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    INTRODUCTION


    ‘Midlife’ is one of those words that conjures all sorts of stereo-types that have to do with falling apart and acting out, but I was finding it a wonderful, fruitful time of my life.


    I was nowhere near perfect – nor am I now – but by the age of 45, I was feeling pretty confident about the choices I’d made, the things I’d learnt from my mistakes, and the way in which I had furnished my life and steered my career.


    Business was exciting. Travel was easy. My ideas were solid and workable. My client base was growing. My partners in business were enthusiastic. My friends and family were supportive.


    I had published four books and spoken to audiences around the world.


    And, despite a sharp eye forever trained on the unstable present, the problematic past and the unfathomable future – I am, after all, a futurist – I was feeling confident about who I was in this wild world.


    And then 2020 happened.


    I don’t really need to spell it out, do I? We were all there. We all saw doors creaking or slamming shut, blinds being pulled down, shutters padlocked. We all saw our lives shrink.


    If we’d never had to deal with our inner monsters before, we were suddenly doing dances with the devil we didn’t have the footwork for. If we thought we’d conquered our demons, we found them sliding out from under the bed in the terrible silence of those nights in the first lockdown when things were so quiet, we could hear our streetlamps buzz and our worst fears shrieking from some abandoned part of our brains.


    I’m not going to lie. None of the tools I had seemed right for the psychological job 2020 did on me. It was tough. And I had nowhere to go. Nothing to do. All my doing had come to a screeching halt. My engagements were cancelled, which meant that, on top of all the weirdness, I was stressing about whether I would ever work again.


    For a few years now, dictionaries have picked a word of the year, something that will define, in a way, what that year was like for humankind. What we were all thinking about in that year. But in 2020, the Oxford Dictionary refused to pick one word because the sheer number of new concepts that had entered our language made it impossible to choose. Some dictionaries chose ‘pandemic’. Others chose ‘lockdown’. But Oxford released a statement saying that the new wave of words that had entered the English language could only be honoured by scale, not by picking.


    We all came to bandy some of these words about as though they’d been around forever. Blursday (which described the feeling of not knowing which day of the week it was due to being cooped up at home). Flatten the curve (when last did you hear that?). Social distancing. Quarantine pod. Unprecedented. Isolate. Anthropause (to describe the effects on the environment when most of the world’s population wasn’t going out of their homes).


    What a bizarre time it was.


    I found it impossible to do nothing. I was forced to, but I just couldn’t. So, I started to think really hard. It’s a safe place for me to retreat to, this capacity to think about things, to try to connect the dots, to make sense of everything.


    Who do we become, I wondered, when the rug has been pulled out from under our feet? Who do we become when the world no longer makes sense?


    The fruits of all that thinking didn’t just get me through the crisis I found myself in but also became the content of the book you now hold in your hands – a book that is quite literally what is inside my head, as the cover shows.


    This is what I did to get myself through. In the process, the mist that had collected in my brain cleared and I was able, again, to envisage with vigour and enthusiasm.


    I know that what I’ve learnt in the past two years will help me for the rest of my life. My hope is that you will see yourself reflected in my own journey, and that you will use the time of reading this book as a moment to consider who you will become in this new world of ours.


    Who we all might become.


    JOHN


    PS: In a video on her website, the international speaker and author Teal Swan wrote a forecast for 2022. The following part of it resonated very strongly for me, and I want to share it with you. She says:


    In 2022, the energies in the universe are less aligned with ‘challenge’. This is not to say that 2022 will not be difficult. It is to say that 2022 provides a wave for creating and attracting what you want. In fact, so much so, that nothing is too insane or too ‘out there’ or too lofty to become reality. Chances are high that you felt like you were being prevented for a while. Or that everything was in your way and acting against you attracting or creating what you want in your life. That oppositional energy is clearing up in 2022. This is a year to break limitations. In 2022, you are likely to see the results of what you’ve been struggling to create or attract in previous years.


    I have to say that, just before this, my fifth book, goes to press in the first half of 2022, I found this message incredibly re-assuring and just right for the point I’ve reached after two years of intense self-searching.


    May the things that have stood in our way for two years fall away now as we step into who we will become.
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    WHAT HAPPENED?


    Hindsight, the saying goes, is 20/20.


    If ‘hindsight’ is ‘understanding of a past event’, and ‘20/20 vision’ means ‘perfect sight’, is it possible, now, for us to fully grasp what the year 2020 meant? For nations, for business, for the environment, for wealth, for poverty, and for social and political structures?


    Do you fully understand yet the changes that came to your life in 2020 and what those have meant for your future?


    A century after the brief hiatus between the two world wars that fundamentally changed everything in the world, historians, academics and politicians are still piecing together the events that led to the destruction of entire ways of being and the loss of millions of lives. They’re still trying to connect how we live now to what happened then.


    How, then, can we even contemplate beginning to understand the magnitude of what has happened to us – to each and every one of the 7 753 000 000 (that’s seven-point-seven billion!) of us who is still lucky enough to wake up every morning – less than a handful of years after the countries of the world started blocking their borders and ordering their citizens to stay inside in an attempt to contain the spread of the coronavirus?


    Some of us have begun to adapt. Others are still floundering in the newness. Some have turned the changes into fuel for a free-floating anger so hot it has scorched not just those around them and all their social media connections but is slowly turning the person they once were to ash in the fire of their indignation. Some have collapsed into themselves, slumping through the endless days in an unrecognisable world and a paralysed stupor.


    We have all lost something. We are all grieving. And the burden of pandemic grief cannot be lightened because someone else is grieving too. Grief, by definition, is an intensely lonely and individual journey. And while it has been widely observed and studied, there is no blueprint for how it is experienced. Grief lies deep in our subconscious. It lingers in the DNA of everything we do not know about ourselves.


    That is why there cannot be a plan for grief. It catches us when we least expect it. For hours we forget our loss and then in the turn of a second find ourselves in the pit of the deepest despair without knowing what triggered it. When we face the deepest hopelessness and blackness, we are the only ones who can dig ourselves out. The only thing anyone else, even those closest, can share is, ‘I know how you feel.’ That is it. This might ease the pain, but does not take it away. It does not make it any easier to know that we’re all in this together, because we are not.


    My grief, your grief, and the grief of those globally has variables; it is relative. Whereas some have lost loved ones, others have lost businesses, income, or staff. People have lost their homes, have had to move in with their families or downscale, or even, frighteningly, ended up sleeping rough – in their cars, if they still have them, or in the open.


    Economies have collapsed, leaders have faltered and fallen, and the work landscape has changed beyond comprehension. Even those who have lost nothing tangible have experienced loss, either vicariously, through the losses experienced by people in their lives, or through the simple fact that the framework we once used for understanding the world has collapsed or is collapsing.


    As a result of this deeply unexpected and fundamentally harrowing historic event, we have lost what the Germans call ‘Die Leichtigkeit’ – our lightness of being.


    Lightness can be maintained when we can keep at bay any thoughts we might have about the ends of things – lives, relationships, income streams – or when we have wrestled intellectually with the basic unpredictability of life and have planned within the framework of the reasonably ‘knowable’ in order to seek the lives we want for ourselves.


    But the virus ripped that carpet out from under us.


    Adversity can happen from the death of a loved one, from being diagnosed with a terminal illness or losing our business. We are conditioned, up to a point, to expect adversity. We consciously know it exists. In a way, this means we have built-in immunity to adversity. A loved one can be killed in a car accident or murdered, for example, and while this is shocking and enormously tragic, we know that things like this can happen.


    But this disaster, this anguish and hardship, has struck us from nowhere and has hit us at our core. If two years ago I’d asked you if you could imagine that the world would come to a crashing halt and that the fallout would be as catastrophic, you’d have said not a chance. It was unimaginable to most. It existed only in the realm of dystopian novels and blockbuster disaster movies.


    Through loss of our lightness of being, our foundation of belief no longer exists. The questions we are asking ourselves are about certainty. How can we ever trust our view of the world again? Is there ever going to be a limit on how bad things can get? How can we move forward from this space and where are we moving to? What does the future look like?


    We’ve survived everything that has come before but now we’re in the wilderness without a map or compass. Also, ‘the bad’ is not ending. It’s grinding on and on, with wave after wave after wave. Will it ever end?


    There is collective grieving, or mass trauma as it’s now being called, but essentially the experience of this devastation is unique for every human being on this planet. We can share something common, but the way we live through it and experience it belongs to each of us as individuals. Everyone has experienced the pandemic differently, depending on their unique circumstances, and it’s completely normal to struggle sometimes and flourish at other times.


    
MOVING – BUT NOT MOVING



    I’d been living and working in Dubai for about a year when the pandemic hit. When I saw Italy and then Spain go into lockdown, I decided to move back to South Africa. The time between the decision and being back on the family farm in Magoebaskloof was about twenty-four hours. A few months later I moved to Cape Town, where I’d been staying a few years before I went to Dubai.


    It was a lot of moving – but very little moved. It was as though life was proceeding at the pace of a feature film in slow motion.


    As I sat in the confines of my four walls, trying to rebuild my career, I was aware of the stark contrast between my life and the one I’d been living two years earlier. From jetting around the world and drawing energy from connecting with an audience on stage, I was now all alone, with nowhere to go.


    Sadness, I think, is a breakdown of momentum. I had been stopped in my tracks. We had all been denied – quite literally, by lockdown – the ability to move. I think many of us had a new sense of what exactly the word ‘freedom’ meant. And how ‘captivity’ means ‘restriction of movement’.


    My vision became as confined as the view from my window. As a futures strategist, I read avidly and research intensely, but I couldn’t safely say what was in store for me or for the world. For the first time in my life, I had no way to puzzle together any possible long-term scenarios. I felt bereft, not only of all the things we were all losing, but of the very tools I needed for my career: my ability to imagine, envision and predict.


    A RUPTURE IN MEANING-MAKING 


    Nothing really made sense any more. Getting to grips with this pandemic and its effect on me seemed impossibly daunting.


    Psychologist David Trickey of the Anna Freud Centre for Children and Families in London, who is the co-director of the United Kingdom’s Trauma Council, says that when the way you see yourself, the world and other people is shocked or overturned by an event, simple stress cascades into trauma through sustained and severe feelings of helplessness.


    I found that even small, everyday setbacks took on the feeling of massive trauma. My personal navigation system was linked to my work and when I found myself without a single booking, my self-esteem and purpose went into a frightening freefall. The mental resilience that had always kept me moving forward despite small and big setbacks was suddenly depleted.


    There was nothing external to define, evaluate and validate my worth. No matter how often I bombarded myself with the word ‘why’, there was no answer. I’d been on the up before the pandemic hit. Years of hard work after a rebound from bankruptcy and a scarring divorce was paying off and I was starting to gain solid international momentum, when virtually overnight my carefully crafted future shattered.


    I watched friends and colleagues suffer through disease and death, without time to say farewells or to soothe their loved ones. Mourning rituals were distanced, confused and clinical.


    Then there were the relentless visuals of medical tubes, healthcare workers unrecognisable in their protective gear, and council workers in hazmat suits spraying public places. There was the silence of the streets, the clarity of the air without traffic pollution. The tension wasn’t imagined: it was reaching us through every sense we have for making experiential sense of the world.


    And before the inevitable familiar daily tally of infections and deaths, there was this tense waiting without any real evidence about how serious the problem really was.


    ‘Being unable to breathe is the most traumatic event you can imagine,’ says Metin Başoğlu, founder of the Trauma Studies section at King’s College in London. ‘There is nothing you can do about it. Once you are out of breath, only helplessness can follow.’ It felt as if everyone, myself included, was holding their collective breath, waiting and willing it all to end, and for life to return to normal.


    I decided to try to reclaim this normalcy on my parents’ farm in Magoebaskloof.


    I once held strong opinions of men in their thirties and forties still living at home with their parents. Losers, I thought. And yet there I was, staying with my folks in their guesthouse. I was helping Mom change the sheets on my bed and it dawned on me that I had become the person I had always harshly judged. I had gone from a jet-setting man-about-town to being to a mommy’s boy, in my forties, virtually overnight.


    What we resist persists, until we make our peace with it.


    It wasn’t permanent, of course, and I’m grateful I could stay on their farm and spend valuable time with my mom and stepdad. But I did ask myself, more than once, whether this was what all my hard work had amounted to.


    Community and social connection are essential for getting through difficulty, but the lockdowns denied us the very thing we needed to cope because we understood that moving about could spread the virus and we really wanted the virus to stop spreading.


    Everyone had to scramble to make sense of their new working lives and fast-track to the remote office with all its seemingly insurmountable problems, like how to keep the animals and children off the screen during meetings without losing your cool in front of colleagues.


    Like millions of others, my office was my home. I put up two pictures behind me – one of a magnificent white owl, symbolising wisdom, the other of a protea to embody blossoming ideas. They might look good when I’m in meetings, but they did nothing to help me fast-track my sudden need to learn about Zoom and generally fast-track my grasp on technology.


    I had my fair share of flops. Like the time I had to pivot from being on a stage to presenting an online conference for 800 Abu Dhabi government staff members. Being the guy who speaks about the future, you are expected to be in control of all ‘future’ stuff too, but here I was, battling to get my slides to work. I was there to give them hope – all I can say for certain that I taught them was patience.


    I did come to realise that Microsoft Teams was not a friendly system when using a Mac and cracked up when I saw a meme that felt it had been written for me: ‘When I receive a Teams invite I see it as a sign of aggression.’


    These disconnects did little to help boost my mastery of this tech world I suddenly found myself immersed in.


    And at the end of days like those, there was not a soul around for me to vent to, debrief with or cry-laugh with about my embarrassment and frustration. This detachment amplified my anguish severalfold. I was yearning for the normalcy of preparing for work, connecting face to face with other people and exchanging energy.


    Everything that had given my life meaning – that had given me my sense of myself within a network of people and organisations, the work that had given me both purpose and self-esteem – had been jumbled and I felt like I was in free fall.


    For some people, the changed world immediately offered new purpose and vigour, but I would argue that, for most people, it was one of the most extreme ruptures of meaning-making they had ever experienced.


    I WAS THE LONELIEST I HAD EVER BEEN


    Many years ago, I worked with Oneness University from India and one of the processes they initiated with us was to sit with our emotions and really feel them. Not just the good ones, but the uncomfortable, the troubling and the overwhelming ones.


    The idea is that the feelings will only pass after we’ve befriended them. When we ignore our emotions, or push them away, they haunt us until they are heard, felt and integrated. Feelings are fleeting when we allow ourselves to feel them. For us to exist fully means to assimilate both joy and pain, togetherness and loneliness.


    I absorbed this lesson then. Now, I had been given an opportunity to put this discipline to the test for loneliness. Because for someone whose entire being is centred on being with others – learning from and laughing with, liking and loving – being alone in my home was proving to be a trial I wasn’t fully equipped for.


    We’ve been raised to believe that loneliness is not sexy, not desirable. That it’s pitiful to be alone. We’re conditioned into thinking we should be with someone, with anyone, or everyone – as long as we’re not alone. We continuously seek the salve of relation by counting likes, moulding ourselves towards trends and hashtags. We seek validation from the outside. Being alone is regarded as peculiar or embarrassing or even unhealthy.


    I know that there is a slight – but massive – shift in perspective to differentiate between whether what you’re feeling is loneliness or solitude, and I’m usually really good at knowing the difference. But given this amount of change and grief, I could not stave off falling into a pit of loneliness. When grief and anguish comes over me, I am intensely lonely.


    BEING ALONE WITH LONELINESS IS TOUGH


    The seventeenth-century writer and mathematician Blaise Pascal said: ‘All man’s miseries derive from not being able to sit quietly in a room alone.’


    Solitude is necessary for our well-being and potential success. It is the key to higher self-awareness, which opens the door to change. As Sheryl Sandberg, chief operating officer of Meta Platforms, Inc. (Facebook) and the founder of LeanIn.Org, says: ‘We cannot change what we are not aware of and once we are aware, we cannot help but change.’


    Forced as I was to face my loneliness on my own, I had to start thinking about the difference between the connotations of solitude and the negative feelings I had about being alone. Author Amy Morin describes it best when she says: ‘Loneliness is about perceiving that no one is there for you. But solitude is about making a choice to be alone.’


    I hadn’t made the choice to be alone. It had been thrust on me. It was unwelcome and uncomfortable. It chafed. Being, as I am, constantly connected socially, being linked has become a drive that keeps me moving forwards. It is the source of my energy and my creativity.


    My first instinct was to rebuild my world, but my creativity was gone. Access to what feeds me had been cut off.


    I discovered that it’s not easy to sit alone with your thoughts for extended periods.


    I NEEDED TO TAKE STEPS


    I knew, theoretically, that unplugging for the sake of my mental health was critical and that spending time alone was a way to unleash innovative thinking, but hell, it was hard.


    As luck would have it, I befriended my neighbour’s dog, Bean, and started taking her for walks. I upped my exercise routine, deciding to train for an Ironman Triathlon to give myself a sense of control over something in my life, and this process taught me to change my relationship with pain – which was not what I was expecting to learn, but which came in handy.


    What I was trying to do was build the habit of embracing solitude and, by so doing, I invited more into life. Taking walks with Bean gave me purpose and a connection, and she became, in a way, my study partner, as this is when I listened to lectures on my headphones about our emerging world – something I didn’t have time for before COVID.


    What was happening was a process of positive disintegration, though it didn’t necessarily always feel positive. Things were being sloughed off me and the bits left behind were feeling raw and vulnerable. But I started to see that perhaps the things I was losing were aspects of myself I no longer needed. I was finding the raw and vulnerable parts suddenly revealing. Useful, even.


    I started to go into the feeling of loneliness the way I had been taught. It was no longer theoretical. It had become a practical exercise in learning to make of the moment the best that I could, no matter how much my spirit rebelled against the forced newness of my life. I had spoken about difficulty on stage. I had acknowledged it existed and that it could be overcome. Now, I was personally up against something I was finding very difficult.


    Isolation meant embracing solitude and, I’m not going to lie, hard as I worked at it, there were moments of deep loneliness and terrible despair.


    DEALING WITH GRIEF AND LOSS 


    Most of us spent the first few months of the pandemic – perhaps we still are – simply coping. Working harder, or differently, in changed circumstances. We’ve been trying to help those who were losing their livelihoods, or those without homes or food, while contemplating our own possibly diminished financial futures. We were working on our relationships in new ways, watching people we love burn out, or crash, or retreat into a deep darkness, not knowing what to say or do to make anything better for them. All of this while we ourselves were trying not to crash or burn or disappear into a well of sadness and overwhelm.


    Let’s be frank: we’ve not had a moment to process the implications of the pandemic. There has been neither the space nor the time to deal consciously with our grief about the many things we’ve lost.


    WE NEED A MOMENT


    A friend, Adrian McKenna, was once sitting by a body of water doing nothing but observing – a rare and valuable thing that we seldom seem to have time for. Not reading, or talking, or scrolling or even thinking very deeply, but just sitting quietly and experiencing the pleasure of the senses.


    After a while, he realised that as long as the water rippled, he was unaware of the trees and clouds reflected on its surface. As soon as the water came to absolute stillness, the surface acted as a mirror. ‘There is no reflection without stillness,’ he told me, a sentence that stayed with me, and whose deep intelligence I only really came to understand during that time of loneliness and suffering.


    The more we suppress it – in order to do what we need to do to get through – the more we run the risk of having sorrow sneak up on us unexpectedly. It sits deep within us, waiting to be released. You’re doing something simple, mundane, and you look up and suddenly the entire spectrum of loss, longing and sadness washes over you. There is such fragility in this, amplifying the feelings of powerlessness and helplessness.


    It can really unbalance you when this happens. Isn’t it so much easier to control the effect of those emotions, if you are quietly sitting and purposefully inviting reflection on them? They can’t knock you over when you are sitting. They can unsettle you, but they’re less likely to hurl you across the room.


    It is the pinnacle of irony, I have found, that when I allow myself to positively disintegrate, release my identity, forget who I thought I was and trust the process of becoming who I need to be, I find my way towards myself.


    ‘The only way to relax with yourself is to open your heart,’ writes Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche in ‘Facing Yourself’, a chapter in a book called Smile at Fear. ‘Then you have a chance to see who you are. This experience is like opening a parachute. When you jump out of an airplane and open the chute, you are there in the sky by yourself. Sometimes it is very frightening, but on the other hand, when you take this step, the whole situation, the whole journey, makes sense. You have to actually do it, and then you will understand.’


    LET ME TELL YOU ABOUT WHEN FRANK DIED


    Frank was like a father to me and when he died. I felt as though I had lost something as fundamental. I felt bereft.


    Frank was the father of a friend of mine and embodied an idea of manhood, which now might seem antiquated and curious, but which had a positive influence on many young men. It was only at his funeral that I realised that the profound effect he had on my life was multiplied several times over in the effect he’d had on other people’s lives. He made me feel seen and special. The fact that he’d had that effect on several other people attests to the largeness of the man’s life and his spirit.


    I am the oldest of two boys and my mother was a single mother. She provided and protected us with the energy and vigour of many dedicated parents, but she could not be the thing I didn’t even realise I craved: a father.
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