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			Formerly an autistic child whose mother tongue was numbers, Daniel Tammet is the author of a rich and widely acclaimed body of work, including memoirs, essays, literary reportage, poetry and fiction. Born on a Blue Day (2006) and Every Word is a Bird We Teach to Sing (2017) were named by Booklist magazine among the ­editors’ annual selections. Thinking in Numbers (2012) was a BBC Radio 4 Book of the Week. Tammet’s books have been translated into thirty languages. He is a Fellow of the Royal Society of Arts.
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			Homo sum, humani nihil a me alienum puto.

			I am a human being; nothing human can be alien to me.

			Terence (c. 195–159 bc)
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			Introduction

			Normal adjective /ˈnɔːməl/ – typical, usual or ordinary; what you would expect

			 

			As a child, I spent many years learning how to be ‘normal’. That is to say, how to fit in, how not to stand out, how to conform to the many social conventions I failed to grasp intuitively, the way other children did. Born on the autistic spectrum, I perceived the world around me in ways that set me apart: words had textures and colours; people resembled numbers; pi was like an epic poem.

			So, I was a born outsider and, growing up, I spent many happy hours in dictionaries rather than parties. I identified with words and objects more easily than with people: I read cowboy stories not for the characters’ derring-do but for the word ‘saddle’ with its poise and shimmer. Imagining life from a horse chestnut’s, or a teacup’s, or a candle flame’s point of view came natur­ally enough to me. My classmates hardly knew what to make of me; I quickly got a name for thinking my own way, for oddness.

			But like any child, I wanted to belong, and doggedly pursued ‘normality’ as though I were on a full-time apprenticeship.

			Today, a writer and poet in my forties, I’ve long since come around to cherishing my difference. All those years of close and passionate observation help me now discern the glorious strangeness, often unnoticed and unsuspected, of modern life.

			From tattoos and lotteries to jogging and micro-blogging, the dozen lightly humorous essays that follow are as many invitations to see our ‘everyday’ with new eyes. And a reminder – a lesson I long ago learned – that normality is always relative; that one person’s ‘normal’ will be another’s wondrous.
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