One step at a time  by Amber Meredith   
When she first arrived in Alice Springs Amber at times found it difficult to get by. Not knowing anyone
 in town didn’t help and she was too depressed to make friends. She says the best thing about MHACA 
was having somewhere to go and being able to make friends through the Women’s Group.  
Born in Launceston, Rachel "Amber" Meredith has spent the last 11 months in Alice Springs. During her short stay in Alice she has been involved in advocating for people with mental illness. The former high school teacher came to Alice for a break, a holiday and to spend time with family here; during this time she worked part time at Charles Darwin University. 


Amber is a woman of many talents and creative flair. She has worked as a semi-professional actor, has taught drama, is a writer and in her spare time enjoys reading, acting and swimming. She has been involved with MHACA both as a consumer, taking advantage of the Women’s Group times as well as having input as an advocate at our Mental Health Awareness Training sessions. She has spoken to the Salvation Army, presented a speech for Remote Area Nurses and was first to be interviewed for MHACA’s consumer video we are working on. 


Amber has experienced mild depression since age 15. However, she was still able to live a normal life and carry on with school, work commitments and relationships. By the end of 2002 she became unwell to the point where she couldn’t function anymore. Doctors saw her as exhibiting symptoms between bi-polar disorder and depression. "I agree I wasn’t experiencing mania or psychosis," she says, "so I couldn’t really be diagnosed as bi-polar. Yet, people with a straight out depression had a less complicated and turbulent time than I did. I was really emotionally unstable (when I was unwell) to the extent that I couldn’t live my life properly." 

She also found accessing services and getting help difficult because of the complexity of her illness. "I think it’s difficult in psychology when someone doesn’t neatly fit into a box. I was really off my head and it wasn’t easy." 


Amber says, the turning point in her life came after a suicide attempt, where she came close to losing her life. "I had to go to ICU. There was a risk I might die and I thought well, I’m either going to die or get better", she recalls. She realised that it was a close call and was shocked that things had become so life-threatening. 


After her time in hospital she made a conscious effort to get better. She started seeing a psychologist at Community Mental Health twice a week. She realised she needed to start taking responsibility for her physical health if she were to recover. She also made sure she made herself get out and socialise. As a sensitive and emotional person Amber also realised she would have to remove herself from stressful situations of conflict. She did this, focused on staying calm and regained the spiritual aspects of her life, such as prayer and meditation. "I was always forcing myself to do that little bit more,"she says. 


Now, Amber says she is cleared of depression and is trying to prevent it from reoccurring. "You know when you’re getting sick again. I learnt what works for me. I’m determined this isn’t going to happen again." Amber speaks for everyone who knows about the devastating effects a mental illness can have on the people around you. "It just doesn’t affect one person. It affects everyone who’s involved with you." 


She thinks too many people are slipping through the system because their illness isn’t considered bad enough. "There is not enough help to prevent people from reaching crisis point." 


Amber’s recovery was partly 
due to therapy and partly to do with staying on the same anti-depressant and reducing it as she started feeling better. She says there are the people who have biochemical problems and then there’s the "stress heads." Amber believes she was the latter. Psychological support helped her a lot since her cause was an emotional one. Amber has become a lot better at managing her emotions and challenging her thoughts through the help of Cognitive Behaviour Therapy. 


In Amber’s life, her tabby cat Kafka, or "Kaffy" as she calls him, has been just as important as the people in her life. "Animals don’t talk back to you!" It’s not surprising then that when asked what is the best thing about Alice, she says that it would have to be the birdlife. "It’s absolutely beautiful. I’ll definitely miss this part of Alice when I return to Hobart." 
