do, Danny. You always have a choice.’
 
   ‘No I don’t – ’
 
   ‘Yes you do, Danny. You always have a choice.’
 
   


 
   
 
  

July, 2011
 
   Over the next few weeks I spent a lot of time talking to my parents, with the aftermath being that I decided to quit law and do honours in 2012 instead. Mum and Dad helped me realise that I do in fact have choices in life, and that it’s a mistake to travel a path that isn’t right for me – which law sure as hell wasn’t. It may’ve been good for my corporate career, but all it was doing was rushing me straight back to the psych ward. So I decided that that was the end of it. And when I quit, I stopped feeling depressed. I felt well again. Of course I did – I was no longer spending my days doing something I hated.
 
   I also came to be at peace with the fact that I was delaying my career another year. Something my parents and Dr Gregor helped me understand was that I had to go through life at my own pace. I couldn’t be comparing myself to others and thinking that I’d “fallen behind”. There was no such thing as “falling behind”. What everyone else was doing was irrelevant. I had to do what was right for me. And if that meant that I entered the workforce a little later than everybody else, then that’s what it meant.
 
   It was a period of realisations for me. As anyone who knows me will tell you, I’m a diehard NBA basketball fan, and around that time I started thinking a lot about something that Oklahoma City Thunder coach Scott Brooks had said:
 
   ‘Even though we finished third last in the league in 2009, the whole year I was telling my guys, “we’re not losing games . . . we’re learning how to win them”.’
 
   Over the next two years, the young Thunder continued to get more experienced, and after a while began to reach their potential. In 2011, instead of finishing 28th in the league, they finished in the top four, losing to the eventual champion Dallas Mavericks in the Western Conference Finals.
 
   ‘We’re not losing . . . we’re learning how to win.’ 
 
   I loved the inherent positivity behind it, loved the implication that as long as the Thunder were learning as they lost, they would inevitably start winning. The notion struck a chord with me, and it got me thinking about my mental health.
 
   I could say a similar thing about my illness: I could say that I’m not suffering from depression, but that instead, I’m learning how to be happy. I’m learning how to be happy because I’m learning to understand myself better. I’m learning what triggers those plummets into despair. I’m learning, through therapy, how to pick myself back up again whenever I do take a plunge. And, I’m learning valuable life lessons from my parents and my psychologist that I’ll carry with me for the rest of my life. It’s as if there’s a fortress surrounding my brain that’s there to protect me from getting depressed, and every time I learn a bit more about how to be happy, another armed guard gets posted outside it. Sure depression’s army still gets through from time to time, but that just means there aren’t enough guards defending it yet. But if I keep learning how to be happy like I have been over the last few weeks, then – combined with diligently taking my medication, eating well, sleeping well and exercising frequently – I’ll eventually have so many guards protecting me that depression’s army will be shut out for good. It’ll have no way of getting through.
 
   If they stay together, then I think it’s only a matter of time until the Thunder win the championship. 
 
   Just like I believe it’s inevitable that I’m going to beat my illness.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Since I’d quit law, I was back to writing full-time again. This was more like it!
 
   It’s hard to describe the pleasure writing gave me. I tried on numerous occasions to articulate it, but I was never able to come up with a perfect explanation. The best I could do was say that, when I was writing, and when I really lost myself in it, I felt as if I was transported to a different place. All my pain just melted away, and I felt at peace with the world. I felt blessed to be alive. I felt more blessed than ever to be me. I felt a pulsing rush . . . of excitement, of joy, of inspiration, all at the same time. I felt invigorated. I felt alive. I felt free. And above all else, I felt happy. Purely and utterly happy.
 
   


 
   
 
  

October, 2011
 
   Towards the end of the year, 180 Degrees announced its first ever international consulting project, in partnership with a grassroots organisation in Cambodia that ran a range of programs supporting underprivileged children who’d been the victim of physical and/or sexual abuse, parental neglect, human trafficking, or had been orphaned. I was fortunate enough to have been selected as part of the team, and in December we were set to start looking at ways in which the organisation could achieve their long term objectives before flying to Cambodia in February for two weeks to work closer with them and help out on the ground. I was really looking forward to meeting the team and starting the project, and also to volunteering in another Third World Country. Open Skies was still in the process of getting its license, and until I could really get going with that, I relished the opportunity to support other charities.
 
   


 
   
 
  

November, 2011
 
   At the start of the month I sent the first draft of I Will Not Kill Myself, Olivia to Nick, and while I was waiting for him to read it, I started doing some preparatory work for honours the following year – revising a lot of the bachelor’s degree material I’d need to know and doing some early research for my thesis. I wanted to get a head start, because my goal for honours was to get the university medal. 
 
   It would do wonders for my corporate career, I thought. If I was able to get it, I’d be almost guaranteed to be accepted into my choice of Ivy League school to study a Masters of Applied Finance, and then I’d be in a prime position to get a job at one of the top management consulting firms in the world. The upside is so big that I have to go for it. I have to do whatever it takes to try and get the medal.
 
   Economics was my forte – I knew I could do it. But I also knew that I’d have to be more dedicated than I’d ever been. To average 90%, I’d need to have a near-perfect mastery of the subjects, and I’d also need to write a killer thesis. It was doable, but there was no margin for error. I knew I’d need to study really, really hard. I’d have to put absolutely everything I had into it. I’d have to go for it to the exclusion of almost everything else.
 
   But then it got me thinking, what about my writing? When am I going to get a chance to work on my novel if I’m pulling 12 hour days busting a gut to get the medal? These last six months have been incredible, being able to dedicate myself solely to the thing I’m passionate about. I’ve always known it wouldn’t last, that I’d have to scale it back once uni started –  but the way honours is shaping up now, I don’t see how I’m going to have time for it at all. And if I can’t write, if I have to shun the thing I love, then how will it be possible for me to be happy?
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
    The tension continued to mount in my troubled mind.
 
   I really want the medal for all the doors it will open, but how can I not write for a year? I’ll be miserable if I don’t write for a year, but given my corporate world goals, I won’t be able to live with myself if I don’t go for the medal, either. So what am I supposed to do?
 
   Balancing life’s competing priorities like work, family, friends, hobbies, exercise, relaxation, travel, volunteer work and spiritual devotion is something a lot of us struggle with, and I strongly believe that finding the right harmony is one of the biggest keys to good mental health. At its core, it requires you to have the self-awareness to be able to answer one very important question:
 
   What makes me happy?
 
   And at that point in my life, I still wasn’t able to answer it. I wanted to do what was best for my corporate career, and I wanted to do what was best for my writing, but both options were mutually exclusive. My “balance” seemed destined to get completely out of whack the following year, and there seemed to be no way to keep it at a stable equilibrium. I felt like I was imprisoned in a Catch22, where the only possible outcome was depression. And in anticipation of being depressed all through 2012, I once again fell into a horrific depression then. All the excitement, the inspiration, the vivacity, the liberation of the past five months vanished, and I was back to feeling suicidal every day. Every day was once again choked with excruciating misery, and was once again a ghastly war I won if I didn’t kill myself. And as was so often the case, my suffering triggered the urge to drink. I started having those nights again where I’d be clutching my hair on the edge of my bed, sweating through my clothes, panting through gritted teeth, desperately trying to fight off the cravings. Usually I wouldn’t give in, but on one occasion the pain was so overwhelming that I thought who gives a fuck if I have a drink, so I went out and had 20 or 30. I stumbled home and wanted to keep drinking, so I opened the liquor cabinet and got another bottle to take to bed with me.
 
   ‘Please put it back,’ my mother pleaded. ‘Please, please put it back.’
 
   ‘I need it, I need it! Don’t you get how much I need it?’
 
   ‘Danny I’m begging you!’ she cried. ‘Please put the bottle back . . . please . . . please . . .’
 
   It was such an ugly scene that I eventually did so out of guilt, but that didn’t stop the cravings, it didn’t stop the pain, and that’s why I started experiencing the insatiable impulse to cut myself. At times I just wanted to get a steak knife from the kitchen and rip it through my flesh. I wanted to slash up my arms and watch the blood spurting out, just so I could feel something different, just so I could escape my psychological agony, just so I could release some of my built-up fucking tension and try to settle down a bit.
 
   The urges were so strong – to drink, to cut myself, to kill myself. But I knew that drinking was a mistake, I knew that cutting myself was an even bigger mistake, and I damn well knew that killing myself was the ultimate mistake. No matter how overwhelming the desire, I knew I couldn’t give in. I knew I had to keep on fighting.
 
   Hang in there . . . don’t give up . . . trust the Lord, he knows what’s best, I’d tell myself. I knew I could get better, but I also knew that it would take work to do so. I knew that what I needed to do was take a time-out from everything and resolve the conflict that I needed to resolve.
 
   So I organised to go back to the psych ward.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   A few days later, I was admitted. Mum and Dad drove me there. We talked a bit on the way. Well, they talked – I mumbled what I could. Mostly there was silence. Hell, we were on the way to a psych ward. It wasn’t exactly a joy ride.
 
   After I got settled into my room I saw my psychiatrist. She decided to give me an additional medication to take on top of the sodium valproate I was already taking. It was sure to help stabilise my mood, but I knew I couldn’t just rely on the drugs. I knew I needed to put in the hard yards myself and sort out my problems from within. Only then was I going to get lastingly better.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   For the first few days after I started taking my new medication I was too drowsy to do much, but on my fourth day I was feeling much more with it. I took Dr Gregor’s advice and started reading a self-help book by the world-renowned psychologist Dr Martin Seligman called Authentic Happiness.
 
   By page 14, I’d learned the lesson that I’d needed to learn to work my way out of my despair.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   On page 13 going on 14, Dr Seligman speaks of doing activities that leave us feeling invigorated, and of doing activities that leave us feeling drained. If my interpretation of the text is correct, what he’s basically saying is that you will have greater happiness in your life if you do more of what leaves you feeling invigorated and less of what leaves you feeling drained.
 
   The idea resonated very strongly with me, because the dichotomy Dr Seligman speaks of so perfectly characterised how I felt after writing and studying economics. Writing left me feeling inspired, and exhilarated, and completely alive. But studying economics – even though I found it somewhat interesting – would leave me feeling mentally exhausted. It would leave me feeling like a flogged horse. Afterwards I’d just want to watch TV, or go to the gym, or play basketball, or go out with my friends – anything to clear my head and get away from it. So what Dr Seligman said got me to thinking, what would the rest of my life be like if it was full of pursuits that left me feeling invigorated – i.e. writing – instead of pursuits that left me feeling drained – like studying economics and presumably the corporate work that would follow?
 
   And that’s when I had my epiphany:              
 
   I would be happier if I spent my days writing instead of studying economics or working at a management consulting firm.
 
   It was an extraordinarily powerful realisation, because I’d never contemplated the idea of writing for a living before. I’d only ever planned to publish just the one book. What actually got me writing in the first place back in 2007 was sucking at English all through Year 12 and having it mess up my perfect UAI score – getting 99.6 instead of 100. I’d wanted to prove to myself and everybody else that I could in fact be good at the written word, so I decided to write a novel, thinking I’d be vindicated if I could get it published (I know, I know, it’s perfectionism gone mad – there’s a reason I was getting therapy for it). Over time however that stopped being my motivation, and I wrote purely because I loved it – but even then it was always supposed to be a one-and-done thing – achieve my dream of getting published and then dedicate myself to a lucrative career in the corporate world. The idea of being a full-time author had been the furthest thing from my mind. But this revelation had unlocked that door, and now that it was open I wanted to run right through it.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   By the time dinner was served at six, my entire outlook on my future had changed. I was no longer an Economics Honours student/budding management consultant who was writing a book on the side. Instead I was an aspiring author, who studied Economics Honours so that I could become a management consultant if I couldn’t make it as a writer. I still wanted to have that back-up plan in place, because I didn’t want to end up a “starving artist” – I still did want to be rich. But if I can make it as an author then I’m definitely going to hop ship, I thought. From now on, that’s going to be my focus, which means that next year, I’m not going to put off my writing and go for the university medal – instead, I’m going to keep working on my novel, and study just enough to get the minimum marks required to get into one of the schools that I want to get in to (75-80% instead of 90%).
 
   With that issue resolved, the balance in my life was back, and since it was, I didn’t feel depressed anymore. On the contrary, I felt excited, and inspired, and elated over my newfound epiphany, and at the prospect of trying to make it as an author. I couldn’t wait to get the hell out of hospital and dive headfirst into it.
 
   


 
   
 
  

December, 2011
 
   I stayed in hospital for another seven days, but it was really just to keep an eye on things, just to play it safe more than anything else. I stopped feeling depressed as soon as I’d had my revelation, and a week later I was discharged feeling great. 
 
   Will I ever have to come back here? I recall thinking on my way out.
 
   I hoped not. The lesson leading to my epiphany was one more very important one that I knew I’d take with me forever, and I hoped that, combined with everything else I’d learned over the years I’d been suffering from depression and bipolar disorder, that it would be enough to prevent another relapse in the future. To use my war metaphor again, I hoped I now had enough soldiers surrounding my fortress to prevent depression’s army from ever attacking my brain again. But only time would tell whether my defence was strong enough. Until then, I was focused on Nick’s review of the first draft of I Will Not Kill Myself, Olivia. He was bound to send it to me any day then, so first order of business was to get straight back to work on the manuscript.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Dear Danny,
 
   In summary, I think this draft is a great start – the best writing I’ve seen from you so far. This novel is bold, raw and confronting – nothing is left at home – and the writing style suits it well – it’s fast and edgy like the protagonist. The whole notion of depression/suicide is also very topical, as it is an area of life that has not been understood. A number of prominent people have recently taken their lives and brought the issue to the forefront of public consciousness. It’s also a recurring theme as we look at the psyche of the post-modern world: why are so many people unhappy when we’re better off, materially, then at any time in history?
 
   But as with all first drafts, there are things that need fixing in the second. The opening chapters of the book for one are not up to par, because you don’t do a good job of setting the scene. Manly in Sydney is one of the most beautiful places in the world, but you wouldn’t know it from the way it’s currently portrayed in your novel. You need to paint the picture properly – make the reader feel it. See my notes on the attached manuscript for ways to do this.
 
   Aside from the opening, I thought there was much to admire in the first half of the book. It was easy to read, had good character development, some great insights, and most importantly, it felt real and authentic. Until about halfway I was rooting for Jimmy fighting against all the odds and caught up in his story. But I found the second half of the book too dark and introspective. The personal stories, day-to-day events and the characters that have leavened the story up to this point have run out, and then it’s just Jimmy’s depression. I think people will be interested, then fascinated, but will then feel that it’s too harrowing. You want to take them out of their comfort zone, yes – and you do a very good job of doing so – but not hold them hostage. 
 
   You have created an excellent basis for a great fictional story, but to make it really exceptional you are going to have to weigh it right. This is the tricky thing about such a dark journey – particularly one that is rooted in reality. You need to get the right balance between light and dark, between informing and entertaining. Again, see my notes on the manuscript for how to do this – particularly in the second half of the novel.
 
   Great work, keep it up.
 
   Nick.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   After almost two years, Open Skies finally got its License to Fundraise! I was so happy, and I couldn’t wait to start helping the communities we’d chosen to work in. In Peru our first project was to build the greenhouses, and at the end of the year we also set up a project in Siem Reap, Cambodia, where we planned on paying instructors to teach disadvantaged women how to weave products from natural resources, which they’d then be able to sell in hotels and other markets. Like I said, I couldn’t wait to start fundraising and giving back to a world that’s given so much to me.
 
   At the end of 2011, I felt like I was in a really good place. My writing was going great and Open Skies was finally ready to go. I was doing what I loved, and not surprisingly, I felt the best I’d felt in years.
 
   


 
   
 
  

PART V
 
   OR
 
   EAT, PRAY, LOVE: THE YOUNG ADULT’S VERSION
 
   OR
 
   STILL LEARNING HOW TO BE HAPPY


 
   
 
  

January, 2012
 
   I’d delayed it as long as it was wise to, but when the new year started I began feeling the pressure to come up with a topic for my honours thesis.
 
   ‘You need to make sure you pick something you’re passionate about,’ the course co-ordinator and all the ex-students said. ‘You’ll have to spend the majority of the year working on it, so you’d better make sure it’s something you like.’
 
   I had a look through all the recommended topics: twenty-first century fiscal policy. Post-GFC government regulation. Labour laws and the European Union. All the shit that was happening in Greece. 
 
   Then I started researching more obscure topics: happiness economics; the economics of time; something about speed limits and accidents and politics. Whatever. Each topic seemed as boring as the next.
 
   I felt exhausted just thinking about it, so I pushed it to the side and returned to hustling up donations for Open Skies and moving forwards with I Will Not Kill Myself, Olivia. The money was coming in and the paradisiacal setting of my novel was starting to come to life as I worked at painting Manly’s idyllic picture: the sun, the cool ocean breeze, the clear blue sky, the salt on your lips washed away by an ice cold beer, the serenity of the beach and the great Australian outdoors. It was all going so well, but after another week I knew I had to stop for a while and get back to my thesis. 
 
   I did some more research to try and come up with a topic, but I just couldn’t find anything I was passionate about. After I’d looked into practically every branch of economics there was, my mentality turned from I need to find a topic that I’m passionate about to I just need to do whatever will get me a good mark. So I spoke to one of my friends who’d gotten the university medal the previous year.
 
   ‘I did my thesis on microfinance. My supervisor was amazing – if I was you I’d just pick a topic in that area and let him guide you. You’ll kill it if you do.’
 
   So that’s what I ended up doing.
 
   ‘What in the area of microfinance interests you?’ the supervisor asked when I met up with him.
 
   I shrugged.
 
   ‘Is there any chance you can just choose a topic for me? Maybe something that you find interesting?’
 
   He considered this for a moment.
 
    I’m currently focusing a lot of my research around competition and microfinance,’ he said. ‘How about something to do with that?’
 
    I shrugged again.
 
   ‘Yeah. Why not.’
 
   ‘OK. Well how about I give you some journal articles to read? You could have a look at them and come up with a more specific topic yourself, and then I could guide you from there.’
 
   So that’s what I started doing, plodding through journal article after journal article: Competition and Microfinance; Competition and the Performance of Microfinance Institutions; How Rising Competition Among Microfinance Institutions Affects Incumbent Lenders; Microfinance in Times of Crisis: The Effects of Competition, Rising Indebtedness, and Economic Crisis on Repayment Behaviour; Microfinance Trade-offs: Regulation, Competition and Financing; Competition and the Wide Outreach of Microfinance Institutions; etcetera, etcetera, etcetera.
 
   Within the week, depression’s army had blown past my soldiers and charged straight through my fortress. Only two months after I’d left the psych ward, my brain was under siege again.
 
   


 
   
 
  

February, 2012
 
   To my grave dismay, I realised that I was about to begin an honours year I no longer cared about. I’d started my thesis and looked over the course work, and all it did was bore me senseless.
 
   I didn’t know how this had happened. I thought I wanted to do honours. I thought I’d enjoy it. But it was all just so dry and uninspiring compared to writing my novel.
 
   ‘I think you’ll just have to suck it up for a year,’ my parents said. ‘You need to do honours if you want to be able to become a management consultant.’
 
   So I really started thinking about what it was going to be like to be a management consultant, and that’s what had ignited depression’s attack. For the first time I wasn’t focusing on the big fat dollar signs; on the harbour-side mansion, the sports cars and the overseas holidays; and I was actually looking at it for what it really was.
 
   Management consultants help organisations improve their performance.
 
   And just like honours, it didn’t inspire me like writing did. If I ever needed a reminder, on my second day of being in Cambodia for the 180 Degrees project, I met a man called Tok Vanna who’d been forced to fight in the Khmer Rouge against his will. When he went to get some food during a break from training, a landmine went off in front of him. He was unconscious. When he came to, he realised his arms were gone.
 
   He said he wanted to kill himself.  
 
   ‘There was no future for me. What could I do? How could I get a job, get married and support a family without any arms?’
 
   There was a grenade in a bag attached to his waist. He arched his body around and tried to reach it. He wanted to pull out the pin and end his life, but his friend saw him just in time and took the grenade away.
 
   Tok was then taken to hospital, where he stayed for the next nine months. When he eventually left, he was too embarrassed to go back to his family and rely on them for help, so he started begging on the streets.
 
   Months later, Tok’s mother found him and took him home, but he soon had to go back to the capital city for more treatment. Tok used up all his money on hospital bills, and ended up back on the streets again.
 
   Luckily, an aid worker soon found him, and he was given a job selling local crafts and gifts to tourists that were visiting Angkor Watt. He then fell in love, got married, and had two children. Now Tok runs his own business, selling books at a stall in Siem Reap.
 
   ‘I’m very happy now,’ he told me.
 
   I took his contact details – it was such an incredible story that I had the thought of writing his biography once I’d finished I Will Not Kill Myself, Olivia. It was a story that the world should hear, and I thought I could use some of the proceeds to pay for his ongoing medical bills and to put his children through school.
 
   That was the kind of thing that excited me: meeting incredible people, writing incredible stories, and giving back to the world. That’s what got my juices going. But helping billion dollar organisations improve their performance? Nothing.
 
   ‘But you can do all that other stuff in your free time,’ my classmates said.
 
   That was what I used to think too, before I took off the money goggles and really thought things through. Then I was asking myself, when will I have the time to write, to really try and make it as an author, if I’m working 60, 70 hour weeks?
 
   ‘But you only get pumped that hard in your first five or ten years,’ my classmates rebutted. ‘It all eases up after that.’
 
   I wasn’t convinced that was always true in practice, but even if it is, I thought, how am I going to have time to write when I’m over 30 and married with kids, even if the hours have reduced to around 50 a week?
 
   I’d worked so hard for one of those jobs without really thinking about it, because I thought all the money would make me happy. At a top tier management consulting firm, you make close to six figures in your first year out of uni, half a million after 5-7 years, and in the vicinity of a million after 10-15. You’ve got it made. You’re as secure as can be. But now I was finally thinking realistically, and the idea of working 60 hours a week helping organisations improve their performance made me want to shoot myself.
 
   So I was self-destructing, I was exploding at the seams. 
 
   For fuck’s sake, my back-up plan’s a disaster! Another one-way ticket to the psych ward and a life of relentless, agonising despair. So where the fuck does that leave me? 
 
   I felt so insecure, so vulnerable, so terrified, and more so than anything else, so horrifically suicidal. The urge to run away, to quit, to buy that automatic and put a bullet through my head was stronger than ever before.
 
   But I knew that I wasn’t going to do that. I knew exactly what my problem was, and what’s more, I knew exactly how to fix it. The only question was whether or not I had the balls to do it. 
 
   I mean fuck . . . can I really abandon my back-up plan – the guaranteed, lifelong financial security for myself and my future family; the most sure-fire way of getting rich that I’m ever going to get – and instead chase some crazy artist’s dream?
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The questions kept coming as I tried to fight off depression’s onslaught. Can I really ditch my back-up plan? Can I really bail on management consulting after all these years to put all my eggs in one basket and try to make it as an author? What about the financial security? What about my mental health? I was locked in turmoil. For days I kept going back and forth and back and forth, racking my brains trying to work out what to do. It helped to have someone to talk it over with, so like I’d been doing most nights, I Skyped my mum on the other side of the world.
 
   ‘If I work a corporate job, I know I’m going to be depressed. I know that it’s sensible to have a back-up plan, and I know that management consulting is a “great job” from the standpoint that I’ll make a lot of money. But what’s the point if it’s just going to make me suicidal and send me straight back to the psych ward? The reason I’ve always fought like hell to pull myself out of the abyss in the first place has been so that I could get another crack at life. It’s been so that I could get another chance to be happy. And working 60 hours a week in a job I’ll hate, just to make a lot of money, just so that I have a back-up if I can’t make it as an author, is hardly giving myself a chance to be happy. But going all out with my writing, throwing myself into the thing I love and doing everything in my power to make a life out of it . . . that’s giving myself a chance. That’s listening to my heart. That’s living the dream.’
 
   I’d never articulated such a sentiment before. Just hearing myself say it . . . it was so obvious what decision I needed to make.
 
   ‘So that’s what I’m going to do,’ I said. ‘I’m going to forget about management consulting and just give it my all to try and make it as an author.’
 
   ‘I think that’s really wise, Danny,’ Mum agreed. ‘You have to do whatever you think is going to make you happy. Dad thinks exactly the same thing.’
 
   I knew my parents would be supportive. A lot of parents might object to their son throwing away a safe corporate career to chase a wildly unpredictable artistic one, but my parents have never been the kind to pressure me into living the life that they want for me instead of the life that I want for myself. While they’ve always given me advice, they’ve at the same time left those decisions up to me, and given me the freedom to follow my own path. They never had any fixed ideas about what job they wanted me to have – they just wanted me to be happy and healthy. So if that meant bailing on management consulting and pursuing creative writing, then that’s what it meant.
 
   I kept talking to Mum.
 
   ‘So,’ she said. ‘Do you think you’ll be able to make it as an author?’
 
   I’d thought that question over a thousand times that month, and I knew exactly what my answer was.
 
   ‘Yes,’ I said confidently. ‘I really believe I can make it, because I know I have the right attitude to make my dreams come true: I have a tireless work ethic, relentless determination, and I never, ever, ever give up. I really believe in the novel I’m writing, and even though it’s not ready to be published yet, I know that in time, it will be. It’s inevitable that it will be, because I’ll keep at it and at it and at it until it is.’
 
   ‘I believe in you, Danny, and because you have a good attitude, I have no doubt that you’ll eventually have a manuscript that’s worthy of being published. But you still need a bit of luck. What if the agent reading your query letter is having a bad day and they just gloss it over, assume your book won’t be worth publishing like the other hundreds of books being pitched to them, and then pass on it? What if the only agents that would be interested in representing you don’t have the time to take on new projects? What about that interview you told me about when an agent actually admitted to at times requesting to see manuscripts based on the author’s initials? Like you’ve often said, there’s just so much luck involved. What if it doesn’t fall your way?’
 
   I’d thought a lot about that over the last month, too.
 
   ‘That part’s up to God,’ I said. ‘I trust Him.’
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   So I quit honours, and as soon as I did, depression’s army retreated. The war was over. It had taken a lot of hard work – a lot of self-analysis to understand myself better and work out what I really wanted out of life – but like I’ve said, that’s all part of learning how to be happy. In that respect I’d taken a huge leap forward, and as a result, I felt so liberated. So inspired. Instead of dreading my future, I was now looking at it with unbridled excitement. 
 
   This is incredible! I mean, I actually have the freedom to chase my dream! How amazing is that? 
 
   I felt so elated. So overjoyed. I couldn’t wait to fly back to Sydney and start my new life. 
 
   


 
   
 
  

March, 2012
 
   When I got back home, I started telling my friends that I’d scrapped my back up plan and was going full tilt to try and make it as an author. To be honest, I didn’t expect them to understand. I thought everyone would think I was crazy, abandoning what many consider to be the Holy Grail of careers to chase one that’s so risky and uncertain. I thought I’d get heaps of ‘what the fuck were you thinking’s and a myriad of starving artist jokes. And of course I got some. But to my surprise, a lot of people thought what I was doing was really cool. And to my even greater surprise, some people even seemed . . . envious.
 
   ‘I wish I could do what I’m really interested in,’ one of my mates said. ‘I’d really like to be a journalist, but instead I’m working 80 hour weeks at a law firm.’
 
   ‘I’d love to go to the Caribbean for a year and be a scuba diving instructor,’ another friend said. ‘But now I’m working six days a week as a management consultant.’
 
   ‘I’ve always dreamed of going to a little village in Africa and doing hands-on work for an NGO. Instead I’m working as an investment banker. I don’t even like it. I really wish I could just do what I enjoy.’
 
   ‘But you can do what you enjoy,’ I said. ‘You guys are only 23 – you’re still so young! If you want to be a journalist, then be a journalist. If you want to be a scuba diving instructor, then be a scuba diving instructor. If you want to work for an NGO in Africa, then work for an NGO in Africa. Now’s your chance. Go for it!’ 
 
   They all just stared at me, shocked, unable to say anything.
 
   


 
   
 
  

April, 2012
 
   For the first month after I quit honours, I’d wake up every day and just write, write, write, completely smitten with my brand new life. By then the next draft was finished so I sent it to Nick, confident that I’d successfully taken on his feedback and produced what would be close to a finished product. I knew it would take him 4-8 weeks to review it, so I then got a job at a call centre to make some quick cash in the meantime. Accordingly, I spent the first two weeks of April sitting at a desk with nothing but a phone and a thick stack of paper, dialling up strangers all over the country.
 
   ‘Good afternoon, may I please speak to Steve?’
 
   ‘Speaking.’
 
   ‘Hi, Steve! My name’s Danny, I’m calling from 2evolve on behalf of the Red Cross. How are you today?’
 
   ‘Oh . . . good, I guess.’
 
   ‘That’s good! Look I’m just calling for a quick catch up, can you spare a couple of minutes?’
 
   ‘Yeah make it quick.’
 
   ‘Of course! So I’m calling for a couple of reasons – firstly, I’d just like to extend a huge thank-you for supporting the Red Cross in the past! It’s because of people like you that we can help local and overseas communities, so thanks a lot for that!’
 
   ‘OK.’
 
   ‘And if I may ask, do you remember what inspired you to give your support in the first place?’
 
   ‘No. It was a long time ago.’
 
   ‘No worries! And have you had a chance to keep up to date with the work we’ve been doing lately?’
 
   ‘No not really.’
 
   ‘That’s OK! So look you may be aware that the Red Cross plays a vital role in times of crisis and emergencies that affect thousands of people around Australia. I’m sure you’ve heard all about the Queensland and Victorian floods, for example?’
 
   ‘Yeah.’
 
   ‘Now the Red Cross is committed to helping communities as disaster strikes, and thereby enabling victims to rebuild their lives. For example, over $16 million was paid out to households damaged in the Victorian floods! But even though great work is being done, thousands of people are still in need. Your support would make a big difference Steve, so what we’d like to do today is kindly invite you to re-join us as a Regular Giver and help transform the lives of thousands of people in need. Does this sound like something you might be able to do today?’
 
   ‘No not today sorry.’
 
   ‘That’s alright, mate. Well nonetheless thanks a lot for your support in the past, and best of luck for the future.’
 
   ‘Thanks, bye.’
 
   I’d then write down the time I called Steve on a piece of paper, circle “NEGATIVE” next to his name, put it in the ever-growing “REJECTED” pile, and then dial the number on the next piece of paper.
 
   It was so wearisomely tedious, so mind-numbingly boring, having to repeat the same thing over and over and over again, in the same fake upbeat tone, always putting emphasis on the same old words. Then there was my supervisor always breathing down my neck, demanding that I put more pressure on the person to donate: ‘you can’t let them off the hook so easily’; ‘you’ve got to rephrase the way you ask them’; ‘you’ve got to sweet talk them more’. Blah fucking blah. I hated it so much. The whole time I was on the phone I’d be watching the clock – literally – just willing the time to pass faster. And then at the end of my second week, on the long bus ride home at half-past nine at night, an anxious fear took hold of me as the cold hard reality set in:
 
   My novel isn’t published.
 
   I’m broke as fuck.
 
   I don’t have a girlfriend.
 
   I’m 23 years old and I live with my parents.
 
   I spend my days working a mundane, minimum wage, dead-end job that I hate.
 
   It had started off so romantically, writing all day and living the dream. When I was doing what I loved and when I got on a roll, it was easy to see myself succeeding; it was easy to see myself in the future as a published author with bestsellers to my name and a loving, supportive family by my side. But working at the call centre had given me a preview of my future if I never in fact made it:
 
    
 
   I’m 40 years old and living in a one bedroom shithole downtown. I’m still working mundane, minimum, dead-end jobs during the day to scrape by while I bust a gut writing all night, only to see my manuscripts get rejected again and again and again. I’m still single – after all, what do I have to offer a woman? – and when anyone thinks of me, it’ll be as someone for whom life held so much early promise, but who in the end amounted to nothing. They’ll all say, ‘Danny Baker – what a gigantic waste’. And the worst part is that I’ll agree with them. I’ll be plagued by that thought every day of my life.
 
    
 
   And on that particular day, exhausted after another horrendously monotonous eight hours at work, the only future that seemed possible was the one where I didn’t make it. All I could see myself amounting to was that lonely, unfulfilled, miserable man and it scared the fucking shit out of me.
 
   


 
   
 
  

The next day
 
   Dear Danny,
 
   I can see that a lot of work has gone into this draft, and while the second half of the book is now less dark and you’ve made an obvious effort to bring the love story more to the fore, there is still another draft required.
 
   The opening couple of chapters of the novel still aren’t up to scratch. You still need to do a better job of setting the scene, and on second reading, I also think you need to develop Jimmy’s character better in these chapters too. We need to know Jimmy’s thoughts and feelings earlier on so that we know what’s driving him – so that when he falls into depression later on we understand why. At the moment we learn it too late – by which time the reader has started questioning the character and doubting his authenticity. So you need to beef the start up a lot. Slow it down, insert key scenes here and there to allow us to understand Jimmy earlier.
 
   Like I said in my last report the middle of the book is in good shape and has some very powerful sequences, but I still think the “love” element of the story could be structured better. Some of the interplay between Jimmy and Olivia is a bit repetitive, and a couple of the incidents were non-events that didn’t change the dynamic of their relationship or push the story to a new height. You need to make these occurrences more extreme to heighten the drama – you’re still writing a little conservatively. Use your imagination a bit more.
 
   I also think the ending still needs work. At the moment, it doesn’t pay off on the story you’ve built up. It lacks real incident or punch – when I got there I didn’t feel there was a proper climax to Jimmy’s illness and his relationship with Olivia. You need to finish on a bang – leave the reader wanting more.
 
   Keep at it, Danny. You have a great product here, but it still needs more work to reach its full potential.
 
   Good luck,
 
   Nick. 
 
    
 
   The first thing I felt when I read Nick’s review was shock. I was hoping I’d fixed most of the problems with the previous draft, but now I could see that my novel was nowhere near as developed as I’d thought. As opposed to closing in on the finish line, I was still stumbling around the middle.
 
   Then gradually, the shock wore off, and all the anxiety, all the fear that I’d felt the previous night tightened its grip around my throat, and I was once again strangled with a flurry of doubt.
 
   Was I an idiot for bailing on such a safe, lucrative career?
 
   Did I really make the right decision?
 
   Was I wrong in thinking that I’m good enough to make it as an author?
 
   I tried to fight it but the questions kept coming as the anxiety, the fear, grew stronger and stronger. I tried to picture myself achieving my dream, tried to envision the great big smile spread across my face and the tears of joy streaming down my cheeks in the moment of being offered a contract; I tried to envision myself as the happy 40 year old – as the successful author surrounded by the loving, supportive family. But just like the previous night the picture was a blur. Every day it seemed less and less attainable, and the image of that lonely, unfulfilled, miserable man became more and more vivid in its place. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   A few years beforehand, the fear that I was feeling then would’ve plunged me into an alcohol-fuelled tailspin. It would’ve plummeted me into an almost suicidal depression, one that would’ve almost certainly culminated in another trip to the psych ward. Then again, maybe even that’s giving myself too much credit – a few years beforehand, I would’ve never had the courage to take the risk that I was taking then. In my first few years of uni my self-worth was predicated on being a scholarship-holding Commerce/Law student, destined to have a house on the harbour, to drive a Porsche and to take the pretty wife and kids overseas every year. There was no way in hell I could’ve ever given that up.
 
   But I’d come a long way since then. By 2012, not only could I take that fear on, but through all the therapy and self-analysis I’d done, I also had the skillset to be able to stare it down and stop it from crippling me. To once again use my war metaphor, I now had enough men guarding my fortress to prevent depression’s army from re-attacking my brain.
 
   So after breakfast the next day, I sat down comfortably on my bed and took a long, deep breath. I continued breathing, in . . . and out . . . in . . . and out, gradually calming myself down as I reminded myself of the premise upon which I based my confidence, of the reason why I believed I’d be able to make it as an author.
 
   I have the right attitude to succeed, I said out loud. I’m so determined, so self-motivated, so disciplined. And I’ll never, ever, ever quit. And with this attitude, it’s only a matter of time before I produce a novel that’s ready to be published. And after that, I trust God that I’ll get the break I need to achieve my dream.
 
   Working at the call centre and then getting a disappointing book review has made me lose sight of this lately, and that’s what’s allowed all the fear to shoot through. And from time to time, that’s going to happen. I’m travelling a difficult road, and I’m going to have setbacks. There are going to be times when I feel scared. There are going to be times when the future I want seems far from attainable. But whenever that happens, I need to remind myself that I’ve got everything it takes to achieve my dream. I need to remember to have faith in myself, to have faith in God, and know that so long as I do, I can make it come true.
 
   I spent all day on my bed, repeating the same thing over and over and over again. And gradually, the fear began to fade. My confidence started to return. And even though I was in the same position I was in 24 hours previously, by the end of the day, I felt refortified. I felt optimistic. I felt ready for the challenge.
 
   I’m going to do this, I told myself. I don’t know when it’s going to happen, but I am going to do this eventually.
 
   Once again, I tried to picture myself in the moment of being offered a publishing contract, with that huge smile spread across my face and tears of joy streaming down my cheeks – where I’m so suffused with happiness that I can’t even talk.
 
   For the first time since I started working at the call centre, it felt real, again.
 
   


 
   
 
  

May, 2012
 
   In its first six months of operation, Open Skies raised over $13,500 for the greenhouses project in Peru, and started funding the women’s centre project in Cambodia to teach impoverished mothers how to weave products they could sell for a profit in local markets. I was really happy with our progress, and it felt great to finally be making a difference after spending two years setting the organisation up. Raising nearly $15,000 in our first few months was a hell of an effort, and it would certainly go a long way to helping those in need.
 
   Succeeding with Open Skies also gave me an extra shot in the arm of confidence to succeed with my writing. It reinforced the idea that if I worked hard and believed in myself, then I really could achieve what I was going for. Not a day went by where I wouldn’t picture my deliriously overjoyed self in the moment of being offered a contract, and I knew that I could be that person if I just kept having faith.
 
   And at some point in May, that was the message I got tattooed across my arm:
 
   Faith Conquers.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I saw my psychologist for my regular monthly check-up.
 
   ‘How’ve you been doing?’ Dr Gregor asked.
 
   ‘Pretty well, on the whole. I quit my job at the call centre and I’m back to writing full-time again. I’m really enjoying it, and most of the time, I’m confident I’ll succeed.’
 
   We kept on talking.
 
   ‘Do you still get days when you feel scared?’ he asked. ‘Do you still get days when you feel terrified that you’re never going to get your novel published and that you’ll end up a broke, lonely, miserable 40 year old?’
 
   I nodded solemnly.
 
   ‘Yeah. Sometimes.’
 
   We explored the issue further before Dr Gregor offered me some advice.
 
   ‘I think you need to focus more on the journey you’re on, and less on the end outcome,’ he said. ‘It’s going to be a while before your novel is completely finished and ready to try and publish, so there’s no need to think about what’s going to happen then until the moment’s upon you. Right now, just enjoy yourself. After all, you’re writing full-time – right now, you’re already living your dream! Experience it to the full. Be wholly present in the moment. Enjoy it for what it is instead of fretting about whether or not you’ll get published and what may or may not happen if you don’t. Whenever you do stress about all that, you’re only taking away from your enjoyment of this exciting journey that you’re embarking upon. Later on, if you do end up getting rejected by every agent and publisher in the business, you can worry. But right now – just forget about it.’
 
   


 
   
 
  

July, 2012
 
   My novel still wasn’t published, I was still flat broke, I still didn’t have a girlfriend, I was still living with my parents, and all those scholarship holders that I used to beat my brains out competing with back in the day had expense accounts and were getting paid $100,000 salaries while I barely scraped by tutoring high school and uni students.
 
   But ever since I started living more in the moment and enjoying my journey for what it was, I was the happiest I’d been since high school.
 
   The Bhagavad Gita, an ancient Indian Yogic scripture, says that it is better to live your own destiny imperfectly than to live an imitation of somebody else’s life with perfection. And as imperfect as it may have seemed, I could definitely say that I was living my destiny.
 
   No wonder happiness was seeping back into my life.
 
   


 
   
 
  

October, 2012
 
   On the first Wednesday evening of October, I was peacefully reading a novel on the couch in the kitchen when I heard my phone go off.
 
   It was an email from Nick.
 
   I was confident yet nervous. I really did feel like I’d gotten it right this time. But then again, it wouldn’t have been the first time I’d been wrong about that.
 
   I opened the email apprehensively, my whole body tingling with anticipation.
 
    
 
   You’re nearly there, bar a few final fix-ups.
 
    
 
   I released a huge sigh of relief. I’d done it. I’d finally done it. It’d taken me six long, hard years, but at last I’d produced a novel that was (nearly) ready to be published. I was thrilled. Completely over the moon. My dream felt so close. So close that I could almost taste it.
 
   


 
   
 
  

November, 2012
 
   It’s time I told you how I came up with the idea for the Depression Is Not Destiny Campaign. 
 
   In August, I started watching The X Factor, which for those who don’t know is an amateur singing competition were thousands of people across the country battle it out for a record deal. I was only peripherally interested at first, but I got really hooked when I heard the story of one of the contestants, Samantha Jade. When she was 15, she got signed by Jive Records in the States, the same label as Britney Spears, Pink and Justin Timberlake. She too seemed on her way to stardom, but unfortunately things didn’t quite pan out for her and after several years of setbacks, she left the singing industry. Before she auditioned for The X Factor in the “Over 25s” category, Sammi was working in a factory counting stock.
 
   ‘I see this as my last chance for music,’ she said at her audition.
 
   I was drawn to her right away. Although our plights had been far from similar, I felt like I could really relate to her struggle – that of having a dream you put your soul into and going through hell to try and make it come true. Knowing how it feels to want something that much, whenever I’d hear her sing, all I could think was, she is so talented. It is a joy to watch her perform. She more than anyone deserves to have her dream come true. I’d think the same thing when I was at work, too – coincidentally at that point in time at a factory as well: she deserves to be on the radio I’m listening to at the moment, she deserves to be on stage at her own concert – not counting stock in a factory like this. I just wanted the best for her. I really wanted to see her succeed.
 
   Sammi made it through to the Top 12, from which point the artists were to sing a song each week and get eliminated one by one until only the winner was left standing. For her debut, Sammi sung Wide Awake, which judge Ronan Keating said she sung better than Katy Perry had sung the original. But unfortunately, the public voted her into the bottom two, and it was only by the judges’ vote that she got through to the next round. 
 
   Over the next few weeks I thought Sammi was magnificent – I couldn’t take my eyes off her when she was on stage, and the song she’d sing would often be stuck in my head for the rest of the night. But in the fifth and seventh rounds she found herself in the bottom two again, each time just scraping through to see another day. She admitted that coming so close to being eliminated had left her feeling “very defeated”, particularly since she’d had a history of setbacks and as a result of which, was already low on confidence. Testing her resolve further still was all the unwarranted hate she was receiving over social media, saying that she couldn’t sing and was only on the show because she was friends with judge Guy Sebastian; the vitriol was so intense that she was even receiving death threats. It was a time when a lot of people would’ve collapsed and folded, but being the fighter Sammi is she kept soldiering on, kept listening to the judges and trying to get better.
 
   ‘You’re a great singer, but you need to connect with the viewers more,’ they said. ‘You need to show your personality more. You need to be a little edgier.’
 
   She took it all on, and as the competition progressed she went from strength to strength, and Australia got to realise how nice, how genuine, how truly loveable she really was. Her confidence seemed to gradually come back, and from the semi-finals on there was no stopping her – she was absolutely spellbinding – and in late November, Australia voted her the winner. In that moment, the emotion in her face was haunting, one of the most beautiful expressions of joy I’ve ever seen in my life. I literally had goose bumps just looking at her. As an artist I was deeply inspired by her triumph after everything she’d been through, and as a person I was flushed with pure and utter happiness for her. It couldn’t have happened to a more deserving girl, and I’m really glad I was there to witness it.
 
    
 
   After the finale, I found myself musing about The X Factor in general:
 
   It’s obviously great for Sammi and the other top contestants who’ll surely go on to get record deals, but to say that it only benefits the singers isn’t doing it justice. On top of being a talent show, The X Factor is a treasure trove of uplifting individual tales that transcend all realms of life, and by providing a forum for the contestants to tell their story, and for the country to then be able to follow their journey and watch them beat their demons and succeed, The X Factor gives hope and inspiration to viewers who need it.
 
   Thinking about The X Factor in that way then got me thinking about my own story:
 
   If people currently suffering from depression knew what I went through and then saw me in my ardently happy moment when I’ve achieved my dream, then wouldn’t they be inspired too? Wouldn’t it give them hope that they could also recover and go on to live a happy, healthy life?
 
   And so, the Depression Is Not Destiny Campaign was born.
 
   


 
   
 
  

EPILOGUE
 
   


 
   
 
  

October, 2013
 
   I never thought the first few years of my adulthood would turn out the way they have. When I was 18 at the scholarship dinner, I was sure that I’d finish my Commerce/Law degree and by now be making six figures at a management consulting firm or an investment bank. Never did I think I’d fall victim to depression, become an alcoholic, found a charity, develop bipolar disorder from a doctor’s negligence, go to a psych ward, write a second book, quit law, return to the psych ward, un-enrol from honours and at 24 end up a philanthropist, a mental health advocate and an aspiring author who’s still broke and living with his parents. It’s been a strange ride, and at times an extremely painful one, but the truth is that I wouldn’t change any of it, because it’s brought me to the wonderful place that I’m in right now: I’m helping impoverished communities through my foundation; I’m about to launch a mental health campaign that I hope will inspire thousands of people; and with a bit of luck, I’ll soon achieve my dream of becoming a published author. Above all else, however, I am finally happy, and I can’t ask for anything more than that. At last, I have enough armed men stationed outside my fortress to prevent depression’s army from being able to get through again. It still tries to – I’m often getting tested by the inevitable frustrations and disappointments of life – but I now understand myself so well and my coping mechanisms are so refined that these days, I can handle all the tribulations that used to rip me to shreds. 
 
   ‘How did you recover?’ is the most common question I’m asked.
 
   I get the feeling that half the time the person’s expecting me to have some wild, crazy explanation they’ve never heard of before, as if how to beat depression is one of the eternal mysteries of life. But at the end of the day, how I recovered was very simple: I never gave up on happiness, I never stopped fighting my illness, and most importantly, I got the help I so desperately needed. And if I had to identify the biggest problem surrounding the mental health industry right now, I’d probably say that it’s the fact that so many sufferers fail to seek help. In all my interaction with victims in group therapy sessions, psych wards, mental health forums, charity functions and even in day to day life, I’ve heard a million and one reasons for why people don’t get help. Sometimes it’s financial, which is tragic (and even then there are alternatives), but often money’s got nothing to do with it.
 
   A lot of the time it’s stigma:
 
   ‘If I see a psychologist, take medication or read self-help books, then people might judge me – so no way!’
 
   Nearly as often it’s pride:
 
   ‘I refuse to “get help” because I want to sort my problems out for myself. “Getting help” is weak, and if I “got help”, then I’d feel like a failure.’
 
   And of course there’s also fear – of facing your demons, of going down a path unknown.
 
   It’s hard for me to relate to such lines of thinking, because I never had any of these hang-ups. I just wanted to get well again – plain and simple. If that meant seeing a psychologist, then I saw a psychologist. If that meant taking medication, then I took medication. If that meant checking into a psych ward, then I checked into a psych ward. Stigma, pride and fear never came into it – and logically speaking, it shouldn’t for anyone else either. As many professionals in the field say:
 
   ‘If you had a broken leg, would you get help?
 
   If you had diabetes, would you get help?
 
   If you had cancer, would you get help?
 
   Of course you would. 
 
   So you need to get help if you have a mental illness, too.’
 
   So if there’s one thing I can say to the 350 million people on this planet that are estimated to have depression – and to everyone else who suffers from another form of mental illness – it is that: abandon all your hang-ups and get the help you need. I did, and it saved my life. And it can save yours, too.
 
   Yet in saying that, I also understand that I was extremely fortunate to receive the treatment I did. My parents were very supportive from day one, and could afford to pay for my medical and psychological bills. And when I think of my experience with mental illness as a whole, it’s this good fortune that really comes to mind. To the best of my recollection, at no point did I ever think of myself as unlucky for having suffered so severely. Quite the opposite – I’ve always thought of myself as extremely blessed to have received the help I did to beat my illness. And it’s this good fortune that’s motivated me to start the Depression Is Not Destiny Campaign.
 
   ‘Aren’t you going to find it hard?’ my mum often asks. ‘You’ll be spilling your soul to the entire world. You’ll be opening yourself up for everyone to see some of the most private, intimate moments of your life. Not to mention that mental illness still carries such a stigma – by being so open about your experiences with it, you’re going to cop all sorts of criticism from all the ignorant Tom, Dick and Harrys out there. Hell, Samantha Jade was receiving death threats, and what you’re doing is more controversial than singing! I do think you have the chance to help a lot of people, but you’re also exposing yourself to a hell of a lot of abuse from any person with internet access.’
 
   She’s right – I’m sure I will find it hard at times. Contrary to how it may appear, I’m actually a very private person. Aside from Sylvia back in 2008 and 2009, I’ve hardly discussed my struggles with anyone except for my family and my medical team. Even my closest friends have no idea what I’ve been through – they’ll read this book and be shocked as hell. So I’m sure I will find being so open quite challenging. But that doesn’t mean that I’m going to let it stop me.
 
   ‘You’re right, Mum,’ I always reply. ‘But I’ll take that on. The way I see it, if it wasn’t for the support you and Dad have given me and for all the treatment I’ve received, I have no idea where I’d be right now. Maybe I’d be in a psych ward. Maybe I’d be homeless. Maybe I’d be dead. So the way I see it, I’m lucky just to be here. I’m really, really lucky just to be here. So if there’s anything I can do to help someone who’s in the same position I was in – particularly someone who isn’t as fortunate to receive the help that I got – then I’m sure as hell going to do it.’
 
   As Mr Williams once said to me:
 
   ‘To whom much is given, much is expected.’
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Bonus #1: Free sample of I Will Not Kill Myself, Olivia
 
   After all I’ve been through, it gives me immense, immense pleasure to say that after a lot of blood, sweat and tears, I Will Not Kill Myself, Olivia is now on the market! And if you liked my memoir Depression is a Liar, then I’m really, really confident that you’re going to love I Will Not Kill Myself, Olivia too! To start reading your free extended sample, just flip the page. Alternatively, if you’d prefer to read the next book in the Depression is a Liar series, then please click here. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   I Will Not Kill Myself, Olivia
 
   (Extended sample)
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   PROLOGUE
 
    
 
   I picked up the sharpest piece of glass I could find on the side of the road and put it to my throat. 
 
   ‘No!’ someone screamed, running towards me.
 
   ‘Stay back!’ I yelled, holding out the glass.
 
   The man froze, raising his hands in the surrender sign.
 
   ‘Pl-please . . .’ he stuttered. ‘Please don’t do this. Whatever happened . . . it can be fixed.’
 
   ‘What the fuck do you know?’ I yelled. ‘You don’t know what it’s like to be me! You’re not crazy! You don’t want to kill yourself one week and chase hallucinations the next! What the fuck do you know? What the fuck do you know?’
 
   ‘OK, OK,’ he motioned, patting the air. ‘I’m sorry. Just please don’t do this. Please.’
 
   The crowd all tried to talk me into dropping the glass, but once again I brought it to my neck. I pierced the skin, felt hot blood dripping onto my hand. 
 
   Death. I craved it, craved it. 
 
   It was like a maddening hunger that I wanted to feed so badly. Everything was just so fucked up. Everything had been fucked up for so long and I was sure that this was the only way out. There was nothing I wanted to do but satisfy that craving. Nothing I wanted to do but die. Running that piece of glass over my throat made me feel better, thinking that the craving’s about to be fed, thinking that the pain’s about to end. So close to the apathy of death. Nothingness! The end! An escape at last!
 
   Plunge it through your throat! Through your fucking throat! Now! Now!
 
   My hand trembled wildly. My whole body shook.
 
   Do it! Kill yourself! End it now!
 
   My hand kept trembling and trembling before finally, the glass slipped through my fingers and fell to the ground. I couldn’t do it. I exploded into tears, cried loudly as all my emotions ruptured inside me – in large part because I knew I’d have to keep living and fighting in this crazy fucked up world – but regardless, I knew I couldn’t do it. I’m just not a quitter. When it really comes down to it I’m just not a quitter.  
 
   A couple of people helped me to my feet, moved me away from the wreckage. I sat hugging my shins on the sidewalk, crying with my head buried in my knees as the crowd watched on silently.
 
   ‘You’re not a quitter,’ I kept sobbing to myself. ‘You’re not a quitter.’
 
   The police arrived. They asked me what happened.
 
   ‘You’re not a quitter,’ I kept repeating. 
 
   ‘So fix this.’
 
   Taking a deep breath, I did my best to gather myself before looking up at the officers. And then I told them what happened.
 
   ‘I’ll plead guilty to whatever offence you see fit to charge me with,’ I said when I had finished. ‘But first, I need to be admitted to a psych ward.’
 
   


 
   
 
  



 
 
   Part I
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 1
 
   IT ALL STARTED WITH MARK OCCHILUPO
 
    
 
   The best way of getting to Manly from Sydney City is by ferry. It boards at Circular Quay, glides over the glittering sea as tourists giddily snap that classic picture of Sydney Harbour – the one of the Opera House on the royal blue water, the Harbour Bridge overlooking it, and the skyscrapers and Centre Point Tower standing tall to the left. After passing the big-toothed, grinning face at Luna Park and Kirribilli House where the Prime Minister’s invited to live, it’s a smooth cruise through the emerald-green, mansion-freckled headlands of the North Shore and the Eastern Suburbs. Other vessels pass by from time to time, and the passengers always seem to wave to each other, strangers becoming friends in the splendour of the moment, surrendering to their natural impulse to share all that’s beautiful. And why wouldn’t you? The sky’s clear and bright, the sun’s warm against your skin, there’s a cool breeze in your hair and you’re travelling in one of the most pleasant ways known to man.
 
   Your first clear glimpse of Manly is of its famous tall Norfolk Pines that line the golden sand. Next come the high-rise apartments with the million-dollar views, and the dozens of boats moored to the right of the wharf. When it’s only a few hundred metres out, the ferry begins to slow. The chatter reduces to next to nothing. Everyone’s just watching those Norfolk Pines grow taller and taller, the shore coming to life as people bask in the sun, throw Frisbees to each other, paddle within the shark net, kayak or paraglide. The white “Manly Wharf” sign then comes into focus, the ferry eases into the dock and there you are – Manly – “seven miles from Sydney and a thousand miles from care,” as the old saying goes.
 
   Talk excitedly picks up again as the crewmen secure the boat to the wharf and everybody disembarks. Some join the diners at Hugo’s Pizzeria, the Bavarian Bier Café or Phoenix’s Chinese Restaurant; sit down for a leisurely coffee at Gloria Jeans; are lured by the ethereal aroma of chocolate into Max Brenner; or in true Aussie spirit, get some fish ’n’ chips or an ice-cream and eat it outside on the blue and white benches in the shape of surf boards. Others visit Manly’s Art Museum; race down the winding slides at Waterworks; go diving with tropical fish, turtles, stingrays and sharks at Oceanworld; or follow the crowd and cross the road to The Corso, Manly’s long pedestrian plaza that takes you from the harbour to the ocean. Named after the famous street in Rome, The Corso is filled with people shopping for board shorts, t-shirts and thongs at surf stores, and buying “I Love Australia” towels, boxing kangaroos, stuffed koalas and boomerangs from souvenir shops. Families and friends dine at the plethora of Asian, European, Middle Eastern and seafood restaurants; sit outside eating burgers from Hungry Jacks or meat pies from Hamlet’s; or sip beers at the Steyne or on the balcony at the New Brighton Hotel. Depending on the time of year there may be the Manly Art-, Jazz- or Food and Wine Festival or free salsa lessons on Thursday nights, and even if there’s no official entertainment, there’ll always be buskers playing music or acting out a skit. 
 
   Then across the road from The Corso lies the grand attraction – the birthplace of Australian surfing: the first beach where Aussies bodysurfed, legally surf-bathed and rode a board; the home of the country’s first surf lifesaving club; the setting of the first ever World Surfing Championships; and as of March 10, 2012, one of four Dedicated World Surfing Reserves on the planet – none other than the famous, breathtaking, Manly Beach. It’s a carefree paradise with line upon line of crisp, pure blue waves that surfers queue to glide upon. When it comes to their turn they plunge into the rip, paddle furiously in front of a wave, rise steadily as it carries them forwards and stand flexed at the knees as they fly on its thick white-tipped crest before it breaks and charges towards the shore as a ridge of turbulence and foam. The sea’s full of those strong tanned dancers, twisting along the waves, floating on top of them, sliding through the barrels with strength and power and impeccable grace. For some of those born and raised here, this is their first memory of the world – those smooth, curling waves, their undulation magnificent as they rise and fall, rise and fall with the sublime rhythm of poetry and those gleeful surfers sailing on top, doing the most inspiring, sensational thing they’ve ever seen.
 
   I was lucky enough to grow up in this vibrant town, a few blocks from the wharf in a two storey house overlooking the harbour. Mum and Dad were both hardworking, career-driven folk who worked long hours as a lawyer and an investment banker, respectively, but like everyone else in the area they had a love for the sea, so all our weekends were spent down by the beach. When I was little I used to like building tall sandcastles, and then filling up a bucket of water and making a moat around them. I’d chase seagulls all over the sand, and when I’d get tired I’d feed them some of my chips. Dad, Mum and I used to play catch with a blow-up beach ball, and if there weren’t many people around to get in harm’s way, we’d kick around a footy. Thanks to me, there were also a lot less shells scattered along the sand. I used to like putting them to my ear when I was home and listening to the waves pound against the shore. In my third summer I built up quite a collection of them, and lined my bedroom shelf with snail shells and others with smooth pale tusks, and also some mussels, different coloured starfish and a couple of crabs. Once I even found a slightly chipped shark tooth. Dad drilled a tiny hole in it and threaded through some string to make a necklace, and I wore it proudly everywhere I went. 
 
   Like a lot of local kids, I learned to swim within the shark net in the calm sea by the wharf, paddling between my parents with yellow inflatables around my arms. But as soon as I was comfortable in the water and could swim unassisted, we headed straight over to the beach. I fell in love with the waves right away. I’d get a huge kick out of waiting for one to come and then ducking below it, feeling it roar through my hair before I’d bob back up again and watch it dissipate towards the shore in a white rush of froth. I quickly learned how to bodysurf, and would catch wave after wave with my parents and race them to see who could reach the shore first. Other times, I’d find myself standing in waist-deep water just watching groups of bleached-haired blokes get on their boards and disappear inside the break, skate through the tunnel and jump out the other side. My eyes would be glued to them as they’d hoot and holler and swoop across the sea, doing what seemed like the most enjoyable thing anyone could possibly do. I pleaded and pleaded with my parents to take me to surf school, but they said I was too young, so instead I had to settle for Little Nippers. 
 
   That’s where I met my best friends to this day – Corey, Brent, Sean, Chris and Steve. Every Saturday we’d meet at Manly Surf Life Saving Club and learn about surf safety and the marine environment, and then team up to win all the water relays. After Nippers we’d stay back and play tag amongst the waves, or dive underneath them and see who could stay down the longest without bursting back up and gasping for air. Other times one of us would throw a tennis ball as far as he could and we’d all swim like mad to try and be the one to grab it, or we’d play Marco Polo or catch waves and race each other to the shore. A few months after Nippers started we all began school together at Manly Village Public just off The Corso, and often their mums and my babysitter Amanda would meet us at the gates in the afternoon and take us down to the beach for a swim. We were mates because we all loved the water. None of us could get enough of it.
 
   But the one thing we all really wanted to do was learn how to surf. We’d all been individually pestering our parents to take us to surf school for months, and once they’d all gotten to know each other and we started having barbeques at each other’s houses and going for picnics down by the beach, the six of us began nagging them together.
 
   ‘No surfing, boys,’ they’d all say. ‘It’s too dangerous – wait until you’re a little bit older.’
 
   We’d all be disappointed, but our enthusiasm would revive by the next time we met up, and brimming with hope, we’d ask them again. They must’ve said no at least 20 times, but then the week after we finished our first season of Nippers and had passed our surf education assessment, they took us down to the beach where we found six brand new surf boards lying in the sand. When we were told they were for us, we all jumped up and down and screamed for joy as our parents watched on beaming. We spent the rest of the day trying to stand on our boards, and even though we fell off every time, we felt so good and had so much fun that no one seemed to care.
 
   From then on, that’s all we did. We took surfing lessons on weekends, and after school their mums and Amanda would pick us up with our boards and take us down to the beach. In that year when we were six we surfed so much that our lips were sun-split and our nipples were chafed, and our mums would have to rub Sorbelene over our chests at night. Improvement didn’t come easily, but as the weeks passed we all gradually found our feet, and then on one glorious day in the heart of Sydney summer, I caught my first wave. 
 
   Quiksilver was having a big sale that day, so I went shopping with my parents and they bought me a new wetsuit. It was a real snazzy one, jet black with these killer yellow lightning bolts straight down the side. I thought it was the coolest thing I’d ever seen, and as soon as I put it on I was filled with a newfound confidence – as if all of a sudden I was a better surfer just by wearing such a ripper wetsuit.
 
   ‘I’m going to do it today!’ I told the boys when we were down by the beach. ‘I’m going to catch my first wave!’
 
   At that point, catching my first wave would’ve meant catching our first wave. They were all stunned.
 
   ‘How do you know?’ Corey said.
 
   ‘With this new wetsuit I’m going to do it. It’s my lucky charm!’
 
   ‘Do you really think you will?’ Brent asked.
 
   ‘Yep! Today’s the day!’
 
   He studied me for a few seconds. When he realised how serious I was, he started nodding his head eagerly.
 
   ‘OK if you’re going to do it, then I’m going to do it with you!’ he said.
 
   Then all the other boys avidly jumped on board.
 
   ‘I’m going to do it too!’ said Sean.
 
   ‘Me too!’ announced Corey.
 
   ‘And me!’ exclaimed Chris.
 
   ‘And me, and me, and me!’ cried Steve.
 
   ‘All right then! Let’s all do it! Let’s all go get our first wave!’
 
   We were all jumping up and down, arms around each other and excitedly squealing as one. We’d made a pact now and we were all in it together.
 
   ‘Come on! Let’s go!’ we all screamed as we charged for the sea.
 
   For the first half an hour no one caught one, although on multiple occasions we all came close, getting to our feet for a few seconds before falling off as the wave was breaking. But then Brent – probably the most naturally athletic of us all – rose to his feet and zipped across a wave, holding his balance all the way and riding it to the shore as the rest of us clapped and screamed and jumped up and down. 
 
   ‘I did it! I did it!’ he yelled when he was done. ‘I caught my first wave!’ 
 
   We all swarmed him and continued carrying on ecstatically, hugging Brent gleefully and whooping and whistling. There was no envy, no jealousy – just a group of six year olds all revelling in their good mate’s triumph. I was thrilled for Brent, and seeing him catch his first wave made me all the more determined to get one myself.
 
   An hour later, my moment finally came. I arrived at the line up just when a set of evenly peeling beauties rolled right in. I paddled as hard as I could, felt the push, rose on a foot and a knee, stabilised myself and then leapt to my feet. The wind flew through my hair and plumes of spray spattered my face and for the first time, everything felt right, everything came together as I found myself soaring across the face of the wave.
 
   ‘Yes!’ I screamed. ‘Yes! Yes!’
 
   I was so hyped, so puffed up with confidence, so utterly untouchable. I felt like a rock star, like the king of the world as I howled with joy and rode the wave all the way in, and even though it was 15 crazy years ago, I still think of it as one of the best moments of my life.
 
   Now that Brent and I had caught our first waves, everyone else was even more keen to get one. I was feeling incredible, like I could do no wrong, and in the next half hour managed to snag another two. After that, Corey really did start believing that my wetsuit was lucky, and asked me if he could borrow it.
 
   ‘Yeah! Go for it!’ I said as we swapped wetsuits. I just wanted all of us to get one, especially Corey because he was my best friend. 
 
   We surfed for the rest of the afternoon. For a while Brent and I were the only ones who’d scored, but then just before the sun whispered ‘goodnight’ and we were forced to paddle in, Corey caught a stunner and rode it all the way to the shore. It was the perfect way to end the day, and I gave him the biggest hug in the world. We both dumped our boards with our parents and then skipped with great big smiles from the beach to the other end of The Corso, holding hands the entire way. Our mums took at least ten pictures each, and still talk about it as one of the cutest things they’ve ever seen. 
 
   The following week, Chris, Sean and Steve joined the club too, and our parents took us all out to Pizza Hut to celebrate. We stuffed our faces with slices of pepperoni-, Hawaiian- and margarita pizza, and topped it off with chocolate sundaes, all the while basking in each other’s glory, talking excitedly about how gnarly we’d all surfed. And I remember thinking about how sweet it was that we’d done it together. All for one and one for all, as the old adage goes.
 
    
 
   In the beginning, it was purely out of love. We surfed because it was our favourite thing to do in the world. And even though that was still true for the next decade to come, after a few years, something changed for me. The way I looked at surfing. The way I approached life in general. To paraphrase Rita Dove, I had one of those moments where I came alive for the first time, one that I often go back to and think, this is when I became myself.
 
   It all started when Mark Occhilupo began making a run for the world title in 1999. A teen superstar on the professional circuit in the mid-eighties, Occy seemed destined to rule the surfing kingdom before a downward spiral into drug abuse shattered his world and led him to quit the tour when he was only 22. He spent his prime in a debilitating depression, sitting on the couch watching TV, gaining over 30 kilos, and isolating himself from everyone before going all Rocky-like and making a dramatic comeback seven years later.
 
   Occy had the juice, I tell you. Anyone who’s ever seen him surf will rave about how naturally brilliant he was, how jaw-droppingly spectacular he looked carving up the waves. He probably had the best backside bottom turn the sport’s ever seen, and in 1999 he was on top of his game. After winning the Fiji tournament he was ranked first in the world, and on track to complete arguably the greatest comeback in the history of professional sport. There was a buzz going around the country, particularly in Sydney where he was born and raised. Every surfer was talking about him, devotedly cheering him on to win the world title and bring it back to Australia’s shore. Like everyone else, my friends and I got swept up in it, and before long we’d all fallen in love with him. Our bedroom walls were covered with posters of Occy owning the waves, and we watched his surfing films so many times that we knew them back to front, particularly Bunyip Dreaming, The Green Iguana and The Billabong Challenge. We nagged our parents to buy us whatever wetsuit, board shorts or t-shirt we happened to see him wearing, and if they ever did, we’d wear whatever it was day after day after day until we were forced to take it off and put it in the wash. Whenever we were surfing we’d all attempt to copy his moves, and that year we even grew our hair long to try and look more like Occy. He was our idol. He was the guy we all wanted to be. 
 
   We followed his world title quest as closely as we could, and it was an emotional rollercoaster all the way to the finish. After winning in Fiji and being at the top of the rankings, Occy only got a 17th at Jeffrey’s Bay, and followed it up with a dreaded 33rd at Huntington. With Taj Burrow, Victor Ribas and Mick Campbell snapping at his heels, the pressure was definitely on, but then in true Occy fashion he rose to the occasion in Lacanau and scored a second. Everything appeared to be back on track, but then in Hossegor he suffered another 17th, and the fellas and I were back to anxiously biting our nails.
 
   The wait until the next competition in Spain was a long and nerve-racking one, but after Occy won it, it really looked like he was going to go all the way. The world title was his to lose, and there were even reports circling that he was ahead enough in the rankings to clinch it in the next tournament in Brazil. We excitedly counted down the days until the start of the contest, and when it finally arrived we were all giddy as anything. Occy won his first heat against a local, and as they walked back up the beach, the local raised Occy’s hand in the air. The cameras swarmed. 
 
   ‘Occy,’ a reporter began, ‘did you know that if Mick Campbell loses his next heat, you’ll be the world champion?’
 
   The look on Occy’s face was priceless. He couldn’t believe it.
 
   All eyes were then on Mick’s heat. He was losing. Time was running out. The crowd gathered around Occy, counting down the final seconds, and when the horn sounded, everybody went nuts. He’d done it! A few years earlier Occy weighed 111 kilos and was too depressed to get off the couch, and now he’d won the world title. Everyone was stoked for him. At school the boys and I were cheering and carrying on and slapping each other fives. Corey and Brent even got detentions for being too loud and disruptive during class. But neither of them cared. Occy was the world champion and we were all over the moon.
 
   And like thousands of other grommets around the world, we were inspired by our hero. 
 
   ‘I want to become a pro surfer like Occy and win the world title!’ I announced.
 
   ‘Me too!’ Corey exclaimed. ‘I want to win on my 18th birthday and then drink beer at the pub, just like all the other pro surfers do!’
 
   ‘I want to win in Brazil! Just like Occy did!’
 
   ‘I want to win and have you guys carry me down the beach!’
 
   ‘I want to win and have Occy carry me down the beach! And if Occy’s retired, I want Kelly Slater to do it!’
 
   ‘No one’s going to be carrying me! When I win I’ll be somersaulting down the beach. I’ll be way too hyped to let anyone carry me!’ 
 
   We continued yapping excitedly and getting caught up in the dream, imagining how amazing it would be to be crowned the world champion. I was completely lost in the fantasy, vividly picturing myself standing on the podium, being presented with that huge golden trophy and raising it high into the air with the whole world watching on and cheering. I had goose bumps just thinking about it. My body was tingling. I felt the overwhelming pull of desire, a wanting so strong that it made me ache. It was a feeling I’d never felt before, and a feeling so powerful that I knew it was there to stay.
 
   At the beach that afternoon, everything was different. Instead of surfing happy-go-luckily, I was focused on improving. I was paying attention to detail. I was practising with a purpose. That image of me hoisting the world champion’s trophy was at the front of my mind, and I knew that if I wanted it to become a reality, my approach had to change. I had to work harder. I had to train my ass off. I had to throw everything into it, just like Occy did when he was making his comeback.
 
   At half-past-six, the rest of the fellas left to go home for dinner. I was supposed to go with them, but instead I decided to stay back and continue practising. At seven-thirty my mum arrived at the beach, seething with fury.
 
   ‘Jimmy!’ she yelled from the shore. ‘Jimmy!’
 
   ‘Hey, Mum!’ I called back. ‘Hey check it out! I’m practising to become the – ’
 
   ‘Jimmy come here this minute!’ she screamed. 
 
   I paddled in. As soon as I got there she started blasting me.
 
   ‘Jimmy what on earth are you doing? Why didn’t you come home on time? I’ve been worried sick! I thought you might’ve drowned! I thought you might’ve been killed by a shark!’ 
 
   She paused, wiping a tear from her eye. 
 
   ‘I didn’t . . . I didn’t know what to think . . .’
 
   I apologised, telling her that I didn’t mean to upset her and that I was only trying to train really hard to become the world champion. She made me promise never to do anything like it again before we started walking home in silence.
 
   Once she’d cooled off a block or two away, she asked me about it.
 
   ‘So you want to be the world champion, huh?’
 
   ‘I sure do!’
 
   ‘Just like Occy, right?’ she smiled.
 
   ‘Yep! Just like Occy!’
 
   She kept smiling at me, and ruffled my hair before she looked away without saying anything.
 
   I don’t think she took me too seriously then. I’m sure she thought it was just a phase, soon to be replaced by another and then another. And I guess that’s how it was with my mates. Despite also saying they wanted to become the world champion, they just continued on with their lives as if nothing had changed, coasting through it as most ten year olds do. But for me, the gears in my mind had switched for good. I was no longer Jimmy Wharton: “Casual Surfer;” I was now Jimmy Wharton: “Serious Athlete Dedicated To Going Pro.” Whether alone or with the boys, I surfed every day after school until dusk, and all day on the weekends too. Just like some of the pro surfers did, I put together a table of moves to work on each day that would keep me focused. Monday was cutbacks, Tuesday was tail-slides, Wednesday was snaps, Thursday was airs, Friday was big turns, and Saturday and Sunday was a combination of everything. When I wasn’t surfing, I was watching film, pausing and rewinding, pausing and rewinding, learning from the best before going out and trying to imitate them. Being the world champion was all I could think about, and I wanted it more than anything. And as I rapidly kept improving, I really started to believe I could do it. I was convinced that if I kept training fanatically then I could make it happen. 
 
   Just work hard, I’d keep telling myself. If you work hard and never slack off, you’re going to achieve your dream. 
 
   Every night before I went to sleep, I’d pray to God that it would happen, as I did every Sunday at church as well. Please, God. Please. 
 
    
 
   Six weeks after Occy won the world title, it was time for the fellas and our families’ annual camping trip to Kangaroo Valley. We always had a great time, kayaking and canoeing and staying up late and mucking around. It would’ve been fun, but there was no way I was going to spend a whole week away from the beach.
 
   ‘I can’t go,’ I told my parents. ‘I need to train so that I can become the world champion.’
 
   ‘Come on, Jimmy. You can take a week off.’
 
   ‘No I can’t. I’ve got to train every day.’
 
   ‘Jimmy even professional surfers take time off sometimes.’
 
   ‘I already waste enough time going to school. In my free time I just want to surf.’
 
   ‘Jimmy . . . you’re becoming obsessed.’
 
   ‘So? That’s what it takes to be the best.’
 
   ‘But it’s tradition to go to Kangaroo Valley.’
 
   ‘I know, but there’s no surf there. I don’t want to go anywhere where there isn’t any surf.’
 
   They kept trying to talk me into it, but there was nothing they could say to change my mind. I had tunnel vision on my goal, and I wouldn’t let anything stand in the way of it. Eventually, they agreed to let me stay with my grandparents in Dee Why, which is a few suburbs from Manly and home to a pristine beach of its own.
 
   When I told the boys I wasn’t coming next time we were at the beach together, they were openly disappointed.
 
   ‘Come on, Jimmy! Remember how much fun we had last year? You’ve got to come!’
 
   ‘I know. It was sick. But I’ve got to stay here and practise.’
 
   ‘But you’ve got the whole year to practise! One week won’t make a difference.’
 
   ‘Yeah it will. It all adds up.’
 
   ‘But you’re going to miss out on so much, man! Remember last year, when we capsized the canoe and we all got soaked?’
 
   ‘Or when we threw water bombs at that guy’s tent while he was sleeping?’                          
 
   ‘Or when Brent took a shit on that dude’s doorstep?’
 
   ‘I remember,’ I sighed. ‘It was awesome. But I’ve got to stay here and surf.’
 
   Later that afternoon, they all went to Corey’s place to watch The Simpsons. I stayed at the beach to work on my cutbacks until it was dark.
 
    
 
   As you can see, it all started off so harmlessly. I was just obsessively pouring myself into achieving my goal. I never thought it would lead to me running that piece of glass back and forth across my throat, but as I’d find out time and again, sometimes the most fucked up disasters are the ones that start with the purest innocence. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 2
 
   WHAT MIGHT HAVE BEEN
 
    
 
   Over the next few years, I trained like a maniac. Whenever I wasn’t at school I was in the water surfing, or breaking down film, honing my competition strategy or working on my strength and conditioning. I did sit-ups, squats, lunges and jumping exercises to build my lower core and improve my balance; flies, dips, chin-ups, push-ups, shoulder presses and bicep curls to strengthen my upper body; yoga and stretching exercises to enhance my flexibility; and I went on a five kilometre run three times a week to improve my fitness. I also arranged for my coach to put me on a special high protein, high carb, low fat diet that I never wavered from. ‘Whatever it takes’ became my mantra, and I threw everything I had into achieving my dream. 
 
   And over time, I gobbled up the fruits of my labour. I started entering local surf competitions at age 11, and found myself winning most of them comfortably. Pretty soon I attracted the eye of Manly Surf Academy’s head coach named Mark, who loved my work ethic and began investing a lot of time in me. Under his tutelage my surfing really improved, and before long he was taking me travelling with the squad to tournaments around the state. About 20 of us would usually go, all crammed on the team bus with Mark and a couple of other coaches. Some of the guys were as old as 18, so a lot of the trips got pretty wild. Most nights there’d be parties, often with other surf schools joining in as well. A lot of the older guys would get drunk and wrench bongs, and since we’d all usually be sharing a clubhouse it was hard to get away from it. During the state championships in my twelfth year, one bloke was always having sex in the room next to mine, so I had to get some ear plugs to fall asleep. For a lot of the guys, the parties were the main reason they came on tour – but for me, it was all about winning the event. At the state championships I could’ve gotten wasted and probably hooked up, but I was disciplined and focused and didn’t get caught up in any of the extracurricular stuff. Fresh as can be I cruised through my heats, had a great final and won my age division. 
 
   You’re doing well! I told myself elatedly. Just keep training really hard and next you’ll be the national champion, and then if you keep training really hard after that you’ll become a professional surfer, and then you can work your way up the ranks and become the world champion!
 
    
 
   One day when I was 13 and had another state title under my belt, I was approached by a bleached-haired bloke on Manly Beach.
 
   ‘Jimmy Wharton, right?’ he asked, sticking out his hand.
 
   ‘Ah, yeah,’ I said, shaking it. I was thinking, who on earth is this guy?
 
   ‘My name’s Russ,’ he said. ‘I work at Quiksilver.’
 
   I just nodded, genuinely having no idea where the conversation was heading.
 
   ‘I’ve been watching you surf,’ he continued. ‘You’re the real deal, man. And your coach Mark says you’ve been the state champ two years running. That’s pretty impressive.’
 
   ‘Thanks,’ I said.
 
   ‘You’re a real star,’ he continued. ‘So we want to sponsor you.’
 
   He said it so casually that it was a while before it registered.
 
   ‘W . . . w-what?’ I finally stuttered.
 
   ‘We want to sponsor you.’
 
   I couldn’t believe it. I thought it must’ve been some sort of joke.
 
   ‘You . . . Quiksilver . . . want to sponsor me?’
 
   ‘Yeah!’
 
   I was too swept away to process it. Only when Russ gave me a huge box of free stuff did it start to sink in. There were shirts, board shorts, wetsuits, a leather wallet, two pairs of sunglasses and a ton of stickers. I was so stoked. I mean, I was sponsored by Quiksilver! The same company that sponsored Kelly Slater! What more could a grommet ask for?
 
   To celebrate, my parents made a special point of coming home early from work that night to take me go-karting with Corey, Brent and the rest of the boys. When I told my friends I was sponsored, they couldn’t believe it either. 
 
   ‘No way, man! Really?’
 
   ‘Yeah!’
 
   ‘Shit, dude! That’s sick!’
 
   ‘That’s awesome, bro. That’s really, really cool!’
 
   ‘About time they sponsored you, man! You’ve been killing it for ages!’
 
   They were really psyched for me, and I gave them all a t-shirt before my parents drove us to the go-karting track and we howled and hollered and raced around like crazy.
 
   After Quiksilver started sponsoring me I really got on a roll, winning a heap of local tournaments in a row, another state title the following year, and a couple of months after that, the Under 14 National Title. By then, JS Industry Surfboards had jumped on as sponsors, and Quiksilver was bankrolling my training expenses and travelling costs, as well as continuing to give me heaps of free clothes. The Manly Daily was frequently running articles on me, calling me a “surfing prodigy” and the town’s “next world title hope,” so people on the streets started recognising me. I’d often get stopped in The Corso or along the beach by someone who’d tell me they were right behind me, hoping I’d follow in the footsteps of Barton Lynch and return the world title back to Manly Beach. Manly’s a big surfing town, and it meant a lot to them that I was doing well, representing them with pride as part of the next generation. It was all so surreal. I was on my way to living the life I’d always dreamed of, and the success only made me push myself harder and harder. The more I improved, the more I wanted to improve. The more I won, the more I wanted to win. I loved it too much not to chase it with all the energy bundled inside of me. The rush I’d get when I’d surf the highest score, the pride that comes with being the best, the satisfaction in knowing that my hard work had paid off – I just couldn’t get enough of it. Winning a competition made me feel invincible, and once I’d tasted it, it was all I wanted.
 
   When I wasn’t training, I was hanging out with the boys, listening to surfing music and watching surfing videos. We liked Jack Johnson, The Atlantics and Planet Seven, and also a lot of the old school stuff by Dick Dale and The Beach Boys. When it came to movies, we were all convinced that The Green Iguana with Occy was the best film ever made, but we also loved Endless Summer, Thicker than Water and The September Sessions. The fellas still loved to surf too, of course, and most mornings they’d join me amongst the waves. But I was the only one of us who was training to go pro. They were all “soul surfers” – they did it purely out of love. Plus as we’d all gotten older, they started developing other interests. Corey liked to make surfing videos, Brent wrote songs, Chris and Sean were both lifeguards, and Steve played guitar in a band. They were also starting to get drunk at parties, but even at that point in time I wasn’t interested in getting on the piss. The only thing I cared about was becoming the world champion.
 
   We all went to Manly High together, and spent most of our time there talking about surfing or flirting with the girls, and if we thought we could get away with it, we’d nick off to the beach. Over the years we must’ve wagged at least 20 or 30 times, and we only got caught twice. The first time was when we cut a double period of English in Year 8. The teacher never marked the roll, so we skipped out during lunch and never came back, thinking we’d be in the clear. But unfortunately, a substitute took the class that day, and after our absence was reported we were hit with detentions. The second time, we were caught red-handed by a middle-aged teacher who was having a lunchtime sunbake. We’d spent the whole day surfing, and had just gotten changed for fifth period when he noticed us across the beach.
 
   ‘Hey! What are you doing here?’ he yelled.
 
   ‘Run!’ we panicked. 
 
   We grabbed our stuff and bolted. He chased us screaming but we were able to turn a corner and lose him in some backstreets.
 
   ‘You reckon he made us?’ Sean panted as we came to a stop.
 
   ‘Nah,’ Chris said. ‘I think he only saw our uniform from a distance.’
 
   ‘You sure?’
 
   ‘Yeah. We were too quick for the old fart. No way he got a good look at us.’
 
   But as soon as we turned up to class we were all called into the principal’s office and given two hour detentions. 
 
   Back outside, Brent burst into hysterics.
 
   ‘What are you laughing at?’ Corey demanded. ‘We’ve got to spend our Friday afternoon at school now!’
 
   ‘Who cares?’ he kept on laughing. ‘We went for a four hour surf and only got a two hour detention! We killed it!’
 
   We all started laughing then. Thinking about it like that, it was pretty funny.
 
   By now, I guess it’s pretty obvious that I did hardly any schoolwork. Throughout primary school I’d always been a top student, but in high school it was much harder to coast on pure intellect, and surfing took up all my free time. In Year 7 my marks dropped significantly. In Year 8 they were well below average. In Year 9, I was scraping the bottom of the grade in the majority of my subjects. Of course, dicking around during class didn’t help, but since I was pushing myself to the limits in my so-called “leisure time,” I thought of my time at school as my chance to relax. Not to mention that schoolwork in general was just uninspiring. I wanted to be the best surfer on the planet – how could I get motivated to study when my thoughts were dominated by being presented with the champion’s trophy and holding it up in front of the world? My parents were always supportive of my surfing career, but at the same time, they were concerned about how little I studied and my indifference towards my appalling grades.
 
   ‘You need to focus more on school!’ Dad used to stress.
 
   ‘But I want to be the best surfer in the world! It’s my dream!’
 
   ‘But you’re putting all your eggs in one basket!’ he’d exclaim. ‘What if you don’t become a professional surfer? What are you going to do for a career?’ 
 
   ‘That’s not going to happen, Dad! You’ve seen how hard I train! I will be a professional surfer!’
 
   Mum would frequently burst into tears.
 
   ‘What if you get injured?’
 
   ‘I’m not going to get injured! I’m going to keep training really hard, and one day, I’m going to be the best surfer in the world!’
 
   ‘But Jimmy, your grades used to be so good! You could be anything! A doctor. A lawyer. A veterinarian. Anything! Absolutely anything!’
 
   ‘But I don’t care about school! I want to be the world champion!’
 
   I finished Year 9 ranked 142nd out of 152 students. My parents were furious, but I didn’t care. I was about to surf in the Under 15 World Junior Championships in Hossegor, France and I really didn’t care. 
 
    
 
   In the few months leading up to the world championships, I hardly thought about anything else. I didn’t watch TV, barely attended any social outings, and I sure as hell didn’t do any homework; all I did was surf my ass off, and when I wasn’t in the water, I was analysing film, studying competition strategy, lifting weights, improving my flexibility and going for runs – even more so than I usually did. I knew this was it – this was my chance to burst onto the international scene, to make a name for myself in front of the whole surfing world. It meant everything – previous winners had picked up new sponsorship deals, been cast in surfing movies, and joined the pro circuit the following year. I was so amped up – and so was Manly. The local paper was talking me up, and the whole town really got behind me. Strangers would stop me in the street and wish me luck. Crowds would sometimes form while I’d be practising and everyone watching would cheer me on. They’d congratulate me when I came out of the water, tell me that I was the favourite to win in Hossegor and that they couldn’t wait for me to bring home the title. There appeared to be girls everywhere, and often I’d get their numbers without even asking for them. It was all so flattering, but I didn’t let anything distract me. I was surfing for everything I’d ever wanted, and I wouldn’t let anything stand in my way.
 
    
 
   After weeks of preparation, the championships finally came. I had a farewell surf with the fellas in the morning and then arrived in Hossegor a day-and-a-half later with Coach Mark, and also my parents – who’d luckily been able to get the week off work. It was a beautiful place to host the World Junior Championships, Hossegor was – tucked right down in the corner of south-west France, it’s the epitome of paradise with its trankil pine trees, its emerald-green forest, its saltwater lagoon, the Pyrenees on the horizon, and of course, its long and luscious sandy beach, home to some of the most magnificent waves in the world. After unpacking I headed straight for the sea, eager to get some practice in and acclimatise to the conditions. I’d been told that the tides at Hossegor fluctuated a lot, so I wanted some time to get used to everything before the championships were due to start in a few days’ time.
 
   On the morning of my first heat, I woke up at dawn, had a shower, got some breakfast into me and went straight to the beach. It was packed – full of all the contestants from each age group, their families and coaches, and all the locals who’d come down to watch. I found a little space of my own and started going through my pre-heat ritual – doing my stretches and jogging on the spot to get warm, all the while listening to fire-up songs like Nelly’s “Heart of a Champion” and Survivor’s “Eye of the Tiger” on my MP3 player. Just before my heat was due to start, Mark and my parents came over to me.
 
   ‘Good luck,’ Mum and Dad said, giving me a hug.
 
   Mark patted me on the back.
 
   ‘Let yourself be great.’
 
   I nodded seriously. The announcer called my name and in I went. 
 
   Twenty minutes later, I came back victorious.
 
   ‘Good start, Jimmy,’ Mark said. ‘One round down, five more to go.’
 
   ‘That’s right.’ 
 
   I started gathering my things to leave when a girl charged up to me.
 
   ‘Jimmy!’ she exclaimed.
 
   ‘Ah, yeah,’ I said, slightly taken aback.
 
   ‘Hi! My name’s Vanessa! It’s so incredible to finally meet you!’
 
   Mark and my parents left to give us some privacy, so I found myself standing there alone with Vanessa. She was about my age, with flaming red hair, narrow green eyes and fair skin covered with freckles. She stared at me for a few seconds before handing me a permanent marker.
 
   ‘Could you please sign my t-shirt?’ she asked.
 
   I shrugged.
 
   ‘Sure. If you want me to.’
 
   ‘Oh yes! Thank-you!’
 
   I took the pen and signed it, feeling her stare burning into me the whole time.
 
   ‘Could you also sign my hand, please?’ she asked once I was done.
 
   ‘Your hand?’
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   ‘Ah, yeah. I guess so.’
 
   So I signed the back of her hand too, having to hold it with my spare one for balance. She squeezed it tightly, so much so that I could feel her nails digging into my flesh. Feeling creeped out, I let go as soon as I was finished.
 
   ‘I’d better go,’ I said quickly. ‘Got to eat something before my next heat.’
 
   ‘You shouldn’t eat at the restaurant you ate at yesterday,’ she said. There are much nicer places closer to your hotel.’ 
 
   ‘What? How do you know where I – ’
 
   ‘There’s a good seafood restaurant right around the corner. You walked past it on your way here this morning.’
 
   I was speechless.  
 
   ‘Have you been . . . have you been following me?’ I eventually managed to ask.
 
   ‘I wanted to see if you’d changed at all.’
 
   ‘Changed? From . . . from when?’
 
   But at that moment, a woman stormed up to her.
 
   ‘Vanessa!’
 
   ‘Mum!’
 
   ‘I’m so sorry, Jimmy!’ Vanessa’s mum uttered frantically. ‘I told her to stay away from you.’
 
   ‘But, Mum! I have to tell him how – ’
 
   ‘Enough, Vanessa! We’re leaving!’
 
   And at that, she yanked Vanessa by the arm and started pulling her away.
 
   ‘Why are you doing this to me?’ Vanessa screamed. ‘Why are you doing this to me?’
 
   ‘I’m so sorry, Jimmy,’ her mother stressed over her shoulder. ‘I’m really, really sorry . . .’
 
   I just stood there, flabbergasted, having no idea what I’d just witnessed. But I pushed it from my mind as I walked back to the hotel to meet Mark and my parents for lunch. Hell, I was trying to win the Under 15 World Title – I didn’t have time to think about anything else.
 
    
 
   That afternoon, I won my second heat, scoring a nine and a 9.5 to my opponent’s sixes.
 
   ‘You’re killing it, Jimmy,’ my mate Rick said, another bloke sponsored by Quiksilver who was surfing in the Under 16s. 
 
   ‘Yeah, man,’ continued Brad, his younger brother from the 14s. ‘I reckon you’re the favourite to go all the way.’
 
   ‘I think it’s going to come down to you and Stan,’ said Will, another Quiksilver boy who’d just been knocked out. 
 
   ‘Who’s Stan?’ I asked.
 
   ‘Stan Connors – from Hawaii. Haven’t you heard of him?’
 
   ‘Nah, bro. How good is he?’
 
   ‘He’s their golden boy, dude. They reckon he’s going to be the next Andy Irons.’
 
   I nodded.
 
   ‘When’s he surfing next?’
 
   ‘He’s on after this heat. Want to watch?’
 
   ‘Definitely.’
 
   So we stuck around and witnessed him shred his second round opponent. His turns were so precise, his airs so in control, his barrels long and smooth and graceful. He was better than any surfer I’d ever been up against.
 
   ‘Reckon you can take him?’ Rick asked.
 
   ‘I’d better be able to.’
 
   ‘Well, we’ll be here to cheer you on,’ Brad encouraged, clapping me on the back.
 
   ‘Cheers, mate.’
 
   ‘All right, all right, enough of this soppy shit,’ Rick said. ‘Let’s get out of here and get something to eat.’
 
   We all laughed. 
 
   ‘Sounds good,’ I said. 
 
   We grabbed our stuff and started walking to the shops. I was talking to Brad and Will on the way, and Rick was dawdling behind us. Then all of a sudden he started laughing his head off. We all turned around to see him reading something on a purple polka-dotted piece of paper.
 
   ‘What’s that?’ we asked.
 
   But he couldn’t talk for laughter.
 
   ‘What is it?’ we repeated.
 
   He couldn’t stop cackling.
 
   ‘W-why don’t you t-tell them, Jimmy!’ he finally managed to get out.
 
   ‘Me? How would I know what it is?’
 
   ‘What? You actually don’t know?’
 
   ‘No. How could I?’
 
   He fell to the ground in hysterics. Overcome with curiosity, Will then snatched the note out of his hand and began reading it. Within seconds he’d joined Rick howling with glee. 
 
   ‘Let me see this!’ I said, making a play to grab it. But Brad got there before me and started reading it out loud.
 
    
 
   ‘Dear Jimmy,
 
      
 
   When we were talking today I felt all squooshy inside,
 
   I felt like my heart was racing down a slippery slide.
 
   There you stood, all sexy and wet,
 
   All I wanted to do was catch you in my net.
 
    
 
   My dearest Jimmy, you’re the most wonderful bloke,
 
   You make me feel more alive than I would drinking a gallon of Coke.
 
    I love you more than my favourite movie, “Lost at Sea,”
 
   Being with you, one plus one would make three.
 
    
 
   What I’d love to do with you Jimmy is go on a date,
 
   Where we can kiss under the stars and share food from the same plate.
 
   So meet me at seven tonight, my baby, my dude,
 
   At the restaurant by your hotel, where we’ll eat some seafood.
 
    
 
   ALL my love,
 
   Vanessa.
 
    
 
   P.S. Sorry about my mum today. She can get REALLY crazy sometimes.’
 
    
 
   The boys cracked up like mad.
 
   ‘Stalk-er! Stalk-er! Stalk-er! Stalk-er!’ they chanted.
 
   ‘First she follows you! Then she slips a love note into your bag when you’re not looking!’
 
   ‘Stalk-er! Stalk-er! Stalk-er! Stalk-er!’
 
   ‘Hey Jimmy with this freak after you, I bet you wish you were “Lost at Sea!” ’
 
   At that, the fellas went nuts, laughing like hyenas, jumping up and down and slapping me around. 
 
   ‘This isn’t funny,’ I said, fending them off. ‘This chick is scary. Trust me on this one.’
 
   But they kept on laughing about it the whole way to the shops, and no matter what I said, I couldn’t shut them up.
 
    
 
   The next morning was the third round, and boy did it give me a scare. The South African I was facing opened up with an 8.5, and with five minutes to go, my highest score was a seven. As I sat up on my board scanning the sea for oncoming waves, I found myself momentarily crippled with fear.
 
   What if I lose? I fretted. What if I get knocked out right now and have to go home early? That would be such a disaster. That would be such a failure. Seriously, having the goal of winning the tournament but getting knocked out in the third round? That would be so fucking embarrassing. That would be so fucking hopeless. That would make me such a pathetic fucking loser. I’d never be able to show my face in Manly ever again.
 
   You probably think I’m being far too hard on myself, but that’s the way my mind worked, that’s the kind of pressure I put on myself to succeed. A few years later that mentality would be my undoing, but in that moment, my overwhelming fear of failure snapped me back into focus. I dipped my hand in the cool ocean water, splashed a little on my face to clear my mind, heighten my senses. As I licked the salt on my lips, I resumed the search for a wave, and within 30 seconds, saw one building in the distance. As it approached I fought back my nerves, and at just the right moment, I threw myself into the rip, paddling like my life depended on it before leaping to my feet and pulling off a series of backside bottom turns that Occy himself would’ve been proud of and then ending with a backside floater to the cheers of the crowd. The judges awarded me a 9.5.
 
   ‘Yes!’ I screamed, thumping my chest. ‘Yes! Yes!’
 
   On his next wave, my opponent was only able to score a seven, which resulted in me squeaking out a one point win.
 
   ‘Man that was close!’ Mark exclaimed when I’d returned to the shore.
 
   I shook my head.
 
   ‘Too close.’
 
   ‘Well, at least you’re through,’ Dad said. ‘That’s all that matters.’
 
   At that moment, the Quiksilver boys came over and congratulated me. Mark and my parents then left to get some lunch, saying that they’d see me back at the hotel in a couple of hours. 
 
   ‘So Jimmy,’ Rick began. ‘Did you end up meeting your stalker for seafood last night?’
 
   ‘Did you both “kiss under the stars?” ’
 
   ‘Did you get “lost at sea” together?’
 
   ‘Get fucked,’ I said.
 
   ‘Hey, do you reckon she left you another note today?’
 
   ‘Ooohhh! She might’ve, Jimmy – I did see a redhead hovering around where Mark and your parents and all your stuff was!’
 
   ‘Check your bag, mate!’
 
   I tried to change the subject.
 
   ‘Come on, boys. Let’s forget about Vanessa and go get some food.’
 
   But they wouldn’t let it go until I’d searched through my bag. To shut them all up, I quickly looked through it.
 
   ‘Nah, nothing there, fellas,’ I said with relief. ‘I think she got the message after I didn’t show up last night.’
 
   ‘Wait, you didn’t check your front pocket,’ noticed Will. He unzipped it, and rummaged around a bit before ecstatically pulling out another purple polka-dotted piece of paper.
 
   ‘Another letter!’ he exclaimed.
 
   ‘Fucking hell . . .’ I muttered.
 
   ‘Read it out loud!’ Brad and Rick chorused.
 
   Will unfolded it and started reading.
 
    
 
   ‘Dear Jimmy,
 
    I was so disappointed when you didn’t meet me for dinner yesterday, but as I sit here writing this to you this morning, I think I know why.
 
   It’s because you think I’m like all the other girls who probably fall for you, isn’t it? You think that yesterday was the first time I’ve ever seen you surf and that I hardly know you from a hole in the road, don’t you?
 
   But the truth is Jimmy, I’ve been following you FOREVER.
 
   I first saw you in Australia when you were 12 years old, surfing in the state championships. My brother’s heat had finished, and then you were up. When you were in the water, it was as if the sun was shining only on you. I remember thinking you were the best surfer I’d ever seen. And the HOTTEST surfer I’d ever seen. And when you came out of the water, I looked at your hands and your feet and they were so small and cute! You were so perfect. Like a little Ken doll but with longer hair! I fell in love with you straight away.
 
   My brother went to Manly Surf Academy too, so I watched you surf all the time. I’d never take my eyes off you – from the moment you’d arrive at the beach until the moment you left. Sometimes I’d even walk behind you on your way home and wait around your street, hoping to catch a glimpse of you if you took the garbage bins out or checked the mail. I’d try to work up the courage to talk to you, but I’d always chicken out. And then the next thing I knew, me and my family were moving to California. 
 
   I was so upset when we left Sydney, Jimmy. I cried for days and days, thinking I’d never get the chance to see you again, that I’d never get the opportunity to tell you how much I love you so that YOU could fall in love with ME and we could live happily ever after. But I did my best to keep track of you, in the hope our paths would cross again. I’d check the Manly Daily online every day, hoping to find a story on you. If a few months went by without one, I’d email the paper asking for an update (did you ever wonder why you’d get called up out of the blue all the time? It was never really “out of the blue” – it was because I’d emailed them! I was trying to help your career!). Then they wrote that you’d be heading to the world championships in Hossegor and I was the happiest I’d been since I’d moved to California! I knew that my waiting hadn’t been for nothing! I knew that fate had brought us together again! I promised myself that I wouldn’t chicken out this time. I promised myself that I’d tell you exactly how I feel and not take no for an answer!
 
   Because you’re perfect, Jimmy.
 
   Because WE would be perfect TOGETHER.
 
   Do you know how much you and I have in common, Jimmy?
 
   Like you, my favourite singer is Jack Johnson.
 
   Like you, my favourite surfer is Occy.
 
   Like you, my favourite surfing movie is The Green Iguana.
 
   Like you, my favourite food is fish (why do you think I wanted to eat SEAFOOD with you last night?).
 
   AND, my brother is sponsored by Quiksilver, too!
 
   Don’t you see how perfect we are for each other, Jimmy? Can’t you see that we’re soul mates? Can’t you just see us one day living in a big blue house, listening to Jack Johnson and eating fish in our Quiksilver clothes before switching on the TV and watching some old Occy films? I can see it so clearly, Jimmy, because it’s all I’ve been picturing for the last three years. And I know that after reading this letter, and after we have dinner together at that seafood restaurant tonight (meet me there at seven – we’ll eat FISH!), that you’ll be able to picture it just as clearly as me.
 
   ALL my love,
 
   Vanessa.’ 
 
    
 
   ‘OK, so this is starting to get really weird,’ Rick said.
 
   ‘Fuck, man . . . this chick is obsessed with you.’
 
   ‘She’s actually been stalking you.’
 
   ‘For three years!’
 
   Once again Vanessa had left me speechless. All I could do was shake my head.
 
   ‘What am I . . . what am I supposed to do about this?’ I eventually asked.
 
   ‘I don’t know. Ignore it?’
 
   ‘I can’t. This is fucking weird, man. It’s creepy as hell. I’m completely freaked out.’
 
   ‘Maybe tell your parents about it.’
 
   ‘I don’t want them to know.’
 
   ‘Tell Mark, then. See what he says.’
 
   ‘Well . . . yeah. I guess I could do that.’
 
   So after eating with the boys I went back to the hotel to talk to Mark, but he wanted to study film in preparation for the quarterfinals, and my parents were keen to watch too so I never got the chance. It was the same story at dinner as well – I didn’t get a moment alone with Mark, and I didn’t feel comfortable bringing it up in front of my folks. Eventually I decided to just try to forget about it, and deal with it after the quarters the next day.
 
   But when I got back to my hotel room at 9:30 after dinner, I checked my phone and realised I had 44 missed calls from an unknown number. As I stood there staring at the screen in disbelief, it rang again.
 
   ‘Ah . . . hello?’ I answered nervously.
 
   ‘Jimmy! Are you OK? Where have you been all night?’
 
   ‘What?’
 
   ‘It’s Vanessa! Why aren’t you at the restaurant? I’ve been waiting here for you since seven o’clock!’
 
   I was flabbergasted. 
 
   ‘How did you . . . how did you get my number?’
 
   ‘It was on your flight confirmation receipt.’
 
   ‘Huh? I threw that out yesterday.’
 
   ‘I know. I got it out of the bin.’
 
   I shook my head, exasperated.
 
   ‘Vanessa, this has to stop. Now.’
 
   ‘What? But Jimmy – ’
 
   ‘Enough already! Just stop following me, stop leaving notes in my bag, stop going through my rubbish, and stop calling me. Just stop everything. Just leave me alone.’
 
   ‘But Jimmy we’re soul mates!’
 
   ‘No we’re not! We’re nothing! We’re less than nothing! Now just go away and leave me alone!’
 
   I hung up the phone and switched it off. I felt bad for being so blunt with her, but she just wasn’t taking the hint.
 
    
 
   In the quarter-finals the next day, I was up against a fellow Australian called Drew who I’d been friends with for years. It wasn’t easy surfing against a mate with so much on the line, and once while I was waiting for a wave, my mind flashed back to some of the memories we’d shared together – being the only two people at Manly Beach surfing in the pouring rain when he was down in Sydney one time for a tournament; seeing a five metre long great white shark in the water at his hometown beach in Coolangatta and swimming like madmen to try and make it to the shore; and another time when we were lying on the beach together talking about how sweet it would be to represent Australia on the pro circuit, and how stoked we’d be if we could both win the world title one day for our awesome country. But there’s no place for sentimentality in the heat of competition. In that moment, Drew was the enemy, and I desperately wanted to beat him and advance to the semis. Consequently, I narrowed my focus to the task at hand, and towards the end managed to surf an eight and an 8.5. With a few minutes left, Drew was behind with a nine and a six. He waited for a good wave to come but it never did, and with a huge sigh of relief and a subtle clench of my fist I was able to escape with the win. Even though Drewy was obviously disappointed, he was a good sport about it, congratulating me afterwards as we walked up the beach. 
 
   ‘Good luck in the rest of the tournament,’ he said, clapping me on the back. ‘Go win it for Australia.’
 
   ‘Cheers, dude. I’ll try my best.’
 
   ‘It’ll probably come down to you and that prick Stan Connors in the final. I hope you kill him. The guy’s a shit-talker – never stops running his mouth while you’re trying to surf.’
 
   I would’ve liked to have kept talking to Drewy, but he saw his coach and started veering towards him, wishing me luck again and saying that he’d see me later.
 
   After having a relaxing, Vanessa-free day (At last! I remember thinking, she’s finally gotten the message!), I went out to dinner with my parents. Halfway through the meal, Mark arrived and pulled up a chair.
 
   ‘All right, I’ve got the scoop on your next opponent,’ he said. ‘His name’s Pierre Leblanc – he’s a local boy, from right here in Hossegor. The whole town’s behind him.’
 
   ‘So the crowd’s all going to be on his side,’ I acknowledged. ‘All two or so thousand of them.’
 
   ‘If not more. So you’ve got to try and use that against him. Make his advantage your own.’
 
   I frowned.
 
   ‘How do I do that?’
 
   ‘You’ve got to surf from ahead. He’s going to come out blazing with energy, feeding off the fans – but if you get an early lead, then everyone will get restless. They’ll all get tense. And he’ll sense that. If you come out and surf two nines, then every wave he surfs that scores less than that will be met with nervous silence. Or worse – disappointed groans. Instead of revving him up, the crowd will just be adding to the pressure. And that can psych a lot of guys out.’
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh.
 
   ‘Isn’t the plan always to come out and surf two nines?’
 
   ‘Yes,’ Mark said seriously. ‘But this time, it’s more important than ever.’
 
    
 
   Just as we’d expected, the next day the beach was packed with locals, French flags in hand and ready to cheer on their man. I ran through the gauntlet of fans to a few lone claps, but when Pierre came out they roared to life, chanting his name and waving their flags in a frenzy. Mark was right – I realised that if I didn’t do something about them, then they might just give him the extra push he’d need to get over the line. When the competition’s as fierce as it is at the World Junior Championships, an edge like that can sometimes be the difference between winning and losing.
 
   Fortunately, I rose to the occasion early on, floating an eight and barrelling a nine. Just like Mark predicted, the crowd got antsy, gasping and groaning when I surfed my high scores. I think it rattled Pierre a bit – for a long time he couldn’t get any better than a six or a seven. But then with a few minutes to go, he barrelled one of the waves of the tournament and scored a 9.5. Everyone went crazy, yelling and screaming and jumping up and down. With all the cheering from the fans it was difficult to concentrate, not to mention that the wind was severely thickening, filling my ears and forcing me to squint to see the approaching waves. But when the next one came I was able to gather myself, landing one of my best cutbacks of the championships by holding the turn from the top of the wave right to the bottom and then all the way around to smash the lip behind me, Taylor Knox style. The judges scored me an 8.5 for it, which gave me a one point lead over Pierre and meant that he’d need an 8.5 himself to beat me. He took his time, waiting patiently for the right wave before he took off. I stopped breathing momentarily as I sat frozen on my board, watching him climb atop the crest, zigzag across it. But then he fell off the lip to the shriek of the crowd. He was wiped out, and there was no time to recover. Overcome with relief, I fell back off my board and into the water. I’d made it to the final.
 
   Afterwards, I stuck around to watch the other semi with Mark and the Quiksilver boys. Stan Connors was up against another Hawaiian bloke, and after going back and forth a couple of times, he managed to beat him with two nines. As he sauntered up the beach, our eyes met. I nodded my head respectfully. He gave me the finger and kept on walking.
 
   It caught me off guard.
 
   ‘What the . . . ?’
 
   Mark shook his head.
 
   ‘Don’t worry about it. He’s just trying to mess with you.’
 
   ‘Drewy did say he was a prick,’ I recalled.
 
   ‘Forget about him,’ Rick said. ‘I’m starving – let’s get something to eat.’
 
   ‘OK. Just let me shower and change first.’
 
   So the boys and I walked back to the hotel together, while Mark stayed to chat with a couple of other coaches he knew.
 
   When we arrived, the concierge called me over.
 
   ‘Delivery for you, Jimmy,’ he said.
 
   ‘Delivery? From who?’
 
   ‘Not sure,’ he replied, handing me a video tape. ‘It was dropped off before I got here.’
 
   I studied it carefully. There was no indication of who it was from.
 
   ‘All right,’ I shrugged. ‘Thanks.’
 
   In my room, my curiosity got the better of me. I put the video in the VCR and started watching it with the boys.
 
   ‘What. The. Fuck.’ Brad spat once it was finished.
 
   ‘That was the most disgusting thing I’ve ever seen . . . but I couldn’t look away.’
 
   ‘Jimmy . . . what the hell are you going to do?’
 
   Everyone was staring at me. I was too stunned to speak.
 
   At that moment, Mark walked in the room. He looked at the screen.
 
   ‘So instead of getting lunch you guys decided to stay in and watch porn, did you?’ he laughed.
 
   I shook my head.
 
   ‘You don’t understand.’
 
   ‘What?’
 
   I shook my head again, still dismayed as to how things had escalated to this point.
 
   ‘Promise you won’t tell my parents?’ I sighed.
 
   He shrugged.
 
   ‘Yeah, sure.’
 
   I rewound the video and played it again. It began with Vanessa sitting on a bed in her hotel room, wearing nothing but a purple polka-dotted bathrobe.
 
   ‘Don’t worry, Jimmy,’ she spoke into the camera. ‘I know you didn’t mean what you said on the phone. You’re just really stressed out trying to win the world title.’
 
   She paused, moistening her lips.
 
   ‘But you’ve got to loosen up a bit, babe. You need to let off some steam. You need to unwind.’
 
   She pulled off her robe, threw it over her shoulder.
 
   ‘This is for you, Jimmy,’ she winked. ‘Something you can pleasure yourself to until you experience the real thing.’
 
   At that moment, two guys appeared on camera. After they took off their clothes, she started rubbing them off – one with each hand – up and down, up and down, up and down in an out-of-sync rhythm. A couple of minutes later, a third guy appeared in the corner of the screen and started masturbating, and a few minutes after that, a fourth guy entered the picture. He lay on his back underneath Vanessa like a naked car mechanic, and she knelt down to suck his dick to the chorus of moans, staring at the camera – staring at me – the entire time. 
 
   I looked at Mark. His face was ashen with horror. 
 
   ‘What the . . . what the hell is this?’ he managed to say.
 
   I shook my head.
 
   ‘It gets worse.’
 
   Right on cue, a beefy, 20-something year old bloke appeared. He undressed himself quickly, splashed on some lube, and then with loud thrusts started fucking her in the ass.
 
   That made five of them in total: the two guys getting wristies, the bloke wanking in the corner, the car mechanic getting head, and Beefboy doing her in the tradesman’s entrance.
 
   ‘Oh . . . ! Oh . . . ! Oh . . . ! Oh . . . !’ the screaming continued.
 
   ‘Yes . . . ! That’s it . . . ! Yes . . . !’
 
   ‘Fuck . . . ! Fuck . . . ! Oh fuck!’
 
   Vanessa pulled Car Mechanic’s cock out of her mouth.
 
   ‘Look how turned on everyone is, Jimmy!’ she shrieked above the guys. ‘This is what I can do for you! This is how good I can make you feel!’
 
   Never breaking eye-contact, she returned to sucking Car Mechanic’s dick, who after another couple of minutes blew his load in her mouth. Shortly afterwards, the other guys finished too. They picked up their clothes and walked out of view, leaving Vanessa all by herself. She sat on the bed, legs spread wide into the camera.
 
   ‘Notice how I didn’t let anyone touch my pussy?’ she murmured, rubbing her clit. ‘I’m still a virgin, Jimmy. I’ve been saving myself for you. I’ve been saving myself for you since I was 12 years old.’
 
   She then told me where she was staying, and said that she’d be waiting in bed for me until I came for her. After she blew me a kiss, the screen went blank.
 
   ‘That’s just . . .’ Mark trailed off, speechless.
 
   I then filled him in about everything else she’d been doing. He said he’d go straight to the police with my parents to put a restraining order in place, and that after he’d done that, she wouldn’t bother me ever again. I didn’t want to get my parents – least of all the police – involved, but it was worth it if it was guaranteed to get Vanessa out of my life. Hell, I was surfing for the Under 15 World Title the next day, and I couldn’t afford to let anything distract me.
 
    
 
   The day of the finals was one of the most memorable of my life. It started off at six when I woke up and went for a light surf before breakfast. As I was coming out of the water, I saw Stan heading down with his board. We were walking straight at each other, staring one another down.
 
   ‘What the fuck are you looking at?’ he growled.
 
   ‘You,’ I said. ‘What are you going to do about it?’
 
   He stopped walking.
 
   ‘I can’t believe you actually made the final,’ he spat. ‘You should’ve lost to that South African in the third round. Those biased judges saved your ass – no way your shitty moves on that last wave deserved a 9.5.’
 
   ‘Fuck off,’ I muttered and continued walking.
 
   ‘You can’t fluke your way to a victory this time, Wharton!’ he called out after me. ‘I’m going to fucking kill you today!’
 
   ‘Piss off!’ I snarled back over my shoulder. ‘Go fuck yourself!’ Hell, Drewy had been right – Stan was a prick and I wanted to destroy him. 
 
   Back at the hotel, I had some breakfast before taking a shower. I found myself feeling a little tense, a little nervous about the final, so I decided to try and calm down a bit by taking a wank over Britney Spears. For the next 15 minutes, the world was blocked out – I was in my own private fantasy land, imagining myself doing the wild thing for the very first time. I started tugging harder as my orgasm approached, moaning with pleasure as the sensation flooded my cock. But then mid-ejaculation, the bathroom door flew open, and she was charging towards me like a bull out of a gate.
 
   ‘They’ll never keep us apart, Jimmy!’ she screamed, throwing her arms around me.
 
   ‘What the – ’
 
   ‘They’ll never keep us apart! They’ll never keep us apart!’
 
   ‘What the fuck!’ I yelled. ‘What the fuck are you doing!’
 
   ‘They’ll never break us up, Jimmy!’
 
   At that moment, two security guards burst in and tried to pull Vanessa off me.
 
   ‘I’ll always love you! I’ll always love you!’
 
   They dragged her away kicking and screaming.
 
   ‘I’ll love you forever, Jimmy!’ she cried. ‘No matter what happens I’ll never stop loving you!’
 
   I managed to pull a towel over myself before Mark appeared out of nowhere.
 
   ‘What the hell just happened?’ he demanded.
 
   I was hugging my knees on the bathroom floor, shaking from head to toe. I tried to speak but no sound came out. 
 
   ‘Jimmy?’ he stressed, crouching down beside me. ‘What happened?’
 
   Several moments passed where I couldn’t speak. Then in a trembling voice I managed to tell him.
 
   ‘It’s just so freaky,’ I concluded by saying. ‘I mean . . . she’s everywhere. I can’t get away from her. No matter what I do I can’t get away from her . . .’
 
   ‘Jimmy listen to me,’ Mark said sternly, grabbing me by the shoulders and looking me straight in the eye. ‘Vanessa’s on her way to the police station right now, and she’s not going anywhere until you’re on a plane back to Sydney. Forget about her. She will never bother you ever again. Never, ever again.’
 
   He paused for a moment, gripping me tightly.
 
   ‘Now Jimmy, I want you to listen to me very carefully. In less than two hours, you’re going to be versing Stan Connors for the Under 15 World Title. And you’re going to go out there and surf the best you’ve ever surfed, and you’re going to beat him. Because this is your title, Jimmy. In my 12 years as a professional surfer and my ten years of coaching, I have never, ever, ever met anybody who works harder than you do. You’ve put your blood into this, and you are the best 15 year old surfer on the planet. I know it, you know it, and now it’s time for the world to know it.’
 
   He shook me by the shoulders.
 
   ‘You’re going to do this!’ he yelled in my face. ‘You’re going to win the Under 15 World Title!’
 
   ‘Yeah,’ I nodded.
 
   ‘Say it!’
 
   ‘I’m going to win the Under 15 World Title.’
 
   ‘Louder!’
 
   ‘I’m going to win the Under 15 World Title.’
 
   ‘Louder!’
 
   ‘I’m going to win the Under 15 World Title!’ I roared, jumping to my feet.
 
   ‘Yeah you are!’
 
   ‘Yeah I am!’
 
   I was fired up now. Mark’s right, I thought. This is my moment, and I’m going to go out there and own it. Nothing’s going to stop me. No one’s going to stand in my way – not Vanessa, not Stan, not anybody else. I’m going to win and go home a champion.
 
   I spent the next hour getting ready before heading to the beach to start stretching and warming up. As they’d been doing throughout the tournament, my parents came over to wish me luck and hug me just before I was about to get called in. And then for the first time ever, Mark hugged me, too.
 
   ‘Remember what I said,’ he whispered in my ear. ‘Forget about everything and just surf your ass off. You are the best. You’ve got this.’
 
   He pulled away, and I nodded earnestly before the announcer called my name and in I went.
 
   It was a beautiful day. The sun was bright and there was a crisp wind out, heightening the waves to an even six feet. We both had good starts, Stan scoring an eight and me an 8.5 in the first few minutes. But then neither of us caught anything special for a while – just a bunch of sixes and sevens. I had a slight lead, and towards the end, I started thinking that it might be enough to win. But then with a couple of minutes left, Stan scored a nine.
 
   ‘Suck it, Wharton!’ he yelled over the breaking waves. ‘Suck my fat fucking cock!’
 
   Now the pressure was really on. I took a few deep breaths, did my damnedest to compose myself as I scanned the sea while Stan kept trying to break me.
 
   ‘I told you you were shit!’ he screamed. ‘I told you you fluked your way into the final! The judges saved you against that Saffa in the third round! You barely beat your piece-of-shit Australian friend in the quarters! And you only won the semis because that French faggot choked and fell off his board! You don’t deserve to be here! You can’t beat me! I am better than you! I am just better that you!’
 
   But what Stan didn’t know was that my close calls throughout the tournament had strengthened my resolve, and given me the confidence I needed to be able to perform under pressure. 
 
   Don’t panic, I said to myself. If you get a nine, then you’ll win. You can do this – just like you did when you were losing with only a few minutes to go in the third round. Do what you did then – just pick the right wave and own it.
 
   I waited patiently for it to come. Second by second the time ticked away, but I held my nerve, analysing the sea, working out when it would be best to seize my chance.
 
   Then, with just under a minute left, God sent me the wave of the day – a six-and-a-half foot masterpiece breaking in near-perfect formation. After paddling as hard as I could I got to my feet and entered the pipe, sticking my weight on the front of the board, grabbing the rail and throwing it down. The tunnel hid me from the shore as I skated through with a primal thrill, a huge rush of bliss, stoned on the smell of brine and the raucous noise and the whipping wind whooshing through my hair. This was my promised land, my sweet nirvana, deep in a celestial barrel where I felt free and complete and at peace with the world. I dug the board in even further, hung on tight amidst the wisps of spray before I shot out the other side to the roar of the crowd. They screamed and hollered, clapped with vigour, and even though it wasn’t official yet, I knew I’d won. My lips were a permanent grin, my fists clenched in triumph. A couple of seconds later, the judges held up tens.
 
   ‘Come on!’ I screamed, Lleyton Hewitt style. ‘Come on!’
 
   I punched the air. I’d done it! I’d fucking done it! The cheering continued as I rode the wave all the way back to the shore where Mark and my parents ecstatically jumped up and down. When I reached the sand I fell into their arms, and tears of joy started streaming down my cheeks. I’d worked so hard, and to be crowned the Under 15 World Champion was the best thing that could’ve happened to me at that point in my life. I was so happy. So purely and utterly happy. And seeing Stan crying on his coach’s shoulder was the icing on the cake.
 
    
 
   The next month was like a dream. When I arrived home, Quiksilver organised a promotional campaign outside their shop in The Corso, where they unveiled a huge poster on the front window of me barrelling a wave. The following week, Red Bull and FCS Fins signed me to lucrative sponsorship deals, and Oakley wanted me to model their sunglasses, saying how much they liked my look and that they could envision me as surfing’s next pin-up boy. Justin Gane, the bloke who made Pulse and Unleashed featuring guys like Joel Parkinson, Taj Burrow, Dean Morrison and Occy himself wanted to cast me as one of the stars in his next surfing movie. Internationally read Surfer magazine wanted to do an article on me and put me on the cover of their next issue. Rip Curl offered me $50,000 to sign with them and go pro the following year, and Quiksilver was in the process of trying to match the offer. Aside from Vanessa continuing to send me love letters, my life was perfect. I was so excited. So overjoyed. Every day I woke up and thanked the Lord for blessing me with the opportunity to live my dream. I just felt so incredible. All I had to do was complete Year 10 and then I could join the pro tour at age 16. There was no need to finish school. While the rest of my grade would be sitting their final year exams, I’d be in Hawaii riding waves at the Pipeline Masters, taking on all my surfing heroes like Kelly Slater, Mick Fanning and even Occy for a shot at the world title.
 
   Maybe I wouldn’t have gone on to win. Maybe I would have. I’ll never know. As I’d realise time and time again, things have a habit of turning out differently from the way we plan.
 
   Like so many accidents, mine was the sum of one part stupidity and one part bad luck. It happened in Western Australia while I was on holidays for the Queen’s Birthday long weekend with my parents and the boys and their families, about two months after the World Junior Championships. The surfing conditions were deadly, made so by a thunderous storm, gale force winds and vicious swells leading to murderous rips and currents. And it was on this day that I decided to try and surf “The Box” near Margaret River. Recommended for only the best surfers, The Box was hurling 15 foot waves over hard flat rocks. 
 
   ‘There’s no way I’m surfing that,’ Corey said. ‘It’s bloody suicide out there.’
 
   The rest of the fellas agreed.
 
   ‘How about you, Jimmy?’
 
   Corey was right. The waves were huge and merciless, breaking ferociously with a violent crash. I’d never attempted anything like it before. I stood there watching them in the pouring rain, tittering on the edge of heading in or suggesting we leave.
 
   ‘Those waves really are insane,’ Brent marvelled. ‘You’d have to be a bloody pro to surf those.’
 
   It was that remark that pushed me over the cliff. 
 
   I practically am a bloody pro, I thought to myself. I’m the Under 15 World Champion. I can surf this. I’m not a pussy. There’s no way I’m backing down from this.
 
   ‘I’m going in,’ I said, and in a moment I’ve wished I could take back a million times, I ran for the sea. I plunged into a rip as the boys, eager to see me tackle the impossible, hooted out encouragement from the safety of the sand.
 
   ‘Yeah, Jimmy!’
 
   ‘Kill that shit!’
 
   ‘Earn your sponsorship money, mate!’
 
   I tried to ease into it, first carving a few waves. Then I did a floater or two. By then, I thought I was ready for a tube ride. I waited and waited before an 18 foot mammoth came roaring forwards. I felt that pulsing rush, the endorphins kicking in as I slid inside the barrel. But I’d underestimated how fast it was breaking. Before I could make it to the other side it crashed against me, sweeping me up and hurling me to the hard ocean floor. I slammed against the rocks. Pain engulfed my head, neck and back. I was dazed. I couldn’t feel my legs.
 
   I slowly floated to the surface. When I finally got there I spluttered up water, moaned ‘help!’ to the boys back on the sand. But they couldn’t hear me above the storm. Another huge wave came charging towards me, and it was only by God’s own intervention that it broke late and didn’t catapult me right back down to the rocks again. 
 
   By then, I was shitting myself. 
 
   I can hardly move, and there are 15 foot waves breaking around me. I’m helpless, and there’s nothing but hard solid rock beneath me. 
 
   I realised that I could die. My survival instincts kicked in as I desperately kept screaming and yelling for help. Eventually the boys heard me, and as a group were able to drag me back in.
 
   They laid me carefully on the sand. By then I was hardly with it, but I remember gritting my teeth in the most intense physical pain I’ve ever felt, and Steve saying he’d run and find someone who could call an ambulance. I remember lightning attacking the sky, and trembling violently in the freezing cold before Corey laid a jacket across my chest for warmth. And I remember clutching the cross around my neck. Please God, I begged in my head. Whatever’s happened to me, please help me recover as soon as possible so that I can continue to train really hard and one day become the world champion. 
 
   Steve finally came back and said that an ambulance was on its way. When it came, I told the paramedics what had happened. They wanted to take me by stretcher to hospital, but that would have involved carrying me a considerable distance to the ambulance which, because I’d in all likelihood suffered a spinal injury, they weren’t comfortable doing. So they organised a helicopter evacuation. I was air-lifted to hospital.
 
   My parents were called and given the shock of their lives. They rushed right over, arriving while the doctor was performing a series of tests as I lay on my back. They held each other a few feet away, doing their best to fight back tears.
 
   The doctor eventually diagnosed me with a spinal concussion.
 
   ‘You’re very lucky, Jimmy,’ he said. ‘You could’ve been paralysed. You could’ve been killed. You’re very lucky.’
 
   I stayed there overnight. The next day I could feel my legs, and I could even walk, but my head and neck and back still hurt. Nevertheless, the doctor said I was right to leave. I asked him if I could surf. I was in considerable pain, but I was only six months away from turning pro, and I needed to be training harder than ever so that I’d be ready to compete. But the doctor said I couldn’t.
 
   ‘You’ve injured your spine, Jimmy. Until we know the extent of the damage, any surfing you do puts you at serious risk of paralysis.’
 
   I was crushed. My whole world had been shaken.
 
   ‘How . . . how long will it take . . . for you to know?’
 
   ‘I can’t say,’ he replied. ‘But until we work it out, you absolutely cannot surf.’
 
   I left the hospital feeling devastated. How am I supposed to compete with the best surfers in the world if I can’t even train? Injured or not, not training, not working my ass off went against everything I believed in. My philosophy was that if I could stand, I could surf. How could I just sit idly by waiting for the doctors to determine the severity of my injury when I would be going pro in six months’ time? The mere idea made me sick. But then again, I tried to be logical: the doctor’s right – it’s not worth getting paralysed over. So with the heaviest of hearts I accepted my fate, vowing to train even harder once I’d been medically cleared to make up for lost time and give myself the best chance of succeeding on the tour.
 
   When I got back to Sydney, I immediately booked an appointment to see a specialist. He looked at my X-rays, ran some more tests, but none of it proved conclusive so I still couldn’t surf. Instead, I spent my time breaking down film, trying to learn techniques from the best – but there’s only so much of that you can do. I needed to be in the water, honing my skills. I couldn’t stop stressing as the weeks dragged on. Even though the pain gradually went away, the specialist still couldn’t work out exactly what was wrong with me.
 
   ‘It takes time, Jimmy,’ he kept repeating. ‘The spine’s a very complex part of the body, and until we know the extent of the damage, you unfortunately just can’t surf. If you were to hurt yourself again, there’s a huge risk that you’d be paralysed from the neck down. You’d have to spend the rest of your life in a wheelchair. It’s just not worth the risk, Jimmy.’
 
   But not being able to surf was maddening. I was always so fractious. So tense. The days seemed to stretch on forever – agonising hour after agonising hour. Without surfing I had nothing to do. I was bored as fuck. And that old sporting adage would continuously torture me:
 
   “Whenever you’re not training, somebody else is, and when the two of you meet, they are going to beat you . . .”
 
   I couldn’t take it. Sometimes I’d scream into a pillow. Other times I’d just break down and cry. But as distraught as I was, I still remained positive. 
 
   When you get the go-ahead from the specialist you’ll get back into training. You’ll work your ass off and go pro next year, and then you’ll keep working your ass off until you’re the best surfer in the world. This is just a temporary setback. You’ll get past it and still achieve your dream.
 
   But it didn’t turn out like that. I was blinded by love – the fact that I’d never become the world champion hadn’t sunk in yet, not even by the day I was told by the specialist, two months after the accident itself.
 
   When he called me into his office, I sat down in a chair beside the window. It was a beautiful Manly day – clear blue sky, sun out, wind a little crisp. I remember thinking what a great day it was for a surf.
 
   ‘As you know, Jimmy,’ the specialist began, ‘I’ve been assessing your injury and trying to determine the severity of it.’
 
   He paused, looking at me solemnly.
 
   ‘Your injury has left serious and permanent damage to your neck and your spine. You’ll be able to run and do most normal activities, but you’ll always have a degree of weakness in your limbs, and be highly vulnerable to paralysis should you injure your spine again.’
 
   ‘But I’ll still be able to surf, right?’ I stressed. ‘I’ll be able to train really hard and one day become the world champion, won’t I?’
 
   He shook his head sympathetically.
 
   ‘I’m sorry, Jimmy. It’s too dangerous. The risk of paralysis is too great.’
 
   ‘No!’ I cried. ‘There’s got to be something you can do!’
 
   ‘I’m sorry, Jimmy. The damage is permanent. There’s nothing I can do.’
 
   I begged him and begged him to try something, to try anything, but he just kept reiterating that it was beyond his control. Eventually, I was convinced. My head fell to my hands. I cried loudly, bawled my eyes out for a long, long time as it finally started to hit home. 
 
   My surfing career is over. 
 
   Done. 
 
   Finished. 
 
   Kaput. 
 
   I will never turn pro. 
 
   I will never surf against all of my heroes. 
 
   I will never win the world title. 
 
   And perhaps what hurt the most was the realisation that I’d been robbed of the chance to even try. I felt like my dream was ending before I’d even opened my eyes. And as the hours turned to days and then bled into weeks, I continued crying for what I’d lost, but also for what might have been.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 3
 
   VINDICATION IS THE SWEETEST JOY NEXT TO BEING WITH A WOMAN
 
    
 
   I was shattered that my surfing career was over. It felt like the end of my world. Dad was right – I’d put all my eggs in one basket, and now, I had nothing. I was in mourning for weeks. Apart from to go to school, I barely left the house. I couldn’t handle walking through The Corso and having people stare at me with all that pity in their eyes. I thought I’d cry if I went to the beach. I took all my gear and every trophy, plaque, medal and poster I had and put it in the basement. It was all too painful to look at. I’d lost everything. There’d be no surfing movie or magazine cover, Quiksilver had taken my poster down from their shop window, and all my sponsorship deals had been withdrawn (hell, even Vanessa had stopped writing to me). Everything I’d worked so hard for was gone. I felt like the life had been sucked out of me. I was barely a shell of a boy. I didn’t eat much. Didn’t sleep much. Hardly spoke to anyone. It was devastating. I was living my worst nightmare.
 
   But after a couple of months, I started to pull myself together. The way I saw it, it did me no good to ruminate on my injury or wish that it hadn’t happened. I started blocking those thoughts out, and doing my best to look towards the future. 
 
   I need to get on with my life, I figured. I need to adjust to a world without surfing, and make the most of what I have. If I don’t, I’ll be miserable forever.
 
   I began by making an effort to get out of the house and be more social. I was 15 – my mates were going to parties, getting drunk and starting to have sex, but in favour of surfing I’d never gotten into it (I’d pashed a grand total of three girls, and never even gotten past first base before). So when a guy in our grade had a party a couple of months after my injury, I went with the boys and we brought a case of beer.
 
   ‘No excuses this time, bro,’ Corey said. ‘Now that you’re no longer surfing, you’ve got to get on the piss.’
 
   By ten o’clock I was wasted, and found myself in a bedroom with a caramel-haired, hazel-eyed girl called Tina.
 
   ‘Kiss me, Jimmy,’ she slurred.
 
   I pressed my lips against hers, pushed my tongue inside her mouth as we started hooking up on the bed. I gradually got a boner, which Tina fumbled around with before the last beer I’d drunk really started to hit me. I felt a queasiness in my gut, a sick feeling in my throat, and then before I could stop myself, I puked on her face.
 
   ‘What the fuck!’ she shrieked.
 
   ‘Sorry . . .’ I murmured.
 
   She stormed out of the room. I went to go after her, but I fell on my first step and threw up again.
 
   The boys then burst in.
 
   ‘Dude, what the fuck just happened?’
 
   All I could do was groan. They all started cheering.
 
   ‘About fucking time, mate! About fucking time!’
 
   I puked again. They dragged me into the bathroom where I kept throwing up before eventually passing out with my head in the toilet.
 
   Despite being messy, I loved my first drinking experience. I loved how the booze made me forget about my problems, loved how serene it made me feel. Ever since I’d gotten injured, I’d been desperate for a way to unwind, yearning for a way to relax. And I suppose by default, alcohol became my release. From then on, every weekend I’d binge like mad, and despite my late start, I quickly developed a reputation as being one of the loosest drinkers in the year.
 
   There was also a second reputation that I quickly developed – that of being nothing more than a washed up surfer. I’d been envied for so long, but after my injury, everyone in the year – except for the fellas – seized the opportunity to pounce. Now that I was down, everyone revelled in kicking the shit out of me. 
 
   ‘Your best days are behind you,’ they all said. 
 
   ‘You’ve got nothing going for you now.’ 
 
   ‘You’re a nobody.’ 
 
   I became known as “Washed Up Wharton,” implying that I used to have it all but that I’d peaked too early, and in the end had amounted to nothing. It was all a bit of a joke to them, but it really, really annoyed me. I’d laugh it off, but seriously, every time someone called me that, I wanted to punch them in the fucking head. I was pregnant with rage, and then one afternoon, I finally exploded. 
 
   Sometime in October of Year 10, my school ran what it called a “University Seminar,” where representatives from all the local unis came to talk about the courses they offered and the requirements for getting in. I had no idea what I wanted to do after school, but given that I was trying to rediscover myself and learn about my options, the University Seminar seemed like a sensible event to attend. It was due to start in fifth period, but I had a check-up appointment for my spine beforehand which ran a little overtime. When I arrived at the hall the talk had already started, so I figured I’d just quietly enter and quickly sit down. But when I opened the door and exposed myself to the 100-odd students, everyone started laughing at me.
 
   ‘Washed Up Wharton! What the hell are you doing here? This is for people who want to go to university!’
 
   ‘Wharton! This isn’t the physio, mate! You’ve hobbled into the wrong room!’
 
   I tried to laugh it off, but inside, I was fucking furious. 
 
   You all think that just because my surfing career ended that you’re better than me? You all think that I’m just a washed up athlete whose life is over? That I’m stupid because my grades were shit for the last few years because I was so focused on surfing that I never bothered studying? Well fuck you. Fuck you all. You stupid fucking cunts. You don’t know me. You have no right to judge me.
 
   It was probably only a few seconds but it felt like far longer as they kept pointing and laughing, yelling out abuse. It was such a disturbance that the bloke speaking actually stopped in the middle of his talk and started staring at me too.
 
   ‘Waaashed up! Waaashed up! Waaashed up!’ some of them jokingly drawled.
 
   ‘You’re not even going to pass Year 10! How the hell are you going to get into uni?’
 
   ‘Waaashed up! Waaashed up! Waaashed up!’
 
   ‘Be quiet!’ a teacher finally yelled. ‘Jimmy, sit down!’
 
   The crowd eventually fell silent as I stormed to the back of the room and sat down seething. I was fuming with rage. Frothing with white-hot anger. 
 
   Those fucking cunts! I kept thinking. Those stupid motherfucking cunts! Who the fuck are they to judge me? Who the fuck are they? They don’t know me. I’m not an idiot. The only reason my marks were shit was because I spent all my time surfing. I could do really well in school if I wanted to. I could outwork all those cunts and get better grades than all of them. If I wanted to.
 
   And over the course of the seminar, the idea gradually started to evolve in my mind. 
 
   Trying hard in school? Well, it would make sense, given that I can no longer surf. I could go to uni, get a degree, get a good job and have a successful career. Plus it would feel really good to get a great mark and prove all these cunts wrong. That would feel really fucking good. Then I’d be the king again. No one could fucking look down on me then. The way I was feeling resonated with the point made by John Updike in his novel Rabbit, Run:
 
   “. . . after you’ve been first-rate at something, no matter what, it kind of takes the kick out of being second-rate.”
 
   It couldn’t be truer. Being called “Washed Up Wharton” after I’ve been crowned the best 15 year old surfer in the world? No way. There’s no way I’m going out like this. There’s no way this is the end for me. There’s no way those cunts are right. 
 
   I kept stewing with fury. 
 
   I’ll show them, I kept repeating to myself. I’ll show them . . . 
 
   And by the end of the seminar, I’d made a vow that would dominate my focus for the next two-and-a-half years. 
 
   I’m going to finish school first in the year. I’m going to score a UAI (University Admissions Index – equal to the percentile in which one is ranked in the state) of 100.00. I’ll prove everybody wrong in the most emphatic way possible. I’ll outwork everyone, just like I did with surfing, and kick all their asses. Let’s see them call me a washed up surfer then. 
 
   So for the remaining few months of the year I worked my ass off. In class I took notes and paid attention. After school I did my homework, and meticulously studied all the seventh-, eighth-, ninth- and tenth grade material that I hadn’t learned because I’d been too busy surfing. I threw myself into it with the same discipline and determination I’d applied to surfing. I worked so hard, driven by my quest to prove everybody wrong. Whenever I felt like slacking off or I wasn’t in the mood to study, I’d think about everyone laughing at me at the University Seminar and then push on. 
 
   Do you want them to be right? I’d ask myself. Do you want to end up a washed up surfer? No? Then fucking study!
 
   No one but my parents knew about my goal. The closest I came to telling anyone else was mentioning to the fellas while I was wasted one Saturday night of many that I’d started studying and taking school seriously. Despite working hard, I was still drinking like a fish on weekends. As far as I was concerned, there was nothing better than getting piss-blind drunk with your mates after a week of gruelling study.
 
    
 
   I continued pushing myself throughout Year 10, and ended up finishing 119th out of 156 students – an improvement on the previous year when I finished 142nd out of 152, but a ranking still heavily influenced by my terrible first semester. Nonetheless I was encouraged, and in the summer holidays of 2005 that led up to the start of Year 11, I bought the textbooks and worked my way through a good chunk of the eleventh grade material. I started learning some economics, and found that I really enjoyed it. Same with business studies. I did some reading for my other subjects too – maths, physics and beginner’s Spanish – although not for English, which was a subject I hated and saw absolutely no point in studying (seriously, why would anyone waste their time analysing Shakespeare once school is finished? I thought). So by the time Year 11 started I was ahead of the game, focused and ready for the two years ahead. And it is now time, fine readers, for you to meet Olivia. Olivia. O-li-vi-a. Love of my life Olivia. And so this fucked up love story really starts, with a girl, as all fucked up love stories inevitably do.
 
   It was in an advanced maths class where I first laid eyes on her. I was sitting up the back of the room, and when the teacher called my name on the roll, everyone turned around and started laughing at me – just like they did at the University Seminar. 
 
   ‘Washed Up Wharton! What are you doing here?’
 
   ‘This is an advanced maths class, you idiot!’
 
   Once again I tried to laugh it off, but inside it was burning me up. Laugh it up now, you fucking assholes. In two years’ time I’ll have kicked all your asses and I’ll be the one laughing at you for ever doubting me, I remember thinking. I looked around at all the faces in the room and felt fury surge through my veins until my eyes fell upon a girl sitting by herself in the front row.
 
   For all our bravado, I think almost every young guy has a vision of his ideal woman that’s treasured very dearly in the core of his heart. There’s a girl who takes our breath away, who dances through our dreams, who walks down the aisle when we picture ourselves getting married. In our eyes, she is the most beautiful woman on the face of the earth, and from the time we’re old enough to fall in love, we’re filled with a white-hot longing to meet her in person. If we’re ever so blessed as to do so, we find ourselves feeling almost . . . lightheaded, just gazing into her eyes. We find ourselves feeling nervous, and excited, and alive, all at the same time. We feel something tugging at our heart . . . a desire to open ourselves up . . . to leap into her soul. We lose ourselves in the moment, we’re mesmerised, and at least for those few seconds, we believe in the notion of love at first sight. 
 
   That’s how I felt when I first saw Olivia. Mahogany-brown hair cascaded down her shoulders, shimmered against her clear olive skin. Her lips were full and luscious; eyes soft, warm and spectacularly blue. And unlike all the others, she wasn’t laughing at me. Instead, she looked at me with her head slightly tilted, and there was something about her expression – although I can’t quite pinpoint what, exactly – that exuded compassion. Awash with her empathy, my anger and frustration just melted away. I wouldn’t have thought it possible, but right then and there, I found myself feeling at peace with the world and everything in it, because I was face-to-face with the girl of my dreams.
 
   The laughter eventually ceased and the teacher went on with the lesson. When it was over, the class stood up and made their way to the playground for lunch. I saw Olivia leave, and, desperate to talk to her, I pushed my way past everyone clogging the exit of the hall to reach her.
 
   ‘Jimmy, what the fuck are you doing here?’ someone asked, but I ignored them as I looked around before spotting her in the canteen line. I lined up beside her. She noticed me looking at her, and smiled a warm, vivacious smile.
 
   ‘H-hey,’ I said nervously. ‘My name’s Jimmy.’
 
   ‘I know,’ she said. ‘You’re the surfer who got injured.’
 
   I nodded.
 
   ‘My name’s Olivia. I only came to Manly High at the start of the year.’
 
   ‘Where were you before that?’
 
   ‘Melbourne.’
 
   ‘Why did you move to Sydney?’
 
   ‘Dad got transferred for work.’
 
   ‘Cool,’ I nodded lamely.
 
   We reached the front of the line and Olivia was asked what she wanted to order. She got a ham, cheese and tomato sandwich and a chocolate milk, and I decided to get the same. We paid for our food and moved aside for the people behind us to reach the counter. I was so nervous. My body was moist with sweat as we stood together awkwardly beside the line. Eventually, I sucked up the courage and asked her:
 
   ‘Want to . . . ah . . . eat together?’
 
   ‘Sure,’ she smiled.
 
   We walked outside and sat on the grass under a big shady tree. I was too nervous to look at her, so I clumsily studied my ham, cheese and tomato sandwich before finally saying something.
 
   ‘So . . . ah . . . how are you liking Manly High so far?’
 
   ‘I like it a lot,’ she said perkily. ‘It’s nice and casual – a lot more laid-back than my old school.’
 
   ‘Yeah? How so?’
 
   ‘Just everything, really. I used to go to a private school, so it was really strict. Particularly with uniform and stuff.’
 
   ‘Yeah, you can pretty much wear whatever you want here. The only thing that’s compulsory is the school shirt.’
 
   ‘I know! I can’t believe you guys don’t have to wear long pants! Or a tie!’
 
   She smiled.
 
   ‘I can even see your chest hair, Jimmy.’
 
   I laughed, feeling myself loosen up a little.
 
   ‘You know, Olivia, you’re actually dressed pretty conservatively for Manly High standards. I mean, your skirt almost comes down to your knees.’
 
   She giggled. 
 
   ‘I know, right? And my shirt’s actually done up. You can’t even see my cleavage.’
 
   I couldn’t help but check. She caught me and broke into a grin.
 
   ‘Look aaallll you want. There’s nothing to see!’
 
   We both laughed, and she playfully slapped my thigh with the back of her hand.
 
   ‘So tell me, Jimmy,’ she started again. ‘What’s a jock like you doing having lunch with a new girl like me? Shouldn’t you be off hanging out with all the cool kids?’
 
   I couldn’t help but chuckle.
 
   ‘I’m not a jock, Liv.’
 
   ‘You were going to be a professional surfer though, weren’t you? And didn’t you also model sunglasses for Oakley? Before you got injured?’
 
   ‘Yeah. Before I got injured.’
 
   ‘What happened?’
 
   I told her how I hurt my spine surfing “The Box.”
 
   ‘I’m really sorry to hear that, Jimmy,’ she said sympathetically. ‘I really, really am.’
 
   ‘It’s OK,’ I said. ‘It happened nearly a year ago.’
 
   She nodded softly.
 
   ‘What do you want to do now?’ she asked. ‘Like for a career and stuff?’
 
   I hesitated. The only people I’d ever talked to about my goals for the future were my parents. I studied her carefully, taking note of her slightly raised eyebrows and her delicate, gentle features. She looked . . . warm . . . genuinely interested instead of judgmental like the others. It instilled within me a sense of comfort. 
 
   ‘I think I want to become a . . . a lawyer . . . or an investment banker . . . just like my parents.’
 
   ‘That’d be awesome, Jimmy . . . having a job like that.’
 
   ‘For sure,’ I said. ‘I could make a lot of money, and be able to give my future family a really good life.’
 
   ‘You sure could!’
 
   I paused for a few seconds, reflecting on how no one believed in me and how everybody thought of me as just a washed up surfer. Then all of a sudden, that dormant volcano erupted, and some of my accumulated exasperation poured out.
 
   ‘No one thinks I can do it, but I’m going to prove them wrong. I’ve been studying hard all holidays, and I’m going to keep studying hard so that I come first in the year and get a UAI of 100. Let’s see everyone call me a washed up surfer then.’
 
   ‘Oh I hope you do it, Jimmy,’ she said. ‘I really hope you shut everyone up.’
 
   My jaw dropped. Did she really just say what I thought she said? Once again I studied her carefully, staring into her deep blue eyes.
 
   ‘Do you . . . do you really think I can?’ I asked. ‘Everyone else would say it was nuts.’
 
   She was staring right back at me.
 
   ‘Yes, Jimmy, I do. You seem like a very determined person . . . and you really want this. You’re going to do it.’
 
   At that moment, I became filled with an unprecedented lust, a desirous sort of feeling that bordered on yearning. This girl is special, I thought. She’s different from everyone else. She actually gets me. My heart was pounding in my chest. I remember thinking, is this what it feels like to fall in love?
 
   We talked effortlessly for the rest of the lunch hour, and I relished the chance to discover as much about her as I could. She told me that she wanted to become a psychologist, that the human mind and why people do things and react to the same things in different ways had always fascinated her.
 
   ‘And the best part is,’ she said, ‘that I’ll be able to help people. I think psychologists have the chance to really make a difference. I mean, imagine helping a girl conquer anorexia, or helping someone with depression or bipolar disorder get their life back on track. How amazing would that be?’ Her compassion stirred me, drew me to her like waves to a shore. She also told me that she loved playing the harp, and had done so for seven years.
 
   ‘I’ll bring it to school and play for you tomorrow,’ she joked.
 
   I had lunch with her every day for the rest of the week. We talked about so much – our hobbies and interests, the things that had happened in our past, and all about our hopes and dreams for the future. I found her so easy to talk to, and unlike with anyone else apart from Corey and Brent and the rest of the fellas, I felt like I could really be myself around her – that I could speak openly and honestly and not be ridiculed or laughed at or judged. And when I wasn’t with her, I thought about her all the time. I’d find myself daydreaming about kissing her forehead, eyelids, nose and lips before working slowly down her neck, between her collarbone, to her cleavage, breasts that were soft and supple and then descending with anticipation down to her navel and with a trembling excitement towards her waiting vagina. I’d circle it slowly, feel her quiver as I’d rub her outer thighs, push them into my ears before gradually climbing back up her body and entering her for the melting of our innocence. In my fantasy, we’d then spend the rest of the night together wrapped up in the sheets, holding one another, exploring each other’s souls until the birth of a new day.
 
   My mates were starting to tease me about it.
 
   ‘Jimmy, what’s up with you and the new chick?’ Corey asked. ‘You done anything with her yet?’
 
   ‘Nah.’
 
   ‘What? You’ve been blowing us off all week and you haven’t even hooked up with her?’ said Sean.
 
   ‘Yeah, what’s up with that?’ chimed Chris.
 
   ‘I don’t want to rush it,’ I said. ‘I really like this girl.’
 
   ‘Ooohh! Jim-my’s in lo-ove, Jim-my’s in lo-ove,’ they crooned.
 
   ‘Fuck off.’
 
   ‘Tell you what,’ said Brent. ‘Bring her to my party next weekend. You’re not going to do anything with her at school, but at a party where everyone’s getting loose? Guaranteed to get to first.’
 
   ‘Guaranteed,’ said Steve.
 
   ‘I’ll see if she wants to come.’
 
   ‘You reckon she’s done it before?’
 
   ‘Done what?’
 
   ‘Fucked, you idiot.’
 
   I thought about it.
 
   ‘Don’t think so.’
 
   ‘How well do you know her? She could be loose, man. You could score a homer in Brent’s bed!’
 
   ‘Fuck off, man. She’s not like that.’
 
   ‘Could be! Jimmy’s going to get laid!’
 
   They broke out into a “Jimmy’s going to get laid!” chant and I told them to shut up but they wouldn’t listen. 
 
   After another week of having lunch with her, I asked her if she’d like to come to Brent’s party and she said she’d love to. I was there early with the rest of the guys having a chat over a few beers, but when I saw her arrive with a couple of girls she’d met in class, I became so filled with desire that I stopped talking to Corey mid-sentence. Mascara lengthened her lashes, accentuated her luscious, deep blue eyes. A light coating of blush covered her cheeks, and sparkling gloss made her lips look deliciously irresistible. She wore a figure hugging, white strapless dress that succeeded in making her look voluptuous yet not at all promiscuous, and paired the ensemble with red high heels. In my infatuated mind she looked like a goddess, and often when I picture her, it’s how she looked that night, wearing that white strapless dress and those hot red heels.
 
   I approached her with a smile, and we hugged each other the way you do when you really like someone and never want to let them go. She gently rubbed my back, and I savoured the smell of her peach-blossom hair before we eventually pulled away.
 
   ‘Wow . . .’ I said. ‘You look ah . . . I mean you look really . . .’ I trailed off. She started giggling.
 
   ‘Feel free to finish your sentence, Jimmy. Every girl loves a compliment!’
 
   I laughed.
 
   ‘You look gorgeous, OK? You look really gorgeous! Is that better?’
 
   She was still giggling.
 
   ‘Thanks, Jimmy. You look gorgeous too!’
 
   I introduced her to my friends, and we sat and talked in a group for a while. I was drinking Toohey’s Extra Dry, and she a Smirnoff Double Black. I wanted to drink to calm my nerves so that I could try to kiss her, but I didn’t want to get so drunk that I was puking and unable to control myself – which is what had happened the last couple of weekends. I was studying so hard throughout the week that on Saturday nights I just craved relief.
 
   After we’d relaxed with a few drinks, I asked her if she wanted to take a walk down to the beach. She said yes. We strolled through the lively Corso before kicking off our shoes and walking along the sand to a more secluded area. We sat down within range of a streetlight, and listened to the waves break in the distance before washing up upon the shore. The sides of our bodies were touching – thighs, hips and shoulders – yet anticipation was rendering us mute. Baby steps, I kept telling myself. Just look at her and take it from there. Another few moments passed in nervous silence. Look at her! Just look at her! Finally, I did. She turned her head too, and all of a sudden I found myself staring into her soft blue eyes, watching them apprehensively as they didn’t turn away. She broke into her beautiful smile, and I knew then that everything was going to be OK. I started smiling too as our heads naturally moved closer and closer together, as our lips came to within inches of touching. My heart beat as hard as a thousand drums as they slowly melted into one. 
 
   I think I always knew it would happen, although I never really knew what the kiss would be like. It was short, maybe 20 seconds long, maybe even less. My tongue swam slowly around her mouth, circled hers gently before I softly pulled away. We gazed at each other, both flushed with emotion before our lips met again. We caressed each other’s tongues, leapt into each other’s mouths. We grew so comfortable together, the motion slowing, growing more and more passionate with the gradual erosion of nerves. Nothing could have sullied something so blissful. Everything had been blocked out – we were in our own ardent bubble, floating in a sublime nirvana. When we finally pulled away, we remained one, cuddled up together gazing up at the stars. And as I lay there holding her with a smitten look spread across my face, I remember thinking that I was the happiest I’d been since I’d won the Under 15 World Title.
 
   We jumped straight into a relationship. We spent so much time together, talking, laughing, kissing, leaping into each other’s souls as our love continued to bloom. At school we’d hold hands as we’d walk to class, and I’d sit with my fingers resting on the inside of her thigh. She’d write love notes in the margins of my exercise books, and during lunch we’d make out by the pines behind the football field. After school we’d always study together at my house since my parents would be working late, and pash on my living room couch whenever we’d take a break. On weekends we’d go to parties together, or have long, relaxing dinners in The Corso. Afterwards we’d walk along the sand, stop at the spot of our very first kiss and melt back into it as if no time had passed. We’d hold each other’s faces, gaze into each other’s eyes that were only centimetres apart.
 
   ‘You make me so happy,’ I’d tell her. ‘I thought only winning the world title could make me feel this way, but when I’m with you . . . I didn’t know this was possible. You make me feel complete. I don’t even miss surfing any more . . .’
 
   ‘You’re the best thing to ever happen to me,’ she’d say. ‘I never thought I could care about someone this much. I love how passionate you are. I love your drive, love how you follow your heart no matter what everyone else says. You’re so inspiring. So different from anyone else I’ve ever met. You fascinate me. I can’t stop thinking about you.’
 
   On our three month anniversary, at the ripe old age of 16, we exchanged our virginities. Liv’s parents were away so I went over to her place, and within five minutes we were making out on her living room couch. She nibbled my ear. I breathed hotly on her neck, pressing my lips against her flesh, running my teeth over her soft smooth skin. Her breathing deepened. I went to finger her clit. I rubbed it a few times before she took my hand.
 
   ‘Jimmy . . .’ she panted.
 
   ‘Yes?’
 
   She gazed at me fervently.
 
   ‘What is it, baby?’ I asked.
 
   ‘Jimmy . . . will you . . . will you make love to me?’
 
   I was surprised.
 
   ‘Are you serious?’
 
   She nodded.
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   I looked deeply into her eyes, ran my fingers through her thin brown hair.
 
   ‘Are you sure you’re ready?’
 
   She leaned in and kissed me.
 
   ‘I’d always wanted to be madly in love with the guy I gave my virginity to. And Jimmy . . . Jimmy . . .’
 
   My heart was thumping. I was speechless. All I could do was nod my head, kiss her lips before picking her up and carrying her into the bedroom without ever breaking our gaze.
 
   I laid her gently on the bed, panting with excitement. I couldn’t believe what was about to happen.
 
   ‘Undress me, Jimmy,’ she whispered.
 
   I undid the buttons of her dress, slipped it off her slender body. I fingered her red laced panties before sliding them down her legs and flinging them across the room. I stood there mesmerised by her splendid nakedness as my prick shot out from beneath my shorts. My clothes disappeared. I found myself on top of her. Both our hearts were going crazy as I reached for my pants on the floor and retrieved a condom from my wallet. I slipped it on, held my throbbing cock, gazed back at Olivia. She was breathing excitedly – short, quick, shallow breaths. She smiled slightly. I knew it was time. With a trembling hand I traced my finger around the lips of her vagina, used my other hand to gently guide myself in. She gasped slightly.
 
   ‘Did I hurt you?’ I asked.
 
   ‘Only for a second. Keep going . . .’
 
   I gently moved back and forth inside her. It was so delicate. I was so careful not to hurt her.
 
   ‘Are you . . . OK?’ I kept panting. 
 
   ‘Yes . . . I love it . . . don’t stop . . .’
 
   I gradually penetrated deeper. We moaned in harmony; thrusting together in soft, tender ecstasy; holding each other tightly; clinging with passion. I’d never been so physically aware of my body, never been so emotionally in tune with my feelings. 
 
   ‘I love . . . you Olivia,’ I kept panting. ‘I love you so, so much . . .’
 
   ‘I love . . . you too, Jimmy . . . keep going . . . don’t stop . . .’
 
   As it always does when you’re blissfully in love, it ended far too soon. I moaned loudly, mouth wide open before the most intense pleasure I’d ever felt flooded my prick, and in that moment, I felt so close to Olivia – as close as any two people could possibly be – almost as if our bodies, minds and hearts were one before the sensation finally faded and I collapsed on top of her in delirious capitulation.
 
    ‘That was . . . that was . . .’ Liv eventually murmured.
 
   I lifted myself onto my elbows, gazed at her dreamily.
 
   ‘That was . . .’ Tears filled her eyes. I held her tightly as they ran down her cheeks. Then I started crying too. We were both that emotional.
 
   We lay there for hours, just holding each other, filled with joy and wonder and most of all love. Eventually, we drifted off to sleep, and as soon as we woke up, we did it again.
 
    
 
   I was as happy as I’d ever been. I had Olivia, I had the boys, and I had a goal in mind that I was striving for relentlessly. Even though I’d fallen in love, my focus never wavered. I always paid diligent attention during class, and always studied after school with Olivia for an hour-and-a-half or two at my house. After taking a break to walk her home, I’d then have some dinner and by eight-thirty be hitting the books again, studying determinedly for another couple of hours before exhaustedly calling it a day and going to sleep. On the weekend, I’d study for another six hours a day. I was so disciplined, so locked in. I wanted to succeed so badly. 
 
   You must get a UAI of 100 to shut all those fuckers up and prove to them that you’re more than a washed up surfer, I’d tell myself. You have to study your ass off, do whatever it takes to make it happen. Don’t let anything stop you. You must do this. You must!
 
      
 
   The first real test of my progress came in June: the Year 11 mid-year exams. I’d been looking forward to them ever since I’d started learning the eleventh grade material way back in the holidays before the year had even started. I was pumped. I knew this was my chance to prove myself to everyone, to come first in the year and tell everybody to go fuck themselves. In the weeks leading up to the exams I amped up my study regime, squeezing in an extra hour a day after dinner each weeknight and an extra two hours a day on Saturday and Sunday. I was excited, I was energised, and I felt that I sat the exams prepared and ready. But when I got my report card, I was thoroughly disappointed:
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   Fucking hell, I swore when I saw it. Fuck-ing hell. What the fuck happened? You thought you nailed it, but you did shithouse. Those marks are terrible. They’re a disgrace. You need to be getting at least 95 in every subject to get a UAI of 100, and the highest mark you got was only eighty-fucking-nine! You fucked up. This was your first chance to prove yourself to everybody and you failed it miserably.
 
   I was devastated. I spent the next hour ruminating on my disappointment, beating myself up for failing so badly before Liv gave me a call.
 
   ‘Hey, baby. Did you get your report card today?’ 
 
   I sighed.
 
   ‘Yeah.’
 
   She sensed my dejection.
 
   ‘What happened?’ 
 
   I told her my marks.
 
   ‘Wow! Sweetie that’s great!’ she exclaimed.
 
   ‘What do you mean it’s great? It’s fucking terrible. It’s nowhere near good enough to get a UAI of 100.’
 
   ‘Jimmy . . . it’s only the first semester of Year 11. You’ve only just started studying after years of not doing anything. It’s going to take you a little while to adjust, going to take you a little while to get in the swing of things.’
 
   ‘My marks are shithouse. They’re fucking terrible.’ 
 
   ‘Jimmy don’t say that! You’re just starting to learn exam technique and how to study properly. I think that all things considered you did really well.’ 
 
   ‘I did shithouse.’ 
 
   That night, one of our friends had a party. I rocked up on the dot of the 7:30 starting time and began pounding shots of bourbon. I just wanted to numb the misery, numb the pain, escape what I perceived to be my failures. By a quarter-to-nine I was lying face-down on the bathroom floor, puking my guts out into the drain. By ten o’clock, I’d passed out. Olivia – who’d been taking care of me all night – took me home. When we got there I started throwing up again before eventually passing out for good at eleven or eleven-thirty.
 
   I woke at a quarter-past-nine to a shocker of a hangover and Olivia beside me. My parents had just started letting her spend the night, and under usual circumstances, I would’ve wanted to start the day by making love to her. But that morning, my head throbbed in agony; I felt weak, lethargic and queasy; and above all else, I was still consumed with devastation about my exam results. With great difficulty, I dragged myself into the bathroom and brushed my teeth to remove the aftertaste of vomit before pouring myself a glass of water and taking it back to my room. By then, Olivia was awake.
 
   ‘How are you feeling?’ she asked. 
 
   ‘Fucked,’ I said. 
 
   ‘Hungover?’
 
   ‘My marks.’ 
 
   ‘Jimmy you can’t be serious!’ 
 
   ‘I am. I got nowhere near my goal. I did terribly. My marks were so shit.’ 
 
   ‘Jimmy how can you say that? You’ve improved 80 places in half a year! You’ve done amazingly well! And if you keep working this hard you’ll keep on improving, and by the end of Year 12 you’ll be at the top of the grade!’ 
 
   ‘I did terribly. I failed. I can’t get a UAI of 100.’ 
 
   I shook my head furiously. 
 
   ‘I’m useless . . . I’m worthless. Everyone was right . . . I’m an idiot. I’m nothing more than a washed up surfer.’ 
 
   ‘Oh my God! Jimmy – ’
 
   ‘Liv shut up!’  
 
   ‘Jimmy – ’
 
   ‘Shut up Liv!’ I grabbed the glass from my desk and hurled it across the room. It hit the wall and shattered into shards. Olivia ran towards me, held me tightly.
 
   ‘Jimmy calm down! What’s the matter? Why are you this upset?’ 
 
   ‘I failed,’ I stressed through gritted teeth. ‘I’m a failure. Everyone was right – I’m nothing but a washed up surfer.’ 
 
   ‘Oh my God! Jimmy you are being so hard on yourself! How can you possibly think of yourself as a washed up surfer? You still beat over two-thirds of the year! In your first full semester of even trying! That’s amazing! And if you keep this up you’ll keep on improving, and in Year 12 you’ll be at the top of the grade!’ 
 
   She paused for a moment, shaking her head incredulously.
 
   ‘My God, Jimmy . . . how can you possibly be so hard on yourself?’
 
   But that’s how I thought. The way I saw it, I’d worked really hard to achieve a goal, and I hadn’t even come close to doing so. So I’d failed. Big time. It was as simple as that.
 
   I was feeling miserable for the next week, just stewing and stewing about how badly I’d performed.
 
   You did shockingly . . . you failed . . . you completely screwed up. Fucking hell, fucking hell, fucking hell!
 
   But with Liv’s help, I was able to pick myself up by the following weekend.
 
   Maybe she’s right, I was finally able to rationalise. You have come a long way in the last several months. And if you continue working this hard and keep honing your study skills and your exam technique, then you’ll be in a good position to achieve your goal. You just have to keep working hard. Just keep working hard, every single day, and then you’ll give yourself a shot of getting 100.
 
    
 
   The second half of the year was similar to the first – hard-core studying, seeing plenty of Olivia, hanging out with the boys and getting trashed on weekends. Most Saturday nights I’d go to a party and get wasted playing drinking games with the fellas and Liv and her friends before we’d all dance the night away. Other nights it’d just be Liv and me, having dinner in The Corso before making love at one of our houses. If we were at Liv’s place, I’d often listen to her tickle the harp strings to the tune of Bach, Mozart or Tchaikovsky. In one of our more promiscuous moments, I stuck my prick through the strings and she gave me head while kneeling on the other side of the harp.
 
   In terms of school work, Olivia was right when she said that my marks would get better the more I got into the swing of things. Over time, I honed my study skills and my exam technique, and in the end-of-year exams I scored over 90 in maths, business studies, and beginner’s Spanish; 97 in economics; and I ended up coming 19th out of 156 students. Once again I’d hoped to do better, but since there was now evidence to support everything Liv had said last time, I was hardly as devastated. Instead, I was encouraged by my improvement, and convinced that I was on the right track to achieving my goal. Just keep working hard and you’ll end up doing it! I kept telling myself. You’ll get a UAI of 100 and prove everybody wrong!
 
   I never took my foot off the gas pedal. After school had finished for the year, I gave myself one day off to chill out by the beach with Liv and get blind with the fellas at night before pumping out six hours of intense, gruelling study on day two of the summer break.
 
   ‘You’re such a nerd!’ Liv joked. ‘I can’t believe you’re studying this hard on the second day of the holidays!’
 
   ‘I want to get 100, baby. You have no idea how badly I want it.’
 
   That was how hard I pushed myself all summer long. I didn’t take one day off – not even Christmas, New Year’s Eve or New Year’s Day. I knew Year 12 was going to be the mother of all academic challenges, and I was determined to meet it with everything in me. So I studied fanatically, and when the year started, I studied even more fanatically. I increased the amount of work I did after school from three hours a day to four, and the amount of work I did on weekends from six hours a day to seven. The workload was huge, but I was organised and on top of things, ceaselessly prepping for those final year exams. 
 
   Year 12 was also the year we all started pubbing and clubbing. In May we met a bloke who scratched us all fake IDs, so we began hitting up the town. The first time we went out was on Oxford Street to a club called Havana. The fellas and I and Liv and her friends arrived at eleven, had some shots, threw back a few beers and a few vodka Red Bulls for energy before everyone started going crazy on the dance floor. It was a wild night, purely hedonistic, everyone just living in the moment. Sean fingered a chick on the dance floor. Chris claimed he copped head in a cubicle right after the chick snorted a line of coke off his dick. One of Liv’s friends went home with a dude she met at the bar. Another one drank too much and was puking in the toilets. I was just going nuts on the DF, drinking non-stop, jumping up and down and blowing off some steam. After an arduous week of study it was just what I wanted – good times and pure, self-indulgent escapism. 
 
   We were kicked out at three after we found Brent sitting in the piss trough passed out with his pants around his ankles. Liv’s friend was still throwing up, so she took a cab home with her and the rest of the girls. The fellas and I had planned to do the same before Brent pulled himself together and suggested an alternative.
 
   ‘Fuck going home, boys. Let’s go to a gay bar.’
 
   ‘A gay bar?’
 
   ‘Yeah. It’ll be hilarious!’
 
   In our drunken state we all agreed.
 
   We ended up at a place called the Stonewall Hotel. It was going off – Euro pop music blared from the speakers, topless men danced on the bar, and drag queens flirted left, right and centre. Within five minutes of being there, a bloke without pants grabbed me by the hips and tried to dance with me.
 
   ‘You’re so gorgeous!’ he exclaimed.
 
   ‘I’m straight, man.’
 
   ‘No,’ he slurred, running his fingers through my hair. ‘You just think you are.’
 
   ‘Seriously, man,’ I said, pushing him away. ‘I’m straight.’
 
   ‘Fine,’ he pouted, and walked away.
 
   Corey then spotted a girl who he liked.
 
   ‘I’m going to hook up with her,’ he said, pointing to a skinny blonde chick standing by the bar.
 
   ‘We’re in a gay bar, bro. You reckon she’s straight?’
 
   ‘If she’s not, then fuck it. I’ll convert her.’
 
   We all laughed.
 
   Corey then approached the girl as we all watched on. He introduced himself, and they talked for about thirty seconds before a six-foot-three chick with muscles bigger than all of us put together got up in his grill.
 
   ‘What the fuck are you doing?’ she yelled.
 
   Corey mumbled something inaudible before the girl punched him in the face. His head shot to the side, and she hit him again before security jumped in to break it up and kick them both out. We caught up with him outside.
 
   ‘I can’t believe you got beaten up by a chick, bro!’ we all laughed.
 
   ‘Fuck off, dickheads,’ he winced, wiping the blood from his face. ‘She would’ve beaten the shit out of any of you cocks too.’
 
   We all kept on laughing before we picked up some Hungry Jacks, stumbled in a cab and went home to crash.
 
   That was the routine I got myself into – working hard and playing hard. Saturday nights were wild, but for the rest of the week I was obsessively focused. As the year wore on, I inched closer and closer to my goal, and by the end I was so close I could almost taste it. In the Year 12 mid-year exams I finished 7th in the year, and in the trials before the final thing a few weeks later, I finished 3rd. At the award’s presentation night, I won the Mathematics Prize, the Economics Prize, the Business Studies Prize and the ‘Peter Willoughby Award for the Best All-Rounder,’ and based on my trial exams, I was predicted a UAI of 99.75. I was stoked with how I was going, but I knew that I still had a lot of work to do to achieve my goal of coming first in the year and scoring a UAI of 100. It was English that was weighing me down – I had to improve my essay writing skills and get a better grasp of the prescribed readings. It was a subject that I didn’t enjoy at all, and as I’ve already said, one that I found completely pointless. But at the same time, I knew it was probably the only thing standing between me and my goal. I genuinely believed I could get 100, and unlike at the start of Year 11, I was open about that belief.
 
   ‘Damn Jimmy, you’ve been ripping up school lately,’ someone would say. ‘What UAI do you want to get?’
 
   ‘100,’ I’d reply deadpan.
 
   ‘100?’
 
   I’d nod.
 
   ‘What do you need to get into your course?’
 
   ‘For commerce/law at Sydney Uni you need 99.55.’
 
   ‘Why not just aim for that?’
 
   ‘I want 100.’
 
   I remember somebody once asked me if I’d be happy if I got, say, 99.70 – good enough to get into commerce/law, but obviously below 100.
 
   ‘Nah,’ I said. ‘I’d be pissed.’
 
   They laughed. ‘You’re kidding?’
 
   ‘No. I want to get 100.’
 
    
 
   The final exams came and went. Everything went more or less according to plan except for English, which I wasn’t entirely sure how I’d gone in. After the exams, Olivia and all my friends and pretty much everyone from our year headed up to Byron Bay for “Schoolies” – a week-long party where everyone drinks and takes drugs. I shacked up with the boys, and Olivia and her friends were staying in the same apartment complex too. We all had a great time, going out every night and partying until the early hours of the morning. I’d also taken to smoking weed, and would usually have a couple of cones in the afternoon before drinking 20 or 25 bourbon and colas at the club and eventually passing out beside Olivia (or on one occasion, down on the beach – and on another, in the gutter on the side of the street). Olivia kept saying that I was drinking too much and that I should try to cut down, but I figured I deserved it after working so hard. Discovering bud was nice too. Sitting on the beach, watching the waves break in the distance and wash up on the shore of Byron Bay’s beautiful Clarkes Beach while dragging on a joint with a few mates is surely one of the most relaxing things anyone can do, I remember thinking. Olivia never smoked, but she said she didn’t mind if I did so I figured what the hell. We only fucked once that week. With all the booze and the weed and the lack of sleep, my libido was pretty zapped.
 
    
 
   The wait for our UAIs was long and nerve-racking. I desperately wanted to know my mark, and the days, while enjoyable spent chilling out by the beach and clubbing every weekend, seemed to last forever. I felt like my life had been put on hold. It was almost impossible to focus on anything else. I’d never wanted something so much in my entire life – not even to become the surfing world champion. I just kept thinking back to the University Seminar and that whole hall of people laughing at me and yelling out abuse. I wanted to prove them wrong with every fibre of my being, to get 100 and stick it to them all in the most emphatic way possible. The thought that my opportunity could be just around the corner filled me with glee. I’d picture myself doing it – getting 100 and jumping up and down, screaming off the balcony ‘I got 100! I got 100! Hell yeah! Hell yeah!’ I imagined sauntering through the door of Brent’s post-results celebration party and saying ‘I got 100. What are you motherfuckers going to say to me now?’ I knew it would be one of the most satisfying moments of my life – being able to drink from the ethereal fountain of vindication. I craved it so badly. In the week before the marks were due to be released it was hard to sleep. I’d been waiting for this moment for two-and-a-half years and it was fucking hard to sleep. 
 
   Then the day finally arrived: January 4, 2007. The marks were to be posted online at 10:00 a.m. Before logging on, I prayed:
 
    
 
   Dear God,
 
   Please let me get 100. Please . . . 
 
   Amen
 
    
 
   With a thumping heart I typed in my username and password. With trembling fingers I clicked “log in.” For a few long, torturous seconds the webpage was blank, the words “LOADING, LOADING” flashing on the screen. I was breathing heavily as sweat drenched my body, as an amalgamation of excitement, nervousness, fear and hope swirled around inside of me. Then finally, my mark appeared on the screen.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 4
 
   WARNING SIGNS  
 
    
 
   I was crushed. Completely and utterly crushed. 
 
   You didn’t get 100, I lamented bitterly to myself. You didn’t reach your goal. You missed your opportunity to prove everybody wrong in the most affirmative way possible. You fucked up. You failed.
 
   I was shattered. I sat wallowing in disappointment before my parents both called me. Each conversation was fairly similar.
 
   ‘So Jimmy . . . how did you go?’
 
   ‘I got 99.60.’
 
   ‘Wow! Jimmy that’s fantastic!’ 
 
   ‘No it’s not.’
 
   ‘What do you mean it’s not?’
 
   ‘It’s shit. I wanted 100. It would’ve been the perfect way to prove everybody wrong.’
 
   ‘But Jimmy you still proved everybody wrong! 99.60 is a great mark! That’ll definitely be enough to get you into commerce/law at Sydney Uni.’
 
   ‘But I didn’t reach my goal. I screwed up English – totally mucked it up.’
 
   ‘But you still got 99.60! How can you possibly be upset with that?’
 
   ‘Because I didn’t reach my goal. Because I blew my opportunity to stick it to everyone.’
 
   My parents were flabbergasted. We discussed it for a while, but there was nothing they could say to ease my devastation. Eventually they had to get back to work, promising that we’d talk more about everything when they got home. We hung up the phone. A little while later, Olivia rang.
 
   ‘Baby! Guess what! I got 97.00! I got into psychology at Sydney Uni!’
 
   ‘That’s great, Liv. Congratulations.’
 
   ‘Thanks! How did you go?’
 
   I told her my mark.
 
   ‘Wow! Sweetie that is so good! You must feel incredible!’
 
   ‘I feel shithouse. I didn’t reach my goal. I missed my chance to really stick it to everyone.’
 
   ‘Jimmy you can’t be serious!’
 
   ‘I am. It’s not the mark I wanted. I fucked up. I failed.’
 
   ‘What!’ she exclaimed. ‘Jimmy how can you possibly be so hard on yourself?’
 
   ‘I’m not being hard on myself.’
 
   ‘Of course you are!’
 
   ‘No I’m not. I didn’t reach my goal – so I failed.’
 
   Just like my parents she was shocked as hell. She kept telling me how good my mark was, but I couldn’t see it. In my head, I didn’t reach my goal, so I’d failed. To me, it was that black and white – there were no shades of grey. Seeing that my feelings couldn’t be changed, Olivia eventually let the matter drop.
 
   ‘What time do you want to go to Brent’s party tonight?’ she sighed resignedly.
 
   ‘I don’t know if I’m going.’
 
   ‘What? Come on, Jimmy. Everybody’s going.’
 
   ‘I’m not in the mood.’
 
   ‘Jimmy . . . please?’
 
   ‘Just go with the girls. Maybe I’ll meet you there later.’
 
   She tried to talk me into it but I really wasn’t in the right headspace. We eventually hung up the phone and I was left to my misery. 
 
   Fucking hell, I thought. Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck. You really fucked this up. You really blew your chance to end high school on the perfect note and stick it to everybody. 
 
   I just kept thinking back to the University Seminar and that whole auditorium of people laughing at me, and I felt so defeated for not achieving my vow. It didn’t matter that I’d almost done it, that I’d still done well. In my books there were no moral victories or brownie points for getting close – you either succeeded or you failed. That’s how it was when I was a surfer, and that’s how I viewed my UAI result too.
 
   I spent the day stewing before eventually dragging myself to Brent’s party. When I got there, everyone was already wasted, either out of joyous celebration or overwhelming disappointment. Olivia was over the moon with her mark and was as drunk as I’d ever seen her, giggling and stumbling around as she danced with her friends. I started taking shots to numb my dejection, to temporarily silence that voice in my head telling me that I’d failed. Throughout the night I was inundated with praise and congratulations, with ‘good on ya, Jimmy’s and slaps on the back, but it all meant nothing. All I could think about was the 0.4% I’d missed out on until I passed out with the rest of the devastated in Brent’s back garden.
 
    
 
   Over the next few weeks, my self-perceived failure continued to weigh on me, filling me with a maddening dissatisfaction. It would drive me crazy – the imperfection, the fact that I hadn’t achieved my goal. I couldn’t let it go. And I couldn’t shake that memory of everyone laughing at me at the University Seminar, of everyone yelling out abuse and calling me “Washed Up Wharton.” All that anger still burned furiously inside me, and my desire for the ultimate vindication was as strong as ever. 
 
   English . . . fucking English, I thought. If only you’d done well in that subject – then everything would be absolutely perfect. If only you could go back and re-sit that exam. If only you had a chance to rectify your failures . . .
 
   Another few weeks passed, and the nagging disappointment didn’t abate. 
 
   You didn’t reach your goal. You failed. You fucked up. You didn’t prove everybody wrong in the purest way possible. 
 
   Finally, I couldn’t take it any more. 
 
   You need to rectify this, I eventually concluded. Somehow, some way, you need to rectify this. You need to make up for your shitty English mark by proving your worth in this field. The only way to stick it to everyone from this point forward is to conquer the “English World.”
 
   I thought and thought about how I could do so, and eventually came up with an idea that I thought was a winner. 
 
   You could write a novel! If you could write a novel and get it published, then that would definitely make up for the fact that you screwed up your English exam. If you could get it published, then you sure as fuck would’ve proved that you can master any subject, and be exceptional in any field you wish to pursue. And what a spectacular way to stick it to everyone who laughed at you at the University Seminar and called you a washed up surfer! Imagine it – getting a UAI of 99.60 and then getting a novel published to make up for your shitty English mark! What an achievement that would be! It would be even better than getting a UAI of 100! 
 
   I started planning my novel straight away. I tried to think of something to write about – ideas that interested me, concepts that I’d like to read about (if I did read, that was – I hadn’t touched a book since school, and I didn’t intend on picking one up anytime soon either). When I really thought about it, the few novels that I’d actually enjoyed reading were ones where people had succeeded against all the odds, like Angela’s Ashes by Frank McCourt or Finding Fish by Antwone Fisher. So that’s my theme, I thought. Now for a setting. I thought about the books I’d read in the past and the kind of time periods and places that I liked. After a few minutes, Of Mice and Men by John Steinbeck – a novel I’d read in Year 9 and had, again unusually for me, enjoyed – came to mind. America in the Great Depression of the 1930s? Sure, I could do that. And then it hit me: ah! I could write a novel about a boy growing up during the Great Depression who’s really poor and destitute but somehow against all the odds he survives and makes a good life for himself! That’s it! That’s my story! And just like that it all came together. Or in hindsight, all fell apart.
 
   At around nine o’clock that night, my parents arrived home from work.
 
   ‘Mum, Dad, check it out! You know what I’m going to do?’
 
   ‘What, Jimmy?’
 
   ‘I’m going to write a novel!’ 
 
   They both frowned.
 
   ‘A novel? Really?’ 
 
   ‘Yeah!’
 
   They were shocked.
 
   ‘But . . . but why? You’ve never shown any interest in creative writing before.’
 
   ‘If I could get it published then it would rectify my crappy English mark, and then I would’ve stuck it to everyone who called me “Washed Up Wharton” and laughed at me at the University Seminar.’
 
   ‘Are you serious? Jimmy your school marks were great! There’s nothing at all to rectify! And you already stuck it to everyone by getting 99.60!’
 
   ‘But I still screwed up English and didn’t get 100.’
 
   We’d had this conversation before. They were both shaking their heads in disbelief.
 
   ‘Jimmy . . . this is getting ridiculous,’ Mum said. ‘You need to get over the fact that you didn’t get 100. You need to stop obsessing about the 0.4% you missed out on. It’s not healthy.’
 
   She paused for a moment.
 
   ‘And this business about you writing a novel to prove your doubters wrong . . . I mean it’s just nuts.’
 
   We debated the matter for the next hour. It wasn’t that they were trying to be unsupportive – rather, they just thought I was doing it for all the wrong reasons. But I was sure that my logic was flawless, and 100% confident that I could write a novel of publishable quality, even if I didn’t read and knew sweet fuck all about writing or getting a book published. I didn’t think it mattered. I knew I had a tireless work ethic and relentless determination, and in my mind, that was all I needed to do something successfully. 
 
   I spent the following day surfing the net and printing off information to read about the Great Depression before heading over to Liv’s place at night. She’d been reading Cosmo, and wanted to try having sex in the “amazing butterfly” position. I stood in front of her as she lay down on the bed, lifted her legs onto my shoulders. Hands under her hips, I held her bottom as we thrust with passion, Liv clutching my wrists, her nails digging into my flesh as she loudly climaxed. A few minutes later I did the same, and just after I’d done so, I told her that I was going to write a novel. 
 
   ‘Really? Why?’ she asked.
 
   I told her why and about the idea for the novel itself. Olivia’s response was the same as my parents’.
 
   ‘Your school marks were so good, though! There’s not a single person that you didn’t prove wrong!’
 
   ‘I didn’t get 100. I fucked up English.’
 
   That was our first debate, and just like my parents, she thought I was obsessing. She thought I needed to let it go. She thought the idea behind me writing a novel was just plain crazy. But I couldn’t be convinced, and eventually, we agreed to disagree. Then came the second part of the discussion.
 
   ‘But Jimmy . . . you writing a novel . . . it’s just so . . . so random.’
 
   I shrugged.
 
   ‘Yeah, I know. But I still want to do it.’
 
   ‘What if you don’t like it? You’ve never shown any interest in writing before.’
 
   ‘I’ll enjoy the challenge of trying to get a book published.’
 
   She looked at me seriously.
 
   ‘Jimmy . . . you know that getting a book published is like . . . really hard. Right?’
 
   I frowned.
 
   ‘Are you saying you don’t think I can do it?’
 
   ‘No, I’m not saying that. I just hope you realise how difficult it’s going to be.’
 
   I shrugged.
 
   ‘Yeah, but I’m a hard worker. I’ll be OK.’
 
   Our eyes met before Olivia quickly looked away.
 
   ‘When do you plan on writing it?’ she asked.
 
   ‘In my free time.’
 
   ‘What free time? Uni’s about to start.’
 
   ‘I can write a book and go to uni too.’
 
   Liv raised her eyebrows.
 
   ‘You’re going to study commerce/law full-time, work as a high school tutor part-time, spend time socialising with me and your friends, and write a novel?’
 
   ‘Yeah.’
 
   ‘Don’t you think that’ll be too much?’
 
   I shook my head.
 
   ‘No. I think I’ll be able to handle it.’
 
   Olivia looked away.
 
   ‘How long do you think it will take?’ she asked.
 
   I thought about it.
 
   ‘Well . . . it’s February now . . . I’ll probably do a month of research . . . spend a year writing and editing it . . . so it will probably be done around April of next year.’
 
   ‘Really? Just over a year?’
 
   ‘Yep.’
 
   ‘That quick, huh?’
 
   ‘Sure. I don’t think it’ll take too long. I’ll spend the whole summer holidays working on it too.’
 
   Liv shrugged sceptically. ‘I guess we’ll see.’
 
    
 
   I leapt straight into it. After spending a week reading a bit about the Great Depression and 1930s America, I decided to start writing:
 
    
 
   Page 1, Paragraph 1:
 
    
 
   There it is again – that black cloud. The huge, long, dark black cloud. The same one that has been hanging over my head, my city and my country for the entirety of this decade. I stare up at it with hopeful eyes, but it just remains motionless, like an ancient statue lying in its grave. My instincts tell me that this dark cloud is ominous of the future, that its presence is to establish this hardship for a long time to come. When I was younger, I remember my father telling me that the weather is God’s way of foreshadowing future conditions, sort of like the way a heated argument between friends foreshadows violence and assault. I don’t know what scares me most about this cloud – its piercing blackness or its static equilibrium. Whichever, I really hope my father was wrong. I’m sceptical as to whether I can psychologically handle any more of this persevered suffering.
 
    
 
   I didn’t really know if it was good or not, but it wasn’t like I gave it too much thought: the storyline’s interesting, I’d convinced myself, so I’m sure if I just whack it all on paper and edit it a bit then it’ll be a great read and be ready for publication. So I trucked along with the first chapter, writing about how a young boy and his parents live in a Manhattan mansion and have it all during the “Roaring Twenties” before losing everything in the stock market crash of 1929 that sparked the Great Depression. The boy’s father gets fired from his job as a stockbroker, and for lack of available jobs is forced to travel for work until he finds some as a farmer in Tuskeegee, Alabama. A couple of years later, poverty forces the 13 year old boy to quit school and start working on the farm too.
 
   Before I’d first put pen to paper, I’d scribbled down a plot outline:
 
    
 
   •        After working for a while, the boy’s father contracts prostate cancer and dies a slow and painful death. The boy and his mother then face the prospect of having to pay the medical bills on top of the standard food, rent and utility expenses. After being threatened with eviction, to the boy’s horror his mother starts working as a prostitute to help support them.
 
   •        Even so they get evicted and are forced to live in a shantytown. The boy’s mum keeps working as a prostitute but eventually reaches the end of her tether and kills herself. The boy – horribly upset – works terribly at the farm and gets the sack.
 
   •        The boy then considers ending his life too. He stands on a bridge, contemplating jumping before a black girl called Nicola – who also lives at the shantytown – talks him down. 
 
   •        After a few days of sleeping and thinking, the boy then vows to turn his life around. His first step is to find work. During his search he spends his evenings with Nicola. They grow close.
 
   •        The protagonist finally finds a job as a construction worker about 30 miles away. Despite being of different races, he’s able to convince Nicola to leave the shantytown with him so that they can start a new life together. But when they arrive at his new job, he’s immediately beaten for showing up with a black girl. Nicola is told to ‘either leave or be killed.’ Terrified, she runs away.
 
   •        As soon as he’s finished his shift he searches the city for her but can’t find her anywhere. Then all of a sudden, he hears screaming. Moments later the town is in chaos – a tornado has hit. He runs frantically for cover and ends up in a house that has already been destroyed. Another person soon enters, and it turns out to be Nicola. They stare at each other, hug, kiss for the first time. Then, amidst the commotion and pandemonium, they strip off each other’s clothes and make love.
 
   •        The story then ends with them holding each other, naked, and thinking that no matter what befalls them, they’ll be able to overcome it, because they are strong, courageous and have each other. Regardless of the Great Depression and the racism and everything else, so long as they are strong, courageous and have each other, they believe that everything will work out and that they’ll go on to live happily ever after.
 
    
 
   Despite not being anything of a reader and not showing the outline to anyone, I was convinced it was a cracker of a plot: a protagonist who never gives up and who falls in love with a beautiful girl? What’s there not to like? I wasn’t really fussed about writing style or structure or anything like that – I figured all you needed was a good plot and interesting characters and then you’d be fine. 
 
   And contrary to everyone’s assumptions, I was really enjoying writing it. I loved the creative aspect of it – being able to put my ideas on a page and see them come to life. Also, it was a story that I obviously found interesting, unlike an English essay where I was forced to write about topics that I really didn’t care about. What’s more, when word spread that I was writing a novel, everyone’s lack of belief in me came roaring back. “You can’t do it,” some said. “You’ll never finish it.” Others: “you’re a maths person – you can’t write.” “Stick to commerce/law.” “It’ll never get published.” “You’d be a terrible writer.” They were the same people who doubted me in school, and it got me even more fired up to write a quality novel and get it published. I’d picture myself walking into Dymocks or Borders and smiling proudly at my book resting on the shelves, or speaking about it on TV shows or on the radio. I’d fantasise about hosting book signings, autographing copy after copy for all my readers. I’d imagine how good it would feel, conquering my final demon. A published author! That would be amazing! What a way to stick it to everyone who’s ever doubted you! I got so excited, so wrapped up in it. I was like a pig in shit. 
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 5
 
   AVERAGE MAN ON CAMPUS
 
    
 
   Uni started off with a bang in March of 2007. Before we’d even set foot in a lecture theatre, we had five straight days of solid partying during orientation week. Olivia and all my mates were also going to Sydney Uni, so I was lucky enough to share the experience with the people I was closest with. Every night we were out on the piss, and I worked out that over the course of the week, I’d had three bottles of bourbon and a case of beer. On Monday, we went to hear Sneaky Sound System play at Manning Bar. I remember jumping up and down to UFO with Olivia and the boys and a few random chicks they’d picked up and thinking about how exciting the uni nightlife was and how awesome the year ahead would be. After Sneaky had finished at eleven, we bar-hopped for a few hours before heading home at three (Corey and Sean with girls, and me, of course, with Olivia). I was trashed and passed out in the taxi, and when we got back to my place, Liv and the cabbie had to carry me inside. I was too heavy to get up the stairs to my room, so they plonked me down on the living room couch where I lay until morning.
 
   The next three nights were standard party nights. A few of our friends from school were boarding on campus at residential colleges, so on Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday we went to their parties. I was blind for all three. The other boys were smashed too but not to the extent that I was, and Olivia only had a few drinks each night. Then on Friday, it was Sean’s turn to be the mess. It was his 18th birthday, so the boys and I thought we’d take him out for a big night where he could use his real ID for the first time. We started at a shitty run-down pub in the city where we all got wasted and shot the shit. 
 
   ‘What’s your favourite position?’ Sean asked.
 
   ‘Doggy. Definitely doggy,’ said Chris.
 
   ‘Standard being on the bottom,’ Corey slurred. ‘I’m a lazy fucker in the bedroom.’
 
   We all laughed.
 
   ‘I don’t know what it’s called or anything,’ started Brent, ‘but doing it when you’re both kneeling down. Fuck that’s good.’
 
   ‘What about you, Jimmy?’
 
   ‘Missionary position.’
 
   Sean laughed. ‘You’re so boring, man.’
 
   I shrugged.
 
   ‘Seriously, you’ve been with Liv for two years and you’re telling us that the best sex you’ve ever had was in the missionary position?’
 
   ‘Yep. Standard missionary, boys. Nothing better.’
 
   ‘You’re so boring, man,’ Sean repeated.
 
   ‘What about you, Steve?’ Brent jeered.
 
   ‘Come on, man,’ I interjected. ‘You know he’s saving himself for his first love.’
 
   The boys all laughed. ‘Aww, Steeeve, that’s so sweeeet!’ they teased. Steve laughed it up. We all knew it didn’t bother him. Still, having had the same philosophy myself, I felt the need to defend him.
 
   ‘Go easy on him, boys. I reckon that’s cool, saving your first time for a chick you actually care about.’
 
   ‘Of course you do, Jimmy,’ Brent said. ‘You and Liv are on your way to the bloody altar!’
 
   I laughed, knowing it was true.
 
   ‘Hey let me ask you something, Jimmy,’ Corey began. ‘Say you got Liv pregnant – what would you do?’
 
   I answered straight away.
 
   ‘Keep it.’
 
   His eyebrows jumped.
 
   ‘You serious?’
 
   ‘Absolutely.’
 
   ‘You wouldn’t get an abortion?’
 
   ‘I’m not going to murder it!’
 
   ‘You’re not murdering it. It’s just a foetus.’
 
   It was the classic “is getting an abortion right or wrong?” debate. Is it murder? Is it not? Who knows? Personally, I thought of it as murder. If you’re pregnant, you’re pregnant. There’s a kid inside of you. A living baby. In my and Olivia’s case, a product of our unbridled love. How could we possibly get an abortion? But I hated those kind of debates where everyone judges everybody else and it turns into an argument, so I just stuck to my original answer and hoped there’d soon be a change of subject.
 
   ‘Yeah, man. No way I’d be cool with Liv getting an abortion.’
 
   Corey shrugged.
 
   ‘What about you boys?’
 
   ‘Abortion – no doubt,’ said Brent.
 
   ‘Ditto,’ agreed Sean.
 
   ‘I’m with Jimmy,’ Chris slurred. ‘I don’t think I’d be down with an abortion. Maybe adoption.’
 
   ‘Would you get it adopted, Jimmy?’
 
   I shook my head.
 
   ‘Nah, man. I understand why people do it, but I’d never be able to do it myself.’
 
   ‘What about you, Corey?’ Steve asked.
 
   ‘I’m not sure,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘I’ve seriously got no idea.’
 
   We drank for another couple of hours and then took a cab to the Cross. Being a boys’ night and Sean’s 18th, we decided to go to a strip joint called Bada Bing. We stumbled up the stairs and then sat lethargically around the small circular platform dance floor where the girls did their thing. They rubbed their tits, pushed them together, spread their legs, played with their G-bangers and flashed us their cunts as we drank beers and smoked and watched on drunkenly. Eager to get Sean a private show, we slipped a blonde girl with big tits $120 and were taken to a secluded room the size of your average living room. We sat against the wall on either side of Sean, still smoking and drinking as we waited for the magic to happen.
 
   ‘Right,’ the stripper said routinely. ‘Who’s the birthday boy?’
 
   ‘I am,’ Sean slurred. He was hammered.
 
   ‘All right then.’
 
   The music was pumping, some house shit. About two feet away from Sean, the stripper began to circle her hips as she removed her top and flung it across the room. She licked her fingertips, rubbed her tits, turned around, hips still circling as she slipped off her skirt. Slowly tip-toeing closer towards him, she shook her ass only inches from his face. She slapped each bare cheek, hard, then bent all the way forwards, blew him a kiss between her straight spread legs. She moved towards him, sat on his lap, swirled her hips to the music, rubbed his hands all over her tits.
 
   ‘Yeah, Sean! Get in there, matey!’ we cheered drunkenly. Sean was so fucked his eyes were barely open, but he had a slight smile on his face so I knew he was enjoying himself.
 
   The stripper slid off him, twirled around, danced slowly, just out of reach. She stretched her leg beside him, knelt forwards, and starting at her ankle, ran a finger slowly up her leg before pulling her thong to one side and flashing her pussy to a few rowdy cheers. Her leg then dropped, and she ran her thumbs from the sides of her breasts down to her waist, hooking them inside her G before slowly removing it while circling her hips to even louder cheers. Completely naked, she straddled Sean, undulated her hips, held his head between her breasts before lithely arching backwards, balancing on her hands and the balls of her feet. Her legs were spread, muff exposed, and Sean, drunk as he was, reached out and stroked her pussy.
 
   ‘Hey!’ she warned. ‘No touching.’
 
   But instead of stopping, Sean, so blind he probably didn’t hear her, decided to shove two fingers up her cunt.
 
   ‘Hey!’ she yelled, leaping to her feet. ‘I said no touching!’
 
   She quickly grabbed her clothes and stormed out of the room.
 
   ‘Sean – what the fuck was that?’ Brent asked loudly.
 
   Sean just laughed. So did Chris. The rest of us just sat there, not quite sure what to do.
 
   A few seconds later a bouncer stormed in and grabbed Sean by the collar.
 
   ‘Get the fuck out of here,’ he growled. ‘And the rest o’ youse, too – piss off.’
 
   We quickly left. Outside, Sean started laughing, and the rest of us laughed too. We finished the beers we’d snuck out of Bada Bing before Sean started hurling in an alley. We decided to call it a night and take a cab back to Sean’s place to crash. After some more puking in the cab and the consequential $100 fine, we stumbled through the door and within ten minutes had all passed out in his living room.
 
    
 
   I was looking forward to starting classes, from the point of view of being eager to get my investment banker, management consultant or lawyer career off to a start so that in five years’ time I could start pulling in the big bucks, just like my parents did. I was taking Foundations of Law, Introductory Accounting, Introductory Microeconomics and Introductory Statistics, which Olivia was also taking as part of her psychology degree. It was exciting, walking through gorgeous Victoria Park in front of Sydney Uni’s famous sandstone building, past nine story Fisher Library and down lively Eastern Avenue where students would be strolling to classes, spruikers would be encouraging you to sign up to clubs and you’d be getting handed fluoro-coloured paper telling you to vote for so-and-so in the upcoming student election. My first class was Foundations of Law, which turned out to be a general lecture about the degree itself. We were told what subjects we could choose from over the five year duration of our degree, and what career options we’d open ourselves up to at the end of it. The marking system was also explained to us: a “Fail” consisted of a mark less than 50%, a “Pass” was between 50% and 64%, a “Credit” was between 65% and 74%, and a “Distinction” was between 75% and 84%. The highest grade was a “High Distinction,” which equated to a mark of 85% or greater.
 
   ‘Now I know that all of you were accustomed to coming first in high school,’ the lecturer said, ‘but this is Sydney Law School, which has the highest entry requirement of any law school and practically any other course in the country. So now, you’re competing against the cream of the crop. There are nearly 300 of you, and not all of you can come first. For most of you, you’ll have to adjust to being just one of the pack, with an average mark in the vicinity of 75%.’
 
   That won’t happen to me, I remember thinking. With my obsession to be the best, there was no way I could ever settle for being just “one of the pack.” It went against every fibre of my being. So right then and there I set myself the goal of getting a High Distinction average across all of my subjects. 
 
   I was convinced that I could do it, but I was so wrapped up in my novel that over the course of the 13 week semester, my degree managed to get pushed to the side. The urge to rectify my high school English mark and shut all the naysayers up was strong enough to trump everything else. So throughout the semester, I found myself missing lectures and tutorials to write. I kept telling myself that I’d catch up, but the weeks sped along and the workload mounted, and before I knew it, the end of semester exams were upon me. I pulled all-nighters and lived off Red Bull for their duration trying to cram, but I’d fallen too far behind, and had to resort to sitting them badly prepared on hardly any sleep. When I received my marks in the mid-year break, I was extremely disappointed.
 
    
 
   Introductory Microeconomics: 79 (Distinction)
 
   Introductory Accounting: 75 (Distinction)
 
   Introductory Statistics: 74 (Credit)
 
   Foundations of Law: 67 (Credit)
 
    
 
   Fucking hell, I sighed when I saw them. Fuck me dead. You got nowhere near your goal. And not only that, but your marks would be below average when compared with other law students’. That’s ridiculous. That’s hopeless. You fucked up this semester. You failed.
 
   At that moment when I was stewing in frustrated dejection, Olivia called me.
 
   ‘Hey,’ I answered dryly.
 
   ‘Baby! Guess what! I topped Intro Psychology! I got 89%! And I got over 80 in my other subjects too!’
 
   ‘Wow, that’s amazing, Liv. Good on you.’
 
   ‘Thanks! I’m so excited! Come over and we’ll go to dinner.’
 
   ‘Yeah, all right.’
 
   ‘I’m sorry – I forgot to ask how you went.’
 
   I told her. She sensed my despondency.
 
   ‘Jimmy . . . that’s still really good considering all the writing you’ve been doing. You didn’t exactly study that hard . . .’
 
   ‘It’s still fucked,’ I said angrily. ‘I got nowhere near my goal.’
 
   ‘Jimmy . . . you’re going to be fine. You’ll do better next time.’
 
   I didn’t say anything.
 
   ‘Do you not feel like going out to dinner tonight?’ she asked.
 
   ‘It’s fine. You did so well. We should celebrate.’
 
   ‘Are you sure?’
 
   ‘Yeah. Where do you want to go?’
 
   ‘How about Garfish? We can eat barramundi and get a bottle of champagne. Maybe even a few oysters, too.’
 
   ‘Sounds good.’
 
   ‘Great. Swing by mine in an hour?’
 
   ‘Yeah.’ 
 
   There was a moment of silence on the other end. 
 
   ‘Are you sure you’re OK to go out, though?’ she asked. ‘We can always do it another night.’
 
   ‘It’s fine – we should celebrate. I’ll be over in an hour.’
 
   ‘Are you sure you’re sure?’
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   ‘OK. I’ll see you then.’
 
   We said our goodbyes and hung up. Truth be told, I really wasn’t in the mood to go out, and would’ve rather just been by myself – or gone somewhere and gotten drunk. But I knew Olivia was really happy about her marks, and I didn’t want to ruin her big day by being a shit boyfriend, so I took a shower, put on a nice collared shirt and a new pair of jeans and met her at her place. I rang the doorbell and she answered looking beautiful, wearing a cream strapless dress and white high heels. We kissed for a few seconds before walking from her house to the beach and then crossing the road to The Corso, where couples and groups ate on either side of us or hopped from bar to bar. On the way to Garfish, a lady handed me a business card – Stephanie Jones, male casting agent at Flowtop Modelling – and asked me to give her a call. Olivia teased me about it for the rest of the night, calling me a “pretty boy” and a “princess” and what not, but I must admit that it did feel nice and gave me a much-needed boost of confidence.
 
   At dinner, we both ordered the wood-roasted shellfish bouillabaisse with tomato and saffron and shared a half-dozen oysters. I’d brought a bottle of champagne from home – Mumm Rosé – and Liv had a glass and I had four. It was a nice meal, and obviously I always loved spending time with Olivia, but I’d be lying if I said that throughout the meal I wasn’t bothered by my marks. It gnawed at me the entire time. 
 
   Those marks are way below your potential. They’re terrible. They’re a disgrace. They’re an embarrassment to someone of your ability. You wanted to get an average of 85% and you only got 73.75%? That’s not even close. That’s fucking pathetic. 
 
   I tried my best to forget about it and just be wholly in the moment with Liv, but I must’ve seemed preoccupied because not long after we’d finished eating, she leaned across the table and kissed me. I was caught off guard.
 
   ‘What?’ I said.
 
   ‘It was really sweet of you to come out and celebrate with me tonight,’ she said appreciatively. ‘I know you’re upset about your marks and stuff.’
 
   I shrugged. ‘It was nothing.’
 
   ‘No, it was sweet.’
 
   I shrugged again.
 
   ‘I’d tell you how well I think you did considering you didn’t study that much, but you don’t want to hear that, do you?’
 
   I shook my head. The way I saw it, it made no difference why I got such terrible marks. They are what they are, I thought, and there are no excuses. Shit marks are shit marks and that’s all there is to it.
 
   Liv sighed. ‘Is there anything I can do to cheer you up?’
 
   ‘Not really,’ I said. Then after a few seconds I added, ‘well, it would be nice if you could play me a piece on the harp when we get back to your place. You know how much I like that.’
 
   She smiled. ‘Of course.’
 
   We paid the bill and went back to Liv’s house. She kicked off her heels and played Bach’s Jesu Joy of Man’s Desiring. It was soothing, listening to the melody, the harmonious euphony, watching Liv’s fingers dance along the strings. I had another glass of champagne, and as I continued listening to her, I found myself mellowing, and better able to take stock of my situation.
 
   OK, I said to myself. You fucked up this semester. You failed. This is what failure feels like, and it feels pretty fucking bad. You never want to feel this ever again. Never, ever again. So next semester, you need to work harder. You need to work harder so that you can get your writing done and still have time to study for your exams and get good marks. If you work harder, you won’t feel this pain ever again. If you work harder, you’ll end up getting your High Distinction average and writing a great novel of publishable quality and then everything will be fine. It really is that simple. Just work harder. 
 
   And then I felt better. Good, even. Determining a plan of action usually does that for me. 
 
   When Liv had finished her piece, she hopped off the stool and sat down on the couch beside me. We kissed, fell into each other’s arms, tumbled to the floor. We sipped champagne from each other’s bellybuttons, and Liv lathered some on my prick and sucked it before we had sex in the missionary position.
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 6
 
   NAMES WE’D THOUGHT OF WERE JIMMY JUNIOR AND RACHAEL
 
    
 
   I started the second semester with two goals in mind. First, I wanted to achieve a High Distinction average across all of my subjects. Second, I wanted to finish the first draft of my novel. These were two goals that I thought were entirely achievable, provided that I worked hard. And for the first two-thirds of the semester, everything went according to plan. I was doing it, studying and writing seven or eight hours a day, and it was paying off – I’d gotten High Distinctions in my mid-semester exams and was about two-thirds of the way through the first draft of my novel and on track to have it completed by the end of the semester. And as a result, I felt totally vindicated. 
 
   See, I told myself, this is all you have to do – just work hard, every day, and you’ll achieve your goals. It really is that simple. Whenever you don’t achieve your goals, it’s because you’re slacking off. And under any circumstance, that is inexcusable. 
 
   Such was my thought process, and up until that point in my life it had served me well. Throughout all the years I’d been surfing and in the couple of years I’d been studying hard, nothing external had ever happened to distract me. Life outside of the sea and the classroom had always been nurturing, so when it came to achieving my goals, it was always just a matter of working hard. I never really had much else to worry about besides that.
 
   But in October, Liv missed her period. Then in the morning she started getting sick. We were aghast.  
 
   ‘J-Jimmy . . . I th-think I’m pregnant,’ she wept.
 
   ‘No . . .’ I stressed. ‘No, baby, that can’t be . . . you’re on the pill.’
 
   ‘You know it doesn’t always work . . .’
 
   I pulled at my hair. ‘Fucking hell.’
 
   ‘What . . . what’re we going to do?’
 
   ‘I don’t know, Liv.’
 
   We were holding each other tightly. She buried her head in my chest, crying loudly. I felt utterly helpless. All I could do was hold her on the couch, stroking her thin brown hair.
 
   ‘We’ll be OK, baby,’ I kept repeating. ‘We’ll be OK.’
 
   For the next hour we just stayed there, silent and motionless as we stewed in terror. Eventually, Olivia spoke.
 
   ‘We should go to the doctor’s . . . find out for sure.’
 
   So we went. Having no appointment, we had to wait over an hour to see Olivia’s GP. We initially tried to read those trashy lifestyle magazines, but reading about how the Beckhams bought a new house in L.A. or why Britney Spears shaved her head failed to distract us from our predicament, so after a while we gave up and just sat there, anxiously holding hands. Finally, Olivia was called. We went in together.
 
   She told Dr Shawl about the symptoms she’d been feeling.
 
   ‘Do you use a condom?’
 
   ‘No,’ Liv said. ‘But I’m on the pill as you know, and I’ve never missed it.’
 
   ‘It’s still safer to use a condom too,’ said the doctor. Olivia and I were both silent. Dr Shawl wrote a few things down in Liv’s file before filling out a form and handing it to her.
 
   ‘OK, here’s how it works from here,’ she began. ‘You need to do a blood test, which you can do tomorrow morning at Douglas Hanly Moir across the road. Fast for 12 hours before you take it. They’ll send me the results later that day, so make an appointment to see me tomorrow evening. By then, we’ll know if you’re pregnant or not.’
 
   We nodded, said our thanks and left.
 
   We didn’t speak on the way home. I was imprisoned in a cell of worry. I’m not ready to become a father, I thought. We’re only 18! How the fuck are we supposed to raise a child? I was petrified. When I pulled up in front of my house I finally looked over at Olivia, and saw that there were tears streaming down her cheeks. I held her hand, stroking it softly. We stayed in the car but didn’t say a word.
 
   When my parents arrived home together at around half-past-eight, we finally went inside. 
 
   ‘Where have you two been?’ Dad asked. ‘At uni all day?’
 
   ‘Yeah,’ I lied.
 
   ‘Studying for your statistics exam tomorrow, huh?’
 
   ‘Fucking hell,’ I muttered.
 
   ‘What’d you say, Jimmy?’
 
   ‘Nothing, Dad.’
 
   ‘Either of you hungry?’ Mum asked. ‘I’m going to make spaghetti.’
 
   Liv had to fast for her blood test in the morning, and I didn’t think I could keep anything down.
 
   ‘We’re fine thanks, Mum.’
 
   ‘That busy, huh?’
 
   ‘Yeah.’
 
   We went to my room and closed the door.
 
   ‘Liv,’ I said sternly. ‘We’ve got to forget about this shit tonight. We’ve got to study for tomorrow’s exam. It’s worth 30%.’
 
   ‘Are you serious?’ she shrieked. ‘How can you study at a time like this?’
 
   ‘Keep your voice down!’ I hissed. ‘Liv, this semester’s going really well for me so far. I don’t want to screw it up now.’
 
   ‘I’m fucking pregnant, Jimmy! I don’t give a fuck about the exam right now!’ She collapsed on the bed and burst into tears. I fell down beside her, hugged her tightly.
 
   ‘Liv, baby . . . we don’t know if you’re pregnant yet,’ I whispered, stroking her hair. ‘You might not be. All I’m saying is that we should try to forget about it tonight – study for our exam. After the exam we’ll know for sure, and then we can take it from there. OK?’
 
   ‘I c-can’t study now, Jimmy,’ she sobbed. ‘What if I’m pregnant? Seriously . . . what if I’m pregnant? What the hell are we going to do?’
 
   ‘We’ll work it out, baby . . . I promise . . . we’ll work it out.’
 
   Olivia continued crying, and after a while, I started crying too. The truth was that I had no idea how we were going to manage. I just couldn’t picture us as parents. For fuck’s sake! I fretted. How can we go to uni and take care of a kid at the same time? How can I write a novel and take care of a kid at the same time? What the fuck are our parents going to say? I was scared as hell. 
 
   When we’d finally stopped crying, I checked the clock. It was already 9:15, and we still hadn’t moved from the bed.
 
   ‘Olivia we’ve got to start studying,’ I said, standing up. ‘We still have the whole course to review.’
 
   She didn’t say anything, didn’t do anything except lie there with her head buried in her hands. I softly pulled them away. Her eyes were bloodshot, cheeks dripping with tears.
 
   ‘Come on, baby,’ I whispered. ‘We’ve got to start studying. I’ll go make you a cup of coffee and then we’ll start, OK?’
 
   She eventually nodded. I kissed her forehead and went to the kitchen.
 
   ‘You two OK?’ Mum asked. ‘I heard yelling before.’
 
   ‘We’re fine, Mum.’ She obviously couldn’t make out what we were saying.
 
   ‘Would you mind making Liv a cup of coffee, though?’
 
   ‘Coffee? At this hour?’
 
   ‘We’ve got a long night ahead of us.’
 
   ‘Really?’ Mum asked as she turned on the kettle. ‘You’ve been so well prepared this semester – I didn’t think you’d need any all-nighters.’
 
   I sighed. I really felt like shit.
 
   ‘Tonight’s an exception.’ 
 
   I opened the fridge, rummaged around for a can of Red Bull before eventually finding one and downing it quickly. I then took an extra Red Bull and the coffee back to my room.
 
   By then, Olivia had unpacked her books from her bag and was shuffling through her notes. Her eyes were lacquered, cheeks still wet. I gave her the cup of coffee. 
 
   ‘Everything will be OK,’ I tried to reassure her. ‘We’ll worry about it tomorrow – after the exam.’
 
   Olivia took the cup of coffee but didn’t say anything. 
 
   She sat with the textbook at my desk, and I tried to read the lecture slides propped up on my bed. That had become my regular study routine the day before an exam: read over all the lecture slides, then the relevant parts from the textbook, and then read over the tutorial questions and answers. Since I’d been busy with the pregnancy fiasco for most of the day, I hadn’t had a chance to start studying until then. I knew I had a lot of work to do, so I tried my damnedest to tune out of what was going on around me and just focus on sampling distributions and regression modelling. But I was finding it hard as hell to concentrate. 
 
   We’re only 18! I kept panicking. How the fuck are we supposed to raise a baby right now? 
 
   And whenever I’d catch myself getting distracted like that, I’d get angry with myself. 
 
   Get a fucking grip! You don’t even know if Liv’s pregnant yet. Focus on your exam tomorrow, then deal with this shit. 
 
   But I just couldn’t do it. And the more I struggled, the angrier I became. 
 
   Fucking hell! You’ve done so well all semester, and now you’re going to fuck it all up by getting worried over something that may not even be an issue? Focus, you fucking pussy, focus! Revise this material, get some sleep, sit the exam, and then worry about everything else after that. 
 
   At 10:30, Liv and I took a break, deciding to watch some Friends. 
 
   ‘How’s the studying going?’ I asked.
 
   ‘How do you think?’ she snapped.
 
   ‘Sorry.’ 
 
   She looked away dismissively.
 
   ‘Look . . . do you want to talk about it?’ I asked, secretly hoping she wouldn’t want to so that we could study.
 
   She sighed deeply. 
 
   ‘No, you’re right – we need to study for the exam. We’ll worry about everything else after that.’
 
   ‘Are you sure?’
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   ‘OK,’ I said, relieved.
 
   We watched two episodes and then resumed studying. By 12:30 in the morning, I’d finally finished reading through the lecture slides. Before getting stuck into the textbook, I sculled another Red Bull.
 
   ‘Sweetie, you want another cup of coffee?’ I asked.
 
   ‘Yeah, thanks.’
 
   I made it for her and opened the textbook. It must’ve taken me an hour to read the relevant bits in the first chapter, which wouldn’t have amounted to more than four or five pages. Work, for fuck’s sake, work! I yelled in my head. You’re getting distracted about shit that isn’t even a reality yet! You need to study now, you fucking idiot! By three o’clock I’d gotten through another couple of chapters, at which point Liv said she couldn’t study any more and wanted to go to sleep. I embraced her tightly.
 
   ‘We’re going to get through this, baby,’ I whispered. ‘And I’ll be there with you, every step of the way. I promise.’ She hugged me back and I kissed her forehead. 
 
   ‘I love you,’ I whispered.
 
   ‘I love you too.’
 
   She crawled into bed and tightly clutched the covers. After guzzling a third Red Bull, I went into the spare room to continue studying. 
 
   At 5:00 a.m. I was done with the textbook, but I had to get up at seven and the exam was at nine and I was tired as hell, so I dejectedly decided to give the tutorial problems a miss.
 
   Like I did every night before going to bed, I prayed:
 
    
 
   Dear God,
 
   Thank-you for blessing me with food, shelter, companionship, talents and the opportunity to pursue my dreams.
 
   I pray for everybody – particularly those less fortunate than myself – and I pray that you take care of them, just as well as you take care of me.
 
    
 
   I paused for a few seconds, gritting my teeth, desperately trying to replace the images of a baby bump exploding from Liv’s thin belly, the little thing crying while we’d be trying to study or make love, and both of us always drained and run-down struggling to support it.
 
    
 
   And I pray that Liv’s not pregnant. I pray that she’s not pregnant and that life can just stay the way it is.
 
   Amen.
 
    
 
   When I opened the door to my room, I realised that Olivia was still awake. She was just lying on her back, staring up at the ceiling.
 
   ‘Liv,’ I whispered. ‘You been awake all this time?’
 
   She nodded.
 
   ‘Are you sure you don’t want to talk?’
 
   There was a long, long pause. 
 
   ‘I just . . . I just don’t know . . . what we’re going to do if . . .’
 
   ‘I know, baby, I know,’ I said, crawling into bed beside her. ‘But we’ll work it out.’
 
   Another long, long pause.
 
   ‘Let’s just try to get some sleep,’ I suggested. ‘We’ve got to be up soon.’
 
   Liv nodded. She turned to face me and we held each other tightly. I could feel her shaking. We both sweated abundantly. 
 
   At six o’clock, we finally nodded off. At 6:45 my alarm started blaring.
 
   ‘Shit,’ I groaned. I reached over and smacked the snooze. My alarm went off again at 6:55. 
 
   ‘Fucking hell.’ I switched it off, then noticed Olivia had slept right through it.
 
   ‘Liv,’ I said reluctantly. ‘Liv . . .’ I shook her gently.
 
   ‘What is it, Jimmy?’ she murmured.
 
   ‘Liv it’s five-to-seven – we’ve got to get up, baby.’ 
 
   She groaned and rolled out of bed. We quickly got dressed, packed our bags and got in the car. As soon as I stuck the key in the ignition and gave it a turn, my head lolled back on the headrest. I shut my eyes for a second. 
 
   ‘Hey,’ Liv said. ‘Are you OK to drive? You’ve hardly slept.’
 
   I rubbed my eyes.
 
   ‘Yeah. I’m fine.’
 
   ‘Are you sure?’
 
   ‘Yeah.’
 
   We drove to uni. Kyle and Jackie O were doing the morning show on the radio. Some woman had rung up wanting to know if they thought it was a good idea for her to leave her husband and her five- and seven year old children because even though she “loved her family” and they were a “happy household,” “apparently when kids become teens they can become a real handful and ruin a family.” They said that leaving her family was stupid before opening the phone lines to see what the public thought, and pretty much everyone else agreed. It was decent to listen to. Maybe it took our minds off our own problem for a bit. Either way, we hardly talked. 
 
   When we got to uni, we parked the car, walked slowly to our exam room and sat down to wait with the other students. I was restless, wanting nothing more than to just get the exam over and done with so that I could get Olivia to Douglas Hanly Moir to do her blood test and find out whether or not we’d soon be parents. I looked at her beside me. Her eyes were closed, and her head leaned lethargically back against the wall behind her. We were both exhausted.
 
   Before long, the instructor called us in and we all sat down. After he told us that it was a ‘one hour exam,’ that we could ‘leave before the hour was up but not in the final ten minutes,’ and that ‘as soon as we were told to stop writing, we had to stop, otherwise our papers would not be graded,’ we were allowed to start. The first few questions were multiple choice, and I thought I answered them decently. Then there were a few longer ones that required working out. I read the first question, but I was too stressed to properly process it. What if Liv’s pregnant, what if Liv’s pregnant? My heartbeat sped up and I started sweating. What if Liv’s pregnant, what if Liv’s pregnant? And then I caught myself panicking. Focus! You have forty minutes left in this exam – focus on the exam for the next forty minutes and then worry about the baby! I read the question again and did my best to answer it. I had to read the next couple a few times each to make sense of them, but I thought they went all right too. Yet as the exam continued, my concentration deteriorated. What if Liv’s pregnant? How am I going to provide for the baby? Will Mum and Dad help me? I think they probably will, but they’re going to be pretty fucking upset that I got Olivia knocked up in the first place. What about the sex? Is it going to be a boy or a girl? I thought back to the time Liv and I once hypothesised about future baby names for when we eventually did have kids. If we had a son, I wanted to call him Jimmy Junior, which Liv said she’d agree to if we called our girl baby Rachael after her late grandmother. 
 
   Remembering this exchange made everything seem even realer. 
 
   Who will Jimmy Junior or Rachael look like more – Liv or me? Will Jimmy Junior or Rachael like surfing? Will Jimmy Junior or Rachael like the harp? What school will Jimmy Junior or Rachael go to? The questions kept assailing me until I realised there were only ten minutes left in the exam and I still had to answer three five mark questions. I exasperatedly rushed through the first one but knew my answer was crap. Then I read the next question about the Poisson Distribution. My mind was drawing blanks. What the fuck is the Poisson Distribution? I remembered reading about it the previous night, but I couldn’t for the life of me recall what it was. 
 
   ‘You have five minutes left,’ the instructor announced.
 
   With three minutes to go I was finally able to remember and started scribbling something down, but I was forced to stop mid-working when the instructor announced ‘time’s up!’ I didn’t even get to attempt the last question.
 
   ‘Fucking hell!’ I swore under my breath. ‘Fuck me dead! I’d be lucky to get 65% on that fucking exam!’ I was furious. I quickly packed up my things and stormed out of the room, waited for Olivia outside. When she came out a minute or so later I started ranting.
 
   ‘I totally fucked that exam! I couldn’t concentrate during the whole fucking thing! Seriously, what the fuck is wrong with me that I can’t even concentrate during an exam that’s worth thirty-fucking-percent?’
 
   ‘Jimmy I don’t care about the fucking exam!’ Liv exploded. Everyone around us was staring, but neither of us gave a shit. ‘Let’s just go and do my fucking blood test and get something to eat.’
 
   I paused for a moment, feeling guilty. 
 
   ‘I’m sorry, sweetie,’ I finally said. ‘I’ll stop talking about the exam. We’ll get your blood test done and then get something to eat. No problem.’
 
   We walked to the car then drove straight to Douglas Hanly Moir in Manly. We had to wait ten minutes when we got there, once again attempting to read tacky magazines before Liv was called in. When she was done we drove a couple of minutes to The Corso. 
 
   ‘What do you want to eat?’ I asked.
 
   ‘Who cares,’ she muttered.
 
   I was trying to be calm.
 
   ‘All right,’ I said. ‘How about we go to Wood and Stone Wood Fired Pizza? They have a pizza that has five different types of cheese for its topping. What do you say?’
 
   ‘Fine.’
 
   We ordered a pizza each and quickly wolfed it down. Olivia had been fasting and hadn’t eaten since the previous day’s lunch, and come to think of it, I hadn’t either. 
 
   ‘What time’s your appointment with Dr Shawl tonight?’
 
   ‘Eight o’clock.’ I couldn’t believe it. In eight hours’ time, we’d know if we were going to be parents or not. I was crippled with anxiety. I knew Liv was too. We were hardly talking.
 
   ‘What do you want to do now?’ I asked.
 
   ‘Sleep,’ she muttered. ‘My place.’
 
   We went back to Liv’s house, crawled into bed and set the alarm for half-past-seven. We stayed on separate sides, not even touching, trying to sleep and dozing off here and there before the alarm started beeping incessantly. My heart instantly started racing. I looked over at Olivia and she burst into tears. We hugged each other tightly, sobbed, held back further tears before throwing on some clothes and walking shakily to the car. 
 
   ‘Sure you’re not too tired to drive?’ Liv asked.
 
   I was still exhausted, but I sure as hell couldn’t be bothered walking.
 
   ‘I’m fine.’
 
   We drove, parked, went inside, waited. 
 
   ‘Olivia?’ Dr Shawl called. 
 
   We both stood up, walked apprehensively into Dr Shawl’s office. My legs were trembling, heart thumping. I looked at Olivia. Tears filled her eyes. We held hands tightly, sweating profusely. I fingered the cross hanging around my neck. Please, God, please.
 
   Dr Shawl didn’t waste any time getting started.
 
   ‘Olivia – I’ve seen your blood test results, and you are indeed pregnant. Seven weeks.’
 
   Olivia collapsed into tears, cried into her hands. I just sat there stunned, utterly aghast. The only thought that ran through my head was: how the fuck can this be happening? It still came as such a shock. I gritted my teeth, fought back tears of my own, felt my whole body shake. Just felt awful.
 
   Time passed. Liv’s crying eventually reduced to a quiet sob, and I tried to pull it together too. We clutched each other’s hands. Finally, Dr Shawl spoke.
 
   ‘Now, I recommend you both tell your parents about this. Then you can all decide what you want to do with the baby.’
 
   ‘I’ve got to get an abortion,’ Olivia wept.
 
   ‘An abortion!’ I exclaimed. ‘You can’t get an abortion!’
 
   ‘Jimmy look at me!’ she shrieked. ‘Does it look like I’m ready to become a mother?’
 
   ‘It doesn’t matter! We can’t kill it!’
 
   ‘Kids, please!’ Dr Shawl stressed, reaching forward to touch our knees. ‘This is something you really need to think about.’ 
 
   She paused for a moment. 
 
   ‘What you do with this baby . . . it’s one of the biggest decisions you’ll ever make in your life. Don’t take it lightly.’
 
   She then told Olivia a few routine things – not to drink alcohol, to see an obstetrician, that sort of stuff – before Liv made an appointment to see her again in a few days’ time. Then we left. As soon as we were outside I hit the roof.
 
   ‘An abortion, Olivia? You can’t be serious! We can’t just kill a baby because it’s inconvenient for us to have it!’
 
   ‘I can’t do this, Jimmy! I can’t become a mother right now!’
 
   ‘You have to!’
 
   ‘Don’t fucking tell me what to do!’ We got in the car, slammed the doors shut and started speeding home.
 
   ‘Murder? That’s your solution? Cold-blooded fucking murder?’
 
   ‘It’s not murder! The baby’s only seven weeks old – it’s still just a foetus!’
 
   ‘It’s a kid, Liv! It’s already got a brain, a spinal cord, arms and legs! It’s already got a heart! It’s already got a face! How the fuck can we just kill it?’
 
   ‘We can’t be parents!’
 
   ‘We can’t kill – ’
 
   ‘Jimmy stop!’
 
   We both screamed as we crashed into the car in front of us. Airbags blew up in our faces and we were both thrown forwards. Pain attacked my spine and the top of my neck, but my first thought was Olivia.
 
   ‘Liv! Are you all right?’
 
   ‘Yeah,’ she panted. ‘I’m fine.’
 
   She saw me wincing.
 
   ‘Jimmy how’s your spine?’ she exclaimed.
 
   I groaned as I leaned back in the seat. I wiggled my fingers and toes, patted my feet on the floor, slowly moved my arms as if I were jogging, rotated my torso from side to side.
 
   ‘I’m fine,’ I sighed with relief.
 
   We took a few seconds to compose ourselves before the overweight driver of the car we’d hit stormed up to us and pounded on the driver-side window. I wound it down shakily.
 
   ‘What the fuck was that? Didn’t you see me stopping? It was a red light, you idiot!’
 
   ‘Sorry,’ I muttered.
 
   He was livid. We swapped insurance details while Liv stayed in the car sobbing. The guy then left. I got back in the car and tried to start the engine, but it wouldn’t work. 
 
   ‘That’s just fucking perfect,’ I muttered. ‘We’ll have to call our parents.’
 
   I rang my mum and told her that no one was hurt but that we’d been in a car accident. She was there within five minutes. The first thing she noticed was the smashed-up bonnet.
 
   ‘What the hell happened?’ she demanded.
 
   I sighed. 
 
   ‘I crashed, Mum.’
 
   ‘How fast were you driving to damage the car this badly?’
 
   ‘I don’t know,’ I said dismissively.
 
   ‘You don’t know?’
 
   I shrugged distractedly. She was furious.
 
   ‘Jimmy, this is so irresponsible! You could’ve been hurt! You could’ve been – ’
 
   ‘Not now, Mum!’
 
   ‘What do you mean not now?’ she yelled. ‘You could’ve died!’
 
   ‘Mum shut up!’ I exploded. 
 
   She grabbed me by the shoulders.
 
   ‘Jimmy – what the hell’s the matter with you?’
 
   And it was then that I broke down in tears. I sunk to the ground, hugged my shins, cried into my knees – all in the middle of the street. Mum quickly knelt to my level.
 
   ‘Jimmy . . . what? What is it?’
 
   I just kept crying. Mum was holding me. 
 
   ‘Jimmy what is it?’ she stressed.
 
   I tried to say it firmly but it came out high-pitched and squawky.
 
   ‘Liv’s pregnant!’
 
   Mum gasped. She pulled my head from my knees, looked at me frantically. 
 
   ‘Jimmy . . . tell me it’s not true . . .’
 
   ‘It’s-it’s . . .’ I stammered. ‘It’s true.’
 
   She threw her arms around me. Both of us cried. Olivia got out of the car and cried with us. Mum called my father and Olivia’s parents. Everyone came. We all cried together. It must’ve looked ridiculous to everyone passing by. 
 
   After arranging for the car to be towed we all went back to my parents’ house to try and figure out what the hell to do. At first, everyone just sat silently around our living room table. Then Dad finally spoke.
 
   ‘So . . . where to from here?’
 
   ‘We’ve got to keep it!’ I stressed. ‘We can’t just kill it!’
 
   ‘I’m not ready to become a mum yet, Jimmy!’
 
   That argument continued for the next 15 minutes, both of us yelling at each other and our parents watching on silently. We were both firmly entrenched in our positions, and it appeared to be a stalemate. To me, abortion was murder – plain and simple. For whatever reason, Olivia just didn’t share the same view. And she said there’d be no way she’d ever be able to put our baby up for adoption. Since she didn’t want to be a mother, where did that leave us? The yelling continued.
 
   ‘You’re not listening to me, Jimmy!’
 
   ‘I am listening to you! All I’m hearing is, “I want to kill my fucking baby!” ’
 
   She looked at me, horror-stricken, before bursting into tears and running out the door. Her parents glared at me before following her.
 
   ‘Jimmy – that was below the belt,’ Mum condemned me.
 
   ‘Well what am I supposed to say when she’s saying shit like that?’
 
   ‘Jimmy – she’s right. You’re not listening to her.’
 
   I was shocked. ‘Huh?’
 
   ‘Do you have any idea how hard it is to be a teenage mum? I know you say you’re going to be there to help her, but it’s still much harder on her. Who’s going to be the one waking up at all hours of the night to feed it? Or change its nappy? Or cradle it when it’s crying? If you have this baby, Olivia would probably have to drop out of uni. I know you mean well, but you can’t force her into this. You just can’t. You have to somehow reach a compromise.’
 
   My parents and I talked well into the early hours of the morning, and after a while, I came to see Mum’s point, which Dad also agreed with. And what’s more, I knew it was me who would have to give in. As much as it would pain me to have the baby aborted, I knew I couldn’t pressure Olivia into keeping it.
 
   After another near-sleepless night, I picked up some flowers and went over to Liv’s place. When she answered the door, a few seconds passed where we just stared at each other. She looked exhausted. I awkwardly gave her the flowers. She smiled weakly, put the flowers in some water before we sat down on her living room couch. Our eyes met but then she looked away, stared down at the ground. I took a series of deep breaths to compose myself before finally finding the courage to speak.
 
   ‘Look, Liv – I’m sorry about last night. I wasn’t thinking about how much it would affect you.’
 
   I paused, scrunched up my face, gritted my teeth.
 
   ‘I really, really, really feel strongly against you getting an abortion.’
 
   I paused again, wiped my eyes.
 
   ‘But if you really want to do it, then I’ll support you. One hundred per cent.’
 
   She broke down in tears and cried into my chest. I cried too.
 
   ‘Jimmy . . .’ she wept. ‘J-Jimmy . . . you know . . . you know I don’t w-want to get an ab-abortion. But I just c-can’t be . . . I can’t b-be a mother right now. I just can’t . . .’
 
   ‘I know, baby,’ I sobbed. ‘I know . . .’
 
   We held each other for a long, long time. Finally, I pulled away. 
 
   ‘We should get an abortion right away then. As soon as possible.’
 
   Olivia’s face was still drenched with tears. She nodded softly.
 
   ‘Yes . . . I’ll work it out with Dr Shawl.’
 
   I tried to sound strong.
 
   ‘I’ll be there with you, Liv. I’ll be there with you every step of the way.’
 
   She kissed me.
 
   ‘I know you will be.’
 
   Later that afternoon, Olivia’s parents came home from work and we told them our decision. I then called my parents and told them, and they came over straight away. We all ate dinner together and discussed the situation. They all seemed to agree that an abortion was the best possible solution.
 
   The next day, we saw Dr Shawl and told her what we’d decided. She set us up with an appointment at a clinic to get the abortion the following day.
 
   The day itself was one of the hardest of my life. It’s all kind of a blur. I remember driving Liv to the clinic, and reading the information pamphlets with her in the waiting room. I remember holding Olivia’s hand, squeezing it tightly, feeling her squeeze back, feeling both of us tremble. I remember her being called in, and hugging her tightly. I remember placing my hand over Liv’s belly. 
 
   ‘Goodbye, baby,’ I whispered. 
 
   I remember Olivia crying, and I remember me crying too. I remember waiting three hours for her, trying to write in the meantime but finding it impossible to think clearly. I remember going to a nearby café and eating a sandwich, and then throwing it up on the way back to the clinic. I remember seeing Olivia finally come out, looking exhausted. I remember running towards her, hugging her, holding her, crying with her. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 7
 
   NEW YEAR’S RESOLUTION
 
    
 
   To put it bluntly, the abortion fucked me up. To me, it was tantamount to murder, and the pain, the guilt, incessantly ate away at me. Even though on some level I knew that the only reason I gave in to it was for Liv’s sake, and that for that reason, it was probably the selfless and caring decision to make, I still found it horribly difficult to deal with. I could hardly sleep, on countless nights only dozing for a couple of hours. I’d have this harrowing dream where I’d be taking Jimmy Junior to school. I’d be holding his hand, walking along the street, but when we’d arrive there’d be nobody there.
 
   ‘Where is everybody, Daddy?’ he’d ask.
 
   ‘They’re in class, Jimmy. Come with me.’
 
   I’d take him to the classroom but there’d still be nobody there.
 
   ‘There’s nobody here, Daddy. Where is everyone?’
 
   But instead of answering him, I’d throw him to the floor and start stomping on his face. Blood would gush out of his nose and mouth and ears and he’d be crying ‘Daddy! Daddy! Stop it, Daddy!’ but I’d keep going and going and then when he was finally dead, I’d stop and look at my bludgeoned son on the floor surrounded by all the blood and wake up screaming. I’d spend the next half-hour crying and would usually be too disturbed to sleep for the rest of the night. I’d lost my appetite too, often only eating one regular meal or two light meals a day. I couldn’t finish main courses at restaurants with Liv any more, so after a while we just stopped going. Olivia was devastated too, and pretty quiet and moody and all over the place for the following few weeks – but she was nowhere near as distraught as me. Then again, to her it wasn’t murder.
 
   Liv and I got pretty similar marks that semester. Both of us were doing so well at the start, but we really tailed off towards the end. I found it nearly impossible to concentrate, so I wasn’t well prepared going into the exams. Struggling to sleep didn’t help either. I felt exhausted during the exam week and was even drawing blanks during exams themselves, forgetting simple things I knew I’d learned before. As a result, I started to loathe myself.
 
   Focus Jimmy, you fucking idiot! Stop being such a bitch! Stop being such a pussy! It happened. Get over it. Move on. Be a man and get through this. 
 
   But no matter what I told myself, I just couldn’t shake the guilt and sorrow that continued to engulf me. My average plummeted from over 85% after the mid-semester exams to 77%, bringing my average for the year to just over 75%. 
 
   What a fucking failure, I berated myself. You came to uni wanting to get an average of 85% and you only got 75%? That’s bullshit. That’s not even close. You didn’t work hard enough. You slacked off. You were a fat lazy fuck. It doesn’t mean shit that Liv got an abortion. You still failed. Plain and simple.
 
   December was a rough month too. Olivia was working as a waitress at a pizza parlour five nights a week and was actually feeling a lot better about everything, but my month was hardly as constructive. I’d originally set the goal of finishing the first draft of my novel by the end of the semester, but since that also didn’t happen, I figured I’d try to at least finish it by the end of the year. But once again, I was too disturbed to focus properly. I couldn’t concentrate for longer than half an hour before crumbling to pieces. At the time the abortion happened, I talked about it at length with Olivia and my parents, and that helped ease my burden slightly. But by then – three months later – the matter had been discussed to death. After a while, I knew I’d just have to sit with the pain until I could eventually move past it. And that pain dominated most of December. There were a few bright moments, like when two different modelling scouts approached me on Manly Beach (although I forgot to ever call them), and when Olivia and I made sweet love on a restaurant table after closing time (this time, and all future times, wearing a condom, even though Olivia was still on the pill). But they were small illuminations in an otherwise dim and sombre month.
 
   My coping mechanism was pot and booze. Since I’d stopped surfing I’d always been a heavy drinker, and I smoked weed from time to time, but during December, you could count on one hand the number of days that I didn’t get stoned off my ass or drink myself into oblivion. I never got high in front of Olivia – only with the boys – but she knew I was doing it. She told me I was far better off seeing a psychologist or someone else who could help me instead of pulling bongs all the time, but I told her that I didn’t want to see anyone and that smoking bud was only temporary and not to hassle me because I was trying to handle everything as best as I could. She reluctantly let it go, probably perceiving it to be a relatively minor issue considering what we’d just been through. However, then came New Year’s Eve, which was a defining point when I realised that I was spiralling down the wrong path and needed to make some changes.
 
   I woke up at eleven and walked to Brent’s house, picking up a bottle of bourbon and a case of Toohey’s Extra Dry on the way – I planned to spend the day drinking with the boys before we all headed over to an old schoolmate’s party in Northbridge, where I’d organised to meet up with Liv and some of our other friends. At Brent’s, we cracked open a few beers on the patio and talked for a while before deciding to play a few drinking games. Our favourite one was where we’d make teams of two and then play ping pong; when a team won two consecutive points in a row, they could either make the losers each drink three shots of beer, or take off their shirts and turn around, giving the winners a free shot at smashing the ball against their backs. Because we all wanted to get wasted, we usually made the losers drink, and by 2:30, the six of us had ploughed through two cases and were feeling pretty mellow. A few of our other mates from school came over then and we decided to watch a couple of old Bond flicks and crack open the spirits. Four hours later, I’d finished all 700 ml of my bottle of bourbon and was blind as anything. I passed out on the couch, during which time a very drunk Chris decided he wanted his head shaved, so after finding the dog clippers, Brent did the honours. At 7:30 we called a couple of cabs and went to the party.
 
   Olivia and her friends were already there. I staggered up to her and gave her a kiss.
 
   ‘Hey, baby,’ I slurred.
 
   ‘Jimmy . . .’ Liv said disapprovingly. ‘You’re tanked already?’
 
   ‘It’s New Year’s Eve, baby. You’ve got to loosen up!’
 
   I was a mess, stumbling all over the place, tripping over myself, having to lean against the wall for support as everyone around me drank and danced and enjoyed the night. Olivia drank four Smirnoff Double Blacks and had a couple of glasses of champagne, which got her pretty drunk. She was letting her hair down, dancing with her friends and having a great time. Meanwhile, someone pulled out a bong. I’d been drinking heavily for eleven hours, so weed was the last thing I needed. Nevertheless, when it was doing the rounds, I knocked back two cones. Then I was beyond fucked. Legs trembling, I stumbled outside, fell down on the road, puked in the gutter. I lay there shaking, curled up in a ball as bile dribbled from my mouth into the drain. Look at you, I thought. What a fucking mess. And then for a few moments my mind felt clear and I was able to take stock of my life. 
 
   This is a fucking disgrace, I thought. Curled up puking in the gutter? This is pathetic. Sure, Liv got an abortion, and that’s been hard as hell to deal with, but it happened three months ago – you need to move past it. Because all this shit that’s happening at the moment – this needs to stop. This needs to change. Now. This year, you achieved none of your goals. It has been a giant failure of a year. And look where it’s gotten you: having so much weed and booze that you’re curled up puking in a gutter. You’ve failed. This feeling sucks. You never want to feel this ever again. Never, ever again. Starting January 2, things will be different. No more weed. Nowhere near as much booze. You’ll work hard on your novel until March when uni starts, and then you’ll work hard on both during the semester, just like you did before Liv fell pregnant. In one years’ time, to the day, instead of throwing up on the side of the street, you’ll be celebrating getting a High Distinction average at uni, publishing your novel and sticking it to everyone who ever doubted you. You can do this. You will do this – if you work hard and stay focused. 
 
   I rubbed the cross around my neck, looked up at the sky. 
 
   Please, God, I whispered. Please give me the strength to move past this, to have a better year in 2008 and achieve my dreams.
 
   And then I blacked out. The next thing I remember is waking up the following morning in bed. When I called Olivia, she told me that just before midnight, she was looking for me so that we could kiss on the dot of twelve and ring in the new year by watching the fireworks together. When she found me passed out in the gutter, she got Corey to watch me while she said goodbye to her friends before calling a taxi to come and get us. Corey was able to heave me into the cab, and the driver helped me into bed at my place before dropping Olivia home. I asked her why she didn’t spend the night with me. She said she was angry that I’d ruined her evening, and in any sense had to go home to shower and change because I threw up on her in the cab.
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CHAPTER 8
 
   AND THEN OLIVIA FINALLY LET THE CAT OUT OF THE BAG
 
    
 
   For the first couple of months, I did a good job of sticking to my new year’s resolution. After spending New Year’s Day shaking off the mother of all hangovers, having a long lunch with my parents, and taking Olivia out for a seafood dinner at Bluewater in an attempt to make up for my appalling behaviour the previous night and to tell her that I was going to quit taking drugs and ease up on the piss, I started getting seriously stuck into my novel on January 2. For once, my head was relatively clear – I made a conscious effort not to think about the abortion, and for the first time in a while there was neither weed nor booze. That day, I got a solid eight hours of good quality writing done, which was the most I’d done any day of the holidays to date. I slept better that night – satisfaction with a good day’s work makes for the most comfortable pillow.
 
   My hard work continued for the next ten days, at which point my first draft was finally finished. I spent the next month editing it ruthlessly before I started thinking about trying to find a professional editor. I browsed the New South Wales Writers’ Centre website and discovered they ran a mentorship program, where aspiring authors could pay mentors to read their work and provide feedback on their writing. It was perfect. I looked through the list of names and a mentor by the name of Pierce Broadwater, author of two bestsellers and the ex-mentor of two writers who ended up signing major publishing deals jumped out at me. I gave him a call and we met for coffee. I told him that I’d been working on my novel for about a year, and that after he was done reading it, I’d make the changes he suggested and then submit it for publication. He nodded along, saying that he couldn’t comment on that line of reasoning until he’d read the novel, and I said that that seemed fair enough before excitedly handed over my 400 page, 113,000 word manuscript. He told me he’d have his feedback ready within the next six weeks and that he’d contact me again then. ‘Great,’ I said. We shook hands and parted.
 
   On the way home from my meeting with Pierce, I went to uni to buy my textbooks for the next semester. There were still two weeks before classes were due to begin, but I wanted to get an early start on learning the material, just like I’d done before the start of Year 11. While I was there, I called Olivia.
 
   ‘Sweetie, you want me to get your books for next semester?’
 
   ‘Sure, baby. That would be great.’
 
   ‘No worries. You want to have dinner tonight too?’
 
   ‘Ahuh. Where do you want to go?’
 
   ‘Don’t mind. What about you?’
 
   ‘Hhmmm. Maybe Sugar Lounge for a pizza?’
 
   ‘Good choice, hun. Pick you up at seven?’
 
   ‘Done. See you then, baby.’
 
   While I was buying our textbooks, a woman approached me.
 
   ‘Hi – you look really familiar. Are you a model, by any chance?’
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh. ‘No. I’m not a model.’
 
   ‘Well! Then it’s good we ran into each other!’ She took a business card from her purse and gave it to me. Her name was Sarah Jeffries – she was a modelling agent at Folio Talent Management. Who knows what she was doing at the Sydney University Co-op Book Shop.
 
   ‘You’ve got a good look – handsome tanned features, a nice smile and broad shoulders. You should give me a call.’
 
   I said I’d think about it before we parted ways.
 
   At dinner with Olivia, I told her about the incident. She laughed.
 
   ‘That’s . . . what? The fourth time you’ve been asked to model?’
 
   I shrugged.
 
   ‘You should do it!’
 
   ‘You reckon?’
 
   ‘Yeah, definitely!’
 
   ‘I guess I could.’
 
   ‘Yes! Do it! Give her a call tomorrow!’
 
   ‘OK,’ I laughed. ‘I’ll do it.’
 
   ‘That’s kinda cool. My little Jimmy’s a model!’
 
   ‘Shut up.’
 
   We both laughed. Since New Year’s Eve, things had been great between us. She wasn’t dressed up or anything that night – only wearing a crop-top, skirt and thongs with hardly any make-up on – but she still looked stunning. Our legs rubbed together beneath the table, and within moments I was filled with lust. I leaned towards her and whispered in her ear: 
 
   ‘I’m so horny, baby. We’ve got to have sex as soon as we get back to my place.’
 
   ‘Have some self-control, sweetie,’ she teased, before softly nibbling my ear. I leaned back in my seat as we shot each other flirtatious looks. Some of our most exciting sexual experiences then came to mind: losing our virginity, making love on the restaurant table, and another time when she went down on me while we were stuck in a traffic jam. I was rock-hard, but then for some reason, I thought of the abortion. Consternation struck. I was inundated with guilt. It must’ve shown on my face.
 
   ‘What is it, baby?’ Liv asked.
 
   I hesitated.
 
   ‘Liv . . . do you ever . . . do you ever think about the baby?’
 
   She looked shocked. We hadn’t mentioned it all year – it was taboo to talk about it. She hesitated too, then nodded slowly.
 
   ‘Yeah . . . sometimes. Sure.’
 
   ‘You’d be due in three months.’
 
   ‘I know, Jimmy.’
 
   ‘Do you regret doing it?’
 
   ‘I regret getting pregnant, yeah. But not the abortion. I’m just not ready to be a mother yet, Jimmy.’
 
   I sighed, nodding slowly. She reached across the table and held my hand. 
 
   ‘It still bothers you, doesn’t it?’
 
   ‘I don’t . . . I mean . . . I don’t know. Not as much as it used to. But sometimes . . . you know? I get that dream and I just feel so disturbed.’
 
   ‘Are you sure you don’t want to talk to a psychologist?’
 
   I sighed again.
 
   ‘Yeah, I’m sure. I think I just need more time.’ 
 
   Olivia nodded thoughtfully, kissed my hand. 
 
   The pizza came, and we ate in silence. We didn’t have dessert, instead just paying the bill and leaving. I didn’t feel like having sex once we got back to my place. That night was one of those nights when the abortion would get to me and I’d feel nothing but despair.
 
    
 
   When the semester started a couple of weeks later, I felt energised, ready to work hard to achieve my goal of getting an 85% average. I was happy with the state of my novel, too – I was due to hear back from my mentor within the next four weeks, after which I planned on spending the rest of the semester editing it as per his suggestions and then trying to get it published during the mid-year holidays. It all seemed so simple. Yet the first couple of weeks of the semester didn’t go according to plan. I hated both my electives – Regression Modelling and Corporate Finance – and in week three decided to change them to Intermediate Microeconomics and Mathematical Economics. Because I started both of them two weeks late, I was behind in each of them. Then a few days later, I received a hysterical phone call from Corey.
 
   ‘Jimmy, Sarah’s period’s late!’ (Sarah was his girlfriend).
 
   ‘Fuck, man.’
 
   ‘I need your help! What am I supposed to do?’
 
   ‘Corey . . . you know I hate talking about this shit, right?’
 
   ‘I know man, but I have no one else to talk to. I can’t tell my parents – they’ll freak! Just tell me what I’m supposed to do.’
 
   I sighed. ‘Just take her to a doctor, do a blood test and you’ll know the next day.’
 
   There was a long pause. Corey cleared his throat, once, twice, three times.
 
   ‘J-Jimmy . . .’ he finally stuttered. ‘If she is pregnant . . . what am I . . . what am I supposed to do?’
 
   ‘It’s up to you and Sarah, man. You guys have to decide what’s best for you.’
 
   ‘Fucking hell – I’ve got no idea what to do. Sarah’s freaking out, saying she wants to get an abortion. But I’m not sure, man. I don’t know if I want to do that. Fuck, Jimmy. Why can’t we just get it adopted? We can make sure a good family gets it, and then when we’re older, we can see it and still be a part of its life. Doesn’t that sound like a good idea, Jimmy? Doesn’t that seem best for everyone?’
 
   ‘I can’t answer that, man. You’ve got to work it out with Sarah.’
 
   ‘I just have no idea what to do,’ he stressed. ‘I just don’t . . .’
 
   ‘Corey – you want me to come over? We can talk about it properly?’
 
   ‘Nah that’s cool, man. I know you hate talking about it.’
 
   ‘It’s OK,’ I said. ‘I can if you want.’
 
   ‘It’s sweet, really. Don’t worry about it.’
 
   ‘Well give me a ring if you do.’
 
   ‘Yeah, thanks.’
 
   ‘Just get Sarah to take the test. She might not be pregnant – you never know.’
 
   ‘Yeah, will do. Might go to the doctor now, actually. I’ll call you a bit later, bro.’
 
   ‘No worries. Good luck, mate.’ We hung up.
 
   It turned out Sarah wasn’t pregnant, which was great, but that conversation with Corey made me relive the whole experience. That night, I had that dream again, and I had it a couple more times that week too. It was distracting me at uni, and just like before, it made it difficult to concentrate. And that really, really made me mad with myself.
 
   Do some work, you fucking pussy! I’d yell in my head. This shit happened six months ago! There’s no way it should still be bothering you now! 
 
   But it did, and after the third straight day of being so distraught I could hardly study, I did something I’d never done. My parents were away in Bali for their 20th anniversary, so I had the house to myself. I retrieved a bottle of bourbon from the liquor cabinet, and grabbed a large bottle of Coke and a glass from the kitchen. I slouched down in a beanbag on my bedroom floor, and poured a fifty-fifty mix into the glass. For a while I just stared at it, wondering if what I was about to do wasn’t just a terrible idea. But I was so consumed with pain: I murdered my baby . . . murdered . . . murdered . . . murdered it. I just felt so tormented and I craved some relief, even if it was only temporary. 
 
   And what difference does it really make? I thought. Drinking on your own or drinking with other people? If I was out with the boys and got drunk, that would be fine. So why can’t I get drunk on my own? It’s really just the same thing, isn’t it? 
 
   I took my first sip from the glass. It felt pleasant going down my throat, and the taste of booze was soothing. So I continued drinking. For the next couple of hours my whole body grew heavy, and then it felt numb as my lolling head flopped back against the wall behind me. My eyes flickered open and closed like a circuit on the fritz before I managed to drag myself into bed and pass out until morning.
 
   I woke with a headache the next day, but even though I was hungover, I felt more mellow, less tense than before. I managed to stop thinking about the abortion so much, and was able to put in a good day of study. Feeling decent as a result, I rang Sarah Jeffries and booked an appointment to see her the following week. Then I called Olivia.
 
   ‘Feel like coming over for dinner tonight?’
 
   ‘Sure. Want to just order pizza and watch a movie?’
 
   ‘Yep. I’ll pick something up. Come over around seven.’
 
   I went out and rented Sherrybaby and then did a couple more hours of study. It’d been a long day, and by then, I felt drained and worn out.
 
   I could really go for a beer, I thought. It’s not like I haven’t earned it – I’ve worked hard today. I deserve to relax now. 
 
   So I cracked open a bottle. It was six-thirty, so I figured I’d just have one while watching Nadal smoke some wildcard in the French Open. By six-forty-five I’d finished my first beer and felt like another, so I had a second. Liv rang a touch after seven while I was onto my third.
 
   ‘Going to be a little late, baby. Just finishing up some study.’
 
   By the time she’d arrived, I’d had five beers. She saw the empty bottles on the table as soon as she walked into the kitchen.
 
   ‘Jimmy,’ she said sternly, picking up one of the bottles. ‘What’s this?’
 
   ‘I had a hard day, baby – so much studying.’
 
   ‘I had a hard day too, but you don’t see me drinking alone.’
 
   ‘I was just trying to relax, OK?’
 
   ‘No, it’s not OK. You shouldn’t be doing this.’
 
   ‘Just chill, Liv. It was only a few beers. Don’t make a big deal out of it.’
 
   She shook her head disapprovingly.
 
   ‘Fine, I’ll drop it. But please don’t do this again, OK?’
 
   I sighed. ‘Fine.’
 
   We ordered pizza and watched the movie. The whole time, I found myself feeling tense, anxious, wanting a drink. 
 
   ‘What’s wrong?’ Olivia asked.
 
   I knew getting another beer would start a fight. 
 
   ‘Nothing,’ I said.
 
   ‘You don’t seem yourself.’
 
   ‘I’m fine.’
 
   The movie finished. We fucked almost straight away. Then we had a shower, brushed our teeth and got into bed. As soon as we were under the covers, I kissed her, rubbed her breasts.
 
   ‘Again, baby?’
 
   ‘I’m in the mood . . .’
 
   We had sex again, and at my initiation, once more the following morning (I needed the relief). Olivia then left to go to uni for an early class, and I logged onto my computer to check Facebook and my emails. Straight away, I saw there was one from Pierce. Nervous tension built within me. I’d been dying for his feedback from the minute I’d given him my manuscript, and now, the time had finally come. I apprehensively opened the email and read:
 
    
 
   Dear Jimmy,
 
   Below is my assessment of your work. On the plus side, I think your story has potential – it has a clear plot and the power to be inspirational. However, you have a lot of work to do in order to get your manuscript up to a publishable standard.
 
    
 
   He then went on to detail all the problems with the draft. “The writing style is terrible – way too many clichéd similes, unnecessary big words, awkwardly worded sentences, melodramatic scenes and too much repetition.” It was “very poorly researched – the kryptonite for any work of historical fiction.” Nicola’s character had to be deeply rethought, as “the racial aspect of the novel isn’t dealt with well at all, nor is her love with the protagonist believable – they don’t share nearly enough experiences for them to fall in love.” The motifs I’d employed were “extremely amateurish.” The poetry I’d written and inserted here and there was “awful.” My use of punctuation was “neither proper nor effective.” The ending was “extremely contrived.” He then continued:
 
    
 
   I recommend that you rewrite the novel from scratch, using what you’ve written as a guide to writing it again. You have so much research to do and you need to improve your writing style to such an extent that I actually think it would be easiest to rewrite it as opposed to editing what you’ve already done. 
 
   In terms of how to improve your writing style – you need to read. That’s all there is to it – just read. The more quality books you read, the better your writing style is going to be. It’s that simple, really. 
 
   I hope this advice has been of some help to you. I have been very hard on you, Jimmy, but you must understand that getting a novel published is very difficult. It is not for the faint-hearted or for those not willing to work hard.
 
   Warm regards,
 
   Pierce.
 
    
 
   I read it through several times until words like “terrible,” “poor,” “amateurish,” “awful,” “contrived” and “rewrite” began to sink in, and the self-abuse made its way to the fore. 
 
   How did you think this would be so easy? Waking up one day and deciding to write a novel. No training, no practice, nothing – just waking up one day and deciding to write a novel and thinking you can have it done and dusted in a year writing it part-time. That’s ridiculous. How the fuck could you be so stupid? 
 
   I felt like such a failure, both for having produced something that I thought was excellent when it was riddled with flaws, and also for being naïve enough to think that writing a novel would be so easy. And this isn’t the first time you’ve failed recently, I reminded myself. What about all of last year? That was just a whole damn year of failure – your marks were the epitome of mediocrity, and it’s not like you can even say that you used the time to write a great book – all you did was churn out 400 pages of shit that was badly written, shockingly researched, employed amateur motifs and terrible poetry, had a failed love element, used punctuation poorly and had a contrived ending. My self-confidence was shaken, and I felt overwhelmed by the goals I’d set for myself. How am I going to get an 85% average and get my novel published? I panicked. I struggled all of last year trying to juggle the two of them, and all it got me was average marks. Now, I have to do it all over again, and it will be harder this time around because second year subjects are much harder than first year subjects. I had no idea what I was going to do, but I knew I needed to blow off some steam. I craved an escape, some temporary relief. Something to clear my head. I rang up Corey.
 
   ‘Hey mate, let’s head out tonight.’
 
   ‘Yeah, all right.’
 
   ‘Huge night, man. We’ll get the other boys involved too. Let’s start at Brent’s house, get trolleyed, then head to the Cross for a wild one.’
 
   ‘Yeah? How wild are we talking?’
 
   ‘Wild, man. Anything goes.’
 
   ‘I like it. I’ll ring the other boys. Assuming Brent’s cool with it, let’s get to his house at 7:30. I’ll call you if there’s a change of plan.’
 
   ‘Too easy, bud.’ We hung up.
 
   By then, it was 10:00 a.m. I tried to study for the next few hours but couldn’t stay focused – I was too anxious, too tense, and it was almost impossible to think about anything other than the review I’d just received. At three o’clock, I decided to mellow out by having a beer. I continued studying, doing my contract law readings as I sipped away. The booze helped me to relax but didn’t help me focus, and by five, I’d had six beers, and while nowhere near wasted, I wasn’t sober enough to be able to study properly. So I stopped. After having a couple more beers in front of an episode of Law and Order: SVU, I had a shower, got dressed and walked the few blocks to Brent’s place.
 
   When I got there, I drank some more with the rest of the guys. I can’t remember who, but at some point someone floated the idea of doing a “Century,” which involved downing 100 shots of beer – equivalent to about three litres – in 100 minutes. Everyone agreed.
 
   An hour and 40 minutes later, the guys were reasonably drunk. I was fucking blind, puking in Brent’s garden.
 
   ‘Jimmy you lightweight, what’s going on?’
 
   ‘He was drinking before he got here,’ someone said.
 
   ‘With who?’
 
   ‘Probably Liv.’
 
   ‘Nah, couldn’t have been Liv – I saw her at uni today.’
 
   ‘Then who were you drinking with, Jimmy?’
 
   I threw up again. Brent patted me on the back.
 
   ‘Dude, are you all right?’
 
   ‘Yeah I’m cool, man.’
 
   ‘You want to just stay here and chill for a bit?’
 
   Gagging, I nodded. 
 
   ‘Can we wait an hour? Leave then?’
 
   Brent checked his watch. It wasn’t even nine yet.
 
   ‘Sure,’ he shrugged. ‘But try and sober up a bit. You won’t get in anywhere otherwise.’
 
   A couple of minutes later I stopped vomiting and re-joined the rest of the boys on the patio. They were talking about which club to go to and which girls to ring to see if they’d like to come out with us before giving a few of them a call. I didn’t say anything, didn’t do anything but sit there nodding along, feeling heavy and drunk and lazy, thinking about the mess that was my novel. At a quarter-to-ten, they started getting ready to go.
 
   ‘Jimmy, you all right mate?’ Corey asked.
 
   I got up slowly. ‘Yeah. I’m fine.’
 
   ‘You sure? You look pretty fucked.’
 
   ‘I’m good, man.’
 
   He nodded. ‘Maybe don’t drink any more tonight.’ 
 
   I didn’t say anything.
 
   We rode the ferry to Circular Quay and then took a couple of cabs to World Bar in the Cross, where a few girls from school were waiting for us.
 
   ‘Where’s Liv?’ Sarah (Corey’s girlfriend) asked.
 
   ‘At work,’ I slurred.
 
   ‘She going to come out after?’
 
   ‘Yeah, I’ll give her a call later.’
 
   ‘Cool. I’m going to go get a teapot of Long Island Iced Tea. You want anything?’
 
   ‘Yeah, the same thanks,’ I said, giving her some cash. 
 
   Just after Sarah left, Brent returned from the bar.
 
   ‘Got you a water, mate,’ he said, handing it to me.
 
   ‘I don’t need water,’ I slurred.
 
   ‘You’re fucked, mate. Drink some water.’
 
   ‘Nah. Sarah’s getting me a teapot.’
 
   ‘Fuck, man. You shouldn’t be drinking any more.’
 
   ‘Fuck that. Hey, where’s that chick you’re trying to bang?’
 
   Side-tracked, Brent looked around. 
 
   ‘I don’t know, mate. She was here a minute ago.’ He checked his phone.
 
   ‘She just messaged me – she’s upstairs.’
 
   ‘So what are you doing down here?’
 
    ‘Checking up on your drunk ass. You going to be all right here til Sarah gets back?’
 
   ‘Yeah. No worries.’
 
   He looked at me sceptically, shook his head and left.
 
   Sarah then came back with two teapots. She poured some of hers into a glass to drink. I sculled all half a litre of mine from the spout. 
 
   ‘Getting loose tonight, eh Jimmy?’ she laughed.
 
   ‘Fuck yeah.’
 
   Corey and Steve came back from the dance floor. By then, my vision was so blurred I struggled to make them out, and I felt so heavy that I thought I’d never want to move. Then again, I did want another drink. I just wanted to plunge myself into oblivion and forget all about my novel and uni and how difficult it would be to juggle both of them and achieve my goals. I staggered up.
 
   ‘Jimmy, where are you going?’
 
   ‘Bar. You guys want anything?’
 
   ‘Got beers already, mate,’ Corey said.
 
   ‘Damn, Jimmy’s getting loose tonight,’ I heard Sarah say.
 
   Corey sighed. 
 
   ‘He’s always getting loose.’
 
   I lined up at the bar and ordered two more teapots. I sculled them both, one after the other, straight from the spout like before. Then, a bouncer came up to me.
 
   ‘You’re not allowed to drink them like that,’ he growled. ‘You’ve got to leave.’
 
   ‘Sorry, I didn’t know.’
 
   ‘There are signs everywhere – get out.’
 
   I was so drunk and the music was so loud that I couldn’t process what he was saying. I turned around to walk back to where the guys were sitting but he grabbed my shirt.
 
   ‘Hey – I told you to fuck off.’
 
   Leading me by the shirt, he escorted me out of the club. As I was thinking about how I could sneak back in without him seeing, those last two teapots really hit me. I tried to walk but stumbled, fell over on the road, lay there dizzily.
 
   ‘Get up, mate.’ A stranger. He helped me to my feet. 
 
   ‘You right to stand?’
 
   I mumbled ‘yeah’ and then staggered away. Feeling kind of hungry, I bought a piece of Hawaiian pizza from New York Slice and sat down on the side of the street to eat it.
 
   The next thing I knew it was the following morning, and I was lying in my front garden covered with dirt. 
 
   How the fuck did I get here? I thought, confused as hell, and simultaneously glad that my parents were in Bali and would thus be none the wiser. I stood up, wiping the grass and the dirt off myself before checking my phone. 
 
   I had 36 missed calls.
 
   Eight from Corey, nine from Brent, and 17 from Olivia. What the hell? I thought. I rang up Corey.
 
   ‘Hello?’ he answered drowsily.
 
   ‘Corey – it’s me.’
 
   ‘Jimmy!’ He sounded relieved. ‘Fuck man, what the hell happened to you last night?’
 
   I shook my head. ‘Man I . . . I really don’t know.’
 
   ‘Where are you?’
 
   ‘At home.’
 
   ‘How’d you get there?’
 
   ‘I have no idea. Last thing I remember was eating pizza outside New York Slice.’
 
   ‘What happened at World Bar?’
 
   ‘Got kicked out.’
 
   ‘Too drunk?’
 
   ‘Nah. Sculling teapots from the spout.’
 
   There was a pause.
 
   ‘I’m just glad you’re all right,’ he said. ‘We spent ages looking for you and couldn’t find you anywhere. We thought you might’ve gone back to Liv’s place, but when we rang her she said she hadn’t heard from you all night. We were all trying to call you but you weren’t picking up. We were starting to get a bit worried, mate.’
 
   I was still in a state of shock. I genuinely had no idea how I’d gotten home.
 
   ‘Look,’ said Corey. ‘I’ll text the guys and let them know you’re all right. Meanwhile, you should give Liv a call. She was pretty stressed out, man.’
 
   ‘Shit,’ I said. ‘I’m sorry.’
 
   ‘It’s cool bro, these things happen. Just give Liv a call now.’
 
   ‘Yeah, will do. Thanks, mate.’
 
   We hung up. I rang Olivia straight away. 
 
   ‘Jimmy! Thank God you’re all right!’
 
   ‘I’m so sorry I had you worried, baby,’ I said guiltily. 
 
   As soon as she’d established that I was safe, her concern turned to anger.
 
   ‘What the hell happened, Jimmy? I was worried sick all night!’
 
   ‘I was out with the guys . . . and I drank too much. Then I got kicked out of World Bar . . . and then I woke up this morning at home.’
 
   ‘Why didn’t you tell anyone you were leaving?’
 
   ‘I didn’t mean to leave. I just woke up and I was at home.’
 
   ‘What? How?’
 
   ‘I . . . I have no idea.’
 
   She was furious. 
 
   ‘You were so drunk that you don’t even remember how you got home?’
 
   I didn’t say anything.
 
   ‘Is that right, Jimmy? You were so drunk that you don’t even remember how you got home?’
 
   I sighed. ‘I’m sorry, Liv.’
 
   ‘Sorry’s not good enough,’ she said angrily. ‘This is inexcusable. And it’s not the first time your drinking’s gotten out of control.’
 
   She paused.
 
   ‘Why do you do this?’
 
   I told her about Pierce’s comments and about how overwhelmed I was at the prospect of having to juggle rewriting my novel and getting a High Distinction average at uni. Her anger mollified slightly.
 
   ‘Jimmy, you’re becoming too dependent on alcohol. You can’t use it to solve your problems. That’s what alcoholics do.’
 
   ‘I’m not an alcoholic!’ I retorted quickly. 
 
   ‘Well you sure are acting like one. Who else do you know who drinks alone? Two nights ago you’d had five beers before I’d even arrived!’ (Not to mention that I’d also gotten blind by myself the night before that, which Olivia still didn’t know about.)
 
   ‘Liv . . . I’m sorry. What . . . what do you want me to do?’
 
   ‘You need to stop using alcohol to solve your problems. You need to stop getting so drunk all the time. And if you don’t think you can control yourself when you drink, then you should stop drinking altogether.’
 
   I was silent. I didn’t know what to say.
 
   ‘Jimmy?’
 
   ‘Yeah?’
 
   ‘Do you agree that this needs to stop?’
 
   I sighed. 
 
   ‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘It needs to stop.’
 
   ‘OK. Now I’ve got to go and help my mum do the shopping. But Jimmy, please think about what I’ve said. I love you so much, and you have so much going for you – but you’ll ruin everything if you keep going down this path.’
 
   ‘OK, baby, OK. I’ll stop, all right?’
 
   ‘OK. I’ll call you later tonight.’
 
   We hung up. I felt terrible. What’s happened to you? I thought. When you first started uni you were on top of the world, but now, your marks are way below what you know they can be, your novel is nowhere near complete, and Liv’s on your case about being too dependent on alcohol . . . and let’s not forget that she had to get an abortion, which goes against some of your strongest beliefs. Let’s be honest here: everything’s a fucking mess right now. You’ve got to fix this, I told myself. Plain and simple – you’ve got to fix this. At the start of the year, you envisioned getting a High Distinction average and having your novel published by the end of the year. You can still do that – you just have to work hard for it. Just work hard. Do whatever it takes. Anything less than a High Distinction average and a published novel by the end of the year is a failure – and you know what that feels like. Hell, remember last New Year’s Eve? Lying in the gutter, shaking and puking? That’s the way you started this year. Now, imagine ending it with a High Distinction average and a published novel! How amazing would that be? That’s something that would really stick it to all your doubters. It’d be fucking brilliant! And you can do it. You’re not a quitter. Things may seem overwhelming right now but you’re not a quitter. You’ll overcome this and achieve your goals. You just have to work hard – do whatever it takes – in order to make it happen.  
 
   Despite being in the same predicament I was in the previous day, my hopeful enthusiasm had revived. I felt newly fortified. I had a plan, and I believed that if I could stick to it, then everything would turn out OK. 
 
   My first task was to reply to my mentor’s email:
 
    
 
   Dear Pierce,
 
   Thank-you for your assessment of my novel. It appears that I still have a lot of work to do, so I’ll get cracking right away. I’m not sure how long it will take me to rewrite my manuscript and get it ready for you again, but I’ll work extremely hard, and will hopefully have it finished by the end of the year. In the meantime, I’ll keep you up to date with my progress.
 
   Thanks and kind regards,
 
   Jimmy.                    
 
    
 
   Second on my to-do list was to call Sarah Jeffries and cancel my appointment – there was no time to screw around modelling with all the work that I had to do. Once that was done, I got straight to it. I had an economics exam the following Monday that I had to study for, so I started reading through the lecture slides for that. When I was done a couple of hours later, I took a break and watched an episode of Friends before sitting down to read the relevant sections of the textbook. At around five in the afternoon, Olivia rang.
 
   ‘Hey, Jimmy. Have you had time to think about what I was saying?’
 
   ‘Sure have, baby. I think the reason I’ve been drinking heaps is because I’ve been feeling so stressed out wondering how I’m going to get a High Distinction average and get my novel published. And I figured the best way to solve this problem is to just work harder to make sure I achieve my goals. If I can do that, then I won’t feel the need to drink so much.’
 
   Olivia pondered my response.
 
   ‘I guess that makes sense,’ she eventually said. ‘But you know, you shouldn’t feel the need to drink so much anyway – regardless of whether you’re achieving your goals or not.’
 
   I shrugged. ‘I guess.’
 
   There were a few seconds of silence on Olivia’s end. It was as if she wanted to say something more but was holding it back.
 
   ‘Anyway, enough about that, I guess,’ she finally sighed. ‘What do you want to do tonight? Dinner somewhere? Or maybe a movie?’
 
   ‘Don’t think I can, Liv. I need to study for this economics test that I have on Monday.’
 
   ‘Is this part of your new plan to work harder?’
 
   ‘Ahuh.’
 
   ‘Fair enough. Well maybe I can come over and we can study together, then?’
 
   ‘Sure.’
 
    
 
   I stuck to my plan of working hard for the rest of the semester. I cut down my socialising to only a couple of nights a week, leaving me with more time to study and write. At a guess, I’d say that I was working between 50 and 55 hours a week. It was draining, being solely focused on something for that long and not being able to talk to anyone during it. I found it so arduous, and while I knew there were more hours in the week and that I could theoretically be working harder, I felt so exhausted at the end of each day that in reality, I didn’t think I could. But even though I was trying my best, it still wasn’t enough to achieve my goals. Once again, I was battling to maintain an adequate balance between uni and writing. Whenever I’d study hard enough to get the marks that I wanted to get, I’d hardly get any writing done. Whenever I’d try to write more, I’d fall behind at uni. No matter what I tried I couldn’t find a combination that worked. It was so frustrating. So disappointing. And as the weeks dragged on, I found myself slipping into a state of almost permanent despair. I found myself feeling unhappy, almost every day. Almost every day, I felt burdened by my goals and the thought that I wouldn’t be able to achieve them, so much so that I became filled with an anxious dread. As usual, my solution was to simply work harder. 
 
   The harder you work, the more chance you have of getting a High Distinction average and the less time it will take you to finish your novel and get it published. Once that’s done, you’ll feel better again.
 
   But at times, that constant misery weighing me down was too heavy a burden to bear. As a result, instead of drinking less, I started getting smashed much more often. My night out at World Bar with the guys became a weekly occurrence (except for the forgetting-how-I-got-home business and damn near having a search party out looking for me). It was just that relief, that escape I craved – the numbness that comes from being so plastered that you forget about how miserable and unhappy you are. Olivia was worried, and after a while, started to seriously believe I was an alcoholic. Even the boys, who weren’t aware of the reasons behind my drinking, were growing concerned. 
 
   ‘You’ve got a great life,’ they all said. ‘You have so much going for you. Why do you feel the need to drink so much?’
 
   I’d just shrug it off. I knew what I was doing wasn’t great, but when you need an escape that badly, it’s easy to stop caring and just do whatever it takes to get it. Ironically though, all drinking was doing was exacerbating my despair. Alcohol is a depressant, after all.
 
   Of even greater concern was the fact that drinking on my own was becoming a habit. On numerous occasions I’d pick up a bottle of bourbon and a bottle of Coke on the way home, and after telling my parents at around eight o’clock that I was going to write for a couple of hours before going to bed and for them to please not disturb me, I’d sit down at my desk and drink as I’d work on my novel. I’d inevitably pass out 20-30 standard drinks later, depending on how much I’d eaten for dinner. Some nights I’d make it into bed. Other nights I’d sleep with my head on the desk. Once I puked on the floor. Another time I puked on the desk and fell asleep in it. No one – not even Olivia or my parents – had the slightest idea.
 
   That semester, I was feeling my worst around the time of the final exams, which lasted for two weeks. I was so overworked, and because I couldn’t find the right balance between studying and writing, I wasn’t nearly as well prepared for them as I needed to be in order to get an average of 85%. The fear that I’d fall short multiplied with each day passed, and after each exam that didn’t sail as smoothly as it could have. My self-confidence continued to wane, as did my self-esteem. I hated myself more and more after every exam, and after every exam I’d go and buy that bottle of bourbon and the Coke and drink it alone in my room before passing out until morning.
 
   Then there was what became known in my circle of friends as the “Star City incident” – a night where I was so blatantly out of control that it became glaringly obvious to myself and everyone around me that I was an alcoholic and that if I didn’t stop drinking I would ruin my life.
 
   The exams had finally ended, and the law faculty was hosting a big party at a club called The Gaff on Oxford Street. Olivia couldn’t make it because it was her mum’s birthday and she was having dinner with her parents, but all the boys were coming so I figured it would be a good night where everyone could go wild and celebrate the end of the semester. I hadn’t had a drink in 44 hours and was desperate to get on the piss, so it was convenient that upon paying the cover charge, there was unlimited beer, wine and spirits from eight until midnight. Typically, we all arrived dead-on eight o’clock to start abusing the bar tab. My policy was simple: I’d line up, get a drink, go to the back of the line, drink it on the way to the front of the line, and then get another drink before joining the back of the line again. I did this for the first couple of hours, talking to whoever I knew who happened to be lining up at the same time. By ten o’clock, I’d had around 20 bourbon & colas and was feeling pretty fucked. After spending half an hour on the dance floor and having a chat to the boys outside for a bit, I returned to the bar and sculled another ten bourbon & colas. We then decided to leave.
 
   ‘All right, boys,’ Chris slurred. ‘It’s nearly midnight – what do you say we get some food and then head to Star City?’
 
   ‘I can’t afford to be gambling, bro,’ Corey said.
 
   ‘Mate fuck gambling. Do you know how many women there are at the casino just looking for a root?’
 
   ‘What are you talking about?’
 
   ‘I’m serious, man – like half the chicks there just want to pick up.’
 
   ‘Maybe the rich dudes – you’re not going to get any.’
 
   ‘Nah, I reckon they want the young meat. I’m going to go for it.’
 
   ‘This I got to see.’
 
   ‘All right then – food then Star City?’
 
   We all agreed and then went across the road to Hungry Jacks.
 
   By then, I was a mess. As soon as we walked in, I started yelling.
 
   ‘Bacon Deluxe Burger, bitch!’
 
   ‘Jimmy, what the fuck?’
 
   ‘Bacon Deluxe Burger, bitch!’
 
   ‘Dude, stop yelling!’
 
   ‘Nah man, I want a fucking Bacon Deluxe!’
 
   Corey and Brent took me aside and shoved me in a corner. 
 
   ‘Man why are you yelling?’
 
   ‘I’m fucking hungry, man!’
 
   ‘Dude he’s blind as anything,’ Brent said. ‘Just keep him here and make sure he doesn’t yell. I’ll go get his burger.’
 
   ‘Bacon Deluxe, bitch!’ I yelled.
 
   ‘It’s coming, man!’ Corey stressed, cupping his hand over my mouth so I couldn’t yell again. ‘Just chill.’ I pulled his hand away.
 
   ‘Corey you’re so stressed out, man,’ I slurred. ‘You’ve just got to relax!’
 
   He shook his head. 
 
   ‘Jimmy, you know I love you, bro, but you’re acting like a fucking idiot right now. Seriously, man – just stop yelling, all right? Brent’s getting your burger, then we’ll get you some water, and once you’ve sobered up a bit we’ll go to Star City. All right?’
 
   ‘Yeah, sounds good man. I fucking love you, Corey, you know that? I fucking love you, man.’
 
   Corey shook his head. ‘I love you too, bro. But try and spend the next hour sobering up, all right?’
 
   ‘You got it, man! No worries!’ I said enthusiastically. He shook his head again.
 
   The food came a couple of minutes later and we all sat down to eat. After taking a bite of my burger, I started yelling again.
 
   ‘Dude, there’s fucking tomato in my burger!’
 
   ‘Take it out if you don’t want it.’
 
   ‘There’s fucking tomato, man!’
 
   ‘Jimmy, shut up! Just take the tomato out.’
 
   ‘I don’t want this fucking tomato!’ I took a piece out of the burger and pegged it towards the counter, hitting a chick in the back of the head. She turned around and gave us the finger.
 
   ‘Jimmy don’t throw shit, man!’
 
   ‘I really don’t want this fucking tomato, though!’ 
 
   I threw the other piece towards the counter as well, and this time, the security guard saw me. He pointed to our table.
 
   ‘Oi youse cunts! Piss off!’ 
 
   Everyone, fairly irritated with me now, grabbed their food and left.
 
   ‘All right! Star City then, boys!’ I yelled outside.
 
   ‘I think you need to go home,’ Chris said.
 
   ‘Naahh, man. What are you talking about?’
 
   ‘You’re fucking out of control. That’s not cool.’
 
   ‘You’re so high-strung, man. You’ve just got to relax!’
 
   Chris walked ahead angrily. I turned to the boys and laughed, completely oblivious to everyone’s frustration towards me.
 
   ‘Jimmy, you’ve got to stop acting like this, man,’ Corey said. ‘Seriously, bro – you’re pissing people off.’
 
   ‘All right,’ I said. ‘I’m sorry.’
 
   ‘Now, if you come to Star City, are you going to act normally? Or do you need to go home?’
 
   ‘Nah I’ll be right, man.’
 
   ‘All right. Now go catch up with Chris and tell him you’re sorry.’
 
   I apologised to Chris and we hailed a couple of cabs to Star City. And it’s around this time that my memory gets blurry. I remember getting out of the cab, getting some water to drink from a convenience store, and taking a long piss. But that’s it. 
 
   The next thing I knew I was waking up in Olivia’s bed with a throbbing face. She was asleep beside me. I gently shook her awake.
 
   ‘Liv . . . what . . . how . . . what happened?’ I murmured hazily.
 
   She looked at me.
 
   ‘Oh my God, Jimmy!’
 
   ‘What?’
 
   ‘Your face . . .’
 
   ‘What about it?’
 
   She handed me a mirror. I gasped.
 
   It was covered with cuts and freshly developed bruises. 
 
   ‘What . . . what happened?’
 
    I could tell she was furious. She was always blunt when she was furious.
 
   ‘Someone beat you up.’
 
   ‘Huh? When?’
 
   ‘Last night.’
 
   ‘What happened?’
 
   ‘Jimmy!’ she suddenly exploded. ‘What the hell were you doing so drunk in the first place? Are you trying to kill yourself?’
 
   ‘What? Liv, what are you talking about?’
 
   ‘You can’t control yourself when you drink! You’re a disgrace!’
 
   Her words assailed me as I sat there silently, processing what she’d said. And then it’s as if the severity of what I’d been doing – the incessant alcohol abuse – all sank in, and I realised how much of a problem it was. Hell, staring back at my bludgeoned face, it was pretty bloody obvious.
 
   ‘You’re right, Liv,’ I sighed.
 
   ‘What?’
 
   ‘I’m an alcoholic.’
 
   ‘Jimmy . . . I’m not saying you’re an alcoholic, but I – ’
 
   ‘No – Liv listen to me. I am.’
 
   And then I told her about how I’d been getting wasted all by myself. She started crying. She asked me why, asked what could possibly drive me to do such a thing. I told her how despondent, how miserable I’d been feeling. She couldn’t believe it. 
 
   ‘But how can you feel this way, Jimmy?’ she wept. ‘You have such a great life! You’re studying commerce/law at a top university, you’re a great looking guy who gets approached by modelling scouts, you have great friends and a girlfriend who loves you . . .’ 
 
   She continued weeping. 
 
   ‘You’ve got a great life, Jimmy. How can you, of all people, be so unhappy that you feel the need to drink so much?’
 
   I fought back tears of my own.
 
   ‘Because I feel like such a failure,’ I said. ‘My marks aren’t what they should be . . . my book’s nowhere near finished. I just feel like such a failure . . .’
 
   ‘How can you think of yourself as a failure?’ she asked, flabbergasted. ‘You’ve achieved more than any 19 year old I know!’
 
   I shook my head. 
 
   ‘I feel like such a failure,’ I repeated. ‘I feel like such a failure . . .’
 
   And then Olivia let the cat out of the bag.
 
   ‘Jimmy . . . you’re showing classic signs of depression.’
 
   ‘Huh?’ 
 
   ‘Depression.’
 
   ‘What are you talking about?’
 
   ‘Clinical depression. It’s an illness, Jimmy.’
 
   I frowned. I was confused. I’d heard of clinical depression before, but I didn’t really understand what it was.
 
   ‘What . . . what is depression, exactly?’
 
   ‘It’s basically a state of intense unhappiness, experienced over a prolonged period of time.’
 
   ‘But . . . but doesn’t everyone feel unhappy from time to time?’
 
   ‘From time to time, yes. But not for prolonged periods. People with depression often feel constantly miserable, almost without relief. And the intensity of their despair is usually far greater than that experienced by a non-depressed person. Some people with clinical depression hate themselves. Some self-harm. Some kill themselves. Clinical depression is an illness, Jimmy, and it can be very serious.’
 
   I nodded. The description seemed to fit.
 
   ‘So you think I’ve got depression, then?’
 
   ‘It sounds like it, yes.’
 
   ‘What . . . what do I do about it?’
 
   ‘You need to see a doctor. Then you need to see a psychologist.’
 
   I shook my head.
 
   ‘I don’t want to see a doctor or a psychologist.’
 
   ‘I think you need to, Jimmy.’
 
   ‘No, I just need to work harder. If I can just work harder then my marks will be better and my book will be finished quicker and then everything will be OK.’
 
   ‘Work harder? Jimmy, you already work really hard!’
 
   ‘I could be working harder.’
 
   ‘But if you do you’re going to run yourself into the ground!’
 
   ‘No I won’t. I’ll be fine.’
 
   ‘What about the drinking? What are you going to do about that?’
 
   ‘Yeah . . . that I need to stop.’
 
   ‘Altogether?’
 
   I paused, then nodded slowly.
 
   ‘I’m an alcoholic,’ I admitted. ‘I have to.’ 
 
   Later, Olivia told me how I got all the cuts and bruises on my face. The boys were going up the escalators to Star City when they suddenly noticed I wasn’t with them. They went back down to try and find me, and saw me standing still while some guy was punching me in the face (maybe I said something to piss him off? Who knows?). Too drunk to defend myself or to even feel him hitting me, I just stood there and took it. The guys ran towards us, and a fight broke out between my friends and his before the bouncers at Paddy Maguire’s next door saw the incident and jumped in to break it up. The bloke that was hitting me left, and then it was just me and the boys. Blood was dripping down my face. I was dazed. The guys took me into the bathroom and cleaned me up before calling Olivia to come and get me. She took me back to her place, washed my face, dabbed Betadine over my cuts and prayed that I’d overcome my drinking problem before leading me to bed and kissing my forehead goodnight.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 9
 
   COLD TURKEY
 
    
 
   After confessing the extent of my alcohol abuse to Olivia and promising that I was going to stop, I went home and told my parents. Because they never saw me drunk (I’d arrive home from a night out well after they’d gone to sleep, and like I’ve said, they never saw me drinking alone), they were completely oblivious to what had been happening. When I told them they were shocked as hell. They asked me how it had happened, how it had gotten to that point. I told them how much I’d struggled trying to juggle uni and my writing, and that I thought I might be suffering from clinical depression. I don’t think I’d had a long, involved talk with my parents since Liv had gotten the abortion, and I must admit that it was cathartic and that I was glad I’d told them. They weren’t judgmental, my parents – they loved me for who I was, whether that was a commerce/law student or a depressed alcoholic – and they said they’d do whatever it took to help me get better.
 
   We all agreed that the first step to take would be to see a doctor. I saw my regular, Dr King, a thin middle-aged man with brown hair, and told him everything.
 
   ‘Let’s first focus on the part about you wanting to stop drinking entirely, OK?’
 
   ‘OK.’
 
   ‘Right. Now there are a few ways that you could try to do this. You could go to a detox program in a private hospital as either an in-patient or an out-patient, or you could see a psychologist or a counsellor. Each of these options will help you get to the bottom of why you’ve been drinking so much and give you techniques to cope with the cravings that you’ll likely experience from abstaining. You could also go to Alcoholics Anonymous, which would give you an outlet to talk about your experiences with alcohol and give you the opportunity to draw strength from other people who may be going through the same things as you. Alternatively, you could try to stop on your own – no help or anything. Now, from what you’ve told me, you seem to have a strong dependence on alcohol. For this reason, I recommend that you either attend a detox program in hospital or start seeing a psychologist who specialises in treating addictions. That way, you’ll get the maximum support and give yourself the best chance of being able to abstain.
 
   I thought about it. To be honest, the idea of a detox program or seeing a psychologist didn’t appeal to me. It just didn’t seem necessary. You’re a strong-willed, determined person capable of doing anything you set your mind to, I thought. You can get over this problem by yourself. You don’t need to go to a detox program or see a psychologist or anything like that. 
 
   ‘I think I’ll just do it by myself at home,’ I said.
 
   The doctor raised his eyebrows.
 
   ‘I wouldn’t recommend it, Jimmy. It’s much harder at home. It’s less formal – more tempting to break the rules. And you wouldn’t be getting the help that I think you need.’
 
   I thought about it a little more, before concluding that my determination was strong enough to conquer anything.
 
   ‘I’d rather do it by myself at home,’ I repeated. ‘I have a good support system, and I know that I’m strong-willed. I’ll be able to tackle it on my own.’
 
   The doctor nodded. ‘If you say so. But if you do feel that you need some extra support or that the cravings are becoming too intense for you to manage on your own, then you should consider one of the other options I’ve recommended.’
 
   I nodded.
 
   ‘What do cravings feel like?’ I asked.
 
   ‘Well . . . I’ve never had them myself, but I’ve been told by patients that experiencing a craving is kind of like being really, really hungry. And fighting it’s like not eating.’
 
   I nodded slowly, trying to imagine what that must feel like. But I’d just eaten lunch so I found it difficult to do so.
 
   ‘Will I definitely get cravings?’ I asked.
 
   ‘After a couple of days, almost certainly. They’ll probably be at their worst three-to-ten days after your last binge. Then they’ll gradually taper off.’
 
   He then gave me a few tips that would help me to abstain, including removing all the alcohol from my house, and telling all my (close) friends about my decision to stop drinking in order to gain their support. The conversation was then steered towards the reasons behind my drinking.
 
   ‘Now Jimmy,’ he began. ‘Judging by what you’ve told me, you are right in that it does seem like you’ve been suffering from depression. Now I’d like to look into this further, and diagnose you if I can.’ 
 
   He filed through a drawer before handing me a checklist called SPHERE, a scale developed to increase the identification rate of mental illnesses like depression. I started reading it:
 
    
 
   For more than TWO WEEKS have you:
 
   1.      Felt sad, down or miserable most of the time?
 
   2.      Lost interest or pleasure in most of your usual activities?
 
    
 
   I answered “yes” to the first option and then as per the instructions, I completed the “symptom checklist,” ticking most of the “behaviours,” “thoughts” and “feelings” associated with mental illnesses: “relying on alcohol and sedatives,” “unable to concentrate,” “I’m a failure,” “it’s my fault,” “overwhelmed,” “unhappy, depressed,” “no confidence,” “guilty,” “disappointed,” “miserable” and “sad” – although, interestingly enough, none of the “physical” symptoms: “tired all the time,” “sick and run down,” “headaches and muscle pains,” “churning gut,” “can’t sleep,” and “poor appetite/weight loss.” After I was finished, I handed the test back to Dr King for him to tally up my score.
 
   ‘You got a score of 11,’ he said. ‘According to the authors of the test, you are likely to have a depressive illness if you register a score equal to or greater than three.’
 
   He then asked me a few additional questions, like whether I’d also experienced periods of mania or had had any hallucinations, for the purpose of ruling out whether I was exhibiting symptoms of other mental illnesses like bipolar disorder or schizophrenia. After being satisfied that I wasn’t, he concluded that I was in fact suffering from clinical depression. 
 
   ‘What do I do about it?’ I asked. 
 
   ‘Depression is usually treated by a combination of therapy and medication,’ he said. ‘Therapy is used for the purpose of getting to the root of your depression and then giving you techniques to overcome it. Medication is used to help you cope in the meantime.’
 
   I frowned.
 
   ‘Medication? For depression? How can that be?’
 
   ‘If you have depression, it means that you have a chemical imbalance in your brain – a deficiency of either serotonin, dopamine, adrenalin or noradrenalin. It’s an illness, Jimmy. We use medication to treat depression in the same way we use medication to treat physical illnesses. There’s no difference, really.’
 
   News to me.
 
   ‘So should I start taking medication now, then?’ I asked.
 
   Dr King squinted thoughtfully.
 
   ‘I’d like to leave it for a couple of weeks, see if we can’t get your drinking under control first. Your body’s about to experience some strange feelings, and I don’t really want to add a medication into the mix that’s likely to have side effects. However, I will write you a referral for a good psychologist named Dr Peter Kendall, who specialises in treating young people with a mental illness.’ He typed one up, printed it off and handed it to me. 
 
   ‘Try and see him straight away,’ he said. ‘It’s critical that you nip this illness in the bud before it gets any worse.’
 
   I nodded. ‘What about you?’ I asked. ‘When should I see you again?’
 
   ‘Come and see me in a week’s time – more just to see how you’ve been handling sobriety than anything else. But we’ll talk about you taking medication for depression then too.’
 
   And so concluded my visit.
 
    
 
   The first three days of life without booze weren’t actually too bad – I had a clear head, managed to get a lot of writing done, and didn’t get any cravings. But the fourth day was fucking awful. It happened in the afternoon. I was home alone working on my novel, struggling to find some information on the Internet about American vernacular during the 1930s when gradually, I felt more and more like a drink. It started off mild at first, but I was definitely aware of the feeling. You’re just experiencing a craving, I told myself. Don’t worry about it – you knew they were going to come. I’d mentally tried to prepare myself for them and figured I’d be able to handle them. Don’t think about it. Just keep writing and try to forget about it. 
 
   I tried to keep working but the craving intensified. Fuck – the doctor was right, I thought. It really is like being hungry and not eating. And that hunger only evolved, growing worse and worse until I was starving. I started sweating. My body felt weak and unsteady. I gripped my head, breathed deeply, loudly through gritted teeth. I kept fidgeting – sitting up straight, slouching, crossing my legs, leaning forwards – but no position satisfied my hunger. Fuck, I started swearing. Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck! I stood up, started pacing the room . . . didn’t work . . . went to the kitchen, ripped open a packet of dried chips and started shoving them in my mouth, but chips weren’t booze. I ran back to my room and tried to sleep . . . couldn’t do it. Then I was on the edge of the bed, squeezing my skull, pulling at my hair, ripping it from my head, all the while screaming through gritted teeth, ‘fucking . . . cunt . . . mother . . . fucking . . . cunt!’ But it was all hopeless. The craving was insatiable. I clutched the cross around my neck. Please, God, I begged. Please . . . please help me get through this.
 
   By the time Olivia rang the doorbell an hour or so later, I was lying on my bed watching a movie. I felt dreadful, but lying down seemed the lesser of all evils, and watching TV seemed to make the time pass a fraction less slowly. I felt so lethargic. So drained of energy. The task of standing up seemed unbearable.
 
   ‘It’s open,’ I groaned. 
 
   Olivia came inside and entered my room, and straight away realised that I wasn’t well. She hurriedly knelt down beside me, held my hand.
 
   ‘What’s wrong, baby?’
 
   ‘Craving booze . . .’ I murmured. ‘Really want to fucking drink.’ 
 
   She squeezed my hand, kissed it softly. ‘How long for?’
 
   ‘I don’t know . . . maybe one or two hours.’ 
 
   She kissed my hand again. 
 
   ‘You’re doing really well, sweetie. Just keep hanging in there, OK?’
 
   I nodded. 
 
   ‘I will.’
 
   ‘You’re going to get through this, baby. And I’ll be here with you, every step of the way.’
 
   She hopped up on the bed beside me and we both watched the rest of the movie together. I felt better with Liv there, but that longing for grog was still overwhelming. My limbs now felt heavy. I sweated through the sheets. Liv got a towel and wiped me down. She gave me a back massage. It was nice, but I still felt shocking. Then all of a sudden she started licking my dick. It took me by surprise.
 
   ‘Liv, what are you doing?’
 
   ‘Something to take your mind off it,’ she said in between licks.
 
   She continued for a few minutes as my cock gradually hardened. Then she took me in her mouth, stretched me close to the point of climax before she stopped sucking and climbed up my body, took off her bra, shoved my face between her breasts. 
 
   ‘Go down on me, Jimmy,’ she whispered in my ear. ‘Make me moan . . . make me scream . . .’
 
   Olivia wrapped her legs around my head as I started licking her honeysuckle. She clutched my hands, dug her nails into my flesh, cried out loud with every breath.
 
   ‘Oh fuck . . . ! Fuck . . . ! Fuck . . . ! You’re so fucking good . . . ! You’re so fucking good . . . ! You dirty fucking boy . . . ! You’re going to make me come . . . ! You’re going to make me come all over your face!’ 
 
   I eagerly moved to her clit, tonguing it rapidly before her thighs clenched around my head and with a high-pitched shriek she ejaculated all over me. I expected her to relax her legs and invite me inside her, but she wanted more.
 
   ‘Do me again, Jimmy,’ she panted. ‘You’re too good to stop . . . keep going and you’ll make me squirt . . . you’ll make me fucking drench you . . .’
 
    Up for the challenge, I went in deeper this time, really getting my tongue as far into her as it would go, thrusting it in and out, in and out, in and out. Olivia was so loud that I felt like a porn star.
 
   ‘You dirty fucking boy . . . !’ she yelled. ‘You dirty fucking boy . . . ! Keep going . . . ! Don’t stop . . . ! Don’t you dare fucking stop!’
 
   Then I moved my tongue to her clit and put two fingers inside her, started rubbing them up against the back of her pussy. 
 
   ‘Oh my God . . . !’ Liv cried. ‘Oh my God . . . ! Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck!’
 
   I kept going, quicker and quicker until she screamed at the top of her voice and sprayed all over me. 
 
   Her legs slipped off me as she lay on her back gasping for air. My face was dripping wet. I wiped some of her juices onto my cock for lube in preparation to fuck her, but when I made to enter her, she stopped me.
 
   ‘Not yet,’ she whispered. ‘You’re not horny enough.’
 
   ‘After that? Are you kidding me?’
 
   She smiled flirtatiously.
 
   ‘You’re not horny enough, baby.’
 
    I was about to object when she covered my mouth with her hand, pushed me down onto my back and grabbed my pulsing cock. She knelt down on top of me, breathing hotly into my ear.
 
   ‘Just trust me . . .’ she whispered.
 
   Then she started massaging the head of my dick. Just the head, just massaging, just three fingers. It felt great, but after a few minutes, I wanted to fuck.
 
   ‘Let’s have sex now . . .’ I panted.
 
   ‘Not yet,’ she said. ‘You’re not horny enough.’
 
   ‘I am!’
 
   ‘Not you’re not. Just trust me.’
 
   So she kept rubbing, kept squeezing the end of my prick. It felt amazing, but I still wanted to be inside her.
 
   ‘Liv let me fuck you . . .’ I puffed.
 
   ‘Not yet.’
 
   ‘Liv please . . . I want to come inside you.’
 
   ‘You will.’
 
   ‘Not . . . oh fuck! . . . Not if you keep rubbing me . . .’
 
   ‘You won’t come if I’m only touching the head. So long as I don’t touch your shaft we can do this all day.’
 
   ‘But . . . how do . . . how . . .’
 
   I could hardly talk while she was touching me.
 
   ‘How . . . how do you know?’ I finally got out.
 
   ‘I read it in Cosmo.’
 
   I was too out of breath to respond as I kept on moaning.
 
   ‘You can fuck me soon, baby,’ she said. ‘You’ll be so horny you’ll blow in 30 seconds.’
 
   ‘Now . . . ! Now . . . ! Please let me fuck you now!’
 
   ‘Not yet. You’re not horny enough.’
 
   ‘Please, Liv!’
 
   ‘Not yet. Trust me.’
 
   She continued for the next hour-and-a-half. By then I was dripping with sweat, shaking under her touch, gasping for air with every breath. Every minute I thought my cock would explode, shoot out come all over her hand. But Liv was right – it wouldn’t happen. This was the most intense foreplay known to man. My horniness had been stretched to, without a doubt, unchartered territories.
 
   Finally, I couldn’t take it any more.
 
   ‘Liv please!’ I cried, grabbing her hand. ‘Please let me fuck you . . . ! I’m fucking begging you . . . ! I’m fucking begging you!’
 
   She studied me carefully.
 
   ‘How do you feel?’ she asked.
 
   ‘So horny . . . so fucking horny . . . please let’s have sex . . . please, Liv . . . please!’
 
   ‘Do you still want to drink?’
 
   ‘What?’
 
   ‘Have your cravings gone?’
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   ‘Are you sure?’
 
   ‘Yes! Let’s fuck! Please!’
 
   Finally convinced, she grabbed a condom from the bedside table and slipped it on me. I lasted one thrust and then I came.
 
   For the rest of the night, I felt OK. Pretty good, even. We ate dinner, had sex two more times and then went to sleep.
 
    
 
   Withdrawals dominated the next ten or so days, coming and going and coming back again. Olivia – who’d rostered herself off work for the following two weeks so that she could support me through them – was there for every episode. She’d do whatever she could to ease my tension: give me a massage, play the harp, take me to the movies, or on one special occasion, to Oceanworld to go diving with the sharks. It goes without saying that we also fucked like animals. 
 
   It’s no surprise, I suppose, that the strength of my cravings depended on my mood at the time. When I was feeling good – because my writing was going well or because I was having a great time with Olivia – the cravings were relatively mild or non-existent. But when I was feeling miserable – usually because I was struggling with my writing – they were almost unbearable. The worst case was when I received my first semester marks late one afternoon. My average was 76%, once again well below my goal. I felt awful. 
 
   You should’ve studied harder, you fucking idiot! You’ve failed again. Failed again. Again and again and again.
 
   That urge to drink away all feeling erupted inside of me. I started out on the bed, tossing and turning as I ripped strands of hair out of my head, groaned loudly through gritted teeth. My whole body grew slippery with sweat and like she’d done before, Olivia wiped me down with a towel and gave me a massage. She sucked my dick but I couldn’t get hard, and in any sense, after a few minutes of it I had to run to the bathroom. As soon as I sat down on the toilet I started crapping diarrhoea. For ten minutes it gushed out of my ass, during which time my head began throbbing incessantly. I stumbled back into the bedroom and collapsed on the bed. Liv held a cool towel to my forehead, rubbed it gently over my face.
 
   ‘Stay strong, baby,’ she kept repeating. ‘You’re going to beat this. Just hang in there.’
 
   My headache heightened to a horrific climax as I moaned in pain before a queasy cyclone stirred in my gut, forcing me to run to the bathroom and start throwing up in the toilet. Olivia knelt down behind me, rubbed the back of my neck.
 
   ‘This is so fucking bad, Liv,’ I gasped through mouthfuls of puke.
 
   ‘You’ll get through this, baby. The cravings will pass. You’re going to beat this.’
 
   ‘This is so fucking bad . . .’
 
   ‘I know you, Jimmy. You’re so strong. So determined. You’ll beat this. I know you will.’
 
   I fell to the floor, coughed up bile, crawled into the foetal position, puked again.
 
   ‘You’re going to beat this, Jimmy,’ Liv continued. ‘Remember when I first met you, after you hurt your spine? No one thought you were smart, but you told me you were going to study really hard and prove everyone wrong – and then you did – you got 99.60 and got into commerce/law at Sydney University. You overcame your injury and everyone’s doubt in you. And you’re going to overcome this too. Great things are going to happen to you, Jimmy Wharton. You’re going to get awesome marks at uni and go on to become a rich investment banker. You’ll get your novel published. We’ll get married one day and have a beautiful family.’
 
   She paused, leaning down to kiss my cheek.
 
   ‘You’re going to beat this, baby. I know you will.’
 
   She was right. While I did have a predisposition to slipping into alcoholism when I became depressed because I’d heavily relied on booze to relax since I was 15, I also had the right characteristics to overcome it: determination, discipline, and no tolerance for failure – which is exactly what I would’ve judged drinking during a heavy craving episode as being.
 
   Olivia was also right in the sense that it did get easier. By the third week of the holidays, the cravings were becoming fewer and farther between, and by the fifth and final week, they were a memory. At the time, I was actually reasonably proud of myself, thinking that I’d done well to kick my addiction, particularly without needing to go to a detox program or AA or anything like that. Hell, I didn’t even see Dr King again. There’s no need to, I thought. I’ve got everything under control, now.
 
   With regards to my depression, it was more or less forgotten about over the course of the break. I suppose there were two reasons for that. Firstly, I didn’t have to worry about studying for uni, so that struggle to find the right balance between my writing and my degree – and my self-perceived failure in both that so gravely troubled me – just wasn’t an issue during the holidays. As a result, that unvarying unhappiness with life and that constant, unfocused dread just wasn’t there. Secondly, I was so focused on trying to conquer my alcoholism that I more or less forgot about what had caused it in the first place. In any sense, by the time the cravings had stopped, I felt fine. 
 
   I don’t have depression any more, I thought. There’s no need to go to the doctor and talk about the possibility of taking medication. 
 
   In what could quite possibly be described as the most ignorant thinking of my entire life, I figured I’d beaten it.
 
    
 
   As the cravings abated, it became much easier to write. The first thing I’d done since receiving Pierce’s feedback was research the Great Depression in 1930s America in far more detail than I had done previously. Another thing I did was read a lot of novels. Like Pierce had said, many of the problems I had as a writer could be ironed out if I read a lot of good quality books and studied the craft of writing, so that’s exactly what I did. In the three months since I’d received Pierce’s review, I’d read Of Mice and Men (again) and The Grapes of Wrath by John Steinbeck, To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee, The Colour Purple by Alice Walker, Wuthering Heights by Emily Brontë, The Outsider and The Plague by Albert Camus, Sophie’s Choice by William Styron, and One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest by Ken Kesey. Pierce was spot on – it really did help my writing. And what’s more, I actually found myself thoroughly enjoying the act of reading itself, which came as a surprise since I’d always hated reading in school. I wasn’t really sure why that was, but I chalked it up to there being some sort of a difference between reading for the purpose of writing a thousand word essay on the book, and reading purely for the sake of soaking up its brilliance. I was glad I enjoyed it, too – by default, reading became my substitute for alcohol as a means to relax, which was something I knew I’d need to prevent a relapse into uncontrolled drinking.
 
    
 
   On the last day of the holidays, Olivia and I had dinner at Jellyfish in Manly. As I usually do at the end of something and before the start of something else, I reflected on the break and the experiences I’d had. I’d quit drinking, and I was excited with the improvements I was making to my novel. 
 
   This is how it’s got to continue, I said to myself. When the second semester starts, you’ve got to work really hard to keep making progress on your book and to get that 85% average. That’s the way to solve your problems – by working hard, not by drinking. If you just work hard, you’ll achieve your goals and then everything will turn out great. 
 
   And then I thought about Olivia and all those times I’d been ripping hair out of my head, sweating so much the sheets were soaked and vomiting in the afternoon or at three in the morning. Not once did she abandon me. She stayed with me every minute, holding my hand, telling me that I was strong and that I’d get through it and that everything would be better soon. She was so understanding. So unbelievably supportive. 
 
   I love you, Olivia, I thought. I love you so, so much. Finally, all of the dramas are behind us – the abortion, the depression and the drinking. Life can go on again. We’ll spend every day together. We’ll get married and have a big bunch of beautiful kids. We’ll be together forever and live happily ever after. 
 
   I guess it’s true when they say that ignorance is bliss.
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 10
 
   IT REALLY DIDN’T SEEM SICK TO ME
 
    
 
   Within the first two weeks of the second semester, I felt that constant despair return with a vengeance. Striking the right balance between studying and writing had trumped me again. I’d already fallen behind in my subjects, and I wasn’t getting much writing done at all. 
 
   How the fuck could you think this semester would be any different, you fucking idiot? I yelled in my head. It’s the same scenario, so how could you think it would turn out differently from the other semesters? What the fuck is wrong with you? Every semester you’ve had at uni has been a failure, and you’re well on your way to failing this one too. 
 
   I honestly felt beaten. How am I supposed to overcome this? I asked myself. Seriously – how am I supposed to sort this out and achieve my goals? 
 
   My answer was the same as it always was: work harder. 
 
   You’re awake for 16 hours a day, I reasoned. It’s not unreasonable for you to be studying or writing for, say, ten of those hours – that still gives you plenty of free time. All you’ve got to do is stick to working ten hours a day – or 70 hours a week – and you should be fine. You can time how long you work too, just to make sure you’re not slacking off. If you work that hard, then you should be able to get your High Distinction average and finish your novel by the end of the year.
 
   In weeks three and four of the semester, I worked 72 and 70 hours. I got back on top of my subjects and wrote three whole chapters – but I found it unsustainably exhausting. Working ten hours and getting eight hours of sleep in a single day doesn’t give you much time for anything else. Brushing my teeth, having a shower and eating breakfast in the morning took me half an hour; driving to uni, parking and walking to class took me another hour; having lunch took, say, half an hour; walking back to my car and driving home took me another hour; and having dinner took half an hour – that was already three-and-a-half hours of the day that I couldn’t spend working, which meant that if I was going to do other things – like see Olivia, hang out with the boys, work as a tutor or go to church – I had to fit it into that two-and-a-half hour window of free time I had each day. And two-and-a-half hours (say four-and-a-half on weekends, because I wouldn’t travel to uni then), just wasn’t enough time. If Liv and I were to go out, we’d spend, say, two hours at dinner and maybe a couple of hours at a movie, and afterwards, time in the bedroom. Travelling to and from tutoring took about an hour, and the session usually lasted two. And what about parties? They usually went for three or four hours, and longer if you went clubbing afterwards. And, don’t forget that I couldn’t just work, say, five straight hours on the weekend, have lunch for half an hour, work another five straight hours, and then spend the night with Olivia or go out or whatever. I needed a few breaks in between – I couldn’t do ten hours of intense, intellectually demanding work in a ten-and-a-half hour period. So on those days when I had tutoring, spent time with Olivia, hung out with the boys or went to church, I’d work more like six or seven hours instead of ten, which would mean I’d be behind the 8-ball the following day. I’d lose sleep trying to catch up, and find that I’d need a Red Bull in the morning before I could function and then another in the afternoon, and that even then I’d still feel tired and rundown for most of the day.
 
   Not surprisingly, I couldn’t maintain working that hard. In the fifth week of the semester, I only managed to work 59 hours. I was sleep-deprived from the previous two weeks, so some nights I slept nine or even ten hours, which obviously meant that I had less time to work during the day. Then on Friday I did dinner and a movie with Olivia which took five hours, not to mention that we had sex three times that week, which, including foreplay and everything else, amounted to three or so hours. On Saturday night I went to a party at nine and then went out clubbing until four (which was boring anyway since I wasn’t drunk), and then on Sunday I had tutoring in North Sydney from one to three (not including 30 minutes of travelling time each way). Additionally, I was so mentally exhausted from the previous two weeks that I needed more frequent study breaks, and usually longer lasting ones. Fifty-nine hours was the result, and at the end of the week, I was racked with disappointment. Once again I’d failed to reach my target, and as a result, I’d fallen behind at uni and not written as much of my novel as I needed to in order to have it finished by the end of the year. 
 
   You’ve finally found a system that works, but you don’t work hard enough to stick to it? I ranted at myself. That’s so fucking lazy. That’s so fucking pathetic. You should be ashamed of yourself, you useless fucking loser. 
 
   I was furious with myself, but I vowed to work harder the following week and reach my 70 hour target, and thereby catch up on my uni work and get back on track with my novel.
 
   But the next week I amassed only 56 hours. Given that I wanted to have a social life and also worked as a tutor to save money, studying and writing for ten hours a day was almost impossible unless I missed out on sleep or didn’t have any breaks. Under such circumstances, I was probably doing the best I could. But at the time, I couldn’t offer myself that compassion. All that registered in my mind was that I was failing to achieve yet another goal. Instead of compassion, all I felt for myself was hatred. 
 
   You know what you need to do to achieve your goals – are you that fucking lazy that you can’t even do it? What sort of a man can’t work hard to achieve his dreams? You’re so fucking hopeless, I told myself. You’re so fucking pathetic.
 
   Late Sunday night I lay in bed, stewing in self-hatred. I couldn’t sleep, but as the time ticked by, my thoughts gradually eased. 
 
   I hate feeling this way. I hate feeling like a failure and that I’m lazy and worthless. 
 
   I kept on thinking. 
 
   I never want to feel like this ever again, I concluded. Never, ever again. What I need, I figured, is something to make sure I won’t fail. Something to make sure I’ll work my hardest to get things done. If I can do that, then I’ll stop hating myself. 
 
   It seemed simple enough, but what could I do? I mulled it over, evaluated a few options before I came across one that I thought was a winner.
 
   I got out of bed and went to the kitchen, opened the cutlery drawer. I studied the knives, their size and sharpness. I picked up a thick steak knife with a two-and-a-half inch handle and a two-and-a-half inch blade. After being satisfied that it was sufficiently sharp yet small enough to fit into a pocket, I lathered it with soap and washed it thoroughly. After I was convinced it was 100% clean, I returned to my room, sat cross-legged on the bed. I stared at the knife, running my thumb back and forth over its jagged, serrated blade. 
 
   My plan had been formulated: I was going to cut myself every time I thought I’d failed. 
 
   It makes complete sense, I thought. When you do something wrong – like not work hard enough so that you fall behind at uni or don’t get as much of your novel written as you’d like – it’s your fault. If it’s your fault, then you deserve to be punished. Ergo, whenever you do something wrong, you will cut yourself, starting just above the wrist and then working up your arm. It’s just simple punishment for a failure, in the same way that a child is punished for being impolite, disobedient, swearing, or for not cleaning his room. I had it in my mind that this would make me fail less.
 
    
 
   The following week, I worked 63 hours. I was on track to work 70 until Friday night, when I spent the evening with Olivia. Then on Saturday I had two hours of tutoring and went to a party on the other side of town, and then on Sunday I went to church and had another two hours of tutoring. So I’d blown it. 
 
   You were on track, you fucking idiot, and then you slacked off. You shouldn’t have spent so much time with Olivia. You should’ve left the party earlier or not gone at all. You should’ve worked harder throughout the week to make up for the fact that you wouldn’t get much done on the weekend. 
 
   I was so disappointed, so furious with myself. I stormed to the bathroom, rolled up my sleeve, held my arm over the sink. I retrieved the knife from my pocket and clutched it tightly in my hand.
 
   ‘You deserve this pain,’ I said severely to myself.
 
   Then I plunged the knife into my forearm, and slowly, methodically tore it across my flesh. Blood trickled from the open wound, dribbled down my arm as I cringed, grunted, gritted my teeth in pain. I promised myself I’d never be that lazy or disorganised ever again before I pulled out the knife, washed it, and put it back in my pocket. 
 
   After cleaning the wound, I slumped on my bed, wholly consumed with self-loathing. You’re so fucking pathetic and so fucking lazy I fucking hate you, you fucking idiot. I felt so angry. So dejected. Like nothing but a failure. For the first time in weeks I felt the urge to drink – to crack open a bottle of bourbon, mix it with some Coke and plunge myself into the abyss. But all the booze had been cleared from my house, and in any sense, I knew it was a bad idea. I needed something though, any form of relief. I decided to wank, and for the next 15 minutes I was able to escape. But after coming, I was back in the same pit of despair. 
 
   By then, it was nearly one in the morning. I knew Olivia would be asleep, but I really needed her support. So I rang. On my third attempt, she picked up her phone.
 
   ‘Hello?’ she murmured drowsily.
 
   ‘Liv . . .’
 
   ‘What is it, baby? Are you OK?’
 
   I was silent. I didn’t know what to say.
 
   ‘Jimmy?’
 
   ‘Yeah . . . no . . . no, I’m not OK.’ 
 
   She was startled.
 
   ‘Jimmy what is it? What’s the problem?’
 
   ‘I don’t – I don’t know . . . I feel so worthless . . . everything . . . everything just seems so hard. I hate myself.’
 
   Olivia gasped.
 
   ‘Jimmy I’m coming over.’
 
   ‘What? Baby it’s late – you need to sleep.’
 
   ‘Forget about it – this is more important. I’ll be at your place in five.’
 
   Sitting on my bed, I told her what I’d been feeling (although I left out the part about cutting myself with the knife).
 
   ‘I think you’re doing too much, baby,’ Liv said. ‘You’re putting too much pressure on yourself. You don’t have to work this hard, you know.’
 
   ‘I do if I want to get an 85% average and have my novel finished by the end of the year.’
 
   ‘But Jimmy it’s not worth it if it’s going to make you so depressed!’
 
   ‘I’m only depressed because I’m not working hard enough to achieve my goals.’
 
   ‘Not working hard enough? Jimmy, you’re working harder than anyone I know!’
 
   ‘But it’s still not enough!’
 
   Olivia sighed. 
 
   ‘Baby . . . I really think you’re doing too much.’
 
   ‘No, I’m not. I’m just trying to achieve my goals. And if I work as hard as I should be, I’ll be able to achieve them and then I won’t be depressed. The problem’s just working that hard. It’s tough to do.’
 
   ‘Of course it is.’
 
   ‘But you think I can do it, right Liv? You think I can work 70 hours a week for the rest of the semester and get an 85% average and have my novel finished before the end of the year, don’t you?’
 
   Olivia nodded again.
 
   ‘Jimmy . . . you know I think you can do anything.’
 
   I gazed at her, staring intensely into her eyes as all the sorrow and the misery that was weighing me down seemed to melt and then slide right off my back. Hearing her say the words I so yearned to hear filled me with resolve and reenergised hope. 
 
   Yeah, that’s right, I thought. I am strong, I am determined, I am a hard worker. I can do this. I felt refortified. I will do this. I’m going to get a High Distinction average and have my novel finished by the end of the year. 
 
   I leaned in to kiss her. Our tongues wrestled for a few seconds before she pulled away.
 
   ‘Are you feeling better, baby’
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   I went to kiss her again but she turned her head.
 
   ‘Jimmy, this is serious. You shouldn’t ever feel worthless, and you absolutely shouldn’t hate yourself. It’s not healthy. If you do feel that way, then you should be seeing a psychologist – they’ll be able to help you. And if it’s struggling to juggle writing and uni that’s making you feel this depressed, then you should change something – maybe do one and not the other. I don’t know. But you should never feel this way.’
 
   But by then I felt resolved and my energy had resurged. I felt hopeful, confident, and certain that I’d be able to work 70 hours a week for the rest of the semester and not feel depressed ever again.
 
   ‘I’ll be fine, hun. Trust me.’
 
   ‘You’re not listening, Jimmy.’
 
   ‘I am, baby. Don’t worry about it.’
 
   ‘How can I not be worried?’ she exclaimed. ‘You ring me up in the middle of the night and tell me that you hate yourself and that you feel like getting wasted and you expect me not to be worried?’
 
   ‘I’m sorry, baby, I’m sorry. But I’ll be fine,’ I repeated. ‘I’ll be better from now on.’
 
   She held my hands, stared into my eyes.
 
   ‘Jimmy . . . I’m worried about you. I don’t think you’re heading down the right path.’
 
   ‘I’ll be OK. Just trust me.’
 
   She sighed. 
 
   ‘Promise me you’ll at least think about what I said.’
 
   ‘OK.’
 
   ‘Promise me, Jimmy.’
 
   ‘OK, Liv. I promise.’
 
   She was still staring at me, her face coated in trepidation before she finally looked away. 
 
   ‘All right hit the lights,’ she sighed. ‘It’s three in the morning – we’d better get some sleep.’
 
    
 
   The following week I worked 70 hours and 15 minutes, but it came at the expense of my social life. I only saw Olivia once – she came over to study on Wednesday night – and I didn’t see the boys at all. I also had to cancel all three of my tutoring gigs, giving up $240 in the process. By the end of the week I was exhausted, and very highly-strung. I hadn’t done anything purely enjoyable for seven days. It was just work, work and more work, and it had taken its toll. I was fractious and irritable around the house, and over the course of the weekend had had three fights with Mum and two with Dad, all over trivial things like leaving my notes scattered across the dining room table or forgetting to take the trash out. But I’d gotten a sufficient amount of work done, and I felt good about that at least.
 
    But being exhausted and fractious is a terrible mindset in which to do anything productive, so even though I’d had a good working week, I’d set myself up for a bad one. On Monday, Tuesday and Wednesday of the following week, I managed to study and write for only 22 hours, and I despised myself for it. 
 
   ‘What the fuck is wrong with you, you fucking idiot?’ I bellowed in my room. ‘Twenty-two fucking hours in three fucking days is fucking pathetic! You’re such a lazy, worthless piece of shit! You fucking need to work harder!’ 
 
   For the next four days, all I could think about was that if I didn’t work hard, then that would make me even more of a failure, and then I’d have to cut myself with the knife again. It occurred to me that, unlike when I was training for a big surfing contest or studying for my Year 12 exams, I was motivating myself by dwelling on the depression I’d feel if I didn’t achieve my goals, rather than focusing on the fact that I could achieve them and that working hard was necessary to do so. But at the time, it seemed like a trivial distinction instead of one of crucial importance. 
 
   That week, I worked 58 hours, and once again barely saw Olivia or my friends. I did go to church, though. I prayed for the strength to work harder, the focus to work 70 hours a week. But I just couldn’t do it. 
 
   What the fuck is wrong with you? I berated myself again. You’re such a fucking slacker. You didn’t even see Liv or the boys, and all you could do was 58 hours? 
 
   I pulled out the knife from my pocket and stood over the sink.
 
   ‘You deserve this pain,’ I said fiercely to myself. ‘You sure as hell deserve this pain.’
 
   I forced the blade into my skin, just above the previous cut which still hadn’t healed. My arm hurt, throbbed in pain. I panted horrendously, my face tightening in desperate agony as blood seeped from the wound, dribbled thickly into the sink. I held the knife in there, dragging it across my arm as the pain intensified before lessening slightly when I finally withdrew the blade. I quickly washed the knife and returned it to my pocket before clenching my throbbing forearm. I held it tightly, breathing sharply through gritted teeth as I thought about its meaning. 
 
   It’s your own fault, I said to myself. If you didn’t fail so much, then you wouldn’t be in pain.
 
   I hid my cuts with a long-sleeved shirt. On days I knew that I was likely to have sex with Olivia, I wrapped a bandage around my arm and told her that I was developing eczema, and that I needed the bandage to stop me from scratching. I couldn’t think of a better way to conceal my wounds. Since that day, I’ve met other mental health patients who’ve used foundation cream, make-up or cocoa butter for the job. Then there was one girl I met who would invent stories for why she always had bandages around her arms. She’d claim she was attacked by a cat, fell on a piece of glass in the playground, or sprained her wrist playing netball. She told me that every day, she’d make sure she fell over in front of everyone, just so she could develop a reputation for being a klutz and thereby make her injuries seem more believable. She was 12 years old. 
 
    
 
   The following week, I found myself being increasingly plagued by one of depression’s many torturous symptoms: an inability to concentrate. Whenever I’d be reading a textbook, sitting in a lecture theatre or writing my novel, my mind would drift off. I’d find myself anxiously contemplating how the hell I was going to catch up on all the course work I was behind on, or stressing out wondering how the hell I’d ever finish my novel by the end of the year (by that time – September – I’d only written up to chapter seven, so it seemed impossible that I would finish it before then). Other times, my wandering thoughts were less depressive. Sometimes I’d think about how great it would feel to get straight High Distinctions, or about how amazingly satisfying it would be to walk into a bookstore and see my novel displayed on a shelf, knowing that I’d stuck it to everyone who’d ever doubted me. I thought about Olivia, about how much I loved her, about how lucky I was that she was part of my life – particularly during such a difficult time. I imagined us in the future, getting married, having kids, and growing old together. I pictured it all happening at the same time, imagining how spectacular, how truly and wonderfully glorious life would be if I did achieve all my dreams, marry Olivia, and start a family. But regardless of the tangents my brain would stray off on, I found it impossible to focus on the task at hand. And this turned my illness into a self-fulfilling prophecy: the worse my concentration, the less work I got done, and the more depressed I became . . . the more depressed I became, the worse my concentration, the less work I got done, and the more depressed I became . . . and so the cycle went. Consequently, I was only able to work 57 hours that week. At a quarter-to-midnight on Sunday, I retrieved the knife once again.
 
   When will you learn? I asked myself furiously. This is all your fault. When will you learn?
 
   I repeated what was becoming a weekly custom, ripping the knife through my flesh. I did the same thing for the next two weeks too after working only 61 and 55 hours. Then the following week – probably the worst seven day period of my life up to that point – I worked 52 hours. After viciously cutting myself once again, I added a new twist to my gruesome ritual. After telling my parents I was popping out to Liv’s place, I trudged down to Manly Wharf and sadistically held my throbbing, bleeding arm under the saltwater. I gritted my teeth, breathed loudly, damn near yelled it stung so much. And then I did scream. And then I pulled the knife out of my pocket and cut myself repeatedly. 
 
   You fucking cunt! I yelled. You lazy! Mother! Fucking! Cunt! 
 
   Blood oozed from my arm. I screamed in pain, rolled onto my back, gripped my arm tightly, bled all over my shirt, let my cries be swallowed up by the vast, callous darkness.
 
    
 
   No one knew about my pain. That’s one of the most perverse realities of depression, or of any mental illness for that matter. With a physical illness, the symptoms are much more evident, so family and friends are aware of the patient’s suffering and often do their part to help. But depression? No one can see that. When you’re cutting yourself alone, no one can see that. No one can read your thoughts and see how unhappy you are – or in the worst cases, how much you hate your life and want to die. That’s why suicide usually comes as such a shock – because no one knows what’s going on inside the victim’s head. Their mind is a closed book, with a cover that blends in with all the others. Even Olivia and my parents – they knew a little bit – what I’d told them – but they had no concept of its severity. No one knew I was cutting myself. No one knew that I’d gone from perceiving myself as a good-looking, intelligent young man with the world at my feet to a lazy, pathetic, worthless loser who’d trade lives with anyone in a heartbeat. But it was inevitable they’d find out sooner or later. I was like a balloon of pus that was about to burst. I needed help, and I was thankful it came on the worst night of my life to date. 
 
   It was a Wednesday evening, and I had a statistics exam the following day at ten o’clock. I was three weeks behind, and I’d also had a criminal law assignment due that day that I’d been working on until the 5:00 pm deadline, so I hadn’t started studying yet. Point being: I was in for a long night. At seven o’clock I chugged a Red Bull and sat down at my desk to learn the most recent material, but with depression continuously whispering inside my head, I found it impossible to focus. 
 
   You’re so far behind, the voice tormented. You should’ve learned all this ages ago. How the fuck could you let this happen, you fucking loser? You’re so fucked for this exam. You’re going to get a bad mark and then you’ll have to cut yourself again. 
 
   Overwhelmed with terror, I ran to the bathroom sink and threw up my dinner. After I’d gathered my breath, I caught sight of myself in the mirror. I hadn’t shaved in a week. My eyes had bags under them from the constant lack of sleep. Vomit dribbled down my chin.
 
   ‘You’re a fucking mess,’ I said.
 
   I worked unproductively for another hour until I became so overwrought with stress and fear and self-hatred that I went downstairs to the rumpus room and raided the liquor cabinet, which had recently been restocked since my parents were convinced that my alcoholism was under control. Knowing they weren’t home from work yet, I cracked open a bottle of bourbon and had six shots, one after the other. I was preparing myself to take a seventh, but then I stopped, thinking about how far I’d come from the night at Star City and all those times I’d gotten cravings and been sweating through the sheets, pulling hair out of my head, crapping diarrhoea or puking my guts out. I thought some more. Why are you drinking? This is weak, this is what quitters do. And you are not weak. You are not a quitter. So I returned the bottle to the cabinet and went back to my room to try and study.
 
   Half an hour later, nothing had changed. I was still too overwhelmed to concentrate and desperately craving a drink. 
 
   No, don’t be weak, I kept telling myself. Be strong. Don’t give in. 
 
   But I needed some form of relief. When you’re that low, that despondent, you just want to feel good for a bit even if you know it’ll be temporary as hell. Short-term trumps long-term, and all you’re looking for is an escape. I may not have been able to drink, but I still had a dick – and trust me, when you’re depressed, you’re more grateful than ever that you have a pecker.
 
   At my desk, I undid the buttons and slipped my hand inside my jeans. I seized my prick and rubbed it up and down, up and down as my breathing intensified. I pictured Olivia’s warm eyes, beautiful smile. Slowly it hardened, stiffer and stiffer as I pictured her soft round breasts, wet honeysuckle, imagined being inside her and thrusting in ecstasy until in reality, I felt warm and my hand was sticky and it was all over. But after a few seconds my body had inevitably cooled again, and I was instantly engulfed by depression’s familiar black waters.
 
   Midnight: back to work. More stress, more fear, more panicking, more self-loathing. I could hardly function. In the next hour, I was able to read only seven pages. I was so angry, so frustrated, so laden with despair – and I had absolutely no idea what to do about it. For 15 minutes I just sat there, doing absolutely nothing, inundated with a wandering dread. Then I called Olivia.
 
   ‘Sweetie . . .’ she murmured drowsily. ‘What is it?’
 
   I couldn’t even speak. I just breathed heavily.
 
   ‘Jimmy?’
 
   ‘Liv . . .’
 
   ‘Jimmy?’ She was startled. ‘Jimmy what is it?’
 
   ‘Liv . . . I feel so shit.’
 
   ‘OK I’m coming over.’
 
   She came. We sat on the edge of the bed. I couldn’t really communicate. She asked me questions but I couldn’t articulate answers. She put her arm around me, silently rubbed my shoulder after she realised I couldn’t talk. A while later, I finally said something.
 
   ‘I wish I was dead.’
 
   Olivia gasped.
 
   ‘What?’
 
   ‘I wish I was dead.’
 
   She held me tighter.
 
   ‘Jimmy don’t – don’t talk like that.’
 
   ‘It’s the truth.’
 
   ‘Jimmy!’
 
   ‘I want to be dead!’
 
   And at that, I exploded. Jumping up from the bed, I pulled the knife from my pocket and pegged it across the room. Then books, pens, deodorant cans, and a full glass of water that smashed into the wall.
 
   ‘I want to die!’ I yelled.
 
   ‘Jimmy stop it! Stop it!’
 
   She grabbed both my arms, trying her best to hold me but I pushed her away.
 
   ‘I want to die!’
 
   The commotion woke my parents. Soon they were in my room and all three of them were trying to restrain me. 
 
   ‘I want to die! I want to fucking die!’
 
   Finally, I stopped struggling. They eventually let go of me and I collapsed on the bed, buried my head in my hands. I started weeping. They all surrounded me, asking all sorts of questions but I just lay there crying, crying, crying. 
 
   When I was finally able to speak, I told them what had been happening. They were all so shocked. So shocked I’d gotten so depressed. So shocked I’d been cutting myself. So shocked it had happened right under their noses and not one of them had suspected a thing. Olivia wept. So did Mum. Dad looked dismayed, seemed incapable of speech. We talked and talked. They all agreed that I needed to see a doctor as soon as possible. Try to get this sorted out.
 
   ‘You shouldn’t feel the need to cut yourself. Never, ever, ever, ever.’
 
   I finally came to agree with them. 
 
   I got my exam postponed a week and saw Dr King the very next day. I told him what had been happening. He got me to take the SPHERE questionnaire again, and this time I checked, in addition to the boxes I’d ticked the previous time (although minus “relying on alcohol and sedatives”), “stopped going out,” “not getting things done at work,” “I’m worthless,” “frustrated,” “irritable,” “churning gut” and “life is not worth living.” I registered a score of 17.
 
   ‘In light of what you’ve told me, and according to your SPHERE scores, your depression seems to have worsened in the last few months.’
 
   He kept calling it an “illness,” saying that I was “sick.” More about the chemicals in my brain being unbalanced. 
 
   ‘You need to see a psychologist,’ he reiterated. ‘A psychologist will work with you to pinpoint what’s triggering your depression, and then teach you techniques to manage those triggers. That’s the best way to deal with your depression – not by cutting yourself.’ 
 
   He also said he thought it would be best if I started taking medication to help balance the chemicals in my brain. He told me a bit about the different types before we got onto the topic of side effects.
 
   ‘Antidepressants, while proven to be very effective, often have side effects. Most commonly, these include nausea, insomnia, ejaculation disorder, and/or erectile dysfunction.’ 
 
   My eyebrows jumped. 
 
   ‘Did you say . . . “ejaculation disorder and/or erectile dysfunction?” ’
 
   Dr King nodded.
 
   I recoiled. The thought of no longer being able to do it with Olivia – particularly during such a difficult time when sex was one of my only forms of escape – was utterly unbearable. For this reason alone, I pleaded with Dr King not to place me on medication, and while he stressed that I really should be taking it, he eventually relented. 
 
   ‘If we must,’ he sighed, ‘we can see how you fair for the next week without it. But if last night repeats itself, then I’m going to have to insist that you start taking medication. OK?’
 
   I sighed too.
 
   ‘Yeah. OK.’
 
   When I arrived home after my appointment, Olivia came over. We had very mediocre sex. I just wasn’t into it, being too laden with despair, too racked with uncertainty over how I was going to achieve my goals and accordingly, I thought, ever be happy again. Everything seemed so bleak. I talked things over with Liv. Like she had in the past, she told me that she thought I was doing too much and that I ought to make some changes. I’d always thought she was wrong and continually dismissed what she said, but in that moment, when everything seemed so consummately hopeless, I was less closed-minded. I found taking some of the pressure off myself to be a welcome, soothing concept. 
 
   ‘Maybe I could defer uni next year. Spend it writing my novel.’
 
   ‘Yeah, you could. Then you wouldn’t feel like you’d have to work so hard all the time.’ 
 
   I mulled over the idea for a few more days, and the more I did, the more I began to warm to it. It was hardly ideal, but my parents, Liv and I agreed that it seemed to be my best option. So the following week, I lodged the paperwork with the university. 
 
    
 
   The semester dragged on. Exhausted in every sense of the word, I eased my foot off the gas pedal, slowing down to around 50 hours of work a week. Not surprisingly, my marks suffered as a result. My average was 75.5%. Once again I was miserably disappointed, although I was comforted by the fact that 2009 would be different. And overall, I did feel better. After deciding to take a year off uni to focus on my writing, I went back to see Dr King. He said he thought it was sensible, and agreed to hold off placing me on medication. He still strongly recommended that I see a psychologist to get to the root of my depression and to help me conquer it, but I wasn’t wild about the idea and what’s more, I didn’t think it would help. 
 
   I don’t need to see a psychologist, I thought. All I need to do is start achieving my goals again. If I can do that, then I won’t feel depressed.
 
   It would be months before I’d finally see a psychologist, and realise that the reason I was depressed was because of the way I perceived my circumstances, as opposed to those actual circumstances themselves. 
 
   You can blame everything that’s happened thus far – and everything that’s about to happen – on this deceptively simple misunderstanding alone. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 11
 
   DIARY ENTRY: DECEMBER 12, 2008
 
    
 
   Somewhere along the way, I started keeping a diary. I got the idea from Luke Davies’ novel Candy, where the floundering protagonist at one point tries to write his way out of his heroin addiction. That’s how I felt – as trapped as an addict. At the mercy of my illness.
 
    
 
   December 12, 2008:
 
    
 
   I said the days are better, and they are, because I no longer cut myself. But I’m still far from happy. At the start, happiness and I were bundled together, but this year’s been kind of like the Big Bang, with me and happiness stretching further and further apart until it seems like nothing more than a dim pinprick in the great blackness of space. It feels like I have no sun. In my world it’s always winter. I try to write but my mind’s so hazy. I have the focus of a bored child. 
 
   Sometimes, I find myself thinking of Olivia’s dog – little Jack Russell, cute as can be. He spends his days in a tranquil slumber. I watch him, enviously, just lying there. And I feel jealous. Jealous that he’s not burdened by despair. Jealous that a biscuit makes him happy. That he can just lie in bed, sleep all day. That his life expectancy is 14 years instead of 76. That his life is not mine. And then I realise just how fucked my life is. I’m jealous of a dog, for fuck’s sake.
 
   Olivia’s going with her girlfriends to Europe, and I need to get away too. I need an escape – somewhere, anywhere. So I closed my eyes, stuck a pin in a map. South America it was. I went to a travel agent who threw around some ideas before I decided to go to Chile after Christmas; volunteer at an underprivileged school in Cusco, Peru in January; and then go to the Galapagos Islands for a six day tour before stopping off in New Zealand for a week on the way home. Maybe a change will help? Who knows? Hope still fills me. Every day I pray. Please help me, God. Please let me be happy, once again. I stay positive no matter what. I don’t know any other way to be.
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 12
 
   A TRIP TO NEVERLAND
 
    
 
   The first thing I remember feeling when I arrived in Santiago, Chile was an intense loneliness. I didn’t know a single person on the entire continent, so I felt as isolated as Robinson Crusoe or that guy from Castaway. I need to meet some people, I thought. There’s no way I can bear four days and nights of this, particularly New Year’s Eve. That would be so unbelievably depressing that I’d probably buy a bottle of bourbon and take shots in my room until I passed out. I know that’s the last thing I should be doing, but there’s just no way I can spend New Year’s alone. I explored my hostel a little bit, loitering around the pool table and the dining room in the hope of meeting someone, but the snippets of conversation I heard were in Spanish, and while my grasp of the language wasn’t bad, having studied it through to Year 12 and taken night courses all December, they were speaking so quickly and using so much slang that I could hardly make out what they were saying. So I decided to walk up the street and eat some beef empanadas for dinner before going to bed at 8:30 to wear off my jetlag and hopefully have a better next day.
 
   Desperate not to spend another day alone, I woke up the following morning and walked around the hostel with the same boundless hope of meeting someone that had filled me the day before. On the top floor outside the bathroom, I noticed a 20-something year old blonde-haired bloke wearing a Billabong t-shirt. I approached him.
 
   ‘You from Australia?’ I asked.
 
   ‘Yeah, Queensland. How about you?’
 
   ‘Sydney.’ I stuck out my hand. ‘My name’s Jimmy.’
 
   He shook it. ‘Pete.’
 
   ‘How long you been here for?’
 
   ‘Just got here today. How about you?’
 
   ‘Yesterday. I’m telling you, mate, you’re the first bloke I’ve met who speaks English here.’
 
   He laughed. ‘Yeah, there aren’t too many of us. There are a couple of British chicks downstairs, though – I’m about to go to the plaza de armas with them now, if you want to come?’
 
   ‘Sounds good, man.’
 
   We both took a piss before Pete introduced me to the British chicks, Claire and Sarah, both thin brunettes with fair skin, also probably in their 20s. We talked for a while and then walked to the plaza, the main square in Santiago. We went to the cathedral and Santiago’s governmental centre, Municipalidad de Santiago, but mostly, we spent the day just wandering around and watching the city live. At any given time there were artists painting the scenes around them; street performers acting out skits, performing comedy routines or juggling fire; and people playing chess (I even played a few games with the locals, and from memory won three out of four). In the afternoon, after we’d filled up on numerous pastel de choclos – pies filled with ground beef, chicken, olives and boiled eggs and topped with mashed corn – we took a train back to the hostel.
 
   ‘What do you guys want to do tonight?’ Claire asked.
 
   Pete shrugged. ‘Drink? Then maybe head out somewhere?’
 
   ‘Sounds good,’ said Sarah.
 
   They turned to me. Fuck, I thought. I’d love nothing more than a night on the piss, but apart from the six shots I had that night at home, I haven’t had a drink in six months. I grew nervous, unsure of what to do.
 
   ‘Well, Jimmy?’
 
   Shit, I really shouldn’t be drinking, I thought. But it’s not like I can explain to these people why. And they’ll think I’m weird if I don’t drink. 
 
   ‘Yeah, sounds good,’ I said, figuring I could just have a couple of beers to get in the spirit of things but stop short of getting wasted.
 
   We popped into a supermarket on the way back to the hostel and picked up some vodka and some beers, and also some steaks and sausages to throw on the barbeque for dinner. After we’d finished eating, a few Americans and a couple of Dutch people (all around the same age – early-to-mid 20s) joined us for a game of “never have I ever.” It’s a pretty simple game: basically, everyone takes it in turns saying, for example, ‘never have I ever had sex in a phone booth,’ and everyone who has had sex in a phone booth has to have a drink. The game started off with fairly standard statements: ‘never have I ever smoked weed;’ ‘never have I ever hooked up with someone of the same sex;’ ‘never have I ever had a threesome.’ The first few beers were glorious, cascading like a waterfall down my throat as the game went on: ‘never have I ever fucked a prostitute;’ ‘never have I ever had a one night stand without protection.’ I’d done my fair share of them, mostly the relatively tame ones (sex on a pool table, on a balcony, etcetera, all with Olivia of course). But the others had done a lot more. One of the Dutch blokes claimed to have had a foursome with three hookers, and also confessed to fucking his very own niece. 
 
   After a couple of hours of playing, I was well and truly wasted – in part due to having a low tolerance from not drinking for months, and of course – as is typical of all alcoholics – from not being able to stop once I’d started. Everyone else was pretty blind too, so instead of going out, we all decided just to stay in and shoot the shit.
 
   ‘I’ll tell you guys the most fucked up thing I’ve ever done,’ Pete said. ‘A few years ago I was travelling around Europe, and there was this one night in Prague when I got really drunk and went back to this chick’s eight person dorm. After I fucked her I had to take a piss, so I went to the bathroom across the hall, and then got back in bed with her. I was still pretty horny, so I kissed her, rubbed her tits a bit, to, you know, let her know that I wanted to go again. But then she started clawing at my face and screaming like crazy. So I jumped out of the bed. Meanwhile, someone had gotten up and switched the lights on.’ He paused for effect.
 
   ‘What happened?’ Claire asked.
 
   He smirked. ‘Turns out I got into the wrong chick’s bed by mistake.’
 
   Everyone burst out laughing.
 
   ‘What happened then?’
 
   ‘It was fucked. I was standing there butt-naked in the middle of the room, with the whole dorm wide awake and staring at me and the chick I’d actually slept with jumping up and down, trying to explain to everyone what had happened. So I just picked up my clothes and bolted. What else could I do?’
 
   Everyone laughed again.
 
   ‘Wicked story man, wicked story.’
 
   ‘I’ll tell you guys one,’ Sarah said.
 
   ‘Go for it.’
 
   ‘Last year when I was in Barcelona, I was at this club called Golden Eye and I saw this cute guy on the dance floor, so I went up to him and started dancing. Pretty soon we started grinding, and I could feel his boner on my hip . . . and then he started grinding harder, and then he was thrusting like a bloody rabbit. So I looked at him, about to tell him to chill out, and then I realised . . .’
 
   ‘What?’
 
   ‘That he was . . . coming!’
 
   ‘Shit!’ we all yelled.
 
   ‘That is fucked,’ said one of the Americans.
 
   ‘It’s all right,’ said Pete. ‘He came while he was grinding on a hot chick. Who cares?’
 
   ‘It’s still pretty messed up,’ said another one of the Americans.
 
   ‘It’s not that bad,’ slurred a very drunk Claire. ‘I’ll tell you something that happened to me once – and consider this my “bad” story. So a few years ago I was giving this guy that I was seeing head, right . . . and just when I thought he was about to come, he pissed in my mouth!’
 
   ‘What the fuck!’
 
   ‘Yeah, I know. I chucked him straight away.’
 
   ‘What did he say about it?’
 
   ‘He said he thought it was . . . romantic.’
 
   We all laughed.
 
   And that’s how the night went, everyone just drinking and swapping stories until three in the morning when we all said goodnight and went back to our rooms to crash. Sloshed as anything, I lay on my back and stared hazily at the slightly-cracked yellow ceiling. I knew I shouldn’t have gotten as drunk as I did, but in that moment it was hard to care. For the first time in ages, I’ve had a really enjoyable night! I thought. This is great! This is awesome! I hope the whole trip’s like this – just meeting new people, shooting the shit and having fun! Fucking A! And then I passed out. 
 
   The next day was also good. After waking up at midday, Pete, Claire, Sarah and I took a cable car up the Cerro San Cristóbal and had a late lunch while enjoying the 360 degree views of the city. In preparation for a massive New Year’s Eve the following night, we took that one pretty easy, just playing some pool in the rec room and then turning in early. Before I went to sleep, I emailed my parents to tell them that I was safe and well, and then Facebook’d Olivia to say that I loved her and I missed her and to wish her a safe flight to London on New Year’s Day.
 
   The following afternoon, we met two other Sydneysiders, Johnno and Matt, and went to the markets at Bellavista. At around four o’clock, we decided to pick up some food and booze for the night and head back to the hostel. 
 
   ‘What time do you guys want to start drinking?’ Claire asked.
 
   ‘Soon as we get back,’ said Johnno.
 
   ‘It’s too early. We’ll crash before midnight if we start getting pissed at five.’
 
   ‘Crash? As soon as we hit the clubs we’ll start snorting coke. There’s no way we’re going to crash.’
 
   Matt was nodding. Claire and Sarah looked at each other. Pete was silent. Finally, Sarah spoke.
 
   ‘Cocaine, huh?’
 
   ‘Hell yeah! We’re in South America – it’s the drug-fucking-capital of the world!’
 
   Pete shrugged. ‘I guess. Sure, I’ll do it.’
 
   Claire and Sarah then nodded. ‘We’ll do it too.’
 
   ‘How about you, Jimmy?’
 
   I’d had such a good time a couple of nights beforehand, and I just wanted to have a good time that night too. And it’s hard to do that when you don’t fit in.
 
   ‘OK,’ I eventually said. ‘I’ll do it.’
 
   We went back to the hostel, had showers, got changed and then started drinking as we cooked up a feast. After eating, the hostel manager came around with a massive jug of Pisco Sour – a Chilean (some say Peruvian) cocktail of pisco, lemon juice, egg whites and bitters – and we all had a couple of glasses. It was potent, and it hit me straight away. By nine o’clock we were all shitfaced, and after a few more games of pool in the rec room we decided to hit the town. 
 
   ‘So where are we getting the coke from?’ Claire asked.
 
   ‘We know a place,’ said Johnno. 
 
   We went to a bar in Bellavista and ordered a few rounds of Pisco Sour while Johnno and Matt went to get the coke. When they came back with smiles on their faces, we knew they’d scored. They sat back down at the table and were both handed drinks.
 
   ‘OK, it’s pretty easy to snort,’ Matt began. ‘Just make a line of it on the top of the toilet using your credit card. Then, roll a note, stick it in one nostril, block the other and just go for it.’ He handed each of us two little folded pieces of paper. 
 
   ‘One for as soon as we get in there, one for later in the night.’
 
   We went to a club and instantly headed for the bathrooms to take the coke. Matt and I got in the same cubicle where he immediately emptied the contents of one of his packages on top of the toilet and used his credit card to make two short, thick lines before quickly snorting them. 
 
   ‘Your turn, mate.’
 
   Too drunk to feel anything but excited, I slowly emptied the contents of the package and used Matt’s card to make two more lines. He rolled a note for me.
 
   ‘Just do what I did,’ he said. ‘Take it real quick and you’ll be sweet.’
 
   I snorted both lines, waited a few seconds.
 
   ‘How long does it take to kick in?’ I asked.
 
   ‘Wait a minute, then you’ll be flying.’
 
   We lined up to get some drinks, and I felt my mouth start to go numb. Then I felt a huge rush of energy. I looked at Matt.
 
   ‘Is it hitting you?’ he asked.
 
   I nodded. ‘Yeah, I think so.’
 
   ‘Let’s smash this drink, find the others and get on the dance floor. I’m ready to rip this place up.’
 
   We ran into everyone else at the bar, all downed another round of Pisco Sour and then hit the DF. By then I was exploding with energy, and we all jumped up and down on the dance floor, bouncing to the beat and sweating our asses off but feeling so damn good we didn’t care. I felt incredible, so full of life and vigour, just wanting to jump! Jump! Jump! Jump! Jump! 
 
   ‘Hell, yeah!’ I screamed, punching the air. ‘Hell, yeah!’
 
   I turned to Matt and the others, all of whom were as hyped as I was. 
 
   ‘Yeah!’ I screamed.
 
   ‘Yeah!’ we all screamed, arms around each other and jumping as one. 
 
   Apart from to keep buying drinks, to piss, and to take another hit at around three in the morning, we didn’t leave the dance floor until closing time at five. After stopping for empanadas at a street vendor, we eventually arrived back at the hostel at six where I swapped Facebook details with everyone, hugged them all goodnight, packed my bags and then hailed a taxi to take me to the airport for my 9:00 a.m. flight to Cusco, Peru.
 
   I was a fucking mess at the airport. Still drunk as anything, I somehow managed to navigate my way through customs and find the right gate, albeit with the help of several unimpressed airport employees. I boarded the plane, went to the toilet, chugged 15 cups of water, and then took a long, long piss. While I was washing my hands, I noticed the “DO NOT DRINK WATER FROM THE TAP” sign before returning to my seat and passing out until touchdown.
 
   After I’d collected my bags and sleepwalked through customs, I crawled into a taxi which was similar in size to a Cooper Mini, but with tattered seats and a beat-up radio instead of a sleek Western interior and a six speaker CD player.
 
   ‘Adonde vas?’ he asked.
 
   ‘La Rapa,’ I replied, handing him a crumpled piece of paper with my host family’s address on it.
 
   ‘Si, si,’ he said, accepting it. He put my bags in the backseat and we both got in. I reached for where the seatbelt would usually be before realising there wasn’t one.
 
   ‘Cinturón?’ I asked.
 
   ‘No, amigo,’ he replied, shaking his head. I then noticed that he didn’t have one either. Shit, I remember thinking. But I was too tired to really care.
 
   Peru, being a Third World country, was considerably poorer than any place I’d ever been to. The first thing I noticed as we drove along the dusty brown roads was that some of them didn’t have any lanes, meaning that if a driver wanted to veer in a particular direction, he’d just sound his horn and go. The second thing was the rectangular brown mud-brick houses scattered across the vast green mountains surrounding us. How can houses be made out of mud? I remember thinking. What happens if it rains or if there’s a flood or something? 
 
   I asked the driver.
 
   ‘Lo que ocurre con las cámaras cuando llueve?’
 
   ‘Si hay un poco de lluvia, no es ningún problema. Si hay un montón de lluvia, las casas son destruidas.’ 
 
   At least the (very simple, one story) brick houses on the sides of the streets wouldn’t get destroyed, I thought morosely.
 
   After about ten minutes of driving through the dilapidated town, we arrived at my host family’s home, a place with three bedrooms and one toilet connected to a tiny dining room and kitchen. I met the “house mother,” Dina – a lovely middle-aged woman with dark features and long black hair – and my roommates Carmen, Steph, and Humphrey – all from Sydney and all having just finished their second year of uni like me. Dina made me a beautiful chicken soup which did wonders for my hangover, and we all talked in broken Spanish around the kitchen table (Dina couldn’t speak English) before I excused myself, saying that I was exhausted from not having slept the previous night. I went to bed and didn’t wake up until the following morning.
 
   The next day, I met the other 15 or so volunteers who were staying at other houses. After we’d all been introduced and had a chat, we drove a minibus up the dirt roads of the rugged mountains to the school where we’d be working for the next four weeks. 
 
   It was situated in the middle of a small farming village about 25 minutes out of the city. Each house in the area was made out of mud bricks like the ones I’d noticed on the way from the airport to Dina’s place, and each had a front yard growing rows of vegetables that was fenced off from a pig pen and a chicken coop. The school itself was comprised of three mud brick classrooms and a field outside where children kicked around a soccer ball, jumped skip rope and happily chased each other around.
 
   I spent the morning helping to build a coop so that the school could house chickens, and thereby have eggs as a constant source of food for lunch. Afterwards, a couple of the other volunteers and I organised a sport class for the third and fourth grades, which was dodgeball on the field. I was playing in the game, but at times, I found myself just watching the kids with admiration as they jumped and laughed and smiled and threw the ball around with such alacrity and joy, even though they were obviously poor as hell. Plenty had unevenly trimmed hair, and crooked teeth that would have “required” braces in First World countries. Some of them wore navy jumpers with the white and orange World Vision logo, and most of the children, if not all of them, had a rash on their cheeks, apparently due to having dry skin caused by the high altitude. It reminded me that even though I’d been suffering from depression for most of the past year, that being happy is always possible, and that I should never give up on it no matter what.
 
   That night, the charity managers organised a welcome dinner for all the volunteers at a fancy restaurant in la plaza de armas. After having potato-cheese soup for our first course, we ate sumptuously from a buffet of beef, chicken, llama and guinea pig with sides of rice and vegetables. For dessert we had cake, fruit and ice-cream, and throughout the meal drank wine and Cusquena, Peru’s most popular domestic beer. Then at ten-thirty, we hit the clubs in the plaza. After drinking more Cusquenas and a few Pisco Sours at Mama Afrika’s and Mythology, I was pretty well wasted. But the fun was only just beginning. At around one in the morning, Eliza, a tall, brown-haired girl from Sydney who I’d been getting along well with all day, asked me if I’d like to do some coke with her.
 
   ‘Yeah for sure,’ I said. ‘Do you know where to get it from?’
 
   ‘Yep.’
 
   ‘Sweet.’ At that moment, Humphrey came out of the bathroom and joined us.
 
   ‘You want to do some coke with us?’ I asked him.
 
   He considered it for a moment.
 
   ‘I’ve only ever done weed before. What’s coke like?’
 
   I told him what it felt like when I did it a couple of nights earlier in Chile and he was instantly on board. I asked my other roommates, Carmen and Steph, but they weren’t keen.
 
   Humphrey and I each bought another Cusquena while we waited for Eliza to get the coke. Five minutes after she’d left she returned with three small packages, and discreetly slipped one to me and one to Humphrey. Eliza then went to the ladies’ to snort hers, while Humphrey and I squashed into the same cubicle in the mens’. I took his packet and emptied about half of each of ours on top of the toilet and used my credit card to form four lines. I rolled up a ten sole note and snorted the first two to show Humphrey how to do it. He then took his two lines, and after flushing the toilet, we left the bathroom and found Eliza. The effect soon kicked in and we joined the other volunteers dancing wildly, jumping up and down and having the time of our lives.
 
   ‘This shit’s unreal!’ Humphrey yelled in my ear over the music.
 
   ‘Damn straight!’
 
   We took another line an hour or so later. By that time, well and truly fucked out of our minds, we found ourselves dancing on top of the bar – an acceptable custom in some Peruvian nightclubs. Despite being so consummately wasted, I distinctly remember looking out across the dance floor as I fist-pumped like a maniac to the music and feeling absolutely incredible. Life is so good! I remember thinking. How was I ever depressed? Life is so fucking good! I’ll never be depressed ever again! 
 
   We snorted another line at three in the morning before partying until five, taking a taxi home, crashing for a couple of hours and then waking up the next morning to go to school.
 
    
 
   Such was the typical day for the volunteers: going to school during the day, and then partying like crazy all night long. I really was having one hell of a good time. And cocaine! Ah! What beautiful stuff! I’d muse. That white powder is just so thin and soft and yummy! And the high it gives you! It’s like snorting pure happiness! Like sniffing glory and joy and bliss! Whenever I took it I felt like I could run forever, fly, conquer the world. I felt so confident, vivacious and energetic. It just made me feel the exact opposite of depressed. In some twisted, unnatural way, it gave me the one thing I’d been desperately searching for all year – happiness – and it wasn’t long before I started taking it at “inappropriate” times. A couple of binges later, I gave Eliza 40 extra soles (about 20 Australian dollars), and asked her to get me two grams on top of what we usually got.
 
   ‘Why?’ she asked.
 
   ‘I just want to have some spare.’
 
   She looked at me suspiciously, but then just shrugged her shoulders and said ‘no problem.’ 
 
   If it makes me feel so unbelievably good, then why do I only take it at night? I reasoned. Why not take it in the morning and during the day as well? With hindsight, I realise that this line of thinking must sound completely absurd. Using narcotics all day just to feel happy? Is there a more textbook way of getting seriously addicted and ruining your life? But depression bends straight lines, complicates simple equations. Don’t you get it? I just wanted to feel happy – almost at any cost – and my judgment was significantly impaired by my illness – just like it was when I was drinking like an alcoholic or cutting myself every Sunday.
 
   So I started snorting coke at random intervals throughout the day. I’d usually take a line as soon as we got to school just to give myself a buzz, another when we got back to the volunteer house, and then another after dinner before we’d hit the town. I’d usually also take one as soon as I woke up, since apart from weekends where I’d spend most of the day sleeping, I’d have to get up early after only having a few hours of sleep due to clubbing until late the night before. Of course, I’d also have somewhere between four and six lines at the club. Eliza was always suspicious when I asked her to get me more coke, but she was usually too drunk to really care and never remembered it in the morning anyway.
 
   Without being conscious of it, I was well on my way to becoming a coke addict. I needed a wakeup call, and halfway through January, I got it in one of the most bizarre ways imaginable.
 
   It all started when my roommate Carmen suggested that we both take a short trip to Bolivia. After a few of the volunteers who’d already been there told me what it was like, I was all for it. Carmen wanted to see the Salar de Uyuni salt flats in southwest Bolivia, and I wanted to go to Route 36 in La Paz, a club renowned for selling coke to the customers to snort on the bar; and, also in La Paz, San Pedro Prison, a jail that offers guided tours to foreigners and the opportunity to snort rack with the inmates. I wasn’t sure how we were going to do everything since we had limited time and Carmen was dead against heavy narcotics, but I was excited for the adventure and figured that we’d just work it out along the way.
 
   As soon as we arrived in La Paz and checked into our hotel room, I was keen to go to the prison. I told Carmen about it, and after I’d assured her it was safe, she was interested enough so off we went. We took a taxi to San Pedro Plaza and then experienced the disbelief felt by the majority of tourists when they’re told that the yellow-walled building with windows instead of bars that’s situated upon prime real estate right smack bang in the middle of town is the prison that houses some of Bolivia’s most hardened drug dealers.
 
   ‘Está usted seguro de que esta es la prisión?’
 
   ‘Si,’ the driver replied, confirming that it was in fact the right place. 
 
   We paid him and then dubiously approached the arched entrance where two policemen guarded the door.
 
   ‘Disculpe señor, es está la prisión de San Pedro?’
 
   ‘Si, amigos, si,’ he said eagerly. ‘Ustedes son touristas, si? Qieren un tour, si?’
 
   ‘Si! Tour!’
 
   ‘Si, si!’ he said zealously, ushering us inside. We had indeed found the right place.
 
   We entered a wide passageway which led to a gate with vertical bars extending from the floor to the roof. On our side stood several guards wearing green uniforms chatting idly amongst themselves, as well as another dozen or so young people of different origins all wearing plain clothes, presumably tourists waiting for the tour to begin. On the other side, pressed up tightly against the metal gate and pushing and shoving each other to get to the front and stick their arms through the bars in attempts to sell us drugs or beg for money, was a loud frenzy of prisoners. Carmen and I looked at each other. We were both a little scared, but also excited to see what lay beyond the bars and learn about the prison’s way of life.
 
   We waited a few more minutes for another couple of tourists to arrive before each paying 20 bolivianos (about five Australian dollars) to the guards. After the prisoners were ordered to step back and make way for us, one of the guards opened the gate and let us inside. A moment later, a well-groomed man with black hair, dark skin and medium build, probably around 30, approached us.
 
   ‘Hi, I’m Pedro,’ he said, smiling warmly and shaking each of our hands as we introduced ourselves. He was wearing a clean light blue button-up shirt, dark blue jeans and polished black leather shoes. How is he dressed so nicely? I remember thinking. These are the sort of clothes I wear to nightclubs back home.
 
   Well-dressed Pedro then showed us around the prison, which was, to put it mildly, nothing like I’d expected. Inside, there were restaurants, convenience stores and small businesses, all owned and run by the inmates themselves. Pedro explained that the prison was like its own small economy. At the top were the wealthy businessmen who continued to run their empires that existed on the outside, using fax machines and phone lines which they’d paid other inmates skilled in the trade to install. The prison’s middle class was comprised of cooks, painters, carpenters, electricians, accountants, doctors, lawyers and other skilled workers who sold their services to fellow inmates, and the lower class was made up of unskilled workers who performed chores like cleaning the toilets and delivering messages. Of course at each class level, there were also plenty of inmates who dealt drugs or engaged in other forms of criminal pursuits to make their money.
 
   When Pedro showed us his so-called “cell,” I could hardly believe my eyes. There were no bars. From the outside, it looked like your average apartment – just a wooden door embedded in a concrete wall. As we stood there stunned, Pedro retrieved a key from his pocket, unlocked the door himself, and opened it for us.
 
   ‘Welcome to my home,’ he said.
 
   My jaw dropped when we walked inside. It honestly was like a studio apartment – Pedro had a kitchen with a fridge, stove, microwave and oven; a large shelf full of books and magazines; a chest of drawers with clothes pouring out of them; a dinner table surrounded by chairs; a bedside table with CDs, cigarette packs, a toothbrush, toothpaste, a razor, shaving cream, deodorant, shower gel, hair gel, skin cream and cologne resting on top; and at the foot of his bed, he had a big screen TV and a six speaker stereo.
 
   ‘How . . .’ ‘what . . .’ ‘this can’t be . . .’ were the shocked responses from the tourists.
 
   Pedro laughed. ‘Everybody, find somewhere to sit and I’ll tell you a bit about our living conditions.’
 
   Inmates had to buy their own cells. If they could not afford one, they slept outside in the freezing cold. The way Pedro explained it, the market for cells operated like any normal property market: prices fluctuated according to supply and demand, and commissions for agents and lawyers had to be paid for the transaction itself. After agreeing on a price, the buyer and seller would sign a sale-purchase contract in front of a witness and the section delegate. The section delegate and the witness would then sign the sale-purchase agreement too, and the section delegate would stamp it with the section stamp to make it official. After the sale price had been paid, the buyer then had to pay the title transfer fee, which was received by the section treasurer. The title document was then handed over to the new owner, who then had the right to live in the room.
 
   ‘Are all the rooms this nice?’ one of the tourists asked.
 
   ‘No,’ Pedro replied. ‘In the more dangerous parts of the prison, there are long rows of tiny concrete cells lit by a dim bulb dangling from the ceiling. There are no windows, and up to five inmates live in each cell. They have no possessions and live off scraps.’
 
   He paused.
 
   ‘Some inmates die of starvation. Others freeze to death. Some are stabbed and bleed out.’ He shook his head. ‘This is prison. Life is cheap.’
 
   The tour continued for another half hour or so as Pedro told us more about the workings of the prison and shared a few of his more interesting tales. Afterwards, he said that instead of leaving, we could choose to stay the night for an extra 30 bolivianos. A group of six Europeans instantly said they’d do it, but none of the other tourists wanted to. I’d heard from a number of people that at night was when the coke snorting started and things at the prison really got exciting. I’d also been assured that it was safe – the tourists brought so much money into the prison that no one wanted them to stop coming, which is exactly what would happen if any of them were robbed, hurt or killed. Tourists were thus very well protected, both by the prison guards and the inmates that had been hired by the tour guides for added protection. I looked at Carmen, hoping she’d want to stay but knowing she probably wouldn’t.
 
   She sighed. ‘You want to spend the night here, don’t you?’
 
   ‘If you don’t want to we can go back to the hotel. It’s fine.’
 
   ‘You don’t have to come back with me.’
 
   ‘I’d feel bad leaving you all alone.’
 
   ‘Don’t be silly! If you want to stay, stay. I’ll be fine.’
 
   ‘Are you sure?’
 
   ‘Of course. I’m exhausted anyway – I hardly slept last night on the bus over here. I’ll probably just have an early dinner and go to bed.’
 
   ‘Are you really sure?’ I repeated.
 
   ‘Of course. Come back early in the morning though so we can go to the Catedral Metropolitana tomorrow.’
 
   ‘OK. Thanks, Carmen.’
 
   So then there were eight of us: Pedro, the six Europeans, and me. It wasn’t long before Pedro pulled a bag of cocaine out of his pocket and started making lines on top of CD cases. 
 
   ‘This is where the best cocaine in the world is made,’ he said as he lined it up. ‘San Pedro Prison.’
 
   ‘What do you mean?’ one of the Europeans asked.
 
   ‘Cocaine – some of the prisoners have laboratories in their cells. This is where it comes from – the purest cocaine in the world. You want to know how much coke we have here? Some of the inmates have cats that are addicts.’ Pedro laughed at our astonishment and then we all started doing lines.
 
   After a couple of hours I was higher than I’d ever been. I had no idea how much coke I’d had, but apparently it was more than anybody else. 
 
   ‘Whoa! Australiano, you’ve got to take it easy, man!’ Pedro exclaimed (one of the Europeans was also called Jimmy, so he’d taken to calling us by our country of origin).
 
   ‘Pedro man I fucking love this shit!’ I said manically. ‘This shit’s so fucking good man I love being on coke, it just makes me feel so good and awesome and I fucking love it!’ The shit I was saying was pretty stupid – we’d also been drinking.
 
   Pedro studied me carefully.
 
   ‘How long have you been in South America, Australiano?’
 
   ‘Two-and-a-half weeks.’
 
   ‘And how much coke have you had in that time?’
 
   ‘No idea man . . . heaps eh? It’s just so fucking good! Everyday all the time whenever I want! It’s just so fucking good!’
 
   Pedro shook his head.
 
   ‘Australiano, you’ve got to stop taking so much, man,’ he said firmly. ‘Otherwise, you’re going to get addicted.’
 
   ‘No way man I’m not going to get addicted. I’ll be fine!’
 
   ‘Australiano, listen to me,’ he said sternly, but I was way too hyped to concentrate, just thinking about how amazing everything was compared to when I was depressed. I reached for the bag of coke on the table to make another line, but Pedro cut me off. 
 
   ‘I’m serious, Australiano!’ he said, raising his voice. ‘You’ve got to stop this shit!’
 
   ‘Chill out man I’m fine!’ I laughed, reaching for the bag once more. But Pedro cut me off again and shook his head seriously.
 
   ‘I would rather you didn’t have to see this, Australiano. But if it’s going to stop you from turning into a coke addict, then I’ll have to show you.’
 
   He told everyone to ‘wait a minute’ before he left his cell, taking the bag of coke with him. When he came back a few minutes later, he was accompanied by a shockingly groomed, emaciated, middle-aged man dressed in what barely passed as rags. It looked like he hadn’t showered in days. He had scabs and bruises all over his body, a nose that was flat and crooked, and only five teeth. Conversation stopped as we studied him carefully.
 
   ‘Everyone, this is José,’ said Pedro. ‘Say “hola” to José. He doesn’t speak any English.’
 
   ‘Hola!’ we all said loudly. 
 
   José didn’t say anything, didn’t do anything except ravenously stare at the coke that Pedro was lining up on a CD case.
 
   ‘Now everyone,’ he began, looking directly at me, ‘this is why you never, ever, want to get addicted to coke.’
 
   He handed the CD case to José who zealously snatched it from his hands and quickly snorted the coke. For a minute or two, he didn’t do anything but stand there. Then, he began to fidget . . . then the next thing we knew he was jumping up and down, frantically flapping his arms in the air before he fell to the floor and started convulsing wildly, shrieking in terror as he furiously scratched his body.
 
   ‘Arañas! Arañas! Hay arañas debajo de mi piel!’
 
   ‘What the fuck is he saying?’ yelled one of the Europeans.
 
   ‘He’s paranoid,’ Pedro replied. ‘He thinks there are spiders underneath his skin.’
 
   We all watched on aghast as José continued screaming, spasming violently on the ground and scratching himself vehemently, drawing blood with his dirty long nails. I wanted to stop him, pin him down so he would stop hurting himself, but Pedro held out an open palm, instructing us not to come any closer. But then José started pounding his head on the ground, slamming it so hard that his skin cracked and blood oozed from the wounds. It was more than I could bear. I lunged forwards to help him, but Pedro restrained me. 
 
   ‘No, Australiano! Leave him! He needs this.’
 
   ‘But he’s going to die!’ I yelled, struggling to break free.
 
   ‘No he’s not. He needs this,’ Pedro repeated.
 
   A few seconds later, José stopped moving. Blood was dribbling down his face and was flecked across his body. His eyes were sealed shut, his breathing deep and heavy. There was complete silence as we watched him, panic-stricken.
 
   It was several minutes before José’s eyes finally cracked open. A couple of minutes later, he staggered to his feet, and Pedro gave him a towel, a small tub of ice, a plate of our leftover chicken dinner, as well as some Band-Aids.
 
   ‘Gracias,’ murmured José before leaving. Pedro closed the door behind him and looked at us sombrely. We were all horrified. It was a while before anybody spoke.
 
   ‘What . . . what was . . . what was h-happening to him?’ one of the Europeans finally stammered.
 
   ‘Paranoia,’ replied Pedro. ‘He thinks spiders are crawling underneath his skin. But eventually he snaps out of it – when he hits his head on the ground. It’s the pain that snaps him out.’
 
   Once again, a while passed where no one spoke. Finally, looking directly at me once again, Pedro repeated:
 
   ‘And that, everyone, is why you never want to become a coke addict.’
 
   After another awkward silence, the Europeans got back to talking amongst themselves and drinking rum. I was too disturbed to socialise. Pedro came and sat beside me. 
 
   ‘I’m sorry I had to show you that, Australiano. It’s just that I’ve seen so many people lose their lives to drugs. I didn’t want you to make the same mistake.’
 
   My eyes filled with tears as it all began to sink in. Look what you’ve done, I thought to myself. You’re going down the same path with coke as you went with booze. And then all of a sudden everything came gushing out, and I was telling Pedro all about my depression and everything I’d been through and how taking coke just made me feel happy for the first time in what felt like forever. He listened patiently the whole time, never interrupting as I spilled my soul. When I was finally finished, he put his arm around me, patted me kindly on the shoulder. 
 
   ‘I don’t know how to fix your depression, Australiano. But I can promise you that cocaine is not the answer.’ 
 
   I nodded seriously.
 
   ‘Yeah. You’re right.’
 
   We were silent for a while, absorbed in our own thoughts before Pedro checked his watch.
 
   ‘It’s nearly morning, Australiano. You should go back to your hotel and get some sleep before you go with your friend to the Catedral Metropolitana.’ 
 
   I nodded in agreement, eager to get out of there anyway and be alone with my thoughts.
 
   He walked me to the gate of the prison. Awash with emotion I hugged him tightly.
 
   ‘Thank-you, Pedro,’ I whispered in his ear.
 
   ‘No problem, amigo,’ he said, clapping me warmly on the back.
 
   To this day, I’m still grateful for what Pedro did for me, and I’ll have a go at anyone who says that all prisoners are scum who have no hearts.
 
    
 
   The following night, instead of going to Route 36 as planned, I decided to go to an internet café and Skype Olivia.
 
   ‘Hey, sweetie!’ she exclaimed when she first heard my voice. We’d been sending each other messages on Facebook the whole time I’d been away, but that was the first time we’d managed to Skype.
 
   ‘Hey, baby! How’re you going?’
 
   ‘Great! I’m in Austria now! It’s so cold!’
 
   We spent a while catching up on each other’s news from the previous few days. 
 
   ‘Baby we took a cruise down the Rhine River!’ she began excitedly. ‘It was so beautiful! We passed all these castles and vineyards! And then we stopped in this lovely little village called St Goar where we went wine tasting in a candlelit underground cellar! I wish you were there with me, sweetie! It was such a beautiful little town! Gorgeous cobbled streets, medieval castles in the background, and the largest freestanding outdoor cuckoo clock in the world! Then at night we took the coach to Munich and spent the day at Maximilianstrasse. Oh, Jimmy! It was the prettiest boulevard I’ve ever seen! All the designer labels had stores there: Dolce & Gabbana, Gucci, Versace, Hugo Boss, Louis Vuitton, Dior, Chanel and Bulgari. They had the prettiest things, baby, the most beautiful dresses I’ve ever seen! But everything was so expensive – I spent four hours there and I didn’t even buy anything! And afterwards, we went to this magnificent park called Englischer Garten. It was stunning, baby – snow sprinkled across the ground and flecked through the trees . . . ducks swimming in the water . . . so beautiful! And we saw so many things there! The Japanese Teahouse, the Monopteros, the Chinese Tower and the Rumford Saal! Then at night we went to the beer garden there and tried all sorts of German beers. I don’t even like beer, sweetie, but I drank some! And then today we arrived in Austria!’
 
   It sounded like she was having the time of her life. I also definitely noticed that she seemed to be back to her “usual self” – effervescent, relaxed and worry-free – as opposed to being, as I perceived it, burdened by concern for me. I became inundated with guilt whenever I thought about what I’d put her through, and even more so when I felt like I detracted from her happiness rather than added to it. Given that she was in such good spirits and was enjoying her holiday so much, it was surely the wrong time to tell her that I’d been snorting coke six times a day. But at the time, I thought she’d be pleased to hear that I’d decided to stop. Instead, a fight ensued.
 
   ‘I can’t believe you’d be so stupid as to take cocaine!’ she shrieked.
 
   ‘I know, sweetie,’ I said softly, trying to calm her down. ‘It was – ’
 
   ‘How have you not learned your lesson from your drinking? How can you start snorting coke in the middle of the day and not see anything wrong with it?’
 
   I tried to apologise, I tried to explain, but there was nothing I could say to mollify her anger. When she started to weep, I became racked with guilt once again.
 
   ‘J-Jimmy . . . I love you so much . . . so it h-hurts me to see you do these things to yourself. The drinking . . . cutting yourself . . . now the cocaine. I was so worried about you last year, J-Jimmy. Sometimes . . . s-sometimes I couldn’t sleep . . . just thinking about how much pain you were in and the things you did to yourself. It hurt me too, Jimmy.’ Her sobbing grew louder. ‘And I th-thought you were b-better . . . these last few weeks . . . and now I find out you’ve been taking cocaine every day . . . and n-now . . . now I’m w-worried again!’ She burst into tears.
 
   ‘Liv please don’t cry,’ I begged.
 
   ‘I love you too m-much to see you do this . . .’
 
   ‘Please don’t cry, Liv. Please don’t cry . . .’
 
   ‘I love you too much . . .’ she trailed off, crying.
 
   ‘Liv I’m going to stop. I promise. I’ll never take cocaine ever again.’
 
   She cried for what felt like an eternity before finally composing herself.
 
   ‘Do you really promise?’ she asked.
 
   ‘Yes. I promise.’
 
   We continued talking for a few minutes longer before we hung up and I was left alone with my remorse. 
 
   You’ve got to stop doing this, I told myself. You can’t keep fucking up and putting Liv through all of this. Otherwise, you’re going to drive her away. 
 
   I thought about José, and was confident that I’d be able to abstain from snorting coke for the rest of my life. I’ll be OK, I told myself. I know I can stop taking cocaine and be a good boyfriend to Olivia.
 
   The following day, Carmen and I were meant to take a bus to see the Salar de Uyuni salt flats, but she’d gotten food poisoning at dinner and was up sick all night. Instead of going to the salt flats, she preferred to just take the bus back to Cusco where she could rest before returning to school. We left that night and arrived the following day.
 
    
 
   The rest of my trip was amazing. I continued having a great time in Peru, going out every night with the other volunteers and partying into the early hours of the morning. Keeping true to my promise to Olivia, I didn’t snort any more coke. Then again, I did continue drinking a lot. I knew I probably shouldn’t have, but just being in that environment with everyone partying all the time made it difficult not to. All I wanted to do was just fit in and have a good time, and I didn’t feel like I could do that without joining in the fun. I made a rule, though, that this would purely be an “overseas thing” – that there’d be no more binge drinking back in Sydney. If you can stick to this rule, I figured, then it doesn’t really matter what happens over the next few weeks.
 
    
 
   The Galapagos Islands were serene. After the madness of Peru, it was nice to just lie on the beach, snorkel and relax on the boat that took us from island to island. I figured that week would be somewhat of a detox week for me, but most nights we were up late on the roof of the boat drinking and swapping travel stories. One morning, I woke up lying on a deckchair with rum spilt all over my clothes and no memory of what had happened the previous night. My fellow travellers snickered when they saw me at breakfast, but I never found out what it was all about.
 
    
 
   In Auckland, New Zealand, I spent most of my time getting back in touch with my novel. Each morning, I’d wake up early and walk a couple of blocks to a coffee shop called Esquires, order an iced chocolate and a ham and cheese croissant and spend the morning writing. After having lunch at Subway, I’d return to Esquires to write some more, and would usually go back there after dinner too. Having spent six weeks away from my novel revitalised me, augmented my desire to finish it and get it published. When I’d first arrived in New Zealand, I was up to the part where the protagonist’s mother was about to start working as a prostitute, and in the one week I was there, I wrote all the way up to the part where they had been evicted and were forced to live in the shanty town (three whole chapters!). I was ecstatic. I knew my novel was improving and that I was on the right track. The plot was much sharper now, and many of the other problems Pierce had drawn to my attention had been weeded out. My writing style had also dramatically improved, due to all the reading I’d been doing. In the previous six months alone I’d read another 12 or so of John Steinbeck’s books; Breath, Cloudstreet, Shallows and Dirt Music by Tim Winton; and The Catcher in the Rye by J. D. Salinger. When I wasn’t writing, I spent most of my time listening to “fire-up” songs like Nelly’s “Heart of a Champion” and Survivor’s “Eye of the Tiger,” all the while imagining myself receiving that phone call where I’m offered a publishing contract and yelling, screaming, punching the air; or walking into a bookstore and seeing my novel on the shelves and being so steeped with pride, so happy that I’d proved all my doubters wrong that I could weep. It was an obsession that dominated my thoughts. I must do this. I must! I was so imbued with hope, so excited for the year ahead. I get to spend the whole year writing, working on my dream! I’d think exuberantly. How amazing is that! 
 
    
 
   When I arrived back in Sydney, my parents – who’d arranged to leave work early – picked me up from the airport and took me out to dinner. The next morning Liv flew in, and we spent the day at Shelly Beach, a few hundred metres south of Manly Beach. We lay together in the sand, paddled hand-in-hand by the reef, kissed in the cool ocean water that rippled around us. We went back to her place and made short, sweet love that barely lasted ten minutes, and afterwards, as we lay there in each other’s arms, I remember feeling reborn. 
 
   My depression’s over, I thought. Done, finished, kaput. Now, I can get on with my life.
 
   For the first time in a long time, I felt free, like an eagle, wings mended and ready to soar through the sky, chase my dreams, marry Olivia, have a family, and live happily ever after.
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 13
 
   IT’S A SNEAKY ILLNESS, DEPRESSION IS
 
    
 
   Like I said, Olivia got back from Europe the day after I returned from South America. We spent the day together, but, eager to see all our friends who we hadn’t hung out with in a while, Liv decided to have a few people over to her place to catch up over drinks. She invited her friends, and I brought Corey, Brent and the rest of the guys. 
 
   The night started off fine – everyone eating from the barbeque with a drink in hand, talking about their summers and the things they’d done. I was doing the same, but ploughing through the drinks at a much faster rate than anybody else. Like so many of the mistakes you have witnessed me make – and will, unfortunately, continue to witness me make – it seems like such an obviously stupid one. I mean, I had a history of alcoholism – so why was I drinking? To answer your question, I guess it was just a hangover from South America. I’d enjoyed myself so much over there, and, over there, my drinking hadn’t gotten me into any strife. So I reneged on my promise to myself that binge drinking would only be a “South America thing.”
 
   Everyone had a good time and left around midnight, by which point I was well and truly plastered. I couldn’t hold a proper conversation, nor could I walk in a straight line or help Olivia clean up. She was livid. When I tried to make drunken conversation, she ignored me. When I tried to spoon her in bed she pushed me away. She gave it to me the next morning, yelling at me for drinking so much and reminding me of all the trouble my boozing had caused in the past. She was so angry, so upset, so frustrated, as she put it, that just when she thought I’d stopped drinking and taking drugs, I’d start back up again. For the first time since the San Pedro Prison incident, I was filled with guilt and self-directed anger. 
 
   What the fuck are you doing? I chastised myself. You’ve only been back for two days and you’ve already got Liv angry and upset and frustrated! What the fuck is wrong with you? How many more signs do you need telling you that you shouldn’t be drinking? Stop doing this to yourself. Stop doing this to Olivia. Lay off the grog, for fuck’s sake. 
 
   I went out with the boys three of the next five nights, and didn’t take a sip of liquor. It was fine in the sense that I was able to do it without experiencing any cravings, but sobriety made the nights if not boring, then certainly underwhelming. I just didn’t fit in – everyone was smashed except for me. Have you ever been the only sober person amongst a group of carefree, skylarking drunks? It’s not much fun. In fact, I found myself leaving the pub or the club even more anxious than when I’d first arrived. And this anxiety was compounded by a sickening fear: fear that all the joy I’d felt in South America was temporary. Fear that I’d never really conquered my depression at all. Fear that there were days to come where I’d feel nothing but an acute, unwavering dread; nothing but the urge to plunge that knife into my forearm; or worst of all, that there’d be days ahead where I’d wish for nothing else but death. With mounting terror, I could sense all my demons awakening from their naps, could feel depression retightening its grip around my throat. I hadn’t even been back a week and I was already gagging.
 
   So when I went out the following night, I was determined to have a good time. I’ll just have a few drinks with the guys before we go out, and then another couple at the club – just so I don’t feel left out. I won’t get drunk, though. I’ll drink like a controlled, civilised human being – and there’s nothing wrong with doing that. It’s when you take it too far, drink so much that you can’t control yourself – that’s the problem. But if you just limit the amount you drink and keep a relatively clear head then you should be fine. So I decided to have a couple of beers with the boys at Brent’s house. After my first one, I felt a little more relaxed. The second one was great too. The third . . . beautiful. I was having a good time, just shooting the shit with the guys and telling them some of the other things I’d done on my trip that I hadn’t already shared with them. It was great just to hang out with them and drink like old times, but before we’d even left for Darling Harbour, I’d had seven beers, and by then I couldn’t stop. It happened once again. I arrived at Cargo Bar tipsy before drinking myself senseless for the sole purpose of escaping those demons, getting a little breathing room. By the time I left I was absolutely wasted. Corey had to put me in a cab.
 
   ‘Tell the driver to take me to Liv’s house,’ I slurred.
 
   Corey raised his eyebrows. 
 
   ‘You sure Liv’s going to want to see you in this state?’
 
   ‘Yeah, no worries man. She’ll be right.’
 
   ‘Are you sure?’ he asked again.
 
   ‘Yeah, man. Don’t worry about it.’
 
   He shook his head sceptically, gave the driver Olivia’s address and went back inside the club. That’s my last memory of the night. What happened next is what Olivia told me the following morning.
 
    
 
   Apparently, I’d gotten out of the cab in Olivia’s street, and rung what I thought was her doorbell. When no one answered, I started pounding on the door. 
 
    ‘Liv! It’s me! Open up!’ I kept banging and yelling and banging and yelling until someone finally answered.
 
   ‘Who the hell are you?’
 
   I stumbled away. On to the next house. Same story.
 
   ‘Liv! It’s me! Open up!’
 
   ‘What the fuck?’ another stranger answered. I tried to walk inside, but he blocked my path. Being bigger than him, I tried to push my way past him. 
 
   ‘No! Get the hell out of my house!’
 
   ‘Liv! Where are you? I’m just trying to find Liv, man. You need to chill out!’ He pushed me out of the house.
 
   ‘I’m calling the police!’ he yelled.
 
   I crossed the street. The same thing happened at another house before I finally found Olivia’s. She answered the door in her pyjamas, stricken with fury.
 
   ‘Jimmy what the hell are you doing?’ she hissed.
 
   ‘Hey, baby!’ I exclaimed, attempting to kiss her. She pushed me away.
 
   ‘You’re drunk again!’
 
   I went to kiss her once more.
 
   ‘No, Jimmy!’ she shrieked furiously. ‘I can’t even look at you right now!’
 
   ‘Come on, baby! I just want to spend some time with you.’ I tried to hug her but she fended me off.
 
   ‘Aw, come on Liv. Don’t be like that!’
 
   ‘Jimmy, seriously – get away from me. I don’t want to be anywhere near you right now.’
 
   ‘Come on, Liv,’ I whined. ‘Let’s go to bed.’
 
   ‘I said no!’
 
   I groped her breast. ‘Come – ’
 
   ‘Jimmy fuck off!’ she yelled. 
 
   She ran outside, leaving me alone in the doorway. She sat on the side of the street and bawled her eyes out. 
 
   ‘Why do you do this, Jimmy?’ she cried. ‘W-why do you do this?’
 
   Then, the cops arrived.
 
   ‘Are you all right, Miss?’
 
   Olivia looked up at them, her eyes filled with tears. Then she saw her neighbours standing outside, and instantly grew worried.
 
   ‘Yes, th-thank-you,’ she sobbed. ‘Did something happen?’
 
   ‘A few of your neighbours reported a young man banging on their door and trying to enter their home. Do you know anything about that?’
 
   She gasped. She didn’t know what to do. She didn’t want to get me in trouble, but at the same time, she couldn’t lie to the police. She figured that if she could just explain the situation, then hopefully everyone would understand.
 
   ‘Yes, sir. I’m sorry, but that man is my boyfriend. He was trying to find my house, but he got the wrong ones by mistake.’ 
 
   She sighed. 
 
   ‘He’d been drinking.’
 
   ‘That son of a bitch woke my whole family up and tried to enter my home!’ one of the neighbours yelled. ‘I want to press charges!’
 
   ‘No! Please don’t!’ Olivia cried. ‘He was just drunk! He didn’t mean – ’
 
   ‘I want him charged!’
 
   ‘No! Please! He didn’t mean any harm!’
 
   ‘I don’t care!’
 
   ‘Please!’ she begged.
 
   ‘I want him charged!’
 
   Then, playing the card of last resort, Olivia confessed to them my drinking problem. She told them about my struggle with depression and how I’d turned to alcohol to cope. She told them what I was doing with my life – about how I was studying commerce/law and writing a novel. She told them that while I was an alcoholic, I was not a bad person or a criminal, but rather a loving, intelligent young man who happened to have a drinking problem and a mental illness. She begged them not to press charges, promising them that it would never happen again. Out of the goodness of their hearts, they decided to give me another chance. Olivia’s neighbours all returned to their homes, but said that if anything similar ever happened again, they wouldn’t hesitate to press charges. The police said that even though they weren’t going to charge me, they still wanted to talk to me. Olivia led them inside, only to find me passed out on the kitchen floor with her parents – who’d been woken up by the commotion – shaking their heads furiously and trying their best to wake me up. Unable to properly do so, the cops carried me over to the couch in the living room where I slept until morning.
 
    
 
   Of course, Olivia was irate the next day. She berated me like she usually did when I got wasted like that, but this time, she also took it a step further.
 
   ‘I c-can’t keep going like this, Jimmy,’ she wept hoarsely. ‘Everything that’s been happening . . . it’s breaking me. I can’t take it any more. You need to sort this out. Otherwise . . . otherwise . . .’
 
   I was stunned.
 
   ‘Otherwise . . . what?’
 
   She was crying.
 
   ‘Don’t . . . d-don’t make me say it. Please, Jimmy.’
 
   I gaped at her as tears rolled down her cheeks. I started crying too. I knew what she meant and it pummelled me with anguish.
 
   ‘OK, Liv, OK. I’ll change. I’ll never drink ever again.’
 
   She looked at me sternly.
 
   ‘You need to stop drinking.’
 
   ‘I will.’
 
   ‘Say you’ll promise.’
 
   ‘I promise, Olivia.’
 
   We both sat there crying. I felt so guilty. Look what you’ve done to her, you selfish son of a bitch. She’s so good to you, and this is how you treat her? You don’t deserve to be with someone like Olivia. She’d be better off without you. 
 
   Just when I thought things couldn’t get any worse, the two policemen from the previous night arrived to talk to me. For the next hour they lectured me about trespass and public intoxication, and about all of the consequences that can stem from such behaviour. They inundated me with tales of youths who’d let booze ruin their lives. They chided me for being so out of control. They looked down on me, treated me like a criminal who had no future.
 
   ‘If you keep being a drunk, you won’t be able to get a job. You’ll have to steal to get your grog. You’ll be in and out of jail for the rest of your life.’
 
   ‘That’s how plenty of criminals start their lives of crime.’
 
   ‘Prison’s no joke. Some bad, bad things happen in prison – especially to young people.’
 
   ‘What’ll your parents think of you if you go to jail? What about your girlfriend? Pretty thing like her – do you really think she’s going to stay with you if you’re behind bars?’
 
   Look at what’s happened to you, I ruminated in disgust. Two years ago, you’d just been accepted into commerce/law and you had the world at your feet. Now, you’ve deferred your degree, your novel isn’t published, you’re an alcoholic, Olivia’s always stressed over you, and you’re getting berated by the cops and being treated like a criminal. You’re such a loser. Could you have failed any more in the last two years? Fuck you. I fucking hate you, you worthless piece of shit. 
 
   Then, the policemen took me to each of the houses I’d disrupted the previous night and made me apologise to the residents.
 
   ‘One thing most criminals have in common is that they never take responsibility for their actions. If you can admit to your victims that you made a mistake, then there’s a chance that you can turn yourself around and avoid a life of crime.’
 
   Each of the neighbours were similarly condescending, saying that they’d “spared me, but that next time, I wouldn’t be so lucky;” or that they’d “given me another chance to choose between the ‘right’ life and the ‘wrong’ life, and that I’d better make the correct decision.” One of them even said that “you don’t expect to see criminals come out of good homes in good areas.” It was humiliating. Finally, the police let me go, saying that they hoped to never see me again. The assault on my psyche then continued – this time my own. 
 
   You’re such a fuck up. I hate you. I fucking hate you. You don’t deserve to live. You should just kill yourself. The world would be better off without you. 
 
   By then, my depression was choking me with more force than ever before. Although this episode was triggered by the aftermath of my drinking, it was greatly exacerbated by the additional fact that I’d previously tricked myself into thinking I was healthy again. It scared the shit out of me, how wrong I’d been. 
 
   How the hell could I feel so good, feel so certain that I’d conquered my depression, only to feel like this seven days later? It’s been a whole year now – how can I still be depressed after all these months? 
 
   And then came the most terrifying thought that a person with depression can possibly have.
 
   Will I always feel this way? Is this just the way I am? Will I forever be condemned to a life of misery and despair?
 
   If at the end of the day, all people want is to be happy, then isn’t this feeling – will I forever be condemned to a life of misery and despair? – the most terrifying feeling we can possibly experience?
 
   The fact that it haunts everyone in the throes of a prolonged depression – not to mention that by definition, sufferers are, to say the least, unhappy – is what makes clinical depression such a horrific illness.
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 14
 
   TO BE OR NOT TO BE
 
    
 
   I went to bed feeling dreadful that night, and found myself desperately yearning for death. I remember lying on my back and staring up at the ceiling, hoping it would come crashing down on my face and kill me instantly. And then I thought about what it would be like after death, how surreal it must be to have no connection between mind and body. I fantasised about the soothing warmth of a coffin. The apathy I’d feel. Lid bolted shut. Everything blocked out. Just blackness. Gentle, peaceful blackness. No other thought gave me any form of relief.
 
   And for the next month, that was all I felt. I couldn’t escape it – it was there when I woke up and it was there when I went to bed. I was so lost in the fog of my misery that I had no idea how to navigate my way out. I felt shockingly unstable, like a spinning top that was slowing down. And I felt so high-strung. I was sober as a judge, for fuck’s sake. I’d been reading to try to relax, but when you’re craving booze, reading to relax is like hugging when you’re horny. I found myself feeling so miserable, so frustrated, so overwhelmed with self-hatred over the most trivial of issues: missing the ferry, getting yelled at by Dad for forgetting to clean up after dinner, getting a parking ticket. Small shit like that. My lone highlight during those few weeks was when a modelling agent gave me her card while I was at Dymocks buying books. But I was too disturbed to remember to call her.
 
   And then there was Olivia. I’d thought that once I stopped drinking our relationship would automatically stabilise, but as I got sucked deeper and deeper into the vortex of my illness, to my horror, it not only didn’t stabilise, but continued to deteriorate. Something was changing before my very eyes. Her compassion was cooling. Her warmth was evaporating. I remember one night in particular when it was as evident as ever. After a day of writer’s block, I was feeling hideously suicidal. I tried to sleep it off, but I couldn’t drift away. By three o’clock I was drenched with sweat. I found myself shivering, shaking violently. I held Olivia tightly, pressing my torso against her back.
 
   ‘I just want to die . . . I just want to die,’ I kept repeating.
 
   ‘Just hang in there. Everything’s going to be OK,’ she replied.
 
   I kept sweating, shaking, repeating the same wish: ‘I just want to die . . . I just want to die.’
 
   ‘Just hang in there. Everything’s going to be OK,’ Liv kept saying. She sounded exhausted, drained, lacking in spirit. 
 
   ‘I don’t know what I’d do without you,’ I started babbling, still clutching her tightly. ‘If it wasn’t for you today, I would’ve drunk nonstop. Cut myself over and over. God knows what else. I don’t know what I’d do without you. I don’t know what I’d do without you.’
 
   She didn’t say anything. I thought she may’ve fallen asleep.
 
   ‘You awake, baby?’
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   ‘Did you hear what I said?’
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   I kept going.
 
   ‘You’re my saviour, Olivia. My heroine. My life would be nothing without you. You hold me together. You make life worth living. I don’t know what I’d do without you.’
 
   Once again she just lay there silently. Fresh sweat drenched my body. My shaking continued. I felt ghastly.
 
   ‘I have to go to the bathroom,’ Liv finally said. She slipped out from under my arms, disappeared out the door.
 
   Sweating, shaking, fantasising about death. So passed another hour. Finally, Olivia returned.
 
   ‘You were gone for ages. Where did you go?’
 
   ‘Jimmy,’ she sighed. ‘You’re still awake . . .’
 
   She crawled back onto her side of the bed. I shuffled across, engulfed her again.
 
   ‘This is so fucked up baby, this is so fucked up. My whole life is such a fucking disaster. You’re the only good thing I have left. I love you so fucking much . . .’
 
   And then she did something she’d never done. She tried to break free from my grasp.
 
   ‘What is it, Liv?’
 
   ‘Let go of me, Jimmy.’
 
   She paused.
 
   ‘It’s . . . it’s late. I need to sleep. Get up early tomorrow.’
 
   I released her, shocked as hell.
 
   ‘Liv? Are you OK?’
 
   ‘I’m fine. I just need some sleep.’
 
   She then turned away, slept by herself like I wasn’t even there.
 
   Something was definitely off. She wasn’t calling me as often as usual, took forever to reply to texts, and made up excuses for why she couldn’t spend the night. Whenever I asked her what was wrong, she’d say ‘nothing,’ that she was ‘just a little busier than usual,’ and to ‘stop asking her all the time.’ Her coldness sickened me, vastly deepened my depression. And it was around this time that the “Writers’ Centre incident” happened. In hindsight, what brought everything to a boil. Meeting with death, number one.
 
   It was a Friday morning. I had a writing course – “How To Develop Romantic Relationships Between Characters” – at the NSW Writers’ Centre in Rozelle at 10:00 a.m. It was only a 45 minute drive from Manly, but my car was being serviced that day so I had to take public transport. I’d never been to the Writers’ Centre before, and I wasn’t familiar with Rozelle, so I knew I’d need to allow plenty of time to get there and find the place. I figured if I took the 8:00 a.m. bus from Manly I’d get to Queen Victoria Building in the city by nine, and that from there I could catch another bus to Rozelle and be at the Writers’ Centre with plenty of time to spare.
 
   As per my plan, I boarded the eight o’clock bus from Manly that would take me to the city. It chugged along slowly, its progress obstructed by the heavy peak hour traffic and having to constantly stop to drop off passengers and pick them up. I tried to read American Psycho by Brett Eastern Ellis on the way, but as the time kept flying by, I found myself too stressed out to be able to really get absorbed in it. At 9:10, the bus finally arrived at QVB. I crossed George Street and checked the schedule at the stop opposite Town Hall. The next bus left at 9:25. My anxiety escalated. I knew I’d be pressed for time. I waited nervously, biting my nails the entire time. The bus came a touch after 9:25, and by the time we’d gotten to Rozelle, it was 9:45. A couple of minutes later, I saw the sign that read “NSW Writers’ Centre,” so I got off the bus. I stood in front of the sign, but all I could see was a big grassy area and a large complex of buildings. I was panic-stricken. Where the fuck is this place? I ran through the field past the buildings, but I couldn’t find any signs pointing to the Writers’ Centre. 
 
   Fucking hell! I swore. You fucking idiot! Why didn’t you look up exactly where this place is on a fucking map? 
 
   I looked at my watch: it was three minutes to ten. I let out a loud, desperate groan and ran back through the field to the main road. Cars passed in both directions. Where the fuck am I? I ran down the street, saw one perpendicular to the road I was on. Alberto Street. It meant nothing to me. I ran back to the field and the buildings and frantically searched for the Writers’ Centre once again but to no avail. I checked my watch: 10:15.
 
   Fuck you! I yelled in my head. You stupid fucking cunt! You can’t even get to a fucking course on time! What the fuck is wrong with you? You’re so fucking stupid! So fucking worthless! You fucking piece of shit!
 
   I was so overwhelmed with self-loathing that I suddenly felt exhausted. I trudged to a nearby tree, slumped beneath it, cried into my hands. 
 
   You’re a stupid, pathetic fuck, I kept telling myself. You’re such a worthless cunt. You’re such a fucking loser. 
 
   I started crying even louder.
 
   Everyone was right about you! I bawled. You’re nothing but a washed up surfer! You deserved to have been ridiculed by everyone! You deserved to have been laughed at by the whole year at the University Seminar! 
 
   When I’d finally stopped crying, I found myself craving a drink. Or 30. I knew I’d promised Olivia that I’d never drink again, but I just needed it so fucking badly. She’ll understand, I told myself. Anyone would, if they knew how shit you felt. Eyes still lacquered with tears, I picked myself up and staggered to the main road. I quickly found a bar, but when I got to the door I thought of Olivia, and I just couldn’t break my promise. But I wanted to drink so fucking much. I felt even worse than I did that night when I was clutching her in bed. If it wasn’t for you, Olivia, I thought, I’d drink until I passed out. Hell, hopefully I’d never wake up. With a bit of luck, I’d choke on my own vomit and die. I was shaking, trembling at the bar’s entrance. I stumbled a few steps away and threw up in a bin on the side of the street. Plenty of it missed and splattered all over my shirt. My legs shook violently. I fell to my knees before somehow regaining my balance and stumbling further down the street. 
 
   You must cut yourself, I thought. You are a fucking moron. Who the fuck can’t get to a fucking course on time? You stupid cunt. You deserve to be slashed up. You deserve to have blood spurting out of your body and be screaming in agony like the pathetic loser you are. You deserve to have the whole world laugh at your suffering, piss themselves at you flailing wildly in pain and begging for mercy. You worthless cunt. You deserve to have the whole world take a big fat fucking shit on your grave.
 
   I stumbled into a convenience store and bought a glass bottle of lemon iced tea. The lady behind the counter gasped when she saw me – at the puke down my shirt, at the tears in my eyes, and at the most miserable face she’d probably ever seen. But I had what I wanted and I didn’t give a fuck.
 
   I turned into a deserted street and smashed the bottle on the ground. I picked up the largest, sharpest piece of glass I could find and held up my shirt, tucked it under my neck.
 
   You deserve this pain, I said for what seemed like the thousandth time. You sure as fuck deserve this pain.
 
   I plunged the glass into my chest and slowly, sadistically, dragged it from one side of my torso to the other, screaming through gritted teeth as I did so. Finally, I pulled the glass out of my flesh and let it fall to the ground. I panted furiously, pressed my hands tightly against my chest. Blood seeped down my stomach, dripped down my jeans. I stared at the gigantic cut across my torso and at all the scars along my arm before I thought about something I’d read on the Internet a couple of days earlier when I did a Google search on “depression.”
 
   What are you going to do in ten, 15 or 20 years when you have a wife and a couple of kids and your little five year old asks you, ‘Daddy, why do you have those scars all over your arm and on your chest?’ What the fuck will you tell your child? That you hated yourself so fucking much that you used to punish yourself by slowly pulling a knife through your skin and watching the blood ooze out and dribble all over the place? You can’t tell them that. You can’t tell them the truth about yourself and let them know how consummately fucked up you are. You’d be the worst role model ever. A shocking father. You should never have kids. Just let all that’s fucked up die along with you. 
 
   I fell to the ground and started crying again, weeping uncontrollably at the heart wrenching sadness of the picture. It was years into the future, but it pained me horridly as if it was happening right then. I was so distraught. And all I could think was, my life is so fucked up, my life is so fucked up. And then my anger and frustration and self-hatred seemed to gradually be replaced by a desperate lust for death. The thought of it all being over, of lying stiffly in that bolted coffin was the only thought that eased my pain.
 
   I wiped my eyes, staggered to my feet, drifted through the streets. I thought of nothing else but death. How soothing it would be. The answer to all my problems. And then I saw a bridge, a hundred or so metres away. I felt a surge of energy and ran towards it. 
 
   My anguish seemed to fade the closer I got. In that moment, the bridge was a salvation, perhaps like what land is to those lost at sea. All of a sudden, I felt I had control over my destiny. In a strange way I felt empowered.
 
   It’s nearly over, I kept repeating. The pain is nearly over.
 
   Moments later I stood at the top of the bridge. I looked down. Below was a train track, with bushy greenery on either side. The first thought that came to mind was that it wasn’t high enough, and that instead of dying, I’d get screwed by luck and just break all my bones. But not if you fall headfirst! I finally thought. You could fall headfirst and crack your skull open! Die instantly!
 
   My hands were poised over the brick retaining wall.
 
   It can all be over, I thought to myself. You can jump over the wall and dive into your grave! 
 
   My whole body was slippery with sweat. My legs shook. Apprehensive chills raced up and down my spine. I bent my knees, bobbed shakily on the balls of my feet. I’d once been told that the suicide rate in Australia was one in every four hours. This time, it will be me, I thought. Being a Christian, I believed that suicide was a sin, and knew that it would dig me a grave in hell – but in that moment, I didn’t give a fuck. All I could think about was death. 
 
   This is it, I told myself. The solution to all your problems. No more feeling overwhelmed. No more feeling distraught, pathetic and worthless. No more needing to drink or take drugs. No more cutting yourself. No more yearning for death, wanting it so badly you feel you’re about to burst. No more pain. No more agony. This is it! This is your chance to be free! Death, death, death, death, death! Finally! An escape at last!
 
   My trembling legs bent further and further, low enough to jump.
 
   This is it, I said for one last time. 
 
   Then, just before I was about to hurl myself over, I thought about my life in the same way you reflect on a book after you’ve read the very last page. 
 
   James Gregory Wharton: 
 
   You died a month before your twentieth birthday. 
 
   You never became the rich investment banker you wanted to be. 
 
   You never got your novel published. 
 
   You never married Olivia and had a beautiful family. 
 
   The incompleteness of my obituary crashed around my head as I breathed hoarsely, pulled anxiously at my hair, bellowed in distress. It didn’t feel right. I wanted so badly just to end everything and be rid of all the pain, but as I stood there looking down at the train track, seriously on the brink of death, I felt my legs gradually straighten and my hands slip off the wall. I knew I couldn’t do it. I burst into tears, cried loudly as all my emotions erupted inside of me and poured right out, and it may’ve been because I knew I’d have to keep living in this crazy unpredictable world, but regardless, I knew I couldn’t do it. 
 
   I stepped away from the bridge, called up Olivia. I remember hoping she’d answer. Phones didn’t seem to get answered as often then either.
 
   ‘Hey,’ she said. I remember feeling relieved that she’d picked up, but I couldn’t put a sentence together.
 
   ‘Jimmy?’
 
   ‘L-Liv . . .’ I finally whispered.
 
   ‘Huh?’
 
   I was still crying, couldn’t say anything.
 
   ‘Jimmy what happened? Where are you?’ she stressed.
 
   ‘Feel so fucked . . .’
 
   ‘Why? What happened?’
 
   I continued crying, muttered something inaudible.
 
   ‘Jimmy talk to me! What happened?’
 
   ‘W-wanted to jump . . . couldn’t . . . f-feel so fucked . . .’
 
   ‘What do you mean you wanted to jump? From what?’
 
   ‘The bridge . . .’
 
   Olivia gasped.
 
   ‘Jimmy what . . . ? What . . . ? Where are you?’
 
   ‘I don’t know . . . somewhere in Rozelle.’
 
   Olivia was speechless. All I could hear was her shocked, heavy breathing.
 
   ‘Liv can you . . . can you come and get me?’ 
 
   Still silence.
 
   ‘Liv?’
 
   ‘Yes . . .’ she finally murmured. ‘Yes of course.’ She cleared her throat. ‘Wh-where . . . where are you, exactly?’
 
   I noticed a street sign across the road.
 
   ‘Corner of City West Link and Balmain Road.’
 
   ‘OK I’m leaving now. I’ll be there in 45 minutes. Don’t move. Don’t do anything. Just stay there and wait for me. OK?’
 
   ‘OK.’
 
   ‘Please, Jimmy.’ She started sobbing. ‘Please don’t do anything stupid. Just wait there for me, OK?’
 
   ‘OK.’
 
   ‘Promise me, Jimmy.’
 
   ‘I promise.’
 
   When she saw me – eyes red from continuously crying, my shirt splattered with puke and stained with blood – she stopped the car in the middle of the street and jumped out and threw her arms around me. She held me tightly, wailing into my neck.
 
   ‘Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God!’ she cried. 
 
   Despite my anguish, I still found myself cherishing being treated so warmly and lovingly. It seemed like such a long time since we’d shared such intimacy.
 
   Olivia drove me home. When we arrived, I threw my clothes in the wash, put a bandage over the gash on my chest and collapsed on the bed. I was so exhausted I fell asleep. 
 
   Sometime later, I woke feeling slightly less dreadful. I climbed out of bed and walked hazily into the kitchen, where I found Olivia and my parents drinking tea around the table. 
 
   ‘How . . . how are you, Jimmy?’ Mum asked.
 
   I shook my head. I couldn’t put into words how I felt.
 
   ‘Liv called us at work,’ Dad began. ‘She told us what happened. We came home straight away.’
 
   I looked at Olivia. She stared down at the table, completely exhausted. She had the look in her eyes of someone who’s spent. Someone who’s broken. I guess having your boyfriend nearly kill himself will do that to you.
 
   ‘We think you should see the doctor immediately,’ Mum continued. ‘We’ve made you an appointment for tomorrow.’
 
   I nodded.
 
   We hardly talked through dinner. Shortly afterwards Olivia went home, saying that she’d call me the next day. An hour later I went to bed, hoping a good night’s sleep would soothe my soul.
 
    
 
   The next morning, I saw Dr King and told him what had happened. His response was just what I’d expected.
 
   ‘Given the way you felt yesterday and the fact that you’ve been experiencing increasing levels of depression for a number of months now, I think it’s essential that you start taking medication. In the past, I know you haven’t wanted to because of the possibility that it might interfere with your sex life, but after what happened yesterday, it would be dangerous for you to continue without medication. You may experience side effects, but I’m afraid that’s just a risk we’ll have to take.’
 
   I nodded. After coming so close to killing myself, it was almost impossible to disagree with him. 
 
   He filled out a prescription and handed it to me.
 
   ‘I’m going to place you on an antidepressant medication,’ he continued. ‘Like I’ve told you before, depression is caused by a chemical imbalance in the brain, and this antidepressant will work to increase the serotonin in your system, and thereby improve this chemical imbalance. But while taking medication is likely to ease your depressive thoughts, it will not address the issues underlying your depression – the reasons you feel depressed in the first place. For that, a psychologist is needed, first to identify these issues and then to treat them.’ He wrote me another referral for a Dr Kendall, just like he’d done the first time I saw him.
 
   ‘Make sure you see him this time, Jimmy,’ he said firmly. ‘There’s no other way for you to beat your depression. I mean it.’
 
   I nodded. Hell, maybe he was right.
 
   I stopped into the chemist to pick up the antidepressants, and when I got home, I took my first pill. It knocked me out for the rest of the day, the better part of which I spent in bed. The following day was fairly similar, but the day after that I was feeling much better. I spent most of it writing, and found myself in a positive, energetic mood. This is great! I remember telling myself. You’re well again! Like it once used to, life again seemed to be coated with brightness: you’re doing what you most enjoy and you’re in a relationship with the love of your life! How incredible is that? I’d completely forgotten about all the tension between Olivia and me – all I focused on was how loving she’d been when she held me on the bridge. What a sweetheart! I thought. What an angel! Without depression fogging my mind, the world seemed luminous again. I was filled with a rediscovered zest for life. And as I reflected on the previous few days, I realised that I’d learned something about myself. How I’d felt in Rozelle was the worst I thought I could possibly feel. In that dispirited moment, when my legs were bent and my hands were poised on the wall ready to hoist myself over into death’s waiting arms, I caught a clear glimpse into the core of my heart, and learned who I really was. And what I learned was that I was not a quitter. Fighting back was in my blood. 
 
   Killing myself when I still have so many things in the world that I want to do? So many challenges that I still want to conquer? No fucking way. 
 
   And that wasn’t the medication talking.
 
   That was me.
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 15
 
   IT’S ALL TOO MUCH
 
    
 
   But the reality was that things weren’t right with Olivia, and as soon as I was reminded of it, my mood plummeted once again. In the week following the Writers’ Centre incident, we didn’t see each other at all; in fact, we only spoke for a few minutes each day – the time it would take Liv to do her routine check-up. 
 
   ‘How are you feeling?’ 
 
   ‘Not great.’ 
 
   ‘Are you feeling suicidal?’ 
 
   ‘No.’ 
 
   ‘Are you feeling depressed?’ 
 
   ‘Yes.’ 
 
   ‘Are the antidepressants helping?’ 
 
   ‘Yes. I don’t feel as depressed as before.’ 
 
   ‘Are you experiencing any side effects?’ 
 
   ‘Can’t get a boner.’ 
 
   ‘What about nausea or headaches?’ 
 
   ‘No.’ 
 
   ‘Restlessness or aggressiveness?’ 
 
   ‘No.’ 
 
   ‘Any unusual changes in behaviour?’ 
 
   ‘No.’ 
 
   ‘Mania or delusions?’
 
   ‘No.’ 
 
   ‘Have you made an appointment to see the psychologist yet?’ 
 
   ‘No, not yet.’ 
 
   ‘You really need to, Jimmy. How many times have we talked about this before?’ 
 
   ‘I know. I’ll get to it.’
 
   There’d then be a few minutes of awkward conversation before it would peter out and she’d make up an excuse to hang up the phone. That was it. That was the extent of our communication. What the fuck is going on? I’d fret. I kept thinking back to how she’d helped me through the alcoholism, self-harm and depression that the previous 12 months had brought, and was forced to admit that she wasn’t the same. That something had changed. It was such a distressing thought to consider that I tried to block it out, I tried my hardest to forget about it over the next couple of days and pretend that everything was fine. But inevitably, I snapped. The next time she called, as soon as she’d asked her list of questions I demanded an answer. 
 
   ‘Olivia . . . you’ve been acting strange for the last few weeks now. Can you please just tell me what’s wrong?’ 
 
   ‘Jimmy how many times do I have to tell you? There’s nothing wrong.’ 
 
   ‘Yes there is!’
 
   ‘No there isn’t!’
 
   ‘For fuck’s sake, Liv!’ I exploded. ‘Of course there fucking is! This is pretty much the whole reason why I’m depressed right now! We haven’t seen each other in a week! We hardly talk any more!’
 
   I paused, shaking my head exasperatedly. 
 
   ‘Something about you just seems so . . . so distant. So foreign. It’s like I don’t even know you any more.’ 
 
   All of a sudden, I heard Olivia sobbing on the other end of the phone. It wasn’t the reaction I was expecting.
 
   ‘Liv?’ 
 
   But she kept on crying.
 
   ‘Liv what’s the matter? What’s going on?’ I stressed.
 
   ‘I d-don’t want to talk about it!’
 
   ‘What do you mean you don’t want to talk about it?’
 
   ‘Jimmy just leave it alone. Please.’
 
   ‘Liv you have to tell me. This is driving me crazy!’
 
   ‘Jimmy now’s not a good time!’ she cried. ‘You nearly killed yourself last week!’
 
   ‘Liv I don’t care about what happened last week. I don’t care about anything right now except what’s going on between us. Just please tell me what’s wrong. I can’t take not knowing any more. I’m telling you I can’t!’ 
 
   Olivia was crying heavily now, and for close to a minute we didn’t speak. I was so anxious. So nervous. I thought I was going to be sick.
 
   ‘OK . . . OK,’ she finally relented, trying to pull herself together. ‘We’ll talk. But not over the phone. You need to come to my house.’ 
 
   I was there within five minutes. Olivia let me in, and we went to her room and sat down on her bed.
 
   ‘What is it, Liv?’ I asked straight away.
 
   She wore that exhausted, spiritless, defeated look and sighed a long, drawn-out sigh.
 
   ‘It’s . . . it’s us, Jimmy.’ 
 
   She sighed again.
 
   ‘I can’t do this any more . . . it’s all too much . . .’ Tears filled her eyes.
 
   ‘We need a break.’
 
   ‘No, Liv!’ I immediately panicked.
 
   ‘Jimmy – ’
 
   ‘We don’t need a break! Why – ’
 
   ‘Jimmy we need – ’
 
   ‘We don’t need a break! We’ll never need a break! We’ll be together forever! We’re going to get married and have kids and then – ’
 
   ‘Jimmy look at me!’ she shrieked. ‘Can’t you see what’s happening to me? Can’t you see what it’s doing?’ She stared at me wild-eyed. Crazed. It shocked me into silence.
 
   ‘It’s broken me, Jimmy. The drinking, the depression – everything. I’ve tried my best to be there for you . . . I’ve tried my best to help you get through it but it’s all too much. I’m worn out. I can’t take it any more. I need some space. You need some space. We need a break.’
 
   We talked for hours. I cried. She cried. I tried my damnedest to talk her out of it, but her mind was made up. 
 
   ‘This can’t be it, baby,’ I wept. ‘This c-can’t be it . . .’
 
   She was sobbing too.
 
   ‘You n-need to get better, Jimmy. We c-can’t be together until you get better . . .’
 
   ‘I’ll g-get better, baby. I pr-promise.’
 
   ‘You need to really get better, Jimmy. You n-need to see a psychologist, work through your issues. Properly.’
 
   ‘I’ll d-do it, baby. I’ll do it for you. I’ll do it for us.’
 
   By the early hours of the morning, there was nothing left to say. We stood in the doorway and gazed at each other, broke down in tears once again. We hugged each other, clutched each other tightly before finally letting go. I stared into her deep blue eyes for one last time before I turned around and started walking away.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   I’m sorry, but this is the end of your free extended sample of I Will Not Kill Myself, Olivia. To find out how this story ends (hint: you’ll never guess!), download your copy from Amazon US, Amazon UK, Amazon Canada or Amazon Australia.
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   PROLOGUE
 
   When I graduated from high school in 2006, I was on top of the world. I’d been offered a scholarship to study Commerce/Law at Australia’s most prestigious university, begun writing my first novel, had a great group of friends, and was going through a flattering phase of being approached by modelling scouts on the street on a monthly basis.
 
   However, over the next couple of years, my world began to crumble, and I fell victim to a crippling depression. I grew sicker and sicker as the months wore on, and by April of 2010, my illness had suffocated the life out of me – as you can see from this excerpt from my memoir Depression is a Liar:
 
    
 
   The days dragged along. This was the worst I’d ever felt. Period. There was no relief from the ceaseless dread. I could barely function. Paying attention in class was almost impossible. Studying was too overwhelming. I’d fallen absurdly behind. I hadn’t touched my novel in days. I’d quit my part-time job at the law firm, too—needed all my free time to try and catch up on uni. But there was never enough time. I was constantly exhausted. Drained of life. Depression sucked at my soul. My spirit withered. My goal for the day got broken down even further: just survive the next six hours, I’d tell myself. The next four hours. Hold off killing yourself until then. [At which point, I’d tell myself the same thing over again].
 
   I’d previously thought I’d get better. I’d always thought it true that hope and depression were bitter rivals until one inevitably defeated the other, and I’d always thought that hope would win out in the end. But for the first time in my life, I was void of hope. I honestly believed that being depressed was just the way I was, and that being depressed was just the way I’d be, for the rest of my life. And because I was so convinced that I’d never get better, there seemed no point in fighting my illness. Instead of willing myself to “hang in there” because I believed that my suffering was temporary and that everything would be better one day, I comforted myself with the knowledge that human beings are not immortal. That I would die, one day. One special, glorious day. Then I could spend the rest of eternity moulding in a grave, free from pain. You might be wondering why I didn’t just kill myself if I wholeheartedly believed that my future consisted of nothing more than excruciating misery. Well, first of all, I still was not a quitter. But more importantly, I didn’t want to hurt the people that loved me.
 
   It’s not fair to commit suicide and ruin their lives, I thought. So I have to hold on. No matter how much it hurts me I have to hold on.
 
   Hence why I drew comfort from the thought that one day I’d die and finally be free.
 
   When you’re that depressed, that insanely and utterly depressed that you genuinely believe you’ll suffer that acutely for the rest of your days, life seems to lack all purpose.
 
   After all, I remember thinking, what’s the point in working, fighting, striving for a better life if I’m sentenced to one of chronic anguish and despair? There is no better life. There is no life outside of pain. So what’s the point in doing anything but waiting until death finally arrives on my doorstep and whisks me away to the Promised Land?
 
   I was still studying, and I still planned on finishing my novel and trying to get it published, but it was more out of force of habit than anything else. My passion had been drained. My zest for life asphyxiated. I was like a ghost, just drifting through the ghastly days.
 
   ‘Shit! What’s wrong, mate?’ an old friend once said when I ran into him at uni. ‘Perk up, brother!’
 
   I was shocked. One of the most well-known attributes of depression is that it is entirely possible – and very common – to suffer horrifically without anybody knowing. But somehow without realizing it, I’d crossed the line from a place where I was able to put on a front and fool people into thinking I wasn’t depressed to a place where I was so sick that it was obvious to people I hadn’t even seen for a year. When I got home I looked in the bathroom mirror, and realized that I was staring back at a man whose eyes were exhausted slits, whose whole face shrieked of agonizing misery. I was staring back at a man whose spirit had been broken, whose soul had been destroyed. I was staring back at a man who, for all intents and purposes, was already dead.
 
    
 
   As you can see, I was so convinced I’d never get better. I was 100% sure of it. But over the next two years, I learned – with help from doctors, therapists, family members, friends and strangers alike – how to recover from my depression and find the happiness that had been eluding me. My last episode was at the very beginning of 2012, and ever since then, I’ve been feeling great.
 
   How this book will work
 
   Recovering from depression and finding happiness again is one of the hardest things I’ve ever done, yet what I came to realise is that the process for doing so is relatively straightforward. In fact, I believe it can be broken down into three logical steps – and it’s according to these three steps that this book will be structured.
 
   Step 1: Understanding what is causing our depression
 
   Depression is always caused by something – or a combination of things – and the first step in beating our illness is to understand exactly what’s causing it. 
 
   In this part of the book, I’ll tell you exactly what I did to work out what the causes of my depression were, and show you how you can do the same.
 
   Step 2: Learning how to deal with the underlying causes of our depression so that they no longer depress us
 
   In this section, we’ll talk about how we can deal with some particularly common causes of depression, including spending too long doing things that we don’t enjoy, loving ourselves for unhealthy reasons, holding onto anger, victimising ourselves, spending too much time with toxic people, being prisoners of what other people think of us, living an unbalanced life, perfectionism, living an unhealthy lifestyle, negative thinking, worrying about things that are out of our control, and several more.
 
   Step 3: Learning how to handle a relapse
 
   What I eventually learned is that if we’re having a relapse, it means that right now, we’re not yet able to manage the causes of our depression to an extent so masterful as to prevent them from depressing us. For this reason, if we experience a relapse, we need to go back and repeat steps one and two – i.e. we need to put more work into understanding what is causing that particular episode of depression, and then put more work into learning how to deal with that cause so that it no longer has the power to trigger our depression. 
 
   If you repeat steps one and two every time you have a relapse, then like me, your relapses will gradually become less and less intense, and fewer and farther between. And in time, you can stop having relapses all together.
 
   To quote a metaphor from Depression is a Liar:
 
    
 
   It’s as if there’s a fortress surrounding our brains that’s there to protect us from getting depressed, and every time we repeat steps one and two, another armed guard gets posted outside it. If depression’s army still gets through from time to time, then it just means there aren’t enough guards defending it yet. But if we keep repeating steps one and two, we will eventually have so many guards protecting us that depression’s army will be shut out for good. It’ll have no way of getting through.
 
    
 
   And it’s because of this reason that if you follow this three step blueprint, then you really can recover from depression over time. It won’t be easy, because you’ll have to be proactive when you feel exhausted, you’ll have to fight when you feel like giving up, and you’ll have to remain hopeful when depression is doing everything in its power to break your will. But if you follow this three step process, you can get there in the end, because while it’s hard for a person to beat depression, it’s even harder for depression to beat a person who never gives up.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   Step 1: Understanding what is causing our depression
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 1
 
   As you may already know, clinical depression can be caused by one or more of the following things:
 
    
    	A chemical imbalance in our brains;
 
    	Our behaviours (for example, spending time with toxic people);
 
    	Our circumstances (for example, doing a job we don’t enjoy);
 
    	Our thought processes (for example, concluding that we’re unattractive and unlovable if someone says “no” to going on a date with us);
 
    	Life events (for example, going through a messy break-up).
 
   
 
   And, like we’ve said, in order to recover from depression, we need to figure out precisely what’s causing it. Trying to recover without taking the time to do so is analogous to trying to stop a ship from sinking when we’ve got no idea where the water’s getting in from. Try all we want, but we’re going to keep sinking.
 
   To help us understand what might be causing our depression, we can do the following.
 
   See a psychiatrist (or a good GP)
 
   Like we’ve said, depression can sometimes be caused by a chemical imbalance in our brains. In the case of unipolar depression, this is due to a lack of serotonin, dopamine, adrenalin or noradrenalin. Alternatively, depression can often be part of another illness that involves a different sort of chemical imbalance, such as bipolar disorder (depression coupled with mania). Either way, one of the most important things to do if we suffer from depression is to see a psychiatrist (or if that isn’t feasible, a good GP). Their job is to correctly diagnose us, and if they then deem it appropriate, to prescribe us medication to manage our chemical imbalance.
 
   Seeing a psychiatrist and taking medication was crucial to my recovery. For the record, I was diagnosed with bipolar disorder at the end of 2010, and medication helped keep me on the straight and narrow until November of 2014, when my psychiatrist said I no longer needed to take it. 
 
   See a therapist
 
   The reason why it’s so important to see a therapist is because part of their role is to determine the behaviours, circumstances, thought processes and life events that may be causing our depression. 
 
    
 
   Seeing a therapist is crucial to recovering from depression, but a lot of people don’t see one – often because they think that seeing a doctor and taking medication will be enough. But as we’ve intimated, the role of a doctor and a therapist are not the same. Again, a doctor’s role is to accurately diagnose us, and if necessary, to prescribe us medication to balance the chemicals in our brains; on the other hand, a therapist’s job is to analyse our behaviours, circumstances, thought processes and the events that have taken place in our lives to work out what may be causing our depression, and then to teach us how to deal with these underlying causes. So if we see one but not the other, we’re missing out on some vital treatment that is crucial to our recovery.
 
    
 
   Start keeping a mood diary
 
   Before you go to bed every night, take note of what you did that day, and rank how you felt that day out of 10 – with 10 being very happy, and one being suicidally depressed. For example:
 
    
 
    
    
      
      	 Activity
  
      	 Time
  
     
 
      
      	 Sleeping
  
      	 12:00am – 8:00am
  
     
 
      
      	 Having a shower
  
      	 8:00am-8:15am
  
     
 
      
      	 Having breakfast with my wife
  
      	 8:15am-8:45am 
  
     
 
      
      	 Travelling to work while listening to music
  
      	 8:45am-9:30am
  
     
 
      
      	 Working by myself at my desk
  
      	 9:30am-11:30am
  
     
 
      
      	 Having coffee with my friend Bob
  
      	 11:30am-12:15pm
  
     
 
      
      	 Work meeting with Jeff and Susie
  
      	 12:15pm-1:30pm
  
     
 
      
      	 Having lunch in the sun with my friend Jane
  
      	 1:30pm-2:15pm
  
     
 
      
      	 Work meeting with Phil
  
      	 2:15pm-3:15pm
  
     
 
      
      	 Working by myself at my desk
  
      	 3:15pm-4:15pm
  
     
 
      
      	 Work meeting with Brad, Peter and Ron
  
      	 4:15pm-4:45pm
  
     
 
      
      	 Working by myself at my desk
  
      	 4:45pm-6:00pm
  
     
 
      
      	 Travelling home reading a book
  
      	 6:00pm-6:45pm
  
     
 
      
      	 Going for a run
  
      	 6:45pm-7:45pm
  
     
 
      
      	 Eating dinner with my family
  
      	 7:45pm-9:00pm
  
     
 
      
      	 Watching television with my wife
  
      	 9:00pm-10:00pm
  
     
 
      
      	 Listening to music to try and relax
  
      	 10:00pm-11:15pm
  
     
 
      
      	 Getting ready for bed/work the next day
  
      	 11:15pm-12:00am
  
     
 
      
      	 How I felt today
  
      	 8/10
  
     
 
    
   
 
    
 
   After a while, you’ll notice that days when you feel depressed correlate to you doing certain activities – or not doing certain activities – and this can help you work out what may be causing your depression. 
 
   For example, when I used to keep mood diaries, it helped me work out that drinking alcohol really triggered my depression. Over time, I noticed that if I went out on a Saturday evening for a big night, I’d often find myself feeling down on Tuesday, Wednesday or Thursday. After noticing this trend, I decided to significantly reduce how much alcohol I drank on weekends, and low and behold, I began noticing an upward trend in my mood on Tuesdays, Wednesdays and Thursdays. I thus concluded that drinking too much alcohol contributed to me feeling depressed – something I may not have worked out if I hadn’t kept a mood diary.
 
   In terms of how to logistically keep a mood diary, I recommend using a regular diary to record what you’re doing each day, and Mood Tracker to document your mood. This tool’s graphical feature shows your daily mood level, as well as how many hours you slept that night and what dosage of medication you’re taking (if any). In addition to being a handy mood tracking tool, it also has a public forum where you can share your mood chart and medication records with other people going through similar things as you. Moreover, you can schedule text messages or emails to be periodically sent to you to remind you to take your medication.
 
   Talk to someone we’re close with about what they think makes us depressed
 
   If we spend a lot of time with someone, then sometimes they will notice a lot about our mood that we don’t always pick up on, and these insights can be really valuable in helping us understand what’s causing our depression. For example, our partner may notice that when we don’t get a good night’s sleep, we’re really cranky and crabby the next day. Similarly, our kids might notice that we’re tense and irritable if we don’t exercise for a week.
 
   Key takeaways from this chapter
 
   In order to determine what’s causing our depression, we want to:
 
   1/ See a doctor (preferably a psychiatrist);
 
   2/ See a therapist;
 
   3/ Keep a mood diary;
 
   4/ Talk to someone we’re close with about what they think makes us depressed.
 
    
 
   Each of these things is worth doing. If we only do one or two of them, then we’re likely to miss out on identifying a couple of the things that cause us to feel depressed. This is really going to slow down our recovery, and if it’s a particularly key cause, the reality is that it’s likely to keep us trapped in depression forever.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   Step 2: Learning how to deal with the underlying causes of our depression so that they no longer depress us
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 2
 
   Common Cause of People’s Depression #1:
 
   Spending too long doing things that we don’t enjoy doing
 
   Have you ever watched the movie Dead Poets Society? If not, I’d highly recommend it, because its plot can give you powerful insight into the human psyche, and the kind of things that can trigger your depression.
 
   The main character, Neil Perry, wants to be an actor, but he knows his father will disapprove. Without telling him, he auditions for the role of Puck in Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream, and he gets it. To cut a long story short, his father finds out, and demands that Neil withdraw from the play. When Neil doesn’t, he tells his son that he is going to enrol him in a military school, after which Neil would go to Harvard to study medicine. Unable to face such a prospect, Neil then gets his grandfather’s gun, and kills himself.
 
   A tragic story, no doubt, and one that raises a very, very important point: a big trigger for a lot of people – including myself when I used to suffer from depression – is spending lots of time doing things that don’t make us happy, and very little time doing things that do make us happy.
 
   During my interaction with thousands of people who suffer from depression, I’ve noticed that this generally occurs for four main reasons:
 
   1/ Many of us just don’t know what makes us happy and what doesn’t make us happy;
 
   2/ Even if we do know what makes us happy and what doesn’t make us happy, many of us aren’t good at structuring our lives in such a way that we maximise the time we spend doing things that make us happy and minimise the time we spend doing things that don’t make us happy;
 
   3/ Like our friend in Dead Poets Society, many of us don’t do what we enjoy doing because of pressure from others to do something else;
 
   4/ Sometimes our inflexible circumstances make it difficult for us to do a lot of what makes us happy.
 
   Let’s now deal with each of these four issues in turn.
 
   What makes us happy?
 
   In order to figure out what makes us happy, there are a number of things that we can do.
 
   Set aside some time to identify our core values
 
   When I say “identify our core values”, what I mean is identifying those things that mean the most to us in the world. 
 
   Ask yourself, what gets me excited?
 
   What inspires me?
 
   What gives me a buzz?
 
   What am I thinking about during those times when I’m lying in bed and I feel so alive that I can’t fall asleep? (I know if you’re suffering from depression then this may be difficult to remember, but really try. Really try to think about what gets you going).
 
   Is it helping people?
 
   Is it making money?
 
   Is it spending time with your friends and family?
 
   Is it being artistic – like playing a musical instrument, singing or writing a book?
 
   Is it travelling? 
 
   Is it sport?
 
   I could go on and on, but what I’m saying is that we all need to be in touch with our core values, because once we’re in touch with them, we can then go about restructuring our lives so that we spend as much time as possible doing things that satisfy our core values. And it’s when we’re doing this that we’ll be our happiest selves.
 
   For example, two of my primary core values are being creative (by writing books) and helping people. However, when I was at university I studied Commerce/Law – a degree which would’ve led to a career in law, investment banking, or management consulting. Those sorts of careers are much more congruent with satisfying a core value along the lines of “making lots of money”, as opposed to satisfying the core values of being creative or helping people. As a result, I was miserable studying Commerce/Law, and the mere idea of going into that line of work would make me feel suicidal – much like a career in medicine did for Neil Perry in Dead Poets Society. Now, I’m certainly not knocking being a lawyer, an investment banker or a management consultant – they’re great jobs if they satisfy your core values. But, they didn’t satisfy my core values, and as a result, pursuing such a career didn’t make me happy. For no other reason, I eventually quit my Commerce/Law degree at the start of 2012, and as soon as I did, and as soon as I started focusing on satisfying my core values of being creative and helping people, I started feeling much, much happier. In fact, I haven’t had a depressive episode ever since. 
 
   Talk to someone we’re close with about what they think makes us happy
 
   The second thing we can do to try and work out what makes us happy is to talk to someone we’re close with about what they think makes us happy. 
 
   For example, my brother loves food. I mean, he really loves food. If we go out for a really tasty breakfast in the morning, he’ll be on a high all day – seriously, he’ll be significantly more elevated, inspired and vibrant after he’s had a nice meal. After we’d been backpacking around Asia for a couple of months together, I started to pick up on this trend, and I asked him:
 
   ‘Mat, do you notice that whenever you eat a meal you really enjoy, you’re so much more lively for the rest of the day?’ 
 
   ‘No,’ he replied, ‘I’d never noticed that before. But you’re right – I am always in a particularly good mood after I eat a nice meal’. 
 
   This insight helped my brother better understand what makes him happy, and from that moment on, he’s been able to use this information to make decisions that have led him to be happier. For example, he now makes a thoughtful effort to eat an enjoyable meal whenever he can afford it – as opposed to wasting his money on something else that doesn’t impact him in as positive a way. 
 
   Expose ourselves to new activities
 
   The third thing we can do to try and work out what makes us happy is to expose ourselves to new activities with the hopes of finding a new hobby and to meet new groups of people. Here are some tips to help us do so:
 
   1/ When considering a new hobby, we need to think about what’s feasible for our lifestyle and budget. For example, if we live 500 kilometres inland, then surfing isn’t a suitable hobby – but keeping a garden might be. 
 
   2/ Go back to our core values. Whether it’s making money, spending time with loved ones or doing something creative, thinking about the things that mean the most to us can help us identify potential new hobbies.
 
   3/ Go back in time. Most of us have things that we loved doing when we were younger, but then at some point life got in the way and we stopped doing them. If we’re looking for new hobbies now, however, then it’s a good time to revisit those things.
 
   4/ Join a friend. Next time one of our friends is going somewhere to pursue one of their hobbies, we can tag along with them. 
 
   To give you a few ideas to think about, I’ve put together the following list of potential hobbies, organised into various categories. It’s by no means exhaustive, but it should serve as a starting point to get your mind ticking:
 
    
    	Something creative: writing, painting, drawing, singing, dancing, playing a musical instrument, sculpting, pottery, origami, calligraphy, scrap-booking or jewellery making.
 
    	Something intellectual: reading, learning another language, philosophy, history, taking an open university course or studying part-time. 
 
    	Something active: playing a sport, running, going to the gym, swimming, rock climbing, cycling, skiing, snowboarding, bodybuilding or martial arts.
 
    	Something extreme: skydiving, bungee jumping, base jumping, motor cycling, hangliding or white water rafting.
 
    	Something outdoors: kite flying, camping, snorkelling, scuba diving, gardening, fishing, bush walking, caving, bird watching, star gazing, hiking, paintball, photography, sailing, noodling, restoring old cars, horse riding, canoeing or kite surfing.
 
    	Something spiritual: yoga or meditation.
 
    	Something social: hanging out with friends, listening to live music, going to the movies, going to trivia nights, getting involved in local events, or wine tasting.
 
    	Something indoors: puzzles, card games, board games, dominoes, video games, museums, art galleries, darts, billiards, fantasy sports or woodwork.
 
    	Something financial: investing, share trading or building financial models.
 
    	Volunteer work: founding a charity about a cause you care about, doing volunteer work for an existing charity, organising a fundraiser or coaching a local sports team.
 
    	Start a collection: of stamps, postcards, antiques, trading cards, coins, rocks or minerals.
 
    	Travelling.
 
    	Get a pet.
 
   
 
   Keep a mood diary
 
   The fourth thing we can do to try and work out what makes us happy is to keep a mood diary. This is a concept that we talked about earlier on in the context of trying to figure out what’s triggering our depression, but keeping a mood diary is also an invaluable exercise that can help us figure out what makes us happy.
 
   To refresh your memory about how a mood diary works, before you go to sleep every night, write down everything you did that day, and rank your mood out of 10 – 10 being very happy, and one being miserably suicidal. After a while, you’ll notice that days when you’re in a good mood correlate to you having done – or not having done – certain activities, and days when you’re depressed correlate to you having done – or not having done – other activities.
 
   For example, one of the things I identified from keeping a mood diary was that days I spent in the sun were days when I was in a better mood. When I noticed this, I raised it with my psychologist.
 
   ‘That’s not surprising,’ he said. ‘We get Vitamin D from the sun, and Vitamin D increases our serotonin levels.’ 
 
   Ever since making this observation, I’ve thus made a deliberate effort to do most of my writing outdoors, and I’m in a really great mood whenever I do so. This is another example of how knowing what makes us happy allows us to then take deliberate actions that will lead us to be happy. 
 
    
 
   On the other hand, however, if we don’t know what makes us happy, then it’s really difficult to make the decisions that we need to make or to take the actions that we need to take in order for us to be happy. Or, put another way, it’s really easy for us to make decisions and take actions that will lead us to be unhappy – or even worse, that will lead us to be depressed.
 
    
 
   Let technology help us!
 
   The great thing about living in the 21st century is that there are apps and tools (most of which are free) that can help us do plenty of the things that we want to do – including determining what makes us happy. One app I’d particularly recommend is the Happy Habits app. This app features a 119 question quiz covering 14 factors that affect your mood, and based on your answers, Happy Habits will provide suggestions to create more happiness in your life. The app also includes a “happiness journal” for you to record affirmations and positive events, in addition to articles about cognitive behavioural therapy and happiness. 
 
   Another really helpful app is Secret of Happiness. Every morning for 30 days, the app asks you to think of a reason to be happy, and every night, it asks you to think about something you did that day that made you happy. The creators of the app believe that by training your mind in this way to be more aware of what makes you happy, you may find that at the end of 30 days, you know the secrets to your happiness.
 
   How to structure our lives in such a way as to maximise our happiness
 
   If we take the time to identify our core values, talk to people close to us about what they think makes us happy, expose ourselves to knew activities, keep a mood diary, and use a cleverly developed happiness app or two, then after a while, we’re going to really understand what makes us happy. However, this knowledge is next to useless if we don’t then use it to structure our lives in such a way that we maximise the time we spend doing things that make us happy, and minimise the time we spend doing things that don’t make us happy.
 
   I’ve noticed that the main reason we often struggle with this implementation process is because we can be prone to putting up roadblocks that stop us from actually making the changes that we need to make in order to be happier.
 
   Let’s talk about some of those roadblocks now.
 
   Saying we don’t have time
 
   Let’s be perfectly honest with ourselves: what we really mean when we say that we “don’t have time” to do something is that we’re choosing not to make that something a priority. Let’s look at a really common example of going to the gym. Literally speaking, we all have time to go to the gym – there are 24 hours in a day, and going to the gym takes around an hour. Yes, we have a bunch of other things that we need to do in those 24 hours too, but that’s my point – when we say that we “don’t have time” to go to the gym one day, what we’re really saying is that for that 24 hour period, we’re prioritising doing 24 hours’ worth of other things over going to the gym. 
 
   The reason I make this point is that in order to recover from depression – and in order to be happy in general – we can’t afford not to prioritise doing things that make us happy. Put another way, in order to be our happiest selves, we need to make sure that we are allocating as many of our 24 hours as possible to activities we enjoy.
 
   In my experience, the easiest way to prioritise the things that make us happy is to set aside a dedicated block of time for them in our schedule. Then, all we have to do is stick to our timetable. I do this with reading, for example. It’s something I absolutely love to do, but I find that it’s one of those things where, if I don’t set aside blocks of time to do it, then other things come up and it often falls by the wayside. For this reason, I set aside an hour every morning to read, and that’s how I make sure I find time to do it. 
 
   In order to help you prioritise your time, I recommend using the Way of Life app. Marketed as the “ultimate habit maker and breaker”, this app helps you set goals and then track whether or not you’re achieving them on a daily or weekly basis. Alternatively, you might like to use the Daily Routine app, which is designed to keep busy people on task. This app will keep track of your schedule and send you notifications about what you should be doing and when. You can schedule routines for specific days of the week or month, and have special reminders sent to you for tasks you’re worried you might forget. The app also syncs with your online calendar, to include new events as they are scheduled.
 
   Fear
 
   Fear of change is another thing that can be an impediment to us restructuring our lives so that we’re doing more of what makes us happy and less of what doesn’t make us happy. For example, I used to study Commerce/Law as you know, and as a result, I know a lot of people who followed the path of becoming lawyers or investment bankers or management consultants. Unfortunately, I also know for a fact that a lot of them hate their jobs. They’ve told me things like, ‘instead of being a lawyer, I wish I was a journalist’; or ‘I wish I could teach scuba diving instead of being a management consultant’.
 
   ‘Mate, you could still be a journalist,’ I’ve said to them before ‘You’re only 24! You still have the opportunity to do pretty much anything you want to!’
 
   ‘No, I don’t,’ they’d reply. ‘I’ve spent close to a decade working my ass off to become a lawyer. I can’t give up on that now.’ 
 
   I can relate to that line of thinking, because it held me back for a long time as well. 
 
   I’ve spent five or six years building up my career, I remember thinking. I’ve studied so hard and put so much effort into padding my resume with work experience and other extracurricular activities to get one of those top corporate jobs . . . am I really going to throw all of that away now? And particularly since I’m getting so close to graduating?  
 
   The prospect of giving up everything I’d worked so hard for was terrifying, but what scared me even more was knowing that if I continued along the path I was on – that of becoming a lawyer or an investment banker or a management consultant and completely ignoring my core values of being creative and helping people – then I would never be happy. So I made a huge career change, and I’ve never regretted it since.
 
   If you’re in a similar position with respect to your career, your relationship, or in another area of your life, then I encourage you to think about taking a similar sort of leap. I know change can be scary as hell, but ask yourself: is it scarier than the prospect of being unhappy for the rest of your life? 
 
   Wasting time on things that don’t make us happy
 
   A few months ago on my Facebook fan page, I asked everyone: 
 
   What do you think is the biggest impediment to making you happy?
 
   To my surprise, one of the most common responses was “wasting time” on things that at the end of the day, “don’t contribute much to making us happy”. This included, to quote the responses, “spending time on Facebook”, “watching the news or mediocre television shows”, “browsing the internet”, or “reading trashy magazines”.
 
   If we find ourselves in this position, then we need to remind ourselves of all the things we have in our lives that do make us happy, and make a determined effort to do those things. Like we’ve said, scheduling those activities into our days is a good way to make sure that we’ll have time to do them, and if it’s distracting websites that’s causing us to waste time, then a solution we haven’t mentioned yet it using the SelfControl app. This app lets you block access to websites of your choice for a pre-defined period of time, thereby forcing you to focus on something else.
 
   Pressure from other people
 
   The scenario in Dead Poets Society is not an uncommon one, and it doesn’t just happen in the parent/child context. For example, often it’s our partners that pressure us to enter or stay in a career that we really don’t like, just because it’s more financially attractive than the one we’d prefer.
 
   This is a really tough situation to be in, and I don’t think there’s an easy way out of it. In my opinion, if we find ourselves in such a position, then the first step we should take is to sit down with the person who’s pressuring us and try to explain to them that we don’t like what we’re doing and that we’d much rather do something else. It’s best to be really open, honest and genuine here, because I’ve found that if we are, then there’s a good chance that the person will understand, and stop pressuring us into living a life we don’t want. After all, our loved ones don’t like to see us suffering, do they? 
 
   However, there are times when the other person just won’t budge. I’ve heard people say to their children and partner things like “until you retire, you don’t have time to be happy – you have to build your career and make as much money as possible”; and, I’ve had people look at me like I was from outer space when I told them that I was going to quit Commerce/Law to pursue my dream of becoming an author. People who think like this will in all likelihood never understand us if we tell them that we want to pursue a different path in the name of happiness. And when we’re dealing with these people, we have a couple of choices.
 
   Firstly, we could give in to their pressure and just keep doing what we’re doing. Sometimes circumstances dictate that we have to do this – such as if we need to keep our high-paying-but-uninspiring job because we have a mortgage to pay off (see next section). However, I wouldn’t recommend doing this if it is possible not to. If we find ourselves in such a position, there’s a reason why treading the path we’re on is making us miserable, and that’s because it’s not the right one for us. Continuing to stumble down it might preserve our relationship with those people who are pressuring us to do so, but it will just make us more and more unhappy. 
 
   Alternatively, we could begin to distance ourselves from these people – which is the option that I personally took and the one I’d recommend insofar as it is possible. The way I saw it, anyone who valued my happiness so minimally that they’d rather see me be miserable than pursue something I enjoy is not someone I consider a good influence on my life. And secondly, anyone who would rather me pursue something I hate as opposed to something I enjoy has an entirely different set of values to me – in the dropping-out-of-Commerce/Law scenario, this was the prioritising of money over more or less everything else – and, as we’ll talk about later on, we’re unlikely to have happy, healthy relationships with people who have vastly different values to us anyway.
 
   What if our inflexible circumstances make it difficult to do what makes us happy?
 
   Like we just alluded to, there are times when we may be forced to continue doing something that we don’t particularly enjoy because of less than flexible circumstances – the most common example being sticking with an unenjoyable but well-paying job to pay off the mortgage or the school fees. While we may not be able to change our job in such a scenario, there are a number of things we can do to make it more bearable.
 
   1/ Remind ourselves of the reasons why we’re doing it. Ask yourself, what’s the reason I’m making this sacrifice? Then, remind yourself of it every single day. Focusing on the fruits of our labour can make the labour itself a whole lot more tolerable.
 
   2/ Make sure we enjoy the fruits of our labour. For example, if the reason we’re working an unenjoyable but high-paying job is to put our kids through a private school, then we can make a point of getting involved in our children’s school activities. Doing this helps us focus on the reason why we’re making the sacrifice that we’re making, which like we’ve said, can make our job itself more endurable.
 
   3/ In our free time, make a point of maximising the time we spend on enjoyable activities and minimising the time we spend doing unenjoyable activities. Like we’ve said, this is something that everybody ought to do, but it’s even more important if we’re forced to do a job we don’t particularly like. In such a case, if we’re at least spending our leisure time doing things we find pleasurable, then it can help sustain us during our working hours.
 
   4/ Make our unenjoyable job as enjoyable as can be. We might not be able to quit our job, but in many cases, there are things we can do to make it more enjoyable. For example, getting involved in inter-office social activities, changing projects, or changing departments. 
 
   Key takeaways from this chapter
 
   1/ If we can structure our lives in such a way that we maximise the time we spend doing things that make us happy and minimise the time we spend doing things that don’t make us happy, then we will take gigantic strides towards recovering from depression and returning to living the life we want. 
 
   2/ We can understand more about what makes us happy by:
 
   a)    Identifying our core values;
 
   b)    Talking to people we’re close with about what they think makes us happy;
 
   c)     Exposing ourselves to new activities;
 
   d)    Keeping a mood diary;
 
   e)    Using nifty apps and tools like Happy Habits or Secret of Happiness.
 
   3/ There are five common obstacles that often prevent us from implementing the changes that we need to make in our lives in order to maximise the time we spend doing the things that make us happy and minimise the time we spend doing the things that don’t make us happy. These include: 
 
   a)    Saying we don’t have time;
 
   b)    Fear;
 
   c)     Wasting time on things that don’t add to our happiness;
 
   d)    Pressure from other people;
 
   e)    Inflexible circumstances.
 
   4/ We can do the following to help us overcome such obstacles:
 
   a)    Schedule time to do the things that make us happy, and be disciplined about following that schedule.
 
   b)    Acknowledge that while change can be scary, continuing down a path that we know is making us miserable is pretty damn scary too, and that for this reason, perhaps change is actually the lesser of two fears.
 
   c)     Have an honest, open-hearted talk with the person who is pressuring us to do something that we really don’t like doing. If they listen and understand, they’re likely to ease up on us; however, if they don’t listen or understand, then we may want to consider distancing ourselves from that person.
 
   d)    If we’re somewhat shackled by inflexible circumstances, we can make the best of our situation by reminding ourselves of the reasons why we’re making the sacrifices we’re making, by ensuring that we enjoy the fruits of our labour, by making sure we do what we enjoy in our leisure time, and by making our unenjoyable job as enjoyable as can be.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 3
 
   Common Cause of People’s Depression #2:
 
   Loving ourselves for unhealthy reasons, or not loving ourselves at all
 
   Many of us who suffer from depression do not love ourselves. Or, even if we do love ourselves, it’s entirely possible that the love we have for ourselves is based on a foundation that’s relatively unstable; this in turn means that we will be relatively unstable, which makes us an easy target for Depression (and he’s a hell of a good shooter). If you’ve read my memoir Depression is a Liar, you’ll know that loving myself for unhealthy reasons was one of the biggest, if not the biggest cause of my depression. Learning how to love myself for healthy reasons was thus crucial to my recovery, and for this reason, this particular chapter is one that’s very close to my heart.
 
   We’ll start by talking about some of the really “healthy” reasons why we can love ourselves. Then, we’ll go on to talk about some of the really “unhealthy” reasons why people love themselves, and demonstrate how basing our love for ourselves on one or all of these reasons can lead us to become extremely unstable – and thus extremely depressed. 
 
   Healthy reasons to love ourselves
 
   Healthy reasons to love ourselves can be divided into two categories:
 
   1/ Our skills – i.e. things that we’re good at;
 
   2/ Our personal qualities and characteristics.
 
   These “reasons to love ourselves” are healthy because they are:
 
   1/ In our control;
 
   2/ Independent of what other people think of us;
 
   3/ Independent of circumstances.
 
   As I’ve said, loving myself for healthy reasons is something I really used to struggle with, but over the years, it’s a skill I’ve worked very hard to master. In the course of doing so, I once wrote down the following list of healthy reasons to love myself, which I used to read through all the time so that they’d become ingrained in my mind. 
 
    
    	I love myself because I’m a kind person – someone who always tries to treat other people with respect.
 
    	I love myself because I’m an honest person who acts with integrity.
 
    	I love myself because I have the determination and the work ethic to pursue my dreams through to completion.
 
    	I love myself because I have the courage to face my problems and deal with them, instead of denying that they exist.
 
    	I love myself because I’m a compassionate person who helps other people.
 
    	I love myself because I’m intelligent.
 
    	I love myself because I’m a good writer.
 
    	I love myself because I’m a fighter – because I had the strength to turn my life around and transform myself from the extremely suicidal person I was into the extremely happy person that I am today.
 
   
 
    
 
   These are all healthy reasons to love myself, and because my love for myself is based upon reasons that are healthy – i.e. reasons that are in my control, independent of circumstances, and independent of what other people think of me – I am an emotionally stable person, which contributes to me being very happy.
 
   How does loving ourselves for healthy reasons lead us to be emotionally stable?
 
   Let’s say that, for example, a girl I ask on a date turns me down. In such an instance, I would feel disappointed, of course. However, because I love myself for healthy reasons, I wouldn’t then conclude that I’m “unattractive”, “ugly”, “unlovable” or anything else of the sort, nor would I go to pieces and spiral into depression. On the contrary, my self-esteem would remain high, and I’d still feel emotionally stable. 
 
   Why?
 
   Because a girl turning me down for a date has no impact on the reasons why I love myself. 
 
   Let’s return to my list.
 
   I love myself because I’m a kind person – someone who always tries to treat other people with respect.
 
   Does a girl turning me down for a date mean that I’m no longer a kind person? Or that I no longer treat other people with respect? No, it doesn’t mean that at all.
 
   Next reason: I love myself because I’m an honest person who acts with integrity. 
 
   Does the fact that a girl turned me down for a date mean that that’s no longer true? Of course not.
 
   Third reason: I love myself because I have the determination and the work ethic to pursue my dreams through to completion. 
 
   Once again, a girl turning me down for a date has no impact on this reason why I love myself. After all, despite being turned down, I am still a determined person who works hard.
 
   Fourth reason: I love myself because I have the courage to face my problems and deal with them, instead of denying that they exist. 
 
   Once again, does a girl turning me down for a date change that? Does it mean that I no longer have the courage to face my problems and deal with them instead of denying that they exist? Not at all.
 
   I can go through this analysis for each of the reasons on my list and arrive at the same conclusion every time – because as we’ve said, each of the reasons on my list are healthy reasons to love myself. For this reason, if a girl turns me down for a date, instead of falling apart, I can instead think:
 
   OK, a girl turned me down . . . that’s disappointing, but at the same time, I still know I’m a good person. I know I still have a lot to offer a girl. And, even though this particular girl didn’t want to get to know me better, I know there’s another one out there who will. 
 
   Let me give you another example. Let’s say that someone disagrees with an article I write about depression, and they decide to send me an email saying that it’s terrible and that I’m an idiot and that I have no idea what I’m talking about. If this happened, I wouldn’t exactly be jumping up and down, but at the same time, it’s not going to shatter my self-esteem or cause me to go to pieces. In reality, it’s going to have very little effect on me. Why? Because once again, it has no impact on the reasons why I love myself – and because it has no impact on the reasons why I love myself, I still love myself just as much as I did before that person sent me an abusive email. 
 
    
 
   The running theme is this: I love myself for reasons that I am in control of, that are independent of what other people think of me, and that are independent of circumstances. For this reason, no-one can take them away from me – not a girl, not someone who disagrees with something I write, not anyone. I don’t need them – or anyone else – to validate my own love for myself. And this is critically important, because it means that when something goes wrong or when I’m facing adversity, my self-esteem remains high, and I don’t go to pieces.
 
    
 
   What happens if our love for ourselves is based on unhealthy reasons?
 
   Now let’s talk about what happens if our love for ourselves is based on what I like to call “unhealthy” reasons. For example:
 
   1/ If we were to love ourselves because our partner loves us;
 
   2/ If we were to love ourselves because our boss likes the job we do at work;
 
   3/ If we were to love ourselves because our business is going well.
 
   Now you may ask: why are these “unhealthy” reasons to love ourselves?              
 
   And my answer is this: the reason that these reasons to love ourselves are unhealthy is because they are not in our control, they are not independent of circumstances, and they are not independent of what other people think of us. This is very dangerous, because it leaves us extremely vulnerable to falling victim to depression – as we can see in each of the following examples.
 
   If one of the fundamental reasons why we love ourselves is because our partner loves us, then imagine how we’re going to feel if that person breaks up with us. Firstly, just like someone who loves themselves for healthy reasons will be, we’re going to be heartbroken. However, unlike someone who loves themselves for healthy reasons, we’re also likely to think all sorts of thoughts like: 
 
   Wow, my partner broke up with me . . . that must mean that I’m unlovable . . . and if I’m unlovable, then that must mean that no-one will ever love me again . . . and if no-one will ever love me again, then that must mean that I’ll never find another partner . . . and if I never find another partner, then that means I’m going to spend the rest of my life miserable and alone. 
 
   If we love ourselves because our partner loves us, then we’re likely to catastrophize the break-up like so, which is going to destroy our self-esteem and plunge us into an awful spell of depression.
 
   Let’s take another example: we love ourselves because our boss likes the work we do, but then we get a new boss who doesn’t particularly appreciate our input. If this happens, then just like someone who loves themselves for healthy reasons will be, we’re going to feel disappointed. However, unlike someone who loves themselves for healthy reasons, we’re also likely to catastrophize the situation and think all kinds of poisonous thoughts like: 
 
   Oh, my new boss doesn’t appreciate my work . . . that must mean I’m a terrible worker . . . and because I’m a terrible worker, I’m probably going to get fired soon . . . and because I’m a terrible worker, I’ll probably never be able to get another job once I get fired . . . so I’m probably going to be unemployed for years on end.
 
   Once again, catastrophizing this issue like so is going to cripple our self-esteem and trigger our depression.
 
   Last example: we love ourselves because our business is doing well, but then the economy crashes and our business goes with it. Again, just like someone who loves themselves for healthy reasons, we’re going to feel absolutely shattered. However, unlike someone who loves themselves for healthy reasons, we’re also likely to catastrophize the situation and think things like:
 
    My business crashed because I’m an idiot . . . and because I’m an idiot, I’ll never be able to start another business again . . . and because I’ll never be able to start another business again, I’ll always be broke . . . and because I’ll always be broke, I’ll always be miserable . . . and because I’ll always be broke and miserable, I’ll never be able to attract a partner . . . which means I’ll never be able to have a family . . . which means I’m going to die broke, miserable, and all alone. 
 
    
 
   The running theme is this: when we base our love for ourselves on what other people think of us or on circumstances that are out of our control, we give those people and those circumstances so much power over our own happiness. And because we can’t control those people or those circumstances – they can change at any minute – it means that when adversity strikes us, we’re going to catastrophize everything that’s going wrong and completely fall to pieces. And that’s a big reason why a lot of us suffer from depression.
 
    
 
   Homework
 
   What I’d really encourage you to do now is to come up with a list of reasons to love yourself that are in your control, independent of circumstances, and independent of what other people think of you. As we’ve said, it’s very important to be extremely mindful of the reasons why you ought to love yourself, because it will contribute to you being much better able to cope with adversity and to prevent it from plummeting you into depression. So set aside some time to create this list, and then keep reading and re-reading it so that you train your brain to love yourself for those healthy reasons.
 
   Key takeaways from this chapter
 
   1/ “Healthy” reasons to love ourselves include:
 
   a)    Our skills – i.e. things that we’re good at;
 
   b)    Our personal qualities and characteristics. 
 
   2/ These reasons to love ourselves are healthy because they are:
 
   a)    In our control;
 
   b)    Independent of what other people think of us;
 
   c)     Independent of circumstances.
 
   3/ Similarly, “unhealthy” reasons to love ourselves are reasons that are:
 
   a)    Not in our control;
 
   b)    Not independent of what other people think of us;
 
   c)     Not independent of circumstances.
 
   4/ When we love ourselves for healthy reasons, we are much better able to weather adversity than we would be if we loved ourselves for unhealthy reasons.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 4
 
   Common Cause of People’s Depression #3:
 
   Anger
 
   If you’ve read my Depression is a Liar, then you’ll be very familiar with a girl called Chanel. We dated for four or five months, over which time my feelings for her grew to the point where I envisioned marrying her one day and spending my life with her. But we broke up when I realised that the whole time we’d been going out, she’d been cheating on me with one of my best friends. When I found out, I was furious. I was heartbroken. And to make matters even worse, I later heard that she began spreading the lie that I’d raped her. 
 
   In the aftermath of all this, I was not only very hurt, but also enraged. Remember in the previous chapter, where I said that one of the reasons why I love myself and one of the things that I take a lot of pride in is the fact that I’m kind to people, that I’m compassionate, and that I act with integrity? Well, to hear all of that being called into question . . . to hear someone say that I’d been acting in such a vile and despicable way – particularly somebody who I loved and who I thought felt the same way about me, and somebody who had already betrayed me by cheating on me with one of my best friends – it was absolutely devastating. I was horribly distraught. And like I’ve said, above all else, I was disturbingly mad.
 
   To be completely honest with you, I was so angry with her that I wanted to kill her.
 
   Of course, I did no such thing. I knew that the best revenge in such cases is living well, and I knew that I needed to forget about Chanel and move on in order to do so, because as we opened this chapter by saying, holding onto anger is like drinking poison and expecting someone else to die. The only person it hurts is us.
 
   And for this reason, it is in our best interest to forgive those who have done harm to us. 
 
   Why should we forgive someone who’s hurt us badly?
 
   I understand if you’re objecting to this notion right now. I understand if you’re thinking:
 
   I don’t want to forgive the people who’ve wronged me! They really screwed me over! I hate them! The last thing they deserve from me is forgiveness! 
 
   I get it. I’ve felt that way too. But what I learned in time was that the reason why it’s in our best interest to forgive the people who’ve wronged us is because it gives us peace – and this is exactly why I chose to forgive Chanel. Did she deserve it? I don’t know, and I don’t care. Whether or not she deserved it is completely irrelevant. Again, I chose to forgive her so that I could gain closure and move on with my life, because I knew that if I didn’t – if I instead held onto the anger that I was feeling for her forever – it would just continue to poison me. And after all, Chanel had already hurt me once . . . I didn’t want to give her the power to hurt me again. 
 
   The second point I want to make about forgiveness is that when we choose to forgive someone, it doesn’t mean that we’re all of a sudden condoning what that person did to hurt us. Again, we’re forgiving them because it gives ourselves peace – and it’s entirely possible to do so while at the same time holding the belief that what that person did to us was terribly wrong.
 
   The third point I want to make is that choosing to forgive someone doesn’t mean that the pain and anger we feel towards that person is going to immediately disappear. It takes time for anger to fade and for our pain to heal. However, when we forgive the people who have wronged us, it allows the healing process to finally begin.  
 
   Lastly, I’d like to stress the point that forgiveness does not have to lead to any sort of reunion with the person who’s wronged us. In fact, I think that often the best way to forgive someone is to do so privately in our head. For the record, I never told Chanel that I forgave her. In fact, I haven’t spoken to her since a couple of days after I caught her cheating on me, way back on New Year’s Eve of 2007. I think there are some people like Chanel that we’re better off without – but that doesn’t mean that we can’t forgive those people to free ourselves from the anger we feel toward them. 
 
   I’ll close this chapter by saying that I know the act of forgiving someone who’s wronged us is difficult. I know it may seem counterintuitive. And, I know that it’s often the last thing in the world that we feel like doing. But I can promise you from experience that if you choose to do so, you are going to feel infinitely better as a result. You are going to feel so much more at peace with yourself, and so much more at peace with the world. You’re going to feel as if a huge weight has been lifted off you. And as a result, you’re going to feel much less depressed. 
 
   Key takeaways from this chapter
 
   1/ Holding onto anger is like drinking poison and expecting someone else to die – the only person it hurts is us. For this reason, it is in our best interest to forgive all the people who have wronged us. 
 
   2/ Whether or not a person who has wronged us deserves our forgiveness is irrelevant. It’s in our best interest to forgive such people because doing so gives us peace, and allows us to move on with our lives. 
 
   3/ Choosing to forgive someone who has wronged us does not mean that we condone what they did to us.
 
   4/ Choosing to forgive someone who has wronged us does not mean that the pain and anger we feel toward that person is going to immediately disappear. However, choosing to forgive that person will allow the healing process to begin.
 
   5/ Forgiving someone who has wronged us does not need to lead to a reunion with that person. Often the best way to forgive someone is to do so privately in our head.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 5
 
   Common Cause of People’s Depression #4:
 
   Not allowing gratitude to co-exist with our pain
 
   When I say that a common cause of depression is not allowing gratitude to co-exist with our pain, I’m definitely not implying that we’re not entitled to suffer from depression because there are people worse off than us, or that if we just realised how lucky we were, we wouldn’t be depressed. No-one has the right to diminish or trivialise any pain we may be feeling, and just because someone may be worse off than us, it certainly doesn’t mean that we’re not allowed to hurt or suffer from depression ourselves. What I am saying, however, is that in order to recover from depression, it’s extremely important to maintain an accurate perspective, and feel gratitude in addition to any pain we may be feeling.
 
   How having gratitude saved my life
 
   In hindsight, having gratitude was such a driving force in my recovery from depression because it gave me perspective. And we need to have perspective for two very important reasons:
 
   1/ When we have perspective, we appreciate everything much more than someone who doesn’t. As a result, we’re much less depressed.
 
   2/ Perspective gives us the positive attitude we need to be able to navigate our way through our depression and find the light at the end of the tunnel.
 
   Let me now illuminate these two points by talking about how I personally came to be so conscious of what I’m grateful for, and how having gratitude quite literally saved my life.
 
   When I finished high school at the end of 2006, I was lucky enough to be offered a scholarship to study Commerce/Law at Sydney University, and as such, found myself one evening at the scholarship presentation dinner. A couple of my high school teachers were invited to attend, and at some point, one of them said to me:
 
   ‘You’ve been blessed with so much, Danny. You’ve been brought up in a wonderful neighbourhood; you’re surrounded by a loving, supportive family; and you’ve got the opportunity and the ability to do anything you want to in life.’
 
   Mr Williams then paused for a moment.
 
   ‘I hope you use your blessings for good,’ he said. ‘I hope you always do charity work, and I hope you always try to help people. Remember, Danny: to whom much is given, much is expected.’
 
   That notion really stuck in my mind, and in time, inspired me to volunteer for a month at an underprivileged school in Cusco, Peru. At that point, I was amidst the thick of my depression, having been suffering for six months or a year; but when I arrived in Cusco and started witnessing some of the tragedies that were taking place there, it made me realise how lucky I truly was. To quote a section from Depression is a Liar:
 
    
 
   Before I went to Cusco, I’d never been to a place where 56% of the population lived on less than US$1 a day, where 85% of children never attended high school, where the school dropout rate was 40%, where the unemployment rate was 42%, where the underemployment rate was 74%, where the literacy rate was 18%, where the infant mortality rate was 5%, and where the average life expectancy was 41 years.
 
   I’d never met any children who wore the same World Vision clothes to school every day.
 
   I’d never been to a school where not a single kid was fat, nor had I ever been called fat by anyone else, which is what some of the children thought the volunteers were because we weren’t bone-skinny.
 
   I’d never had 10 year olds try to sell me cigarettes on the street at two in the morning on a school night to help support their family.
 
   I’d never been too embarrassed to tell someone I had a swimming pool in my backyard, like I was when my host family – who lived in a flat barely larger than my living room – had asked me to describe my home to them.
 
   I’d never lived in a place where only ice-cold water came out of the taps, meaning that I had to heat it with a kettle and use a bucket and cup to shower.
 
   I’d never seen villages of houses that didn’t have any windows and were made out of mud bricks, much less had I helped build chimneys out of bamboo for said houses so that smoke wouldn’t suffocate the air when the families cooked over a fire.
 
   I’d never been to a place where all the adults looked 20 years older than their actual age, and where people as young as 30 had dry and wrinkled skin.
 
   I’d never met a kid who grabbed other peoples’ crotches and stuck his fingers up their bums during a school yard game of dodge ball.
 
   ‘Why does he do that?’ one of the volunteers asked.
 
   ‘Because . . . he gets sexually abused at home.’
 
   ‘By who?’
 
   The volunteer manager released a painful sigh.
 
   ‘By his father.’
 
   We were all flabbergasted.
 
   ‘How come . . . how come no-one’s reported it?’
 
   ‘We have.’
 
   ‘And?’
 
   He sighed again.
 
   ‘The police . . . it’s not like in your country. There’s so much corruption . . . it’s not like in your country.’
 
   ‘But surely something can be done about it?’
 
   ‘I’m afraid not.’
 
    
 
   Seeing this poverty, this exploitation, this corruption, this perversion; waking up every morning and staring it in the face . . . it helped me think about my own set of worries in a different light.
 
   Yeah, I do suffer from depression, I remember thinking, but I’m still really lucky. I’m so fortunate to live in a safe country, to be surrounded by a supportive family, and to have the opportunity to do whatever I want with my life. So while I’m not without my problems, I’m also not without some incredible blessings.
 
   Having such a high degree of gratitude sitting beside my pain helped give me a different perspective about my depression, and this perspective continued to develop in the months and years that followed. When I got back to Sydney, I started volunteering with a charity that supported battered women, and learning about the hardship that they go through further reinforced my belief that while I did have depression, I was still an extremely lucky person in many other ways. This gratitude then led me to co-found The Open Skies Foundation at the start of 2010, a non-profit organisation that aimed to create sustainable change in Third World Communities. 
 
   ‘But Danny, you’re deeply suffering yourself right now,’ the people close to me would say. ‘You’re going through one of the worst bouts of depression you’ve ever been through. Why would you now, of all times, decide to found a charity?’
 
   And they were right – I was going through an awful time myself. Yet in spite of that, I still felt immensely fortunate for all the good things that I knew existed in my life alongside my despair – and this gratitude ignited an urge in me to want to help others who weren’t bestowed with the privileges that I’d always known. And perhaps ironically, it was this commitment to helping other people that ended up saving my life several months later – as you can see from this passage from Depression is a Liar:
 
    
 
   Woke up feeling ghastly. Dad drove me to uni for my exam. Silence all the way. 
 
   He dropped me off. I dragged myself to the exam room in a soulless, debilitated shuffle. When I got there I fell to the floor, sat slumped against the wall. My classmates talked to me, asked me questions, but still . . . nothing.
 
   We got called in.
 
   ‘Ten minutes reading time, starting now,’ the announcer said.
 
   I tried to read. I understood the words on their own, but put together they made no sense. I flicked through the exam. Not much of it did.
 
   The exam itself began. I reread questions I knew I’d studied for, but in the moment the answers were a blur. I felt like I was in a trance. The world seemed a black hole. A vacuum of agony. I couldn’t see any escape. The only possible salvation seemed death.  
 
   I scribbled down a few answers before the end of the exam.
 
   ‘How did you go?’ one of my friends asked. But I just shook my head and shuffled spiritlessly away.
 
   I pulled myself into the streets. It was pouring down with rain. I had no idea what to do next. Should I go home? Go back to uni and study? Go to a coffee shop? Call a friend? Get smashed at a bar? Every possibility seemed brutally unbearable. The only one that didn’t was killing myself. As you know, I’d always thought suicide was selfish, because even though it might’ve given me peace, I knew it would’ve left my family in ruins. But right then, on what was, unquestionably, the worst day of my life to date, I started to think that maybe I was wrong. I started to think that perhaps I’d been too narrow-minded.
 
   Because I swear, I vividly remember thinking, if my family knew how depressed I am right now . . . if they could comprehend the gut-wrenching severity of the pain I’m in . . . I swear they’d want me to put myself out of my misery. I swear they’d want me to end it all and finally be free.
 
   It was a dangerous revelation.
 
   Does this mean I can die now? I thought. Guilt-free and with my family’s blessing?
 
   I stopped walking, let the rain pound down on top of me.
 
   Can I do it? Can I really kill myself? Jump in front of a speeding car and join the rest of the road toll casualties?
 
   I stood at a right angle to the road, watched the cars zooming by.
 
   Is this really it? Can I really end it all right here?
 
   My mind was a warzone. So much conflict. But eventually there emerged a definite answer.
 
   No.
 
   I can’t do it.
 
   It’s the answer I’d always reached, but this time, the reason was different.
 
   It wasn’t for me.
 
   It wasn’t even for my family.
 
   It was for those less fortunate than me.
 
   Regardless of how depressed I feel right now, I thought, I know that I’ve been tremendously blessed: with a loving, supportive family; with First World privileges; and with the opportunity and the ability to do whatever I want to in life. Regardless of how I feel right now, I have had a lot bestowed upon me, and I have to use my good fortune to help others who aren’t as immensely privileged as I am. If I kill myself, Open Skies will disband. All the charity work I’d planned on doing will never get done. I’d be abandoning all the people I have the capacity to help. And no matter how much pain I’m in I just can’t do that. To whom much is given, much is expected. I can’t kill myself. Not now, not ever.
 
   I felt it so strongly, with such paramount force that it couldn’t be doubted. It was as if it was a calling, a message from God in my hour of need:
 
    
 
   I put you on this earth for a reason, Danny. You can’t leave it. There’s so much work that you need to do . . . 
 
    
 
   So I stepped away from the road. I called my mum.
 
   ‘Hello?’
 
   ‘Ma . . .’ I croaked.
 
   ‘Danny? Are you alright?’
 
   I murmured something inaudible.
 
   ‘Danny?’ she panicked. ‘Is everything OK?’
 
   ‘Come and get me . . . please. Wynyard.’
 
   I met her there, crawled into the car, muttered in broken sentences what happened. 
 
   ‘Danny, we would never want you to kill yourself!’ she stressed. ‘Never, ever, ever, ever! Suicide is a permanent solution to a temporary problem! You know that, don’t you?’
 
   I eventually managed to nod my head. From the corner of my barely opened eye, I saw Mum fighting back tears as she tried to drive through the rain. At some point she pulled over to call my dad. She talked to him while I sat motionless in the front seat.
 
   After a long time, she finally hung up. 
 
   ‘Danny . . .’ she murmured. ‘Danny we think . . . we think it’s time you be admitted to hospital.’
 
   She paused solemnly.
 
   ‘What do you think?’
 
   I just wanted to get better. I was so tired of feeling sick and I just wanted to get better.
 
   ‘OK,’ I managed to say. ‘I’ll go to hospital.’
 
    
 
   As you can see, gratitude really did save my life, because if it wasn’t for being so conscious of how lucky I really am, then I may not have had anything else to stop me from jumping in front of those speeding cars.
 
   Since that day, I’ve done a lot more charity work through Open Skies, various other organisations, and most recently, as a mental health advocate – and in the course of doing so, I’ve seen some absolutely heartbreaking things.
 
   I’ve met seven year old Cambodian girls who have to beg on the streets to get their food because their parents are too busy gambling and getting high to feed them. Sometimes they also have to beg to get food for their parents, and if they don’t get enough, their parents beat them.
 
   I’ve met girls who started being sexually abused when they were three.
 
   I’ve met refugees as young as 10 who’ve lost their entire families at sea when they tried to come to Australia.
 
   I’ve met suicidal 14 year old kids who’ve been kicked out of home and forced to live on the streets because their parents “don’t believe in mental illness” and are sick of them being “drama queens”. 
 
   This is just the tip of the iceberg – I could go on forever with these stories – but the point to note is that witnessing all of these tragedies has helped me realise how fortunate I really am, and filled me with gratitude for all the privileges that I’ve been blessed with. Like I’ve said, having such a high degree of gratitude is the reason I’m still alive today, because it prevented me from jumping in front of those speeding cars; however, it’s also been the saving grace of my life for two other very important reasons.
 
   Firstly, it kept me positive throughout my entire fight with depression, which allowed me to navigate my way through it and beat it in the end.
 
   Secondly, not only did it lead me to beat my depression, but it also led me to be happier than I ever thought I could be, because it’s made me really, truly appreciate my life. As a result, I now get so much more enjoyment out of everything than I otherwise would.
 
   For example, because I know how lucky I am to be able to walk peacefully down the street without having to worry about being assaulted or shot – something that’s commonplace in many war-ravaged countries – I can derive a lot of pleasure, enjoyment and appreciation from an act that’s often taken for granted like strolling down the road to a coffee shop. It’s the same with other simple pleasures like having lunch at a nice café with a friend, flicking on the T.V. and watching a basketball game, or lying in the sun at the beach – because I’m cognisant of how lucky I am to be able to do seemingly little things like this when so many other people in the world can’t, I can really appreciate them, and thus get so much more enjoyment out of them than I otherwise would. 
 
    
 
   I’m telling you: the more gratitude you have in your life, the happier you will be, because you’re going to appreciate everything so much more than you otherwise would.
 
   And you do have reasons to be grateful.
 
   I don’t know anything about you, but since you have access to a computer and can afford to buy this book, you have a lot more than hundreds of millions of people in the world. 
 
    
 
   Just to reiterate, I’m not saying this to belittle any pain you may be feeling or to make you feel guilty for suffering from depression. Like I said at the start of this chapter, just because there may be people in the world who are worse off than you, it certainly doesn’t mean that you’re not entitled to your grief. Instead, what I’m saying is that in order to beat your depression and become the happy person that you want to be, it’s vital that you maintain an accurate perspective about your life, and allow an appropriate level of gratitude to co-exist with your anguish.
 
   What can we do to have more gratitude in our lives?
 
   Having gratitude is so central to being happy that it’s become a field of study in and of itself, leading to books and articles being written, studies being undertaken and apps being developed to help us become more grateful and conscious of all the beauty, joy and pleasure that exists in our lives. Having been a student of gratitude for several years now, I’d like to share with you some of the things that have helped me become more grateful over the years, and some of the tips, tools and tricks I know have worked for others.
 
   Help someone less fortunate than ourselves
 
   Like I’ve said, the main reason I’m so grateful is because I’ve done so much volunteer work, and have thus met countless people whose lives are much more trying that mine. If you’re in a position to do so, I recommend travelling to a Third World country to do some too, and to witness how people much less fortunate than ourselves live. If that’s not feasible, then I’d recommend doing something more locally – like volunteering at your local homeless shelter or at your closest children’s hospital. Not only will this help give you perspective and cause you to feel more grateful about all the positive things in your life, but there are also few things in the world that are more uplifting and more rewarding to do than to offer your time to help other people less fortunate than yourself. It’s such a wonderfully gratifying thing to do – just watching a little kid’s face light up when you give them a yoyo, or having someone reach for your hand and say “thank-you, you’ve helped me, you’ve had a positive impact on my life” is one of the most beautiful feelings you can experience. 
 
   If you don’t have the time to do volunteer work but you do have the money to be able to help someone less fortunate than yourself, then becoming a donor – regardless of how much or how little you donate – can make a huge difference to someone’s life and heighten your gratitude for your own good fortune. You could do something like sponsor a hungry child through World Vision, or, if you have a soft spot for mental health, you could donate to an organisation like NAMI, SANE or Beyond Blue. 
 
   Keep a gratitude journal
 
   Every night before you go to bed, write down five things that you’re grateful for – either things that you’re thankful that you were able to do that day, or things that you’re thankful for in general. For example:
 
    
    	I’m grateful for having been able to eat my favourite meal for dinner tonight.
 
    	I’m grateful for being able to spend time with my family today.
 
    	I’m grateful for living in a safe, beautiful country.
 
    	I’m grateful that today was a sunny day, and that I got to enjoy it by being able to take a stroll in the park.
 
    	I’m grateful for my partner.
 
   
 
   See how easy it is? It doesn’t take long, and it can really help you focus on all the positive things in your life. In fact, studies have shown that gratitude exercises such as this result in increased alertness, enthusiasm, determination, optimism and energy, in addition to – you guessed it – decreased levels of depression.
 
   I’ve personally found it immensely beneficial to keep a gratitude diary in this way, however leading gratitude researcher Robert Emmons suggests in his book Gratitude Works! that there’s an even more effective way to keep a gratitude journal: instead of picking five things that you’re grateful for each day, pick one thing and write five reasons why you’re grateful for it. For example, I’m grateful for my brother because he:
 
    
    	Makes me laugh.
 
    	Is always honest with me.
 
    	Always makes the most of the time we spend together.
 
    	Is always there when I need him.
 
    	Helps me relax and enjoy my life.
 
   
 
   I like both methods, so these days, I mix it up – sometimes I do one and sometimes I do the other. I’d recommend giving both a try and seeing what works best for you.
 
   Lastly, in terms of how to logistically keep your gratitude journal, you can of course use a regular diary, or, you can use the immensely popular Gratitude Journal app.
 
   Key takeaways from this chapter
 
   1/ Being grateful for all the wonderful things in our lives is very important because it gives us perspective, which is essential to our wellbeing because:
 
   a) When we have perspective, we appreciate everything so much more than we otherwise would;
 
   b) Perspective gives us the positive attitude we need to be able to navigate our way through our depression, and find the light at the end of the tunnel.
 
   2/ A great way to inject more gratitude into our lives is to: 
 
   a)    Do volunteer work;
 
   b)    Keep a gratitude journal.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter 6
 
   Common Cause of People’s Depression #5:
 
   Victimising ourselves
 
   This is a really important topic, because unfortunately, many people I interact with who suffer from depression constantly victimise themselves. It’s a very human thing to do. Whenever something goes wrong in our lives, often our natural reaction is to think:
 
   Why is this happening to me? Nobody else I know has to deal with this! I’m a good person . . . I don’t deserve this! This is so unfair! Why do bad things always happen to me and me only?
 
    However, while it’s easy to do, victimising ourselves is a very unhealthy habit to get into, because if we do victimise ourselves, it’s almost impossible to recover from depression.
 
   Here’s the cold hard reality: bad things happen, and feeling sorry for ourselves won’t get us anywhere. When we are struck by adversity or when we suffer from depression, instead of complaining and acting like a victim, we need to confront our problems, resolve them, and then move on from them. 
 
   When I say this, please understand that I’m not trying to be dismissive of your hardship or to trivialise it in any way, nor am I coming at this from the perspective of a person who’s never experienced anything painful or heartbreaking. I’ve been through my fair share of problems, too. I haven’t told you before, but when I was 15, my dream was to be a professional basketball player. I was pouring everything I had into achieving it, but then I severely injured my knee, and whatever chance I had was gone. A couple of years later, I had that disastrous relationship with Chanel, and then a few months after that I started suffering from depression, which over the next four years led to alcoholism, drug abuse, medicine-induced psychosis, near-suicide attempts and multiple hospitalisations. No matter what I was going through, however, I made a point of never victimising myself, because I knew that doing so would lead me to feel bitter, spiteful and even more miserable. Instead, I chose to face my problems, resolve them, and then move on from them – and it’s this approach I really believe we need to take if we don’t want our temporary problems to turn into permanent problems.
 
    
 
   At the end of the day, this is exactly what victimising ourselves does: turn adversity that we can overcome in time into adversity that will plague us forever, by changing our focus from what can I do to resolve my problems? into Why do bad things always happen to me? Life is so unfair! I don’t deserve this at all! And the problem with this latter approach is that it doesn’t lead us to take the proactive steps that we need to take in order to overcome our hardship. Rather, it leads us to wallow in our misery, and wallowing in our misery is a sure-fire way to stay trapped in depression forever.
 
    
 
   What can we do to feel less like a victim?
 
   Each of the following practices are ones I commonly employ to this day to help prevent me from feeling sorry for myself whenever something in my life doesn’t go according to plan.
 
   Focus on moving forwards
 
   Like I’ve said, when adversity strikes us, I firmly believe that the best thing we can do for ourselves is to confront our problems, resolve them, and then move on from them. If this is out mindset, then when we fall on hard times, we’re so busy trying to deal with our problems and move on from them that we don’t have time to feel sorry for ourselves.
 
   Take responsibility
 
   When something goes wrong in our lives, I also believe it’s in our best interest to analyse the situation, take responsibility for all the mistakes we’ve made, and learn as much as we can from the experience to try and prevent it from ever occurring again. This approach is the opposite of the “blaming everybody else” approach, which is so often at the root cause of self-victimisation. 
 
   Let go of anger
 
   Taking the steps that we need to take in order to let go of anger once again shifts our approach from “blaming everybody else” to being focused on moving forwards. Looking back, I can see that it’s because I worked so hard to forgive Chanel that I didn’t victimise myself when everything went awry with her.
 
   Gratitude, gratitude, gratitude
 
   When I injured my knee, one of the main things that stopped me from victimising myself was reminding myself of all the blessings in my life, even though my dream was shattered. Because I had gratitude sitting beside my pain, I was able to say to myself:
 
   OK, this is really heartbreaking, but on the bright side, I’m still only 15 years old. What happened is devastating, yes, but it hardly means my life is over. I’m fortunate enough to go to a very good school where I’m able to receive a great education, so even though I can no longer be a professional basketball player, if I make the most of the wonderful opportunities still available to me, I’ll be able to recover from this setback, and go on to live a happy life. 
 
   Key takeaways from this chapter
 
   1/ Victimising ourselves turns our temporary problems into permanent problems, since it changes our focus from what can I do to resolve this problem? to Why do bad things always happen to me? Life is so unfair! I don’t deserve this at all! This latter approach doesn’t lead us to take the proactive steps that we need to take in order to overcome our hardship. Instead, it leads us to wallow in it, and wallowing in our problems is a sure-fire way to stay trapped in our depression.
 
   2/ When we’re hit with adversity, we can take various steps to reduce and eliminate the “I’m a victim” feeling by:
 
   a)    Focusing on moving forwards;
 
   b)    Analysing what went wrong, taking responsibility for any mistakes we may have made, and learning what we can from the experience so that we can minimise the chance of it happening again;
 
   c)     Working to let go of the anger that we feel towards the situation;
 
   d)    Working at being more grateful for all of the good things that exist in our lives – even though we’re going through adversity at the moment.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 7
 
   Common Cause of People’s Depression #6:
 
   Not being surrounded by the “right” people . . . or even worse, being surrounded by “toxic” people
 
   Author and motivational speaker Jim Rohn once remarked that we are the average of the five people who we spend the most time with. And I think he’s right. As you’ve probably experienced yourself, who you surround yourself with affects the way you think, the way you feel, and the decisions you make. 
 
   For this reason, in order to recover from depression and become the happy people that we want to be, it’s critically important that we surround ourselves with the “right” people and distance ourselves from the “wrong” people. 
 
   However, this then raises the question: How are we supposed to know who the “right” people and who the “wrong” people are?
 
   This is something I really used to struggle with, so I asked a psychologist for his advice. Below is an exercise he taught me to do which, despite its simplicity, really worked wonders. I’ll lay it out like a high school science experiment, just for a bit of fun.
 
   Aim
 
   To figure out who the “right” people and who the “wrong” people to surround ourselves with are.
 
   Materials needed
 
    
    	An A4 piece of paper;
 
    	A pen;
 
    	A person who’s ready to learn and improve their surroundings (that’s us!).
 
   
 
   Method
 
   1/ Draw a mind-map connected to a centre circle that asks, “what do I value in a friend?”
 
   2/ Around the circle, write down the characteristics or personality traits that you appreciate in a friend. For example, loyalty, kindness, or someone who’s down to earth. Let me emphasise that it is very important that you don’t rush this part. Make sure you really think about what you value in a friend so that what you write down accurately reflects your true feelings. The benefits of this exercise is in getting this section “right” – so if you rush it and jot down characteristics or personality traits in a friend that don’t correctly reflect your true feelings, then this exercise won’t help you achieve the results that it can.
 
   Conclusions
 
   1/ Everyone who possesses the characteristics and personality traits that we’ve identified as valuing in a friend are the “right” people for us to surround ourselves with. As a result, we want to make a deliberate effort to surround ourselves with these people, because we’re in all likelihood going to have really positive, healthy relationships with them.
 
   2/ On the other hand, those who do not possess the characteristics and personality traits that we’ve identified as valuing in a friend are the “wrong” people for us to surround ourselves with. For this reason, it’s in our best interest to distance ourselves from such people, because we’re in all likelihood going to have negative relationships with them.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I know this exercise sounds simple. I know this exercise may sound corny. But it can really work if you take the time to do it properly. Like I said, the value of it comes in taking the time to identify what you truly desire in a friend, because it’s this level of self-awareness that is ultimately going to lead you to make good, healthy decisions about who you choose to spend your time with. 
 
   Toxic people
 
   Another thing that’s worth noting is that there are certain traits that make up some people which are outright toxic, and if we surround ourselves with people who have such characteristics, it’s likely to compromise our happiness. Over the years, I’ve talked to thousands of people who have depression, and one of the biggest triggers for many sufferers is that they have toxic people in their lives who exhibit some of the following traits. 
 
   1/ They’re judgmental. Instead of being supportive, some people are critically judgmental. For example, if you suffer from depression, then choosing to see a therapist is an excellent decision to make. However, a judgmental person may condemn you for that. They may think, oh, so-and-so is seeing a psychologist . . . that means they must be really weird! That means they must be crazy! And we never want to be surrounded by people like that. 
 
   2/ Jealousy. Supportive people will celebrate with us when we have a success, but jealous people are likely to try and drag us down instead. Those are people we’re definitely better off without.
 
   3/ People who don’t believe in us. Again, people who don’t believe in us are the opposite of supportive, and it’s not in our best interest to surround ourselves with such people.
 
   4/ People who take their anger and frustration out on us when something goes wrong in their life. There are certain people who will constantly treat us like garbage whenever something is bothering them, even if what’s bothering them has nothing to do with us. We deserve better.
 
   5/ People who bring out the worst in us. For example, if you’re a recovering alcoholic and you’re trying to stop drinking, then a supportive person will respect your decision and encourage you to lay off the bottle. On the other hand, a toxic person will suggest that you go to the pub together and “just have a few rounds”.
 
   6/ People who try to change us from the person we are into the person that they want us to be. We are all unique, and if someone tries to trample on our individuality and turn us into someone we’re not, then they’re not a good person for us to be around. It’s really hard to be happy when someone’s forcing their beliefs about how we should look, act or think down our throats.
 
   But I’m still not sure about so-and-so . . .
 
   We can use everything we’ve learned so far in this chapter to help us figure out who the “right” and who the “wrong” and/or “toxic” people to surround ourselves with are. However, there may be times when we’re still not quite sure about a particular person, which can sometimes happen when they possess a few of the characteristics we value in a friend, but they also possess some of the toxic traits we want nothing to do with. In such an instance, it helps to ask ourselves the following question, which can serve to give us a definitive answer.
 
   After I’ve spent time with that person, how do I feel? 
 
   If you feel in a positive mood after you see them, then that’s a “good” person for you to spend your time with. However, as you probably know from experience, there are certain people who will repeatedly leave you feeling down after you’ve engaged with them. Maybe you find that your confidence is lower because they don’t believe in you. Maybe you feel exhausted because they dump their problems on you all the time. Maybe you feel angry because every time you have some good news, instead of celebrating it with you, they are jealous, spiteful, and try to minimise your success. Whatever it may be, here’s the critical point to note: if you continuously feel down after spending time with someone, then it’s not in your best interest to be around that person. 
 
    
 
   As the saying goes, throughout our lives, we will constantly meet angels and devils, and we only know who is who after we’ve met them.
 
    
 
   What if the toxic person in our lives is a family member? Or, someone we’ve known for a really long time?
 
   Being family does not preclude someone from being a toxic person. Just because someone is a parent, sibling, in-law, cousin, aunt or uncle, it doesn’t strip them of their power to have a very negative impact on our lives. Accordingly, if we have a family member who either exhibits a lot of the toxic traits we’ve talked about or who does not have the characteristics that we value in a friend, then I think it behoves us to distance ourselves from that person. I know it can be difficult. I know it’s not always practical to cut them completely out of our lives. However, I still think it’s worth putting as much space between them and us as we can. At the end of the day, our happiness is too important to have them compromise it.
 
   The same goes for someone we’ve been friends with for a very long time. They can be toxic too, and sometimes there comes a time in our relationship with that person when we have to move on. Once again, our happiness is too important to have them poison it. 
 
   Key takeaways from this chapter
 
   1/ People who possess the characteristics and personality traits that we value in a friend are the “right” people for us to surround ourselves with, because we’re likely to have very positive, healthy relationships with those people. On the other hand, people who do not possess the characteristics and personality traits that we value in a friend are the “wrong” people for us to surround ourselves with, because we’re likely to have very negative, toxic relationships with those people.
 
   2/ People who are judgmental, who are jealous, who don’t believe in us, who take their anger and frustration out on us when something doesn’t go right in their life, who bring out the worst in us, who try to change us, and most importantly, who leave us feeling down after we’ve spent time with them are toxic people for us to surround ourselves with.
 
   3/ Just because someone is family or someone we’ve known for a very long time, it does not preclude them from being a toxic person. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 8
 
   Common Cause of People’s Depression #7:
 
   Being a prisoner of what other people think
 
   Judging by all the emails I get, I know that being held captive by what other people think is a huge trigger for a lot of people’s depression. Now, I would never say that we should completely ignore what everyone else thinks and never take into consideration anything they say, because it’s undoubtedly good to listen to others and be mindful of their thoughts. However, I do believe that we should stop short of becoming prisoners of their opinions, because that can lead us to do things against our better judgment, or to do things that aren’t in our own best interest – and this can certainly lead to depression.
 
   In what ways is it possible to be prisoners of what other people think of us?
 
   We can be held captive by what other people think of us in two main ways.
 
   1/ By defining ourselves by what others think of us
 
   Remember when we talked about the importance of basing our love for ourselves on reasons that are in our control, that are independent of what other people think of us, and that are independent of circumstances? And, remember when we said that when we don’t do this – i.e. when we instead base our love for ourselves on what other people think of us – then we give those people so much power over our happiness? 
 
   Speaking from the heart, I truly believe that one of the reasons why I’m so happy today is because I really don’t mind what other people think of me. And if you remember from earlier on, this is because I don’t base my love for myself on what other people think of me. If people think I’m a freak because I used to suffer from depression, then I don’t mind. If they don’t like something I write somewhere, I don’t mind. I don’t need their validation to be able to love myself, because I have a whole bunch of reasons to love myself that are independent of what other people think of me. And this is really important, because when we love ourselves for reasons that are independent of what others think of us, we can free ourselves from their opinions, and as a result, greatly ease our depression. 
 
   2/ By letting what others think of us govern the decisions we make
 
   We are also prisoners of what other people think of us when we allow them to govern the decisions we make, which can be a major problem for people with depression. For example, I’ve spoken to countless people who’ve told me something along the lines of:
 
   ‘I know that seeking help is a good idea, but what will everyone think of me if I do? They might think I’m crazy . . . and that scares me. So I haven’t sought help.’
 
   In this case, letting what other people may think of us dictate the decisions we make is having a detrimental effect on our health and happiness, since seeking help is vital to recovering from depression (just for the record by the way, chances are that not many people – if anyone – are going to think you’re “crazy” for seeing a psychologist).
 
   Letting what other people think of us govern the decisions we make can also harm us in many other aspects of our lives. For example, it can cause us to pursue a career we don’t really enjoy, get romantically involved with someone we don’t really love, end a romantic relationship with someone we do really love, waste money on something that we don’t really want, or cause us to make practically any other bad decision you can think of.
 
   I understand how scary it can sometimes be to follow our hearts and go against what other people may think of us, but the truth is that if we don’t, then we will end up being the person that other people want us to be, instead of the person that we want to be.
 
   You might be thinking: 
 
   OK, I get that in theory, and I agree, but how do I actually go about emotionally freeing myself from what other people think of me so that I’m then able to make decisions that aren’t dictated by what they think?
 
   Well, here’s a notion that’s always helped me. 
 
    
 
   When trying to free ourselves from what other people think of us, it helps to remember a line from Dr Seuss: “those who matter don’t mind and those who mind don’t matter”.
 
    
 
   I really do believe this. The “right” people are going to be supportive of the decisions we make, and if someone’s not, then like we said in the previous chapter, they’re probably not a person we want to spend time with anyway. In fact, this is something I can specifically recall my psychologist explaining to me before I released my memoir Depression is a Liar in 2013. 
 
   ‘So Danny, how’ve you been feeling?’ he asked when I arrived.
 
   ‘Yeah, really good on the whole. But I’ve been a bit nervous lately about publishing my memoir. I mean, hardly anyone knows that I used to suffer from depression . . . so what are they going to say when they find out I used to? And what are they going to say when they find out that it led to alcoholism, drug abuse, medicine-induced psychosis, near-suicide attempts and multiple hospitalisations? What if some of my friends read my book, conclude that I’m a freak, and then decide they don’t want to be friends with me anymore?’
 
   ‘I don’t think anyone is going to think that,’ my psychologist said. ‘But even if a few people do, I don’t think it really matters.’
 
   I was shocked.
 
   ‘Huh? How can you say that it doesn’t matter?’
 
   My psychologist smiled at me gently.
 
   ‘When you release your memoir, Danny, there are going to be a lot of people who find it inspiring, uplifting and encouraging – and dare I say it, I think there are going to be some people who find it life-saving. However, you may also get some people who can’t deal with it, and for that reason, choose to distance themselves from you. But let me ask you this: if someone chooses to distance themselves from you because they don’t like your past or because they think you’re a “freak”, as you put it, then do you think you’d ever be able to have a good relationship with that person anyway?’
 
   I thought about it for a few moments.
 
   ‘No,’ I eventually said. ‘I guess not.’
 
   ‘Would you even want to be friends with them?’
 
   I considered that question for another few moments before shaking my head.
 
   ‘No.’
 
   ‘So then why would you care if a few people think like that after reading your memoir? Those who matter don’t mind, and those who mind don’t matter, remember?’
 
   I really took that advice to heart, and ever since that conversation, I’ve never worried about what people think of me (just for the record, though, almost everyone I know was really supportive when they read my memoir – no-one called me a “freak” or anything like that, and I realised that I needn’t have worried so much about people judging me. I think that’s because most people appreciate that we’re all battling something – but that’s a different topic for another day).
 
   Key takeaways from this chapter
 
   1/ When we become prisoners of what other people think of us, it hurts us in two main ways:
 
   a)    By leading us to do things against our better judgment;
 
   b)    By leading us to do things that aren’t in our own best interests.
 
   2/ To free ourselves from what other people think of us, we want to:
 
   a)    Make sure that we love ourselves for reasons that are independent of what other people think of us;
 
   b)    Remember that those who matter don’t mind, and those who mind don’t matter.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 9
 
   Common Cause of People’s Depression #8:
 
   Forgetting that we’re only a part – and often only a very small part – of everyone else’s world
 
   Let me start this chapter by asking you a very important question:
 
   When you have an interaction with someone that doesn’t go according to plan, do you automatically assume that it’s “your fault”, or a consequence of one of your “personal failings”?
 
   For example, you give your boss what you feel is a really good piece of work, but your boss isn’t particularly enthusiastic about it – and as a result, you jump to the conclusion that your boss doesn’t value your contribution at all, and that you’re the weak link in the team.
 
   Another example: your partner says they’re not in the mood to have sex, and you jump to the conclusion that they’re losing interest in you.
 
   A third example: you go on a date with someone, and they don’t call you for a second date – or, when you call them, they turn you down; as a result, you then jump to the conclusion that you’re boring and unattractive.
 
   Have you ever done something like this before?
 
   I know I have. I’ve definitely exacerbated my depression in the past by convincing myself that the way someone else reacts to something I’ve done is a direct reflection on me.
 
   But what I eventually learned is that when we think like this, what we’re doing is completely ignoring the fact that the way someone reacts to us is not only a reflection on us, but also a reflection on them and their circumstances.
 
   Let’s go back to our examples.
 
   Firstly, you give your boss what you feel is a really good piece of work, but they aren’t enthusiastic about it – and as a result, you jump to the conclusion that your boss doesn’t value your contribution, and that you’re the weak link in the team. But, isn’t it also possible that your boss was just in a bad mood because of something else that’s entirely unrelated to you, and that their less-than-enthusiastic response to your work was just a projection of their prior irritation? And, if you’re honest with yourself, haven’t you done this before? Hasn’t there been a time when your partner or your friend or your son or your daughter has come to you with something they’re really excited about, but you brushed them off because you were angry or upset about something else?
 
   Now let’s turn to our second example, where your partner says they’re not in the mood to have sex, and you then jump to the conclusion that they’re losing interest in you. Now, anything’s possible – maybe your partner is losing interest in you. But, isn’t it also possible that they’re just tired and not in the mood? Isn’t it also possible that they’re stressed out about something else, and for that reason, don’t want to have sex? Isn’t it also possible that they have something on early the next morning and just want to get some sleep? Aren’t any of these reasons possible – in addition to a bunch of other reasons? And, hasn’t there been a time when you’ve done the exact same thing yourself? Haven’t you turned down having sex with your partner before not because you were no longer attracted to them, but because of some other reason that’s completely unrelated to them?
 
   What about our third example, where a first date with someone doesn’t lead to a second, so you jump to the conclusion that you’re boring and unattractive. But let me ask you: isn’t it also possible that the reason that person decided against going on a second date with you is not because they think you’re boring and unattractive, but because they have a fear of commitment? Or because they met someone else? Or because they’re coming off a recent break-up and on second thoughts, aren’t ready to start dating another person yet? And again, haven’t you at some point decided not to go on a second date with someone for a reason that has absolutely nothing to do with that person?
 
    
 
   Here’s the point: just because somebody has a less than positive response to something we do, we can’t jump to negative conclusions about ourselves. When we do this, we are completely ignoring the fact that we are only a part – and often only a very small part – of that person’s world. They – like us – have got a million things going on in their head that influence their decisions and their responses to certain events, and for this reason, it’s entirely possible that when they have a less than positive reaction to something we say or do, that it has absolutely nothing to do with us.
 
    
 
   Knowing this, and being conscious of it, can be a very powerful, soothing concept that can eliminate a lot of our stress and significantly ease our depression.
 
   Key takeaways from this chapter
 
   1/ Just because somebody has a less than positive response to something we say or do, we can’t jump to negative conclusions about ourselves. Doing so completely ignores the fact that we are only a part – and often only a very small part – of that person’s world. 
 
   2/ For this reason, it’s entirely possible that when someone else has a less than positive reaction to something we say or do, that it has absolutely nothing to do with us.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 10
 
   Common Cause of People’s Depression #9:
 
   Living an unbalanced life
 
   In order for us to live a balanced life, we need to:
 
    
    	Make sure that we’re bringing in enough money to live off;
 
    	Take care of our bodies by eating well, sleeping well and exercising frequently;
 
    	Satisfy each of our core values (to refresh your memory, our core values are the things that mean the most to us in the world).
 
   
 
   Sometimes it’s OK to be temporarily unbalanced – for example, a student studying for his final year exams may choose to bury himself in his books and not see his friends for a few months, or pull an all-nighter cramming just before a test. However, if the student constantly lives this way – and if any of us continuously live an unbalanced life – it’s likely to seriously trigger our depression.
 
   What can we do to live a more balanced life?
 
   Add structure to our days
 
   It’s certainly possible to live a very unstructured yet balanced life, but it’s been my observation that most of us are better at maintaining a balance when we make a point of scheduling time to do all the different things that we want to do. For example, if we don’t set aside time to exercise, it often doesn’t get done. However, if we schedule in our diaries to go to the gym at 6pm every Monday and Thursday, it’s much more likely that we’ll actually go.
 
   Listen to our mind and body
 
   If we’re not doing enough of one thing or overdoing another, our mind or body will usually tell us. For example, if we constantly feel tired, then our body’s trying to let us know that we need to sleep more. If we’re feeling mentally drained and exhausted, then our mind’s trying to warn us that we’re working too hard.
 
   Listen to our loved ones
 
   For example, if our partner’s complaining that we’re always at work and never home, then they probably have a point. 
 
   Establish boundaries between “work time” and “leisure time”
 
   It’s good to work hard while we’re in the office, but in the interest of living a balanced life, it’s best if we leave our work at work. If we’re always bringing files home or checking our smartphones to see if our boss has emailed, then we’re making it very hard for ourselves to “switch off” and achieve a desirable work/life balance.
 
   Let technology help us!
 
   Because living a balanced life is something that so many of us struggle with, there are an abundance of apps that have been developed to help us do it. I recommend using one or more of the following, all of which are free or only cost a few dollars:
 
   1/ iPlanSuccess: By allowing you to define your values, strengths and the ways you deal with being busy, this clever app helps you set realistic goals in order to achieve a better balance between your work and personal life. 
 
   2/ Cozi Family Organiser: This app lets you keep track of your family members’ schedules so that you can know when they’re free and thus set aside time to spend with them. 
 
   3/ SelfControl: This app lets you block access to distracting websites, your mail servers, or anything else on the internet for a pre-defined period of time. In addition to being a great productivity app, it will help you achieve a more balanced life by forcing you to take a time-out from work and do something else.
 
   4/ Timer+: Like we’ve said, it’s much easier to live a balanced life when we make a point of setting aside time to do each of the things that we want to do. This app helps you do that by allowing you to set a time limit on what you’re doing so that you don’t run over time and miss out on doing something else. Multiple timers can be set at once, and alerts can be sent out even when the timer’s running in the background.
 
   5/ CrunchTime: The aim of this app is to provide busy users with an improved knowledge of how they spend their time, and to help them achieve a better balance between all their activities. Similar to the iPlanSuccess app, CrunchTime lets you set work-life balance goals in the areas of hours worked, sleep time, overtime worked, mood, weight and vacation taken, and awards you with an achievement badge every time a goal is met. 
 
   6/ Balanced: This app allows you to track the things you wish you did more often, and helps motivate you to do them again. Balanced will acknowledge when you achieve a goal by giving you positive feedback, will allow you to prioritise your activities in order of importance, will give you a list of 50 uplifting activities that you can do to improve your life, and much more.
 
   7/ Life Balance: Marketed as personal coaching software, Life Balance dynamically adjusts your to-do list as you check off completed tasks to help you manage your time more efficiently.
 
   8/ Wonderful Life Plan: This app allows you to set short, medium and long term goals and helps you keep track of whether or not you’re achieving them.
 
   If we suffer from depression, we also need to set aside time to …
 
   We said before that in order to be happy and to live a balanced life, we need to make sure that we’re satisfying each of our core values, in addition to making sure that we’re bringing home enough money to live off, and that we’re taking care of our bodies by eating well, sleeping well and exercising frequently. This is 100% true, but if we suffer from depression, there’s also one other critically important thing that we need to make time for in our lives.
 
    
 
   If we’re suffering from depression, then part of living a balanced life involves doing the things that we need to do in order to recover from depression – such as seeing a therapist, reading self-help books such as this one, keeping mood diaries, and anything else that will help us understand what is causing us to feel depressed or help us to deal with that underlying cause.
 
    
 
   While I haven’t said this explicitly, it’s certainly been implied that recovery from depression does not happen by being passive. It happens by confronting our demons, and then fighting like hell to try and beat them. Accordingly, in order to recover from depression, we need to make time to do whatever it takes for us to recover. We can’t afford to be “too busy” to do such things. 
 
   Taking this into account, an amended list of things we need to do to live a balanced life if we suffer from depression would thus be:
 
    
    	Making sure that we’re bringing in enough money to live off;
 
    	Taking care of our bodies by eating well, sleeping well and exercising frequently;
 
    	Satisfying each of our core values;
 
    	Doing whatever we need to do in order to recover from depression.
 
   
 
   Key takeaways from this chapter
 
   1/ In order to live a balanced life, we need to make sure that we’re making enough money to live off; taking care of our bodies by eating well, sleeping well and exercising frequently; and satisfying each of our core values.
 
   2/ To live a balanced life, it helps if we do the following:
 
   a)    Structure and plan our days;
 
   b)    Listen to our mind and body;
 
   c)     Listen to our loved ones;
 
   d)    Establish boundaries between our “work” time and our “leisure” time;
 
   e)    Use one or more of the many apps that exist for just this purpose.
 
   3/ If we suffer from depression, then we also need to set aside time to do the things that we need to do in order to recover.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 11
 
   Common Cause of People’s Depression #10:
 
   Perfectionism
 
   There’s a lot to be said for being a perfectionist, as it pushes us to strive for excellence and to reach our true potential. However, it can also be a double-edged sword, which I learned at 19 when my perfectionism plunged me into depression. After two miserable years, I wound up in a psych ward, and quickly discovered how prevalent a problem it really was. Out of the 20 or so group therapy sessions I attended during that particular two week stay, the one on perfectionism drew by far the biggest crowd – the room was so packed that people had to bring in extra seats from their bedrooms, and latecomers had to sit on the floor. At the time, I was shocked. I had no idea that perfectionism was an Achilles heel for so many people. It always seemed to me to be such a good trait to have, so how was it that it had affected so many people so negatively? 
 
   As the session progressed, there emerged three main ways in which perfectionism seemed to harm people. We’ll hash each of them out below, and talk about how we can stop these tendencies from triggering our depression.
 
   Perfectionism can lead us to measure our self-worth in terms of how “perfectly” we achieve our goals – which can lead us to feel worthless, inadequate, like a failure, and to hate ourselves
 
   This was one of the main causes of my depression. Below is an excerpt from my memoir Depression is a Liar, where my psychologist summarised how my perfectionism triggered me and explained what I had to do to manage that trigger.
 
    
 
   ‘You relentlessly seek excellence, Danny, and you always set extremely challenging goals and then throw yourself into achieving them. Being perfectionistically goal-driven like this is fine in and of itself, but the problem with you is that you measure your self-worth entirely in terms of whether or not you achieve these goals. If you don't achieve a goal that you set out to achieve-like getting a High Distinction average at university or getting your novel [that I'd been working on] published by a particular point in time, you hate yourself. You feel worthless and inadequate. You feel like a failure. And you feel this pain so intensely that you become suicidal.
 
   ‘You're human, Danny, and humans, by our very composition, are not perfect. Humans make mistakes. Humans don't always achieve their goals. You need to accept this, and not be so hard on yourself. You need to accept this, and be able to love yourself regardless. You need to be able to love yourself regardless of how you go in your uni exams and no matter what happens with your novel. Even if you fail every exam for the rest of your degree and your novel never gets published, you should still be able to love yourself. You should be able to find elements of yourself that you love that will be there no matter what. That will let you love yourself no matter what.’
 
   He paused for a moment.
 
   ‘If you can do this, then I think you'll go a long way towards conquering your depression.’
 
    
 
   Over the next week or so, I battled to find things about myself that I liked. To find reasons that weren't related to "success" or "achievement" or anything of that nature was very hard for me, because they weren't ideas I'd ever considered before. All that had ever mattered to me was whether or not I was achieving my goals. If I was, or was on track to, then I loved myself. If I hadn't, or was not on track to, then I hated myself. The concept of loving myself regardless of whether or not I succeeded was completely foreign to me. But after a long time pondering, I finally managed to write the list that I included in the earlier chapter about learning how to love ourselves for healthy reasons. And when I focused on those healthy reasons, I could actually see that there really was a lot to love about me.
 
   I actually am a good person, I remember thinking. And this really is true, regardless of what my marks are at university or whether or not my novel ever gets published. These are the reasons why I can love myself, and whether I succeed or fail has nothing to do with it.
 
   This was such an empowering revelation, and once I'd made it, I took a huge step forward in conquering my depression. 
 
   If you too pin your self-worth to how well you achieve your goals, then I'd recommend writing a similar list of your own. Doing so, and having a revelation comparable to the one I had, doesn't mean you stop striving to achieve your goals – rather, it just means that you stop hating yourself when you don't fulfil them.
 
   Being perfectionistic can cause us to be neglectful
 
   Because being perfectionistic leads us to be goal-orientated and pushes us to do our best in everything we do, it can sometimes lead us to neglect other things that matter – like our family or our health. For example, if we're always working late, then we may climb the corporate ladder quickly – but if we sacrifice exercising, then our health is going to suffer, and if we never socialise, then so will our relationships. Because of our hard work, we may well speed up the ranks – but is it really worth it if our partner leaves us? Or if we put on 60 pounds and develop diabetes? 
 
   One approach that's helped me keep things more in perspective is making a conscious effort to focus more on trying to be “happy” as opposed to trying to be “successful”. They both certainly overlap to some degree, but I think the former is a vastly more well-rounded approach to life, and ever since adopting it, I've been much happier and healthier.
 
   Perfectionism can lead us to procrastinate things or never get them finished
 
   Doing things perfectly – or at least, to the very best of our ability – can be much more time consuming than just doing things well. And because us perfectionists are aware of this, we can often fall into the trap of putting off doing certain tasks altogether, because we can't find the time to do them "perfectly". Alternatively, we can spend so long trying to do something perfectly that we end up spending too long on it or never getting it finished (I've found this to particularly be the case with projects that don't have a time deadline per se, such as writing my first novel or designing a website for my charity). In such cases, and in the cases where perfectionism leads us to procrastinate, I think it's important to remind ourselves that a job well done – albeit not a job perfectly done – is still better than a job not done at all.
 
   Keep sharpening the good side of the sword, but try to blunt the bad side, too
 
   We started this chapter by saying that perfectionism has a lot of positive aspects to it. This is definitely true, and for this reason, we certainly don't want to throw the baby out with the bath water just because it has the potential to lead to problems down the line. In my opinion, the best thing for us perfectionists to do is to just be mindful of the ways it may be hurting us, and if we find that it is, then take the necessary steps to correct it. On the whole, perfectionism is a great quality to have – we just have to make sure that it isn’t triggering our depression and destroying our life.
 
   Key takeaways from this chapter
 
   1/ Being perfectionistic is a good thing, because it pushes us to strive for excellence and to reach our true potential. However, it also has its downfalls when it:
 
   a)    Leads us to measure our self-worth in terms of how “perfectly” we achieve our goals – which can lead us to feel worthless, inadequate, like a failure, and to hate ourselves;
 
   b)    Leads us to neglect some of life’s most important aspects, such as our health and our relationships;
 
   c)     Leads us to procrastinate things or never quite finish them.
 
   2/ We can prevent our perfectionistic tendencies from triggering our depression by:
 
   a)    Loving ourselves unconditionally.
 
   b)    Focusing on trying to be “happy” as opposed to being “successful”.
 
   c)     Reminding ourselves that a job well done – albeit not a job perfectly done – is still better than a job not done at all.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 12
 
   Common Cause of People’s Depression #11:
 
   Living an unhealthy lifestyle
 
   Seemingly trivial things like eating well, sleeping well and exercising are easy things to forget about when we’re trapped in the throes of depression. After all, when we’re in that place, usually the last thing we want to do is go for a run. However, it’s undeniable that if we do make the effort to live a healthy lifestyle, then it will significantly spur on our recovery. We’ll talk about how we can do so in this chapter, with an emphasis on eating well, sleeping well and exercising frequently.
 
   Eating well
 
   The dietary guidelines for adults in Australia, as developed by the National Health and Medical Research Council, suggest that we should:
 
    
    	Eat lots of vegetables, legumes and fruits;
 
    	Eat plenty of cereals, including breads, rice, pasta and noodles (ideally of the wholegrain variety);
 
    	Eat lean meat, fish, poultry and/or alternatives;
 
    	Eat milks, yoghurts, cheeses and/or alternatives (ideally reduced fat substances, where possible);
 
    	Drink lots of water;
 
    	Limit saturated fat intake;
 
    	Lean towards foods that are low in salt;
 
    	Consume only moderate amounts of sugar;
 
    	Minimise how much alcohol we drink.
 
   
 
   Tools to help us eat healthily
 
   Like we’ve said, when we suffer from depression, we’re often so consumed with pain that we find it difficult to get anything done, including taking care with our diet and ensuring that we’re eating healthily. However, this list of apps will make life easier:
 
   1/ Swap It Don’t Stop It: Developed by the Australian government, this app will help you make healthier food choices by showing you how to swap less nutritional foods for more nutritional substitutes, how to save calories, and much more. It’s also possible to track your progress and set reminders to inform you when it’s time to “make a swap”.
 
   2/ Fooducate: This app helps you make healthier choices when grocery shopping by illuminating the quality of calories in each item of food, and suggesting similar yet healthier alternatives. 
 
   3/ LoseIt: If it’s a weight loss plan you’re after, this app can customise a plan for you that will suit your life. You can even start head-to-head, team- and group-based challenges with other people.
 
   4/ HealthyOut: Tell this app your dietary restrictions and nutritional needs and it will suggest what you should eat at your restaurant of choice.
 
   5/ ShopWell: Just by scanning the barcode, this app can tell you which foods at your supermarket meet your dietary needs based on your age, gender, health goals, diet needs, and ingredient and nutrition preferences.
 
   6/ Zipongo: This app helps you eat healthily on the cheap, by letting you know about weekly sales at supermarkets in your area, and digital coupons that can save you money. It also contains lots of healthy eating tips and recipes.
 
    7/ My Diet Coach: This app helps keep you motivated when you start a new weight loss plan by allowing you to upload photos and notes that inspire you, set reminders about what you want to eat and avoid, and make weight loss and fitness goals. You can even keep a food and exercise journal, and receive virtual prizes when you meet your targets.
 
   8/ Calorie Counter and Tracker: Tell this app your age, gender and weight loss goals and it will help you reach them in your desired time frame. It also allows you to keep a food diary and keep track of how much exercise you’re doing.
 
   9/ Lifesum: If you prefer counting your kilojoule intake (as opposed to your calorie intake) then this app will help you do it. It also allows you to upload a “before healthy eating image” and helps you keep track of your weight so that you can reach your goals. 
 
   10/ Traffic Light Food Tracker: This app helps you compare packaged food products by entering the amount of salt, fat, saturated fat and sugar they contain per 100g. It will then display a traffic light for each nutrient: red indicating “high”, yellow indicating “medium”, and green indicating “low”.
 
   11/ MyFitnessPal: Enter your own recipes into this app and have MyFitnessPal calculate its nutritional information. 
 
   Are you drinking too much alcohol?
 
   Like we’ve said, part of eating healthily involves limiting how much alcohol we drink. I know how tempting it can be to try and drown our depression in booze – being a recovered alcoholic, I’ve done it countless times myself. However, I can tell you from experience – and there are numerous studies to back me up – that drinking can significantly exacerbate our depression over time. Alcohol is a depressant after all – and, because of this, using it as an escape from our depression creates a devastatingly vicious cycle: we feel depressed, so we drink to feel better, which ultimately leads us to feel more depressed, which leads us to drink more, which leads us to feel even more depressed . .  . and so the cycle goes, accelerating quicker and quicker since alcohol is also addictive. When we try to make ourselves feel better like this, we truly do become dogs endlessly chasing our tails.
 
   As it always is with prevention, the less you drink, the better. However, below are some tell-tale signs that you may be hitting the bottle too hard.
 
   1/ You go out with the intention of only having a couple of drinks, but you end up getting drunk;
 
   2/ Your tolerance for alcohol has been increasing;
 
   3/ You start to crave alcohol;
 
   4/ Your drinking interferes with your day-to-day life because you’re too drunk or hungover to get what you need to do done;
 
   5/ You frequently go out with the objective of getting drunk;
 
   6/ You continually find yourself in precarious situations while being under the influence;
 
   7/ Your friends and family are hinting – or flat out telling you – that you’re drinking too much;
 
   8/ You’ve started drinking alone;
 
   9/ Whenever something goes wrong or you’re having a bad day, one of your first thoughts is, I need a drink;
 
   10/ You don’t know how to relax without alcohol;
 
   11/ You aren’t comfortable in social situations without alcohol;
 
   12/ You plan your social and work calendar around alcohol;
 
   13/ You hide the amount you drink from others;
 
   14/ You’ve changed your drinking patterns to get drunk quicker (for example, by switching from wine or beer to spirits on the rocks);
 
   15/ You’ve tried to quit drinking before but you haven’t been able to.
 
   If you found yourself relating to a lot of these scenarios, then chances are that your drinking is excessive enough that it’s contributing to your depression (and quite possibly creating a number of other problems in your life, too). I’d strongly recommend significantly reducing how much alcohol you drink, and if that idea scares you, or if you’ve tried to cool it for a while and you haven’t been able to, then it’s worth seeking professional help.
 
   What about drugs?
 
   This almost goes without saying, but abusing illicit substances, just like drinking too much, will drastically undermine any attempt we make to recover from depression. Just like alcohol, it might help us escape our pain temporarily, but in the long run, it will keep us trapped in it forever.
 
   Exercising
 
   I know exercise is usually the last thing we feel like doing when we’re suffering from depression, but if we give ourselves a push and do it, then we’re going to enjoy the fruits of our labour. According to numerous studies, regular exercise can increase our level of brain serotonin and brain endorphins, both of which have “mood-lifting” properties. And, luckily for us, research also suggests that exercise doesn’t have to be overly rigorous to be effective, with even a brisk walk said to make a noticeable difference.
 
   Tools to help us exercise
 
   This list of apps will help you create, strive for and reach your exercise goals:
 
   1/ Cody: This app connects you with a fitness community where you can share and discover workouts complete with video, photo, and text instructions. Your friends are able to like and comment on your workout activity to help keep you motivated, and you can use the app’s detailed statistical timeline to track your progress.
 
   2/ Fitness Fast: This app provides instructions for a range of exercises targeting key muscles for pre-loaded or personally customised workouts. It also number-crunches a bunch of stats and other workout-related information, and offers a community forum for you to share and receive fitness information from others.
 
   3/ Pact: This app uses financial incentives to encourage you to exercise. Each week, you’ll pledge a set number of hours that you plan on exercising, and pledge a set amount of money that you’ll pay up if you don’t hit your target. If you do fulfil your pledge, however, then you’ll get paid! If you like the sound of this, then you can also use this app to enter into nutritional pacts, where you’ll pay up if you don’t achieve your healthy eating target, and get paid if you do.
 
   4/ EveryMove: This rewards-based app lets you earn rewards points with different retailers when you exercise.
 
   5/ Moves: This app calculates how many calories you’re burning when you’re running, walking or cycling.
 
   6/ The Walk: Make exercise fun by turning a routine stroll into an incredible adventure! This app tracks how long and how far you’ve walked while you participate in games where your mission is to save the world. Before you begin your walk, you can choose an episode. The longer you walk, the more clues are revealed to help you in your quest.
 
   7/ SecondsPro: This app allows you to create an extremely detailed, customised timer to help you complete your workouts. Even better, it can integrate with your I-pod, allowing you to assign playlists or tracks to individual timer intervals.
 
   8/ Spring Moves: This app will scientifically create a personalised playlist for you based on your running rhythm!
 
   9/ Strava Cycling: This app allows you to connect with other cyclists and challenge them to riding races. It also lets you and your friends support one another in each of your quests to achieve your cycling goals.
 
   10/ Charity Miles: With this app, each mile you run, walk or cycle raises money for different non-profit organisations.
 
   11/ Fitness Builder: This app gives you access to a library of over 5,600 exercise images and videos, and even gives you the option of picking a personal trainer’s brain for advice.
 
   12/ Daily Workouts: Perfect for busy people trying to squeeze in a workout on the fly, this app allows you to choose how long you want to exercise (10, 15, 20, 25 or 30 minutes) and which area of your body you want to focus on. It then suggests an exercise for you to do, and shows you exactly how to do it. 
 
   Sleeping well
 
   Depression is notorious for disrupting our sleep, but that doesn’t change the fact that in order to recover, it really helps to get an average of seven or eight hours of sleep every night. To help you do so, I encourage you to use one or more of the following apps:
 
   1/ SleepCycle: This app will analyse your sleep patterns and, within a desired interval, wake you up when you’re in your lightest sleep phase so that you can start your day feeling more refreshed and energised. It can also map your sleep patterns over time to show how factors such as alcohol or exercise affect your rest.
 
   2/ Sleep: This app plays soothing sounds, gentle lullabies and tranquil music to relax you in preparation for a good night of shuteye.
 
   3/ Insomnia Cure: Containing hours of audio content and 40 pages of insomnia tips and learning tools, this app can finally help you get a good night’s sleep.
 
   4/ Nature Sounds Relax and Sleep: Whether it’s a crackling campfire, songbirds, or the roar of the ocean surf that you find most relaxing, this app will help you unwind so that you fall asleep. All soundtracks are also accompanied by calming images.
 
   5/ Long Deep Breathing: This app will teach you mindful breathing techniques that you can use to relax and help you fall asleep naturally.
 
   6/ SleepBot: This app uses motion and sleep tracking capabilities to help you understand your sleep patterns, which can then help you make better decisions to improve your sleep habits. It’s also got an extensive database of sleep resources to teach you about good sleep hygiene, and allows you to keep track of your sleep history by date, sleep time, wake time, hours of sleep, or amount of sleep lost.
 
   Key takeaways from this chapter
 
   1/ In order to recover from depression, it’s critical that we live a healthy lifestyle. This includes:
 
   a)    Eating well;
 
   b)    Laying off drugs and alcohol;
 
   c)     Exercising frequently;
 
   d)    Sleeping well.
 
   2/ When we suffer from depression, living healthily can seem an overwhelming and sometimes impossible task. However, if we use a few of the countless apps that have been specifically developed to help us take better care of ourselves, then it will become a whole lot easier.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 13
 
   Common Cause of People’s Depression #12:
 
   Having too many negative thoughts and not enough positive thoughts
 
   It’s no secret that when we have a negative thought, it can have a negative impact on our mood. 
 
   For example, thinking “nobody likes me” can cause us to feel sad.
 
   Thinking that our partner is about to break up with us can make us feel scared and depressed.
 
   Thinking that we’re inadequate can make us feel jealous of other people.
 
   Not only that, but studies have shown that when we have a negative thought, the left pre-frontal cortex part of our brain (“LPC”) will then begin looking for examples in our lives that validate that negative thought.
 
   For example, if we think the thought that “nobody likes me”, then our LPC will automatically be steered towards finding more and more evidence to reinforce the belief that no-one likes us.
 
   If we think that our partner’s about to break up with us, then our LPC is going to go crazy looking for all sorts of signs to confirm the belief that we’re about to get dumped.
 
   And, if we think that we’re inadequate, then our LPC is going to be focused on looking for more and more reasons to suggest that we’re not as good as everybody else.
 
    
 
   Due to the way our left pre-frontal cortexes work, negative thoughts set into motion a very poisonous cycle: the more negative thoughts we have, the harder our LPCs work to validate those thoughts . . . and the harder our LPCs work to validate those thoughts, the more negative thoughts we have . . . etcetera, etcetera, etcetera. As a result, one negative thought sets off a chain reaction of even stronger negative thoughts – negative thoughts that are so strong they can plunge us into depression.
 
    
 
   Accordingly, in order to recover from depression, it’s vital that we learn how to deal with those negative thoughts.
 
   How can we manage our negative thoughts?
 
   The following practices will help prevent us from experiencing negative thoughts, or help us deal with them when we do.
 
   Challenge our negative thoughts
 
   Our brains are great at playing tricks on us, often causing us to view our circumstances through pessimistic lenses. For this reason, in order to perceive our circumstances accurately and not allow our negative thoughts about those circumstances to trigger our depression, we need to challenge the rationality of our negative thoughts by asking ourselves the following questions:
 
    
    	What evidence is there to suggest that this thought is true? What evidence is there to suggest that it’s false? Remember how our left pre-frontal cortexes work? By looking for all the evidence they can to validate our negative thoughts? For this reason, when we take a step back and examine the evidence that is contrary to what our negative thoughts are telling us, we often end up with a much more accurate perception of our circumstances, and realise that they aren’t as dire as we originally thought.
 
    	Is there a more positive, accurate way that I could be viewing this situation or circumstance? In most cases, there usually is.
 
    	What would I tell my friend if they came to me saying that they’re thinking this negatively about something in their life? Asking ourselves this question has the effect of distancing ourselves from our circumstances and looking at them from a different, more objective angle.
 
   
 
   Avoid “black or white” thinking
 
   When we think in terms of “black or white”, everything is either good or bad, a success or a failure – there’s nothing in between. 
 
   For example, I’m not as well prepared for this exam as I’d like to be, so instead of acing it, I’m going to flunk.
 
   I know I don’t look my best because I only had two minutes to get ready, so I must look terrible.
 
   I said one silly little thing in my job interview today, so the whole thing was a complete disaster.
 
   Thinking in this way can trigger our depression, because it leads us to conclude that just because something didn’t – or isn’t likely to – turn out perfectly, then it must be – or will be – an unmitigated catastrophe. However, when we think of our circumstances in such a rigid way, what we’re not doing is acknowledging that in reality, there are many shades of grey, and that even though things may not turn out perfectly, they can still turn out OK.
 
   Avoid making everything “about us”
 
   Remember: if someone has a negative reaction to something we say or do, we can’t jump to negative conclusions about ourselves. Doing so completely ignores the fact that we are only a part – and often only a very small part – of that person’s world.
 
   Avoid “filter thinking”
 
   “Filter thinking” is when we filter out all the praise that is coming our way and instead only listen to the criticism. For example, our university professor returns our essay – it gets 90% and receives lots of positive feedback, but our professor also offers some constructive criticism and suggestions for improvement – however, instead of focusing on all the good things we did, we completely block them out, and only focus on what we didn’t do well. As a result, we conclude that we’re not very clever, and begin to feel depressed.
 
   To avoid “filter thinking”, it helps to get a piece of paper and make two columns – one for the positive feedback we received, and one for the not-so-positive feedback. Then, we want to write down all the feedback we received in their respective columns. If we’re thinking with a filter, we’ll soon realise that we’re blowing the negative feedback we received out of proportion.
 
   Minimise the time we spend doing things that trigger negative thoughts
 
   We can reduce the number of negative thoughts we have by figuring out what causes us to think negative thoughts, and then making a determined effort to minimise – and ideally eliminate – the time we spend doing such things.
 
   For example, I find the news very negative, because in Australia at least, most of what’s shown on the news is bad news. I’m not denying that bad things happen in the world, but beautiful, miraculous, unbelievably positive things occur every day as well – and yet for some reason, it’s usually only the tragedies that hit the air. Accordingly, I find the news to be a skewed portrayal of life, and in the vast majority of cases, anything but uplifting. Consequently, watching the news leads me to have negative thoughts. Whenever I used to watch it, I’d find myself thinking, 
 
   Wow, there really are a lot of bad things happening in the world! It’s all just one heartbreaking incident after another. How come nothing good ever happens? 
 
   And when I had these thoughts, my LPC would then look to further validate them by finding all the evidence it could to support their premise. Accordingly, I’d find myself zeroing in on all the sad and devastating things that were happening in the world, and completely ignoring all the good things that were simultaneously occurring. As a result, my mood would nosedive. 
 
   For this reason, part of my recovery from depression involved – as silly and as trivial as it sounds – me deciding to quit watching the news. And ever since I’ve stopped doing so, I’ve felt a whole lot better. 
 
   In terms of how we can figure out what’s causing us to think negative thoughts, we can keep a thought diary. Similar in concept to keeping a mood diary, taking note of all the things that cause us to think negative thoughts can help us figure out what we’re doing that is causing us to think so negatively. After we’ve pinpointed those causes, we can then take steps to minimise the time we spend on them.  
 
   Avoid trying to predict the future
 
   Sometimes when something hasn’t worked out well in the past, we convince ourselves that that something’s destined never to work out in the future as well. But if we learn everything we can from the experience the first time something goes awry, then we’ll be much more prepared the next time to ensure a better result. Primarily for this reason, history does not have to repeat itself. If we can remember this, and learn to take things on a case-by-case basis, then we can eliminate a lot of our negative thinking, and be all the happier for it.
 
   Distinguish our thoughts from reality
 
   Instead of saying, for example, “no-one likes me” and accepting it as reality, it can help to instead say, “I’m having the thought that no-one likes me”. Although this may seem like a trivial distinction, doing this gives us distance from our thoughts, and helps us realise that that’s all they are – thoughts – as opposed to cold, hard, irrefutable facts.
 
   Avoid toxic people
 
   Toxic people certainly have the power to cause us to think negative thoughts, and the sooner we distance ourselves from them, the less negatively we’ll think.
 
   Do our minds work the “other way”, too?
 
   When I first learned about how our negative thoughts affect our mood and about the power of our LPCs to contribute to our depression by looking for evidence to verify our negative thoughts, I immediately wondered if our brains also worked the “other way”, too.
 
   If I have a positive thought, I remember thinking, then does that mean that our LPCs will look for evidence to validate that thought too, and as a result, contribute to putting us in a positive mood?
 
   And the answer, I was pleased to find out, is yes! That’s exactly how our LPCs work!
 
   For example, when we have a positive thought like “my life is good”, our LPCs will get to work trying to find all the evidence they can to validate the notion that we have a really good life. As a result, we’re likely to find ourselves in a pleasant mood, because we’re going to be highly mindful of and focused on all the reasons why we have a good life – as opposed to the reasons that lead us to believe that our life isn’t so good.
 
    
 
   For this reason, in order to recover from depression and start living the happy life we want, it’s critical that we not only take steps to minimise how many negative thoughts we have, but that we also take steps to maximise how many positive thoughts we have.
 
    
 
   What can we do to have more positive thoughts?
 
   Below is a list of things we can do to have more positive thoughts. You’ll notice that we’ve talked about many of them in different contexts before.
 
    
    	Spend more time outdoors. This may sound frivolous, but exposure to the sun increases the amount of serotonin (AKA the “happy chemical”) in our brain.
 
    	Maximise the time we spend doing things we enjoy.
 
    	Surround ourselves with the “right” people for us.
 
    	Practice gratitude.
 
    	Live healthily – i.e. eat well, sleep well and exercise frequently.
 
   
 
   Key takeaways from this chapter
 
   1/ Our thoughts control our moods, and due to the way the left pre-frontal cortex part of our brain works, one negative thought can set off a chain reaction of even stronger negative thoughts, which can have the power to trigger our depression.
 
   2/ We can reduce or eliminate our negative thoughts by challenging their validity, avoiding “black or white” thinking, not making everything “about us”, avoiding “filter thinking”, minimising the time we spend doing things that trigger negative thoughts, reminding ourselves that the future doesn’t have to be the same as the past, distinguishing our thoughts from reality, and avoiding toxic people.
 
   3/ We can have more positive thoughts by spending more time in the sun, reading positive affirmations, maximising the time we spend doing things we enjoy, surrounding ourselves with the “right” people for us, practising gratitude, and exercising.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 14
 
   Common Cause of People’s Depression #13:
 
   Worrying
 
   When I suffered from depression, this was something that I used to do all the time. Whenever I had an exam at university for example, I remember worrying that I wouldn’t study for something that would surprisingly be on the test, and that I’d end up doing badly as a result; I’d worry that I’d misread the exam details and turn up to the wrong room; or, I’d worry that I’d oversleep my alarm and not turn up at all. Worrying can be beneficial when it galvanises us to do what’s necessary to solve a problem, but if we’re obsessing over “what-ifs” and worst-case scenarios like so, then it can significantly trigger our depression.
 
   What can we do to stop worrying so much?
 
   What my psychologist taught me is that when we find ourselves worrying, the first thing we want to do is stop and take a few minutes to dissect our worry. Specifically, we want to ask ourselves the following question:
 
   Is there something I can do to fix the problem that’s troubling me? Or, is what I’m worrying about out of my control?
 
   Now, if there’s something we can do to fix the problem that’s troubling us, then we need to turn our attention to doing everything we can to fix it.
 
   However, if we find that we’re worrying about something that is out of our control, then it means that our worrying is unproductive, and is doing nothing more than stressing us out and igniting our depression. For this reason, it’s vital that we stop worrying about whatever we’re worrying about. The following suggestions can help us do this.
 
   Challenge our worry
 
   Similar to when we’re thinking negatively, when we’re jumping to conclusions, fretting over “what-ifs” and going crazy thinking about all the worst possible scenarios that could ever take place, what we’re usually doing is viewing our circumstances in a much darker light than they really are. Such pessimistic thinking can often come very naturally to us, but in order to prevent our worry from destroying our lives, we need to retrain our brains to think about our circumstances more realistically – i.e. in their proper, brighter light.
 
   In order to do this, we need to start by zeroing in on our worrying thought. Then, instead of accepting it as gospel, we must challenge its validity by asking the following questions (a few of which will sound familiar):
 
    
    	What evidence is there to suggest that this thought is true? What evidence is there to suggest that it’s false? 
 
    	Is there a more positive, accurate way that I could be viewing this situation or circumstance?
 
    	Realistically, what is the probably that what I’m stressing out about will actually take place? Studies indicate that 85% of what we worry about never happens. In all likelihood, what we’re worrying about is much less likely to occur than we think. 
 
    	If what I’m stressing out about does take place, does it mean that my life is over? Or, will I be able to cope with it and recover in time? Studies also indicate that even if what we’re worrying about does occur, then 80% of us handle it better than we originally thought we would. We need to give ourselves credit for being stronger than we think, and acknowledge that even if something bad does unfortunately take place, that we have the strength to survive it and overcome it in time. 
 
    	What would I tell my friend if they came to me saying that they’re worrying about this problem? When I ask myself this question, most of the time I envision myself saying to my friend, “just try to relax . . . everything is going to be OK”. And when I imagine myself saying this, I realise that my worrying is nothing more than over-reacting, and then I’m able to let it go.
 
   
 
   Tolerate uncertainty
 
   After I’d quit Commerce/Law to pursue my dream of becoming an author, there were times when I’d worry that my novel would never get published and that instead of achieving my dream, I’d wind up a broke, lonely, miserable old man. But then my psychologist offered me some advice that has stuck with me ever since.
 
   ‘I think you need to focus more on the journey you’re on, and less on the end outcome,’ he said one day when I expressed my concerns to him. ‘It’s going to be a while before your novel is completely finished and ready to try and publish, so there’s no need to think about what’s going to happen then until the moment’s upon you. Right now, just enjoy yourself. After all, you’re writing full-time – right now, you’re already living your dream! Experience it to the full. Be wholly present in the moment. Enjoy it for what it is instead of fretting about whether or not you’ll get published and what may or may not happen if you don’t. Whenever you do stress about all that, you’re only taking away from your enjoyment of this exciting journey that you’re embarking upon. Later on, if you do end up getting rejected by every agent and publisher in the business, you can worry. But right now – just forget about it.’
 
   Accordingly, one of the most important steps I took in reducing how much I worried was learning to accept and tolerate uncertainty. Once I’d accepted that it was an inherent part of my life and detrimental to my happiness to worry about, I naturally started focusing more on enjoying the present, and stopped stressing so much about “what-ifs” and worst-case scenarios.
 
   Keep a worry diary
 
   Similar in concept to keeping a mood- or a thoughts diary, taking note of all the things that cause us to worry over time can help us figure out the sources of our worry. We can then take steps to eliminate those sources, and thus become much more at peace with the world.
 
   Keep repeating what we’re worried about until we accept it
 
   If we repeat something that we’re worried about again and again and again, we’ll gradually come to accept that something as a possibility that may occur, and in the course of doing so, it will begin to lose its ability to worry us. For example, if I’d have kept saying to myself, “my novel may never get published, my novel may never get published”, then such a notion would have eventually lost its power to scare me.
 
   Write down what we’re worrying about
 
   Studies suggest that writing down our worries can help us come to terms with them, and similar to the way repeating them over and over again does, rob them of their power to worry us.
 
   Meditation
 
   Studies indicate that meditating can lower our anxiety levels and greatly reduce how much we worry.
 
   Distract ourselves by doing something enjoyable
 
   If we can lose ourselves in something pleasurable, then we’ll be too busy having fun to worry about whatever it is that we shouldn’t be worried about.
 
   Exercise
 
   Getting our heart rate up is a great way to relieve our stress and forget about our problems for a while.
 
   Key takeaways from this chapter
 
   1/ When we catch ourselves worrying, we need to stop and ask ourselves the question: Is there something I can do to fix the problem that’s troubling me? Or, is what I’m worrying about out of my control? If there’s something we can do to fix it, then we should try to fix it. However, if there’s nothing we can do, then our worrying is unproductive, and it’s vital to our mental health that we cease doing so.
 
   2/ We can stop worrying about things that are out of our control by challenging our worry, tolerating uncertainty, keeping a worry diary, keep repeating what we’re worrying about until we accept it, writing down what we’re worrying about, meditating, distracting ourselves by doing something enjoyable, and exercising. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 15
 
   Common Cause of People’s Depression #14:
 
   Struggling to trust someone again after we’ve been hurt in love
 
   Have you ever been through one of those terrible relationships or break-ups that leave you doubting whether or not you'll ever be able to trust someone again?
 
   I have. And so have countless other people.
 
   In fact, fear of trusting someone again is such a common reaction to being hurt in love that it has its own name: pistanthrophobia.
 
   As any of us who’ve been there will agree, it's an extremely difficult thing to get over. However, if we want to be in a happy, healthy relationship again, then we do need to overcome it. The four suggestions below helped me, and if pistanthrophobia is triggering your depression, then I think they'll also help you get past some of the things that are holding you back from a brighter future.
 
   Don’t assume the future will be the same as the past
 
   As you know, my first proper relationship ended when I found out that my girlfriend was cheating on me with one of my best mates; then afterwards – perhaps to get back at me for breaking up with her – I heard that she'd been spreading the (extremely false) rumour that I'd raped her. I was shattered. Combined with some of the other things that were taking place in my life at the time, the experience plunged me into a crippling and near fatal depression, and my ability to trust another girl was destroyed.
 
   Over the next few years, I brought my pistanthrophobia with me on every date I went on, and suffice it to say, there weren't a lot of second dates. My inability to trust another girl was ruining any chance I had of being in a functional relationship, and I wondered if I'd ever be able to overcome it and make things work with a woman.
 
   Eventually however, I started seeing a therapist for my depression. Everything that happened with my ex inevitably came up, and my psychologist gave me a piece of advice that helped me immensely:
 
   Don't cast dispersions on the entire female population because of one bad experience with one bad girl.
 
   I think casting such dispersions is the root cause of the vast majority of people's pistanthrophobia; because we've been hurt by one person – or in some cases, a number of people – we become conditioned to believing that the next person will hurt us too. But projecting this assumption onto the next person isn't being fair. Unless that person has done something to make us wary of trusting them, then they deserve to be given an open-minded chance. It's important that we start each relationship with a clean slate, and not let it be poisoned by our past.
 
   Learn from the past: what were the warning signs that our ex was untrustworthy?
 
   In my case, my ex would constantly break promises, lie, say one thing then do something else, and continuously do things that she knew would bother me. With the benefit of hindsight, it's not surprising that she ended up seriously hurting me. People who have certain self-centred, manipulative and malicious traits are not worthy of our trust. If we can learn from our past relationships to identify such traits and the types of people who aren't to be trusted, then we'll be better at picking a lover the next time around – and knowing that we're wiser and more likely to pick a better lover will make us less scared of getting hurt.
 
   Learn from the past: what were the things that we could have done differently?
 
   The way my ex used to look at my mate, the amount they used to talk to each other on the phone, the amount of time they'd always spend together . . . I was always suspicious that something was going on. But whenever I'd bring it up with her, she'd always stress that they were just friends, and feeling guilty for raising it, I'd let the matter drop – even though my gut was telling me that something wasn't right. In the end of course, I ended up being correct.
 
   The key lesson I learned from this was to trust my instincts. Where there's smoke there's often fire, so if something seems off to us, then it probably is. Part of the lesson I learned is that my girlfriend should have addressed my fears and not dismissed them. As a result of learning this lesson, I now have confidence in myself that should a similar situation present itself, I won't make the same mistake. And once we trust ourselves to be able to make better decisions in the future, it becomes much easier to trust somebody else.
 
   Give ourselves time to heal
 
   After a difficult break-up, I think it's extremely helpful to take a timeout from dating and try to grow in our pain. I personally rushed back into things when in hindsight I wasn't ready, and all it did was lead to more failed relationships, which led to more heartache, which led to more pistanthrophobia, which led to more failed relationships, which led to more heartache, which led to more pistanthrophobia . . . etcetera, etcetera, etcetera. Instead, I think it's better to learn everything we can from our previous relationships, and work to arrive at a place where we feel that if we were to meet someone else that we're interested in, we'd be able to start fresh. Once we've done that, then we're ready to start dating again.
 
   The best revenge is living well
 
   As the saying goes, once we're bitten, we're twice shy. The natural intention is to put up barriers around us and try to protect ourselves by refusing to open up and trust anyone again. But if we do that, we could miss out on the joy of spending our lives with someone great. And we should try our damnedest not to let that happen. An ex's deceitfulness does not have to have a permanent impact on our ability to trust another person, and it doesn't have to destroy our future relationships.
 
   After all, our ex has already hurt us enough. We don’t want to give them the power to hurt us anymore.
 
   Key takeaways from this chapter
 
   1/ Fear of trusting someone again can be very difficult for us to recover from, but if we want to be in a happy, healthy relationship again, then we do need to overcome it.
 
   2/ The four suggestions that helped me recover from my pistanthrophobia were:
 
   a)    Not making the assumption that the future will be the same as the past;
 
   b)    Understanding the warning signs that my ex was untrustworthy, which will protect me in the future by helping me recognise similar signs in another person who may also be untrustworthy;
 
   c)     Learning what I can do differently to prevent a similar heartbreak from occurring in the future;
 
   d)    Giving myself time to heal from my pain.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 16
 
   What steps can we take to learn how to deal with any causes of our depression that weren’t discussed in this book?
 
   In chapters 2-15, we covered a bunch of particularly common causes of people’s depression and talked about how we can deal with them. But of course, we didn’t cover every possible cause, because unfortunately, there are just too many of them. If one or more of the causes of your depression weren’t analysed in this book, then I recommend taking the following steps to learn how to deal with them. In fact, I strongly encourage you to take the following steps anyway, even if all the causes of your depression were covered in this book, because doing so will give you additional insight and help you deal with them at an even quicker rate.
 
   See a therapist
 
   Like we said way back in chapter 1, this is part of a therapist’s job – to teach us how to deal with the underlying causes of our depression. The way I always thought of it was like this: a person with depression has a broken brain, and they need therapy to mend it – in the same way that a person with a broken leg needs surgery to fix it. And, in the same way that a broken leg will never heal without surgery – or, at the very best, not heal properly – a broken brain will never heal properly – or at all – without therapy. Seeing a therapist gave me my life back, and I really, really recommend that you see one too.
 
   Read self-help books
 
   Another thing we can do is read self-help books about how to recover from depression. The best ones are written by some of the most respected psychologists and psychiatrists in the world, and can be immensely valuable resources – particularly if we don’t have access to one-to-one therapy. Books I recommend in particular are:
 
    
    	Feeling Good by Dr David D Burns;
 
    	Authentic Happiness by Dr Martin E. P. Seligman;
 
    	The Mindful Way Through Depression by Mark Williams, John Teasdale, Zindel Segal and John Kabat-Zinn.
 
   
 
   Of course, there are also self-help books written about specific causes of depression. Whether it’s a lack of self-esteem that’s at the root of your depression, a fear of intimacy, difficulty being assertive or something else, you can be sure that there’s been a book written on the topic by a renowned psychologist or psychiatrist that you can find on Amazon.
 
   Do online therapy . . . for free!
 
   Given that many people with depression don’t have access to private therapy, the availability of free online therapy programs is something that isn’t publicised anywhere near enough. There are some great programs out there run by some of the best universities in the world, and building this type of therapy into our day is likely to do wonders over time. The one I recommend using is MoodGYM, which is run by the prestigious Australian National University. To quote their website:
 
    
 
   MoodGYM is an innovative, interactive web program designed to prevent depression. It consists of five modules: an interactive game, anxiety and depression assessments, downloadable relaxation audio, a workbook and feedback assessment.
 
   Using flashed diagrams and online exercises, MoodGYM teaches the principles of cognitive behavioural therapy – a proven treatment for depression. It also demonstrates the relationship between thoughts and emotions, and works through dealing with stress and relationship break-ups, as well as teaching relaxation and meditation techniques.
 
    
 
   The Australian National University has also recently brought out E-couch, their newest online program for preventing and coping with depression, generalised anxiety disorder, and social anxiety disorder. Like MoodGYM, it’s also free.
 
   A final note on dealing with the causes of our depression
 
   After reading the last hundred or so pages of this book, I hope you can see how vital it is to your recovery to learn how to deal with the causes of your depression.
 
   And it really is vital, because here’s the reality:
 
   Most of our triggers will never go away.
 
   Let’s take my perfectionism as an example. For the rest of my life, there are going to be times when I don’t achieve a goal that I set out to achieve. And, if I’d never learned how deal with this cause of my depression, then I’d always feel depressed every time I didn’t achieve one of my goals. But since I now know how to deal with it – along with the other causes of my depression – I have recovered from my illness, and now live a very happy, healthy life.
 
    
 
   If we can learn how to deal with all of the causes of our depression so that they no longer cause us to feel depressed, then we can recover from depression. But if we don’t learn how to deal with them, the sad reality is that we’ll probably battle depression for the rest of our lives.
 
    
 
   Key takeaways from this chapter
 
   1/ Three things we can do to learn how to deal with the causes of our depression that haven’t been covered in this book include:
 
   a) Seeing a therapist;
 
   b) Reading self-help books;
 
   c) Doing free online therapy at MoodGym.
 
   2/ If we learn how to deal with the underlying causes of our depression, then we can recover. However if we don’t, then we’ll probably suffer from depression for the rest of our lives.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   Step 3: Learning how to handle a relapse
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 17
 
   Like we’ve been saying throughout this book, when we’re suffering from depression, we want to work through the first two steps we outlined – i.e. we want to figure out what’s causing our depression (Step 1), and then we want to figure out how to deal with the underlying causes of our depression so that they no longer cause us to feel depressed (Step 2). Once we’ve done this, we’ll recover from that particular episode of depression. However, in the future, we may experience a relapse. 
 
   For many people, experiencing a relapse is a huge cause for concern. It used to be for me, too. 
 
   How the hell could I feel so good, feel so certain that I’d conquered my demons, only to feel depressed again a short while later? I used to think.
 
   And then came the most terrifying thought that a person with depression can possibly have:
 
   Will I always feel this way? Is this just the way I am? Will I forever be condemned to a life of insufferable pain and despair?
 
   I get it. However, what I eventually realised is that what having a relapse means is that at the point in time we’re having one, we’re not yet able to deal with the causes of our depression to an extent so masterful as to prevent them from depressing us.
 
   That’s such an important point that I’m going to say it again.
 
   What having a relapse means is that at the point in time we’re having one, we’re not yet able to deal with the causes of our depression to an extent so masterful as to prevent them from depressing us.
 
   So what do we do then?
 
   When we experience a relapse, then instead of panicking, we want to repeat steps one and two – i.e. we want to put more work into understanding what is causing that particular bout of depression, and then put more work into learning how to deal with that cause so that it no longer has the power to trigger our depression. 
 
   We can repeat steps one and two by, for example:
 
    
    	Going back and re-reading the relevant chapters in this book to better deal with the causes of our depression;
 
    	Going back to see our therapist if we’ve stopped, or start seeing them more regularly if we haven’t;
 
    	Going back to our doctor to see if there’s a more effective medication and/or dosage we could be taking.
 
   
 
   I’m telling you, if you repeat steps one and two every time you experience a relapse, then your relapses will gradually become less and less intense, and fewer and farther between – and eventually, you can stop having relapses altogether. 
 
   To quote a metaphor from my memoir Depression is a Liar:
 
    
 
   It’s as if there’s a fortress surrounding our brains that’s there to protect us from getting depressed, and every time we repeat steps one and two, another armed guard gets posted outside it. If depression’s army still gets through from time to time, then it just means there aren’t enough guards defending it yet. But if we keep repeating steps one and two, we will eventually have so many guards protecting us that depression’s army will be shut out for good. It’ll have no way of getting through.
 
    
 
   And it’s because of this exact reason that if you follow this three step approach, you really can recover from depression eventually. It will be extremely difficult, because you will have to be proactive when you feel exhausted, you will have to fight when you feel like giving up, and you will have to remain hopeful when depression is doing everything in its power to break your will. But if you follow this three step process, you can get there in the end, because as I like to say, while it is hard for a person to beat depression, it’s even harder for depression to beat a person who never gives up. 
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   PROLOGUE
 
   Hey there, 
 
   My name’s Danny Baker, and if you suffer from depression, I just want to say that you are not alone. 
 
   Like you, I know how painful depression is. I know how difficult it is to get out of bed some days. I know how depression can suck the pleasure out of everything. And worst of all, I know how it can trick you into believing that your despair is permanent, and that it’s destined to oppress you for the rest of your days. 
 
   Of course, because I’ve suffered from depression myself, I also know how helpful it can be to receive some additional support and encouragement throughout your day. For this reason, I’ve put together Hold On, Pain Ends – the third book in my bestselling Depression is a Liar series – which is comprised of 365 supportive, uplifting quotes to help you start each morning of the year off in a positive mood and help you cope with your depression as the day wears on. If you’d prefer, you can also re-read your favourite quotes throughout the day, or read through all 365 of them in one hit when you’re going through a particularly hard time and need all the help you can get to keep your depression at bay. 
 
   No matter which way you choose to read this book, however, I truly hope that these quotes bring as much comfort to you in your time of need as they brought to me during mine.
 
   All my love,
 
   Danny.


 
   
 
  




 
   ~~~1~~~
 
    
 
   “On those really difficult days when it seems impossible to go on and you feel like giving up, just remind yourself that you’ve been there before and you’ve survived every time, so you can survive this time, too.”
 
    
 
   ~~~2~~~
 
    
 
   “Even the darkest hour only has 60 minutes.”
 
    
 
   ~~~3~~~
 
    
 
   “Perhaps the butterfly is proof that you can go through a great deal of darkness yet become something beautiful again.”
 
    
 
   ~~~4~~~
 
    
 
   “Always try to end the day with a positive thought. No matter how hard things are, tomorrow is a fresh opportunity to make everything better.”
 
    
 
   ~~~5~~~
 
    
 
   “We do not heal the past by dwelling there.
 
   We heal the past by living fully in the present.”
 
   Marianne Williamson
 
    
 
   ~~~6~~~
 
    
 
   “The World Health Organisation estimates that 350 million people suffer from depression worldwide.
 
   I know it may not seem like it, but you are NOT alone.”
 
    
 
   ~~~7~~~
 
    
 
   “The greater part of our happiness or misery depends on our disposition, and not upon our circumstances.”
 
   Martha Washington
 
    
 
   ~~~8~~~
 
    
 
   “Holding onto anger is like drinking poison and expecting someone else to die.
 
   The only person it hurts is you.”
 
   Buddha
 
    
 
   ~~~9~~~
 
    
 
   “Don’t hate yourself for everything you aren’t. Instead, love yourself for everything you are.”
 
    
 
   P.S. Loving ourselves for unhealthy reasons (or not loving ourselves at all) is such a common cause of people’s depression that I included a whole chapter on the topic in my bestseller This Is How You Recover From Depression, which is the second book in the Depression is a Liar series. Click here to read it now.
 
    
 
   ~~~10~~~
 
    
 
   “Some people find reaching out for help hard. Maybe it is, but suffering from depression for the rest of your life will be a whole lot harder.”
 
    
 
   ~~~11~~~
 
    
 
   “Running away from your problems is a race you’ll never win.”
 
    
 
   ~~~12~~~
 
    
 
   “Don’t let your struggle become your identity.
 
   You are so much more than just your illness.”
 
    
 
   ~~~13~~~
 
    
 
   “On your good days, write down your reasons to keep on fighting.
 
   Then on your bad days, read over your list to give you strength.”
 
    
 
   ~~~14~~~
 
    
 
   “Pain is real but so is hope.”
 
    
 
   ~~~15~~~
 
    
 
   “Be proud of who you are, instead of ashamed of how someone else sees you.”
 
    
 
   ~~~16~~~
 
    
 
   “Crying doesn’t mean that you’re weak. Since birth, it’s always been a sign that you’re alive.”
 
    
 
   ~~~17~~~
 
    
 
   “Do not let the behaviour of others destroy your inner peace.”
 
   Dalai Lama
 
    
 
   ~~~18~~~
 
    
 
   “Don’t dwell on those who hold you down.
 
   Cherish those who hold you up.”
 
    
 
   ~~~19~~~
 
    
 
   “Our lives become much brighter when we stop complaining about all the troubles we have and offer thanks for all the troubles we don’t have.”
 
    
 
   ~~~20~~~
 
    
 
   “Depression is a LIAR.
 
   Speaking from experience, there IS light at the end of the tunnel.”
 
   Danny Baker
 
    
 
   ~~~21~~~
 
    
 
   “Don’t compare your life to others’.
 
   It is not a race.
 
   Live it at your own pace.”
 
    
 
   ~~~22~~~
 
    
 
   “Tough times never last, but tough people do.”
 
   Robert H Schuller
 
    
 
   ~~~23~~~
 
    
 
   “Healing doesn’t mean the damage never existed.
 
   It just means that it no longer controls your life.”
 
   Akshay Dubey
 
    
 
   ~~~24~~~
 
    
 
   “Being able to say ‘I had depression, but I fought it and won’ is one of the best feelings you’ll ever experience.”
 
    
 
   ~~~25~~~
 
    
 
   “Worry is a down payment on a problem you may never have.”
 
    
 
   P.S. Worrying is such a common cause of people’s depression that I included a whole chapter on the topic in my bestseller This Is How You Recover From Depression. If you haven’t read it yet, then you can do so here.
 
    
 
   ~~~26~~~
 
    
 
   “Never, ever, ever, ever, ever give up on yourself. As long as you keep on fighting, then you can beat your depression.”
 
    
 
   ~~~27~~~
 
    
 
   “Sometimes being self-reliant involves recognising that you need help and then going out and getting it.”
 
    
 
   ~~~28~~~
 
    
 
   “Set happiness as your highest goal and organise your life around it.”
 
   Brian Tracy
 
    
 
   P.S. Not constructing a life that makes you happy is such a common cause of people’s depression that I included a whole chapter on the topic in my bestseller This Is How You Recover From Depression, which is the second book in the Depression is a Liar series. If you haven’t read it yet, then you can do so here.
 
    
 
   ~~~29~~~
 
    
 
   “Recovering from depression always starts with the decision to try. 
 
   If you don’t try to get better, you never will.”
 
    
 
   ~~~30~~~
 
    
 
   “Forgive yourself for not having the foresight to know what now seems so obvious in hindsight.”
 
   Judy Belmont
 
    
 
   ~~~31~~~
 
    
 
   “Having a bad day does not mean you have – or will have – a bad life.”
 
    
 
   ~~~32~~~
 
    
 
   “You’re imperfect, and you’re wired for struggle, but you are worthy of belonging.”
 
   Brené Brown
 
    
 
   ~~~33~~~
 
    
 
   “What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.”
 
   (A cliche, yes – but that doesn’t make it any less true)
 
    
 
   ~~~34~~~
 
    
 
   “Nobody can go back and start a new beginning, but anyone can start today and make a new ending.”
 
   Maria Robinson
 
    
 
   ~~~35~~~
 
    
 
   “One small crack does not mean you are broken. It means you were put to the test and you didn’t fall apart.”
 
   Linda Poindexter
 
    
 
   ~~~36~~~
 
    
 
   “Alcohol may numb the pain temporarily, but being a depressant, it only exacerbates depression in the long run.
 
   Instead of drinking, it’s best to seek help.”
 
    
 
   ~~~37~~~
 
    
 
   “Small daily improvements are the key to staggering long-term results.
 
   Stay strong.
 
   Keep fighting.”
 
    
 
   ~~~38~~~
 
    
 
   “Choose the positive. After all, you have choices – you are the master of your attitude. So choose the positive, choose the constructive, because optimism is a faith that leads to success.”
 
   Bruce Lee
 
    
 
   ~~~39~~~
 
    
 
   “Worrying does not take away tomorrow’s troubles.
 
   It takes away today’s peace.”
 
    
 
   ~~~40~~~
 
    
 
   “Hope is one of the most powerful emotions a person can have.
 
   Combine it with determination and there’s no stopping you.”
 
    
 
   ~~~41~~~
 
    
 
   “I only have time for things that will affect my life in a positive way.”
 
   Dylan Smith
 
    
 
   ~~~42~~~
 
    
 
   “In any given moment, we have two choices: to step forward into growth, or step backwards into safety. Stepping backwards may make us feel better in the short term, but stepping forwards will undoubtedly make us feel better in the long term.”
 
    
 
   ~~~43~~~
 
    
 
   “Surround yourself only with people who are going to lift you higher.”
 
   Oprah Winfrey
 
    
 
   P.S. Being surrounded by the “wrong” people is such a common cause of people’s depression that I included a whole chapter on the topic in my bestseller This Is How You Recover From Depression. If you haven’t read it yet, then you can do so here.
 
    
 
   ~~~44~~~
 
    
 
   “There are seven days in the week, and ‘someday’ isn’t one of them.
 
   If you suffer from depression, then seek help NOW.”
 
    
 
   ~~~45~~~
 
    
 
   “Instead of wiping away your tears, wipe away the people who made you cry.”
 
    
 
   ~~~46~~~
 
    
 
   “Just because somebody is worse off than you, it doesn’t mean that you’re not entitled to your pain.”
 
    
 
   ~~~47~~~
 
    
 
   “It’s your road, and yours alone. Others may walk it with you, but no one can walk it for you.”
 
   Rumi
 
    
 
   ~~~48~~~
 
    
 
   “One of the bravest things you can do in life is continue to live even when you want to die.”
 
   Juliette Lewis
 
    
 
   ~~~49~~~
 
    
 
   “Never put the key to your happiness in someone else’s pocket.”
 
    
 
   ~~~50~~~
 
    
 
   “Just because you’re going through a rough patch, doesn’t mean you always will be.
 
   Recovery is possible.
 
   I promise you.”
 
    
 
   ~~~51~~~
 
    
 
   “You’re problems always feel lighter when you're not carrying them alone.”
 
    
 
   ~~~52~~~
 
    
 
   “Just because you have a mental illness, it doesn't mean that you are that illness.
 
   You're still a person – just like everybody else.”
 
    
 
   ~~~53~~~
 
    
 
   “Recovery is a process.
 
   It takes time.
 
   It takes patience.
 
   It takes hard work.
 
   It takes everything you’ve got.
 
   But it IS possible.”
 
    
 
   ~~~54~~~
 
    
 
   “Sometimes you just need to cry your eyes out to be able to keep going.
 
   And that's OK.”
 
    
 
   ~~~55~~~
 
    
 
   “Listen to positive people and ignore negative ones. 
 
   People who doubt, judge and disrespect you are not worth your energy.”
 
    
 
   ~~~56~~~
 
   
“It’s not selfish putting your recovery first. If you don't prioritise it, then who will?”
 
    
 
   ~~~57~~~
 
   
“It’s hard for a person to beat depression, 
 
   but it’s even harder for depression to beat a person who never gives up.”
 
   Danny Baker
 
    
 
   ~~~58~~~
 
    
 
   “You are not what happens to you.
 
   You are what you choose to become.”
 
   Carl Jung
 
    
 
   ~~~59~~~
 
    
 
   “You are not crazy.
 
   Some people are just prejudiced.”
 
    
 
   ~~~60~~~
 
    
 
   “It’s better to be single and waiting for the right person than to be in a relationship that makes you miserable all the time.”
 
    
 
   ~~~61~~~
 
    
 
   “Recovery is a process, not an event. 
 
   Give it time.
 
   Good things happen to those who never give up.”
 
    
 
   ~~~62~~~
 
    
 
   “Don’t get so busy trying to make a living that you forget to make a life.”
 
   Dolly Parton
 
    
 
   ~~~63~~~
 
    
 
   “At times we get too comfortable and ask our demons to pull up a chair, when we should be pulling it away before they get a chance to sit down.”
 
   Rachel Wolchin
 
    
 
   ~~~64~~~
 
    
 
   “Be gentle with yourself.
 
   After all, you’re doing the best you can.”
 
    
 
   ~~~65~~~
 
    
 
   “I know drinking alcohol is enjoyable, but if you suffer from depression, then it will only make things worse.”
 
    
 
   ~~~66~~~
 
    
 
   “It is necessary, and even vital, to set standards for your life and the individuals you allow in it.”
 
    
 
   ~~~67~~~
 
    
 
   “Mental illness is NOT a life sentence.”
 
    
 
   ~~~68~~~
 
    
 
   “Don’t be upset and caught up with things or people you cannot change. Instead, move on, let go, and concentrate on what you can change.”
 
    
 
   ~~~69~~~
 
    
 
   “Believe with all your heart that recovery is possible and you're halfway there.”
 
    
 
   ~~~70~~~
 
    
 
   “It's not happiness that makes us grateful, but gratefulness that makes us happy.”
 
   David Steindl-Rast
 
    
 
   P.S. Not allowing gratitude to co-exist with our pain is such a common cause of people’s depression that I included a whole chapter on the topic in my bestseller This Is How You Recover From Depression, which is the second book in the Depression is a Liar series. If you haven’t read it yet, then you can do so here.
 
    
 
   ~~~71~~~
 
    
 
   “Choose carefully which battles you want to fight. After all, sometimes it’s better to be at peace than to be right.”
 
    
 
   ~~~72~~~
 
    
 
   “Next time someone says your depression isn't real, tell them that it’s much more real than their imaginary medical expertise!”
 
    
 
   ~~~73~~~
 
    
 
   “Today, do one little thing to take better care of yourself. 
 
   Then, do it again tomorrow.”
 
    
 
   ~~~74~~~
 
    
 
   “Don't let people who do so little for you control so much of your mind, feelings, and emotions.”
 
    
 
   ~~~75~~~
 
                 
 
   “Learning to ignore things is one of the most effective ways of achieving inner peace.”
 
    
 
   ~~~76~~~
 
    
 
   “Our greatest weakness lies in giving up. The most certain way to succeed is always to try just one more time.”
 
   Thomas Edison
 
    
 
   ~~~77~~~
 
    
 
   “Make sure everyone in your metaphorical boat is rowing instead of drilling holes in it.”
 
   Trent Shelton
 
    
 
   ~~~78~~~
 
   
“When you’re suffering from depression, living a balanced life involves setting aside time to do the things you need to do in order to recover – such as seeing your therapist or reading self-help books. You can’t afford to say ‘I don’t have time’.”
 
    
 
   ~~~79~~~
 
    
 
   “When something goes wrong, take a moment to be thankful for all the things in your life that are going right.”
 
    
 
   ~~~80~~~
 
    
 
   “Relapse is part of recovery. 
 
   Don't let it destroy you.
 
   Instead, learn from it and let it strengthen you.”
 
    
 
   ~~~81~~~
 
    
 
   “You’re been criticising yourself for years and it hasn’t worked. For once, try approving of yourself and see what happens.”
 
   Louise Hay
 
    
 
   ~~~82~~~
 
    
 
   “Often what hurts the most is pretending that it doesn't hurt at all.”
 
    
 
   ~~~83~~~
 
    
 
   “No one ever injured their eyesight by looking on the bright side.”
 
    
 
   ~~~84~~~
 
    
 
   “Don't do something permanently foolish just because you're temporarily angry, tired, stressed, scared or depressed.”
 
    
 
   ~~~85~~~
 
    
 
   “You’re allowed to scream.
You’re allowed to cry.
 
   You’re allowed to fall apart.
 
   But you are not allowed to give up.”
 
    
 
   ~~~86~~~
 
    
 
   “Sometimes it's better to break down in tears than to bottle everything up inside and not tell a soul.”
 
    
 
   ~~~87~~~
 
    
 
   “Worrying won't stop the bad stuff from happening – all it will do is stop you from enjoying the good.”
 
    
 
   P.S. Just a friendly reminder that in This Is How You Recover From Depression, I’ve included a chapter that details several strategies you can employ to drastically reduce the amount you worry. If you haven’t read it yet, then you can do so here.  
 
    
 
   ~~~88~~~
 
    
 
   “Never lose yourself in your search for acceptance by others.”
 
    
 
   ~~~89~~~
 
    
 
   “Scars tell where we have been. They do not have to dictate where we are going.”
 
    
 
   ~~~90~~~
 
    
 
   “Seek help for your depression immediately, because life is much too short to spend any more time at war with yourself.”
 
    
 
   ~~~91~~~
 
    
 
   “Happiness is not something you postpone for the future. It's something you design for the present.”
 
   Jim Rohn
 
    
 
   ~~~92~~~
 
    
 
   “Remember, breakdowns can create breakthroughs.
 
   Sometimes, things fall apart so that other things can fall together.”
 
    
 
   ~~~93~~~
 
    
 
   “Most fears of rejection rest on the desire for approval from other people. Don’t base your self-esteem on their opinions.”
 
   Harvey Mackay
 
    
 
   ~~~94~~~
 
    
 
   “The worst thing about depression: it hurts like hell.
 
   The best thing: it is temporary. So keep fighting, get help, and you can beat it in the end.”
 
    
 
   ~~~95~~~
 
    
 
   “Sometimes you have to fight through your worst days to earn the best days of your life.”
 
    
 
   ~~~96~~~
 
    
 
   “The longer we dwell on our misfortunes, the greater is their power to harm us.”
 
   Voltaire
 
    
 
   ~~~97~~~
 
    
 
   “Worry about loving yourself, instead of loving the idea of other people loving you.”
 
    
 
   P.S. Just a friendly reminder that in This Is How You Recover From Depression, I’ve included  a chapter that explains why it’s critically important that you love yourself for healthy reasons, and shows you how you can go about actually doing so. If you haven’t read it yet, then you can do so here.
 
    
 
   ~~~98~~~
 
    
 
   “Aim to learn from your depression so that one day, you can say to yourself:
 
   Dear Past: Thank-you for the lessons.
 
   Dear Future: I am ready.”
 
    
 
   ~~~99~~~
 
    
 
   “Your time is limited, so don't waste it living somebody else's life.”
 
   Steve Jobs
 
    
 
   ~~~100~~~
 
    
 
   “Remember that life’s greatest lessons are usually learned at the worst times and from the worst mistakes.”
 
    
 
   ~~~101~~~
 
    
 
   “Suicide doesn't end the pain – it just gives it to somebody else.”
 
    
 
   ~~~102~~~
 
    
 
   “You might be sad because you’ve been through a lot, but you should also be proud of yourself for being strong enough to make it through everything you’ve been through.”
 
    
 
   ~~~103~~~
 
    
 
   “When you say you suffer from a physical illness, you get sympathy. When you say you suffer from depression, you sometimes get blamed.
 
   I know it sucks, but at the very least, please take solace in the fact that you are not alone – as evidenced by the fact that 350 million people in the world suffer from depression.”
 
    
 
   ~~~104~~~
 
    
 
   “Don’t be afraid to give up the good to go for the great.”
 
    
 
   ~~~105~~~
 
    
 
   “The struggle you’re in today is developing the strength you need for tomorrow. 
 
   Keep going.
 
   Don’t give up.”
 
   Robert Tew
 
    
 
   ~~~106~~~
 
    
 
   “Don’t fake being OK, because ultimately, you’ll only hurt yourself. Instead, give yourself a chance to recover by opening up and asking for help.”
 
    
 
   ~~~107~~~
 
    
 
   “Breathe.
 
   It’s just a bad day, not a bad life.”
 
    
 
   ~~~108~~~
 
    
 
   “Being defeated is a temporary condition,
 
   but giving up is what makes it permanent.”
 
    
 
   ~~~109~~~
 
    
 
   “Therapy + (possibly) medication + reading self-help books + exercise + healthy eating + a regular sleep pattern 
 
   = recovery from depression.”
 
    
 
   ~~~110~~~
 
    
 
   “Sometimes the people around you won’t understand your journey. 
 
   But, remember that they don’t need to.
 
   After all, it’s not for them.”
 
   Joubert Botha
 
    
 
   ~~~111~~~
 
    
 
   “We cannot start over, but we can begin now and make a new ending.”
 
   Zig Ziglar
 
    
 
   ~~~112~~~
 
    
 
   “Respect yourself enough to walk away from anything that no longer serves you, grows you or makes you happy.”
 
   Robert Tew
 
    
 
   ~~~113~~~
 
    
 
   “You are never too old to reinvent yourself.”
Steve Harvey
 
    
 
   ~~~114~~~
 
    
 
   “You must believe that everything happens for a reason, and that everything that’s done with good grace will work out in the end.”
 
    
 
   ~~~115~~~
 
    
 
   “Don’t believe everything you think.
 
   Your depression is trying to trick you, remember?”
 
    
 
   ~~~116~~~
 
    
 
   “Every day is a new beginning. Take a deep breath and start again.”
 
    
 
   ~~~117~~~
 
    
 
   “Remember:
 
   It’s perfectly OK to admit that you’re not OK.”
 
    
 
   ~~~118~~~
 
    
 
   “A flower does not think of competing with the flower next to it. It just blooms.”
 
    
 
   ~~~119~~~
 
    
 
   “Often in life, your situation will keep repeating itself until you learn your lesson.
 
   So, whenever something goes wrong, always try to figure out why, and extract all the knowledge you can from it.”
 
    
 
   ~~~120~~~
 
    
 
   “Hey, you:
 
   Don’t give up, OK?”
 
    
 
   ~~~121~~~
 
    
 
   “If someone doesn’t respect you, appreciate you and value you, then they don’t deserve you.”
 
    
 
   ~~~122~~~
 
    
 
   “If you’re going through a hard time right now, make sure you do something today that makes you smile.”
 
    
 
   ~~~123~~~
 
    
 
   “It is during the hardest times of your life that you will get to see the true colours of the people who say they really care about you.”
 
    
 
   ~~~124~~~
 
    
 
   “In the context of mental health, courage can be defined as the strength to ask for help.”
 
    
 
   ~~~125~~~
 
    
 
   “I try to shift my focus away from what I’m suffering from and towards what I can do about it.”
 
   Elizabeth Geffers
 
    
 
   ~~~126~~~
 
    
 
   “Starting today, stop keeping track of all the mistakes you’ve ever made.
 
   It’s time to forgive yourself and start being your own best friend.”
 
    
 
   ~~~127~~~
 
    
 
   “Your present circumstances don’t determine where you can go.
 
   They merely determine where you start.”
 
    
 
   ~~~128~~~
 
    
 
   “It’s not selfish to love yourself, take care of yourself, and to make your happiness a priority. It’s necessary.”
 
   Mandy Hale
 
    
 
   ~~~129~~~
 
    
 
   “Remember: recovery is not a race.
 
   Take your time to heal.”
 
    
 
   ~~~130~~~
 
    
 
   “Remind yourself that it’s OK not to be perfect.”
 
    
 
   ~~~131~~~
 
    
 
   “Always look for something positive in each day . . . even if some days you need to look a little harder than others.”
 
    
 
   ~~~132~~~
 
    
 
   “Things may seem gloomy ahead, and you may feel like giving up, but if you don’t keep going, then you will never know what is just around the corner.”
 
    
 
   ~~~133~~~
 
    
 
   “Patience is the calm acceptance that things can happen in a different order than the one you had in mind.”
 
   David G Allen
 
    
 
   ~~~134~~~
 
    
 
   “Protect your spirit from contamination by limiting your time with negative people.”
 
   Thema Davis
 
    
 
   P.S. Just a friendly reminder that in This Is How You Recover From Depression, I’ve included a chapter that details how you can figure out who the “right” people and who the “wrong” people to surround yourself with are. If you haven’t read it yet, then you can do so here.  
 
    
 
   ~~~135~~~
 
    
 
   “If you don’t love yourself, then you’ll always be chasing after people who don’t love you either.”
 
   Mandy Hale
 
    
 
   ~~~136~~~
 
    
 
   “If you have a family that loves you, a few good friends, food on the table and a roof over your head, then you are in all likelihood much richer than you think.”
 
    
 
   ~~~137~~~
 
    
 
   “Gratitude is one of the sweet shortcuts to finding peace of mind and happiness inside. No matter what is going on outside us, there’s always something we can be grateful for.”
 
   Barry Neil Kaufman
 
    
 
   P.S. Just a friendly reminder that in This Is How You Recover From Depression, I’ve included a chapter that talks all about why it’s so important to have gratitude in your life, and what you can do to still have gratitude even during the most difficult of times. If you haven’t read it yet, then you can do so here.
 
    
 
   ~~~138~~~
 
    
 
   “The cost of not following your heart is spending the rest of your life wishing you had.”
 
   J Paulsen
 
    
 
   ~~~139~~~
 
    
 
   “Admitting you need help is the start of the recovery process.”
 
    
 
   ~~~140~~~
 
    
 
   “Numbing the pain for a while will make it all the worse when you finally feel it.”
 
   Albus Dumbledore
 
    
 
   ~~~141~~~
 
    
 
   “Small changes eventually add up to huge results, so every day, make sure you do something to try and recover from your depression.”
 
    
 
   ~~~142~~~
 
    
 
   “Spending time complaining about yesterday won’t make today any better.”
 
    
 
   ~~~143~~~
 
                 
 
   “Never lose yourself while trying to hold on to someone who doesn’t care about losing you.”
 
    
 
   ~~~144~~~
 
    
 
   “When you feel like giving up, remember why you’ve held on for so long in the first place.”
 
   Hayley Williams
 
    
 
   ~~~145~~~
 
    
 
   “You can’t change how people treat you or what they say about you. All you can do is change how you react to it.”
 
    
 
   ~~~146~~~
 
    
 
   “Things don’t go wrong and break your heart so you can become bitter and give up. They happen to break you down and build you up so that you can be all that you’re capable of being.”
 
   Samuel Johnson
 
    
 
   ~~~147~~~
 
    
 
   “Sometimes it’s OK if the only thing you did today was breathe.”
 
    
 
   ~~~148~~~
 
    
 
   “You can’t change what you refuse to confront.”
 
    
 
   ~~~149~~~
 
    
 
   “Never be ashamed of a scar. It simply means that you were stronger than whatever tried to hurt you.”
 
    
 
   ~~~150~~~
 
    
 
   “Don’t allow your wounds to turn you into a person you’re not.”
 
    
 
   ~~~151~~~
 
    
 
   “You are NOT your illness.
 
   You have an individual story to tell.
 
   You have a name, a history, a personality.
 
   Staying yourself is part of the battle.”
 
    
 
   ~~~152~~~
 
    
 
   “Your past is just a story, and the sooner you realise it, the sooner you’ll realise that it doesn’t have to have any power over you.”
 
    
 
   ~~~153~~~
 
    
 
   “When you stop taking everything personally, you’ll take a huge step forward in your quest to recover from depression.”
 
    
 
   ~~~154~~~
 
    
 
   “It is not weak to say,
 
   I’m not OK, and I need help.
 
   On the contrary, it is brave. 
 
   It is courageous.
 
   And in the end, it could save your life.”
 
    
 
   ~~~155~~~
 
    
 
   “Being happy does not mean that everything is perfect. It means that you’ve decided to look beyond the imperfections.”
 
   Gerard Way
 
    
 
   ~~~156~~~
 
    
 
   “The reason we struggle with insecurity is because we compare our behind-the-scenes with everyone else’s highlight reel.”
 
   Steve Furtick
 
    
 
   ~~~157~~~
 
    
 
   “Once you choose hope, anything is possible.”
 
   Christopher Reeve
 
    
 
   ~~~158~~~
 
    
 
   “Be who you are and say what you feel, because those who mind don’t matter and those who matter don’t mind.”
 
   Dr Seuss
 
    
 
   ~~~159~~~
 
    
 
   “Confidence is not thinking, ‘they will like me’. Confidence is thinking, ‘I’ll be fine if they don’t’.”
 
    
 
   ~~~160~~~
 
   
“If you can’t fly, then run.
 
   If you can’t run, then walk.
 
   If you can’t walk, then crawl.
 
   But whatever you do, you have to keep moving forward.”
 
   Martin Luther King Jr
 
    
 
   ~~~161~~~
 
    
 
   “Courage doesn’t always roar. Sometimes courage is the quiet voice at the end of the day saying, ‘I will try again tomorrow’.”
 
   Mary Anne Radmacher
 
    
 
   ~~~162~~~
 
    
 
   “You don’t protect your heart by acting like you don’t have one.”
 
    
 
   ~~~163~~~
 
    
 
   “You can never cross the ocean unless you have the courage to lose sight of the shore.”
 
    
 
   ~~~164~~~
 
    
 
   “Whenever you find yourself doubting how far you can go, just remind yourself how far you have come. Remind yourself of everything you have faced, all the battles you have won, and all the fears you have overcome.”
 
    
 
   ~~~165~~~
 
    
 
   “Sometimes you don’t always need a plan. Sometimes you just need to breathe, trust, let go, and see what happens.”
 
   Mandy Hale
 
    
 
   ~~~166~~~
 
    
 
   “Don’t make somebody a priority if they only make you an option.”
 
   Maya Angelou
 
    
 
   ~~~167~~~
 
    
 
   “No matter who gives up on you, don’t you ever give up on yourself.”
 
    
 
   ~~~168~~~
 
    
 
   “Waking up to who you are requires letting go of who you imagine yourself to be.”
 
   Alan Watts
 
    
 
   ~~~169~~~
 
    
 
   “At the end of every day, ask yourself,
 
   'what steps did I take today to recover from my mental illness?'
 
   You should always be able to say something.”
 
    
 
   ~~~170~~~
 
    
 
   “Happiness is an inside job. Don’t assign anyone else that much power over your life.”
 
   Mandy Hale
 
    
 
   P.S. Just a friendly reminder that in This Is How You Recover From Depression, I’ve included a chapter that talks all about how you can construct a happier life than the one you’re living presently. If you haven’t read it yet, then you can do so here.  
 
    
 
   ~~~171~~~
 
   
“You can do anything you want if you abandon the belief that you can’t do it – and that includes recovering from depression.”
 
    
 
   ~~~172~~~
 
    
 
   “Being happy involves letting go of what you think your life is supposed to look like and celebrating it for everything that it is.”
 
    
 
   ~~~173~~~
 
    
 
   “Everything is going to be OK.
 
   Maybe not today, but eventually.”
 
    
 
   ~~~174~~~
 
    
 
   “Don’t carry your mistakes around with you. Instead, place them under your feet and use them as stepping stones.”
 
    
 
   ~~~175~~~
 
    
 
   “Suicide doesn’t end the chance of life getting worse.
 
   It just eliminates the possibility of life ever getting better.”
 
    
 
   ~~~176~~~
 
    
 
   “Rock bottom became the solid foundation on which I rebuilt my life.”
 
   J. K. Rowling
 
    
 
   ~~~177~~~
 
    
 
   “A strong person is not the one who doesn’t cry – it’s the one who cries for a while but then wipes their tears away and keeps on fighting.”
 
    
 
   ~~~178~~~
 
    
 
   “It’s not easy to detach from people who you’ve had close ties with, but sometimes, it’s necessary in order to recover from depression.”
 
    
 
   ~~~179~~~
 
    
 
   “Don’t waste words on people who deserve your silence. Sometimes, the most powerful thing you can say is nothing at all.”
 
   Mandy Hale
 
    
 
   ~~~180~~~
 
    
 
   “You only fail when you stop trying.”
 
    
 
   ~~~181~~~
 
    
 
   “What you think of yourself is often much more important than what other people think of you.”
 
    
 
   ~~~182~~~
 
    
 
   “Be patient. After all, sometimes you have to go through the worst in order to get to the best.”
 
   Kevin Hart
 
    
 
   ~~~183~~~
 
    
 
   “Even the darkest night will end and the sun will rise.”
 
   Victor Hugo
 
    
 
   ~~~184~~~
 
    
 
   “We cannot in a minute get rid of unhealthy habits we’ve been practising for a lifetime.
 
   That’s why it takes time for therapy to work.”
 
    
 
   ~~~185~~~
 
    
 
   “When writing the story of your life, don’t let anyone else hold the pen.”
 
    
 
   ~~~186~~~
 
    
 
   “Mental illness is nothing to be ashamed of – and neither is talking about it.”
 
    
 
   ~~~187~~~
 
    
 
   “Never stop doing your best just because someone doesn’t give you credit for it.”
 
    
 
   ~~~188~~~
 
    
 
   “Don’t ruin a good day by thinking about a bad yesterday. Instead, let it go.”
 
   Grant Cardone
 
    
 
   ~~~189~~~
 
    
 
   “Sometimes the hardest part of the journey is believing you’re worth the trip – but I’m here to tell you that you are.”
 
    
 
   ~~~190~~~
 
    
 
   “When you’re going through hell, keep on going. Never, ever, ever give up.”
 
   Winston Churchill
 
    
 
   ~~~191~~~
 
    
 
   “The art of being happy lies in the power of extracting happiness from common things.”
 
   Henry Ward Beecher
 
    
 
   ~~~192~~~
 
    
 
   “If you can’t figure out where you stand with someone, then it might be time to stop standing and start walking.”
 
    
 
   ~~~193~~~
 
    
 
   “Have you heard the expression that success is the sum of small efforts repeated day-in and day-out?
 
   Well, so is recovering from depression.”
 
    
 
   ~~~194~~~
 
    
 
   “Close your eyes and imagine the best version of yourself possible. That’s who you really are. Let go of any part of you that doesn’t believe that.”
 
   C. Assaad
 
    
 
   ~~~195~~~
 
    
 
   “Instead of wondering when your next vacation is, maybe you should set up a life you don’t need to escape from.”
 
   Seth Godin
 
    
 
   ~~~196~~~
 
    
 
   “Suicide is a permanent solution to a temporary problem.”
 
    
 
   ~~~197~~~
 
    
 
   “Our greatest glory is not in never falling, but in rising every time we do.”
 
   Confucius
 
    
 
   ~~~198~~~
 
    
 
   “At any moment you have the power to say, ‘this is not how my story is going to end’.”
 
    
 
   ~~~199~~~
 
    
 
   “Having a mental illness is nothing to be ashamed of. 
 
   And neither is seeking help for it.”
 
    
 
   ~~~200~~~
 
    
 
   “Pain doesn’t show up in our lives for no reason. It’s a sign that something in our lives needs to change.”
 
   Mandy Hale
 
    
 
   ~~~201~~~
 
    
 
   “Life is like a camera:
 
   Focus on what’s important, capture the good times, develop from the negatives, and if things don’t work out, take another shot.”
 
    
 
   ~~~202~~~
 
    
 
   “Money is a number, and numbers never end. If it takes money to be happy, then your search for happiness will never end.”
 
   Bob Marley
 
    
 
   ~~~203~~~
 
    
 
   “When you get to the end of your rope, tie a knot and hang on.” 
 
   Franklin D Roosevelt 
 
    
 
   ~~~204~~~
 
    
 
   “No amount of guilt can solve the past, and no amount of anxiety can change the future.”
 
   Umar Ibn Al-Khattaab
 
    
 
   ~~~205~~~
 
    
 
   “Your self-worth does not decrease based on someone’s inability to see it or their refusal to acknowledge it.”
 
   Christi Paul
 
    
 
   ~~~206~~~
 
    
 
   “Boundaries are a part of self-care. They are healthy, normal and necessary.”
 
   Doreen Virtue
 
    
 
   ~~~207~~~
 
    
 
   “Whatever you do, never forget that you’re human. It’s OK to have a meltdown. Just don’t unpack and live there. Cry it out and then refocus on where you are heading.”
 
    
 
   ~~~208~~~
 
    
 
   “When you have a mental illness, reaching out for help is not weak.
 
   Rather, it’s a sign of strength.”
 
    
 
   ~~~209~~~
 
    
 
   “You don’t have to be ready to recover from depression, but you do need to be willing.”
 
    
 
   ~~~210~~~
 
    
 
   “Not every person is going to understand you, and that’s OK. They have a right to their opinion, and you have every right to ignore it.”
 
   Joel Osteen 
 
    
 
   ~~~211~~~
 
    
 
   “Acceptance doesn’t mean resignation. It means understanding that something is what it is and that there’s got to be a way through it.”
 
   Michael J. Fox
 
    
 
   ~~~212~~~
 
    
 
   “Remember:
 
   Your illness does not define you.
 
   Your strength and your courage does.”
 
    
 
   ~~~213~~~
 
    
 
   “If we magnified our successes as much as we magnified our disappointments we’d all be much happier.”
 
   Abraham Lincoln
 
    
 
   ~~~214~~~
 
    
 
   “If you never give up, then you will win. Maybe not straight away, but definitely in the end.”
 
    
 
   ~~~215~~~
 
    
 
   “No one is ever too broken, too scarred or too far-gone to recover. If you keep on fighting, then anything’s possible.”
 
    
 
   ~~~216~~~
 
    
 
   “One day, you’ll wake up and realise that the pain’s still there but that it doesn’t hurt quite as much as it used to. That’s when you’re on the road to healing.”
 
    
 
   ~~~217~~~
 
    
 
   “Getting over a painful experience is much like crossing the monkey bars – you have to let go at some point in order to move forward.”
 
   C.S. Lewis
 
    
 
   ~~~218~~~
 
    
 
   “Sometimes when things are falling apart they may actually be falling into place.”
 
    
 
   ~~~219~~~
 
    
 
   “Why self compassion?
 
   Because how has being mean to yourself worked out so far?”
 
    
 
   ~~~220~~~
 
    
 
   “Be strong enough to stand alone, smart enough to realise when you need help, and brave enough to ask for it.”
 
   Ziad K. Abdelnour
 
    
 
   ~~~221~~~
 
    
 
   “If you’re searching for that one person who will change your life, then take a look in the mirror.”
 
    
 
   ~~~222~~~
 
    
 
   “Oh yes, the past can hurt. But the way I see it, you either run from it, or learn from it.”
 
   The Lion King
 
    
 
   ~~~223~~~
 
    
 
   “Never let someone who doesn’t know your value tell you how much you’re worth.”
 
    
 
   ~~~224~~~
 
    
 
   “Sometimes you have to forget about what’s gone, appreciate what still remains, and look forward to what’s coming next.”
 
    
 
   ~~~225~~~
 
    
 
   “You’ll never change your life until you change something you do daily. The secret of your success is found in your daily routine.”
 
   John C Maxwell
 
    
 
   ~~~226~~~
 
    
 
   “Every minute you are angry you lose 60 seconds of happiness.”
 
   Ralph Waldo Emerson 
 
    
 
   ~~~227~~~
 
    
 
   “Never, ever forget that you are special, and that you touch more lives than you’ll ever know.”
 
    
 
   ~~~228~~~
 
    
 
   “Just like there’s always time for pain, there’s always time for healing.”
 
   Jennifer Brown
 
    
 
   ~~~229~~~
 
    
 
   “Unfortunately, the truth is that no one is coming to save you. This life is 100% your responsibility, and it’s up to you to save yourself.”
 
    
 
   ~~~230~~~
 
    
 
   “There is no need to suffer silently and there is no shame in seeking help.”
 
   Joel S. Manuel
 
    
 
   ~~~231~~~ 
 
    
 
   “Happy people are always evaluating and improving themselves. Unhappy people are always evaluating and judging others.”
 
    
 
   ~~~232~~~
 
    
 
   “Don’t be discouraged. After all, it’s often the last key in the bunch that opens the lock.”
 
    
 
   ~~~233~~~
 
    
 
   “When you focus on problems, you’ll have more problems.
 
   When you focus on possibilities, you’ll have more opportunities.”
 
   Kamari aka Lyrikal
 
    
 
   ~~~234~~~
 
    
 
   “It’s easy to think that you’re struggling alone, but the person next to you could also be struggling and hiding it just like you are.”
 
    
 
   ~~~235~~~
 
    
 
   “The less you worry about what people think, the less complicated life becomes.”
 
    
 
   ~~~236~~~
 
    
 
   “The best way out is always through.”
 
   Robert Frost
 
    
 
   ~~~237~~~
 
    
 
   “Comparison is the thief of joy.”
 
   Theodore Roosevelt
 
    
 
   ~~~238~~~
 
    
 
   “The happiest people don’t worry too much about whether life is fair or not – they just get on with it.”
 
   Andrew Matthews
 
    
 
   ~~~239~~~
 
    
 
   “Maybe not today, tomorrow, or even in a year, but if you keep fighting and never give up, then things will eventually turn around, and you’ll be able to look back with relief and shout, ‘Yes! I made it!’ ”
 
    
 
   ~~~240~~~
 
    
 
   “When the world says, ‘Give up’,
 
   Hope whispers, ‘Try one more time’.”
 
    
 
   ~~~241~~~
 
    
 
   “Don’t let small minds convince you that your dreams are too big.”
 
    
 
   ~~~242~~~
 
    
 
   “When you face difficult times, just remember that challenges are not sent to destroy you – they’re sent to strengthen you.”
 
    
 
   ~~~243~~~
 
    
 
   “You will begin to heal when you let go of past hurts, forgive those who have wronged you, and learn to forgive yourself for your mistakes.”
 
    
 
   ~~~244~~~
 
    
 
   “My therapist saved my life . . . and the right one can save yours, too.”
 
   Danny Baker
 
    
 
   ~~~245~~~
 
    
 
   “I know the transformation is painful, but you’re not falling apart; you’re just falling into something different, with a new capacity to be beautiful.”
 
   Willian C. Hannan
 
    
 
   ~~~246~~~
 
    
 
   “You, yourself, as much as anybody in the entire universe, deserves your love and affection.”
 
   Buddha
 
    
 
   ~~~247~~~
 
    
 
   “Never forget that walking away from something unhealthy is a very brave thing to do – even if you stumble a little on your way out the door.”
 
    
 
   ~~~248~~~
 
    
 
   “Anger is an acid that can do more harm to the vessel in which it is stored than to anything on which it is poured.”
Mark Twain
 
    
 
   ~~~249~~~
 
    
 
   “Be who you are – not who the world wants you to be.”
 
    
 
   ~~~250~~~
 
    
 
   “Hardships often prepare ordinary people for an extraordinary destiny.”
 
   C. S. Lewis
 
    
 
   ~~~251~~~
 
    
 
   “Depression is a war. Don’t give up just because you lost a battle.”
 
    
 
   ~~~252~~~
 
    
 
   “Some days, life is all about your dreams, hopes and vision for the future. But on other days, all it’s about is trying to put one foot in front of the other. And you know what? That’s OK.”
 
    
 
   ~~~253~~~
 
    
 
   “You are imperfect, and permanently and inevitably floored. And you’re still beautiful.”
 
   Amy Bloom
 
    
 
   ~~~254~~~
 
    
 
   “Don’t believe everything you think.
 
   After all, depression is a LIAR.
 
   It’s trying to trick you to make you suffer.”
 
    
 
   ~~~255~~
 
    
 
   “You’re primary goal every single day should be to just be happy. That’s really all you can do.”
 
    
 
   P.S. Just a friendly reminder that in This Is How You Recover From Depression, I’ve included a chapter that talks all about how you can construct a happier life than the one you’re living presently. If you haven’t read it yet, then you can do so here.  
 
    
 
   ~~~256~~~
 
    
 
   “Relationships are like glass – sometimes it’s better to leave them broken than to hurt yourself trying to put them back together.”
 
    
 
   ~~~257~~~
 
    
 
   “Remember that just because you hit rock bottom doesn’t mean you have to stay there.”
 
   Robert Downy Jr
 
    
 
   ~~~258~~~
 
    
 
   “If you’re a perfectionist, then remember that finished is better than perfect.”
 
   Sheryl Sandberg
 
    
 
   ~~~259~~~
 
    
 
   “MYTH: You will be depressed forever. 
 
   FACT: With the right help, you can beat your depression and go on to live a happy, healthy, fulfilling life.”
 
    
 
   ~~~260~~~
 
    
 
   “Recovering from depression is difficult as hell – but it’s not as difficult as living in pain for the rest of your life.”
 
    
 
   ~~~261~~~
 
    
 
   “Look at a stone cutter hammering away at his rock, perhaps a hundred times without as much as a crack showing in it. Yet at the hundred-and-first blow it will split in two, and I know it was not the last blow that did it, but all that had gone before.”
 
   Jacob A. Riis
 
    
 
   ~~~262~~~
 
    
 
   “Stop beating yourself up. You are a work in progress, which means you get there a little at a time, not all at once.”
 
    
 
   ~~~263~~~
 
    
 
   “I will breathe. I will think of solutions. I will not let my worry control me. I will not let my stress level break me. I will simply breathe. And it will be OK, because I will not quit.”
 
   Shayne McClendon
 
    
 
   ~~~264~~~
 
    
 
   “Someday, everything will make perfect sense. So for now, laugh at the confusion, smile through the tears, and keep reminding yourself that everything happens for a reason.”
 
    
 
   ~~~265~~~
 
    
 
   “I can’t change the direction of the wind, but I can adjust my sails to always reach my destination.” 
 
   Jimmy Dean
 
    
 
   ~~~266~~~
 
    
 
   “Perseverance is the hard work you do after you get tired of doing the hard work you already did.”
 
   Newt Gingrich
 
    
 
   ~~~267~~~
 
    
 
   “I need to learn how to be content with simply not knowing, and be at peace with the notion that everything does not need an explanation.”
 
    
 
   ~~~268~~~
 
    
 
   “Don’t let negative and toxic people rent space in your head.
 
   Instead, kick ‘em out.”
 
   Robert Tew
 
    
 
   ~~~269~~~
 
    
 
   “Forgiveness is not something we do for other people – we do it for ourselves to get well and move on.”
 
    
 
   ~~~270~~~
 
    
 
   “Don’t compare your progress with that of others. After all, we all need our own time to travel our own distance.”
 
    
 
   ~~~271~~~
 
    
 
   “When you accept yourself, you free yourself from the burden of needing others to accept you.”
 
   Dr Steve Maraboli
 
    
 
   ~~~272~~~
 
    
 
   “What consumes your mind controls your life.”
 
    
 
   ~~~273~~~
 
    
 
   “It’s hard to beat a person who never gives up.”
 
   Babe Ruth
 
    
 
   ~~~274~~~
 
    
 
   “When someone asks ‘how are you?’, it’s actually OK to say, ‘the truth is, I’m struggling, and I’d really appreciate some help’.”
 
    
 
   ~~~275~~~
 
    
 
   “If you’ve ever had suicidal thoughts, then I’m glad you’re still here.
 
   Keep holding on.”
 
    
 
   ~~~276~~~
 
    
 
   “Caring for yourself is not self-indulgent – rather, it’s an act of survival.”
 
   Audre Londe
 
    
 
   ~~~277~~~
 
    
 
   “Do not believe all the things you tell yourself late at night.”
 
    
 
   ~~~278~~~
 
    
 
   “Gratitude can transform common days into thanksgivings, turn routine jobs into joy, and change ordinary opportunities into blessings.”
 
   William A. Ward
 
    
 
   P.S. Just a friendly reminder that in This Is How You Recover From Depression, I’ve included a chapter that talks all about why it’s so important to have gratitude in your life, and what you can do to still have gratitude even during the most difficult of times. If you haven’t read it yet, then you can do so here. 
 
    
 
   ~~~279~~~
 
    
 
   “Not caring what other people think is the best decision you will ever make.”
 
    
 
   ~~~280~~~
 
    
 
   “The best revenge is living well.”
 
    
 
   ~~~281~~~
 
    
 
   “A great attitude becomes a great day, which becomes a great month, which becomes a great year, which becomes a great life.”
 
   Mandy Hale
 
    
 
   ~~~282~~~
 
    
 
   ‘Don’t change so people will like you.
 
   Be yourself and the right people will love the real you.”
 
    
 
   ~~~283~~~
 
    
 
   “Waiting for someone to make you happy is a good way to make you sad.
 
   When it comes to your happiness, take control of it yourself.”
 
    
 
   P.S. Just a friendly reminder that in This Is How You Recover From Depression, I’ve included a chapter that talks all about how you can construct a happier life than the one you’re living presently. If you haven’t read it yet, then you can do so here.  
 
    
 
   ~~~284~~~
 
    
 
   “Don’t look back, because if you do, you might fall over what is in front of you.”
 
    
 
   ~~~285~~~
 
    
 
   “Self-love requires you to be honest about your current choices and thought patterns and undertake new patterns that reflect self-worth.”
 
   Caroline Kirk
 
    
 
   ~~~286~~~
 
    
 
   “Sometimes, we must accept the end of something in order to begin to build something new.”
 
    
 
   ~~~287~~~
 
    
 
   “If you’re thinking about giving up today, just live until tomorrow.
 
   And when you do, read this again.”
 
    
 
   ~~~288~~~
 
    
 
   “Patience is key, because when the right time comes, everything you’re waiting for will be so, so worth it.”
 
    
 
   ~~~289~~~
 
    
 
   “Just because your path is different, it doesn’t mean you’re lost.”
 
    
 
   ~~~290~~~
 
    
 
   “Forget about your life situation and pay attention to your life. Your life situation exists in time. Your life is now. Your life situation is mind-stuff. Your life is real.”
 
   Eckhart Toll
 
    
 
   ~~~291~~~
 
    
 
   “Given how expensive private therapy is, self-help books written by those same professionals who charge such high hourly rates are an immensely, immensely underutilised resource in almost everyone’s quest to recover from depression.”
 
    
 
   ~~~292~~~
 
    
 
   “Don’t be afraid of going slowly – only be afraid of standing still.”
 
   Chinese Proverb
 
    
 
   ~~~293~~~
 
    
 
   “Staying positive will give you power over the darkness in your life.”
 
   Mark DenBraber
 
    
 
   ~~~294~~~
 
    
 
   “Don’t let the fear of the time it will take to accomplish something stand in the way of you actually doing it. The time will pass anyway – so you might as well put that passing time to the best possible use.”
 
   Earl Nightingale
 
    
 
   ~~~295~~~
 
    
 
   “Unexpressed emotions will never die. They are buried alive and will come forth again in uglier ways.”
 
   Sigmund Freud
 
    
 
   ~~~296~~~
 
    
 
   “Recovery often involves doing what you should do instead of what you want to do. 
 
   But in the end, it is so, so worth it.”
 
    
 
   ~~~297~~~
 
    
 
   “Every journey begins with one single step.”
 
   Maya Angelou 
 
    
 
   ~~~298~~~
 
    
 
   “Recovering from depression is not about not dying. Rather, it’s about being able to live a rich, full and happy life.”
 
    
 
   ~~~299~~~
 
    
 
   “You may have to fight a battle more than once to win it, but if you never give up, you will get there eventually.”
 
    
 
   ~~~300~~~
 
    
 
   “Sometimes, you don’t see all of the people who accept you for who you are. All you notice is the one person who doesn’t.”
 
    
 
   ~~~301~~~
 
    
 
   “The past is like an anchor that holds you back. You have to be able to let go of who you were in order to become who you want to be.”
 
    
 
   ~~~302~~~
 
    
 
   “Happiness doesn’t depend on what you have or who you are.
 
   It depends on what you think.”
 
   Buddha
 
    
 
   ~~~303~~~
 
    
 
   “People inspire you or they drain you – pick them wisely.”
 
   Hans F Hanson
 
    
 
   P.S. Just a friendly reminder that in This Is How You Recover From Depression, I’ve included a chapter that details how you can figure out who the “right” people and who the “wrong” people to surround yourself with are. If you haven’t read it yet, then you can do so here.  
 
    
 
   ~~~304~~~
 
    
 
   “When you find the courage to let go of what you can’t change, you’ll take a giant leap forward in your quest to recover from depression.”
 
    
 
   ~~~305~~~
 
    
 
   “The past is good to learn from but it’s not good to live in.”
 
    
 
   ~~~306~~~
 
    
 
   “Recovering from depression and finding happiness again involves working out exactly what’s triggering your depression, and then learning how to manage those triggers so that they no longer have the power to trigger you.”
 
    
 
   ~~~307~~~
 
    
 
   “Being yourself is the prettiest thing a person can be.”
 
    
 
   ~~~308~~~
 
    
 
   “Recovery from depression is the sum of small efforts, repeated day-in and day-out.”
 
    
 
   ~~~309~~~
 
    
 
   “Never confuse a single defeat with a final defeat.”
 
   F. Scott Fitzgerald
 
    
 
   ~~~310~~~
 
    
 
   “Real transformation begins when you embrace your problems as agents for growth.”
 
   Michael A. Singer
 
    
 
   ~~~311~~~
 
    
 
   “Some days are tougher than others, and many times your stresses can seem insurmountable. But hang in there, never give up, and always, always be proud of yourself.”
 
   John Cena
 
    
 
   ~~~312~~~
 
    
 
   “Hating yourself will never, ever get you as far as loving yourself will.”
 
    
 
   ~~~313~~~
 
    
 
   “Beautiful things happen when you distance yourself from negativity.”
 
    
 
   ~~~314~~~
 
    
 
   “The world will not end if you do not figure everything out tonight, so stop pacing, stop sweating, and stop fretting. Instead, go to bed and start again tomorrow.”
 
    
 
   ~~~315~~~
 
    
 
   “One in four people suffer from a mental illness.
 
   I know it may feel like it, but you are NOT alone.”
 
    
 
   ~~~316~~~
 
    
 
   “Remember that sadness is always temporary, and that this, too, shall pass.”
 
   Chuck T. Falcon
 
    
 
   ~~~317~~~
 
    
 
   “Keep your thoughts positive, because your thoughts become your words.
 
   Keep your words positive, because your words become your behaviour.
 
   Keep your behaviour positive, because your behaviour becomes your habits.
 
   Keep your habits positive, because your habits become your values.
 
   Keep your values positive, because your values become your destiny.”
 
   Mahatma Gandhi
 
    
 
   ~~~318~~~
 
    
 
   “There comes a time when you have to stop crossing oceans for people who wouldn’t jump puddles for you.”
 
    
 
   ~~~319~~~
 
    
 
   “I know it’s hard, but if you don’t ask for help, then how can anybody help you?”
 
    
 
   ~~~320~~~
 
    
 
   “Change your thoughts and you’ll change your world.”
 
    
 
   ~~~321~~~
 
    
 
   “Be a reflection of what you’d like to see in others.
 
   If you want love, give love.
 
   If you want honesty, give honesty.
 
   If you want respect, give respect.
 
   You get in return what you give out.”
 
    
 
   ~~~322~~~
 
    
 
   “Break-ups are painful, but not as painful as staying in a relationship that makes you unhappy.”
 
    
 
   ~~~323~~~
 
    
 
   “When you focus on problems, you’ll have more problems. When you focus on possibilities, you’ll have more opportunities.”
 
                 
 
   ~~~324~~~
 
    
 
   “Good things come to those who believe, better things come to those who are patient, and the best things come to those who never give up.”
 
    
 
   ~~~325~~~
 
    
 
   “One day, you will wake up and there won’t be any time to do the things you’ve always wanted. Do it now.”
 
   Paulo Coelho 
 
    
 
   ~~~326~~~
 
    
 
   “Your job is to maximise your own kindness, happiness, and health.”
 
   Martha Beck
 
    
 
   ~~~327~~~
 
    
 
   “Don’t limit yourself. Many people limit themselves to what they think they can do. You can go as far as your mind lets you. What you believe, remember, you can achieve.”
 
   Mary Kay Ash
 
    
 
   ~~~328~~~
 
    
 
   “Accept – then act. Whatever the present moment contains, accept it as if you had chosen it. Always work with it, not against it . . . this will miraculously transform your life.”
 
   Eckhart Tolle 
 
    
 
   ~~~329~~~
 
    
 
   “I’m not in this world to live up to your expectations, and you’re not in this world to live up to mine.”
 
   Bruce Lee
 
    
 
   ~~~330~~~
 
    
 
   “Forget what hurt you, but never, ever forget what it taught you.”
 
    
 
   ~~~331~~~
 
    
 
   “No matter how far you’ve travelled down the wrong road, you can always turn around and get back on the right track.”
 
    
 
   ~~~332~~~
 
    
 
   “Never waste your time trying to explain yourself to people who are committed to misunderstanding you.”
 
    
 
   ~~~333~~~
 
    
 
   “Life is short. Cut out negativity, forget gossip, say goodbye to people who hurt you, and spend your days with people who are always there for you.”
 
    
 
   ~~~334~~~
 
    
 
   “I am not a victim. No matter what I’ve been through, I am still here. I have a history of victory.”
 
   Dr Steve Maraboli
 
    
 
   ~~~335~~~
 
    
 
   “Worry about your character and not your reputation, because your character is who you are and your reputation is only what people think of you.”
 
   John Wooden
 
    
 
   ~~~336~~~
 
    
 
   “Ask yourself: is what you’ve done this week getting you closer to recovering from depression? If the answer is no, then it’s time to make some changes.”
 
    
 
   ~~~337~~~
 
    
 
   “No matter how you feel, get up, dress up, show up, and never give up.”
 
   Regina Brett
 
    
 
   ~~~338~~~
 
    
 
   “One of the most dangerous myths surrounding depression is that it is a life sentence, when in reality, if you seek the right help and keep on fighting, you can recover, and live a happy, healthy, depression-free life.”
 
    
 
   ~~~339~~~
 
    
 
   “Don’t compare your progress with that of others. We all need our own time to travel our own distance.”
 
   Jerry Corstens
 
    
 
   ~~~340~~~
 
    
 
   “Always find time for things that make you happy to be alive.”
 
    
 
   ~~~341~~~
 
    
 
   “Be a winner.
 
   Think ‘I can’;
 
   ‘I am’;
 
   ‘I will’.”
 
    
 
   ~~~342~~~
 
    
 
   “Never let the things you want make you forget all the things you have.”
 
    
 
   ~~~343~~~
 
    
 
   “In the end, we only regret the chances we didn’t take.”
 
    
 
   ~~~344~~~
 
    
 
   “When everything feels like an uphill struggle, just think of the view from the top.”
 
    
 
   ~~~345~~~
 
    
 
   “Nothing is permanent in this world – not even our troubles.”
 
   Charlie Chaplain
 
    
 
   ~~~346~~~
 
    
 
   “Give thanks for what you are today and go on fighting for what you want tomorrow.”
 
   William Shakespeare
 
    
 
   ~~~347~~~
 
    
 
   “Life has many chapters, and one bad one does not mean that it’s the end of the book.”
 
    
 
   ~~~348~~~
 
    
 
   “Just because you’re strong enough to handle the pain of depression, it doesn’t mean that you should have to.
 
   Please seek help.
 
   You owe it to yourself.”
 
    
 
   ~~~349~~~
 
    
 
   “If you’re feeling suicidal, write down your dreams.
 
   Block everything else out and picture them coming true.
 
   Use them as reasons to keep on fighting.”
 
    
 
   ~~~350~~~
 
    
 
   “I am not a product of my circumstances. I am a product of my decisions.” 
 
   Steven Covey
 
    
 
   ~~~351~~~
 
    
 
   “Eat like you love yourself, move like you love yourself, speak like you love yourself, and act like you love yourself.”
 
    
 
   P.S. Just a friendly reminder that in This Is How You Recover From Depression, I’ve included a chapter that explains why it’s critically important that you love yourself for healthy reasons, and shows you how you can go about actually doing so. If you haven’t read it yet, then you can do so here.
 
    
 
   ~~~352~~~
 
    
 
   “Don’t let the shadows of your past darken the doorsteps of your future. Forgive and forget.”
 
    
 
   ~~~353~~~
 
    
 
   “The greatest risk to a person is not that he aims too high and misses, but that he aims too low and hits.”
 
   Michael Angelo
 
    
 
   ~~~354~~~
 
    
 
   “Be kind to yourself, for your sorrows and wounds are healed only when you touch them with compassion.”
 
    
 
   ~~~355~~~
 
    
 
   “Never put off until tomorrow what you can do today.”
 
   Thomas Jefferson
 
    
 
   ~~~356~~~
 
    
 
   “Things are as they are, and sometimes the only reason we’re suffering is because we always imagined different.”
 
    
 
   ~~~357~~~
 
    
 
   “If you’re depressed, anxious or sick over your weight, it can help to remember that sexy is not a size, every calorie is not a war, your body is not a battleground, and your value is not measured in pounds.”
 
    
 
   ~~~358~~~
 
    
 
   “Surround yourself with people who are good for your mental health.”
 
    
 
   ~~~359~~~
 
    
 
   “One of the simplest ways to stay happy is to let go of things that make you sad.”
 
   Daily Dose
 
    
 
   ~~~360~~~
 
    
 
   “Remember how far you have come, not just how far you have to go. You are not where you want to be, but neither are you where you used to be.”
 
   Rick Warren
 
    
 
   ~~~361~~~
 
    
 
   “Life is tough but so are you.”
 
    
 
   ~~~362~~~
 
    
 
   “Finding the right therapist is a bit like dating . . . sometimes you have to try a few before you find a good match.”
 
    
 
   ~~~363~~~
 
    
 
   “Sometimes the smallest step in the right direction ends up being the biggest step of your life. Tip toe if you must, but make sure you take the step.”
 
    
 
   ~~~364~~~
 
    
 
   “The most dangerous risk of all is spending your life not doing what you want on the bet that you can buy yourself the freedom to do it later.”
 
    
 
   ~~~365~~~
 
    
 
   “The way I think of it is that, I’m not suffering from depression per se – rather, I’m just learning how to be happy. I’m learning how to be happy because I’m learning how to understand myself better. I’m learning what triggers those plummets into despair. I’m learning, through therapy, how to pick myself back up again whenever I do take a plunge. And, I’m learning valuable lessons from my psychologist that I’ll carry with me for the rest of my life. In that way, it’s as if there’s a fortress surrounding my brain that’s there to protect me from getting depressed, and every time I learn a bit more about how to be happy, another armed guard gets posted outside it. Sure depression’s army still gets through from time to time, but that just means that there aren’t enough guards defending it yet. But if I keep learning how to be happy like I have been, then – combined with me diligently taking my medication, eating well, sleeping well and exercising frequently – I’ll eventually have so many armed guards protecting me that depression’s army will be shut out for good. It will have no way of getting through.”
 
   Danny Baker
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Bonus #2: Sign up to receive a free daily quote of support and encouragement in your inbox each morning!
 
   If you’d like me to email you a quote each morning to give you some additional support and encouragement to help you through your day, then please click here. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   Actually, I’m Not OK
 
    
 
   Book #4 in the bestselling Depression is a Liar series
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   INTRODUCTION
 
   As anyone who’s ever suffered from depression knows, it can make us feel like we’re living in a body that fights to survive, with a mind that tries to die.
 
   It can make us feel scared, miserable, empty, numb, ashamed, embarrassed and unable to recognise the fun, happy person we used to be.
 
   It can make it impossible to be able to construct or even envision a future. 
 
   It can make us feel so confused and mixed up that we can’t see a single answer for any of the problems in our lives, and it can make us feel devastatedly helpless as a result.
 
   It can be so overwhelming that it can feel as if we’re fighting to keep our head above water when it’s up to our nose, and the water keeps getting deeper, and we don’t know how to swim, and there’s no one around to save us, and no matter how much we kick and struggle and scream, we just keep sinking. And after a while, it can make us question, what’s the point? What’s the point in continuing to fight a battle we don’t think we can win? And it can make us wonder if everything wouldn’t be better if we just disappeared . . .
 
   Under any circumstances, depression is a horribly difficult illness to deal with. However, what makes it all the more crippling is that due to the stigma surrounding it, many sufferers don’t feel as if they can talk about it with their loved ones. Consequently, instead of receiving the care and support they need, they keep all their pain to themselves, and thus have that pain compounded by feeling isolated, alone, and misunderstood.
 
   Unfortunately, I know exactly how this feels. When I was younger, I suffered from life-threatening bouts of depression that for four years led to alcoholism, drug abuse, medicine-induced psychosis and multiple hospitalisations – and when I was first afflicted by the illness, I had very few people to talk to about it. Like many others, I was too scared to tell my friends what I was going through, and on the rare occasions I tried to, the conversation would never go the way I’d want, and once again, I’d find myself feeling bereft of support. Yet over time, I realised that being able to talk about my condition was a skill like anything else, and as I continued to hone it, I started having a lot more of the open, honest, comfortable conversations that I wanted to have. And, thanks to this, in the latter months and years that I battled the black dog, I was able to cultivate a wonderful group of friends and family members that I could turn to for help.
 
   Actually, I’m Not OK
 
   In this book – the fourth one in the Depression is a Liar series – I’ll show you how you can tell your loved ones that you suffer from depression in such a way that it leads to you having your own open, honest, comfortable conversations about your illness, and thus ultimately results in you developing that understanding network of supporters that you so richly deserve.
 
   Here’s a breakdown of exactly what this book will cover.
 
   Chapter 1: Why it’s a good idea to talk about our depression
 
   If we’re not sold on the benefits of opening up about our illness in the first place, then it’s highly unlikely that we’re going to actually do so. Accordingly, we’re going to start by outlining the seven reasons why it’s important to talk about our depression with the people closest to us.
 
   Chapter 2: Addressing common worries associated with talking about our depression
 
   Even if we’re convinced that it’s a good idea to talk about our illness, we may have a few fears, worries or misconceptions that are holding us back from doing so. In this chapter, we’ll confront some of the most common concerns people have head on, including worrying that others will judge us, stressing out that they won’t understand us, being scared of opening ourselves up and talking about something personal, worrying that we’re burdening our loved ones, and feeling as if they just don’t care.
 
   Chapter 3: Preparing to have a conversation about our depression
 
   In this chapter, we’ll delve into how we can prepare to tell someone that we suffer from depression. Specifically, we’ll talk all about getting in the right “mindset”, and discuss how we can decide who to tell, how much to tell them, where to tell them, and when to tell them.
 
   Chapter 4: Having the conversation
 
   This chapter will deal with how best to start a conversation about our illness, how to handle our friend or family member’s response, and how to resolve the conversation so that we get what we want out of it.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Now that you know exactly what we’ll be covering, it’s time to get started. I can’t wait to go on this journey with you, and I wish you the very best of luck throughout it.
 
   Much love,
 
   Danny.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 1
 
   Why it’s a good idea to talk about our depression
 
   Like we’ve said, if we’re not convinced that it’s worth talking about our illness, then it’s highly unlikely that we’ll actually be willing to do so in the first place. Accordingly, let’s begin by discussing the seven reasons why it’s beneficial to tell the people closest to us that we’re suffering from depression.
 
   Reason #1: To gain support
 
   As you and I both know, depression is excruciatingly difficult to deal with under any circumstances, but it’s even harder to cope with when we’re trying to do so all by ourselves. For this reason, having people we can turn to for comfort and support when we’re feeling low can make a world of difference.
 
   Reason #2: To realise that we’re not alone
 
   Keeping our depression to ourselves usually goes hand-in-hand with feeling isolated and alone, which almost always serves to intensify our suffering. However, knowing that there are other people who understand us, who know what we’re going through, and who are on our side in our fight against depression can be very, very comforting.
 
   Reason #3: So that they can help us see the light at the end of the tunnel
 
   Like we’ve said, one of the most important reasons to tell someone that we’re suffering from depression is to gain their support. Similarly, another reason why it’s critical to tell the people closest to us about our illness is so that on our worst days, those people can give us the hope and encouragement we so often need to be able to see the light at the end of the tunnel. After all, as you may have experienced, sometimes when we’re suffering from depression it’s possible to get so trapped in the fog of our misery that we can’t see any way out. Consequently, it often takes someone else to point out to us that there will be better days ahead, and that even though we may not be able to see it right now, that it is possible to recover and be happy again. 
 
   Reason #4: To develop deeper relationships with our loved ones
 
   One of the least talked about benefits of being open about our depression with our friends and family members is that it can often lead us to have deeper, more meaningful relationships with those people. Speaking from experience, I’d find that telling one of my friends that I suffered from depression would often induce them to share a trial or tribulation that they were going through or had been through previously. As a result, we’d end up having a really personal, meaningful conversation – one that would often lead to more personal and meaningful conversations in the future – and so our relationship would naturally deepen and the two of us would grow closer together.
 
   Reason #5: To help our loved ones understand why we may be acting differently from usual
 
   Another critically important reason why we should tell our loved ones that we’re suffering from depression is so that they can understand why we may be acting differently from usual. For example, when we’re depressed, we often prefer to stay at home rather than go out and socialise, and as a result, we may not see our friends or family for a number of days, weeks or even months. If they have no idea that we have depression, then they’re likely to conclude that we’re simply avoiding them – perhaps because we’re angry or upset with them, or because we no longer value our relationship with them. However, if we take the time to explain that the reason we haven’t seen them lately isn’t in fact because of anything to do with them personally, but rather just because we’ve been battling depression and have needed some time to ourselves, then they’re much more likely to understand as opposed to jump to false conclusions. The same goes for if we’ve been moody around our loved ones, irritable, quiet, unresponsive, detached, aggressive, angry, or if we’ve outwardly displayed any of depression’s other unfortunate symptoms.
 
   Reason #6: To help us understand what may be triggering our depression
 
   As I discuss in This Is How You Recover From Depression – which is the second bestseller in the Depression is a Liar series – in order to recover from depression, we first need to figure out precisely what’s triggering it. There are many ways to do this, but one helpful method is to talk to the people closest to us about our condition and see what they think may be triggering our despair. After all, our partner, for example, may notice that when we don’t get a good night’s sleep, we’re really cranky and crabby the next day. Similarly, our kids might notice that we’re tense and irritable if we don’t exercise for a week.
 
   Reason #7: To decrease the stigma surrounding depression
 
   The more we all talk about our depression, then the more we all, gradually and collectively, eliminate the stigma surrounding the illness, and thus create a more understanding, compassionate world for ourselves and future depression sufferers.
 
   Key takeaways from this chapter
 
   There are seven reasons why it’s beneficial to talk to our loved ones about our depression:
 
   1/ To gain their support;
 
   2/ To realise that we’re not alone;
 
   3/ So that they can help us see the light at the end of the tunnel;
 
   4/ To develop deeper relationships with those people;
 
   5/ To help them understand why we may be acting differently from usual;
 
   6/ To help us understand what may be triggering our depression;
 
   7/ To decrease the stigma surrounding depression.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 2
 
   Addressing common worries associated with talking about our depression
 
   Over the years, I’ve spoken to thousands of people who suffer from depression, and I’ve noticed that those who don’t talk about their illness with their loved ones tend not to do so for two main reasons:
 
   1/ Because they’re not completely sold on the benefits of doing so;
 
   2/ Because they’re worried about how their friends or family members will react.
 
   We dealt with the first reason in chapter one, so in this particular chapter, we’re going to address the second.
 
   Worry #1: That people will judge us
 
   This is a fear that plagues nearly everyone who suffers from depression, including myself when I used to battle the black dog. However, in almost all cases, it’s a trepidation that’s largely unfounded. Personally speaking, I have told every single one of my friends and family members and countless other people about my depression; I’ve written nearly 30 articles about my experiences with mental illness for the Huffington Post and other publications that have been read by over 1,000,000 strangers; and of course, I’ve also written a tell-all memoir detailing my struggle and eventual recovery – and, aside from in a handful of cases, I have never felt judged for having suffered from depression. If that seems unbelievable, then let me remind you that the World Health Organisation estimates that 350 million people have depression worldwide. While it may not seem like it, depression is very, very common, which means that most people have been touched by it in some way or another – either because they’ve battled it themselves, or because someone close to them has. Accordingly, most people recognise depression as a legitimate illness, and will not judge you or think you’re a “freak”, a “loon” or “crazy” for suffering from it.
 
   As regards the minute percentage of people who may judge you, then I’d like to share an idea with you that’s always helped me:
 
   Those who matter don’t mind and those who mind don’t matter.
 
   In other words, the sort of people you want in your life are not going to judge or debase you for having depression, and if a few people do, then quite frankly, you’re better off without them, because they’re not the sort of people you’d be able to have a close relationship with anyway. This is a lesson I specifically remember my psychologist teaching me before I released my memoir Depression is a Liar in 2013.
 
   ‘So Danny, how’ve you been feeling?’ he asked when I arrived.
 
   ‘Yeah, really good on the whole. But I’ve been a bit nervous lately about publishing my memoir. I mean, a lot of people don’t know that I used to suffer from depression, so what are they going to say when they find out I did? And what are they going to say when they discover that it led to alcoholism, drug abuse, medicine-induced psychosis and multiple hospitalisations? What if some of my friends read my book, conclude that I’m a freak, and then decide they don’t want to be friends with me anymore?’
 
   ‘I don’t think anyone is going to think that,’ my psychologist said. ‘But even if a few people do, then it doesn’t really matter, does it?’
 
   I was shocked.
 
   ‘Huh? How can you say that it doesn’t matter?’
 
   My psychologist smiled at me gently.
 
   ‘When you release your memoir, Danny, there are going to be a lot of people who find it inspiring, uplifting and encouraging – and dare I say it, I think there are going to be some people who find it life-saving. However, you may also get some people who can’t deal with what you’ve been through, and who for that reason, may choose to distance themselves from you. But let me ask you this: if a person chooses to distance themselves from you because they don’t like your past or because they think you’re a “freak”, as you put it, then do you think you’d ever be able to have a good relationship with someone so judgmental anyway?’
 
   I thought about it for a few moments.
 
   ‘No,’ I eventually said. ‘I guess not.’
 
   ‘Would you even want to be friends with them?’
 
   I considered that question for another few moments before shaking my head.
 
   ‘No.’
 
   ‘So then why would you care if a few people think like that after reading your memoir? Those who matter don’t mind, and those who mind don’t matter, remember?’
 
   I really took that advice to heart, and ever since that conversation, I’ve never worried about what people might think of me when I tell them I’ve suffered from depression (but like I’ve said, almost everyone has been accepting of it, and in reality, I’ve only very, very rarely felt judged).
 
   Worry #2: That people won’t understand
 
   While it’s unlikely that many people will judge you for having depression, unfortunately I’d be lying if I told you that everyone will understand what you’re going through. Sadly, because depression has only recently started to get media attention and be discussed more openly, a lot of people don’t quite get it, and thus say things that can come across as derogatory or insensitive like: 
 
    
    	‘You just need to get over it.’
 
    	‘But there are so many people who are worse off than you!’
 
    	‘Everyone has bad days from time to time.’
 
    	‘Stop feeling sorry for yourself.’ 
 
    	‘You just need to get out of the house more.’
 
    	‘What do you have to be depressed about? You’ve got a great life!’
 
   
 
   While such comments can be incredibly frustrating, what I eventually came to realise is that in almost all cases, people aren’t saying these things to be mean or because they don’t care about us. In reality, they almost always do care, but because depression is very difficult to understand if you haven’t been through it yourself, many non-sufferers unfortunately just don’t know any better. Accordingly, if we take the time to address their misconceptions and help them understand depression more clearly, it’s been my experience that they usually come around, and can often turn into very caring, compassionate supporters. We’ll talk a lot more about how we can help other people understand depression better in chapter four, but for now, just know that the chance that someone may not quite get it initially is not a good reason to avoid telling them that you’re afflicted with this illness.
 
   Worry #3: That we’re scared or embarrassed to open ourselves up about something so personal
 
   Of course, being open about our depression can seem like a very scary, confronting and nerve-wracking thing to do. After all, it’s much easier to fake a smile and mumble “I’m fine” than it is to be vulnerable and open ourselves up. But if we find ourselves in this position, then we need to do the following to overcome this fear:
 
   1/ Remind ourselves that having depression is nothing to be ashamed of
 
   Depression, as we’ve said, is an illness, and in the same way we wouldn’t feel ashamed of having a broken leg or a physical illness like cancer or diabetes, we have no reason to be ashamed of having depression, either. Absolutely none whatsoever.
 
   2/ Remind ourselves how common depression is
 
   Like we’ve said, the World Health Organisation estimates that 350 million people suffer from depression worldwide, and for this reason, the majority of people – whether directly or indirectly – have been touched by depression in some way. Accordingly, most people accept it as being the illness that it is, and are unlikely to judge us for suffering from it.
 
   3/ Ask ourselves, “how would I react if one of my loved ones told me something similarly personal about themselves?”
 
   If one of your loved ones told you something similarly personal about themselves, would you judge them? Would you freak out? Would you think they’re weird or strange? Would you think it was a “really big deal”? On the contrary, chances are you would just listen and do your best to help them. For this reason, if you’re scared of opening up to your friend or family member about something personal like your depression, then it helps to remind yourself that in the same way you wouldn’t judge them, freak out, find them strange or think of their problem as a “really big deal”, that they’re similarly unlikely to judge you, freak out, find you strange, or think of your problems as a “really big deal”. After all, suffering is part of the human condition. In our own way, we’re all battling something, so when we open up about our difficulties, people are often far more receptive than we might originally anticipate.
 
   4/ Remind ourselves of all the reasons why it’s beneficial to talk about our depression
 
   Remembering all the reasons why it’s a good idea to talk about our illness won’t necessarily make us any less scared of doing so, but it can help give us the strength we need to be able to face that fear.
 
   Worry #4: That we’re burdening our loved ones with our problems
 
   This is another concern that a lot of us have, particularly when it comes to talking about our illness with our lover or people in our family. However, it’s important to remember that our loved ones are our loved ones for a reason. While it may be difficult for them to come to terms with the fact that we have depression, the people who truly care about us would still prefer to know, because they’d want to try and help us through it, and because they’d hate for us to suffer in silence.
 
   If you’re not convinced, then try to imagine the shoe being on the other foot. Ask yourself, if someone I loved had depression, would I want to know about it so that I could try to support them? Or, would I rather them suffer in silence all by themselves?
 
   In the same way you’d want to know so that you could lend a helping hand, they would too. Not only that, but like we said in chapter one, one of the most important reasons to tell our loved ones that we suffer from depression is to explain away any uncharacteristic behaviour that we may be exhibiting, so that those people know not to take that uncharacteristic behaviour personally. For this reason, opening up to our loved ones about our depression actually improves – not compromises – our relationship with them.
 
   Worry #5: That nobody will care
 
   One of the cruellest traits of clinical depression is that it can cause us to hate ourselves, and thus convince us that everyone else in our life – including our friends and family – also hate us as well (or at the very least, couldn’t care less about us). If you feel this way, then please know that this is just the illness talking. After all, this is what depression does – it tries to convince you that you’re not as good as everyone else, that nobody likes you, that you’ll never recover, and that the world is better off without you.
 
   But depression is a liar.
 
   You are as good as everyone else.
 
   You can recover.
 
   The world is not better off without you.
 
   And people do care about you.
 
   And, the sooner you tell someone what you’re going through, the sooner you’ll be able to see this for yourself.
 
   Key takeaways from this chapter
 
   There are several worries that often prevent us from being open about our depression, including:
 
   1/ Worrying that people will judge us;
 
   2/ Worrying that people won’t understand;
 
   3/ Being scared or embarrassed to share something so personal;
 
   4/ Worrying that we’ll burden our loved ones with our problems;
 
   5/ Worrying that nobody will care.
 
   We can overcome these worries by:
 
   1/ Reminding ourselves that because depression is so widespread and common these days, that it’s unlikely that anyone is going to judge us;
 
   2/ Reminding ourselves that even if people don’t immediately understand exactly what we’re going through, that we can help them understand over time, and that as a result, they can turn into wonderfully caring supporters.
 
   3/ Reminding ourselves that:
 
   a)    In the same way we probably wouldn’t think it’s a big deal if someone told us something personal about themselves, that someone else probably won’t think it’s a big deal if we tell them something personal about ourselves; 
 
   b)    That all the benefits that come from talking about our depression make it worth stepping out of our comfort zones and being open and vulnerable to another person.
 
   4/ Reminding ourselves that the people who care about us would much rather know about our problems and do what they can to help, as opposed to having us suffer in silence all by ourselves.
 
   5/ Reminding ourselves that depression is a liar, and that while the illness may sometimes make us feel as if no one cares about us, that that’s simply not true.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 3
 
   Preparing to have a conversation about our depression
 
   If we want to feel comfortable telling our loved ones about our depression, then it’s helpful for us to do some preparation beforehand. Specifically, we want to try and get in the “right mindset”, and also carefully consider who to tell, how much to tell them, where to tell them, and when to tell them. We’ll turn our attention to each of these issues now.
 
   Getting in the right mindset
 
   Like I said at the start of this book, it was a while before I was able to have open, honest, fruitful conversations about my depression. Initially, they tended to be awkward and uncomfortable, and rarely concluded with me getting what I wanted out of them. I used to wonder why that was so, and in time, what I discovered was that the reason why those early conversations wouldn’t go as smoothly as they could have was because I myself wasn’t in a mindset that allowed me to come across as comfortable, confident and secure in that fact that I had depression.
 
   Let me explain. You see, because depression is so minimally discussed, a lot of people don’t know very much about it. Consequently, when we tell someone about our illness, they are often going to feel the same way about it as we do – for the precise reason that we tend to be swayed by the opinions of others on topics we ourselves don’t know very much about.
 
   For example, if we don’t know very much about NBA basketball but we know that our friend watches it every single day, then we’ll probably believe them when they tell us that the Golden State Warriors are going to smash the Philadelphia 76ers when they play in 2016.
 
   If we don’t know much about economics, then chances are we’re going to believe an economist when they tell us that a fall in the interest rate is likely to cause the currency to depreciate.
 
   If we don’t know much about surf safety, then we’re likely to believe the lifeguard when he tells us that the current is too strong for us to go for a swim.
 
   Similarly, then like we’ve said, because a lot of people don’t know a great deal about depression, they are likely to feel the same way about our illness as we do, because we – by virtue of suffering from depression – are going to be perceived as “experts” on the topic – just like our basketball-watching friend, the economist, and the lifeguard were in our examples. Consequently, if we give off the vibe that we think we’re “neurotic”, “strange”, “abnormal” or “crazy” because we suffer from depression, then chances are that we’ll influence the person we’re talking to into feeling that way about ourselves and our illness too. Not only that, but if we’re uncomfortable with the fact that we suffer from depression because we think it means that we’re “neurotic”, “strange”, “abnormal” or “crazy”, then we’re almost certainly going to find talking about our illness very uncomfortable, and in a social setting, discomfort is contagious. After all, the more awkward and uncomfortable we appear to be, the more awkward and uncomfortable the person who we’re talking to is likely to be as well. And, under such circumstances, it’s almost impossible to have a calm, authentic chat about our illness. 
 
   Let me show you how this works in practice. Below is an example of the way a typical conversation about my depression would usually go with someone when I was first diagnosed – a time when I found talking about my condition extremely anxiety-provoking because I’d (very wrongly) concluded that having depression meant that I was “weird” and “inferior to everyone else”.
 
    
 
   Me: ‘I have something I really need to talk to you about.’
 
   Friend: ‘Oh, OK. What’s that?’
 
   Me: ‘Look, um, it’s pretty serious. It’s pretty crazy. Are you sure you’re ready for me to drop this bombshell on you?’
 
   Friend: (Fidgeting uncomfortably) ‘Ah . . . yeah. I think so?’
 
   Me: (Looking away) ‘I just got diagnosed with depression. How messed up is that?’
 
   Friend: (Fidgeting even more uncomfortably) ‘Oh, um . . . yeah. I guess that is pretty messed up.’
 
   Me: (Still looking away) ‘Yeah . . .’
 
   (Awkward silence)
 
    
 
   As you can see, because I’d project the sentiment that having depression meant that I was “messed up”, then the person who I’d be talking to – usually not knowing any better and thus taking their cue from me – would similarly conclude that I was “messed up” for having depression also. Not only that, but because I’d be so awkward and uncomfortable talking about my illness, they would feel very awkward and uncomfortable talking about it too. As a result, the conversation would quickly fizzle out, and I’d never end up getting what I’d want to get out of it.
 
   On the other hand, when we project the notion that depression is “just an illness that we’re dealing with” and “nothing to be ashamed of”, then the person who we’re talking to – once again taking their cue from us – is likely to gravitate towards that notion also. Similarly, the more comfortable we appear to be when talking about our illness, the more comfortable they are likely to be too, and the much more probable it is that we’ll end up having that candid, genuine and easy-going conversation about our condition that we wish to have. This is what started happening after several months for me, when I finally realised that having depression didn’t mean that I was “weird” or “inferior to everybody else” – as you can see from the transcript below.
 
    
 
   Friend: ‘Hey Danny, how come you missed Bill’s party the other night?’
 
   Me: ‘Mate to be honest, I just wasn’t in the right headspace for it. I’ve actually been going through a pretty rough time lately – in fact, earlier in the year I was diagnosed with clinical depression – and on that particular night, I just needed a bit of time to myself.’
 
   Friend: ‘Oh, OK. I didn’t know you had depression.’
 
   Me: ‘Yeah, I’ve had it for about a year now. I’m getting help for it, so I am getting better, but there are some days where I get really low and I don’t feel like doing anything.’
 
   Friend: ‘I’m sorry to hear that, but I’m glad you’re getting better.’
 
   Me: ‘Yeah thanks mate, I’m definitely on the mend.’
 
   Friend: ‘You know, now that I think about it, you’re not the only person I know who has problems with depression. I’m pretty sure another one of my mates has it as well.’
 
   Me: ‘Yeah, it’s actually a really common illness. Not everyone knows this, but it’s estimated that about 350 million people suffer from depression worldwide.’
 
   Friend: ‘Wow, I never realised how prevalent it is.’
 
   Me: ‘Neither did I until I was diagnosed.’
 
   Friend: ‘It’s surprising that something so widespread is talked about so little.’
 
   Me: ‘Tell me about it, but it’s good that lately . . .’
 
    
 
   And that’s kind of how the conversation would go. Because I’d project the image that depression is “just an illness that I manage” – instead of something that meant that I was “weird” or “inferior to everyone else” – the person who I’d be speaking to would tend to accept it as such as well. Not only that, but because I’d come across as being very comfortable talking about my condition, the person listening would usually feel comfortable talking about it too. As a result, it became much easier for me to have calm, candid chats about my depression, and thus develop a supportive network of friends and family members who I could turn to for support. 
 
   Another type of conversation that’s more applicable to me these days is the one that often occurs as soon as I meet someone. Since being an author is my job, and my five books – I Will Not Kill Myself, Olivia; Depression is a Liar; This Is How You Recover From Depression; Hold On, Pain Ends; and Actually, I’m Not OK – are all centred around mental illness, then whenever someone I’ve just met asks me what I do for a living, the topic of depression inevitably comes up. You’d probably think it would be really awkward to talk about mental health with someone I’ve just been introduced to, but in reality, because I’m at peace with what I’ve been through and I’m comfortable discussing it, it’s really not awkward at all. In fact, the conversation usually goes something as follows:
 
    
 
   Person I’ve just met: ‘So Danny, what do you do?’
 
   Me: ‘I'm an author.’ 
 
   Person I’ve just met: ‘That’s awesome! What books have you written!’
 
   Me: ‘A fictional story called I Will Not Kill Myself, Olivia and a four part non-fiction series called Depression is a Liar.’
 
   Person I’ve just met: ‘Oh, OK. So I take it that you’ve had some experience with depression, then?’
 
   Me: ‘Yeah mate, when I was a little younger. I was in a pretty bad way for a few years there, but these days I’m very happy and healthy, so I wrote a memoir and a few other books to try and give current sufferers hope, and to try and pass on some of the things I learned in the course of my recovery.’
 
   Person I’ve just met: ‘That’s really great that you can use your experiences to help other people.’
 
   Me: ‘Yeah, it is. In a way, it sort of makes everything I went through seem worth it. Almost as if it all happened for a reason.’
 
   Person I’ve just met: ‘Yeah, that’s really cool. My brother actually suffers from it as well, and . . .’
 
    
 
   You see, because I’d be so comfortable, confident and secure talking about my depression, then the person listening would usually feel comfortable talking about it too.
 
   But how do we become more comfortable talking about our depression?
 
   At this point, I know what you might be thinking:
 
   I understand that because many people don’t know very much about depression, that the sentiment I project about my illness is often going to be the sentiment that they pay heed to; and, I understand that the more comfortable I am talking about my illness, then the more comfortable the person listening to me is likely to be as well. But, I feel very uncomfortable talking about my depression – so what can I do to feel more relaxed discussing it?
 
   If this is how you feel, then my guess – based on communicating with thousands of people who’ve battled the black dog – is that you’re uncomfortable talking about your condition because you fall into one or both of the following categories:
 
   1/ You’re uncomfortable talking about your depression because you’re worried about what people are going to say, how they’re going to act, or what they’re going to think.
 
   2/ You’re uncomfortable talking about your depression because right now, you yourself are uncomfortable with the fact that you suffer from this illness (for example, because you think that having depression means that you’re a “freak”, a “loser”, “strange”, “abnormal”, or “not as good as everyone else”).
 
   If it’s the first category of people you fall into, then I encourage you to take some time to re-read the second chapter, and refresh your memory on why so many of the worries we have with regards to being open about our illness are unfounded. On the other hand, if it’s the second category of people that you can relate to, then it helps to remember the following:
 
   1/ Depression is an illness, and you have nothing to be ashamed of. We’ve mentioned this already, but whenever you feel like a “freak” or a “crazy person” or anything like that for suffering from depression, remind yourself that depression is an illness. And, just like you wouldn’t feel ashamed of having a physical illness, there’s no reason to feel ashamed of having a mental one.
 
   2/ You are not alone. We’ve mentioned this before as well, but please take solace in the fact that you are not the only one in the world who suffers from depression. Just like you, there are millions of other people who feel overwhelmed. There are millions of other people who struggle to get out of bed some days. There are millions of other people who feel exhausted for no reason at all. And, there are millions of other people who think about ending their life sometimes. All of these people understand your pain and feel the same things you do, and together, you all form a 350 million person fraternity that’s represented by every age, gender, nationality, colour, creed and profession in the world. You are not alone. You are not “crazy”. You are not a “freak”. And you have nothing to be ashamed of. You just happen to suffer from one of the most common illnesses in the world, that’s all.
 
   3/ Remember that you are so much more than just your illness. When I was first diagnosed with depression, I thought of myself as a “depressed person”. But in time, I came to realise that while I did suffer from depression, there was also so much more to me than just my illness. I was a son, a brother, a grandson and a friend. I was a writer. I was a basketball player. I was someone who loved to read. I was someone who loved to travel. I was someone who loved to go to the beach. I was someone who loved to follow the NBA. I was someone who loved to do charity work, and someone who always tried to help people less fortunate than myself. I was someone who loved to think about the deep things in life, someone who loved to laugh about the silly things, someone who was always there for a friend in need, and someone who never minded so much what I was doing so long as I was doing it with the people I loved. I could go on and on, but my point is that I – just like you, just like anyone with depression – am so much more than just my illness. And once we all realise that our depression is just one part of us, and realise that deep down, we’re still the same good, decent people that we’ve always been, then our depression becomes much easier to talk about, because thinking about our illness in this way allows us to retain our self-confidence, self-worth and self-respect.
 
   Before we move on to the next section and discuss who in particular we should talk to about our depression, I’d just like to close this one by saying that as with anything, practice makes perfect. The more you talk about your illness with your loved ones, the more comfortable you are going to feel, and the easier you are going to find it. It will in all likelihood be difficult at first – even if you apply everything that’s discussed in this book – but it will start to feel more and more natural over time, and all the benefits that come from talking about your depression are well and truly worth taking those initial steps out of your comfort zone. 
 
   Who in particular should we talk to about our depression?
 
   Once we feel as if we can talk about our illness relatively comfortably, then it’s time to carefully consider who we’re going to open up to about it.
 
   To start with, it’s almost always in our best interests to tell the people closest to us – such as our spouse, our parents, and anyone else we interact with on a regular basis. The reasons for this are threefold:
 
   1/ Firstly and most obviously, our closest circle of friends and family members are the ones who are most likely to support us.
 
   2/ Secondly, like we mentioned in the first chapter, sometimes our depression can cause us to act in ways that are out of character – for example, by being overly angry, aggressive or irritable; or by being reclusive and avoiding almost everyone we know. Since it’s the people closest to us who are most likely to experience this side of ourselves, it’s important that we tell them what we’re going through so that they can understand, and thus not take our uncharacteristic behaviour personally.
 
   3/ Thirdly, like we also mentioned in the first chapter, the people closest to us can often give us insight into what may be triggering our depression.
 
   Of course, telling friends and family members who we’re somewhat less close with than our “inner circle” can also be very beneficial too – after all, the more support we have, the better! However, when it comes to this group of people, we may choose to be a little more picky about who we decide to talk to about our illness. While we’re mulling such decisions over, it’s important to bear in mind that the “best” people to open up to will have the following characteristics:
 
    
    	They will be caring. The more caring they are, the more likely it is that they’ll be willing to support us.
 
    	They won’t be judgmental. The less judgmental they are, the more likely they will be to try and understand us.
 
    	They will be trustworthy. We obviously need to feel confident that anything private we tell that person won’t be repeated to others without our permission.
 
    	They will be a good listener. This is key to us having an open, honest conversation about our depression.
 
    	They will be comfortable discussing something serious and personal. Not everyone has this capacity, but it’s essential that anyone who we choose to talk to about our depression does.
 
    	They will be someone who we feel comfortable around. The more comfortable we are with someone, the easier it will be for us to talk to them about our illness.
 
   
 
   Additionally, it helps if the person has also had some experience with depression – either because they’ve battled it themselves, or because someone close to them has. However, there’s usually no way to tell whether someone has any such experience, and regardless, it is certainly not a necessary prerequisite to them being a caring, understanding, supportive person to talk to about our condition.
 
   Should we tell anyone at work or someone who we’ve just started dating?
 
   These are questions I get asked all the time, so before we move on to talking about how much of our depression we ought to share with a particular person, let’s first address each of these issues in turn.
 
   When it comes to our employer, we need to carefully weigh the pros and cons of telling them about our illness. Generally speaking, the main benefit of doing so is that they may be able to accommodate us in some way – perhaps by giving us a bit of extra time off here and there when we’re going through a rough patch, or by making our work commitments a bit more flexible so that our depression is easier to deal with. On the other hand, the main drawback is that our employer may, even unintentionally, “hold our depression against us” – perhaps by not giving us a promotion or by not placing us on a new and important project, because they’re worried that we won’t be able to cope with any additional workload or stress.  
 
   When it comes to weighing these pros and cons, we all need to judge our own situations on a case-by-case basis, and do whatever we feel is best for us. However, if it was me – and there are many doctors who agree with me – I would avoid telling my employer if I could help it, because I wouldn’t want them to “hold it against me”. My reason for feeling this way stems from a long way back, when I injured my knee a couple of weeks before a state basketball trial. I wasn’t 100% going into it, so I thought it would be a good idea to tell the selectors this. However, my coach told me not to.
 
   ‘This is a very competitive try-out,’ he said, ‘and there are a lot of people worthy of making the team. You’re definitely one of them, but if you tell the selectors that you have an injury, then they’re going to think, what if Danny has to miss some games because of his knee? What if he can’t get back to 100%? What if his body’s not really that reliable? Can we really justify putting our trust in him? And when it comes to choosing between you and another player who’s of a similar skillset, then they’ll probably use your injury to break the tie and go with him, because he’ll be considered a “less risky” option. So no matter what you do, make sure you keep your injury a secret.’
 
   This logic is prevalent in the professional leagues as well, where players with a history of injury always, always get paid less than they would if they’d customarily been healthy. Accordingly, they generally tend to downplay their injuries or keep them as quiet as possible, and if you have depression, then I’d suggest you at least think about doing the same with your employer – particularly if you work in a highly competitive environment, or if your workplace doesn’t have a culture that encourages being open about such issues. You may think it’s unfair for people to “hold our illnesses or injuries against us” like so, but it’s just the way the world currently works, and in this particular instance, I believe it’s in our own best interests to play by its rules.
 
   Moving on, when it comes to telling someone we’ve just started dating about our depression, most people’s fears are centred around telling that person too soon and thus scaring them off. While this is a valid concern, it’s been my experience once again that if you’re comfortable with the fact that you have depression, and if you’re able to talk about your depression in a relaxed, confident and secure way, then the person listening is likely to feel comfortable talking about your illness too. For this reason, I recommend telling someone you’ve started dating at whatever point in time you feel comfortable enough to do so. If that’s on the tenth date, then that’s OK. If that’s on the fifth date, then so be it. If that’s on the first date, then I personally think that that’s OK too. After all, like we’ve said, if you’re comfortable telling someone that you have depression, then they’re probably going to feel comfortable hearing it. And, if they do in fact have an issue with it, then wouldn’t you want to find out sooner rather than later?
 
   Once we decide who to tell, how do we decide how much to tell them?
 
   Many people believe that talking to someone about their depression necessarily entails telling them everything about their illness. However, it’s important to remember that our thoughts, feelings and emotions are our own, and how many or how much of those thoughts, feelings or emotions we choose to divulge to any particular person is completely up to us. For example, if we want to tell someone that we suffer from depression, but we don’t want them to know that we’ve thought about killing ourselves, then we don’t have to share that with them. If we don’t want to tell them that we’ve self-harmed before, then we don’t have to do that either. If we don’t want them to know that we cry ourselves to sleep some nights, then that’s another thing we can choose to hold back. We only have to tell them as much – or as little – as we feel comfortable with.
 
   In saying that, however, this advice comes with a couple of caveats:
 
   1/ We need to tell our doctors and our medical team absolutely everything. While it’s perfectly OK to hold back certain aspects of our illness from our loved ones, we cannot keep secrets from our doctor, psychologist, psychiatrist, counsellor, or anyone else on our medical team. Doing so can drastically impact the treatment we receive, and in order for that treatment to be the most effective it can be, our medical team need to know exactly what we’ve been thinking and feeling.
 
   2/ Remember that everybody’s reaction to us telling them that we suffer from depression – including the level of sympathy and support they provide – is dependent upon what we actually tell them about our depression. Accordingly, if we’re feeling suicidal for example, then while we have every right to keep that information to ourselves when we tell someone about our illness, it’s not then fair for us to turn around and feel angry at that person for not offering the level of care, sympathy or support that we believe should be offered to a suicidal person. After all, if we didn’t tell them that we’re feeling suicidal, then how are they supposed to know? This isn’t a caveat per se to the notion that we should only tell someone as much as we feel comfortable with, but it is something important to bear in mind.
 
   Where’s the best place to tell someone that we suffer from depression?
 
   Once we’ve decided who we’re going to talk to about our illness and how much we’re going to tell them, we have to choose a place to have the conversation. While there’s no one perfect location that will suit everybody, the spot we choose should ideally satisfy the following requirements:
 
   1/ It should be somewhere where we feel at our most comfortable. Like we’ve said, the more comfortable we are talking about our depression, then the more comfortable the person listening is likely to be as well, and the greater the chance that the conversation will go the way we want it to. For this reason, it’s important that we pick a location where we feel as comfortable as possible, whether that be at our house; at our favourite bar, café or restaurant; or somewhere else.
 
   2/ It should be somewhere relatively quiet. We hardly want to be trying to have a deep, meaningful conversation over loud music at a nightclub, so in addition to picking a place we feel comfortable at, we need to pick one where it’s quiet enough to have a proper conversation.
 
   3/ It should be somewhere that’s private. We’re unlikely to feel at our most comfortable when there are people sitting a foot away who can hear everything we’re saying, or when we’re being interrupted every few minutes. So, we need to choose a spot where we have some privacy.
 
   Is it OK to tell someone over the phone or via email or Facebook?
 
   In my humble opinion, it’s best to tell someone in person, because that’s generally the most effective way to have an open, honest, authentic conversation about something important like our depression. However, if you just can’t bring yourself to talk about your illness face-to-face, then doing so over the phone or via email or Facebook is always another option. After all, the most important thing is that you tell someone – regardless of what medium you choose to do so through.
 
   When is the right time to tell someone that we’re suffering from depression?
 
   Just like when it comes to choosing the “right location”, there’s no such thing as a “right time” that will work for everybody. Rather, choosing when we’re going to tell someone about our condition involves taking into account the following factors that are unique to our own particular situations:
 
   1/ How in need we are of support. The more severe our depression and the more in need we are of support, the sooner we need to tell someone about our illness – and, if we’re feeling suicidal and we think we might attempt to take our own life, then we need to tell a doctor, a therapist, Lifeline, a friend or a family member immediately. However, if our depression is less severe than that and we’re not in urgent need of help from our loved ones, then we can afford to take our time a bit more if we so choose.
 
   2/ When we feel “ready”. As we’ve intimated, there can be a bit of preparation that goes into telling someone that we have depression, so unless we’re in urgent need of assistance, it can often be best to wait until we feel as prepared as can be.
 
   3/ When we have enough time to have a proper conversation. Five minutes before their train is due to arrive is not a good time for us to tell our friend that we suffer from depression. Instead, it’s best to wait until there’s time to have a proper conversation that won’t feel rushed.
 
   Key takeaways from this chapter
 
   1/ Because depression is so minimally discussed, a lot of people don’t know very much about it. Consequently, when we tell someone about our illness, they are often going to feel the same way about it as we do. As a result, if we give off the vibe that we think we’re “neurotic”, “strange”, “abnormal” or “crazy” because we suffer from depression, then chances are that we’ll influence the person we’re talking to to feel that way about ourselves and our illness, too. However, if we project the notion that depression is “just an illness that we’re dealing with” and “nothing to be ashamed of”, then the person listening – once again taking their cue from us – is likely to adopt that view as well.
 
   2/ The more comfortable we appear to be talking about our illness, the more comfortable the person we’re talking to is likely to be as well, and the much more likely it is that we’ll end up having that candid, genuine and easy-going conversation about our depression that we wish to have.
 
   3/ We tend to feel uncomfortable talking about our depression because we are:
 
   a)    Worried about how people are going to react; or 
 
   b)    Because we believe that having depression means that we’re a “freak”, “strange”, “abnormal”, or “not as good as everyone else”. 
 
    
     
     	If it’s the first category of people we fall into, then we need to remind ourselves why so many of the worries we have with regards to opening up about our depression are unfounded (see chapter 2). 
 
     	If it’s the second category of people we fall into, then we need to remember that we have nothing to be ashamed of for suffering from depression, that we are not alone, and that we are so much more than just our illness.
 
    
 
   
 
   4/ It’s important to tell our closest circle of friends and family about our depression because: 
 
   a)    They are the people who are most likely to support us;
 
   b)    So that they understand why we may be acting out of character, and thus know not to take any uncharacteristic behaviour that we may be exhibiting personally;
 
   c)     So that they can give us some insight into what may be triggering our depression.
 
   5/ When considering which, if any, people outside of our closest circle to talk to about our illness, we need to bear in mind that the “best” people to open up to will be:
 
   a)    Caring;
 
   b)    Non-judgmental;
 
   c)     Trustworthy;
 
   d)    Good listeners;
 
   e)    Comfortable discussing something serious and personal;
 
   f)      Someone who we feel comfortable around.
 
   6/ When it comes to telling our employer about our illness, we need to carefully weigh the pros and cons of doing so. However, it’s my personal opinion that it’s best not to tell anyone at work, because unfortunately it’s something that can be held against us (particularly if we work in a highly competitive environment, or if our workplace doesn’t have a culture that encourages being open about such issues).
 
   7/ When it comes to telling someone we’ve started dating about our illness, it’s best to open up to them at whatever time we feel comfortable doing so.
 
   8/ When deciding how much to tell a particular person about our depression, it’s important to remember that we are the owner of our thoughts, feelings and emotions, and that for this reason, we only need to tell that person as much – or as little – as we feel comfortable with. However, it’s also important to remember that we need to tell our medical team absolutely everything, and that everybody’s reaction to us telling them that we suffer from depression – including the level of sympathy and support they provide – is dependent upon what we actually tell them about our illness.
 
   9/ The location at which we choose to tell someone about our depression should ideally be:
 
   a)    Somewhere where we feel at our most comfortable;
 
   b)    Somewhere that’s quiet;
 
   c)     Somewhere that’s private.
 
   10/ When deciding when to tell someone about our depression, we need to consider how urgently in need of support we are, and how ready we feel to have a conversation about our illness. Additionally, we also need to make sure that whenever we choose to do it, that there’s enough time available to have a proper chat.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 4
 
   Having a conversation about our depression
 
   Once we’re convinced that it’s beneficial to talk about our illness; addressed all our fears and worries that are associated with doing so; gotten into the right mindset; and decided who to tell, how much to tell them, where to tell them and when to tell them, it will (finally!) be time to go ahead and have that all-important conversation about our depression. In this chapter, we’ll start by covering the different ways we can begin a conversation about our condition, and then move on to addressing how we can handle another person’s response to what we’ve told them, and how we can resolve the conversation to get what we want out of it.
 
   How can we begin a conversation about our depression?
 
   Broadly speaking, there are two main ways we can start a conversation about our illness:
 
   1/ By raising it within the natural flow of conversation;
 
   2/ By making a special point of bringing it up.
 
   Raising it within the natural flow of conversation
 
   This is my preferred method, because it tends to come across as casual and laid back – and, like we’ve said, the more relaxed we appear to be when talking about our illness, the more comfortable the person listening to us is likely to be as well. Here are a few examples of how I might’ve slipped my depression into a conversation in the past.
 
    
 
   Example #1
 
    
 
   Friend: ‘So Danny, how’ve you been lately?’
 
   Me: ‘Not too good unfortunately, mate. I’ve actually been going through a pretty rough time, and to tell you the truth, I’ve been diagnosed with depression.’
 
    
 
   Example #2
 
    
 
   Friend: ‘Hey buddy, you going to Cassie and Jake’s housewarming on the weekend?’
 
   Me: ‘Nah, don’t think so mate.’
 
   Friend: ‘How come?’
 
   Me: ‘I’m just not quite feeling up to it, I’m afraid. To be honest, I’ve been going through a pretty rough time lately – in fact, I’ve actually been diagnosed as suffering from depression – and some days, I just need some time to myself.’
 
    
 
   Example #3
 
    
 
   Me: ‘What are you up to tomorrow, mate?’
 
   Friend: ‘Nothing much, why?’
 
   Me: ‘Just wondering if you wanted to go down to the park and play some basketball with me.’
 
   Friend: ‘Yeah sure, sounds good brother.’
 
   Me: ‘Sweet.’
 
   Friend: ‘You’ve been playing a lot lately, haven’t you?’
 
   Me: ‘Sure have been, yeah.’
 
   Friend: ‘You training for a big tournament or something?’
 
   Me: ‘Nah, just need the exercise, mate. To be honest, I’ve actually been going through a  really difficult time lately – a doctor even diagnosed me as suffering from depression – and I find that exercising a lot and being really active just helps me deal with it.’
 
    
 
   Making a special point of bringing it up
 
   Alternatively, rather than raising our depression in the natural flow of conversation, we may prefer to make a special point of mentioning it. For example, by saying something like:
 
   ‘I’ve been feeling really down lately. Would you mind if we talked a little bit about it?’
 
   Or:
 
   ‘I haven’t told many people this, but I’ve actually been struggling with depression lately. If it’s OK with you, then I’d really like to talk to you about it now.’
 
   Again, I personally prefer naturally weaving it into conversation, because it tends to come across as laid back and relaxed. In saying that, however, if you don’t have much experience talking about your illness, then it can be difficult to know how and when to raise it organically, and for this reason, you may prefer to make a special point of mentioning it. Either way, it’s your choice – just do whatever you feel most comfortable with.
 
   How to handle another person’s reaction when we tell them that we have depression
 
   Of course, we always hope that whenever we tell someone that we’re suffering from depression, that they’re going to be supportive and caring right off the bat. For example, perhaps by saying something like:
 
   a)    I love you.
 
   b)    I’m here for you.
 
   c)     Is there anything I can do to make you feel better?
 
   d)    Would you like to talk about what you’re going through?
 
   e)    I’ve suffered through depression myself.
 
   f)      I’m sorry you’re in pain.
 
   g)    This must be very hard for you, but you’re going to get through it.
 
   h)    Is there something we can do to take your mind off it?
 
   i)       I don’t quite understand what you’re going through, but I’m here to support you anyway.
 
   Each of these responses is warm and supportive, and should make it relatively easy for us to open up about our illness. However, I’d be lying if I said that everyone is likely to respond in this way. Unfortunately, some people may initially make annoying comments like ‘you just have to think positive!’, because they don’t realise how debilitating of an illness depression really is. Alternatively, some people may immediately try to pinpoint why we might be depressed and offer what’s usually overgeneralised, simplistic advice about what we can do to feel better, whereas others may not know how to respond and thus be relatively silent. For this reason, prior to telling someone that we’re struggling with depression, it’s useful to think about the different ways they might react, and about how we can respond to those different reactions. In fact, this is such a helpful exercise that we’re going to turn our attention to it right now.
 
   What if someone says something irritating that clearly shows that they don’t know very much about depression?
 
   Unfortunately, when we tell someone that we’re battling depression, it’s possible they’ll respond in a way that comes across as insensitive, uncaring or dismissive of our illness. This of course can be incredibly frustrating, but like we said in chapter two, usually the reason someone makes a comment like “you just need to get over it” or something along those lines is not because they’re a jerk who doesn’t care about us – rather, it’s because they don’t properly understand how depression affects a person, and/or they don’t appreciate how debilitating of an illness it can actually be. And for us, this is good news, because we can help them understand depression and thus help turn them into loyal, caring supporters.
 
   Accordingly, if someone says something that comes across as insensitive, uncaring or dismissive of our illness, it’s important that we do not get our backs up and start deriding them for not knowing more about depression. Instead, what we want to do is calmly and collectedly explain to that person why what they’re saying isn’t quite true, and offer them an alternative viewpoint that will help them understand depression – and thus ourselves – much better than they do at present.
 
   Below is a list of common insensitive, uncaring or dismissive comments people might make about your illness, and what I suggest you say in response.
 
    
 
   Comment: ‘You just need to get over it.’
 
   Response: ‘I wish I could, but unfortunately, it’s not nearly that simple. Not everyone knows this, but depression is an illness, and because it’s an illness, people can’t just “get over it” – in the same way no one can just “get over” diabetes, cancer, or any other illness or injury.’
 
    
 
   Comment: ‘We all have bad days now and then.’
 
   Response: ‘That’s true, but unfortunately, depression is much, much more than just a bad day. People with depression often feel miserable for days, weeks, months or even years on end. And the intensity of their despair is usually far greater than that experienced by a non-depressed person. Some people with clinical depression hate themselves. Some self-harm. Some kill themselves. Clinical depression is an illness, and it can be very serious.’
 
    
 
   Comment: ‘You can’t be depressed, because there are so many people in the world who are worse off than you.’
 
   Response: ‘Yes, there are people in the world who are worse off than me, but that doesn’t mean that it’s not possible for me to suffer from depression. After all, depression is an illness, and the fact that there are people in the world who are less fortunate than me doesn’t mean I’m immune from getting it – just like I’m not immune to getting diabetes, cancer, or any other illness or injury.’
 
    
 
   Comment: ‘Just think positive.’
 
   Response: ‘I’m trying my best to, but unfortunately, that doesn’t mean I can automatically be cured of my depression. Not everyone knows this, but depression is an illness, and in the same way that positive thinking can’t magically cure a broken leg, heart disease or any other illness or injury, it can’t magically cure someone’s depression, either.’
 
    
 
   Comment: ‘You’re just looking for attention.’
 
   Response: ‘It’s really quite the opposite, mate. If you want to know the truth, I’ve actually been suffering from depression for X weeks/months/years, but every day, I fake a smile and pretend I’m fine, because I’m scared to tell anyone how I’m really feeling. On the rare occasions I do tell someone like yourself, I feel uncomfortable, and scared, and nervous, and it takes all the courage I can muster to bring myself to do it. Believe me, the last thing I want is attention – but, I do need your support, which I why I’ve reached out to you today to tell you what I’m going through.’
 
    
 
   Comment: “I thought you were stronger than that.”
 
   Response: “I am strong, but I’m also sick. Not everyone knows this, but depression is actually an illness, and in the same way strong people can fall victim to cancer, diabetes or any other physical illness or injury, they can also fall victim to depression as well.’
 
    
 
   Comment: ‘But you don’t look depressed.’
 
   Response: ‘You’re right, I don’t – but that’s only because due to the stigma surrounding mental illness, I fake a smile and pretend I’m fine. The truth though is that this is a very difficult time for me. I’m really, really struggling, and I’d really appreciate your help.’
 
    
 
   Comment: ‘But look how lucky you are.’
 
   Response: ‘You’re right, I am really lucky, but that doesn’t mean that it’s not possible for me to suffer from depression. After all, depression is an illness, and just like lucky people are not immune from getting cancer, diabetes or another physical illness or injury, they’re not immune from getting depression, either.’
 
    
 
   It’s been my experience that if we respond in a calm way like so that gently points out the fallacy in someone’s ignorant remark, then that person will often listen to what we’re saying and do their best to understand where we’re coming from – and, as a result, they can end up becoming one of our most caring supporters. However, if we take the time to try and enlighten them and it’s clear that they’re not really listening, then it’s generally best to leave it for a while and have another crack a bit later on – after all, it’s possible that, given a bit more time, they may come around. If we try to talk to them a few more times after that though and it’s just more of the same, then sadly, they’re probably not someone who we’re going to want to turn to when we’re going through a rough patch. While this is unfortunate, it helps to remember that there are plenty more fish in the sea, and that for every one of those unsupportive people, there’ll in all likelihood be a handful who will happily be there for us.
 
   What about when someone starts trying to “fix” us?
 
   Sometimes when we tell someone that we’re afflicted with depression, they’ll respond straight away with something like:
 
    
    	‘You just need to do more of X.’
 
    	‘You’ll feel better if you stop doing Y.’
 
    	‘It’s only because of Z – sort that out and you’ll be fine.’
 
   
 
   It’s a bit difficult for me to advise you on how to respond to such remarks, because hearing a variation of the above can affect different people in different ways. For example, some sufferers may appreciate the suggestions, and from there may want to explore with that person the different things they may be able to do to alleviate their depression. If that’s you, then by all means run with the conversation and see where it takes you. However, many people feel one or both of the following emotions whenever someone tries to “fix” them like so:
 
    
    	Annoyed – because often the suggestions are overly simplistic and imply that depression is a piece of cake to fix.
 
    	Unsatisfied – because often when someone plucks up their courage to tell their loved one that they’re suffering from depression, what they’re after is to be supported and listened to – as opposed to being bombarded with solutions.
 
   
 
   If you can relate, then here’s how you can respond to someone who’s trying to “fix” you:
 
    
    	If you feel irritated: ‘I appreciate you trying to help, but unfortunately, depression is a lot more complicated than that. It is a serious mental illness that afflicts 350 million people worldwide, and while I wish I could fix it by just doing X, Y or Z, unfortunately it’s nowhere near that simple.’
 
    	If you feel unsatisfied: ‘I appreciate you trying to help me find solutions to my depression, but I’m working to overcome my illness with my doctor/psychologist/psychiatrist/counsellor, and we’re making good progress. From you, what I really need is someone who’ll listen to me when I need to get something off my chest, and someone who’ll be there to support me when I’m feeling low. Do you think you could do that for me?’
 
   
 
   Again, it’s important for us to remember to stay calm and in control of our emotions. While it can certainly be irritating when someone tries to “fix” us with overgeneralised suggestions, we need to remember that that person does care about us and that their heart is in the right place (after all, if they didn’t care for us, then they wouldn’t bother trying to “fix” us in the first place!). Like we’ve said, such comments merely stem from the fact that depression is minimally spoken about, and thus minimally understood by people who haven’t experienced it themselves. However, the more that we as people with lived experience of depression talk about our illness, the more we will collectively break down these barriers, and help create a world that understands and supports people who suffer from depression.
 
   What about when someone responds by just being silent or by changing the subject?
 
   Unfortunately, this is how some people may respond when we try to tell them about our depression – usually because they’re just caught off guard, or because they don’t really know what to say. When this happened to me, I used to let it slide on that particular occasion, but then raise it again at the next available opportunity. When that time came, instead of trying to slip the subject of my depression into the conversation like I usually would, I would make a special point of bringing it up, and ask that person point blank if we could talk about it together. Sometimes that would work and we’d have a good chat, but unfortunately, other times they’d be similarly evasive the second time around. If the latter happened, then I’d usually conclude that for whatever reason, that person just wasn’t comfortable discussing a serious subject like depression, and moving forward, I’d focus on talking to some of my other loved ones about my illness. While this is a disappointing conclusion to have to reach, it’s important to remember that that person still does care about us, and no doubt wishes us all the best in our recovery – it’s just that for whatever reason, they’re not capable of talking about our condition with us. 
 
   How to resolve the conversation so we get what we want out of it
 
   While we’re having a conversation about our illness, it’s important to keep in mind what we want to get out of it. For example, is it to have someone to talk to when we’re feeling low? Is it to have someone to come to the doctor with us? Is it to have someone to call and check up on us from time to time? Is it someone to play a game of squash with us every Tuesday so that we can get more exercise? Whatever it is, it’s important that we communicate our needs to our loved one at some point during the conversation. If they voluntarily offer to provide the kind of support we need, then that’s great – but it’s a mistake to expect this to happen and then be disappointed when it doesn’t. After all, our loved ones are not mind-readers, so how are they supposed to know exactly what we want unless we tell them? Not only that, but like we’ve said, depression is a very difficult illness to understand if you haven’t experienced it yourself, and for this reason in particular, it’s up to us to take the lead with our friends and family and communicate exactly what we need from them.
 
   Key takeaways from this chapter
 
   1/ There are two main ways we can begin a conversation about our depression:
 
   a)    By raising it within the natural flow of conversation (my preferred method because it comes across as casual and relaxed);
 
   b)    By making a special point of bringing it up (this method is less laid back, but some people may find it easier).
 
   2/ If someone, after telling them that we suffer from depression, responds in a way that comes across as insensitive, uncaring or dismissive of our illness, it’s important that we do not get our backs up and start deriding them. Instead, what we want to do is remain calm, do our best to explain to that person why what they’re saying isn’t true, and offer them an alternative viewpoint that will help them understand depression – and thus ourselves – better than they do at present.
 
   3/ If someone, after telling them that we suffer from depression, tries to instantaneously “fix” us with suggestions of how we can alleviate our despair, then:
 
   a)    If we’re receptive to their suggestions, we can run with the conversation and see where it takes us;
 
   b)    If we feel annoyed because their advice is overly simplistic, then we can explain to them how serious of an illness depression is, and how complicated it is to solve;
 
   c)     If we feel unsatisfied because, as opposed to wanting advice from that person, what we really need is moral support from them, then we can make a point of communicating this need to them.
 
   4/ If someone, after telling them that we suffer from depression, responds by either being silent or by changing the subject, then we can try to broach the subject again on future occasions when they may be more receptive to discussing it. 
 
   5/ While we’re having a conversation about our illness, it’s important to keep in mind what we want to get out of it, and, before the conversation comes to a close, ensure that we communicate those needs to our loved one in question.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CLOSING THOUGHTS
 
   So that’s it – we’ve covered the seven reasons why it’s beneficial to talk about our depression; addressed the most common worries associated with doing so; analysed how to get into the right mindset to have a conversation about our illness; discussed who we ought to tell, how much we ought to tell them, where we ought to tell them and when we ought to tell them; and talked about how to start a conversation about our condition, how to respond to other people’s reactions when we broach the subject of our illness, and how to resolve the conversation so that we get what we want out of it. By now, I hope you feel much better prepared to have a talk with your loved ones about your depression, and I truly hope that those conversations lead to you developing a supportive network of friends and family members who you can turn to when you need them.
 
   Before we finish up though, I’d just like to say that talking about your illness is something that will get easier with time. After all, it is a skill, and like any skill, practice makes perfect – so even if you find it difficult at first, rest assured that if you keep on pushing yourself to give it a go, then it will gradually become something that comes a lot more naturally to you. 
 
   On a somewhat different note, the last thing I’d like to stress is the fact that even though it may appear inconceivable at times, it is possible to recover from depression and find happiness again. To prove my point, I’d like to share with you an excerpt from my #1 international mental health bestseller Depression is a Liar, which is a memoir about my struggle and eventual triumph over depression. 
 
    
 
   April, 2010
 
    
 
   The days dragged along. This was the worst I'd ever felt. Period. There was no relief from the ceaseless dread. I could barely function. Paying attention in class was almost impossible. Studying was too overwhelming. I'd fallen absurdly behind. I hadn't touched my book [that I was writing] in days. I'd quit my [part-time] job at the law firm, too – needed all my free time to try and catch up on uni. But there was never enough time. I was constantly exhausted. Drained of life. Depression sucked at my soul. My spirit withered. My goal for the day got broken down even further: just survive the next six hours, I'd tell myself. The next four hours. Hold off killing yourself until then. [At which point, I'd tell myself the same thing over again.]
 
   I'd previously thought I'd get better. I'd always thought it true that hope and depression were bitter rivals until one inevitably defeated the other, and I'd always thought that hope would win out in the end. But for the first time in my life, I was void of hope. I honestly believed that being depressed was just the way I was, and that being depressed was just the way I'd be, for the rest of my life. And because I was so convinced that I'd never get better, there seemed no point in fighting my illness. Instead of willing myself to “hang in there” because I believed that my suffering was temporary and that everything would be better one day, I comforted myself with the knowledge that human beings are not immortal. That I would die, one day. One special, glorious day. Then I could spend the rest of eternity moulding in a grave, free from pain. You might be wondering why I didn't just kill myself if I wholeheartedly believed that my future consisted of nothing more than excruciating misery. Well, first of all, I still was not a quitter. But more importantly, I didn't want to hurt the people that loved me.
 
   It's not fair to commit suicide and ruin their lives, I thought. So I have to hold on. No matter how much it hurts me I have to hold on.
 
   Hence why I drew comfort from the thought that one day I'd die and finally be free.
 
   When you're that depressed, that insanely and utterly depressed that you genuinely believe you'll suffer that acutely for the rest of your days, life seems to lack all purpose.
 
   After all, I remember thinking, what's the point in working, fighting, striving for a better life if I'm sentenced to one of chronic anguish and despair? There is no better life. There is no life outside of pain. So what's the point in doing anything but waiting until death finally arrives on my doorstep and whisks me away to the Promised Land?
 
   I was still studying, and I still planned on finishing my novel and trying to get it published, but it was more out of force of habit than anything else. My passion had been drained. My zest for life asphyxiated. I was like a ghost, just drifting through the ghastly days.
 
   ‘Shit! What's wrong, mate?’ an old friend once said when I ran into him at uni. ‘Perk up, brother!’
 
   I was shocked. One of the most well-known attributes of depression is that it is entirely possible – and very common – to suffer horrifically without anybody knowing. But somehow without realising it, I'd crossed the line from a place where I was able to put on a front and fool people into thinking I wasn't depressed to a place where I was so sick that it was obvious to people I hadn't even seen for a year. When I got home I looked in the bathroom mirror, and realised that I was staring back at a man whose eyes were exhausted slits, whose whole face shrieked of agonising misery. I was staring back at a man whose spirit had been broken, whose soul had been destroyed. I was staring back at a man who, for all intents and purposes, was already dead.
 
    
 
   As you can see, I was so convinced I’d never get better. I was 100% sure of it. But after a while, one of the multiple medications I tried started to work, and I saw a terrific therapist who helped me understand that recovering from depression could be broken down into the three straightforward steps detailed in my second mental health bestseller This Is How You Recover From Depression. I followed those steps assiduously, and by the start of 2012, I’d kicked my depression for good. Ever since then, I’ve been feeling great.
 
   And I'm hardly the only person who's recovered from depression. I'm just one of thousands – tens of thousands – probably millions.
 
   Depression is a maestro at suffocating your hope, but countless people have proved that depression is a liar. Recovery is possible – even if you don’t believe it right now.
 
   Wishing you lots of luck in your journey towards happiness,
 
   Danny. 
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
  [1] In the US, this is approximately equivalent to a Grade Point Average equal to or greater than 3.9 out of 4.0.
 
  [2] University Admissions Index – equal to the percentile in which one is ranked in the state of New South Wales, as calculated by one’s performance in the Higher School Certificate, completed in Year 12.
 
  [3] My brother, who’s three years younger than me.
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