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EXERCISE:


Keeping track of change.


On the page you’ll see a calendar with all the days of the month on it.





Choose 10 colours from your crayons and put them in the order of the mood they evoke. Decide which are the feel-good, positive colours and which are the feeling crap, negative colours, i.e. you decide yellow for positive is 1, green for less great is 4, maybe beige is neither positive or negative at 5. And then the colours get darker until black = 10.





Each day when you wake up, choose which colour your mood is and scribble it onto the day on the calendar. You can also do it before you go to sleep at night.





At the end of a week or month, notice how your colours changed day by day. If they’ve stayed black for over a week, you’ve probably got depression.




Introduction


If anyone had told us a few weeks before March 2020 that most of the world would be unable to leave their homes because a virus was going on a rampage, we would have said it was a bad idea for a script. But suddenly, as it dawned on us this might be more than a rumour, we realised we were going to a showdown at high noon with our deepest fears. There were no information packs for what to do in this kind of emergency, so we headed for our homes and hunkered down – alone and traumatised.


One of the reasons we were so ill-prepared for this recent existential slap in the face is that we were suddenly forced to confront the harsh truths of difficult emotions, uncertainty, loneliness, change, dissatisfaction and death. In other words, the cold hard facts of life.


I don’t want to get into “should haves” (we already think those words too often and they don’t do us any good). But it would have saved us a lot of despair if we’d been more aware of these “realities”, not only for the pandemic, but generally, and especially when the time comes to face our termination.


These six realities – I will call them the Big Six throughout this book – should have been tattooed on some visible part of our bodies so they could never have taken us by surprise. We should have been taught to deal with them during our first years in school (in a child-friendly way). From now on, parents should be fined for negligence if they fail to teach us about them. Maybe they could gently but honestly tell us that the fish died and what that means, rather than just telling us our fish went on a holiday.


It’s not as if you won’t have heard of the Big Six. It’s that, like most of us, you probably choose not to think about them too much. I mean, why upset yourself and ruin a perfectly nice day? Maybe we humans don’t want to face them head on, because if we did, our lives might just grind to a halt. What would be worth doing if nothing was permanent? Why throw everything we’ve got into anything if nothing is certain? If every second is a possible end, why begin anything? Of course, deep down, we know everything changes, everything is uncertain, we’re alone, we die – blah! blah! blah! But who wants to go there when there’s so much on Netflix to watch? This isn’t a culture that likes to emotionally dig down, so we make sure we lock the existential closet and bury the keys.


Then there may be some people thinking, “I’m fully booked. I can’t possibly think about stuff like dying. I just haven’t got the time.” We try to avoid anything unpleasant or painful, not realising that when the realities finally do land on our doorstep (and they will), they will take us down and render us completely useless.


For a long time now, we’ve been too busy to notice disturbing realities because we were all on tight schedules of “must do” things, most of which were things that didn’t ever need to be done. So many of our deadlines are self-imposed to keep the adrenaline pumping, to give us a sense of purpose and importance. We’ll do anything rather than look too deeply into ourselves, so any diversion is appreciated.


Before the pandemic, we didn’t notice much of anything. Glued to our digital rectangles; our heads permanently sucked into cyberspace. I think the culprit was Microsoft Office when, 10 years ago, it said, “You can now take your workplace anywhere,” and that was the end of having time to be screenless, having time for ourselves; having time to find out what might make us happy, how we liked living our life or just give it some meaning. The curse of Microsoft Office came true. The office is now in our bed, bath, on our holiday, while walking, jogging, eating, on planes, trains and automobiles. It’s with us while we watch babies being born and even at funerals while someone’s being buried.


For all our time-saving devices, we’ve still had to speed up our lives to keep up with so much incoming. Why can’t we let computers do what they were meant to do and leave us alone to have a nice time: learning shuffleboard or designing yurts or whatever would make us happy? Why shouldn’t they, not us, have to hit deadlines? Surely some coder could code the computer to burn out rather than us?


Now we’re at the beck and call of our machines. Waiting for them to ping so we can immediately ping back. It’s like a horrible game of tennis that never ends – where you die of exhaustion with love points. We can’t really blame anyone. We’re party to our own downfall. We complain we have no time to ourselves but then choose to live surrounded by weapons of mass distraction.


If we ever switch off, we say, “We’re killing time.” Then we get frightened because no one is pinging us, and that’s when the hunt for distraction really kicks in hard. The truth is we’re afraid of having time because we have no idea what to do with it. Even while we complain about not having enough, we make every moment a record-breaking dash to the next and then wonder where it all went.


In the same way, we complain about always being online, yet we’re addicted to online because normal time feels too slow – and God forbid we might get bored. Nothing tastes as good as that rush of adrenaline when you can order something that can be delivered faster than the speed of light. Even watching the cartoon of a tiny Uber coming to pick me up gets me high.


Without being aware, we’ve sold our souls and data to the devil as a two-for-one. Google knows more about me than I ever will.


But what would happen if we stopped and became more aware of what it is to be alive? Maybe take our focus from always seeking something outside to seeking something inside ourselves? Get to know who we are, which we definitely won’t find in our inbox. I’m not suggesting we dump tech. Are you crazy? I’m on it right now, obviously. Or how would I be writing this book? A typewriter? A plume? Get out of here.
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All I’m saying is that we need to find a counterbalance to our turbulent inner world. To slow it down so we have time to check in with ourselves (and not through voicemail), to examine what really matters.


The fact is, many of us were asleep at the wheel when it came to the pandemic. In March 2020, all Big Six realities were smashed into our faces in one fell swoop. Out of the blue, we were locked into our own homes with nothing to face but an uncertain future with, horror of horrors, no distractions. We were all mutually forced to go cold turkey off our busyness, which meant we had to be alone with our own thoughts. Oh my God, we suddenly saw ourselves naked, with no masks to hide behind, no personalities to jack up, no parties to be invited to, with never having to dress up (especially our lower halves) to look good.


I found myself with a front row seat on all this. Every evening, I watched people sitting at home being helplessly torpedoed by one reality check after another. Throughout the day and probably most of the night too, they were on an emotional roller coaster, forced to face difficult emotions, uncertainty, loneliness, change, dissatisfaction and death all at once.


I witnessed this daily onslaught because I was running something called the Frazzled Cafe.


Frazzled Cafes


Four years ago, I wanted to create something like AA for anyone with a form of burnout. A place where you could meet in a safe environment with a small group of people who would still love you when you took off the mask and unbolted the armour. I wanted to create a place where people could get real, cut the bullshit and not have to bark back the word “fine” when asked how they were. Previously, I crashed a few AA meetings, which I loved, because everyone was on the same alcoholic page. Unfortunately, the meeting I was at didn’t encourage my return when I fessed up that I wasn’t an addict. They were nice but really I was sort of the wrong species for them. Since when do you have to audition to prove that you’re fucked up?


But I got their point, so I thought I’d start my own group for those of us who feel “frazzled” and wanted to meet others of the same ilk. This wasn’t to be a group for people who all suffered with mental illness – that would have to be run by professional therapists. But I wanted to create a community where we could just talk without the usual agenda to impress, provoke or prove something; speak straight from the heart without fear that we might be boring to someone or seemingly weak.


Frazzled Cafes began life in Marks & Spencer. They supported us and opened their cafes for meetings up and down the UK. We invited small groups of about 12 to 15 people (the perfect number for a nomadic family). They would meet regularly every two weeks with a facilitator who was there to listen, make everyone feel safe, and begin and end the meetings with a few minutes of mindfulness to help de-frazzle the room.


By the way, I didn’t make up the word. To be in a state of “frazzle” is a neurological function meaning, “A constant stress overloading the nervous system, flooding it with cortisol and adrenaline. The attention of the frazzled person is fixed on what’s worrying them and not the job in hand, which can lead to burnout.”


Being frazzled is a contemporary ailment where we’re not just stressed, anxious and fearful, but we have a simultaneous internal commentary running inside our heads badgering us with, “I shouldn’t be stressed. No one else is this anxious. I’m such a loser to be this scared.”


So, the commonality of the M&S cafes was that we were all in the same state and wanted to help each other and ourselves.


There, we provided hot and cold running trust and rapport, allowing everyone to do what humans do best – bond.


And it worked.


The cafe met every two weeks, and some people stayed with their group for four years and are all still in touch.


They said that their small groups were a lifeline to sanity, because in this bizarre world of ours, people don’t want to tell their friends and family what’s really going on. They don’t want to be a burden. Our ancestors sitting around the fire would have thought this hysterical, and even more hysterical to them would be the idea of humans needing shrinks.
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Frazzled Cafes during lockdown


When the pandemic started, the Frazzled Cafe went online and I began to lead nightly Zoom meetings for groups of about 80 people.


During lockdown, we were being blitzed by the Big Six realities day and night. New people joined and began speaking about their fears, maybe for the first time in their lives. What was so terrifying with the pandemic was that in war you know where the bombs are falling, but this was an invisible enemy and even friends were potential virus snipers. When I was out and saw kids walking at me, I’d think “incoming” and go hide in a hedge.


So, all of us had the wake-up call of wake-up calls – that our lives weren’t a rehearsal we were casually strolling through, with a lot of tea breaks. Our lives were actually the real performance and now we had to make decisions fast. Decisions we’d never had to make before, like: If we could only see three people who would they be? Who did we want to go into lockdown with? Who did we want to get out of lockdown with? Who did we really care about and want to call? Who did we never want to hear from again?


We even had to think about whether we had married the right person, whether we wanted to change our lives, make peace with anyone before it was too late. Many of us realised if we did nothing and just sat it out, we’d be living like snails smearing ourselves up and down the fish tank, pointing in any which way, going nowhere slowly.


While people were thinking about those hard-core, smack-in-your-face topics, I was learning about the human race fast and how we react in the crossfire. Running those nightly meetings, I had the privilege of being a confidante and friend to a cross section of the population. It felt like I was taking the pulse of the nation as we were challenged by the full catastrophe of those realities.


During the day, we also had hosts running smaller meetings. Who knew that technology would come up trumps? After all our complaining, now it was our greatest source for intimacy. On screen, you couldn’t be distracted by tech because you were using tech. So when someone spoke, all eyes were on them, fully engaged and fully present. We had people of all ages, ethnicities, gender, nationalities – when someone spoke, you saw these heads from all over the world, nodding as if to say, “Yes, I feel that way too.”


In my opinion, emotions are just as visceral and contagious online as in person. Love, hate, sex, envy, fear, and more, are just as transmittable on a screen. Otherwise, why would we watch films? And at all meetings, the compassion was infectious – everyone caught it.


After doing a few minutes of mindfulness, I always began asking people to give us the weather conditions in their minds. They knew exactly what I meant, and people spoke for only a minute or two, uncensored and honestly. You could hear a communal sigh of relief each time someone spoke, recognising that we all felt the same way.


Almost every night, tired and confused, I thought, “Why am I running this? I have so many things I should be doing.” And each night when I finished those meetings, I knew why. I felt so strongly that I was with my people. Strangely, I felt closer to the attendees at Frazzled than some people I’ve known for 20 or more years.


At almost every session, the attendees thanked me for creating Frazzled and giving them a place to be heard, but I always said the same thing: that whatever they were getting out of it, I was getting even more. For me, no theatre, concert or book can ever give me that feeling I get from Frazzled – that sense of communal embrace, like our hearts are all chained together on the human charm bracelet. These people might be strangers when the meeting starts, but by the time it’s ended, I love them because they’re brave enough to show me a little piece of who they are.
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