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I should mention at the outset of reviewing this book that I found when I looked through the table of 
contents that I do actually know a lot of people who have written essays in it. Normally I would 
exclude myself from reviewing it, but I did figure a little bit that if you’re looking at anxious writers in 
Wellington, the pool is only a certain size, right? And also the fact that this was a collection, and there 
were a lot of names in here as well who I don’t know and who aren’t writers.  
 
So I was very curious when I heard this book was coming out. I was really curious about what aspects 
of anxiety they would explore or what kind of tack the book would take because obviously there are a 
lot of different things you could do with it. It could be a self-helpy type book or a science book or 
whatever.  
 
What they’ve really focused on, rather than, as Naomi Arnold says in the introduction, coming up with 
solutions or conclusions, is really just looking at a whole bunch of different experiences of what having 
anxiety is actually like. And I think that’s really valuable in a couple of ways. One is for people who 
have anxiety to perhaps see themselves reflected back in a story that they haven’t [seen] in the media 
or pop culture before. I think it’s also a really valuable book for anyone who knows someone or who is 
related to someone who has anxiety or who they think might have anxiety, which is literally everyone, 
because I think there’s something like 20 percent of New Zealanders? 
 
Kathryn: One in five. One in five have a diagnosed mood or anxiety disorder.  
 
Yes, have sought help. And of course, there are a lot of people who don’t seek help. So you will know 
someone who has anxiety and I think even just those things that people sometimes think are 
rudeness or they get frustrated with, for example someone with anxiety who repeatedly doesn’t show 
up to things, or that sort of thing, and they start feeling like they’re going to take it personally. I think 
it’s really interesting to have the veil drawn aside and to see what people’s experiences of living with 
this are actually like.  
 
It’s also valuable because what they’ve tried really hard to do, and I think in most ways been 
successful, is to try and add a little bit of diversity to the conversation. For me as a 32-year-old white 
lady if I want to read about people like me who have anxiety even though there is still a lot of stigma 
about it, it is pretty easy for me to find those stories but for a young Māori person, a young Asian 
person or a young Pacific Island person or for older people and a whole range of other different 
stories, the kinds of people who aren’t represented in our ‘literary circles’ it can be hard to find those 
stories and Naomi here has tried really hard to get some of those in.  
 
Kathryn: So the contributors are a range of people some of whom are writers. Are they all 
writers? Who are we hearing from? 
 
Not all of them. There are some from our really established writers. There are some beautiful essays 
from Ashleigh Young, Hinemoana Baker, Danyl McLauchlan, where they’ve done those really multi-
strand literary essays where it’s a bit of history of the concept they’re talking about, there might be a 
couple of duelling narratives or whatever.  
 
Then there are some really great valuable pieces from up and coming young writers that tend to be a 
bit more diaryish. There are some beautifully written vignettes of what it’s like. Jess McAllen who I 
know does some work at Radio New Zealand as well has written a really beautiful take on what this 
one year of her life was like seeking treatment for anxiety and also living in this really terrible flat 
where mice crawled out of the walls at night and it didn’t contribute well to her mental state.  
 
And then the third category of people is people who aren’t writers at all. There is one interview in 
there with the musician Riki Gooch, there’s a piece from a young Māori [note: Zion Tauamiti is 
Samoan] social worker who clearly is just telling it exactly how he sees it in his work [with] young 
people who are suicidal or have anxiety.  
 
So it is a really good grab-bag and a real mix. Rebecca Priestley has talked about having anxiety 
while she was in Antarctica on a field trip and being in a tent in the middle of an ice shelf. And there is 



a lot of work with paradigms as well. I think for some people this will be quite challenging, and for 
others it will open their mind up to new thinking and opportunities, to consider what they think anxiety 
means, but people have written about anxiety through the paradigm of capitalism. Or there’s an 
interview with two academics who talk about the role of micronutrients in treating anxiety, which I 
know has been welcomed and is also quite controversial.  
 
It’s definitely not something to go to thinking ‘I’m going to reconcile myself with what anxiety is and 
how to fix it. But I think inadvertently, through people’s stories of what they did in order to cope with it 
a bit better, there are a lot of really interesting ideas and concepts that if you don’t mind going into the 
book with an open mind there are an awful lot of things that you can follow up afterwards. Even just 
people mentioning this one really helpful thing my therapist said to me was X and when a few different 
people say that over the course of the book it builds up quite an interesting profile.  
 
Kathryn: You made an important point which is just identifying with a lot of other people who 
are experiencing the same thing when it is an area that often has stigma and people are 
reluctant to talk about it. It begins to open that door and that permission for it being okay, you 
know? And okay to talk about it. Even that purpose, yes? 
 
That’s the best thing about this book, I think. Media depictions of anxiety are largely split into two. 
There’s the pop culture idea of anxiety which people think means being stressed out or having a hard 
day at work or whatever. It’s not. The word use is the same as people using “OCD” because they like 
vacuuming or whatever. It’s not the clinical term. And then at the other end, if someone’s in the news 
because they had anxiety, it’s normally because something catastrophic has happened. That’s the 
really, really severe end, people who are in hospital or whatever.  
 
Kathryn: This is the day-to-day lived experience.  
 
It is, and a lot of the time it’s more gentle stories. It’s just so valuable to see, I think.  


