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Praise for Drama Queen


‘A fascinating book written with true humour and vulnerability. Enlightening about the subject of autism, and ultimately very funny and uplifting.’ Isy Suttie


‘Sara takes you on a tour of her incredibly intelligent and ridiculously funny mind. I cried laughing.’ Shappi Khorsandi


‘A fast and hilarious memoir about love and acceptance. Razor Sharp and so very touching.’ Lizzy Dent, author of The Summer Job


‘Sara Gibbs absolutely nails the disorienting experience of growing up with undiagnosed autism, when it can feel as if the rest of the human race is continually changing the rules behind your back.’ Joanne Limberg


‘For a Drama Queen, Gibbs is sparklingly hilarious.’ Desiree Burch, American comedian and TV host.


‘Sets you thinking not just about our desire to label those we don’t understand, but will resonate with anyone who has ever felt misunderstood.’ Rosie Holt, actor and comedian.


‘An extraordinary read – intriguing, enlightening and funny.’ Jan Ravens, actress.


‘Full of warmth, insight, heartache, and seemingly effortless humour. It grabs you by the lapels and doesn’t let go.’ Nick Pettigrew, author of Anti-Social: The Secret Diary of an Anti-social Behaviour Officer.




About the Book


One Autistic Woman and a Life of Unhelpful Labels


During the first thirty years of her life, comedy script writer Sara Gibbs had been labelled a lot of things - a cry baby, a scaredy cat, a spoiled brat, a weirdo, a show-off - but more than anything else, she’d been called a Drama Queen. No one understood her behaviour, her meltdowns or her intense emotions. She felt like everyone else knew a social secret that she hadn’t been let in on; as if life was a party she hadn’t been invited to. Why was everything so damn hard? Little did Sara know that, at the age of thirty, she would be given one more label that would change her life’s trajectory forever. That one day, sitting next to her husband in a clinical psychologist’s office, she would learn that she had never been a drama queen, or a weirdo, or a cry baby, but she had always been autistic.


Drama Queen is both a tour inside one autistic brain and a declaration that a diagnosis on the spectrum, with the right support, accommodations and understanding, doesn’t have to be a barrier to life full of love, laughter and success. It is the story of one woman trying to fit into a world that has often tried to reject her and, most importantly, it’s about a life of labels, and the joy of ripping them off one by one.




This book is dedicated to the memory of my dad, Zvi, who would be so proud and so annoyed.




INTRODUCTION


Hi. Hello. Salut. Yo?


OK, you’ve got me. I’ve never figured out how to introduce myself. Maybe just imagine you’re chatting to a friend and there’s a pale ginger woman loitering nearby, staring creepily at you, before choosing an inexplicable moment to jump in, bellowing, ‘I COULDN’T HELP BUT OVERHEAR; I’M SARA BY THE WAY.’ Great, now that we’re introduced, I’ll break the ice with a joke. Given that I write jokes for radio and TV for a living, this should be a piece of cake. What do you call an undiagnosed autistic girl? Oh God, first rule of comedy – never start a joke when you don’t have a punchline. But I’ve already announced, out loud, that I’m going to tell a joke, set your expectations really high by telling you I do this for money and now you’re all looking at me expectantly. Or with pity in your eyes. I honestly can’t tell.


In actual fact, in the absence of a diagnosis, many autistic people who grew up being socialised as girls are made to feel like walking punchlines, and that’s no joke. We are among the least understood people on the planet. We’re up there with people who choose the middle seat on the plane and . . . Wait, don’t walk off! I’m just a little nervous. Honestly, I’m not that bad. You’ll see! You just have to spend the next ten years getting to know me.


I kid, but actually ‘I’m not that bad’ is one of the kindest things I’ve ever said about myself and it took years of therapy to get here. Until I was thirty years old I thought I was the most uniquely terrible person in the world. Nobody in existence was as selfish, lazy, incapable, weak, dramatic, inappropriate, ridiculous or out of sync with the world as I was.


My whole life I strongly suspected there was a top-secret handbook for how to person and I was the only one without a copy. Just as well. I’ve never been able to keep a secret. While other kids were playing games, making friends and doing whatever else people do but don’t tell me about, I was always trailing behind, looking in the wrong direction or saying things that made the room descend into an awkward silence. Why is it that when Fleabag overshares about her sex life, it’s a witty anecdote, but when I do it everyone goes ashen-faced and asks me to stop talking because I’m upsetting Grandma? One of life’s many mysteries.


Ironically, as autistic people are so often told we lack empathy, I am going to ask a lot of you in the coming pages when it comes to attempting to put yourself in my shoes (they’re very comfy and I’ve bought several pairs in case they wear out). I’m going to ask you to imagine that all the things that you take for granted you are able to do in life are significantly harder for you than for everyone else – but because there’s nothing visibly different about you, nobody believes you.


Worse, imagine that while you’re struggling with extreme sensory sensitivities, muscle weakness, exhaustion, food aversions and a whole other laundry list of physical difficulties, you’re being told that you’re putting it all on for attention and are often scolded about how you really should be able to do these basic things. While you’re struggling with severe executive dysfunction, you’re told off for being lazy and useless. When you try to explain yourself, your body language and facial expressions don’t match your words, adding to the perception that you’re not to be trusted. When you finally meltdown because you are overwhelmed by your environment or frustrated at not being heard, you’re berated for being dramatic. Everything you do to try to fit in or, at the very least, articulate why you can’t, makes people less and less likely to believe you.


Now take those struggles, and many more, and set them against the backdrop of a weird and wacky world of New Age woo. Imagine your chances of diagnosis growing up in a tight-knit hippie community where you’re more likely to be taken to a Reiki healer than a psychologist. Imagine surviving your formative years, being too weird to be accepted by people who believe in fairies, gnomes and, most preposterously, homeopathy.


Imagine then that years later, after spending your whole life working overtime to pretend to be just like everyone else, you finally get an answer – a diagnosis! But you’ve done such a good job of convincing yourself and everybody else that you’re just a useless, dramatic human being that nobody believes you – you barely even believe you – and every person who challenges your diagnosis only reinforces your own doubt and confusion. Welcome to my world.


When I first looked into getting diagnosed, people asked me why I needed a ‘label’. The answer was that living with just one label would be a blessed relief. By the time autistic women reach adulthood, diagnosed or not, many of us have accrued a lifetime of labels that form the basis of the way other people see us and, by extension, the way we see ourselves. Peeling those labels off can be as tricky as peeling off literal labels. It’s fiddly, sticky, time-consuming and, no matter how hard you try, there will always be some leftover residue.


So, this is my story. Before I get started, I want to be clear that it comes with a giant disclaimer – if you’ve met one autistic person, you’ve met one autistic person. And, yes, I choose to say autistic person, rather than person with autism. Other people are welcome to identify differently but given that I can’t leave my autism at home while I pop to the shop to get a few bits done, this is the way round I prefer it. Before you start complaining that I’m nothing like your autistic brother, child you once saw at the supermarket or goat, that’s OK. I don’t have to be! This is my story with all the gory, mortifying and, hopefully, entertaining details.


Another thing it is important to make clear is that this is the story of a lucky autistic person. I survived my upbringing relatively unscathed. There are autistic people out there who have been subjected to unimaginable cruelty – the torture of controversial ‘behavioural therapies’, their most vulnerable moments filmed and put online without their consent to demonstrate how ‘difficult’ they are, dangerous attempts at ‘cures’, like bleach enemas and incarceration in institutions, with some autistic people placed in isolation, unable to see their families. Some autistic children never become adults. In rare and extreme cases, some are killed in their homes by the people who are supposed to love and care for them. A tiny percentage are killed in their schools by teachers attempting to restrain them. Autistic people are at significantly higher risk of dying by suicide than their neurotypical peers. There are many autistic people who, for a multitude of complicated reasons, are not able to tell their own stories and so have false narratives and limitations imposed upon them.


I am also uncomfortable with the idea of this book being held up as an example of what autistic people can achieve without explaining first that the worth of autistic people should not be judged by their ability to work and ‘contribute’, whatever that means, and secondly that all I have achieved in my career would not have been possible without an incredible amount of support. My circumstances have been unique and blessed. Again, I am lucky. Even with the extraordinary care and financial safety net I have been privileged enough to enjoy, working at a high level has often come at a huge emotional price. Autistic people can and do thrive professionally, but it would be irresponsible of me to ignore that this success is often facilitated by the right support, understanding and accommodations.


That, and I am clearly a comedy legend. Why have you all stopped laughing?


There will be moments in this book where I draw upon my extensive study and immersion in the autistic community to describe anecdotally common traits or experiences. I in no way wish to claim that these are universal, nor that I speak for all autistic people. At points in this book, particularly when reporting my early diagnosis, I refer to terminology that is now outdated or defunct in order to accurately describe my experience as it unfolded at the time. Asperger syndrome in particular has been widely retired as a diagnostic label, although many people still use it, as it was their original diagnosis.


I can’t teach you about autism. All I can offer is a tour inside this one autistic brain. Please come in. I’m so sorry about the mess, but there’s plenty of comfy seating. No, not that seat. That’s my special seat. Ahhh, that’s better. This is the story of one autistic woman in a world that does everything it can not to recognise us.
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CRYBABY


It’s January 1998. My dad is begrudgingly driving me and a girl from my class to see Titanic at the cinema for what is clearly a friendship audition. My dad, a diligent rule follower, has taken a lot of persuading to be complicit in what he calls ‘committing fraud’. Titanic is graded twelve and I am, as he has repeatedly reminded me, eleven and a quarter. I’ve pulled out all the stops to convince him to aid and abet my pre-teen rebellion. I’ve begged, I’ve pleaded, I’ve reasoned. And by reasoned I mean I’ve burst into tears and shouted ‘Why are you ruining my life?’ Against the odds, I’ve worn him down and he has reluctantly agreed to buy our tickets and then leave us to it.


‘But if they ask how old you are,’ he warns us, ‘I won’t lie.’


My dad goes ahead to the booth to buy the tickets while I hide conspicuously behind him with my potential new friend, like a cartoon character behind a lamp post.


The ticket guy eyes my visible limbs suspiciously. ‘Is that your daughter?’


‘Yes.’


‘How old is she?’


There is an uncomfortably long pause. A dead giveaway of a pause. Nobody in the history of time has ever paused for that long and then gone on to tell the truth. It goes on so long I can’t actually be sure I haven’t turned twelve in the interim.


Finally, my dad speaks up entirely unconvincingly. ‘I don’t know.’


A few months later, Titanic was released on VHS. My dad came home one afternoon to the sound of hysterical sobbing and wailing. He ran into the living room, braced for whatever life-changing disaster he might find when he got there. A dead pet? The charred remains of the house? One of his mistresses up the duff?


‘Are you OK?’


I paused Rose and Jack’s devastating parting words, looked at my dad through my swollen eyes, blew my snotty nose and bawled, ‘I am. BUT THEY’RE NOT.’


My dad may have cost me one friend, but ultimately I was grateful that he saved something much more valuable: my dignity. Already nicknamed ‘crybaby’ by my classmates, the last thing I needed was the mortification of having an audience to my reaction to Titanic.


I have never been able to understand people who can stop themselves crying. If I’m upset, my face instantly resembles something that’s just been pulled out of the ground by its leaves. My tears are constantly simmering close to the surface, waiting for the slightest nudge to come spilling out of my face. ‘At the ready, men, she’s just watched a video of a puppy making friends with a duck!’ My emotions are too big. Or I’m too small. I’m just an oversized bag of emotions wearing a human skinsuit.


To the uninitiated, my weepies can be a very uncomfortable thing to witness. But anyone who spends any meaningful time around me has to just get used to it. I cry. A lot. About everything. To my loved ones it’s like the weather. ‘It’s a bit windy outside.’ ‘Oh, Sara’s leaking again. What is it now, Sara?’ ‘I suddenly remembered the Cadbury’s drumming gorilla. So passionate. So noble.’


I tend to be at my soggiest when other people are upset. Empathy is a physical experience for me. I viscerally feel other people’s emotions. They possess me like little hormonal demons and it can often be hard to discern what’s mine and what’s theirs. It’s incredibly draining and, worse, it’s wasted emotional energy, but I couldn’t turn it off if I tried. I often imagine the good I could do in the world if I wasn’t busy feeling devastated that my third cousin has to have a root canal.


This overactive empathy chip can be so overwhelming that I can rarely find the appropriate reaction. If I engage with someone else’s emotions, tears are inevitable. I can’t say so much as a kind word without opening the floodgates. This is incredibly inconvenient when I’m in a writers’ room and all I want to do is say ‘Nice sketch, mate’, but it comes out as ‘You’re just such an extraordinary shining light of a writer; this sketch is exemplary of your talent and this industry would be poorer without you,’ while tears stream down my face.


The only way to avoid being absolutely terrifying when it comes to any kind of emotional exchange is to shut down completely. Then it looks like I don’t care at all. This is inconvenient when, say, my husband comes running in to tell me about his promotion at work, but I don’t have the energy for a sobbing session so all I can manage is an eye-contactless ‘well done’. Maybe a perfunctory handshake. I have two modes: sobbing wreck or heartless robot.


Anyway, they say to become an expert in anything you have to put in your 10,000 hours of practice. If that’s true, then by now I have surely earned my PhD in weeping. I’d go so far as to say that I’m a leading global expert. I should be called upon as the definitive authority on the ol’ waterworks whenever they need one on the news. ‘We now go live to our Crying Correspondent, Sara Gibbs . . . Sara . . . can you calm down a bit? We can’t understand anything you’re saying. Do you think you can take a breath and compose yourself? Uh . . . we seem to have lost Sara there, sorry. Here’s the weather.’


The first thing I did when I arrived on this planet? You can probably guess.


Now, normally nothing strikes fear into my heart like the words ‘tell me about yourself’. Without specific instructions on precisely how much information I’m expected to share, I’ll start from the beginning, the very beginning, and continue without pause until someone manages to get a word in. ‘That’s all fascinating, Mrs Gibbs, and I’m really glad you got through the trauma of your first period, but I’m more interested in your experience of writing press releases . . .’ On this occasion, however, by reading this book, you have asked for my life story. That’s the deal. Holy shit, a captive audience.


I will go so far as to spare you the details of my conception, of which sadly I am also aware. I am not, it would transpire, the only oversharer in my family. Cheers, Dad.


‘Come on, Sara. It’s a beautiful story. What’s wrong with two people making l—’


‘LA, LA, LA, NOT LISTENING.’


‘You don’t want to hear how we made you?’


‘Did the stork bring me?’


‘No, we made l—’


‘LALALALALALALA, CAN’T HEAR YOU. GOING TO THERAPY NOW.’


I was born in Israel to an English mother and a very Israeli father. Israelis are well known for two things – a lack of social graces and extreme paranoia. My dad was so Israeli he always reverse-parked in case he needed to make a quick getaway (I still have no idea from whom). He was so Israeli he’d show his appreciation for a good meal by licking his plate in the middle of the restaurant. He was so Israeli he taught us Morse code as kids in case we were kidnapped and needed to tap for help.


My parents met after my mum had left university to move to Israel in the name of love, only to find the man who had encouraged her to move there had already moved on with another woman by the time she arrived. My dad, according to many, many people, who have told me in a number of inappropriate ways, was an exceptionally handsome man. He was a photography student who had been a helicopter captain in the Israeli Defense Forces and came complete with a harrowing near-death experience after a helicopter crash had broken nearly every bone in his body. My mum was also a beauty, but she didn’t quite know her currency in the same way my dad very obviously did. My freshly heartbroken mother met my probably-a-bad-idea-but-appealing father because my mum’s sister was marrying my dad’s brother. It’s not incest. As a result, though, I share all four grandparents with my first cousins. It bears repeating – IT’S NOT INCEST.


I was born in 1987, shortly after my parents moved with my older brother from a transcendental meditation community at the top of a mountain, where they lived with my aunt, uncle and three cousins (still not incest), to an anthroposophical kibbutz in the Galilee region. Transcendental meditation, for those who haven’t had the pleasure, is a spiritual practice, some proponents of which believe that at a certain stage of enlightenment literally enables you to fly. Anthroposophy is, according to Google, an educational, therapeutic and creative system created by Rudolf Steiner. It postulates the existence of an objective, intellectually comprehensible spiritual world that is accessible by direct experience through inner development. If you didn’t understand a word of that, don’t feel bad. I went to a Steiner school, which is also called Waldorf education, until I was seventeen and I have no idea what it’s supposed to mean. Friends who grew up with TVs have suggested it might have something to do with the Muppets. I don’t know about that, but the system does tend to attract a few. If this all sounds very weird, that’s because it is. Much of my childhood involved prancing about in silk robes. There is a huge organic movement within the Steiner community and it tends to attract people who believe in every type of quackery on offer. We’re talking the full vaccine-sceptic, homeopathy-loving, technology-eschewing monty. According to Steiner philosophy, we choose our parents, so in all likelihood I only have myself to blame for all of this.


When my mum was six months pregnant with me, she discovered that my dad was having an affair. Not only that but he’d had numerous other affairs over the years – even when they were trying to bring me into the world. Thanks to overexposure to damaging New Age philosophies, my poor mum spent much of my childhood attributing what everyone saw as my ‘hysteria’ to emotional damage inflicted by her, in the womb, because she had a totally normal emotional reaction to her husband, and father of her toddler and unborn child, screwing around behind her back.


I was born at home, the product of two bohemian kibbutzniks whose greatest desire was to grow organic vegetables and organic children. My parents have told me many times that I came to them both in respective dreams asking to be called Sara. On this claim I call bullshit. Not even because of the implied mysticism, but because I refuse to believe that my disembodied spirit would actively request a self-inflicted lifetime of people mispronouncing my name.


‘It’s S-A-R-A, no H. Say it like you’re really frustrated, like S-ARGH, uh!’


‘Oh, Zara?’


‘No . . .’


‘Nice to meet you, Sarah.’


My four-letter name is apparently such a challenge that it’s misspelled several times in my baby books – by my own mother. I have friends of over a decade who still call me Sarah because I was too polite to correct them and it’s definitely too late now. I guess this is the least embarrassing way to tell them.


Another dubious claim made by my parents is that, when placed on my stomach as a newborn, I raised my own head and looked around me. My dad used to proudly tell everyone that from then on they never had to support my head, which may go some way towards explaining my lifetime of neck problems. But this I can absolutely believe – upon looking around me I apparently decided ‘fuck this place’, because I spent the next five hours screaming my head off. Perhaps because the first thing I overheard was my parents’ plans to plant a tree on my placenta. Years later, I would visit my birthplace for the first time and go in search of a tree bearing fruit with my angry red little face on them, but I never found it. But I digress. You’ll notice I do that a lot. It wouldn’t be a complete tour of my brain without enjoying the bouncy walls. BOING! Off topic. BOING! Back on topic again – I never lost the original thread; I just took a little detour. You’ll get used to it.


When I was eight months old, we moved from Israel to England, where we set up home just outside what’s affectionately known as the cult capital of the UK. East Grinstead is home to the mystic order of Rosicrucians, the ultra-Catholic order of Opus Dei, the Christian Scientists, the Ashworth Dowsers, the Pagan Federation, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and Scientology’s UK headquarters. My parents were lured there by the Anthroposophical Society, having been sent away by the Israeli kibbutz to train in Steiner-approved professions in order to be truly worthy of living within the community.


We moved into a little flat in Forest Row, a quaint village that time forgot, where everybody knew everybody and their business. It was the kind of place you’d be punished the moment you even contemplated misbehaving because your parents would somehow already know about it. The village was mostly inhabited by Steiner types, anthroposophical shops and, its crowning glory, the local Steiner school, inconveniently located opposite the local Scientology school so the parts of my childhood not spent explaining that I was not a product of incest were instead spent insisting that I wasn’t a Scientologist. After a short spell there, we moved to a larger family home in East Grinstead itself where we would spend the rest of my childhood. My parents stopped speaking Hebrew directly to us and used it instead to argue with each other, so these days my Hebrew hurtles jarringly from toddler-like idiosyncrasy to all the bad words. ‘Can I have some ice cream, YOU CHEATING SON OF A BITCH?’


As soon as I was old enough, my parents put me into a Steiner playgroup. It was a gentle, naturally lit space with weird, crooked architecture. Steiner architecture studiously avoids using right angles for reasons that have never quite been made clear to me. Because of this everything looks a bit like the Simpsons episode in which Ned Flanders lost his house in a hurricane and his incompetent neighbours did a half-arsed job trying to rebuild it, tipping the usually chipper character into a nervous breakdown. Whenever I see a Steiner-sanctioned building with its unnecessarily complicated geometry, I can’t help but think, They did their best . . . shoddily-iddily-iddily-diddily . . .


Tales of my early boo-hooing have traditionally been framed as more comic than tragic. Growing up, my parents would tell anyone who would listen about ‘Sara’s little tantrums’. As my mum describes, I didn’t like to hear the word ‘no’. According to legend, the tantrums would come with a warning system: an angry little bump appearing between my eyebrows, my mouth drooping into an upside-down ‘u’ and then a three-second grace period (counted down by my parents in unison for effect) before I started screaming my head off.


As a toddler, the crying began to be a noticeable problem and frankly, given what you know so far, can you blame me? The waterworks made their most frequent appearances when I was away from my parents, when I would do all I could to prevent them from having anything resembling a social life. Babysitters and playgroup teachers alike were in for hours of meltdowns, where I would insist that I was dying and my mum needed to come back and tend to me before my batteries would run out.


Socialising has never been intuitive for me and so it’s been a lifelong process of trial and error. In my beta-testing phase, also known as playgroup, I learned that constant crying fits fell into the category of ‘error’. Showing weakness doesn’t win you friends – but it does inspire the other kids to throw sand in your eye.


I was a sensitive child. I know this because I was frequently told to stop being so sensitive. Is there a product for that? Like an extra-gentle toothpaste for your emotional wellbeing? Sensodyne for the soul? This sensitivity manifested itself in extreme attachment issues. I would very easily become fixated on everything I encountered: people, places, inanimate objects. And I couldn’t separate out emotions that were appropriate for humans and meaningful relationships from attachments to random stuff.


I would get so attached to toys in shops that I would pick them up and refuse to put them down. Often I would latch on to stuffed animals with whom I’d formed an instant deep and meaningful connection. By the time my mum said ‘no’, I’d already fleshed it out with a whole personality and backstory. Most of the time I was wrenched from the object of choice, wailing my little heart out, but occasionally it was easier for my poor mum to just pay for the damn thing and get me home without a fuss. Once I had them in my possession, I nurtured each of these inanimate objects with an obsessive maternal passion. Each one had its own character and unique role in my little organisation.


‘Sara, do you really need all these toys? Let’s have a clear-out. What about R2-D2? You don’t even like Star Wars.’


‘No. He’s the night watchman.’


‘Well, you never play with this teddy.’


‘So you’re just going to separate her from her kids?’


Every evening before bed, I would painstakingly organise my toys into pairs so each one had a designated sleeping buddy. This wasn’t arbitrary, mind; there was a deep and complex thought process about compatibility and companionship behind each pairing, based on their personality profiles. Brave toys would be assigned to look after the timid ones. Sick toys would be placed with toys with medical qualifications. Every now and then they’d be switched around to let the caregivers in the pairings have a night off – I didn’t want to forget their needs either. The important thing was that none of them would be lonely or frightened during the night.


Leaving places was also a problem, particularly places where I’d formed happy memories. When we went on holiday and it was time to go home, I found the idea that I might never return unbearable. I would walk from room to room saying tearful, melodramatic goodbyes to each fixture. ‘Bye, lamp. Thank you for lighting the room for me. Bye, carpet, I really enjoyed walking on you. Bye, picture of a sailing boat, I only just noticed you, but I think I’ll miss you most of all.’ Then I’d take a souvenir, like a handful of gravel, or a twig from a tree outside – something to make me feel like I’d keep that place with me forever. In my heart. Or, if that proved impractical, in a little jar on my windowsill.


OK, I admit it, I’m kind of a hoarder. Things have to be prised from my devastated hands in order to be thrown away.


‘You don’t understand – this is the milk carton lid I was holding when I last talked to my mum on the phone.’


‘Sara, your mum’s fine.’


‘Yes, but what if one day she’s not and I’ve thrown away one of my most important memories?’


My house is so full of clutter that if it weren’t for my husband quietly disposing of things like the empty conditioner bottle that ‘served me so well’, I’d probably have to build a fort out of it to live in. I have four giant memory boxes full of things with sentimental value. Birthday cards from people I haven’t spoken to in years – some from people I can’t actually remember at all but who ‘must have meant something at some point if I kept this’.


For the most part, people around me protect me from myself. Useless pieces of crap I’m likely to forget about go missing without fuss or fanfare. But sometimes I get so attached to things that extreme measures have to be taken to prise them from my unwilling hands. One such example was my bakbuk (pronounced ‘buck-BOOK’), Hebrew for ‘bottle’, specifically a baby bottle I’d had for years, which I hung on to long past the stage of it being sanitary. It was no longer just a vessel for milk, I would only drink out of my bakbuk, like a paranoid former secret agent who only drinks from a hip flask in case someone tries to poison them. I wonder where I learned that. It would seem the apple doesn’t fall far from the placenta tree. The rubber end of my bakbuk was chewed into oblivion.


My parents tried waiting for me to tire of my bakbuk of my own accord, but when I became the almost-school-age child gnawing on a rubber nipple they took decisive action. When regular bakbuk interventions proved ineffective, my dad sat me down and explained, ‘There’s a family who have just had a baby. They’re very poor and they don’t have enough money to get their baby a bakbuk. Without a bakbuk they can’t feed their baby and the baby will starve and die. I know it’s a lot to ask, but if you give up your bakbuk, you’ll be saving the baby’s life.’


Well, that did the trick. I didn’t want a starving baby on my conscience.


‘You’re doing the right thing,’ said my dad sagely, before waiting until I was at a safe distance and throwing it in the bin.


The loss of my bakbuk left a hole in my life that took three years to fill. I was eight when my heart was finally won by Piggy. Piggy is a hot-water bottle cover, given to me for Hanukkah during a family trip to Israel for my cousin’s bar mitzvah. Piggy’s head, it turned out, was the perfect size on which to rest my chin. For twenty-four years Piggy has been my dirty little secret. When I say ‘dirty’, I mean that literally; he’s very delicate and I don’t like to wash him too often. Piggy is my most treasured possession. He is more welcome in my bed than any man. I am so paranoid about leaving Piggy behind or losing him to an overzealous customs agent who assumes he must be full of drugs (because why else would a woman in her thirties be carrying this monstrosity around?). I never take him anywhere. When I go on holiday, I leave him in a fireproof safe. If I ever got burgled, I can only imagine the thieves’ disappointment when they smash the thing open and the loot is just a tattered old pig with three decades’ worth of inbuilt diseases. I’m not saying Piggy is responsible for the coronavirus outbreak, but I can’t say the same for swine flu.


If my attachment to inanimate objects seems unhealthy, it’s not a patch on how I feel about people. During my early childhood, I would walk past strangers and suddenly feel a pang of agony that I would never see them again. That was the lowest bar. If someone was kind to me, I clung to them like a little weepy limpet. Clinging would be another great life skill I would hone over the years. I had, and still have to this day, great trouble letting people go – even to the bathroom.


I’ve been described as intense, which is totally unfair, and I’d really like a list of reasons why people think that and then to discuss each one in detail over a special weekend I’ve planned for us at a remote cabin in the woods. It’s not that I’m scary; I just have a different notion of friendship to most people. Once I consider someone a close friend, they might as well be family. I’m the kind of friend that rushes to hospital bedsides or sends flowers when pets die or shows up to a casual hangout with a platter of cupcakes. OK, I’m a lot, but I’m also the kind of friend who will be there for the hard times, even if I’m crying all over your tragedy.


Being an overly sensitive crybaby with an empathy chip on the fritz comes with countless hazards. I cannot bear to hurt anyone, even when it’s well deserved. I cry when an out-and-out monster dies because ‘they never got a chance to redeem themselves’. Fortunately for me, I’m not always aware of my impact on others (thank you, low self-esteem and general obliviousness) and so I’m not always conscious of when I’ve upset somebody, but when I realise it’s absolutely crushing.


In playgroup I was friendly with a sweet, quiet little girl, let’s call her Sally, who was due to attend my upcoming fourth birthday party. But one day Sally came into playgroup with a huge globule of goo on her inner eye. It was all I could see, looming, sticky and snotty on her face. Looking at it made me feel nauseated. After she had removed the offending gunk, I informed her that while I had enjoyed our friendship, she was no longer invited to my birthday party because I simply couldn’t risk another oozing during the festivities. If she reacted, I didn’t notice, because having dispatched with the unpleasantness, I continued my day, happily oblivious.


That evening my mother got a phone call. It was Sally’s mother, rightly calling to tell my mum what her horrible child had said to her daughter. My mum sat me down and asked me to remember a time when someone had said something to make me feel sad and made me cry. ‘Now,’ she said, ‘remember how that feels, because Sally is sad and crying because of what you said to her and that you excluded her from your party.’ The world came crashing down. It hadn’t occurred to me that Sally’s feelings might be hurt by not being allowed to attend my stupid party. I had hurt someone. I didn’t even want my stuffed toys to feel left out but here I was leaving out a real person. I burst into big heaving sobs of remorse. My mum told me I had to say sorry to Sally and reinvite her. There was no argument from me. I was relieved that she had told me what to do to make it right. At my party the following weekend she was the guest of honour. To be honest, I probably overdid it. I just about stopped short of singing ‘Happy Birthday’ to her.


From then on I decided to do my best to be kind and put other people’s feelings first. This desire stemmed from an unhealthy mix of altruistically caring too much about how other people felt and selfishly caring too much about what other people thought of me, and I started to overcompensate. Oversharing took on a whole new meaning. I couldn’t bear for anyone to miss out on something I had, so I would give out my food, toys, items of clothing other people liked (mercifully this rarely happened), whatever I had going. What was mine was anyone’s.


Maybe that sounds like a nice quality on paper, but when you’ll give anything away to anyone, it makes people uncomfortable. To me, stuff is just that – stuff. What I didn’t realise was that other people have all sorts of ideas of power, status and control attached to stuff. By giving it all away upfront and trying to please people, I’ve scared off more friends over a lifetime than I can count. This is also, sadly, a trait that attracts an unpleasant cohort of manipulators and users. People who take advantage of a good nature and unwillingness to offend anyone. These days, though, I pre-empt the problem by warning everyone I meet how easy I am to take advantage of, so they know not to take advantage of me. What could possibly go wrong?


Before you feel too sorry for me, there are benefits to being overly sensitive. I’m the first one people phone with things like job or baby news, because they know they’ll get a satisfying reaction. I never have something in my eye for long before it’s washed away with the tide. Oh, and it’s very handy for getting out of parking tickets and rail fines. When it came to getting through my childhood, however, being the school crybaby turned out to be the tip of the iceberg.
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CHATTERBOX


I’m twenty-seven years old and I’m late for an evening improv class. Despite having no time or energy to travel into London once a week, I’ve decided to ‘challenge’ myself by staring uncomfortably into a stranger’s eyes for 1,000 years a few minutes every Tuesday night. My blood sugar is dangerously low and bitter experience has taught me that as my energy dwindles so do my social skills, so I dart into Sainsbury’s to grab a banana.


The shop assistant offers me a bag. The sentiment I want to express is: ‘No thank you, I’m going to eat it now.’ What I actually say, in a tone that is meant to sound friendly and winning but comes out sex-pest creepy, is: ‘No thanks, I have big plans for this banana.’


I have spent many years in a love-hate relationship with words. By the age of one I had learned a hundred of them. In my thirties I still haven’t figured out how to use them without pissing someone off.


If my early vocabulary was a clue to anything being different about me, my parents didn’t spot it. People don’t take their kid to a psychologist because they’re clever; they competitively humblebrag to their other insufferable parent friends – kind of like I’m doing now, obviously as an example of what humblebragging looks like and not because I want you to know that I’m a genius. I wasn’t really aware of just how amazing I was (I’m not sure I’m doing this right) until I was twenty-nine, speculating with my mum about when my baby nephew might start talking.


‘I don’t know.’ she said. ‘You had a hundred words by the age of one. It’s all in your baby book.’


‘Ah yes, the sacred, infallible baby book in which you misspelled my name?’


‘It was a transliteration. I knew your name.’


At seventeen months, according to this baby bible, little Sarah started talking in full sentences. Excited for a play-date my mum had arranged, I answered the door to my friend with ‘Hello, Jerica, would you like to come in?’ I take this claim with a pinch of salt. Not the talking in full sentences bit – that I believe – but that I had a friend.


Recently my mum unearthed a pile of long-lost childhood videos, including a short snippet of our early days in England. I am around thirteen or fourteen months old, playing with my brother on the floor of our small flat above the Circle K. I have a toy remote-control rabbit, and I’m talking into the controller as if it’s a phone in a mixture of Hebrew and English while my brother answers into the toy rabbit as if it’s the other line.


‘’LO?’ I yell. ‘’LO? Yodea [Hebrew for ‘I know’], fine.’ I pass the receiver to my mum and announce to her that I’m a ‘good girl’. (I AM SO GOOD AT HUMBLEBRAGGING.)


My parents and brother start quizzing me. My brother is a . . .


‘Boy,’ I answer.


‘Sara is a . . .’


‘Boy,’ I say.


Everyone laughs. They try again. This time I say ‘girl’.


‘Abba is a . . .’ they prompt.


‘Boy,’ I respond.


‘Ima is a . . .’


‘Girl,’ I say, and so on.


The gender-normative brainwashing aside (hey, it was 1988), I was stunned to see that at what couldn’t have been more than fourteen months I could understand the concept of binary gender and impose it on everyone in the room. My parents were delighted.


It’s always struck me as confusing how babies spend the first few months of their lives being relentlessly encouraged to talk, then the rest of their childhood being told to shut up. I was no exception – the only problem was the shutting-up bit. I was as good at that as I am at humblebragging (I think that might be a humble-neg – oh God, it’s all so confusing). Equipped with my new extensive vocabulary, I set about irritating everyone who crossed my path by becoming, as a boss would one day describe me as I sat red-faced with the vain effort of repressing tears in my appraisal, a ‘constant generator of noise’. I liked saying things. I liked finding a thousand different ways to say things. I wanted to do everything in my power to make myself understood.


Being understood was a rare phenomenon for me. It didn’t matter how much effort went into explaining myself, somehow everyone around me seemed to get the wrong end of the stick. Trying to make my facial expressions, body language and tone of voice line up with the words that were coming out of my mouth felt like patting my head, rubbing my tummy and juggling fiery knives. I was completely uncoordinated when it came to emoting. If I tried to smile, people told me to stop smirking. If I was being sincere, people told me to stop being sarcastic. If I was being sarcastic, people took me literally. Whatever I tried to communicate through the unspoken language that everyone else was using, my face and body stubbornly refused to play ball. They intuitively knew that people like me are supposed to run away from the ball. It was enormously frustrating and frightening, like being in a nightmare where you’re trying to speak but nothing comes out of your mouth, except instead of nothing coming out of your mouth, everything comes out of your mouth – and it comes out all wrong.


In the absence of the ‘correct’ body language that seemed to come so easily to everyone else, I clung to my words as my most valuable tool. They were like floatation devices in a vast ocean of misunderstandings – something to hang on to while I kicked furiously and tried not to fall into the confusing chasm of everything that can be mistranslated between two people. Words, to borrow a few from the Bee Gees, or, if we’re being heretical, Boyzone, were all I had.


If the definition of madness is trying the same thing over and over and expecting different results, I was certifiable. Words didn’t make me friends, or make people believe me when I was telling the truth or make people understand my experience when I was stating it as clearly as I possibly could. I felt like a tiny defence lawyer, always on the back foot and sounding like I was protesting too much. When my words weren’t received the way I’d intended, I reached into my arsenal for more, making them bigger and bigger until they just sounded like . . . well, drama.


Another reason I was helpless to stop words pouring indiscriminately from my face was that they took up all the space in my head. My brain has never, for a single moment, been quiet. It is constantly chattering to itself, analysing everything into oblivion, second-guessing itself, second-guessing the second-guessing, reliving an argument, reminding me of that dumb thing I did, which reminds me of all those other ‘dumb things’ I did, finally thinking of the perfect comeback in that argument I was reliving ten minutes ago, and SUDDENLY REMEMBERING I’M GOING TO DIE ONE DAY. It’s constantly bouncing from topic to topic and back again, taking detours, changing the subject and switching back without warning in a way that only I can follow. If it’s frustrating for the people around me, I CAN NEVER SWITCH IT OFF. Trust me, nobody is more exhausted by me than I am.


My brain is like a malfunctioning automated word factory, constantly overproducing words and it’s my job to find places for the overflow. The only way to quiet them down for a moment is to put them in a proper place, but the second I’ve finished arranging one set of surplus words, I return to the warehouse to find fresh chaos has stacked up in my absence.


Early on, I learned to deal with the cacophony of noise in my brain in two ways. First, I made them a part of my rich inner world. I used them in stories and poems and essays and articles and manifestos and diaries and anywhere else I could find to stuff them. I memorised them from books and repeated them like mantras. I used them in long, elaborate fantasies and make-believe worlds, which I would inhabit in such great detail that it sometimes became difficult to distinguish them from reality.


The second way I dealt with the chatter was to just say whatever was in my head at all times, whether or not it was appropriate. It is rarely, I’ve learned, appropriate. My words would barge in like tiny unwanted tech billionaires in their mini submarines announcing that they were there to save the day, while getting in the way. They were always there. The nervous fillers of comfortable silences. The blunt deliverers of uncomfortable truths. The valiant diggers of unnecessary holes. My words wouldn’t quit – even when people were screaming at me to stop talking. Which people did. A lot. One of those people was my dad.


My dad loved peace and quiet. He did not love coming home to a high-pitched little motormouth who couldn’t make her words slow down. Knowing intellectually that I ought to speak more slowly and quietly, or not at all, did nothing to hold back the verbal diarrhoea. It was compulsive and beyond my control. Even when I could feel the pressure building in the room, even when I could see him start to turn red, I was helpless to make it stop. If anything, it prompted yet more word spillage – nervous chatter with no aim or purpose. Until he erupted.


My father’s outbursts would often happen over dinner, after he’d had a long day at work. He would come in exhausted, at the very upper limit of his tolerance for sensory input. We would sit down to dinner and I would start squeaking away about everything and nothing while my mum nervously tried to calm me. And then the explosion would happen. When he shouted, it felt like he was shaking the room, charging the air and shattering the windows.


I could physically feel his anger like an earthquake. Sometimes this was metaphorical, sometimes it was literal – a smashed plate and spaghetti sliding down the wall. I was very aware that I was the trigger for these outbursts and it seemed very much as if my dad didn’t like me. I crystallised this as the truth and held it inside my heart for so long it became part of my identity. I was frequently punished by being sent away from the family dinner table. I vividly remember sitting at the top of the stairs, watching through the gaps in the banisters as my dad chewed with his mouth open. I would observe his mouth opening and closing, blistering with rage. Why did he get to blatantly break the household rule of ‘eat politely’ when I had just been sent away from the table for the far lesser crime of talking? To this day people chewing with their mouths open sends me into a visceral rage.
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