Toni Brace

Born in Liverpool into a huge Catholic family, my brother Peter, sister Natalie and I had a wonderful childhood. Our home on one of Liverpool's biggest council estates was always bursting with our friends and neighbours. At 16 I started working at a children's nursery while studying for my NVQ in childcare. I always wanted to go to America , I figured nannying was my ticket out there . Turns out I ended up in Italy instead, Moderna, home to balsamic vinegar and birthplace of Pavarotti. A family friend was out there already and the family were after another pair of hands. So off I went at 17 , never flown , waving my family off at the airport convinced Italy was my new home and I wouldn't be coming back! I lasted 6 months , the pay was terrible although the pasta was great - I came home a stone and a half heavier!
Once home and with itchy feet I decided to take a job in South Wales , selling caravans in Trecco Bay . The lady who ran the sales office was a family friend and most of the team were scousers , so off I went again . A few months later my two best friends came for a visit and we decided to sample the bars of Porthcawl . There, doing his best scouse accent to my friend Dawn was Andrew Brace . We fell madly in love and would spend the next 21 years together , bringing up 4 beautiful children.
Unfortunately in 2018 Andrew and I split up. It had been a very difficult couple of years leading up to the split , we lost a very close friend and I had a really bad accident which left me in a wheelchair for 2 months.
It was around this time that things started to get a little crazy . I was doing various network marketing jobs and selling tickets for personal development events in London. I was determined to continue to give my children the best of everything. Instead of working different jobs I should have been there for my children - not on the phone all day . With hindsight this is my biggest regret , although I know at the time I thought I was doing the right thing. Around this time friends and family started to comment on how busy I was , advising me to slow down a little. I took no notice ,convinced I was just doing my best for my children.
However the manic behaviour did not slow down , it sped up. I fell out with friends and family, fully believing that it was them who had a problem . My Dad suggested I may have Bipolar ( unbeknown to me he had been attending meetings for months ). We argued every time this came up , everyone would get upset and I'd be left feeling totally misunderstood.
A few months later - as a massive personal development fan ,I jumped at the chance to crew for Tony Robbins in New York . I had been to the Unleash your Power within event put on by Tony the April before , not long after Andrew and I split up . I was delighted when I got accepted, much to the dismay of my parents. They pleaded with me not to go , all the time insisting I wasn't myself.
Off to New York I went in my usual erratic style . I got to the airport late and literally had to run for the plane . As soon as I got through security I realised I had left my purse in the car . All I had was a credit card with no pin number - off I went regardless . I worked 2 of the 5 days that was expected of me . I spent hours just looping around the stadium or just roaming the streets of New Jersey. 5 days later , the day after all my friends had all arrived home I found myself in Bellveiw hospital , Manhattan. I arrived at the hospital with a bad foot and was quickly diagnosed with Bipolar , currently in the height of a manic episode.
My parents had been desperately trying to contact me but they finally found me after ringing around the hospitals in Manhattan. At the request of my Dad it was agreed that they would keep me in the hospital until my parents arrived to get me , not being in any state to look after myself . My Dad had just had heart surgery and couldn't get out to me for 2 weeks . I was placed on ward C3 , psychiatric ward for 16 long drug fueled days . I wanted to die .
Back home , severely depressed and still refusing to believe I had bipolar, I would not take my medication insisting I was fine. Dad continued to take me to my psychiatric appointments , travelling from Liverpool each time . I broke my parents heart. Also at this point my ex husband was refusing to let me see my children until I got a diagnosis and some help . He took me to court and got joint custody of our children. Looking back I would have done the same in his shoes.
Now diagnosed , medicated and extremely depressed, I began to watch everything I could find on Bipolar. I read countless books and hours of videos on you tube . Most of it scared the hell out of me although I had come across a few positive cases , in each account the name Kay Jamison kept popping up . I went to work on everything I could find about her . Kay is a professor of mood swings at Johns Hopkin university in Baltimore , she is also bipolar , like me she suffered manic highs and crippling lows . She had lost friends , spent money she didn't have , started endless projects and lived to tell the tale . This changed everything for me , she spoke about lithium , the importance of taking your meds and the devastating effects of stopping them. For the first time in a long while I felt there was hope , if she can lead a fulfilled and successful life then surely I could?
I started taking my meds , i stuck to regular sleep patterns , I walked in the rain and meditated when i could stay awake. I really started to believe that I had this . I kept myself in check and took each day at a time. Fast forward 4 years , my children are happy - mum is back to her lovely self . Some friendships have been rekindled, my relationship with Andrew and his family is slowly healing . I feel like i can finally breathe again , and look at me now ive just started Uni !

