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			Red Lilies

			I hand her the flowers and she starts to cry. Slow tears. We are standing in the kitchen, this room we have built for ourselves – shelf by shelf, drawer by drawer – in the five years and more that we have been together. Sobbing quietly, she takes a knife and trims the stems; brisk taps on the chopping block. Afraid of what’s coming, I stare at the fridge, at snapshots of recently married friends, cards announcing the arrival of children who now know our names. Lives we are part of. It made us smile to think we might be stuck on other people’s fridges one day.

			D. tells me how desperate she’s been feeling these past weeks. She selects words that carry no blame, but there can be no mistake: I am the cause. I listen shamefaced to her vignettes of my behaviour; only the one you love can deliver an anamnesis as clear and as painful. I barely sleep, crave reassurance, dread leaving the house for every appointment. When I do step outside, it’s hood up and eyes down. At night my teeth chatter; in the morning I wake up jittery and damp with sweat. She gets out of bed and I plead with her to stay a while, a little longer, just a few minutes more. Evening brings a semblance of relief at having made it through another day – an accomplishment I appear to think deserves some kind of medal.

			But I am functioning, right? 

			She doesn’t think so.

			“I make it to my appointments, don’t I?”

			“Once you’ve had your daily panic attack on the stairs.”

			“You can hear that?”

			She raises an eyebrow. I know she can hear it when my breath comes quick and shallow; she knows I know. Maybe I hope she’ll pop her head round the door. Maybe I can’t help myself. Am I just seeking attention? 

			“It’s got to the stage when you’re scared to set foot in your own study.”

			She’s right. I’ve spent too long living for my work. The euphoria of meeting another deadline, the dopamine rush, lured me into accepting each new assignment. And when I recognised the pattern, my response was to rise above it and take on even more work. Then one day, a few months ago, I stopped dead in my tracks. There were no new plans, no ideas, but there was no rest either, not even boredom. No concentration and no relaxation. Only a haunted inertia, a spinning of the wheels that brought nothing but exhaustion. Friends with steady lives suggested hobbies like chopping wood or DIY and looked at me expectantly. I was reluctant to keep bringing up my feelings and, as every other topic of conversation began to feel trite or divorced from reality, I spoke less in company. D. said she thought it was a shame people didn’t get to see “my fun side”. After a while, she stopped saying that.

			I retreated into my room, which no longer deserved to be called a study. Instead of writing, I tuned in to podcasts and news shows, casting a mist of pleasant voices I could turn up or down and which never fell silent.

			As long as I could hear a voice, there was no need to be afraid. 

			As long as it was evening, there was no need to be afraid.

			As long as she was there, there was no need to be afraid.

			*

			We met by chance, in a bar. Although she deigned to talk to me that first night, her eyes seldom met mine; her disinterest was almost pointed. I came straight to the point myself, asked for her number and promptly fell in love more fiercely, more unreservedly than I ever had before. In love with her looks, her resolve, her imitations of people we had just met. In love with the way she tripped over the word “millennial”, and with her unremittingly high standards, which could leave me feeling pressured but also led me to believe that if I could make her happy, I couldn’t possibly fail in life. For her part, she told me she had never loved a man before she met me. We went to Sicily together, our first holiday, and gave each other the same choice on a daily basis: ten more days or ten more years? A game we could afford to play, because we always knew the answer. That’s one side of our story.

			The other side can best be introduced by a diary entry, written shortly before we met. “There are times when I struggle to have a normal, meaningful conversation. Too downcast, too anxious etc. And I feel how this weighs on others. My one hope is that my silence goes unnoticed, that the company I’m keeping overlooks me for a while, that I disappear from view. My greatest fear is that I will end up making the person who loves me most unhappy.” These episodes, when my anxiety turned to panic, tended to last a week or two, in addition to derailing occasional days scattered throughout the year. The issue wasn’t so much the time consumed or a sense of unremitting darkness – there were always moments of light – it was more the unpredictability. At times, D. said, it was like bracing ourselves for a storm we couldn’t see coming. Suddenly we were in the teeth of it and there was no escape.

			One morning, when we had been together a month or so, D. told me she was not the nurturing kind. A chilly Sunday, low cloud, branches bare and jagged in the tree-­lined square below. Her remark came out of the blue and it startled me. Had she sensed something? My answer was slow in coming: “Just as well. I’m not the kind that needs nurturing.” I hoped with all I had in me it was true.

			 

			And now, in our kitchen, I bombard her with fatalistic questions. Will I be alright? Will this ever pass? She offers the requisite understanding, but there is something mechanical about her answers.

			She looks at me for a long time, and I see her struggling to say the words. She tells me she doesn’t know me anymore. That I am no longer the man she fell in love with.

			“But still the man you love?”

			“Yes, sure. But is that enough?”

			It has been a month since she took out a lease on a workspace, so we wouldn’t have to spend all day at home together. In the evening, she comes back to find me in much the same state she left me in that morning. We tinker in the margins to avoid contemplating major shifts in direction.

			She is wearing the red sports jersey we bought together in Berlin, denims I have seen fade with every wash. I can date and annotate each aspect of her appearance. Her tears surprise me, though I have seen them before. They follow me. Other girlfriends have cried them too. These tears are mine somehow. It’s as if I am passing them on, over and over, without knowing why, without being able to stop, without shedding them myself.

			She says she thinks she should move out for a while. I sink onto the steps between kitchen and living room, take deep breaths, two seconds in, three seconds out, the way I’ve been taught. 

			“It really is for the best,” she says. “A chance to find myself again.”

			I press my palm to the floorboards, as if feeling for a heartbeat, a sign of life in this home of ours. I imagine the smell of heated wood, sawdust drifting and settling, a whiff of those first weeks when we worked on the place together. “Have you lost yourself?” I ask. “I still know where you are.”

			She shakes her head. Her voice softens, or perhaps her sentences have stopped getting through to me. I only grasp words in isolation: “broken”, “empty”, “tired”.

			I know the look of someone who wants to hurt me, the sound of words meant to wound – this is something else. An act of self-­preservation. I tell her this is hard for me, but that she should take all the space she needs. Though I know better, I hope this concession will give her room to breathe, that my supposed generosity will work in my favour. That she will stay after all.

			“You’re so scared all the time,” she says.

			“Lots of people are scared,” I reply. “All over the world.”

			“Perhaps it’s time to find out what they’re scared of. You have to do something with this, or you’ll be left with nothing.” There’s a glimmer of compassion as her gaze holds mine. “Think of it as a journey.”

			“You know I hate travelling alone. People look at me funny.”

			“Find yourself some travelling companions.”

			“Will you come back?”

			“I hope so. In a while.”

			“Ten days or ten years?”

			A smile.

			The end of our relationship is something I have pictured regularly. Scenes that play out in my mind, usually in the dark, when we are lying in bed. Images designed to keep harm at bay, a nip of poison to boost the immune system. The imagined ending, the final scene, the break-­up, is usually a domestic affair, set in the bedroom or at an open door. Very occasionally there is a melodramatic street scene, all strained voices and wild gestures. The common theme of all these scenarios is that it’s me who can’t hold back the tears. 

			I want to say something else, something sweet, something kind, but my throat is tight. We hold each other a long time, far longer than normal, as comrades almost.

			The next day her thought becomes a plan. Another day passes and she has arranged to move into the empty floor of a friend’s house. I force myself to accept her choices and not protest. If I’m honest, I admire her for making a choice at all.

			The morning of her departure, we agree to see each other again. In a while, when the time feels right. We are vague about when, but it will be at our favourite restaurant. She cycles off, goes to look back, then thinks better of it and stares straight ahead. I am alone. Alone but for the idea she has left me with, an idea of travel. I picture a journey to the centre of these fears of mine: their origin, their nature, where they come from, what I can learn from them, what I should do about them.

			It occurs to me immediately that any exploration of my own fears has to be broader than that. If only because fear has so many meanings. There is the sudden, overwhelming, all-­consuming surge we call panic. The more constant keynote of worry we know as anxiety. The highly focused fear, often triggered by one specific stimulus, which goes by the name phobia. There is social anxiety, a more amorphous fear of interacting with others. Each has its own history, has become a field of study in its own right. Fear is a response found in the smallest and the largest of creatures. But what exactly is it? An emotion, a state of being, a philosophical question, an illness? This elusive quality has always fascinated and frustrated me, knowing how real and inescapable the consequences of fear can be.

			My mind starts racing. I picture travelling far and wide, in the company of characters real and fictional, philosophers and artists, patients and medics, experts and pundits, a trip through time and space. It seems to me that the paths already taken, the many studies and books already written on fear, fall short by seeking to isolate one aspect of something that is, by definition, multi-­faceted and enigmatic. It’s not that they’re wrong, more that they’re incomplete. I set myself the task of bringing these various aspects together and drawing a new roadmap along the way, one that takes in the vast scope of fear as a phenomenon. It will be a map with very few straight lines. The destination keeps shifting, as does the road itself. There will be detours and winding paths ahead, and I will no doubt meet the occasional dead end.

			 

			With routes fanning out in all directions, it is hard to work out what the first leg of this journey should be. In those first, quiet days after D.’s departure, I barely know what to do with myself. I wake up early, hours before sunrise. D. is still in the fabric of the house; the cold air is laced with her sweet Japanese perfume. I do the laundry and fold her T-­shirts and socks intently, as if she were looking on. Though there is plenty of room to stretch out, I stick to my side of the bed.

			Then, one morning or evening, a Monday perhaps, or a Friday, an invitation comes. From a friend who recently decided to embrace the great outdoors. He has bought a patch of land somewhere in France, with two shacks he insists on calling log cabins. He asks if I would like to visit him. The region rejoices in the name la Vallée de Misère. In short, it’s an offer I can’t refuse. I weigh myself down with two casefuls of books on fear and set off.

			Halfway there, passing through Belgium, I gaze from the window of a rattling train at the ash-­grey plumes above the industrial plants of Charleroi, a runaway who barely knows what he’s running from. It occurs to me that this is not a beginning. Without my knowing it, this journey started long ago.
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			La Vallée de Misère

			Something inside will not let me be. This feeling hits me all the harder in my log cabin, as I gaze out at a monochrome of peaceful French pastures, unable to reconcile myself to the calm for a single second. In this vale of tears, doom-­laden scenarios come thick and fast. I fret constantly, sleep in brief dreamless bouts. Shivering and confused, I cling to the one rule I have set myself: don’t call her. 

			I know that this is not purely about D.; these feelings are older, they run much deeper. For as long as I can remember, an indefinable anxiety has been rooted in the pit of my stomach. It’s there when I try to sleep and first thing when I wake up. 

			As it turns out, I am both one of many and an unusual case. The most reliable way to quantify someone’s anxiety is to measure the level of stress hormone (cortisol) in a sample of their hair. To discover how much cortisol was buzzing around my brain, I recently submitted a hair sample to a research team at Amsterdam University Medical Centre. The average reading for someone in my part of the world is 2.7 picograms of cortisol per milligram of hair. For people with long-­term mental health problems, this figure can be as high as 15 picograms.

			My tests told a different story. The first, which measured my cortisol level for a three-­month period, came out at 34.4, roughly thirteen times the average. Enough to raise a few eyebrows among the researchers, to put it mildly. The second test offered a month-­by-­month analysis: for the current month it was 74 picograms, then 87 for the previous month, 132 for the month before that and over 200 picograms for the month before that: seventy-­four times the national average. This wasn’t a faulty test. Out of interest, the lead researcher had also submitted a sample of her own hair to the lab. Her average came back as 0.8. The research team had never seen results like it. They speculated as to whether I might have a rare condition, a tumour that caused my glands to produce an excess of cortisol. I rejected this out of hand and, after giving it some more thought, they were inclined to agree. They then sought to reassure me: my results were so bizarre, I would probably be better off forgetting about them. Something had clearly gone wrong somewhere. “Seventy-­four times higher?” I asked again. “Seventy-­four,” they nodded.

			However bizarre the results, they didn’t really change anything. The fear has always been there. My body has become attuned to it. I can be fine for a time: a keen traveller, a good friend, a loving partner. You wouldn’t know there was anything wrong with me. But out of nowhere, a perceived threat – a sarcastic put down, a mixed review, some other event beyond my control – can prompt a shift in intensity. Anxiety swims into sharper focus, grows more concrete. It homes in on a single thought, a nightmarish prospect that seeps into every corner, sucks up all the air. I pass a tipping point, a critical boundary. I am in over my head.

			When I am in this deep, everything I see and hear is a source of panic. I steer clear of tree-­lined streets where branches block the light. No-­one around me understands what is happening. I withdraw into my thoughts, my world shrinks. Time loses its familiar rhythm; clocks stop and sleep will not come. Hours are spun thin and weeks drag past, yet no one day leaves a dent on my memory. The people close to me, and even those at a cool remove, can tell at a glance. My face looks drawn, I can’t sit up straight – shoulders hunched, hands tense and trembling.

			Thinking and analysis are compromised when anxiety takes hold, and so it took me years to separate the perceived threat from my immediate physical reaction. The word “reaction” suggests a delay, but that is misleading: trigger and reaction occur almost simultaneously. I have often wondered if the setback that starts the chain reaction is completely arbitrary. Maybe anxiety lies dormant in my body, waiting to latch onto any pretext that comes along.

			Oddly, when I am confronted with real danger, panic is sometimes conspicuous by its absence. In 2015, I was embedded as a journalist with a contingent of Dutch UN troops in Mali. In the dead of night, we were jolted awake by a series of loud, muffled blasts and the wail of a siren: an attack by Tuareg rebels. Bombs were falling around the camp: a clear and present danger that was easy to accept. I opened my tent flap and saw soldiers sprinting for safety, then calmly reached for my flip-­flops and thwapped my way to the nearest shelter, brushing my teeth as I went. Perhaps this is akin to the relief some hypochondriacs feel on being handed an actual diagnosis. The danger is suddenly real, but at least you no longer need to worry that you might be losing your mind.

			A similar feeling came over me at the start of the Covid pandemic. In those post-­apocalyptic weeks and months, when fear and panic became a collective state of mind, I was strangely calm. I did what was expected of me and helped out where I could. A remarkable concentration asserted itself, barely even tinged with anxiety. It felt like normality inverted: as if the world had adapted to my own personal crisis mode.

			 

			The first panic attack I can remember happened when I was six or seven, at my parents’ holiday cottage in the north of Holland. Near the cottage was a little stream, so dark I couldn’t tell how deep the water was. A plank bridge lay across it, about one metre wide and half as long again. The wood had begun to rot and autumn leaves from the nearby forest clung to its surface. Setting foot on it one day, I heard the bridge groan and made a panicked leap for the other side. Just in time, I told myself. 

			The day wore on and the fear ebbed away. But that night, as I lay in bed, my heart started pounding. I found myself gagging, gasping for breath. I struggled out from under my dinosaur duvet, scrambled down from the top bunk and ran to the icy bathroom. Tears in my eyes, I caught blurred flashes of the wash-­basin tap, the pale tiled walls and, behind a dingy plastic curtain, the lawnmower Mum parked in the shower to stop it rusting in the rain. She gave a worried knock on the door, then two, then three. She asked me if I was okay. I managed a few choked words of reassurance, though I had no idea what was happening to me.

			Fear and fighting for breath have always been closely connected. As I started out in life, lung trouble landed me in an incubator and later in a succession of hospital beds. Asthma, croup, laryngitis – name a respiratory illness and chances are I had it. I often woke up in the middle of the night, anxious and spluttering. Mum would lead me into the bathroom and run the hot water tap until steam filled the air. Somewhere in the mist, my breath would find me again. 

			The strength of this connection between breathlessness and fear is also found in language. The words angst (“fear” in German, Danish, Swedish, Norwegian and Dutch) and anxiety (which has cognates in virtually all Romance languages) stem from the Indo-­European root angh, meaning “tight” or “constricted”. The Greek word anchein, which means “to strangle”, is also derived from this root. As is the Latin angor, meaning “contraction” or “constriction”.

			In an effort to understand myself better, I have devoured accounts of fear and anxiety in recent years. Book after book, steadily filling my study. I clung to the facts they offered. Some were universal: the assertion that fear is found throughout the world. Some had a narrower focus: the cultural specifics of fear. The Indonesian and Malaysian concept of koro, for instance: being afraid that your genitals will shrink and eventually disappear into your lower abdomen. Or the Japanese notion of taijin kyofusho: the fear that your behaviour or physical presence is offensive to others. A personal favourite is the kayak anxiety experienced by the Inuit: a series of panic attacks brought on by a prolonged absence of stimuli on kayaking expeditions. 

			No amount of fact-­finding could release me from my own fears. But I did at least discover that I am not alone.

			 

			In the darkness before dawn, I am woken by the braying of a lone donkey. The first thing I do is check my weather app. I want to know what it’s like in Amsterdam, if her days are rainy or sunny. I hope for the latter; the scent of sun cream, my nose pressed to her shoulder.

			The desk in my cabin – let’s be honest, it’s a picnic table – is strewn with articles, papers and books on fear and anxiety. There is method in my madness: the books are grouped by genre, ordered alphabetically and then chronologically – a self-­made labyrinth of paper only I can negotiate. Not that anyone else would be daft enough to try.

			My afternoons are spent tramping through the dense, wet woodlands, which steam ominously after a downpour. I walk until my feet are tired. The birds tuck themselves away at dusk and the hedgerows and bushes seem to sing. My friend rustles up a plate of fish fingers that somehow manage to be both charred and undercooked, after which we settle down in our deck chairs, puff on a cigar and reflect on a day that has brought nothing in particular. At the weekend, we indulge: an excursion to the pub in the nearby village, where we watch a cycle race on TV in the company of a five-­toothed local in a frayed Johnny Hallyday T-­shirt. 

			Very occasionally my friend ventures a question about D. 

			“Too soon” is my standard reply.

			My friend’s previous guest was a cousin who had multiple meltdowns and anxiety attacks in the space of a week. Wild-­eyed and jittery, he hatched plans for a new start in life, plans he would never fulfil. He refused to sleep with his head to the east, and then with his head to the west. Needless to say, he wound up not sleeping at all, and was soon drinking copiously and downing pills to little or no effect. Escaping the place proved to be no mean feat either: his terror of motorways and an absolute dread of exceeding forty-­five miles an hour meant it would take him the best part of a day, crawling along on country roads, to reach his home in Koblenz. Sixteen hours behind the wheel of a car, in that state! The day before I turned up, the village doctor stuck a Valium shot in his arm, which bestowed enough calm to get him through the trip.

			Worldwide, an estimated 7.3 per cent of people suffer from an anxiety disorder. The label “anxiety disorder” is given on the basis of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders or DSM for short, the standard manual on mental health issues which can be found in every doctor’s surgery. The DSM saw the light of day in 1952, the anxiety disorder in 1980. Approximately one in five people in the Netherlands will one day develop an anxiety disorder, defined by the DSM as “excessive anxiety and worry (apprehensive expectation), occurring more days than not for at least six months, about a number of events or activities”. As you read this, over one million Dutch people are experiencing these symptoms and there is no reason to assume that the situation is any different in other Western countries.

			When we zoom out, the picture does not get any rosier. An estimated 18.5 million Europeans aged between 18 and 65 suffer from a phobia, and another 6.7 million from a social phobia. But the United States heads the fear rankings. One in three people in the US develop an anxiety disorder at some point in their lives. An estimated 18 per cent of the US population – some 40 million people in 2017 – are thought to be affected in any given year. That is about twice as many as are affected by depression. If these figures are starting to jangle your nerves, it may be because you suffer from arithmophobia, a fear of numbers and statistics. However, it is worth bearing in mind that these statistics and the definitions of anxiety that underpin them do not tell the whole story. For one thing, it pays to consider the interests served by the DSM and the diagnoses it contains. More of which later.

			 

			Halfway through the day, when these accounts of anxiety start to make my head spin, I leave my paper labyrinth behind and head out into the wooded valley. Passing fields dotted with huge rolls of hay, I ponder the steps that have led me here and the steps I need to take to come closer to the nature of fear, perhaps even to its core.

			I come to realise that my fear of anxiety has been a key factor in every decision I have taken in life. Whatever move I make, I am careful not to rouse the monster. After all these years, it can be hard to tell where fear ends and intuition begins. There is a neurological explanation for this: registering threats alters the physiology of the brain. The release of anxiety-­related hormones, such as serotonin and dopamine, makes you sharper and more alert, but also more receptive to new stimuli. Anxious people are able to perceive threats significantly faster than people with lower levels of anxiety. But this also skews how they see the world. They have an interpretation bias – a tendency to interpret benign or neutral stimuli as threatening – which is compounded by a judgement bias – an expectation that negative events will occur in the future and an assumption that the consequences of those events will be disproportionately severe. An inability to distinguish fear from intuition means that every thought, no matter how pernicious and disruptive, can feel like the truth. When you no longer know whether you can trust your intuition, you are left entirely at the mercy of your imagination in a world where one fear triggers another. Before you know where you are, anxiety has radiated outwards and infected your whole way of thinking.

			It is no exaggeration to say that fear has largely shaped my interactions with others, be they friends or strangers. Friendships have been torn apart by it, relationships worn to the bone. At times I think what other people see as my character is nothing more than a system of strategies that has developed in response to my fears. Each time the monster appears, I am convinced its appearance is an admission made by my true self.

			Monster. A word my mother used. And my grandmother and her father before her.

			 

			Returning to my cabin after another afternoon walk, I dive into Robert Louis Stevenson’s 1886 novella Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. The protagonist Henry Jekyll is a medical man in Victorian London who becomes obsessed with prising apart the forces of good and evil that make up his nature. Experimenting in secret, he discovers a potion that unleashes the evil within him and his alter ego is born: the brutish Edward Hyde, a man who is entirely prey to his urges, even to the point of murder. An antidote can reverse this process but the civilised doctor slowly loses his grip on the transformation. Which of these two halves is the more tormented? Not the monstrous Hyde, in my view, but Jekyll: the man who lives in fear of the monster, dreading its resurgence and the havoc it will wreak. Dreading the next panic attack can be more suffocating than the panic itself.

			In an effort to protect myself, I have often kept my life as small as possible. As a student, my main concern was evading, defusing or warding off perceived dangers. Convinced that my room had to be internet-­free, I would leave my phone out in the hall. In the breaks between lectures, I took refuge in the toilets, hoping I could ride out the rising panic without anyone hearing. I developed a fondness for one particular cubicle, where a guy called René had declared his undying love for a girl called Mara by scratching a heart into the plywood.

			From a rational perspective, my fears are absurd. I come from a safe and prosperous part of a safe and prosperous city in a safe and prosperous country; millions of people have it far tougher than me. I was raised by loving parents who had – and still have – my best interests at heart. Even when things have taken a turn for the worse, there has always been a safety net. I have benefited greatly from the secure, privileged circumstances of my life. They may not have been enough to shield me from fear and unhappiness, but they have ensured that I have never gone under or made irrepar­ably bad choices. I could always count on genuine reassurance, someone to say “don’t be afraid”. Millions of others who struggle with fear lack access to the resources that I have been able to draw on. Where I have pulled through, many have perished, dropped out or been consigned to the margins of society.

			Their place on the margins is related to the fact that, in our Western societies, fear and anxiety have become highly medicalised. (By Western societies, I basically mean Western Europe, North America, the UK and Australia.) In classical antiquity, excessive fear was predominantly seen as a physical affliction, in the Middle Ages as a sign of demonic possession, and in the nineteenth century as a philosophical problem. Today it is a mental illness, a disorder to be kept at bay with therapies and medication. But that is only the latest chapter in the story of fear. 

			Where does the story begin? With the Greek god Pan, a diminu­tive, unsightly deity whose shouting terrified both man and god, and who gives us the word panic? Or with Phobos – son of Ares, God of War, and Aphrodite, Goddess of Love – revered by soldiers as the personification of conflict-­related fears and in whose name we recognise the word phobia? Or else with Nicanor and Democles, perhaps the first recorded sufferers of anxiety? Hippocrates describes Nicanor as panicking at the sound of a flute and Democles as suffering from a crippling fear of heights. “Democles [. . .] could not go along a cliff,” Hippocrates wrote, “nor onto a bridge to cross a ditch of the least depth.”

			I riffle frantically back and forth through book after book. The cabin light burns well into the night. The hush of the valley gives me the scope to read, puzzle and ponder endlessly, while the routine of country life offers enough of a foothold to stop me losing myself among the pages. The days may drag but the weeks fly past. And as they do, I start to feel more at ease with my subject matter, getting a grip on a force that has held me down for so much of my life. Then, on a day like any other, it occurs to me that the next chapter in this story begins with a ship and an anchor.
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			Charles Darwin and the Fear within Us

			On 17 September 1835, the Beagle dropped anchor in the picturesque harbour of what is now St. Stephen’s Bay on San Cristóbal, a small island in the South Pacific. As soon as he went ashore, Charles Darwin was struck by the rich diversity of wildlife that surrounded him. “Little birds within 3 & four feet, quietly hopped about the Bushes & were not frightened by stones being thrown at them,” he noted in his diary. “Mr King killed one with his hat & I pushed off a branch with the end of my gun a large Hawk.” Darwin reasoned that these trusting creatures had known so few natural enemies that their main protective mechanism, the fear response, had not developed sufficiently. He concluded that natural selection had worked to their disadvantage, and that their lack of fear would one day drive them to extinction. Elsewhere he wrote that “even extreme fear often acts at first as a powerful stimulant”.

			Darwin’s biological explanation of fear was in line with the simple definition already formulated by Aristotle: fear as an essential but unpleasant physical experience that is a response to imminent danger. Every organism detects and responds to danger; even a single-­celled creature such as a Paramecium will swim away if touched with a tiny needle. Turning to ourselves, human foetuses make a movement as if to fend off danger in response to bright light. So even before we are born we exhibit behaviours that could be interpreted as fearful. The first years of our lives are not exactly free from fear either. Helpless, needy and utterly incapable of saving ourselves from harm, we crawl around surrounded by risks and dangers which we cannot understand but which still elicit a response in us. Those dangers largely lose their charge as we grow older and learn to fine-­tune our fears. But sometimes the tuning goes awry. That is why Aristotle’s straightforward definition is misleading. For humans, “danger” and “imminent” are diffuse concepts; some people experience more danger than others, and what one person sees as a threat might easily be shrugged off by someone else.

			To understand why our experience of fear covers such a wide spectrum, it is useful to distinguish between human fear (by which I mean the kind of fear only human beings can experience) and animal fear (occurring in all animals, including humans). Roughly speaking, animal fear is a reflex and human fear is a conscious experience. Sliding my books on Darwin to one side, I open the textbooks on biology and neurology that I have lugged all the way to the valley. One thing they have in common is a keen interest in rats.

			 

			The rodent brain can be viewed as a simplified scale model of the human brain, which explains why researchers in the field of neurology tend to use mice and rats in their experiments. The rat amygdala evaluates each incoming stimulus for potential danger. When that danger seems real, the hypothalamus rapidly produces adrenaline and triggers a fight, flight or freeze response. This puts the body in crisis mode, the heightened physical state that we urbanites know from sprinting for a connecting train or arriving at the supermarket checkout only to discover we’ve left our wallet and phone at home. It is a mode that has its advantages. Modern research has shown that when people are slightly anxious, they perform a task more effectively than when they feel completely relaxed. Too little anxiety and your performance suffers; too much and you hit a brick wall. This is known as the Yerkes-­Dodson law.

			For threat detection, the amygdala, that small almond-­shaped structure deep within our brain, is crucial. Remove a rat’s amygdala and it becomes a stranger to fear. The same is true for humans who have sustained damage to this part of the brain. For many years, scientists at the University of Iowa have been studying a woman, known simply as SM, whose amygdala was destroyed by disease. She may well be the only person in history whom we know for certain does not experience fear. Amygdala deficiencies have also been found in psychopaths, resulting in a dramatically tempered sense of fear and an inability to recognise or understand it in others.

			After being in crisis mode for a while, the rat secretes a second hormone: cortisol, the stress hormone I appear to produce in such abundance. Cortisol is needed to trigger the physical response to a threat, the actual fighting, fleeing or freezing. As the danger subsides, adrenaline levels gradually decline, until the body returns to “safe mode”. Lash out at a rat and it will jump back; it flees, in other words. Keep lashing out and it will attack; it fights. But harass it long enough and it will dig itself a hole and stay there, even after you finally relent and leave it be. The cortisol has affected its brain cells and suppressed its immune system. Its fear has become chronic.

			This system of physical responses is known as the fear system, although “fear detection system” would be more accurate. Once upon a time we humans, like every other species of animal, had natural enemies – lions and tigers and bears, for example – which explains why our fear detection system resembles that of a rat. Yet what I call human fear is something else: more of a layered experience than a biological reflex. As I understand it, two key differences between humans and animals have left us with a more complex relationship to fear than that of our rodent friends.

			 

			As a boy of six or seven, I went through a phase when I would lie in bed at night and obsess about my own death. For weeks, as soon as the milky light of the smiling moon on my bedside table was switched off, my thoughts would spin out of control until panic hurled me into what felt like free fall. That’s how alarmed I was by the concept of death, or more precisely, by the idea that one day I would disappear completely, as if I had never existed. Schoolfriends told me their grandparents were looking down at them from heaven. I couldn’t figure out how that worked. What were they sitting on? Did they chat to passing astronauts and space travellers? If so, what language did they speak? And, most import­ant of all, what did they eat? When I asked my father how he coped with the knowledge that one day he was going to die, he replied, “I don’t”. It dawned on me that no grown-­up ever mentioned death or gave even the slightest indication of thinking about it – a coping strategy summed up by Woody Allen’s quip that he wasn’t afraid of death, he just didn’t want to be there when it happened. The spectre of death is always hovering; we simply choose to ignore it.

			This is the first difference between animal and human fear: unlike animals, humans are aware of their finite nature from an early age. We owe this to our more highly developed limbic system, which furnishes us with emotions, and to our larger prefrontal cortex, which facilitates our capacity for language and abstract thinking. Without language, it would be impossible to conceptualise the world, to form and fathom abstractions. Other primates show many signs of self-­consciousness, but what they lack is the linguistic capacity to shape abstract thoughts and ideas. We humans are the only species that lives with the absurd awareness that we will one day die. Ever since Roman poet and philosopher Lucretius pondered the nature of our being, fear of dying has been considered the primal fear from which all other human fears derive. Perhaps it’s worth narrowing that down a little: death may be the prime mover but, in the end, our fears centre on our own defencelessness. And so as humans we find ourselves in the curious situation of leading more secure lives than almost any other species while also experiencing more fear. At the back of our minds, there is always the realisation that our lives are fleeting, fragile and perhaps even a little ridiculous.

			Then there is the second difference. My morbid bedtime musings as a kid are just one example of what we all do on a daily basis: we use our imagination and look for words to express what we are thinking or feeling. This too is thanks to our highly developed prefrontal cortex. Grivet monkeys have a repertoire of distress signals; great tits have a specific alarm call to warn of a snake slithering in their direction. But these “languages” are concrete and limited to the here and now. What animals cannot do is formulate or convey abstractions; even the simplest form of communication about past or future events is beyond them. While the primary function of the amygdala is to register threats and produce the hormones that enable the most appropriate physical response, our prefrontal cortex is constantly engaged in interpreting our behaviour, thoughts and memories, forging them into an intelligible whole that gets us through the day. Without a prefrontal cortex, there would be no consciousness.

			What does this have to do with fear?

			Many studies have shown that the amygdala can respond to threatening stimuli, increasing the heart rate and activating the sweat glands, even when the test subject is unaware of the stimuli and therefore experiences no anxiety. On this basis, we can separate fear as a reflex (animal fear) from fear as an experience (human fear). Human fear is not so much characterised by the measurable physiological symptoms associated with fear; after all, a rat has those too. Rather it is distinguished by consciously experiencing those symptoms, and then seeking to understand or pinpoint the nature of that experience. What we refer to as fear or anxiety is never the unconscious animal reflex. When we use those words or think in those terms, we are classifying how we feel; we are engaging in a conscious experience.

			Thanks to the uniquely human elements of our consciousness and our capacity for language, we can imagine any number of events that may or may not happen to us, from diseases that could lay us to waste, to great loves we have yet to meet or may have missed out on. Consciously or unconsciously, we are constantly simulating situations, from the possible consequences of a particular choice to an endless array of might-­have-­beens. We move through parallel pasts and futures, tormenting ourselves with infinite possibilities. The unsettling thing about being human is that our imagination makes it so hard to distinguish between the evils actually heading our way and the figments we fabricate for ourselves.

			 

			Night falls in the valley and rain thrums furiously on the harvester abandoned in the field. A fresh supply of books on fear is stacked in the corner of the cabin along with writings by my great-­grandfather, delivered earlier in the day by a lean postman with a poignant etching for a face. On my slippers, I pad across the ice-­cold floor to the window. Five cows mosey over to the straggle of trees that skirts their pasture, seeking shelter. A cloud shifts and the sky is ambushed by stars, fierce points of the palest blue. The rain settles into a steady murmur, the rafters creak. After placing the rusty percolator on the stove – another long night lies ahead – I put the neurology books away and delve into philosophy.

			 

			Fear as a disturbance of the imagination: perturbatio imaginationis, in the words of thirteenth-­century philosopher Thomas Aquinas. In considering the relationship between fear and the imagination, Aquinas is part of a long tradition of philosophers who focus on an unlikely image: a plank.

			Pondering the difference between how someone behaves when they walk across a plank that is lying on the grass – no problem – as opposed to walking across that same plank when it spans a ravine – panic stations! – Aquinas concludes that the human imagination is the main culprit when it comes to feelings of fear. Before Aquinas, the tenth-­century Persian philosopher Avicenna had already observed that a person is more likely to fall when walking over a plank at a great height than when walking over a plank on the ground, though the act of walking is the same in both cases. And then there is the scholar Robert Burton, who wrote one of the first standard works on treating matters of the mind in his magnum opus The Anatomy of Melancholy (1621). In it, he quotes an anecdote about a Jew in France who “came by chance over a dangerous passage, or plank, that lay over a brook in the dark, without harm [and] the next day, perceiving what danger he was in, fell down dead”. In other words, in the dark, without any visual input, the unfortunate man felt no fear. But in the cold light of day, seeing how easily he might have fallen, he was seized by a fear so intense that he dropped dead. Burton’s conclusion: the imagination is far more powerful than reason.

			Every human being has the power of imagination, and so everyone can fall prey to irrational fears. Is fear of flying (aviophobia) rational? Or only if you are a pilot? We can probably agree that some of the kids in Stephen King’s It would have lived a good deal longer if they had demonstrated a little more coulrophobia, the supposedly irrational fear of those terrifying creatures we call clowns.

			Having lived with my fears for over thirty years, the distinction between rational and irrational strikes me as largely irrelevant. Even fears that are hard to identify with can have an existential impact on the person they affect. Whether that is someone burdened with an ill-­defined sense of general anxiety or someone with a phobia of nuts and bolts, ask them enough questions and you will find that they feel their very survival is at stake. Fear is always existential. And the less a fear appears to be grounded in reality, the more it says about the person: about who they are, their life story, what they want in life and what they are truly afraid of losing or missing out on. Besides, from a neurological and physiological perspective, one fear is as real as the next, whatever the trigger.

			Yet, when faced with other people and their fears, we judge them primarily on whether we see their fears as legitimate, which often comes down to how innocuous we believe the trigger to be. In everyday speech, the qualifiers “rational” and “irrational” tend to carry the subtle connotations of “justified” and “unjustified”. When we regard a fear as being realistic or conceivable, we sympathise with the sufferer and offer compassion and advice. When we find their fear implausible, we mutter that they need to pull themselves together, dismiss them as an attention seeker or shun them altogether. Our experience of fear stretches back hundreds of thousands of years, yet we still talk about it in the most heavy-­handed and moralistic of terms.

			No-­one illustrates the futility of thinking in terms of “justified” or “unjustified” fears better than Michael Bernard Loggins, a man we will meet later in this book. Born in San Francisco in 1961, Michael lives with intense anxiety and developmental disabilities that make it hard for him to accurately assess the threats he perceives. When he was encouraged to write down his fears in 1994, Michael listed 138 items, ranging from the medical, the paranoid and the abstract to remarkably specific fears, such as his favourite noodles being eaten by a guy called Douglas. He circulated his lists in the form of hand-­stapled mimeographs, which were later collected and published in a small, printed edition. Michael Bernard Loggins demonstrates something my instinct has always told me: that the fear of dying needn’t be taken more seriously than the fear of Douglas scoffing your favourite snack. In fact, noodle deprivation can be more immediate and overwhelming than the absolute inevitability of death.

			 

			How does it feel when fear strikes? The outward signs can be summed up by the sensations I felt as a boy, gasping and teary-­eyed in the bathroom of my parents’ holiday cottage: you sweat, your heart races, your chest tightens, your muscles tense, your mouth goes dry, your fingers tingle and your stomach churns. The sheer physicality of this experience is a crucial aspect of what fear is. This is underlined by the American philosopher William James, often credited as the “father of psychology”, who wrote in 1890: “What kind of an emotion of fear would be left if the feeling neither of quickened heart-­beats nor of shallow breathing, neither of trembling lips nor of weakened limbs, neither of goose-­flesh nor of visceral stirrings, were present, it is quite impossible for me to think. Can one fancy the state of rage and picture no ebullition in the chest, no flushing of the face, no dilatation of the nostrils, no clenching of the teeth, no impulse to vigorous action, but in their stead limp muscles, calm breathing, and a placid face?”

			But even if, in this state of constricted consciousness, you were able to pick apart the various faltering physiological processes, even if you could quantify each hormone your brain produces when you feel threatened, still the exact nature of your fear would elude you. It’s not your tears that make you cry, not your vomit that makes you nauseous. The conscious experience of fear, how it is perceived – by definition a subjective process – is an essential element of fear itself.

			The perception of fear has traditionally been the domain of phil­osophers. The fact that you never know exactly where your fear comes from prompted Martin Heidegger to argue that fear is nowhere in particular: “Therefore that which threatens cannot bring itself close from a definite direction within what is close by; it is already ‘there’, and yet nowhere; it is so close that it is oppressive and stifles one’s breath, and yet it is nowhere.” Fear is the aggressor; you are passive. And yet fear comes from within. Are you responsible for your fears, or do your fears absolve you of all responsibility? Are you perpetrator or victim? Can you be both at the same time?

			The immersive nature of fear as an experience is found in almost all descriptions by those who have been through it. The most poetic and at the same time the most recognisable description I have come across is from a dissertation on fear and anxiety disorders, written by Dutch psychiatrist Gerrit Glas. In it, he quotes a thirty-­five-­year-­old man identified only by the initial B., who was hospitalised for psychiatric care on several occasions. B. described his anxiety as “An empty feeling in the stomach, which moves and can be felt. It is both a feeling and a physical sensation, in your head and in your body. It is a single whole, and it’s almost impossible to work out exactly where it starts.” The ferocity of panic, the extent to which fear can seize you by the throat, overwhelming you until you see no way out: there is no real way to quantify or demonstrate all this but I can attest to it, as can countless others. Perhaps you can too.

			Charles Darwin, who wrote so lucidly about fear as a biological phenomenon, suffered from debilitating breakdowns, palpitations and frequently recurring episodes of hyperventilation. At times, he was housebound, barely able to work and vomited several times a day. A comprehensive study of Darwin’s diaries, letters and documented medical history, conducted several years ago, led doctors in the United States to conclude that by today’s standards Darwin would undoubtedly have been diagnosed with a panic disorder. Four symptoms out of thirteen provide sufficient basis for such a diagnosis; Darwin had nine of them. Anyone on the right side of the line between good health and ill health could find that they have crossed it tomorrow; how and where that line is drawn is something I will return to in later chapters.

			 

			I snap the last book shut. Having committed the fundamentals to paper, it feels like my stay in the Vallée de Misère is reaching its natural conclusion. It’s time to leave the written word behind for a while and dig deeper into my own fears, which may not be entirely my own after all. It occurs to me that members of my family have experienced similar symptoms and that anxiety might have been running through our genes for centuries. Or is that putting too much faith in biology? Should I be examining the circumstances of their lives instead? In any case, I have an inkling as to where, and in whose company, I should begin. The place: Indonesia. The person: Jaap Kunst, my great-­grandfather.

			After booking my ticket, I email a number of experts whose work in recent years has focused on fear and anxiety. Their insightful contributions will pop up from time to time along the way. I tuck a number of key works into my suitcase or save them on my laptop, and ask my friend to send the rest on to my home address. In a field the colour of rust, knee-­deep in grass and thistles, I find a spot where the internet connection is least feeble and download the maps I expect to need in Indonesia. Trudging back to the cabin, I wonder whether I should think of fear less as a monster and more as a navigator beside me in the car, albeit one who refuses to share the road map. He may switch places during this trip, take a back seat for a while or hide himself away in the boot. At times he might elbow his way into the driver’s seat, but the fact that you are reading this means he did not manage to stay there long.

			My final evening in France arrives and my friend and I share a stoic last supper of fish fingers washed down with Carrefour wine. Before the clock strikes eleven, we give each other a brotherly hug and, for fear sentimentality might get the better of us, keep our thoughts to ourselves. I’m relieved to be departing without a shot of Valium.

			In bed, my thoughts drift back to the plank bridge of my boyhood holidays. I follow Avicenna’s template and imagine it spanning a ravine rather than a small stream in the tame Dutch countryside. Instead of crossing in fear, I gaze calmly into the depths. Danish philosopher Søren Kierkegaard likened fear to an abyss and wrote that “to know anxiety is an adventure which every man has to affront”. I walk on until I find myself in the Far East. Jakarta to be precise.
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			The Spell of the Gamelan

			It is a hot, sticky day in Jakarta, and the acrid smell of Pertamax petrol lingers in the streets. From the vantage point of this tower by the harbour, I picture their ship disappearing over the horizon: Jaap Kunst, his wife Katy and their three children – family from three generations ago.

			After fourteen years in Indonesia – or the East Indies as they knew it – they sailed for the Netherlands in March 1934 aboard the Sibajak, an ocean liner operated by Royal Rotterdam Lloyd, one of the largest and most opulent to make the voyage to the Dutch colony. On that return journey, Jaap reports feeling wretched. He would burst into tears for no reason, clutching the railing as he battled “what German psychiatrists refer to as frei flottierende Ängste”. Free-­floating fears. As I look back at my family history, the diary kept by Jaap Kunst, my great-­grandfather, presents me with the earliest traces of fear. From Jaap, the trail leads through my grandmother to my mother and on to me. This string of lives is relevant because it may shed light on the degree to which genetic predisposition plays a role in the transmission of fear. What was the source of the Ängste that plagued Jaap on board the Sibajak? To find out, we need to go back a little further: to 1919, when Jaap arrived in the Indies. Not chasing fortune or adventure, but on a quest for music.

			*

			Born in the northern Dutch city of Groningen in 1891, Jacob Kunst – Jaap to his family and friends – was, in his own words, saddled with the “hereditary defect” of music. Jaap had a phonographic memory and could read notes before he could write. At the age of three, he heard his father play a curious melody, which he memorised from start to finish and recognised instantly when it was played at a cello recital half a century later, never having heard it in the intervening years. Aged four, Jaap threw a birthday tantrum when he unwrapped his present to find a toy violin instead of a real one. He had to wait another two years for his first proper instrument, the one he would play until the day he died. 

			Jaap’s school record was far from exemplary, something he put down to “inner tensions”. When the First World War broke out in 1914, he was quick to sign up as a home guard volunteer. Unfortunately, in the neutral Netherlands, the only weapon he was allowed to wield was a gun that popped a cork to scare off dogs. To make matters worse, every training exercise ground to a premature halt at the local pub due to the lieutenant’s “chronic thirst”. As soon as the armistice was signed in 1918 and the seas were free again, Jaap began making plans for an ambitious voyage. Teaming up with a pianist and a diseuse lyrique – the spoken word artists of their day – he formed a musical trio, with himself in the twin roles of violinist and animal impressionist. On borrowed money, they set sail from Rotterdam in 1919. The plan was to recoup their outlay with the revenue generated by performances in the Indies, an optimistic scheme that soon succeeded. Jaap fell under the spell of the Indonesian archipelago, and when the other members of the trio returned to the Netherlands in May 1920, Jaap stayed on. His reasons were twofold.
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