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If you broke your hand, you would go to the hospital to get a cast. If you had a really bad

stomach ache, you would go to the doctor. But where would you go if the issue was in your

head?Breaking Free is a compilation of short stories on mental health topics and ways to

handle them. Topics covered throughout the book include depression, anxiety, bipolar,

anorexia, OCD, schizophrenia, and more. Each story covers a seperate mental health condition

with a relatable character who undergoes their own individual journey of self-discovery, self-

acceptance and personal growth.In a time when the mental health stigma still has a strong grip

over the world, Breaking Free attempts to loosen that grip by showing you that:It's okay to not

be okay.Having a mental illness doesn't make you crazy, uncool or weak.You don't have to feel

ashamed.You are not alone.It shows you that you don't have to settle for less just because you

have a mental illness and that you can break free from any obstacle that's holding you back.

Because as long as you have fight inside of you, you have the strength to break free.Break

Free from the fear, guilt and shame.Break Free from the little voice inside your head saying

you're not good enough.Break Free from the mental health stigma.

About the AuthorSara Shepard graduated from NYU and has an MFA from Brooklyn College.

She currently lives in Tucson, Arizona. Sara's Pretty Little Liars novels were inspired by her

upbringing in Philadelphia's Main Line.--This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition

of this title.
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Oval,Rochestown CorkFor everyone out there who are fighting monsters unbeknownst to the

world…Disclaimer:The illnesses portrayed in this book are just examples of how a mental

illness can reveal itself to the world. They are not the only way someone can suffer from one.

Mental illness affects everyone differently. If you feel that you can relate to any of the stories in

this book and may have a mental illness, I advise you to go to a doctor and get a professional

opinion.There is nothing more powerful than the human mind. It can create planes to fly across

the world and build skyscrapers so high that they stand amongst the clouds. It can write awe-

inspiring books, paint magnificent pictures and play breath-taking music. It can win Nobel

prizes and give people the belief that they can be anyone they want to be and do anything they

want to do in life. It can change the world.The human mind is capable of many great and

amazing things. But it is also capable of enduring a lot of suffering and hardships. Fear, doubt

and self-hatred, are all emotions people endure every single day. Pain is a part of life, and it is

natural and necessary for personal growth. What is not natural is hiding this pain. It is not right

to hide your pain and pretend to yourself that everything’s okay when your mind is giving you a

sign that you need help.So, I ask you as you’re about to read this book, if you were

experiencing mental health issues would you speak out and ask for help? Or would you hide

your suffering from the world and go on with your life as though nothing was wrong, and

everything was okay?ContentsSelf-HarmBipolar

DisorderAnxietyDepressionAnorexiaPhobiasSchizophreniaAddictionAttention Deficit

Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD)BigorexiaBorderline Personality Disorder

(BPD)BullyingBulimiaPsychosisPost-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)Obsessive-Compulsive

Disorder (OCD)Rules to Follow for Better Overall Mental Health:My Thoughts on the Mental

Health StigmaAdvice to People Fighting Mental IllnessWhy I Wrote this BookPoetry on Mental

Illness and Questions:QuestionsFinal ThoughtsAcknowledgementsSelf-HarmMerlyn’s

StoryShe screams and shouts and punches the wall,But to stand back up, first she must

fall.Merlyn was a talented young girl who was the apple of her mother’s eye and Daddy’s little

girl. She lived life with a sense of wonder and would always be seen with a smile. She loved to

dance, and she loved to sing. “When I grow up, I’m going to be a famous singer!” she would

say. “Everyone will be singing my songs!”One day, Merlyn came home from school and was

sad for no reason. She had had a good day in school, so she didn’t know why she was so sad.

“It’s a beautiful day outside. I’m supposed to be out there enjoying myself in the garden. I’m

supposed to be having the time of my life. So why am I so sad?” she asked herself.The next

day when Merlyn came home, she was sad again for no reason. She was sad the day after

that, and the day after that. Eventually she came home from school feeling sad every day! She

was spending her time in her room alone, crying every day and wishing she could just be

happy again. She was beginning to hate herself for being sad all the time and had started to

take her low moods out on her mam and dad by shouting at them. She was sad and angry at

the same time, and she didn’t know why.Merlyn began to spend more and more time in her



room. The only company she had were her toys on her bed. But even they weren’t enough to

stop her from getting sad and angry. One day, she looked at one of her teddy bears and

screamed at the top of her lungs. She picked up the teddy and threw it against the wall. Then

she picked it up and tugged on its arm as hard as she could. She pulled, and she pulled until it

came off!Merlyn looked at her toy and couldn’t believe what she had just done – she had torn it

in two! She felt guilty, because she had just destroyed one of her most treasured possessions,

but at the same time she felt a little relieved. Merlyn’s heart was racing, and she was panting.

Suddenly she didn’t feel sad or angry anymore. She went to bed and slept through the whole

night.The next night, Merlyn felt sad again as she sat alone in the silence of her room. Tears

slowly started running down her soft cheeks and she brushed them away with her hands. She

didn’t want to feel like this. Suddenly, she grabbed a book from the book shelf and threw it

against the door. She picked up the lamp on her bedside table and flung it to the other side of

the room. She turned around quickly to grab another object, but as she turned around, she

smacked her arm against the side of the table. She let out a scream of pain. It hurt so much!

She sat down on her bed and looked at her arm. It was throbbing with pain. Her arm was bright

red and she cradled it close to her body.As she held her arm, Merlyn realised something she

did not expect. Although she was in pain, she felt a little relieved. A small smile spread across

her face. The sadness that she had been feeling all day was suddenly gone. Merlyn got up and

picked up the lamp and book she had thrown. Then she got ready for bed.The next day at

school, Merlyn was sitting in class studying English. She was sitting beside her best friend,

Bella. The teacher was telling the class to open page twenty of their English books. Merlyn was

about to turn the page when a heavy sadness came over her. Before she knew it, she was

fighting the urge to cry. There was no way she was going to cry in front of the whole class. That

would be a nightmare!Then Merlyn remembered how hitting her arm against her bedside table

had helped make her sadness go away the night before. But she couldn’t hit her arm. She had

to try something else. Merlyn grabbed her right arm with her left hand. She dug her nails into

her skin as hard as she could. It was working! Then she started scratching her arm around the

same spot where she had dug her nails into. Her nails were sharp, and they were making her

skin bright red. Her frustration and sadness were leaving her, and she didn’t feel like crying

anymore. ‘Phew,’ she thought, ‘that was a close one. But I feel okay now.’When Merlyn was in

the kitchen that afternoon getting a glass of orange juice, she was wearing a t-shirt. Her mother

was cutting vegetables at the sink. She glanced over at Merlyn and noticed the red marks on

Merlyn’s arm where she had dug her nails into in class. “What happened your arm, Merlyn?”

she asked.“Oh, this?” Merlyn said, looking at the mark. “I hit it off the door in school by

accident.”“Okay, just be more careful next time,” Merlyn’s mother said.“I will. I promise.” That

was a close one for Merlyn. But her mom believed her lie – or so she thought.That night,

Merlyn put her music on as loud as it could go and locked her bedroom door. She was alone,

so no one would be able to hear her crying over the sound of the music. With her back against

the wall, she slowly slid down it, collapsing on the cold floor. She started to cry, and once she

had started, she couldn’t stop. She felt so empty. Everything felt so hopeless.Out of nowhere,

Merlyn became angry. She jumped up and screamed. She picked up an ornament from her

shelf and threw it against the wall. She paused and stared at her reflection in the mirror of her

bedroom wall. She hated the person who was looking back at her. Screaming, she grabbed

another ornament from the shelf and threw it at the mirror, smashing it into tiny pieces. Next,

Merlyn started punching the wall as hard as she could. She punched it again and again, until

her knuckles were red. She could see blood seeping through the cracked skin of her knuckles.

It calmed her. It made her stop.Merlyn went to the bathroom and ran warm water over her



hand. She looked at her reflection in the mirror. Her eyes were still red from crying. “I hate you,”

she whispered to it.She returned to her room, lay down on her bed and buried her head in her

pillow, sobbing quietly to herself. She didn’t leave the room until the next day.“Merlyn, we’re

going to the movies! Get ready! If you hurry up, I’ll even buy you popcorn!” Merlyn’s mom

called from downstairs.“What are we going to see?” Merlyn yelled back.“I think you’ll like it, it’s

called Wonder Woman,” her mother replied.At the cinema, Merlyn watched in amazement as a

female superhero flew around the world saving people from the gigantic, evil monsters who

were trying to take it over. Wonder Woman was stronger than one hundred men combined. She

used her powers for good and not evil.“But mom, I thought that girls couldn’t be superheroes?

They’re not big and strong like boys!” Merlyn said.“Don’t listen to anyone who ever says that,”

her mother replied, “Girls can be superheroes just as much as boys can. And Wonder Woman

is here to remind you of that.”“Wow!” Merlyn gasped, still amazed at the movie she had just

seen. “When I grow up, I want to be just like Wonder Woman! I want to save people from the

monsters trying to take over the world, just like her!”“You will,” her mother said, beaming at

her.On the way home from the movies, Merlyn and her mother stopped at the shops for Merlyn

to get a poster of Wonder Woman. The poster showed Wonder Woman fighting big, terrifying

monsters, with burning buildings behind them. Merlyn loved Wonder Woman because Wonder

Woman wasn’t afraid of anything!“Merlyn, listen to me now,” her mother said. “Everyone has a

monster living inside of them, but everyone has a superhero living inside of them too, to stop

that monster. I know sometimes life can get hard, but those hard times help us to become

much stronger than we were before the hard times. Every time you feel sad, remember these

words, and it will remind you to be strong.”“I will. I promise,” Merlyn replied.The next night,

Merlyn was sad and angry again for no reason and she didn’t know what to do. She looked at

her arm and thought about digging her nails into her skin or scratching her arm, so her pain

and sadness would go away. She grabbed her arm and closed her eyes. She remembered the

words her mother told her – that she had a superhero living inside of her who would give her

strength when she needed it most.Merlyn opened her eyes and let go of her arm. She wasn’t

going to dig her nails into it. She looked up at the new poster of Wonder Woman that she had

gotten just a couple of hours earlier. She gave it a confident smile. In that moment, Merlyn

knew that she was strong enough to take on anything the world threw at her. She swore that

she would never dig her nails into her skin or hurt herself in any other way, ever again. And she

never did.Bipolar DisorderSteve’s StoryFrom the highest high to the lowest low,In your most

challenging times, your resilience will grow.Steve was an ambitious young boy who worked

hard at everything he did. He always liked challenging himself and getting better at anything he

tried. He would always help his parents clean up after dinner and always did his homework as

soon as he came home from school. He was happy at school and happy at home. He had no

worries! One year, this all changed.One day, Steve was lying in bed and didn’t want to get up.

This was unusual because he would normally be the first person to jump out of bed with a

smile on his face every morning. When Steve’s mom went into his room that morning to wake

him up to get ready for school, Steve lied and said he had to stay in bed because he had a

pain in his tummy. This was not like him to lie to his mother.“What’s wrong with me?” Steve

sighed, “I don’t want to get out of bed. I don’t want to do anything today. What’s the point in

getting out of bed? I’m just going to stay here all day.” When Steve did get up, he didn’t talk to

anyone, he just wanted to be on his own. He felt sad and empty for no reason. And he didn’t

like it at all.At school, Steve didn’t want to do anything.“What’s wrong?” Michael asked him one

day, “you don’t seem like yourself.”“Nothing, I’m fine,” Steve replied. But Steve wasn’t fine. He

wasn’t fine at all. When all his friends were playing games at lunchtime, Steve wandered



around the school on his own with his head down and his hands in his pockets. He couldn’t pay

attention in class. His head felt heavy. He felt lonely, even though he was surrounded by all of

his friends.At home, Steve wouldn’t eat a single bite of dinner. He would grab a handful of

biscuits and chocolate bars and go straight up to his room. He had no energy and didn’t have

any interest in playing his favourite games. Sometimes when he was in his room, he would cry

for no reason. He didn’t want to talk to anyone and only wanted to be on his own. He just

watched movie after movie, alone in his bedroom, until it was time for bed. He felt sad like this

for weeks.One morning, Steve woke up and jumped out of bed. He felt so alive! “I’m the king of

the world!” he shouted as he ran down the stairs as fast as he could.“Steve, get back here

immediately! You forgot to put on a t-shirt!” his mother cried as Steve headed towards the

door.“I don’t care! I can do anything! I’m invincible! Whee!” Steve shouted as he ran outside

into the garden and started running up and down in zigzag patterns, with his arms outstretched

as if he were an aeroplane. He felt like he was unstoppable. He felt so alive! It was the best

feeling in the world.Later that week in school, Steve suddenly jumped out of his seat during

class. “Let’s go outside and play in the sun! Isn’t outside beautiful?” he roared. “Why waste time

in class when we can play outside!” and he ran out of the classroom.“He seems happier,” Bella

said to Michael, “but the teacher will want to talk to him after school for that!”When Steve was

outside, he ran around the schoolyard laughing. He had never felt so happy.That night, when it

was time for bed, Steve wasn’t tired and couldn’t fall asleep. “I don’t want to fall asleep, I’m not

tired!” he moaned as he hopped out of his bed to play with his games. When he grew bored of

playing with them, he started jumping on his bed! He laughed more and more with every jump.

He stopped when his mother came into the room.“Steve!” she roared, “it’s three o’clock in the

morning. Your father and I have work in the morning and you have school! Go to bed!” Steve

tucked himself under his blanket and fell asleep. He slept for an hour and a half. When he woke

up, he felt like he had gotten a whole night’s rest! He was wide awake and decided to hop out

of bed and play on his PlayStation until his alarm clock went off to remind him to get ready for

school.The next night, Steve was wide awake at two o’clock in the morning again. He took out

his pencils, colours and sketchpad, and started drawing. He drew picture after picture. Two

hours later he burst into his parents’ bedroom.“Mom! Dad! Look at the pictures I drew! What do

you think?!” he shouted.“Steve!” his father yelled. “It’s four o’clock in the morning! Go to

bed!”But Steve didn’t go back to bed - he played on his PlayStation again, and at seven o’clock

he knocked on his parent’s door to wake them up for work.“Wake up! Wake up!” he yelled,

banging the door. “It’s morning time and it’s time to get up!”Steve ran down the stairs as fast as

he could to have breakfast. He was still full of energy, even though he hadn’t slept a wink the

night before.Steve went into school giddy and excited. In class, he put his hand up for every

question the teacher asked. He spoke faster than usual and sometimes he even changed the

topic of the question the class was discussing.“Steve, we’re learning about Maths right now!”

his teacher cried, “We’ll discuss your Irish homework later!”Unfortunately, Steve didn’t stay

happy forever and he eventually became sad again. He stayed in his room all day and would

cry for no reason again. Then one day, he felt happy and free again. He thought he could fly as

he jumped through the air with excitement! He laughed at the smallest things and couldn’t sit

still. Then he became sad again. His moods changed like this throughout the year.Steve began

to grow frustrated with the changes in his mood. When he was happy, he loved it! He wanted to

stay like that forever. He felt like a superhero. He felt like he had superpowers and like he was

the only person in the world who had them. His friends said that he was too happy and excited

when he was like this around them. ‘How can someone be too happy?’ Steve wondered. But

when Steve was sad, he felt the opposite. He didn’t want to see any of his friends at all. He only



wanted to stay in his room and be alone. “When I’m happy, my friends don’t want to be around

me, and when I’m sad, I don’t want to be around them!” Steve sighed.Growing concerned,

Steve’s parents brought him to see a doctor. They explained to the doctor that Steve’s moods

changed from extremely happy where he didn’t want to sleep at all, to extremely sad where he

just wanted to sleep all day. When he was happy, Steve would think he had superpowers. He

would smile and laugh and run around all day and never get tired. When Steve was sad,

however, he would mope around a lot and not talk to anyone. He wouldn’t go out to play with

his friends and he just wanted to be on his own.“Hmm…” said the doctor, “It sounds to me like

Steve may have bipolar disorder.” The doctor turned to Steve and said, “Steve, sometimes

people get happy and sometimes they get sad. However, your happy is much happier than their

happy, and your sad is much sadder than their sad. It doesn’t mean that this is a bad thing. It

doesn’t mean that there’s something wrong with you. It just means that you’re a little bit

different, and I’m going to help you control your moods a little bit better than you are right

now.”The doctor gave Steve an envelope and told him to open it whenever he felt a little lost in

his life. That night, Steve was curious about the envelope that the doctor had given to him. He

decided to open it to see what was inside. In it, there was a piece of paper that read: From the

highest high to the lowest low, in your most challenging times your resilience will grow.Steve

wasn’t entirely sure what that meant but with the help of his doctor and his parents, he knew

that one day he would find out. He put the piece of paper away for safe-keeping until he

needed it again. The doctor had said that life would become difficult again and Steve knew he

would need to remember what was written on that piece of paper for when it did. He knew that

he would be seeing a lot of his doctor over the next few months, but he was excited about

learning more about bipolar disorder and the impact it could have on his life. Steve loved a

challenge and bipolar was no different, and he was ready to show the world just how resilient

he could be.
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