
   [image: Cover: The Passengers by Will Ashon]


   
      
         [image: alt]

      

   


   
      
         
            Further praise for The Passengers:

            ‘From the first nine words, through thick and thin to the last nine words, The Passengers has both a dizzying symphonic complexity and a booming ambient simplicity, and these two characteristics work hand in hand, as in life, to unsettle, intrigue, perplex or inspire. The book makes you feel less alone. It opens the walls of the boxes we all trade our language and emotions in and lets us travel among ourselves.’
Max Porter

            ‘In an era of social distancing, this book made me feel gloriously connected to the country I live in. A kaleidoscopic voyage through the inner lives of so many ordinary, extraordinary people. A tapestry of epic themes and tiny moments, there is laughter and tenderness and life as it is really lived on every page. It’s a book to make you fall in love and fascination with the human race. I adored it.’
Lucy Kirkwood

            ‘Will Ashon’s gloriously polyphonic book scales the heights. A deeply felt and humane portrait of where we are.’
Niven Govinden

            ‘Seemingly simple yet so deeply profound, The Passengers is an absorbing insight into the lives and minds of so-called ordinary people: their hopes and fears and idiosyncrasies at a specific moment in time. These are everyday voices we don’t hear from or listen to often enough—oral history becomes verbatim poetry.’ Clio Barnard

            ‘A catalogue of startling intimacies. A brilliant, surprising, addictive book.’ Chris Power

            ‘Like a modern day Turner, Will Ashon surveys England with a novelist’s eye for empathy and craft. Fascinating in its form and execution, The Passengers succeeds in teasing out the similarities and relationships between disparate lives—no easy feat, especially in the context of the past couple of years where we have been more divided than ever.’ Roger Robinson

            ‘Stunningly, sometimes heartbreakingly, human—an oral history of right now. We need this book.’ Owen Booth

            ‘This book couldn’t have come into my life at a better time. It’s a guiding mate. It enters like a cat through a window, ready to take your attention and show you what it needs to.’ Tice Cin

            ‘Will Ashon spent thirty months in a state of deep listening … [People] told him secrets. They dug up half-forgotten memories, revealed hopes and dreams. He filleted those testimonies for vivid details, and juxtaposed them to hint at strange echoes and shared frequencies. Each is presented anonymously—no headings, no timestamps, no coordinates. In this way a nation’s psyche comes to the surface. The Passengers is not just an oral history of the contemporary moment but, drenched in mood and texture, renders the country itself as a sonic collage.’ Sukhdev Sandhu, Guardian

            ‘In the realm of rhythm and remix, exploring the possibilities of collage and juxtaposing multiple voices … The Passengers may look freewheeling at first glance but Ashon is a deft prose sculptor, working hard behind the scenes so that we can hear his interviewees’ voices clearly as we read them, and creating a structure in which improvisation and serendipity thrive. It is an artful addition to the oral history genre … and to Ashon’s oeuvre, which continues on its engrossing, unpredictable path.’ Max Liu, Financial Times

            ‘A quietly remarkable study of the state of the nation, in which fragments piece together into a mosaic portrait of Britain’s soul … The Passengers gains force by increments, until it becomes a momentous assertion of our shared humanity that reminds us how much we have in common with strangers at a time when so much online discourse encourages division and fear of perceived enemies. It is a book that fosters connection, reminding us that most people can relate to the private pains of others, and we are all less alone than we fear. In doing so, the book performs a valuable service; and as a candid document of how it feels to live in Britain today, it could do the same for future historians.’ Keiron Pim, Spectator

            ‘A magical mystery tour of modern Britain … a brilliant, uncategorisable book … Part oral history, part found poetry, his book uses the voices of ordinary Britons to produce a picture of the nation at a time of unique perspective. It is both a deeply quotidian book and an extraordinary one … an endlessly strange journey through the familiar … a book as readable as it is strange … [Ashon] brings a fine ear to a writing process that has as much in common with hip hop sampling as it does with Eliotesque high-modernism … a hopeful book, and a compassionate one.’ Tim Smith-Laing, Daily Telegraph

            ‘An emotional census … It’s mad, it’s surreal but it’s also very beautiful … If you want a really interesting, funny book about “What’s it all about?”, this is as good as I’ve ever read. I really, really enjoyed it.’ John Mitchinson, Monocle

            ‘The Passengers is not a work of fiction, but something far more original and interesting … It has the feel of a contemporary art piece that has assumed the literary form. An as-yet undefined, emerging twenty-first-century form … This book has come at the right time, a cause for cautious optimism, an odd, illuminating work, as eccentric and as random as its cast of anonymous characters—stubborn, home-schooled, homegrown humanity, in all its awkward eccentricity.’ Michael Smith, Caught by the River

            ‘Taking its cue from chance, word of mouth and the chain of connection, The Passengers feels like an exercise in empathy, an act of deep listening, the result of which is polyphonic and intimate. The stories people wanted to tell are joyful, weird, funny, shocking, sad, painful; all are profoundly touching, and compelling in their need to be heard. By the time I’d finished reading I really did feel I knew us a little better.’
Martha Sprackland

            ‘All authors secretly want to sneak into people’s heads and record their deepest, darkest, most intimate and most human thoughts … Only Will Ashon—the illicit lovechild of Alfred Kinsey and Shere Hite—has figured out a way to achieve this. A modern-day Domesday book.’ Matt Thorne

            ‘Such a profoundly compassionate, moving act of attention.’ Heidi James

            ‘Will Ashon’s new book presents us with a kaleidoscope of humanity and shows us that the voices we don’t usually get to hear are the ones we need to learn from. Original, enjoyable and empathetic, this is a hugely impactful and memorable reading experience.’ John Higgs

            ‘With nothing but chance as a guide, Ashon has created a map of the human consciousness at this moment in time. Fashioned out of the immaterial—our joy and our sadness—on whatever page you begin this book it is apparent that, whoever you are, you are not alone.’ Vanessa Onwuemezi

            ‘At a time when “opinion” is often created by lobbyists, or carefully crafted PR-speak, it’s so refreshing to read some home truths from “real” Britain. The Passengers is one of the most enlightening and enjoyable books you’re likely to read all year.’ Paul Ewen

            ‘A snapshot of our times … a really successful, interesting and compelling book.’ David Shrigley, Observer

            ‘By the time you finish Ashon’s remarkable documentation of what makes Britain Britain, you realise it isn’t a kaleidoscope through which to view the topography of the moral, social and psychological landscape we inhabit, but a work of philosophy: a handbook, almost, for how to live and how not to live your life in this disjointed and disconnected era. This … elevates the book beyond the interesting and curious into the realm of important and necessary … like the people of Britain singing to you from their heart in unison.’
Neil Mackay, The Herald

            ‘A work that’s deeply political and of the moment whilst also feeling timeless, expansive and blazingly inclusive. It’s a book I’m sure I’ll go back to repeatedly—each of the vignettes feels like a kind of portal, somewhere the reader can dwell, with a richness and fullness that belies its size … an amazing act of attention and care … attending to people as they are and using humour and a sense of play to deepen, not dilute, the seriousness of the project.’ Matt Lloyd-Rose

            ‘A book that’s more like music, a mesmerising polyphony of human voices, assembled from conversations with a hundred unnamed people from across the UK. It is a testament to the power of listening.’ Polly Morland, Observer

            ‘A profound snapshot of contemporary Britain.’
The Bookseller 

            ‘An astonishing piece of work … with a different cover, the book could almost have been an experimental novel.’
Ian McMillan, The Verb, BBC Radio 3

            ‘I bought a pack of Post-It notes when I started reading this book, intending to leave one on each corner of the pages telling the stories I was most moved by. This task soon became impossible. It seemed that every page contained an anecdote I saw myself in, or told a story so beautifully tragic I knew I had to mark it to reference later.’ Bethany Smith, Northern Soul

            ‘If an editor’s objective is to let their writer’s voice sing, then Ashon is a supreme conductor. If the objective of verbatim forms is to include voices that were previously sidelined, Ashon beckons all to the page … These strangers trust us with their innermost thoughts around faith, ageing, sex and death. In doing so, they break the fourth wall common to drama and fiction and land a truth-speaking punch. Thankfully, the shock comes with a perfect restorative: fabulous storytelling, humour and pathos, and a reaffirmation of the cultural value of human speech.’ Sarah-Jane Coyle, Cardiff Review
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            FOREWORD by Wendy Erskine

         

         In my favourite teen magazine, there was a double page in each issue which focused on a different city. Various people in the street were stopped, photographed and asked random questions about clothes, music, life. When it came to choosing a university, rather than considering any course minutiae, I used the people in these pages as my guide to the city where I would most like to be. And, when I headed into my hometown, I always half-hoped the magazine would be roaming the streets and I would be questioned.

         The book that rests in your hands, although similarly attentive to the specifics of the individual as my teen pages, is a work of art, a glorious, symphonic collection of 180 voices talking about all manner of things: the strange, the loving, the profound, the confessional, the contrite, the funny, the bleak. There’s no hierarchy of content or sentiment. I want to tell you that it’s a book I will be reading for the rest of my life.

         Who are these people anyway? Will Ashon encountered them through various means: when hitch-hiking, by referral from strangers, by writing random letters to particular postcodes, through drawing lines on a map and contacting those who lived along them. He asked them to tell a secret or pick a question from a list. The procedures were anti-schematic. And so are the responses. In them, joy and woe are woven fine, William Blake-style, with wild happiness, contentment, beauty and fun just as likely as oppression, isolation, displacement and illness. Some voices celebrate choice and agency, while others speak of determinism and the illusion of free will. You think you are in the driving seat, a person says, but you are the passenger. The overall effect is a contrasting, compelling gestalt with each voice, as Ashon has said, supporting its comrades to each side, like Roman legionaries locking their shields together.

         Most of us convert our life into a series of anecdotes, a repository of personal lore ready to be used when the occasion arises, but these testimonies do not seem like that. In the act of talking, it feels like truths are being articulated. I’m saying this now, but it’s also a kind of revelation for me, someone points out. Echoing through so many people’s contributions, regardless of subject, are the words, know what I mean? A little check that experience or thoughts are understood and shared: know what I mean? Oh yes, I find myself saying, more often than not. I know exactly what you mean.

         In a polyphonic book like The Passengers, there’s plurality and democracy, liberation from a kind of cock-of-the-walk, charlie-big-bananas first-person narration, with its controlling, totalising consciousness. Instead, you and I are co-opted into creating our own meanings and significances. One of the people talks about their attitude to the sea. You know how you can be in IKEA and not see the exit? You know that it is just somewhere down that yellow brick road? Well, the person says, that is not a very good feeling, but it’s the feeling they get when they are in London or a big city. But when they are living on the coast, they know that on one side is the exit, and that’s heartening. Well, I just loved that account because I’ve felt that too. I share your view, compadre! And in particular I noticed all the times when people talked of the challenges of being a parent. You think when you are having a baby, someone says, that you are having a baby. Of course you are not. You are having a whole person and you’re having their whole life. And you’ve got no idea what that means. Because I’m interested in structures, particularly in relation to this book, various references kept presenting themselves in this catalogue of lives, to do with jigsaws, patchwork quilts, elegance and functionality in product design. When you put something in a frame, someone points out, the experience is different. And so, the sea, being a mum and structures—they seem to be my preoccupations. But if yours are ex-partners, cars, dance, wrestling, particle physics, people swallowing nails, childhood memories, then that is what you will find illuminated in this book.

         It may feel that people are talking directly with no mediation, although of course, like the work of others in the tradition of verbatim speech, such as Studs Terkel, it’s not straight transcript. There has been an alchemy in the transfiguration of recorded sound to print. I feel they are speaking directly to me, the people, although occasionally there is a mention of the original listener. You inspired me, someone says. Oh, please don’t feel bad, implores another. They’re reminders that Will Ashon, too, sits silently alongside you, or me, and these people.

         They’re numbered and not named. You won’t know, unless they tell you, where they’re from, or their age. You’ll get to know each new voice as you read and you might be surprised by how quickly you recalibrate to their mood and how rarely any of them try to offer you consoling, cheap wisdom. A person, number 55, talking about art and life considers that there is an underlying beauty to everything. But then they check themselves. Too facile. Tell that to a grieving mother, they point out. I mean, come on.

         The book starts with the shortest contribution, moves incrementally to the longest and then decreases again until it ends by repeating the first. It’s like daylight getting longer and longer before shortening, like a tide going in and out, cyclical. But important too are the ways in which connections seem to ebb and flow; a thread of consecutive voices exploring different types of loss is followed by an engaging woman, Tinder name slut4slut, talking about her ethical non-monogamy. People sometimes begin with the innocuous, mundane or seemingly trivial, before moving in unexpected directions. A story about being caught speeding on a motorbike transmogrifies into a glorious account of the power of music to make someone feel clean and beautiful. A person, number 49, describes in detail how they enjoy using a metal detector, going into the specifics of its capabilities before sharing their fascination with ancient skeletons in Nottingham. And then the final four sentences: I’ve been here since 2003. Just after the war in Iraq. We’re from Mosul. The city called Mosul.

         The page for number 179, you may notice, is blank. It’s to mark those evasive people who didn’t answer. But you know, I thought of 179 as me and a space for what I might have said, had I been asked to tell a secret or answer one of the questions. Chance, goes the Agnès Varda quotation in the epigraph, has always been my best assistant. Well, had we given Will Ashon a lift somewhere, or lived somewhere with a particular postcode, there’s a very slim chance that you or I could have been in this book—and that’s a thrill. Because neither you or I are any less—or more—important than number 50 or 143, 22 or 67. We’re all the same, all fellow passengers. Know what I mean?

      

   


   
      
         
            Each of the following sections represents a different voice.

             

             

             

            ‘Chance has always been my best assistant.’

            agnès varda

         

      

   


   
      
         
            1.

         

         I want to stay and stay and never go.

      

   


   
      
         
            2.

         

         So that’s the thing. Like you said, it’s interconnected. Everything is interconnected.

      

   


   
      
         
            3.

         

         Life is a flux. It’s constantly moving. It’s like a river—it just carries on, it happens and moves, it changes.

      

   


   
      
         
            4.

         

         It’s beautiful to share, you know. I think we are here to share. Share happiness, share love, share our things. Our things are not for ourselves. They are better when we share them.

      

   


   
      
         
            5.

         

         We stopped next to these fir trees and my daughter said, What’s that noise? What’s going on? We’re looking around for this strange buzzing sound, for this noise. And eventually we looked up and the trees were covered, literally covered, in bees.

      

   


   
      
         
            6.

         

         There’s so much room for projection. You can read anything into anything. Sometimes when I’m sad I’ll text my boyfriend and then, whatever he replies it will read as unsympathetic. You know what I mean? It doesn’t really matter what it says because you’re in that headspace.

      

   


   
      
         
            7.

         

         I see a bit of mopping up ahead. I do think it’s had an effect on some people’s mindset, in terms of going out, doing normal things. It’s really affected people’s mental health, a lot of people. What’s next is very much, I don’t know how to put it, but almost realigning ourselves back to day-to-day living.

      

   


   
      
         
            8.

         

         I tried killing myself. I tried hanging myself after I come out. It actually helped with my PTSD because I’ve got brain damage to me memory, so I can’t remember a lot of me time in the army, do you know what I mean? It kinda worked, kinda helped in a way, yeah [laughs]. I was hanging for that long that I damaged me memory.

      

   


   
      
         
            9.

         

         I’m moving waste, so regardless of recession or them putting the walls up or closing borders or making it difficult for trade and all the rest of it, it doesn’t really affect me that much. Because London produces waste and it’s always going to. Do you know what I mean? It’s got to go. It doesn’t matter what state of the economy or what affairs are going on, waste has got to move.

      

   


   
      
         
            10.

         

         It’s almost like a puzzle. You have to construct in your head what’s going on. Which can be different things, depending on what you see. You don’t know what’s going on and it’s like this is a message for you. This is the note that tells you what’s going on and you need to understand it but then you can’t really read it. It’s like a message in a bottle. It doesn’t say something about a particular time in history but it’s like a construction of that period instead.

      

   


   
      
         
            11.

         

         I believe that there are people in life who you meet for a certain reason—and people can bring out certain aspects of your character that maybe you didn’t know were there. You’ve met them for a reason and they’re beneficial to whoever you become or whoever you’re destined to become. At school we moved classes, so I got split up from my friends, but actually it turned out to be one of the best things that could’ve happened. I met so many new people who I feel really changed my life. People come into your life for a reason, because of fate.

      

   


   
      
         
            12.

         

         I’ve been living here for a couple years but I’ve visited many times. Before I was born my parents lived here in the community. My parents actually met in the community and moved away when my mum was pregnant. They visited multiple times with me when I was growing up, for a week here and there. Some of my earliest memories are just randomly playing around the island. All the gardens have granite walls around them, and almost every young, active child who comes here wants to patrol the walls and walk around all the tops of the walls, around all the gardens, around all the houses. I remember doing that a lot when I was young.

      

   


   
      
         
            13.

         

         There’s not a lot of stuff that you can do about it to be fair. You’ve gotta try and rationalise it yourself. Speaking to people about it really helps—getting your feelings out and talking to others. I try and play a lot of sports. I play a lot of tennis and things like that just to try and calm me mind and whatnot. But yeah, it’s just really, really difficult. You’ve got to really try and keep yourself busy. And in my job it’s difficult, to be fair, because I spend so much time driving. Things just pop into my head for no particular reason whatsoever and then you’re sitting on your own re-thinking about it, re-thinking about it. And the craziest thing about it is you’re always questioning everything you do.

      

   


   
      
         
            14.

         

         His mum dreamed it was the Resurrection Day. The end of the world. She was out on a beach with the whole family and all of a sudden the waves of the sea were going all on top of us. And the whole world, every single person in the world, just came to where that sea is. And the water was going on top of us. I was running, trying to get to shelter or whatever. But there was nowhere to go—except that sea. In this particular dream, while everybody is running into that sea and getting under that particular wave that’s coming through, she was saying, Repent to God, repent to God, repent to God. Cos what’s about to happen is worse. In our religion we do translate dreams. It’s like a shaken message, y’know? It just shakes you, type of thing.

      

   


   
      
         
            15.

         

         It looks like it’s wobbly. The ground looks like it’s shaking or something. Because the pieces don’t quite fit, so it looks like it’s wobbly. The person might be wobbling. It looks like an optical illusion, because she’s standing but it looks like she’s sitting down at the same time. I think he took a picture and then maybe split the picture into pieces, like maybe gradually cut it and then fixed it together. It looks like it is one thing but then you realise it’s lots of little pieces. Like, this would be one country, that would be another country, that would be a different country. It would look like it’s one picture, but it would be lots of different pictures. Then you can kind of tell a story, cos there’ll be lots of ideas. Otherwise if you actually know what’s happening, it’s not that interesting.

      

   


   
      
         
            16.

         

         I have a pathological aversion to hairdressers. I think I’ve had my hair cut professionally once in about thirty years. The first thing I’d do on leaving the hairdresser’s, which was terrible—I’d rub my head on the doormat as vigorously as I could. Part of the reasoning was so that I wouldn’t be taken back because it would be too embarrassing. Related to all of this, I have probably only washed my hair under ten times since I was eighteen, which I attribute to not going bald. Actually, I think there might be something in that. I don’t know, it’s been suggested by other people. I am such an anomaly in the breadth of my family, it could be one of the reasons in terms of hair growth. If a bird shat in my hair, I’d probably wash it. Actually I wouldn’t, you wouldn’t need to, I’d just rinse it out.

      

   


   
      
         
            17.

         

         It was a Tommasini, an Italian frame, but it’d been painted up in this Midlands bike shop. It’s hard to describe. The paintwork was shiny, that kind of oil-on-water effect, so it’s cream but with a kind of oily water finish. And it had really straight tubes, lovely, really thin. I think it’s really aesthetically pleasing. It’s like the drawing that a child does of a bicycle. What I got really into as well were the lug works. That’s where bits of the tubing join together. Back in the day they would have these little separate pieces, lugs, and they started becoming really decorative. Tommasini has a little T cut out in the bottom bracket. It’s the care. You look at it, and you look at all the different things that have gone into it, and it’s something that someone made with their hands, and did it with a lot of skill. It’s an object made with love.

      

   


   
      
         
            18.

         

         I’m a bit of a thingy me, I like a bit of speed. If I was in the car we’d have you home by now. It were only a Seat Leon. Did 170 mile an hour didn’t it? 170 mile an hour. Three and a half hundred brake, only weighed 1.3 ton. Sounded like the old T5, you know the old police T5s? It sounded like that. Only a little two-litre turbo. It were alright. Had a couple of police chases in that one. It were quick enough. It must have been quick enough because they didn’t knock on my door. So yeah, it were quick enough. You know the big AMGs on the motorway? Don’t get me wrong, from a start it’d have me, but they’re restricted to 155, them. So on the motorway, we’re racing with them, obviously we’re both sailing, soon as they hit 155 I’m carrying on in my little Leon: See you in a bit!

      

   


   
      
         
            19.

         

         I was on a road with double cars parked both sides, single-lane traffic. It was raining and I don’t know why, there was no way she could overtake me, there was no room, but she tried to and I think it was her wing mirror clipped my handlebars. Pretty sure it was my handlebars. It all happened very quickly, but I felt the impact and the bike went from under me. Fortunately, I got a foot on the ground and then I sort of fell on my bike. But I got to my feet really fast because, you know, I was in the road. And she looked back and saw me get to my feet and just went. Left me there. So I walked home. I was pretty rattled. And because it was pouring with rain there weren’t many people out and about so there was no one to say, Are you alright? or whatever. The rest of the traffic went on and that was it. I just walked home and it was horrible.

      

   


   
      
         
            20.

         

         My boyfriend broke up with me fifteen days ago. It was my fault and I still love him desperately. One week later I had to drive into London to get the last of my things before lockdown, and go to my orthodontist to have my braces tightened. I’m twenty-seven and I have braces. Don’t even talk to me about it. His house is only five minutes out of my way if I’m driving down the A3 to go home from mine to my parents’. Without even thinking about it, I turned left at the petrol station, not even quite sure of the directions, never having driven it myself. But I didn’t make one wrong turn. And five minutes later I was driving down his street. I drove slowly. There was no one behind me. His mother has put up a picture of a rainbow drawn by a child facing up out of their living room window. His car wasn’t there. I knew it wouldn’t be. He’s in Cornwall with friends. It was only ten minutes of my life, but I haven’t told anyone about that detour.

      

   


   
      
         
            21.

         

         Doing nothing is not good for you. It’s a cycle of depression. When I start therapy, the therapist explained to me—do something with people [to] change your mood. Just to break the lock. When you are completely down, you don’t want [to]leave your bed, your room, but you have to push yourself. Last year, I know two or three people died in this system. Two woman and one man. Just in this year. They died. They died and it was a shock for all of us. It’s not a game. It’s serious on people—a lost life. And this is a process. Sometime you start well and the system break you. The system work like that. It’s a kind of moral pressure. They just do it. They can send to you a letter saying, Come with all your stuff. Come with your suitcase. It’s intimidation. And so when you are not strong, your blood pressure just starts increasing. It’s very stressful, going to sign. You choose to claim asylum, you need support, you need protection, you need a safe place. But in practice the system is the opposite.

      

   


   
      
         
            22.

         

         I like rainbows because of the spectrum. They have a range of everything and they have things that we can’t see that are there. It’s kind of a simple thing but it can lead to places, like the pot of the gold. The pot of the gold [laughs]. I think it’s a journey and it’s a path and it’s a hope. I was just reading an article about hope. I’ve always thought hope’s quite a negative emotion in a way. It’s passive. When we were growing up if we ever said anything was nice, Dad always said, What do you actually mean? That’s such an undescriptive term. And I think hope can be a bit like that—I hope for something but how does that actually happen, or what does that mean? It’s good to be reminded that it can be a much stronger positive. And I think it’s what the rainbows represent, in a way. Living how I do, it’s a very privileged life. Things which seem hard actually aren’t hard, compared to so many people. Our lives are much lighter than people who have bigger, much more real burdens and challenges. And yeah, I think we need to remember to appreciate the lightness.

      

   


   
      
         
            23.

         

         I got bunged off to boarding school. There were four Irish girls at school, and we were collectively known as the green wogs, which was nice, wasn’t it? This was an English school in the middle of Wales. The Welsh thought that all the girls at school were English. This one afternoon the Welsh girls were speaking in English, saw us, broke into Welsh, and as soon as we’d crossed them by a certain distance, they turned back and yelled, English snobs! And I just found myself yelling, I’m not an English snob, I’m an Irish snob!

         Northern Ireland has a lot of Gaelic loan-words that are used in everyday speech, so when I came to England, I sounded like everyone else, but vast swathes of what I said were completely incomprehensible. People were looking at me with a furrowed brow and I sort of judged that this must be a word that people don’t understand. It was rather sad, actually, that I had to censor my language so that it could be understood. That annoyed me at the time, and when I go back [to Northern Ireland] now it’s almost immediate—I land and my vocabulary changes. It’s like getting into a nice warm bath. It’s delightful to use proper words again.

      

   


   
      
         
            24.

         

         To be fair, I’ve had some weird dates. This is really embarrassing—I went to Laser Quest. It was just us two in the whole thing cos no one else was in there. He was really up for it cos he’s a bit weird. And he’s older as well, which was even weirder. Like, Why are you, an adult, wanting to do this? I was just like, Oh, haha, sounds fun! But inside: That’s literally not at all what I wanna do. I could not think of anything worse than to fucking go to Laser Quest.

         We met on a train and then, I can’t remember who it was, whether he asked for my number or he gave me [his]. I think he got mine. And then, cos he lived in Bristol, he was like, Do you wanna come to Bristol? You can come to mine, we can go out and have a day of things. And then I got there and he was like, Yeah, I decided we can go [to] Laser Quest. And I was like, Fuck, I shoulda just not come. Now with social media as well, you get home, and they’re like, HOW ARE YOU? And I’m like, Oh my god. You can never stop talking anymore. You can never end a conversation.

      

   


   
      
         
            25.

         

         Stitching together these images fucks with our perspective. Perspective is our reality, so do we actually work with absolutes? We have conventional absolutes, because of the limitations of our physical body—like, The sky is blue. The sky is blue because that’s how our eyes register the filtering of light through our atmosphere. That’s a conventional absolute. But what would it be like for animals with different eyes? They don’t see blue, do they? Dogs are supposed to see in black and white. The sky isn’t blue to them. And so, for instance, what’s rude to one person isn’t rude to another. And that’s based on perspective. We’re always, in every second, creating our own reality, rebuilding it. We just don’t know, because the way our brain works, it fills in all the gaps. If we’re looking, our brain can fill in the peripheral gaps, even though we might not actually physically be seeing them. Even a table is made up of molecules that are in constant motion but for us they’re solid. Everything is finite. We like to think that the universe is infinite, but as long as you can measure it, it’s finite, right? Everything’s finite, whether it be samples in a song or molecules in a table, or packets of memories stitched together. They’re basically like quanta, right? They’re stitched together. So it mirrors the fabric of our actual physical reality as part of the universe.

      

   


   
      
         
            26.

         

         This is a story about fear. I don’t suppose it is to my credit, but anyway, here we go.

         Once I was staying in a very boring bit of a very boring city, when I thought I’d like to make myself a bit of an adventure. So one night, rather than morning, one night I got up very early to walk, during the night, out to a fishing village near the town, which was actually quite pretty. I wanted to go down on to the waterfront of the village and watch the sun come up.

         Up I got, in the middle of the night, and walked fairly fast along the coast road until I came to the village. I looked down the hill towards the waterfront and I could see not a thing. Not a light on in any of the houses, not a light on any of the fishing boats that were still in the harbour, though most were out fishing. It was totally black. With the starlight at my back and darkness in front of me, I couldn’t physically make myself walk down the hill towards the village and the adventure I’d set myself, to watch the sun come up. And so, within minutes, I’d turned round in despair, leaving the darkness behind, and through the last of the starlight, the first of the dawn, back I went to my boring digs in my boring little bit of town.

      

   


   
      
         
            27.

         

         Something that always makes me laugh is that whenever I tell anyone I’m Jewish they go, Oh yeah, I can tell, you look Jewish. And I’d say I look the absolute spitting image of [my father], who actually isn’t Jewish. But once someone knows who you are, they put that on to how they look at you. I think you stop looking at people after you’ve met them a few times. As soon as you know roughly what someone looks like, you don’t really scrutinise their appearance at all. So the big, memorable things—like people know I’ve got brown hair, it’s a bit curly, what length it is, blue eyes, roughly what kind of height and build I am—that’s all you really see when you’re looking at someone. Which is why it’s funny when someone tells you, Oh my god, you look exactly like my friend and they show you a picture and you think, Oh, that looks nothing like me. I do think after you’ve met someone a few times you just have this image of them in your head. You don’t properly, properly look at them. Which is why it’s always funny when you see someone for the first time after a while and think, Oh, I don’t remember you looking like that. They just have a vague category for how you look. Yeah, once you have an image of someone in your head it’s quite easy to just categorise.

      

   


   
      
         
            28.

         

         Years ago, my sister knew this guru who was called G____, from Germany, and he came over to Harrow. Indian guy, he was part of an ashram in Pondicherry. What was it called? I can’t remember the movement, but she was always talking about G____ and she was really into this spiritual movement, and she said, I’m gonna take you and introduce you to him. I thought he was a very comical character. He got hold of my hand and dragged me through the house and just stood and looked at me, and I was giggling: What an odd little man. He was looking at me, and then he spoke to my sister in German, and he said, She will receive grace. [My sister] went, He’s never said that to me, and I went, I have no idea what he means, so thanks, but I don’t know what you’re talking about. He said, You’re like a little girl, and I went, Oh, okay. And I kind of just forgot about that.

         I never believed in religion but when I found God, when I actually connected to this profound energy, I completely understood it, because the way that I would summarise grace is that there is a sense of being cradled by something that’s so pure and so light and so knowledgeable and so dependable that the weight of the world falls away, and all that’s left is you and that. That’s how I would describe grace. It’s a profound feeling of comfort. And also I think it takes away all the fears that you’ve ever had in life.

      

   


   
      
         
            29.

         

         When I look at a cat, I feel like it could be a god [laughs]. Cats are so perfect, they just seem to have been created with such perfection in their nature, their beauty, the way they’re so affectionate but so playful and unpredictable, I feel they’re almost divine.
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