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I remember back then too well: it was dark, 

and empty, and I was lost, and all around 

me were walls, and all within me was pain, 

and I was sat there in despair, just dying.

I remember the hopelessness too well. 

Like the air had been sucked from my 

lungs. Like the strength had been sucked 

from my bones. No energy left to hope. 

Just tick-tick-ticking the moments away, 

waiting for it all to be over.

It’s a grim place to be. I’m glad to say I’m 

not there any more.

A big part of who I am now, what I do, 

and what I write about is  hope. And the 

internet is full of mummy-bloggers, 

tweeters and memers telling us that hope 

is coming, to believe in ourselves, that the 

best is yet to come. And sometimes I gag 

on it, because it’s all so prissy and woolly 

and cheap.

Real hope isn’t cheap. Real hope is born 
out of a bloody struggle. You can’t slap it 
on someone – ‘It’ll all be fine!’ – and then 
walk away. That’s not how hope is birthed. 
Hope has guts. Hope is what you’re left 
with when you’ve stared down the despair.

I believe in hope, because I’ve believed in 
hopelessness. Over a period of around 
4 years or so, I couldn’t grasp why on 
earth I’d want to live until the end of the 
day. It was a period of such devastating 
emptiness, such pain, such torment. I 
would stare hopelessness in the face, and 
it would win every time.

So what changed? How did I get from 
hopelessness to hope?

It’s not because anyone rescued me – 
came in and made it all better. It’s not that 
anything magical happened. I think it’s 
because I couldn’t bear the hopelessness 
any longer.
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Which sounds odd. Because the usual 

response to that is to commit suicide: 

when things get too much, you end it. 

And many times I was tempted, and 

many times I tried.

But it’s not enough. It’s frustratingly 

flaccid as a response. Maybe there 

was too much anger burning in me, at 

the injustice of it all, and killing myself 

wouldn’t have let me put things right, 

make a difference, or get revenge.

Whatever it was, I just got fed up with 

the hopelessness of it all. So fed up that 

I was willing to do something about it. 

Sometimes I think our problem is not 

that we’re hopeless; it’s that we’re not 

hopeless enough. Because we have 

enough hope to keep on hoping that 

something will just change, by itself, 

magically. We have a glimmer of hope 

that says that if we just wait this thing 

out, it will get better.

I got to the point where I truly believed in 

hopelessness, in despair. I truly believed 

that it wasn’t going to get any better.

And maybe you can only really believe 

in hope when you’ve really believed in 

hopelessness.

Once I fully believed that I was hopeless, 

I knew I had to do something about it. 

Kill myself or heal myself – one of either 

option, but not remaining sat still, frozen. 

I had to act.

Normally we think we need the hope 
first, before we’ll be willing to act. Or 
we worry that we won’t know which 
particular action is going to be successful. 
But looking back, I realise that it was 
the act of acting that was effective. It 
was the stirring myself, taking charge of 
myself, and deciding to move forwards. 
Even without any hope that by doing so 
things would get better.

And then strangely, by acting, the 
hope came. In droplets, one at a time. 
I began to hope. Not because my 
circumstances seemed any different, but 
because I seemed different.

I realised that my hopelessness was a 
symptom of trauma, my brain’s way of 
saying, ‘Don’t move.’ It was keeping me 
safe by keeping me still. ‘Don’t hope,’ it 
said. ‘Don’t act. Don’t move. Keep still.’

To break out of it, I just had to act. To 
do  something  to change my life. Small 
steps, small changes, to my routine: 
today I’m going to get out of bed. Today 
I’m going to make the bed. Today I’m 
going to get dressed. Today I’m going to 
read for five minutes. Today I’m going to 
go for a walk.

When we’re hopeless, we don’t bother 
trying anything new, because we’re 
convinced that it won’t work. We’re 
convinced that inaction is better than 
action. We’re convinced that there is 
nothing at all we can do to change our 
circumstances, so we have to stay still 
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and do nothing and wait for things to 
change by themselves.

But hope comes when we start to move. 
When we start to act. When we start to 
take steps –  any  steps – to make things 
better for ourselves.

I broke out of hopelessness only when 
I realised that nothing was going to 
change unless  I changed – when I really, 
truly, became hopeless. I broke out of 
hopelessness by realising that it was 
a survival strategy, of giving up and 

staying still, but that it had outgrown its 

usefulness. I broke out of hopelessness 

when I decided to act  before  I had any 

hope that those acts would be effective.

Are you feeling hopeless? If so, how 
hopeless? A bit hopeless, so you’re still 
clinging to the hope that things will change 
by themselves? Or have you reached rock 
bottom yet, where you are truly and terribly 
hopeless and know that you have to 
change things? What steps can you begin 
to change, to create hope for yourself? •


