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In her introduction to Headlands: New Stories of Anxiety, editor 
Naomi Arnold writes that anxiety – the disorder – is much more 
than feeling a bit nervy. It seems a bit obvious to me, a card-
carrying member of the most depressed generation of all time, but 
the statement highlights how recent the understanding of mental 
illness in this country has shifted. 

Anxiety is not butterflies in your stomach before an exam. It is a 
fear that sits with you even when there is nothing to be afraid of.
It’s totally irrational, which means that for many it’s excruciatingly 
difficult to explain away.

Headlands is a collection of essays from over 30 different 
contributors, focused on the writers’ experiences of anxiety – 
their tales of trauma, struggle, and healing. They’re an enjoyably 

voices; white-collar professionals, a former MP, and academics; 

and frontline mental health workers, teachers, and artists. The 
inclusion of a transcript of a conversation with  musician Rikki 
Gooch is a submission I admire; it’s an effective way to knock 
down the barriers around the written word.

Only a few authors sit with their symptoms of anxiety – like 
Ashleigh Young, who in Ghost Knife, describes an intrusive thought 
with a wonderful tone of resigned bemusement. Most other 
contributors write instead about their whole lives, and how anxiety 
roams around it. In Madeline Reid’s beautiful piece Worry People,
she notes that it’s only in the movies that one has the chance to 
reflect on illness. Life just moves on. There are some things that 
you just don’t have time to process.

Headlands effectively illustrates exactly how slippery and 
individual mental illness can be, but at the same time, creates 
a lovely, warm space in which similar experiences are held. I 
am fortunate to move in circles where mental health is openly 
discussed, so for me, Headlands was a welcome extension of that. 
I suspect that for other readers, Headlands may well be revelatory. 
Either way, it’s an extremely important entry into New Zealand’s 
non-fictional canon.
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