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INTRODUCTION
Sex and mental health is the intersection of two taboo
topics- I work to help people navigate that intersection.   

Since 2012 I’ve been exploring the impact depression and its
treatment can have on sexual function and relationships and
something I noticed early on was that an issue that loomed as
large as the impact of depression itself was the silence
surrounding the issue. The intersection of two taboo topics, sex
and depression seemed to be something a lot of people would
prefer not to discuss, leaving the people affected by it feeling
lonely, unheard, and hopeless. In 2014 I started researching the
topic in earnest, launching a first-of-its-kind survey to gather
information, ask questions and give voice to an issue that
affects so many people.

I am not a doctor or a therapist. I am a writer and sex educator
and I am committed to challenging stigma, offering resources,
and helping folks feel seen, heard, and supported.

JoEllen Notte 
The Redhead Bedhead 
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR

http://www.redheadbedhead.com/
https://vimeo.com/channels/introcon
http://www.redheadbedhead.com/sex-and-depression-with-joellen-notte/
http://www.patreon.com/JoEllenNotte


TAKING CARE OF EACH
OTHER (and OURSELVES)

Coping with depression or supporting someone who
is can be daunting. Let's talk about some completely

do-able steps you can take to ensure everyone has
the support they need. 

- -
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5 Steps To Take When Your Partner
Is Dealing With Depression

   Recently I read a Washington
Post article by a woman whose
relationship was torn apart
while she and her partner
tried to deal with his
depression. Reading it I could
see that, at one point in my
life, this article would have
made me very angry but now- hips-deep in writing a book about
depression, sexuality, and coping with it all in relationships- I
instead spotted the problematic elements in the story
immediately and understood exactly what went wrong. Whereas
in the past I would have told you the author was selfish and didn’t
understand, I will now say the author was not equipped to deal
with a partner who has depression – most of us aren’t.

No one teaches us how to navigate a relationship when mental
illness enters the equation. Last year when I plunged into a
depressive episode my partner was at a loss, he had never dealt
with this and wanted so badly to help but had no idea what to do.
We went looking for books and found that there’s very little out
there and what currently exists approaches the topic in a very
“you vs. your partner and their depression” way. We weren’t
comfortable with that. We set out to find a different way to do it.
A way that would give him insight to my experience, allow him to
support me, and give him what he needed as well. 

 

 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/soloish/wp/2016/02/01/i-tried-to-nurture-my-boyfriend-out-of-his-depression-it-only-made-things-worse/


Our experiment worked. Sure we hit bumps along the road but in
the end I felt loved, supported and understood in a way I never
had during a depressive episode and he felt like he knew what was
going on (a big deal in this situation) and felt equipped to deal
with it. Our experience, as well as the work I’ve been doing on my
book inspired this list of 5 steps to take to (hopefully) make
navigating depression with your partner make a bit more sense. 

 

1. Get on your partner’s team

I mentioned earlier my dislike for the “you vs. your partner and
their depression” mentality. There’s another common model that
makes my blood boil, I call it the “broken and lucky” model. It
operates on the notion that the not-depressed partner is
wonderful for standing by the partner with depression who is, in
turn, so lucky. The partner who is dealing with depression is left
to understand that obviously there is something wrong with them
(they are broken) that would make a “normal” person not want
them and they are so lucky their partner is so good and taking
them on- broken and lucky.

Both of these models are terribly unhealthy and have the
potential to result in anger, resentment and, ultimately, destroyed
relationships. How to avoid this? Remember your partner
doesn’t want the depression to be there any more than you do (in
fact they probably want it there even less than you) so get on their
team.  What does that mean? It means following their lead. It
means listening more than you talk. It means trusting your
partner. It means believing them when they describe their
symptoms. It means learning what depression is. It means not
trying to fix them. It means meeting them where they are. It
means recognizing that they aren’t their diagnosis. It means
being willing to communicate differently.

Clearly, it means a lot of things.

Getting on your partner’s team is making the mental leap from
frustratedly thinking of your partner as someone who “has
depression” to recognizing the symptoms of depression that show
up in your partner and being able to ask the right questions when



they do. To get started on that check out How To Help Someone
With Depression by Steven Skoczen from Ink and Feet. It’s
probably my favorite thing anyone has ever written on the topic.

 

2. Learn a common language

Someone who is dealing with depression is living in a whole
different world. Getting angry at them for not showing up for you
the same way they did before depression is like getting mad at
your dog for not being ice cream – futile, frustrating, and really,
kind of mean. In order to continue engaging in an actual
relationship you need to start speaking the same language and, as
we’ve already established, they can’t speak yours right now.
Thankfully we live in the age of the internet and there are so
many resources available to us!

One of the first things I taught my partner was Spoon Theory.
Created by Christine Miserandino (who is, I think, now the patron
saint of folks with chronic invisible ailments) from But You Don’t
Look Sick. Spoon Theory gave my partner a concrete
understanding of my limited physical/mental/emotional
resources and a simple language in which to ask about them. “Do
you have the spoons for this?” became a common question in my
house. Learn about Spoon Theory here.

The other resources that we found immensely helpful in getting
him on my page and understanding the unique language that is
depression were, well, video games and comics! Seriously.

When I first played Depression Quest, I wept because I had never
felt so understood. When my partner played it, he called me,
sounding shaken. He asked if it was accurate, if that’s really how
it felt. I told him yes and he admitted that depression was so much
harder, scarier, and more frustrating than it looks- the word
“dystopian” was used. Is Depression Quest’s story universal? No.
Does it describe everyone’s depression? No- depression looks
different person to person and even episode to episode- but I
recommend Depression Quest whole-heartedly because I have
never seen anything else evoke the feelings of depression the way
it does.

Finally I have loved the work Robot Hugs and Hyberbole and a
Half have done on depression. Just great, sweet, powerful stuff
that is also super-accessible.

http://inkandfeet.com/how-to-help-someone-with-depression
http://www.butyoudontlooksick.com/articles/written-by-christine/the-spoon-theory/
http://www.butyoudontlooksick.com/
http://www.butyoudontlooksick.com/articles/written-by-christine/the-spoon-theory/
http://www.depressionquest.com/
http://www.robot-hugs.com/tag/depression/
http://hyperboleandahalf.blogspot.com/2011/10/adventures-in-depression.html
http://hyperboleandahalf.blogspot.com/2013/05/depression-part-two.html


 

3. Let them know that it’s ok to be wherever they are -often 

Depression can turn us into people who don’t want to go
anywhere or do anything, it can make us people who get angry
easily, it can make us cry a lot – the standard things people picture
when they think “depression”. But symptoms that we don’t talk
about often are guilt and shame. Excessive guilt and shame can be
a big part of the depression package and when your partner feels
like they are ruining your plans, not fun to be around, crying yet
again, they can both kick in. You need to let them know that
wherever they’re at is okay and you still love and support them
and you need to repeat it. A lot.

When they text that they don’t want to go to that concert after all,
they need you to text back “I’ll miss you but I totally get it. Do you
need me to bring you anything before I go?” Why? Because it
needs to be okay wherever they are. When they apologize for
crying or yelling or whatever, they need to hear “Hey, we all have
feelings and you get to be wherever you are” Why isn’t a simple
“it’s ok” sufficient? because we’ve all said that when we didn’t
mean it and answers that may feel like no big deal to you have to
potential to turn into huge, guilt-inducing balls of shame for your
partner. Let them know it’s okay to be wherever they are.

 

4. Take responsibility for your own social life

Jumping off that last one – sometimes your partner won’t want to
go places, and that’s okay. We live in a world that is really intense
about the whole “couples must do everything together” thing. I
really don’t get this. I was lucky heading into my last episode, I am
an introvert in a long distance relationship with a pretty intense
extrovert, we were already used to socializing separately.
However, for a lot of people the “I can’t go places without my
partner” mentality puts a lot of strain on relationships that
involve someone dealing with depression- this is especially true
for partners who live together. It’s a recipe for resentment that
either features one of you forcing themselves to brave social
events they don’t have the mental or emotional capacity for, or
the other skipping events to stay home with their partner and
growing resentful as they miss out to sit home yet again.



The solution here is so simple, though: take responsibility for your
own social life. Do not make everything you do contingent on
whether or not your partner does it, or wants to do it, or can
commit to that plan 3 months in advance (spoiler alert: if they are
dealing with depression, they probably can’t). Make the plans you
want to make, let your partner know they are welcome but
wherever they are is okay (remember?), and then go have a social
life. I know this sounds like I’m telling you to go out and leave
your depressed partner behind but, actually, what I mean is take
the social pressure off your partner. Let them know they are not
responsible for your social happiness, you can still exist out in the
world even if they are not up to it. For some of you, you may need
to discuss this idea with your partners if separate socializing is
new for you but, ultimately, it can lift a whole lot of strain off
both of you and give you both some much-needed self-
care/unwind time.

 

5. Get a support system for yourself

This is a lot of work for one person and you are doing some serious
heavy lifting in this relationship so, what about when you need to
vent about it? You can, and should, still be talking to your partner
but what about when need someone to prop you up? What about
when you need someone to be your soft landing place and your
partner just CANNOT do it. How do you stop that from filling you
with frustration and resentment? You make sure you have your
own support. It’s possible your partner has a therapist, possibly
consider one for yourself. Or maybe you have a really strong
network of family or friends who you can talk to. Maybe there’s
just one person in your life who really gets it or, conversely,
doesn’t understand this at all and you can go see them to shut off
you brain and do something else entirely- whatever you need.
Make sure you are getting support too because you need it, you
deserve it, and no matter how much your partner may want to
provide it for you, depression can make it near-impossible for
them at times.

 

When it comes to navigating depression together, think about
what will make you stronger. The items on the list above come
down to standing in solidarity with your partner, validating
them when they feel vulnerable, and ensuring support for



yourself. When we talk about depression and relationships we
tend to talk about frustration, anger, and confusion but I think
that getting on the same page with one another can remedy a
whole lot of that. I think everyone feeling validated and supported
could make the whole thing a bit more doable. I think people have
more of a capacity for empathy and mutual support than we
know.

In short, I think you can do this.

 

 
 

 

- -



6 Ways To Make Your World More
Mental Illness Friendly

Life with a mental illness is frequently challenging. This can be exacerbated by
the words, actions, and attitudes of the world around us. Simply put, the world
is not a mental illness friendly place. Some of the patterns that make it so are so
pervasive that even those of us coping with mental illness engage in them So
today we’re talking about some things we can do to make our world a bit more
mental illness friendly. Let me be clear, this isn’t about coddling folks with
mental illnesses, this is about small adjustments that can make space for people
to exist with mental illnesses without feeling stigmatized and for the people
around them to be better able to navigate that. Frankly, I think a lot of this stuff
would just be helpful for all people in general. Okay, here goes:

 
Don’t use diagnoses as slurs or punchlines

 This is pretty easy. Stop using mental health
diagnoses in the context of anything other than
mental health diagnoses. We’ve talked
before about why using the whole “crazy” family
of insults sucks and today I want to close up a
loophole folks seem to be exploiting to get
around that so I’m including armchair
“diagnosing” here. Have you ever noticed people
don’t take to social media to speculate about the
mental health statuses of people they like and respect? However, these days,
knowing people will get mad if they say that the strange guy living in the White
House is “bat-shit crazy” a lot of folks are suddenly walking DSM-Vs able to
rattle off specific diagnoses and justify it with  What? I’m concerned.
I really think he might have NPD/Bipolar/Kleptomania/this other thing I just
found out exists”   Stop doing this. This is, in a way, worse than old school “he’s 

http://www.redheadbedhead.com/calling-people-crazy-is-lazy-do-this-instead/


 crazy”   because you are taking specific diagnoses that people around you may
be living with and applying them to people whose actions you don’t like-
because, again, it’s never the likable people who we have these conversations
about.  

 

Check your assumptions about laziness

 A while back I talked about how it broke my heart to hear a close friend
say they believed “writer’s block” was an excuse people used when they didn’t
want to try while I was shoulders-deep in an episode that left me feeling
physically and mentally unable to produce any written content for the better
part of a year (seriously, I felt like the words were floating around my brain
somewhere and I just couldn’t get them out!). As a decade-long depressionista
(thank you twitter followers for giving me that term), I have faced down a lot of
assumptions about my debilitating symptoms being just an excuse to lay on my
couch and rewatch Grey’s Anatomy again. Let’s clear this up: The people in your
life who are struggling with mental health issues have hopes, dreams, goals and
aspirations just like anyone else – no one sets out to see how much time they
can spend paralyzed by their own mind. Don’t decide that everything that
doesn’t look like work as you know it is laziness.

   Take this further: There’s a meme that makes the rounds
every couple of months, it originally implied that men with
beards who couldn’t chop wood were stupid, then someone
“fixed” it to read that everyone should be able to chop wood,
fix cars, throw grizzly bears, and whatever other useful skills
this person decided we should all have. Whenever it gets
shared on my FB feed a ton of folks flock to effuse about
how they CAN do all of the things and, yes,  everyone SHOULD do all of the
things but here’s the what – not everyone CAN do all the things. Not because
they are too hipster/lazy/not cool to learn but because we all have different
physical, intellectual, and emotional capacities and that means we all have
different things we can and can’t do – and that’s  



okay. We can’t declare folks lazy for not being able to do stuff no matter how
useful it is because we don’t know where they are coming from – yes, even a
friend who we perceive as being of sound mind and body- you don’t know.  

 
Stop glorifying busyness

I can’t speak for all mental illnesses but I know depression simultaneously frees
up a bunch of time and fills your calendar. How so? Well all of the crippling
self-doubt and panic leaves very little time for much else however it doesn’t
really look like a lot on paper. I find that one of the hardest parts of engaging
with others when I’m experiencing a depressive episode is listening to folks out-
busy each other while I sink deeper and deeper into a pit of inadequacy because
so much of my energy has been focused on remembering to breathe in and out.

 By all means, live your life and if your life is frequently
busy then that’s your business but please stop
participating in the cult of busy and buying into the
notion that the person with the most packed calendar
wins. Whether it’s announcing that all your weekends
are booked up for the next 3 months (in any context
other than “let’s make weekend plans, when are you
free?”) or casually slipping into conversation that you
always work 90 hour weeks (unless your employer is
abusing your time, please tell people about that) the

“look at how big my busy is” boasting has to stop. Not only is it obnoxious but it
sends the message that “not constantly busy” = loser/failure/lazy/etc. This is
detrimental to so many folks (it took me until my mid 30s to get okay with how
often I want to stay in) but for folks with mental illnesses it furthers the “you
are broken and failing” narrative. Just stop.

Check in when people screw up  

That friend who is suddenly flaking on plans, that work colleague who has
dropped the ball on a couple of projects, the family member who can’t seem to
do anything right lately- reach out to those folks. Often we perceive these   



behaviors as “failing” and letting us down, we think people are willfully
not doing what is being asked of them and wonder why they refuse to pull their
weight, these people annoy us, make our lives harder than they need to be and
generally piss us off. Here’s the thing though, I know for me depressive
episodes come with a general air of fail. I become forgetful and easily confused,
everything takes herculean effort, and even when I think I’m paying attention
to detail I get shit very, very wrong. I miss deadlines, feel awful, start dodging
emails, hiding, missing more things I was supposed to be doing, hating myself,
and generally making things worse. All the while people are getting angrier and
more frustrated with me and when they finally get ahold of me there’s a lecture
about how I’ve let them down, caused them stress, etc. Which, for me makes
everything worse, causing me to hide from people so as to avoid the lecture in
the future. I shudder to think about the ridiculously unfair distribution of labor
between me and anyone who tries to work with me on projects during an
episode.

These days I try to be up front with people
so they know what’s going on and we can
all be on the same page but not everyone is
there yet. So, when you see someone in
your life start to go down the “screw up”
slope, instead of painting them with the
failure brush, check in. See how they’re
doing. They may be drowning and in need of a lifeline. Just the act of letting
them know that you see and hear them and support them where they are at is
huge for someone who has been doing the normal dance as fast as they can and
in the process dropping all the balls all over the place.

 
Be aware of how much you ask of others

 Notice how much you ask of others and how you ask for it. This one is tricky
because I do believe we should be able to lean on each other and ask for support
and as someone who came from an “avoid being a burden at all costs”  



background I know how problematic it can be when you try desperately to not
ask for anything ever. That said, it never ceases to amaze me that I will be
openly in a depressive episode and people will maintain a steady stream of
requests and demands – each one ratcheting up the stress and making me want
to shut down my email account and run away forever.

 Mental illness lies to us and makes us see and hear things
differently than they actually are.   When someone is coping with
mental illness they are not only hearing what you are actually
saying but, very likely, a lot of other stuff… “You aren’t doing
enough”, “I’m angry at you”, “My needs are more important than
yours”.

There’s no way you can know what’s going on in someone’s head
but also, you never know what’s going on in someone’s head,
you know? We tend to assume the default setting for humans is “doing
awesome and ready for anything we throw at them!” and I’m not sure I think
that’s fair to assume of anyone ever. Generally I’m opposed to pelting people
(any people) with requests anyway but when put in the context of “you never
know what someone is coping with” that seems especially relevant. Consider
the digest approach, with everything in one message. Suddenly your requests
are one friendly message with a clear purpose rather than a non-stop barrage of
emails that one must wade through to figure out all the (seemingly many)
things you want. Or, do like my best friend does and check in to ask if people
have the spoons for what you want from them right then or if it should wait.

Finally, when you know someone is struggling and you want something from
them that is not urgent or work-related I suggest (and I know this may be
controversial) backing the hell off. For example, any request that opens with
“remember a while back you said…” is probably best saved for another time.

 
Be OK with people being not OK

 We, as a people don’t leave a lot of space for people to experience unpleasant
feelings. We encourage positivity, fun, and smiles. We label sadness, anger,  

https://butyoudontlooksick.com/articles/written-by-christine/the-spoon-theory/


shame, and their friends as TMI, downers or something folks “probably don’t 
want to talk about, right?”. We don’t leave space for being not OK to just be
normal. The only acceptable answers to “How are you?” are synonyms for good
– even “fine” will get you hit with a barrage of questions about why you aren’t
more chipper – not what support you need but why are you bringing down the
room.

Give friends the room to express when they are not OK and make it safe for
them to ask for what they need. Remember that they may not need anything at
that particular moment- they may just stay not OK for a bit, it needn’t be a race
to fix the “problem”. I always say that I’ve been through two bouts of crippling
injury: one where I lived alone and one where I lived with a partner and, to the
surprise of many, the one where I lived with a partner was WAY harder. Why?
Because I had to deal with how he wanted me to feel/act/be. Living alone I got to
be where I was when I was there. Consequently, I actually felt pretty
OK mentally while I was injured alone but sank into a depression so bad I
needed my mother to come stay with me when I was injured with a partner. It
all came down to it being OK to not be OK.

Let people be where they are. If they want to use humor to cope with their
situation, let them! Don’t respond to their jokes with the sympathetic head tilt.
As long as they are safe understand that they may not be “good”, “OK”, or
“fine” but they are where they are and they get to be there. Avoid the barrage of
“are you okay?” and “how are you?” that can make people want to peel their
skin off in frustration (hint: when someone is constantly wrestling with a
mental state they don’t like or understand the odds that they want to frequently
explain it to you are not good.) If you are looking for a way to help, try asking
“How can I support you?” This one question creates options rather than backing
your friend into a “I don’t know…pressure, pressure, pressure!” corner. They
might not have an answer but they know you are there – which is usually what
people want to express with those other questions but often not what they
sound like.

   So, there we are folks, 6 ways you can make your life a bit more mental illness
friendly that, when you really look at them, are just about being compassionate,
considerate, and kind. I think that’s something that everyone could appreciate.

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Jw1FKlkBwBA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Jw1FKlkBwBA


 

Calling People “Crazy” is Lazy, Do
This Instead! 
 

Recently I’ve been involved in several conversations about people who were,
well, treating other people terribly. In all cases the subjects of the conversations
had long track records of this behavior and so it was not long before folks
started letting the vitriol fly and saying the things many of us (myself
included) are prone to saying in situations like this:

“She’s awful!”

“She’s the worst”

“She’s crazy!”

“She’s bonkers!”

“What a psycho!”

“She’s totally batshit insane!”

Here’s the thing though, using mental health related language to describe these
people is problematic on so many levels.

1. It’s ableist. It works off the idea that people with mental illness are less than the
“normals” and this idea keeps the stigma around mental health issues going. This is
why our friends and relatives have such a hard time telling us about their mental
health issues – they so often hear about the horrible “crazy” people.

2. It propagates the notion that bad people = mental health issues and that’s definitely
not a given. Some people are just mean and many people dealing with mental health
issues are perfectly pleasant. (ahem…)

3. It’s a huge insult to me and my people. Every time we take a person who is behaving
badly and announce “well, they’re mental” the wind goes out of me a little. Because,
seriously, I don’t want to be lumped in with that.

4. It’s actually dangerous. The longer we keep that image alive the longer men will keep
dismissing the feelings of women¹ with “Meh, she’s just crazy!” and the longer the

world at large will excuse white men² who shoot people with “I heard he had mental   



health  issues” the longer we won’t look at issues like misogyny, racism, and the need to

stricter gun control laws. We need to separate the strands of mental health and

violence/cruelty/ inability to behave like a decent person. 

5. Finally, it’s just lazy. You are clearly phoning your insults in and reusing the same tired

material everyone else has already used. It’s not edgy or interesting. Boo!! Try. Harder.

Please.

So what am I proposing? Well you’d think I’d be saying something like “stop
gossiping” but I know better. You’d think I’d be saying something like “be gentle
with these people” but I know that these conversations often come about after
many people have been hurt by someone and need some space to vent- I get
that. Sometimes there are a lot of pent up feelings and it just takes one
comment to serve as the…. catalyst, yeah let’s go with that, the catalyst for a
massive (and extremely cathartic) group bitching session. I’m not saying that
getting that release is wrong, what I’m proposing is that we find a way to do it
better. Let’s challenge ourselves to vent without bringing mental health (or
race, weight, sexual orientation, gender etc) into it. At the same time let’s build
our vocabularies! Okay, here goes!

 

Words to use instead instead of “Crazy” and its friends
 

Get out those dictionaries, kids because you have SO MANY choices!

  Often we start saying these things when someone does or says things that don’t
make sense to us or that are just plain untrue or unreasonable. So, instead of
defaulting to “crazy” let’s try harder, sound smarter and use of these fun words
to describe the things this person is saying or the actions they are taking!  

Unreasonable, illogical, unfounded, unjustifiable, irrational, erroneous,
invalid, spurious, faulty, flawed, fallacious, specious, sophistic, casuistic,
absurd, preposterous, untenable 

Fun, right?!  So, what if you just want to describe them as a person? Good
question. You have even more fun options and you get to sound really cool
when you say them. Seriously some of these make me want to use a long thin
cigarette holder while I say things like “Darling, she’s just ghastly!”



Disrespectful, inappropriate, cruel, difficult, problematic, disagreeable,
unpleasant, horrific, appalling, despicable, nasty, horrid, detestable, awful,
dreadful, terrible, horrendous, foul, repulsive, repugnant, repellent,
ghastly, vicious, sadistic, wicked, evil, fiendish, diabolical, ferocious, violent,
dangerous, ruthless, remorseless, merciless, heartless, callous, harsh, cold-
blooded, inhumane.  

Now, I will admit, the world of straight-up name-calling leaves something to be
desired here. Even the names that aren’t ableist tend to come with some sort of
negative connotation whether it be racist, misogynistic, classist, homophobic,
transphobic, body shaming or what have you- there’s usually something. (I
actually have a whole rant on “cocksucker” that’s been in my drafts folder for 2
years) so name calling gets challenging. Also, I’m picky. There are a couple of
things left but I just don’t like them. So, again I encourage you to try harder, be
original. In fact if you could come up with some awesome things to call people
who are behaving badly that don’t have horrible etymologies I’d really
appreciate it.

So, when you are talking shit, look at the shit you are saying. Don’t keep
spewing the same old shit people have been spewing forever because it’s easy.
The next time you feel a rant coming on catch yourself before you pull the
“crazy” trigger. Not because it’s “politically correct” but because it’s actually
correct. Not because people will make you feel bad but because you’re being
lazy. Not because you should be taking it easy on the person who you are angry
at but because you should be trying harder to insult them better.

The stigma around mental health keeps so many people from getting the help
they need. This is a small thing you can do to help end that stigma. And if that
didn’t convince you, just remember I’m helping you up your insult game here
;-)

 

¹Yeah, it seems we default to this way more with women. That’s some bullshit right there.

²That seems to be the most common scenario in which we talk about men and mental health – to

explain their acts of violence and, mysteriously, folks seem way more willing to talk about the

depression or other mental health issues of a white gunman… go figure. 

 



Okay, So Let’s Talk About Exercise &
Depression 

In early 2019 my Google Alerts and Twitter feed started lighting up with the
news that “Physical Activity Can Reduce Risk of Depression” which, as it spread
to different outlets, quickly morphed into “Depressed? Get up and exercise!!”
and, frankly, I heaved a belabored sigh. Not because I don’t think exercise can
be helpful in maintaining a healthy mental state but because the situation is a
nuanced one and I have (indeed, I suspect most people with depression have)
spent way too much time in the depths of depression listening to people insist I
just had to get up and run/do yoga/hit a Crossfit gym because those people saw
a headline just like the one above and now can’t understand why I don’t just
stop being so damn lazy. Why I can’t just do a downward dog, run 5 miles, and
flip a tractor tire?!

  So let’s be clear, you cannot cure
depression with exercise. I always remember a
novel I read years and years ago where they
talked about a character with depression and
how his best friend suggested he start going for
runs in the park. He responded “If I did that, I
would be running in the park with clinical
depression”. Now, when it comes to people who
are super down-in-it depressed — like the
character in that book — might physical
activity help them? Sure! Hell, during the worst
depressive episode I’ve had so far all I could
think was “I’d feel better if I was exercising!” but I just couldn’t.   COULD. NOT.
If you look at mental health as a 1-10 scale (with 10 being the best and 1 being
the bottom of the barrel) I would argue that one needs to be at, at least, a 3 to get
up and engage in an activity. This may be different for all of us. When I told my
“I’d have to be at a 3” theory to a friend who hates exercise, she  replied “I’d say  

https://psychcentral.com/news/2019/01/25/physical-activity-can-reduce-risk-of-depression/142260.html
https://tonic.vice.com/en_us/article/qvjbqp/you-cant-cure-depression-exercise


people   need to be at an 8!” and I’ve never been at an 8 in my entire life so, yet
again, we’re all different.

Further, depression is different person to person and episode to episode and,
for whatever reason, we, as a species, are really stubborn when it comes to
acknowledging that someone else’s situation may be different than ours,   

especially if we perceive “different” to mean “worse”. What does that mean?
Well, someone who once experienced a brutal bout of situational depression
knows that they felt terrible and can’t imagine that they could have felt any
worse. Now, if that person took up running and felt better they may now
excitedly tell the world “Running CURES depression, I know because I had it. It
was terrible and running fixed it! FACT!”  What this ignores is that clinical
depression works very differently.

Additionally, there is the rampant judgement that comes with all things health
and fitness. The idea that people who are engaging in exercise are “good” and
those who aren’t are “lazy” leaves no room for people who simply CANNOT get
up and exercise. On top of that, there is the obsession (made much worse in
modern times by the internet) on proving that one thing is “the best” and
nothing else is nearly as good. Add depression to that scenario and it quickly
becomes a situation where something becomes yet another source of guilt and
stress; another way to feel like we are failing. Personally I know the “that’s not
good enough” mentality has — many times — nearly kept me from engaging in
physical activity at all.

My exercise of choice is walking (usually with my dog) and Pilates. These are the
things that work best for me. These are the things I was doing when I was in the
best physical shape (no back pain, strength, stamina etc) of my life and when I
wasn’t slipping into depressive episodes. Even with that being the case, in 2017
when I was emerging  from my horrific depressive episode and started, once
again, going to Pilates and walking a ton multiple people (including DOCTORS)   
demanded to know “yeah but when are you really SWEATING?”. Now, here’s the
thing, the best physical activity for anyone is the one they will actually DO. I
won’t go drench myself in sweat and fling tractor tires around (nothing wrong    

https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/314698.php


with it, I know lots of folks love it but it’s just not my thing) and the idea that I
have to in order to be “really” exercising is enough to discourage me
completely.  

We live in a society that LOVES the idea that people should suffer when
exercising, especially if those people are not thin and with that comes the
tendency to bully people out of doing anything because it’s not extreme enough.
No one needs that. 

I’m not disputing that physical activity can have mental health benefits. For
many of us exercising (moving and breathing and focusing on an activity or
completing goals) can be a tremendous source support while we are coping with
mental illness. Personally, I do feel better both mentally and physically when
I’m regularly exercising. As I mentioned above, longest I’ve gone without a
depressive episode in my entire adult life was when I was working as a personal
trainer/ fitness instructor (though, it has since come to light that I may have,
instead of slipping into depression, experienced a manic episode but that’s
another story for another day.) and over the course of the last year I’ve found
that when my anxiety is out of control or when I start watching a lot of HGTV
and experiencing vague, free-floating guilt (two big signs that I’m tipping into a
depressive episode) I can keep myself going and relieve some of the horrible
feelings (or at least distract me from them) by hitting a Pilates class (or two) but
that’s not “curing” me. I see it as more of maintenance thing; like a tool I can
use to try and keep me in a better place. That said, I’m doing that in conjunction
with regular doctor visits (I’m taking new meds so I’m in my doc’s office all the
time) and not one but two therapists.

Exercise can be a great way to connect with your body and get out of your head
(because sometimes our heads are scary places) but not everyone can get there
and  bullying them into it isn’t not only futile but actually kind of cruel. If you
are struggling with depression and wondering if exercise could be beneficial I
would advise you to do a couple of things:

Recognize where you are — Use the 1-10 scale to think about where you are
mentally and where you would need to be to get up and move. There’s no way to
do this wrong, your scale is 100% yours and not subject to anyone else’s
analysis. It doesn’t even need to be a number scale, just think about where you   



are mentally/emotionally and where you think you would need to be. Then
honor that. Don’t let it be a source of guilt or shame. You get to be where you are
when you’re there.

Find things you enjoy (and will actually do) — As I mentioned earlier, I was a
personal trainer/fitness instructor for a couple of years. When I left that job I
spent YEARS not doing any kind of strength-building exercise because I felt like
I knew how to do the things so I should just do them at home… however, I NEVER
did them at home. I really need the structure of classes to keep me going. Then
in 2017 I started going to a Pilates studio that I had been walking by for years.
There I discovered classes I enjoyed, amazing, non-judgmental teachers who I   
love (check it out, my studio and one of my
favorite teachers are on this list of body
positive workouts at #3!), exercise that
makes me feel great, and, just in general, a
place I LOVE going. So now I’m at Cascadia
Pilates all the damn time. I’m struggling
with my mental health (I keep crying
during class, it’s weird), new meds,
disordered eating, and horrible body image
issues (the feeling that I don’t look like I
“should” is strong these days) but at least
once a day I get to go somewhere fun, where
no one seems to notice those things. I get to
interact with great people, breathe deeply,
and appreciate my body and the things it
can do. Seriously, it’s pretty awesome. I would not feel this way if I was forcing
myself to go to “Big Bad Screaming Cardio Bootcamp (now with deadlifting!)”
because I felt I “should”.

 Tune out the noise — Exercise is one of those things that brings out strong
feelings in people. It can feel hard to avoid the people who want you to believe
what they do is the BEST (hell, I was once one of those people!), that you aren’t
doing anything worthwhile unless it fits their idea of exercise (I recently read
an interview with a trainer who criticized Pilates because people who do it  

https://greatist.com/live/body-image-body-positive-workouts-to-try
http://www.cascadiapilates.com/


“can’t get across a jungle gym” and I was left wondering “But why do I need to?
What kind of playground apocalypse am I running from?”), and who demand
that you combine your exercise with the current “cool” diet. Remember, your
relationship with exercise is your own. None of that other stuff matters. Do
what works and feels good for you.

Every couple of years some version of “exercise CURES depression” makes its
way around the internet to fuel the unsolicited advice brigade but don’t let it
get you down. You are not failing if you don’t start hitting the gym, you are not
failing if exercise doesn’t chase away your depression, and you are not failing if
you relationship with fitness looks totally different from someone else’s. In
general, you are not failing.



 TALKING ABOUT SEX 

Depression and its treatment can definitely affect our sex
lives but, contrary to popular opinion, it doesn't have to

kill them. Here are some of my favorite strategies for
nuturing sexuality in the face of depressi on.  

- -

- -



Self Care For When You’re Feeling
Not At All Sexy

 

 

 We’ve all been there, maybe you’re sick, maybe
it’s a super-stressful time at work, maybe
you’re going through a break up- there are a
million and one (and probably more) reasons
that it can can happen – sometimes we all feel
hella unsexy. Now I’m not talking about
“Whoops! didn’t brush my hair before I walked
my dog!” unsexy here, I’m talking about when
you feel like there’s just no way anyone will ever find you sexually
appealing again. I’m talking about when you feel like sex is a
foreign concept. I’m talking about those moments when you kind of
just want to hide from it all and the desexualized feeling that can
come with it. Is there anything we can do about that? I think so
and I have put together this list of self care strategies for when
you’re feeling completely unsexy. 

 

1. Take Care of Yourself

At times like this it’s really easy to let routines fall by the wayside
but after a couple of days of ignoring your usual cleanliness and
beauty rituals things can go downhill quickly. Let me pause to be
perfectly clear – I am not about to tell you to keep yourself pretty  
because pretty = good or some nonsense, I have practical reasons
for bringing up your beauty rituals (or whatever the more
masculine-identified among us call beauty rituals… upkeep?) I’ll
use myself as an example: When I fall into this state and abandon
all routines my skin suffers  terribly. I stop moisturizing and  
drinking  

 



enough water and it gets all dry and flaky and patchy. Then it breaks out. Then I
look in the mirror and my face is broken out and like 4 different colors, also the
really dry parts hurt. This doesn’t help with the not liking myself thing I already
had going on and when I get back in the swing of things it takes a while for it to
go back to normal (and did I mention it actually hurts?). 

You’re going through a rough time as it is, we want to not make that worse,
right? So identify the parts of your routine that are vital to maintaining your
baseline “okay” state – I’m not asking you to shoot for “I look awesome!!” just
maintain. I do exactly as much as it takes for my face to not start hurting – I
won’t be on the cover of any magazines but the small amount of taking care of
myself keeps me out of pain and makes life easier when I get back to it. So,
whether it’s shaving, exfoliating, conditioning or maybe just plain old
showering do as much of it as you need to keep yourself feeling like you.

 

2. Treat yo’ Self (well)!

This sounds kind of the same as the last one, but it’s actually very different.
Allow yourself some luxury- even if it’s small.  Accessible luxuries are super-
important. Why? Because if you are continually telling yourself that you don’t
get to be treated well because of well, whatever reason (yes, even budget) you
are telling yourself that you are worth less than other people and don’t deserve
to feel good. Find your accessible luxury. It can be totally free- just something
that makes you feel like you are treating yourself well. My accessible luxuries
have included hot baths, rosemary picked from the local park, cream in my
coffee (instead of my customary almond milk), and, most recently, a $20 duvet
cover for my beloved (ancient) down comforter – it was a cuddling game-
changer. Nothing huge but they all gave me comfort and broke me out of the “I
don’t deserve to be pampered because I’m broke/lazy/not thin/whatever other
thing I was freaking out about at the time” trap.

I’m not saying stuff is the answer, just being kind to you. And Parks and Rec
agrees with me….



 

3. Clean up

Yeah, I know, I’m telling you to work and that may sound like the last thing you
want to do but hear me out: When you look around you and see a sea of dirty
clothes and dishes it can be hard to not feel like part of a big pit of gross and
that’s not helping your state of mind(for me the sink full of dirty dishes always
makes it worse) so, get rid of that mess. Start small. Spend 5 minutes at a time
making parts of it go away. Do it while you are doing other things and don’t
think you have to tackle any part of it all at once: Making a trip to the
bathroom? Squirt some toilet cleaner in the bowl! Heading into the kitchen
anyway, bring some dishes in with you. Waiting for your coffee to brew? Wash
a couple of dishes. Then you can go right back to your cocoon. Eventually you’ll
be cocooning in a much more serene space.

 

4. Masturbate (if that’s a thing you do)

This is a time when masturbation can fall by the wayside but it’s a great way to
stay in touch with your sensual side and bring yourself some pleasure. Take
your time and allow yourself to really feel all the sensations as they occur. Make
it a time for connection with your body. I know masturbation isn’t everybody’s
thing but, if it’s something you are into, it can be a fabulous way to remind
yourself of the sexual pleasure you may feel disconnected from right now.



5. Give Yourself a Break

If you remember nothing else from this
list, remember this: wherever you are, it’s
okay. You might not be up to doing a single
thing on this list and that’s okay. You
might do nothing today but breathe in and
out and that’s okay.

At times like this when we’re cocooning,
for whatever reason, that feeling of desexualization can feel like an added
insult to our injury but give yourself a break. Remember that you are still you
and this feeling, while a very real and valid experience, is just a feeling. You
have not been changed into someone else. You are still there- you just need
some cocooning time, so, give yourself a break.

 

 



5 Ways to Stay Sex Positive When
You’re Dealing With Depression 

 

I’ve been having a hard time writing these
last couple of weeks. New insurance led to
a switch in which particular generic form
of my antidepressant I received and lo and
behold, the different one isn’t quite getting
the job done. I’ve been a bit weepy (ok,
more than a bit, pretty much anything
involving dads gets me choked up… just
happened while I was typing that), a bit
brain-foggy, having a hard time focusing or getting stuff done (sorry if I owe
you an email!), taking occasional sobbing breaks and getting hit with
intermittent waves of free-floating guilt and paranoia. It sounds really bad but
it’s kind of like when you live on a street with a lot of potholes, people who
never drive down it think it’s the worst thing ever but you’ve learned to
navigate, right? Anyway, while my doctor and insurance company duke it out
(that’s right, they are currently arguing over why it’s worthwhile to treat me
with the correct medication) I’m taking my vitamins, exercising and trying to
focus outward. To that end I have come up with this handy little list.

Sometimes depression can suck the sexy right out of you which can be even
more depressing. Let’s talk about some ways to fight that, shall we?

 

1. Remember, sex positivity isn’t about having all the orgasms

I suspect some of you read the title of this and thought “Seriously? I’m
depressed and you want me to worry about sex? Why don’t I just cure cancer
while I’m at it?!” but remember staying sex positive doesn’t mean going and
having all the sex with all the screaming orgasms. Take that pressure away
first   



off. In this case I’m not even asking you to stay sex positive in the broader
whole-world, big picture sense. I’m talking about you for you. I’m just asking
that you remember your identity as a sexual being. Some depressed people
don’t want to have sex. Sometimes medications render depressed people
incapable of orgasm (we’ll come back to that in a minute) this does not mean
sex is something that exists separately from you and only for others.
Sometimes one of the hardest parts of depression is the chasm that seems to
exist between you and the rest of the “not depressed” world (as you perceive it)
don’t add to that by saying “sex positivity? eff that noise! I’m depressed!” just
work with me here. :-)

 

2. Find the things that make you feel good

When we’re depressed the world can get very bland. Things lose their flavor and
it’s easy to sink into that. Remember that you deserve to feel good and, if you
are not feeling necessarily sexual, perhaps take the opportunity to explore the
sensual. We sometimes confuse these things but they are not exactly the same. I
encourage you to explore sensations, even if that just means you curl up with
an awesome cashmere throw or take a scented bath, indulge your senses and
find what appeals to them. For more on exploring sensuality, check out Elle
Chase (the woman behind Lady Cheeky) she is a sensuality expert!

 

3. Make conscious decisions regarding sex

It can be easy to go on auto-pilot during times of depression. We can let sex fall
by the wayside or engage in sexual behaviors without examining them. Stay
conscious and aware. Make sure what you are doing is serving you and bringing
you pleasure. Ask yourself what is motivating you. Is it coming from inside (If
you are having sex is it because you think it will feel good? If you aren’t having 
  sex is it because it doesn’t appeal to you right now?) or from somewhere else
(Are you having sex because you feel like it’s expected of you or not having sex
because you feel unattractive or undeserving?)? Knowing the answers to those   

http://www.ellechase.com/
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questions can help you make decisions that make you feel good and to
understand where you’re at personally and why you feel how you feel — like the
potholes I mentioned earlier.

A special note for people with partners: Keep them in the loop. What is going on
with you is affecting them and if you avoid talking about it you can end up with
a lot of tension and resentment, which no one (depressed or not) needs.

 

4. Remember, you are not how much sex you have.

People are funny, we like to compare ourselves to each other but, you know
what? When it comes to sex the only people affected by how much you are
having are you and your partners. I know it can be hard to look around the
world and feel like your are “supposed to” be having more or less or whatever
but you are not your sex. Sometimes we have a bunch sometimes we have none
and it’s all good. Whatever you need right now it what’s “right.”

 

5. Advocate for your pleasure.

I mentioned earlier that some depressed people lose their ability to orgasm to
medications. This has happened to me it has happened to Epiphora, hell,
depending on the particular drug the percentage of patients experiencing
sexual side effects range from 15 to 75%. The thing is doctors rely on patients to
report this. Patients get embarrassed, doctors don’t ask and people end up living
with side effects way longer than they should have to. The first time I
experienced this side effect I was told, before I took the drug, it was unlikely to
happen and then no one asked about it so I never said anything, I just lived with
it. Now I know better. If you take meds and they seem to be messing with your
sex life, talk to your doctor. There are better options.

Most of this amounts to “take good care of yourself”. Generally it’s a good idea
to eat well, get lots of rest, move your body and all that good stuff— make
yourself feel as good as you can. Don’t forget sex in that process. So often we
neglect our sexual selves, even in the best of times, but by taking a few small
steps you can stay sex positive even when depression comes calling. 

- -
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Sex When You’re Depressed- Don’t
“Just Do It” 
 

I’ve been so excited to see more
mainstream conversations about
depression happening lately. I’ve even
been seeing more folks talking about how
depression affects sexuality, which is
amazing! However there is one thing that I
have seen a couple of times now that gives
me pause and I want to take a moment
here to address it. Folks have been writing
about staying sexual through depression (I’ve written about it myself) and this
one piece of advice has popped up a couple of times now and I think we need to
discuss it. That piece of advice?

“Just do it!”

We seem to be in agreement that whether it be due to side effects from
medication or that “loss of interest” you always hear people talk about with
depression (I always think we should be more honest and just call that
“everything is suddenly impossible”) folks who are dealing with depression are
frequently faced with the issue of not being interested in sex. This can a
problem on several levels.

As I’ve said in the past, it can contribute to that feeling of “other” that comes
with depression- deepening that chasm between the depressed person and the
“normal” world. It can create friction with partners, especially when for them it
can feel like they are being personally rejected. (For more on this check out It’s
Not You: 4 Signs Your Partner’s Too Depressed to Have Sex)

So here we are, dealing with depression, dealing with loss of libido or interest in
sex, looking for ways to stay in touch with our sexual selves and we have some
well-meaning folks telling us to “Just do it!”, why is this problematic?

http://www.redheadbedhead.com/5-ways-to-stay-sex-positive-when-youre-dealing-with-depression/
http://www.kinkly.com/2/1119/lets-talk-about-it/its-not-you-4-signs-your-partners-too-depressed-to-have-sex


Well, let’s take the advice apart. I’ve seen it come from two different angles: 1. If
you’re in a relationship, do it for the health of the relationship and out of love
for your partner. 2 If you are lying there thinking you’re not interested in sex,
once you have it you’ll remember that it feels good and get that endorphin rush
and ultimately be glad you did it.

However…

Let’s look at some of the symptoms and feelings that can come with depression.

Worthlessness, guilt, a sense of defeat, defectiveness are all possible symptoms
that depression suffers may be experiencing. They can all contribute to a
general feeling that one’s own needs don’t matter, that the depressed person
isn’t important enough to have what they want/need considered. Something
ironic about depression is that it makes you very self-focused, you think about
your own needs all the time- but it also often makes you feel powerless to fulfill
those needs.

Understanding that, it seems to me that telling depressed people to make
themselves do something that they do not want to do is a dangerous proposition
on a couple of levels.

When it comes to the “please your partner” argument (one I feel strongly about
as I had a therapist use it on me), I just can’t abide by this. Yes, partners are
important (that’s a whole other conversation) but a tactic that approaches
a person who may already be struggling with feelings of guilt and essentially
guilts them into sex feels incredibly wrong to me. Further, telling someone who
is already struggling with the overwhelming feeling that their needs do not
matter and everyone else is more important/valuable than them to just suck it
up and put aside their feelings of not wanting to so as to satisfy their partner is
just wrong. This whole approach seems to take a person who feels defeated and
beat them down more. This, to me, feels like approaching a person whose mind
feels like it has been hijacked by this illness and taking away their control over
their body.

http://psychcentral.com/lib/worthlessness-and-depression/000339
http://psychcentral.com/blog/archives/2013/03/31/overcoming-guilt-in-depression/


As for the “try it, you might like it” argument, this one I can see some value to. I
remember times when, in the depths of depression, I had sex and thought “Oh,
right, sex! Why don’t I do this more?” But still, an argument that hinges on
“You’re supposed to like this, you’re supposed to do this. Do it because, sex.”
being presented to someone who is already feeling defective, already feeling
like they are “other” from the “normal” world smacks of advice being given by
people who don’t know what depression is. That kind of advice is usually well-
meaning and has a kernel of truth hidden in it somewhere but is ultimately a
bit wrongheaded. I’m never a fan of forcing yourself to fuck with your teeth
gritted because, hey, midway through you might like it. Here’s the thing,
midway through you might not and instead feel even more broken then you felt
before you started.

So, what’s the answer? Abandon sex while depressed? Give up?

No. I don’t think that’s it. I’m putting forth a challenge to my friends dealing
with depression(and I know it is a challenge, so bear with me) don’t “just do it”
but also, don’t “just not do it”. Make conscious decisions about sex. Think about
it a bit every day. I said before that there was a kernel of truth in the “just do it
because you might figure out you wanted to after all” advice and here’s that
kernel: If, upon examining your feelings you find that it’s not that you don’t
want sex, it’s that you want it but you are struggling with acting on the impulse
(because depression can do that- stuff suddenly seems super onerous) this
might be a time you consider “just doing it”. If however, you sit with it and the
idea of having sex “seems totally foreign”, or “actively turn(s) your stomach”
(both actual ways folks with depression have described feeling about sex to me)
and you’re just not there at all, this might be a time to step away for a bit.

Another benefit to making conscious decisions sexually when dealing with
depression is that you take the control back from the depression. What can
happen is that we know depression (and meds) can affect libido so if we don’t
want sex we chalk it up to depression and we forget to listen to ourselves.  By
making conscious choices you become better at recognizing when your desire
is  being affected by the illness (or meds). You become tuned into yourself. I’ll
give  you an example: You can be with a partner who you love and are   



comfortable with and when the sex wanes you blame it on depression and keep
on going the way you were. Suddenly one day you feel desire, but not for your
partner and realize that what happened there was that you had just assumed
everything was about the depression so when you stopped being sexually into
your partner, you missed it. Bad scene.

The final benefit of making conscious decisions is that you can keep your
partner in the loop. It can be really difficult for partners of people with
depression and they can often feel like they are in the dark with their life being
dictated by their partner’s illness. Being more aware allows you to say “Ok, this
is where I’m at today” and communication is great for any relationship.

Depression doesn’t have to be a sex life killer but you also shouldn’t have to
force yourself to do anything. Checking in with yourself and making active,
conscious choices can help you maintain a sex life that you enjoy and feel safe
and comfortable in.

 

- -



Products For Coping With Sexual
Side Effects 

“Sexual side effects.”  It’s a term that anyone who has ever sat through a
commercial for a prescription medication has probably heard but one that
frequently goes undefined. Additionally the dreaded “sexual side effects” are
often regarded as an insurmountable necessary evil, as if giving up sexual
pleasure is the trade-off one must make for health. This is so not the case! 

 

What do we mean by “sexual side effects”?
Usually when we talk about sexual side effects we are talking about these
things:

Loss of libido
Erectile Dysfunction
Vaginal Dryness
Genital Numbness
Delayed Orgasm
Anorgasmia (Inability to orgasm)

 

What drugs can cause them?
My research is in the area of depression and its treatment but antidepressants
are far from the only medications that can alter our sexual function. The list
includes (but is not limited to):

Anticonvulsants
Antidepressants (SSRIs, MAOIs, Tricyclics)
Antihistamines
Anti-hypertensive medications
Anti-manic medications
Anti-psychotic medications
Benzodiazepines
Beta-blockers
Birth control
Opioid pain killers



So, what if you are experiencing one or more of these side effects? What can
you do about that? Well, a couple of things – and most of them are fun! You can
always talk to your doctor about it and try to find a different medication that
works for you. But sometimes we find a medication works for us, we’re happy
with its benefits and don’t want to change meds, but it also comes with this
huge downside. So, how do we navigate this stuff? With the help of the folks
over at SheVibe, I’ve created this list of recommended products for keeping
your sex life alive when you’re coping with sexual side effects. 

 

Wand Vibrators
When coping with genital numbness, delayed orgasm, or anorgasmia, a large,
strong, wand-style massager can be a powerful tool. As far as I’m concerned,
the biggest reason for this is their ability to deliver incredibly strong vibration
to large areas. Why is this important? Well, maybe the stimulation you’re used
to isn’t working, but maybe stimulating a different area would. Or maybe the
whole area needs to be stimulated all at once, by something extremely strong.
The upshot is, the internal clitoris is huge, the CUV region is expansive, and the
perineal sponge is usually completely neglected.

A large powerful tool will help you get down to business and find pleasurable
sensation anywhere it might be. Additionally the sheer power can be enough to
get you past the hurdle of your meds.

 

Doxy Wand Massager

My Review

Get it here: 
SheVibe

 

Doxy Die Cast

Featured in “JoEllen’s 2016 Favorite Things”

Get it here: SheVibe

http://shevibe.com/#oid=1050_2
https://www.glamour.com/story/everything-you-need-to-know-about-the-internal-clitoris
http://www.redheadbedhead.com/review-doxy-wand-massager-dawn-new-era/
http://www.shevibe.com/doxy-extra-powerful-uk-massage-wand-vibrator.aspx#oid=1050_2
http://www.shevibe.com/search.aspx?manufacturer=375#oid=1050_2
http://www.redheadbedhead.com/joellens-2016-favorite-things/
http://www.shevibe.com/search.aspx?manufacturer=375#oid=1050_2


 

Le Wand Massager

My Review

Get it here: 
SheVibe

 

Vibratex Magic Wand Rechargeable

My Review

Get it here: 
SheVibe

 

 Vibratex Original Magic Wand

Featured in “5 Reasons I Love The Original Magic Wand”

Get it here: 
SheVibe

 

Textured Insertbles
Textured dildos can be fantastic because they produce so much sensation!
Especially if you’re like me and don’t often use insertable toys, they can feel like
a wake up call to your genitals! These are some favorites:

 

Tantus Goddess

My Review

Get it here: 
SheVibe

 

http://www.redheadbedhead.com/le-wand-time-rom-com-relationship-wand/
https://shevibe.com/le-wand-rechargeable-vibrating-massager-grey.aspx#oid=1050_2
http://www.redheadbedhead.com/review-magic-wand-rechargeable-cut-the-cord/
http://www.shevibe.com/magic-wand-rechargeable-cordless-vibrator.aspx#oid=1050_2
http://www.redheadbedhead.com/5-reasons-love-original-magic-wand/
http://www.shevibe.com/magic-wand-vibrator-the-original.aspx#oid=1050_2
http://www.redheadbedhead.com/tantus-goddess/
http://www.shevibe.com/search.aspx?find=tantus+goddess%2c#oid=1050_2


Tantus Echo & Echo Handle

My Review

Get it here: 
SheVibe

 

Funkit Toys Swing V2

The Swing is a great size and combines a smooth sexy curve
with subtle- but effective- texture.

Get it here: 
SheVibe

 

Le Wand Ripple Weighted Silicone Attachment

This wand attachment lets you combine wand stimulation
with internal texture

Get it here: 
SheVibe

 

No-Erection-Needed Penis Toys
All too often folks treat erections as the center of sexual activity and pleasure
but there can be pleasure without an erection!

 

Hot Octopuss Pulse III Stimulators

This technologically advanced marvel can help users achieve
orgasm without an erection.

Get it here: 
SheVibe

 

https://shevibe.com/search.php?search_query.x=0&search_query.y=0&search_query=echo#oid=1050_2
http://www.redheadbedhead.com/review-tantus-echo-handle/
http://www.shevibe.com/search.aspx?find=echo%2c#oid=1050_2
https://shevibe.com/funkit-toys-swing-v2-silicone-g-spot-dildo-purple-swirl.aspx#oid=1050_2
https://shevibe.com/le-wand-ripple-weighted-silicone-attachment.aspx#oid=1050_2
https://shevibe.com/search.php?search_query.x=0&search_query.y=0&search_query=%22pulse+III%22#oid=1050_2


Wand Essentials Hummingbird Wand Massager Attachment

A wand attachment that doesn’t require an erection for use.

Get it here: 
SheVibe

 

LUBE. Lots of lube.
Why? Well, clearly, if you or your partner has a vulva and is experiencing
changes in lubrication it’s just a necessity. Seriously, necessity. Beyond that
lube just makes everything feel better.

 

Sliquid Organics Natural Gel Lubricant

My Review

Get it here: 
SheVibe

 

Sliquid Organics Silk

My Review

Get it here: 
SheVibe

 

Uberlube Silicone Lubricant

Featured in: “Lube In My Hair: Sex Geek Life-Hacks“

Get it here: 
SheVibe

 

 
 

https://shevibe.com/hummingbird-male-masturbator-wand-massager-attachment-by-wand-essentials/
http://www.redheadbedhead.com/an-ode-to-sliquid/
https://shevibe.com/sliquid-organics-natural-gel-aloe-based-personal-lubricant-4-2-fl-oz/#oid=1050_2
http://www.redheadbedhead.com/an-ode-to-sliquid/
http://www.shevibe.com/sliquid-organics-silk.aspx#oid=1050_2
http://www.redheadbedhead.com/lube-hair-sex-geek-life-hack/
http://www.shevibe.com/search.aspx?find=uberlube%2c#oid=1050_2


 
Impact & Sensation
My reasons for suggesting playing with sensation are several-fold: First, let’s
take the pressure off “sex is these things we do in the bed” and maybe find some
other fun playing. Secondly, several of the meds that can cause sexual side
effects can cause an overall dulling of sensation – everything feels kind of
“meh,” sensation play is a great way to break through that, to feel something
when your body seems to not be feeling stuff.

 
 

Tantus Plunge Silicone Paddle

My Review

Get it here: 
SheVibe

 

KinkLab Neon Wand Electrosex Kit

My (mini) Review

Get it here: 
SheVibe 

 

Kinklab Power Tripper

My (mini) Review

Get it here: 
SheVibe

 

And More?
I will continue to update my lis as I discover new products and sexual solutions
so follow along here   to stay in the loop!

http://www.redheadbedhead.com/review-tantus-plunge-paddle-not-one-for-hitting-quitting/
http://www.shevibe.com/plunge-paddle-silicone-love-spanker-by-tantus.aspx#oid=1050_2
http://www.redheadbedhead.com/mini-review-sampler-featuring-jimmyjane-tantus-kinklab-more/
http://www.shevibe.com/kinklab-neon-wand.aspx#oid=1050_2
http://www.redheadbedhead.com/mini-review-sampler-featuring-jimmyjane-tantus-kinklab-more/
http://www.shevibe.com/kinklab-neon-wand.aspx#oid=1050_2
http://www.redheadbedhead.com/sex-and-depression-with-joellen-notte/products-coping-sexual-side-effects/


SEX & DEPRESSION
WRITING TIPS 

There has been a huge upswing in open
conversations and writing about sex and depression.

Here are some tips for keep ing those conversations
helpful and productive. 

- -

- -



5 Tips For Writing About Sex &
Depression

 

In early 2015 the fabulous Crista Anne
appeared in the Philadelphia City
Paper talking about her “Orgasm Quest” –
 a project based on her mission to recover
the orgasms she lost to her (otherwise
satisfactory) antidepressants. Well this
story, as the kids say, went viral and folks
were talking about Crista Anne all over the
place! It was amazing- sex and depression
is suddenly everywhere, which is basically
my wet dream. In addition to the stories about the lovely lady behind Orgasm
Quest, other folks have been inspired to come forward and speak about sex and
depression as well (seriously, how awesome is this!). In light of the fact that this
subject matter can be sensitive and so many new folks are coming at it, I (self-
appointed “sex and depression lady”)  put together this handy list of 5 tips to
keep in mind when writing about sexy time and mental health- because, it’s a
whole other animal from what many of us are used to. Enjoy!

Check your snark at the door

Snark has infected the sex writing community like sniffles infects a preschool -
It’s unpleasant, It’s everywhere and IT WILL NOT LEAVE. So many folks seem
willing to sacrifice all else in the name of proving they are the most clever one
in the room. Well, this is not the time for it. You sound rude, combative, flippant
and not like someone who should be taken seriously. Readers who are searching
for pieces on this topic are probably, you guessed it, dealing with depression
and speaking to them, well, like a jerk is just inappropriate.

 

 

https://twitter.com/pinkness


Don’t Play Doctor (you know what I mean!)

You’re probably not a doctor. Even if you are, you are not your reader’s doctor.
You should at no point be doling out medical advice. You should not be offering
diagnoses and the phrase “talk to your doctor” should come into play. And
please, for the love of god, do not tell people which medications they should or
should not be taking. I keep hearing “why don’t you just take______?” in relation
to Orgasm Quest and, it’s incredibly inappropriate – this isn’t a one on one with
a friend, this is the internet, you are now effectively making this suggestion to
everyone who reads it. I don’t care what your logic is, just don’t do it.

I often tell my readers to advocate for their pleasure and to speak up if they feel
their doctor isn’t listening. Hell, I even tell them to find a new doctor if they are
unhappy but I never, EVER advise them to go against their doctor’s orders,
because I’m a sex writer with a theatre degree – I am wildly unqualified for that.
Recognize your limitations.

 

Remember, Every Body is Different

Your experience is not THE experience – what a drug did for you is not “what
that drug does”. If you want to talk about your experience with a specific drug
(it happens, I’ve done it) make it clear that it is your experience with that drug
and everyone responds to things differently. Hell, my current drug has
apparently given many people seizures when taken at the dosage I’m taking it
at, those people are all over the internet screaming about the horrible danger. In
the meantime, I’ve been chilling here for 3 years. We’re all different.

Likewise, don’t question someone else’s experience because yours was different.
Some people can take certain drugs and have NO side effects while others will
experience every single thing in the fine print. Saying “That drug doesn’t
REALLY do that, I know because I took it” is invalidating to the people who are
struggling with the effects of that drug. The only body you can speak of is your
own.

 

 

http://www.redheadbedhead.com/the-time-celexa-ate-my-brain/


Think “Beacon of Permission*”

Even if you are telling your story, it’s not just about you. When we talk about sex
and depression we are standing at the intersection of two topics that for so
many people are still taboo. Remember that for some you may be the first
person they see speaking publicly about this and allow that to guide how you
present yourself. For many, sex writers exist on a separate plane full of sexy sex
so this is an awesome opportunity to let your readers know that even for us sex
writer types, it doesn’t always work. If they see us taking off our sexy, sexy
armor and being real, it can empower them to feel comfortable talking about
their own struggles and that’s the real gift we can bring to the world.

 

Give Your Readers Something

One of my most popular pieces on this topic is “5 Ways to Stay Sex Positive
When You’re Dealing With Depression.” Why did this piece hit such a nerve?
Well it includes a couple of key things:

1. Acknowledgement of an issue facing so many readers
2. Simple, non-medical suggestions
3. Links to resources

Everyone who shows up to read your piece on sex and depression is looking for
something, be it an answer, a lifeline or just another person who’s going
through what they are so make sure things are there for them.

 

*totally yoinked “Beacon of Permission” from Sex Geekdom founder Kate Kenfield – it’s just fabulous. 

 

http://www.redheadbedhead.com/5-ways-to-stay-sex-positive-when-youre-dealing-with-depression/
http://www.katemccombs.com/beaconofpermission/
http://www.katemccombs.com/


An Open Letter to Folks in the Sex
& Depression Conversation 
By JoEllen Notte & Crista Anne
 

  This post is the result of Crista Anne and my endless conversations about what
we love and hate about the conversations coming out regarding sexuality and
depression. After the glorious response to my post: 5 Tips For Writing About Sex
& Depression we decided to expand upon that and share our thoughts with the
world.

 

PSA: An Open Letter to Folks in the Sex & Depression
Conversation
 
It’s heartening to see so many people talking about sex and depression, sharing
their experiences, normalizing this topic that can be so scary and isolating for
so many people – that is amazing. We are both thrilled by the increase in
discourse!

What is a bit alarming, however, is the practice of drug-promoting. Let us
explain…

We often say that when we talk about sex and depression we are standing at the
intersection of two taboo topics. When we decide to talk about sex on the
internet we have a huge responsibility to our audience. Unlike if we were
writing about, say, fashion, we are dealing with a very vulnerable audience, an
audience that is looking to us for the answers to questions they are afraid to
ask. We have a responsibility to not lie to them. A responsibility to not make
them feel bad about themselves (the world does enough of that already), to do
our homework so we can provide accurate information, to be good at our jobs,
to be worthy of their trust. When we decide to add mental health to the
conversation we are increasing our responsibility exponentially because the
vulnerability of our audience increases. Keeping that in mind is vital.

https://twitter.com/pinkness
http://www.redheadbedhead.com/5-tips-writing-sex-depression/


It may seem like no big deal to say “I fixed my problem with this drug” but let’s
open that up a bit.

Who are you saying that to? You are saying that to a reader who is dealing with
sexual dysfunction brought on by depression and/or its treatment – someone
who is looking for answers. You are saying it to someone who feels broken. You
are speaking with authority. You have a shiny website. Most importantly you
claim to have solved the very problem they have – you have their answer. Now
they think they need to go get the drug you have recommended.

So what happens when their insurance doesn’t cover that drug and they, who
are already feeling like life is beating them down, are dealt another blow? What
happens when they go to their doctor and she tells them that drug is completely
wrong for them because it doesn’t fit their symptoms and now they feel more
powerless than they did before? What happens when when they take that drug
and it doesn’t work for them leaving feeling even more broken than when they
came to your site to begin with? What happens then? These are all the things
you need to think about before you announce that you have the “answer” with a
brand name and a dosage amount.

Similarly, the practice of comments field drug suggesting (ex. “Why don’t you
just take ______?” “The only good thing for that is _____.” or even “Just switch
drugs!”) is problematic.

Why? Because it calls into question the ability of the person dealing with
depression to make choices about their own body. It adds another person telling
them what to do. It takes away a part of their bodily autonomy. Depression robs
people of their bodily autonomy, their agency, in a huge way – it acts like an
unwanted parasite on a host body- and by telling people who may be happy with
their drug apart from this one side effect that (duh!) they just need to switch
you are stomping on what little control they have left. Further, as all our bodies
are different, you have no business telling them what drug will work for them
because you do not know – what worked for you (or your sister, or your friend,
or whatever) may not work for them at all. Finally, when we do things like this
on the internet we are doing three things:



1. Contributing to a confusing conversation where (often) multiple people are offering
differing accounts of what THE answer is. This is unhelpful

2. Announcing an answer to all the world – this isn’t the same as making a suggestion to
your friend. This is the internet- you are making this suggestion to EVERYONE.

3. Shaming the person you are making the suggestion to. Yes, yes, you didn’t intend to.
You thought you were helpfully passing on the name of something you have heard
helps but people with depression get hundreds of those suggestions and eventually
they all start to sound like “YOU’RE DOING IT WRONG!” “WHY AREN’T YOU WORKING
HARDER TO FIX THIS?!” “YOU HAVE TO TRY!”

The thing is, this is hard, important, necessary work and it comes with ethical
standards that are higher than other forms of sex writing. You can’t review a
drug like you do a vibrator. This can’t be a topic one jumps into because it’s hot
and they want to capitalize on a hashtag – you have to be ready to work on this
when it isn’t trending. This is hard, important and necessary work and when
one person handles it indelicately it costs many of us the trust of the world –
trust we have to work on building back up. We have to, en masse, accept the
responsibility that comes with opening up this conversation. This is hard,
important, necessary work and we’re thrilled to be doing it together.

-Crista Anne & JoEllen Notte



 PERSONAL ESSAYS 

  My personal experiences have served as a HUGE
motivation for my depression-related work. Here are
some of the times I talked about how depression has

affected me personally. 

- -

- -



The time Celexa ate my brain: How
9 days on 1 drug screwed with my
mind, job and sex 

This post was written in October, 2012 and marks

the very first time I wrote about sex and

depression.

Look through my posts from last week. Go
ahead, I’ll wait. Notice anything? I’ll help you
out- I didn’t say squat last week. I re-posted
an old piece and ran an infographic. Now,
while the re-post was a very timely piece I love and the info-graphic is super-
cool I think we can all agree it’s not like me to have nothing to say. So, what
gives? Well, you’ll have to excuse me- Celexa ate my brain.

 

How this started

It all began about a month ago when my home became infested with mice. Now,
as has been previously mentioned, I fancy myself something of a BAMF but
rodents are my Kryptonite. Add to this my hippe landlady’s laisez-faire
approach to pest control, my history of clinical depression (under control with
medication, therapy and supervision) and a week when life came at me kind of
full force (I developed a weird eye infection, an ongoing injury flared up, I got
several pieces of bad news consecutively etc.. you know, life) and I began to feel
a bit unhinged, my anxiety was off the charts, I felt myself turning into the
“bad me” I remember from the dark days of my depression. Because of my
history this scared me and sent me to the doctor who immediately prescribed
meds. Now, I don’t know why I never learn that the doctor will always answer
with more meds (remember, I’m already medicated) but I am surprised every
time it happens.

 

 

http://www.redheadbedhead.com/a-year-and-change-later/


Why I took it

So, that’s the story of how we got there. Now, I had been thinking about anti-
depressants and sex ever since I read “The 2 weeks of my sex life I lost to Zoloft”
by Epiphora which reminded me of my years-long experience on that drug back
when I didn’t know better. I questioned my doctor extensively and was assured
that sexual side-effects, in fact most side effects, apart from drowsiness that
would be dodged by taking the drug at night, were extremely rare. I was scared
but my fear of back-sliding into the pit of depression out-weighed my drug fear
and I started taking a half dose.

 

Cue brain eating

From day 1 I found myself yawning uncontrollably but I figured it would pass
once I got used to the drug and while the yawning did go away it was replaced
with what I can only describe as tiredness in my brain, mentally I had no
capacity for anything.  Admittedly I wasn’t anxious anymore but that was
mostly because I wasn’t anything anymore. I didn’t want to write, I didn’t want
to go to work, I didn’t really want to do anything and my head wanted to lay
down a lot. At this point I got called in for a meeting at work because frankly,
you can’t just be a shit-show on the job and have folks not notice. This killed me
because I love my job! I get to teach people stuff all the time, I love it but even I
knew I was, at the moment, sucking at it. Zombies don’t make good educators.

 

When it clicked

8 days after I started the drug I had a date with someone I see semi-regularly.
That evening I realized I couldn’t have an orgasm. It was bizarre, there was
some build-up and I could see where the orgasm would have been but no dice. It
was like my orgasm was waving at me from the other side of a window. After
my partner left I decided to break out the big guns and try on my own (it was
only then that I realized  I hadn’t been interested in masturbating for the last
week-weird) . But nothing doing, there was no orgasm for me. Not by hook or by
crook, not by human or by Hitachi.  Something was very, very wrong in Who-
ha-ville.

http://www.heyepiphora.com/2012/09/the-2-weeks-of-my-sex-life-i-lost-to-zoloft/
http://www.heyepiphora.com/


Finally, the next morning, en route to a 10 am appointment I thought about how
happy I was to have the rest of the day off and how I couldn’t wait to get home
and lie down. I had been up for about an hour and a half. I realized I was
reminding myself of someone. Remember the “bad” me I mentioned a while
back? Well, she wasn’t just about crazy emotions, she was about lethargy and
inertia too and the thing that scared me the most was the realization that
during the period of time years ago that I was depressed and plagued with this
same lethargy I was feeling now I was taking Zoloft, a drug in the same class of
drugs as Celexa. Suddenly I began to question not only what I was feeling now
but the entire year of our twenties I and my then partner lost to my inability to
move from my couch, to me not thinking about sex and feeling nothing when
we had it. I was pissed.

 

How it stopped

I went home and went to the internet and found it full of accounts of what folks
called “Celexa brain fog” and loss of sexual function and what’s more I found a
bunch of writers, musicians and artists who said their creative selves all but
died on this drug. (To be clear, while I and other people have had this experience
I also came across countless accounts of people for whom this drug was a
“godsend” and “perfect” – our bodies are all different, don’t judge Celexa or
Zoloft by my experiences) My next appointment with the doctor was still 3
weeks away and there was no way I was going to live like this for 3 more weeks.
Now, I was supposed to double my dose at day seven but never did because I felt
like a zombie on the half dose so I was still taking the “ramp-up” dose. I did
something that I don’t recommend, I don’t suggest and I’m not endorsing,
please follow your doctor’s instructions, I stopped taking Celexa entirely. I then
proceeded to sleep 20 hours between 8pm on Friday and 7am on Sunday (the
time change helped me out there) How did this go? On Saturday I had some
nausea and was still sleepy and on Sunday I felt the best I have felt in months. I
am not kidding, I felt amazing. I went into work and I was smiling so much that
one of my co-workers said “Is that smile for a reason or is it just a good
Sunday?”

 



What now?

So, I’ve decided that what I really want is to stay balanced without any more
medication. I took a good hard look at my lifestyle and these are the things I
realized affect my emotional state and the steps I’m taking to get them working
in a way that’s more conducive to me feeling good:

1. In the time of the mouse infestation I was all but living in coffee shops and diners,
anywhere with free wifi and I wasn’t keeping food in my house, the result of all this is
that my diet sucked. Even in the best of times I eat a lot of sugar and bread and less
things that grow. So, I’ve been working on a more plant-based diet, I know I feel better
when I eat that way. I’m keeping food on hand and making sure I have at least one fruit
& veggie based meal a day.

2. I had been slacking on my vitamins and not drinking as much water as I should. The
vitamins are laid out and I’m now keeping a water bottle both at home and at work.

3. I have long known that I should be sleeping more. I’m aiming for 8 hours a night, I’ve
been getting 7 frequently.

4. A bunch of upheaval in the last year has led to my in-town support system shrinking
substantially so I haven’t been talking, not even about issues or anything, sometimes I,
introvert that I am shut down, stay home and don’t talk for a day or two. So, I’m trying
to remember that the phone is not entirely evil, its a work in progress.

5. The flip side of that has been the dating- since my latest adventure in online dating
started I have been dating a lot and sometimes, frankly, more than I’ve wanted to. I
start feeling like if I’ve talked to someone a bit then I “should” meet them and then I get
worried about their expectations and it all gets to be a bit much. I have taken a little
dating/sex break. My mind and body both need it. I’m also considering taking down
and re-tooling my online profile, right now I attract a lot of “hey baby, let’s screw” and
that makes me angry- I think it’s time to uncheck the “casual sex” box

6. I’m not terrific at asking for what I need whether it’s asking my landlady to get the
mice out of my house or asking someone to have coffee with me because I’m lonely I
tend to shy away from it and try to tough things out alone. I’m remembering, as we all
should, that you don’t get what you need if you don’t ask. Play the fortune cookie game
with this one, add “in bed” to the end.It totally works and is 100% true.

That’s the whole story folks, I’m so happy to be back to myself! Thank you all for
reading and, in the case of today, listening.

xoxo -RHBH

 



What Mentally Ill Looks
Like
October 2, 2015
 

I had planned on writing about sex this week (you know, like a sex writer) but
then my state was hit with a tragedy yesterday. Another shooter, another
school, another round of debates as to how people should get to have guns
because, rights. 

  

Then it happened, the thing that always happens when folks want to ignore the
gun conversation, the racism conversation, the misogyny conversation, hell,
whatever conversations we really need to be having and when the shooter is
sufficiently light-skinned (because, let’s not bullshit here) – the conversation
turned to mental illness.

Suddenly there’s an explanation! Guns are safe you see, it’s just those unsafe
mentally ill people that are the problem. Suddenly the term “mentally ill” is
being flung around as a slur. Why? Because it’s the bad guy. Mental illness is the
scapegoat. Then even the anti-gun people start doing it. Arguments like “Well   

http://www.cnn.com/2015/10/01/us/oregon-college-shooting/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2012_Aurora_shooting
http://www.latimes.com/nation/nationnow/la-na-nn-church-shooting-updates-htmlstory.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2014_Isla_Vista_killings
http://articles.latimes.com/print/2007/dec/06/nation/na-mall6
http://articles.latimes.com/2012/aug/06/nation/la-na-nn-suspect-sikh-shooting-named-20120806
http://www.latimes.com/nation/nationnow/la-na-nn-washington-navy-yard-shootings-20130916-story.html
http://www.latimes.com/nation/nationnow/la-na-nn-fort-hood-shooting-20140402,0,799195.story
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2015_Chapel_Hill_shooting


gun control would keep guns out of the hands of crazy people!” happen. People
talk about making registries where we track everyone with a mental illness, like
mental illness = dangerous criminal. Pictures of wild-eyed shooters get trotted
out (I’m not posting any of them, because fuck those guys) and everyone feels
safer because this was an isolated crazy person.

We’ve had 294 isolated “crazy” people so far this year. We’re 275 days into the
year.

Now, I’m not going to talk to you about why this is the wrong argument to have
because that’s not really my wheelhouse and other people have already done it
better than I ever could. What I am going to do is talk to you about the harm
these arguments are causing the people around you (yes, YOU).

I had to hide from social media today because it was breaking my heart to see
people I like and respect, people who I know like and respect me, flinging
around terms like “mentally ill” and “mental illness” as though they are
synonymous with “violent”, “out of control”, “dangerous”, “killer”. Here’s the
thing: I am mentally ill. I have a mental illness. I’m willing to bet several people
you know are too. We have talked before about how the language we use can
perpetuate the stigma around mental illness and make it harder for people to
ask for the help they need, well this is that times a million.

The last time I visited my parents my mom and I talked about something I had
completely forgotten: When I was 20 a doctor tried to diagnose me with
depression (this was 5 years before I started being treated) and we all freaked
out and left his office pissed off. Why? Because we were outraged that he would
suggest there was something mentally wrong with me– I wasn’t crazy! See, the
stigma got me too. People avoid the treatment they need because of what the
world tells them the diagnosis means and every time you casually refer to a
murderer as “crazy” or say “mental illness” like it explains horrific violence
you are reinforcing that impulse.

I’ve watched this happen too many times now and I’m sad, I’m angry, and I’m
tired. I’m tired of letting dudes with guns shape the image of mental illness, I’m
tired of hearing something that so many of us deal with on a daily basis talked
about like it makes us horrible, scary, dangerous people, I’m tired of people not
getting the support they need because they are afraid of being seen as “crazy”,   
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I’m tired of people thinking that mental illness looks like wild-eyed murderers.  

 So, today I’m here to show
you another face of
“mentally ill”. I want to
leave you with some
images of a mentally ill
person that have nothing to
do with guns, violence or
murder and so maybe, just
maybe the next time you
want to explain away
violence by blaming it on
mental illness you’ll think
twice. Mentally ill people
look like me, they look like
you, they look like your
friends and family. There’s
no template for what
mental illness looks like or for what kind of person it affects.

 I am JoEllen Notte. I live with depression and anxiety. I am what mentally ill
looks like. 

    

- -



All The Times I Should Have Left My
Terrible Therapist
 

. For four years, 2007-2011, I saw a therapist mostly weekly with some periods of
monthly visits when she thought I was “doing better”. Something that became
very clear to me in 2011 in the months before my marriage ended and my
father died (at the same time) was that this woman was a bad therapist. At least
for me. Looking back now, 5 years later, I remember nothing of value from our
sessions but I remember several hurtful and traumatic episodes. At the time I
was struggling pretty hard and didn’t understand that what was happening was
wrong. That got me thinking about how many other people might be having
similarly painful, frustrating, disempowering experiences with people who are
supposed to be helping them.  So, today we’re looking at several of the times I
should have left my terrible therapist in the hopes that you can learn from my
mistakes.

I should have left my terrible therapist when she… 
 

…. ignored everything she knew about me and continued one of the roughest
patterns in my life.

After becoming intimately familiar with my life story which was full of me
settling and putting other’s needs first, she condescendingly told me I needed to
learn to compromise. The thing I needed to settle on? I was moving and, out of
the blue, she suggested I may, for no apparent reason need to live in the far-
flung suburbs rather than the city I had waited two years to move to. There was
no reason this was true. She literally just continued a lifelong pattern of people
telling me that the reasonable things I’m trying to achieve were unreasonable
for me.

Now, your therapist may not always say stuff you like and they may deliver
some tough love but if you find yourself in a situation where your therapist is
forcefully expressing their opinion and it feels like they are actively rooting   



against you, those are big red flags. This happened in the first month or two of
seeing this woman and I was in such bad shape that I didn’t see the giant
flashing warning sign there.

 

… offered to make things easier when I was super-depressed and then guilted
me for accepting the offer

During a particularly bad episode I was struggling with leaving the house,
traveling over to her office, you know, the usual. My therapist mentioned we
could do sessions by phone if I needed to. A day came when I just couldn’t leave
the house so I called her. I was greeted with a cold, stilted voice and treated to a
lecture about how this really upset her day and was problematic for her
billing. Now I’m willing to say that maybe I misunderstood something about
the offer and screwed up but the tactless handling of this situation always
seemed kind of absurd to me.”It seems there was a misunderstanding, if you
want to do your session by phone here’s how that works” would have done the
job without pushing the actively depressed client further down the spiral.

I think many of us live with the fear of accepting help only to find that people
get angry/resent us for doing so. I don’t expect my therapist to be a mind reader
but I do expect her to be aware of things like how hard it is to ask for such an
accommodation when dealing with depression and to endeavor to handle
things without exacerbating that issue. This is a big enough fear out in the
world, you shouldn’t encounter it in your therapist’s office.

 

… refused to help me with the root of my issues

I told her I wanted to work on the fact that I didn’t like myself and never had
because that was adversely affecting my life. She denied there was an issue and
tried to explain away the effects of my self hatred rather than working on it at
all (“I’m not filling my classes because I can’t promote myself, because I hate
myself” “Oh, well you know the economy is bad, that’s probably what’s
happening”).  



This was about a year in and after it happened I went into to work and told my
boss about it. She immediately advised me to dump my therapist. I did not.
Partially I think because I hated myself and partially because, depression and
the way it makes everything so damn hard. It was a big deal for me to psych
myself up to ask her to work with me on my self-hatred, and when she refused
it was hugely disempowering. The very moment I should have walked away, I
felt the least equipped to do so.

Long story short, if you go to your therapist and ask to work on an issue and
they blow you off, get a new therapist.

 

… told me that meeting someone else’s sexual needs was my duty

Upon hearing me talk about not wanting to sleep with my husband, she
delivered a speech about the importance of doing things to please our partners.
This advice was repeated several times with no real attempt to look at why I
didn’t want to sleep with my partner. I felt disempowered, unimportant, and
like I was constantly failing. I remember thinking about The Stepford Wives a
lot at the time because the whole thing made me feel like I had no control and
my feelings didn’t matter. It was incredibly disturbing, frustrating, and,
frankly, scary. Towards the end I started having recurring rape dreams.

A big chunk of why I advise people with depression not to heed advice to “just
do it” is this experience, the thought of other folks with depression being made
to feel like I felt during that time is unbearable to me.  Your therapist is there to
help you function as you, not to help you give other people what they want.

 

… dismissed my dreams AND made me feel selfish and lazy

I confessed the thought, in the back of my head, that I’d like to stop being a
personal trainer one day and maybe become a writer and her response was “You
know, you can’t just live off [partner] for your whole life”. This one was bonus
fun because I think I earned the majority of my household’s money that
year (by a tiny margin but still, in context, it matters). This woman had a  



special   gift for bringing my fears to life. I live in fear of being selfish and/or
lazy and with one sentence she made me feel like I was both. Also, like I was
totally trapped in the life I had at that moment. No future for me.  

So, yeah, sometimes you’ll come out of therapy feeling awful. There are
revelations and realizations and crying jags, it happens. You should NEVER
come out feeling worse because of things your therapist has said that serve no
purpose. Her words weren’t meant to move me forward or explore anything ,
hell, they weren’t even based in truth. This was the moment it should have
become clear that this woman was not on my team, it wasn’t though. That came
a little later.

 

… made it clear she was definitely not on my team

I realized the way my partner talked to me routinely made me feel awful about
myself. I brought it up to my therapist and she told me I should look at what I
was doing to motivate him to say those things. At this point I actually asked her
if my husband was secretly slipping her cash. I was only kind of kidding when I
asked that because I couldn’t find any other reason that everything I talked to
her about seemed to come back to taking care of him and not me. The pattern
had become pronounced enough that I felt like there had to be an explanation.
It was like my therapy had become about making me a more compliant partner.
My own issues were not improving.

This may sound obvious but just in case, if you feel like your therapy
continually focuses on pleasing other people while you don’t progress at all.
GET OUT.

 

… made sure I knew exactly who was to blame for my situation. Spoiler alert: It
was me

 I went in and told her I thought I didn’t want to be married anymore and she
agreed with me that my relationship was deeply flawed “but you were just so
determined to get married!” This one was especially brutal as it was a behavior
I’m intimately familiar with. A key figure in my life does this out of fear of
being blamed for things. The result is usually incredibly, though  



unintentionally, hurtful as it usually involves blame being tossed at me in a
time of crisis. The worst part is there’s no need for anyone to be blamed, It’s just
about needing support and in the rush to make sure everyone knows it’s not
their fault people, like my shrink, end up making the whole thing worse.

Now admittedly, when I got married I was looking for something to solve a
bunch of shit in my life and kind of thought that might do it. But two big things
here: 1. I definitely did not need that hurled at me in the scary moments when I
was realizing my marriage was probably going to end and 2. If she, as my
therapist, knew that at the time maybe that would have been something to work
on! I’m not assigning blame here, but I do tremendously resent the way this
whole situation went down.

This was the last time I saw this therapist.

Shortly after that incident I went to a friend’s house, got very drunk, and told
them what I had been thinking about my marriage and what had been going on
in therapy. To this day I can still hear them say “Well, I can’t tell you what to do
about your marriage but you definitely need to dump your therapist” and I did.
My partner and I started marriage counseling (With a woman who had a lazy
eye and would have us sit on either side of her. I could never tell which of us she
was looking at unless she fully turned her head. I really need someone to put
that image in a book/movie/something) and that counsellor referred me to the
place that matched me with the woman who turned out to be the best therapist
I’ve ever had (though my new one is shaping up to be pretty awesome). She got
me through my divorce, the death of my father, the year I spent sleeping with
anyone I could get my hands on, launching my site, and leaving Boston. It’s
been 4 years since I moved away and I still miss her.

My old therapist called me once after I stopped going. I remember her message
saying something like “the last time we met you were considering making some
big changes and I was wondering if you had decided to go ahead with that”
because I immediately thought “yeah, I did” and pressed “delete”.
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more at RedheadBedhead.com

There's a whole lot more where this came from!
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