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PRAISE FOR CATHERINE GRAY’S WRITING


‘Haunting, admirable and enlightening’


The Pool


‘Gray’s fizzy writing succeeds in making this potentially boring-as-hell subject both engaging and highly seductive’


The Bookseller


‘Like listening to your best friend teach you to be sober. Light-hearted but serious, it’s packed with ideas, tools, tips and, most importantly, reasons for living a sober life. This book is excellent.’


Eric Zimmer, host of podcast The One You Feed


‘Catherine’s writing style and voice captivate me. She has a way of translating her story into an experience I don’t want to end. I want to drink every drop she produces.’


Holly Whitaker, founder of Tempest Sobriety School and co-presenter of Home podcast


‘Hard to put down! This book combines a riveting, raw yet humorous memoir with actionable and well researched advice for anyone looking for the joy of a sober lifestyle. Catherine Gray combines storytelling and science, creating a throughly readable and unexpectedly educational read. Her contribution to this genre is truly unique. Not only entertaining; it holds a universe of hope for the reader. I highly recommend this wonderful book.’


Annie Grace, author of This Naked Mind: Control Alcohol, Find Freedom, Discover Happiness & Change Your Life


‘This book is great. A balanced, informative and entertaining mélange of memoir, sociology and psychology. I identified very strongly with huge sections of it.’


Jon Stewart, guitarist of Sleeper and Leaving AA, Staying Sober blogger


‘Sober is too often equated with “sombre” in our culture. Gray’s book turns that idea on its head. Her experience of sobriety is joyful and life-affirming. A must-read for anyone who has a nagging suspicion that alcohol may be taking away more than it’s giving.’


Hilda Burke, psychotherapist and couples counsellor


‘Catherine Gray really captures the FUN we can have in sobriety. This book challenges the status quo; sobriety sounds as liberating as taking a trip to the jungle. Fun and inspirational. What an important book for our time! A joy to read.’


Samantha Moyo, founder of Morning Gloryville


‘This book is a gamechanger. Everyone deserves to have Catherine hold their hand as they navigate the new world of not drinking – whether exploring alcohol-free periods or going for full on sobriety – and this book enables just that. Wise, funny and so relatable, The Unexpected Joy of Being Sober adds colour to the “dull” presumption that often comes with not drinking. A book for the times as sobriety continues to be the “wellness trend to watch”. Keep it in your bag as you navigate the world of not drinking, and let Catherine lead the way for you as she re-defines sobriety in the 21st century.’


Laurie, Girl & Tonic blogger
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For all the ordinary, average, regular folk out there who feel like they’re failing, but who are actually winning
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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.




ordinary adj. Not interesting or exceptional; commonplace.
SYNONYMS: Average, normal, run-of-the-mill, standard, typical, middle-of-the-road, common, unremarkable, unpretentious, modest, simple, homespun, workaday, humdrum, mundane, unmemorable, pedestrian, uninspiring, bland, mediocre, garden-variety, bog-standard, nothing to write home about
ANTONYMS: Unusual, extraordinary, unique, exceptional




‘I just happen to like ordinary things. When I paint them, I don’t try to make them extraordinary. I just try to paint them ordinary-ordinary.’


Andy Warhol





PREFACE


Let’s start on a light note, shall we?


Nah, let’s dive right into the deep end. This book is not going to swim in the shallows.


Back in 2013, I was suicidal because I was in constant pain. The pain was mostly psychological, but it was also physical, because where the brain goes, the body follows.


Thoughts like, ‘There’s a high bridge. I could jump off it. Hmmm,’ had begun to pop into my head as casually as people think about what they’ll have for dinner.


Suicidal ideation is not selfish, as per the Old Testament way of thinking about mental health. It’s a case of the scales tipping. It’s when the angst of existing starts to outweigh your fear of being blotted out. In my experience, you think your loved ones secretly hate you anyhow, so maybe they’d be better off without you.


Depression was, for me, when the odd raven in the sky was joined by more and more winged worries, dreads and dark memories, until they crowded out the sun.


A group of ravens is, very aptly, called ‘an unkindness’. Suicidal thoughts are an unkindness too; you no longer feel capable of showing love for yourself and, by extension, often others too, since hurt people hurt people.


Yet, by early 2014 I had transmogrified into a totally different person, one who still experienced brief eclipses of hope, but mostly alit upon bright skies, and couldn’t imagine ever again wanting to leave this life. I haven’t had a suicidal thought, even for a millisecond, since 2013.


Why? Three beautifully simple, yet also fiendishly difficult things. First up were two immediate life decisions that stopped me from doing myself a mischief. I quit drinking* and then, because I knew the alcohol would find its way back into my hand unless I changed mentally too, I learned to locate the forgotten joy of the ordinary (which we’ll talk about here).


I would later go on to dismantle my love addiction*. Getting my addictions under control was about as relaxing as putting an octopus to bed.


In my quest to re-enchant the everyday, I learned to see the ‘Kindness is free, hate is expensive’ gold marker graffiti outside the newsagent. To see the seam of beauty that runs through suburban pastorals, from the overly pruned garden with a gaggle of gnomes, to the fierce yearly ‘our Christmas lights are bigger than yours’ watt-offs, as if trying to coax Blixen and Santa from outer space down to Solihull.


Being disenchanted with our ordinary lives is our default; the Times New Roman of our evolution and biology. Our brain is naturally negatively biased. It zeroes in on what’s wrong with our day, and where the predators and pitfalls are, before it lands on the positive.


It’s not your brain’s fault; it’s just trying to save your life. But, we can retrain our brains, thanks to the marvel of neuroplasticity. We’ll discuss this in great depth later by talking to experts in evolution, neuroscience and psychology.


To counter my urge to drink myself into oblivion and stare at bridges, I made it my mission to learn how to be default happy, rather than default disgruntled. To be a positive-seeking searchlight, rather than a negative-seeking drone. I managed it too.


The tactics I used might work for you too…or they might not. You are you, and I am me, and we are different. This is no ‘happiness guaranteed in seven days!’ self-help bait and switch. In the words of Morpheus from The Matrix, ‘I can only show you the door. You’re the one that has to walk through it.’


I mean, that’s a touch melodramatic, but my point is, all books do is show you doors. No book can make you happy, and any book that claims to be imbued with that magical quality ought to be regarded with a ‘riiiight’ and an arched eyebrow.


I’m no snake oil dealer. I also can’t sell you a skirting board ladder, striped paint, a bucket of gas, or a bag o’ sky hooks either*. All I can do is show you how I learned to go from suicidal to baseline-happy; I cannot promise you will experience the same.


But it’s possible this book may have that side effect. I hope so.
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* Both of these topics – quitting drinking and my year off dating – are covered extensively in my first two books, The Unexpected Joy of Being Sober and The Unexpected Joy of Being Single, if you’re at all interested.


* I was once sent out to buy these imaginary items from a hardware store, by a mischievous boss. I returned empty handed and hot-cheeked with confusion, only to find my boss rolling on the floor, crying with laughter.





INTRODUCTION


Allow me to introduce you to the person I was before I gained an appreciation of the ordinary. Fair warning: she is a bit of a tosser.


I’d always desperately wanted to work on glossy women’s magazines and I’d somehow manage to shoehorn my way in, aged 23. My pay was low compared to my university friends in marketing, law and accounting (I even earned less than the trainee teachers), but on the flipside I led the most charmed, gilded, extraordinary life.


I was a saucer-eyed girl plucked from South Birmingham, who felt like she’d spent the bulk of her teenage years squinting at the road and wondering where the bloody bus was.


So when I entered the magazine realm, I was as bouncy as Will Ferrell in Elf, and would say things like, ‘Is this for me? I get to keep this?!...This canapé is life-changing...You’re sending me to Bristol to write a travel article? Are you serious? HAPPY DAYS.’


I was giddy about the free, doll-sized plates at restaurant openings, the albums I gained access to before launch, the VIP lists at exclusive clubs that looked like an Arabian princess’s boudoir, the Chanel make-up for £1 in the beauty sale (that was expensive, the normal brands were 50p a pop), and the dozens of free books I got sent as books editor.


I was delighted about the fact that every night I could go to a party and get a gift bag laden with posh candles, or truffles hand-rolled on the thighs of virgin goats, or facial spritzes garnished with the tears of Romanian nuns, or whateversuch thing was trending.


But as time rolled on, I did what most humans do in most lucky-duck (read: lucky-as-fuck) situations. I grew accustomed to it, and I started to pick holes, and find fault. In short, I started to want: M.O.R.E.


A few years in, I became this berk: ‘I get sent too many freebies, this is ridiculous!...Why are the canapés taking so long?...I have to use my own holiday days to go to Cape Town and write a travel article, are you serious?’ (I want to time-travel back, give her a slap on the calves and tell her to wise up.)



Crampons of choosiness


See, somewhere along the way I had internalized a misconception. That the way you got extraordinarily happy was by finding what was wrong with your current situation and therefore gaining the ability to fix it.


I thought I needed to create my own everlasting contentment by locating the faults in the current landscape and tweaking them, as if I was designing my own personalized heaven, or architecting my own district of The Good Place.


It meant that I was never satisfied. I would be sent to a five-star yoga retreat in Kerala (for free) to write a travel article, and yes, I would come back bragging about the wooden hut perched on the hill overlooking the Indian Ocean, and the fact that I would return from dinner to find they’d run me a bath filled with rose petals. But most of that was just intended to impress, to showboat.


Really, I spent that holiday as I always did: being a malcontent. I was unimpressed that the yoga started at 6am (so much for a holiday!) and how the only thing available for breakfast was curry (is it against their religion to fry up some bacon, for Godsake?!*). I was always wanting, striving, seeking the extraordinary, but when I was in the extraordinary, I wanted it to be more extraordinary.


Given I found the Keralan holiday wanting, you can imagine how I reacted to an essentially ordinary weekend of food shopping, cleaning and social commitments I didn’t necessarily want to do.


My psychological state was that of the toddler who plants themself face-first on the floor of the supermarket and pounds the floor with their tiny fists, crying ‘it’snotfair…Wahhhhh...lifenotfair!’


I thought people who were happy with their lot were dim nitwits who had drunk the ‘this is enough’ Kool-Aid, had the wool pulled over their eyes, settled for the substandard and would never reach the peaks that I would scale via the crampons of my choosiness. I had a pickaxe of pickiness and my eyes fixed on the summit, while they had a foam mallet they were happily boinging each other over the head with.


The content and thankful types stayed at home waiting for all of the missing buses that had fallen into Birmingham’s version of the Bermuda Triangle. Because they were OK with ordinary, they got stuck there. I pitied the fools.


I wanted pots of money, a darling house with shutters, to get married at Yosemite, at least three dogs, awards on my mantlepiece, and until I got all of that, I reserved the right to be default disenchanted. I thought my discontentment with my current, imperfect, ordinary situation was what was going to power me towards my future, perfect, extraordinary situation.


And my discontentment did serve as an energy source for a while. But the problem was, as soon as I got the job/flat/person I hankered after, I would be smug for a while, but then I would tire of it, start to find faults, and flip my gaze upwards to the next thing I wanted.


Why we’re never quite satisfied


Believe it or not, what I was experiencing has a name other than ‘being an entitled fuckwit’. It’s the result of something called the ‘hedonic treadmill’. This treadmill is a metaphor to sum up the psychological phenomenon of ‘hedonic adaptation’. Hedonic adaptation means that we adjust to our circumstances much more quickly than is desirable, and thus start searching for the next high.


It means we never reach the end of the treadmill. It continues ad infinitum. There is no ‘arrival’ at contented bliss. No ‘you have reached your destination’ ending. Because as soon as we achieve something, after a brief, fist-punching surge of euphoria, it’s proven that our tendency is to snap back to the happiness we experienced before we achieved the thing.


And so we plateau into the post-win flatline, and proceed to leg it after the next thing. *Person runs forever*. The pursuit of happiness is freakin’ tiring.


So, say we want to buy a house. We run like buggery towards it. Strive strive, pound pound, sweat sweat, and we finally make the purchase. We experience, say, six months of ‘well slap me and call me Susan, I only went and bought this house, I own these actual walls!’ *Pats wall and flicks imaginary masonry dust off shoulder*.


But then, we come down from the house-buying high. We start calculating how many of the walls we actually own (two of ’em in the living room, the bank owns the rest), and we start shooting for the next thing, whether that’s a loft conversion, a promotion, a better car, a wedding ring or a baby.


Survival of the negative


On top of that, our brains are natural-born pessimists. They’re like the grumpy old man in a film, typically played by Jack Nicholson.


Evolutionarily speaking, it makes sense that our brain automatically scans the horizon for potential peril. ‘Survival of the negative’ is more accurate than ‘survival of the fittest’. There’s no use in being able to run like an Olympian if you haven’t spotted the thing you need to run from.


By homing in on what is wrong with the picture, rather than what is right with it, our brains are simply trying to save our skins, should calamity strike. It’s just that now, we no longer live in landscapes where wolves or a rival tribe, or highway henchmen or the plague, threaten to eradicate us. There are threats, for sure, but if you live in the first world, you’re generally pretty safe.


And yet, our brains have hung onto this ancient hardwiring, which means we survey rush hour with the same [insert air-raid siren] threat level as our ancestors would have appraised a genuinely dangerous situation. We’ll talk about this much more later, with the help of experts.


The ‘dis’ generation


Generation X and Millennials*, more so than their parents and grandparents, have a greater tendency to be disenchanted, disillusioned, dissatisfied, disgruntled...you get the picture.


One poll found that just three in ten Brits describe themselves as ‘happy with their lives’. One in six of us experiences a bout of anxiety or depression at least once a week. And rates of depression worldwide increased by 18 per cent between 2005 and 2015.


I think this is because the modern condition has created all sorts of lofty expectations within us. Expectations whipped up over the waves of social media comparison, joined by a thunderclap of twenty-tens privilege, and then intensified by the gales of drug/alcohol (same thing, actually)/phone addiction. All amounting to a perfect storm of a mental health crisis.


Why do I think it’s mostly a modern malaise, a young/midlife person’s gig, this ‘dis’ propensity? Guess who the happiest age group of people in Britain is, according to recent data gathered by the Office of National Statistics? Those aged 70 to 74 years old.


Yep, those we would probably guess to be the least cheerful. In fact, they also sat in the eyrie of the happiness graph in 2012. Those whose joints constantly ache, who have a face full of beautiful (story)lines, whose life is mostly past tense.


And yet, they’re happier than their supple, glow-cheeked, leggy-with-possibilities kids. It’s crackers, but here’s a big clue as to why I think this may be; the 70-ish think Facebook is called Bookface and that Twitter is ‘The Twitter’. They haven’t a clue. Not a blissful clue.


They only compare themselves to their immediate peers, which is comparison enough, and they don’t feel as if they’re in some silent competition with some pretzel-binding, backflipping yoga fiend from Santa Monica.


Mining the wonder in the workaday


After my privileged wazzock stage, I entered a deep bog of melancholy and found myself knee-deep in addiction and suicidal thoughts, so shaking off my malcontent coil became vitally important.


In recovering, I learned how to mine the wonder in the workaday. Simply by doing one thing. Writing at least five gratitudes, daily.


I nearly put myself to sleep writing that last line.


Gratitude-ing has been so done to death it’s now soporific; it’s become hackneyed, clichéd, blah, snore, wake me up when it’s over. It was one of the most transformative daily practices I’ve ever adopted, and yet even I’m sick to the back teeth of articles called things like ‘The Power of Gratitude’. Bore off.


We’ll talk more later about why gratitude literature is so off-putting, worthy and feels like a guilt-trip for those living in the Western world. (There will be no Hail Marys or punitive chin-ups ordered here.) We’ll also talk about why an ‘exactitude of gratitude’ rather than a vague, slippery ‘attitude of gratitude’ is crucial.


But for now, I discovered that if I don’t let everyday pleasures slide on by unnoticed, or fall out of my head, I can get a buzz from watching Sam the Staffie swim on Brighton beach.


It may not be the same thrill as I got from watching hundreds of dolphins escorting a boat through the Indian Ocean, but once you add up a grinning dog splashing around like a seal, buttery toast, getting a seat on a packed train, a sweet conversation with a stranger – all the things that do go right in a very ordinary day – it can mean that an ordinary day begins to create the same sensation as an extraordinary day. The sum of its parts creates the same whole, or even, something greater.


My joy in the ordinary has likely made me irritating, to the gloom-mongers of the world. Former me would have hard-swerved current me. I now do things like ‘ta-da!’ a gifted bouquet of shower caps on Instagram with a dancing gif (life hack: use them to cover plates instead of faffing about with plastic wrap).


Whereas pre-2013, I would have been affronted by that gift from my mum. ‘What the chuff is this?! Shower caps? A bouquet of flowers would have been more appropriate!’


I have been known to weep at the beauty of sunrises, and I want to apologize for that, because I feel deeply uncool for typing it, but I’m not going to, because positivity should not be seen as uncool. (2013-me would have hissed at 2019-me in the manner of Patsy Absolutely Fabulous growling at wholesome Saffy.)


The wall-to-wall ordinary


The extraordinary can bring you joy, of course. Dolphins are rad. I’m not going to pretend that I don’t enjoy a luxury holiday. Hell yeah I do. Bring me that holiday. Now you can go, thxbye. *Begins to pack*


However, if you think over the past year and pluck out experiences that you would classify as ‘extraordinary’, how many have you got? For me, highlights include seeing a two-metre wide manta ray flap past while diving, and dining at a Michelin-starred restaurant. This means my ‘extraordinary’ quota is about ten days out of 365. Making the remaining 355 days, or 97 per cent of my year, ‘ordinary’ days.


This overwhelming and inevitable life-lean towards the ordinary is why true deep-pile contentment is found when you re-enchant the everyday. Constantly straining to put an ‘extra’ in front of the ordinary means that even though you may have been allocated jammy emergency exit leg room seats for free, you’re eyeing up Business and First Class. Even though somebody has told you look ‘nice’ today, you want to be told you look gorgeous.


If you hook your happiness onto the extraordinary, you’re going to find yourself kicking the dirt of disappointment, eyeing up the waterfall on the horizon. The bulk of our existence is the ‘work, eat, sleep, repeat’ cycle. In Britain, we spend an average of five years of our lives bored.



A tour of the ordinary


In yelling ‘stranger danger!’ or ‘what the fuck was that?’ or ‘watch out for her!’, our brains are just doing their jobs as our bodyguards. But that doesn’t mean we can’t change our brain’s default setting. Neuroplasticity has lent us the power to change our cognitive autopilot. As with a 3D printer, what we input into our minds takes physical shape.


This book aims to help you take that runner off that godforsaken hedonic treadmill, allowing you to sit down and have a long look at the hill you’ve just belted up, at the gorgeous view you earned.


I am not an example, a role model or a self-help guru; I am just a person muddling through, who loves geeking out on psychology and neuroscience, grilling experts, deep-diving into hundreds of academic studies, trying things out and reporting back on what she’s learned.


On our discovery trail of the ordinary, I’ll be relentlessly pointing out humdrum things I’ve learned to be delighted by, and will be tirelessly, maddeningly upbeat about averageness, with about as much street-smarts and insouciance as a bouncy children’s TV presenter. I warn you: I will chirp. And maybe even froth.


Then, just as you’re starting to deep sigh, I will switch to being a kohl-eyed, speech-giving rejectionist of notions such as these; that we should aim to be happy 24/7, that anger is a ‘bad’ emotion, that capping your news consumption makes you a navel-gazer, or that we should embrace the ‘always on’ smartphone age.


I’ll be a mildly schizophrenic kinda host. With one consistency. I’m not going to tell you to do anything. That’s not my style. All I am is your tour guide to the underbelly of our ordinary lives.


We’ll be taking in our dissatisfied neural pathways, going deep into our psychological predisposition to strive for more, and tunnelling down into the ancient evolution of our disenchantment.


The ultimate aim of this exploration? To be happy with what we already have. Who we already are. The world we currently occupy. Rather than constantly seeking to upgrade our pay packets, homes, bodies, relationships, holidays, even ourselves to [insert your name] 2.0.


Because [insert your name] 1.0 is already doing so very well.





DISCLAIMER:


I am acutely aware that I was born with a head start, having arrived yelling into the first world as white and middle-class. My viewpoint is indeed subjective and based on my lived experience, which is something I cannot change, even though I have done my damnedest to be as objective and inclusive as possible.


I wholeheartedly apologize in advance for any instances in this book where I forget to check my privilege, assume we are all able-bodied or financially level-pegging, am clumsily heteronormative, or don’t stay equally weighted across genders.


‘She’ and ‘he’ are no reflection of my belief in binary gender roles as ‘right’, and anyone who does not feel like a ‘she’ or ‘he’ is kindly requested to supplant with ‘they’, or the language of their choice.


But I do hope that if you look for the similarities between us, rather than any differences, we shall locate common ground. Because all humans, once you strip it all away, are essentially the same.


With the deepest respect to all of you.


Namaste. (Yep, I’m also a yogi cliché.)





* Much of Kerala is Muslim. So, um, yes it is.


*  We’ll talk about Baby Boomers, Generation X and Millennials a lot in this book, so for the record, there are conflicting date ranges bandied about, but here’s the general consensus: Baby Boomers are those born from 1944 to 1964 (those aged between 56 and 76 in 2020). Generation X were born from 1965 to 1981 (so, aged between 39 and 55 in 2020). Millennials are thus named because they ‘came of age’ on the millennium, so they were born from 1982 to 1996 (thus aged between 24 and 38 in 2020), and are closely followed by Generation Z.
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SURVIVAL OF THE MOST NEGATIVE


Our brains collude against us, by being negative-seeking missiles.


A brilliant quote sums this up: ‘The brain is like Velcro for negative experiences, but Teflon for positive ones’ has now been shared millions of times.


So who better to ask why this is, than the man who said it? Enter neuropsychologist Dr Rick Hanson. The first thing he tells me is that one of the main reasons for this is that the amygdala (the brain’s alarm bell) is primed to go negative in most people.


‘Our brain automatically scans the environment for bad news, we over-focus on it, over-react to it, and the whole experience is prioritized in emotional memory,’ Dr Hanson explains.


Fabulous.


It’s why if you have a feedback review with your boss, your brain will take the one criticism they gently delivered and do this with it: spend a lot of time plucking out the exact letters, throw it up on a billboard in your brain and illuminate it in fluorescent lighting, as if it’s a new film on at a retro cinema. While the positives lie on the floor, forgotten.


‘LACKS CONFIDENCE’ is then up in lights, while ‘liked by co-workers’, ‘diligent’ and ‘polite’ languish on the cutting room floor. And much like a cinema, we re-play ‘LACKS CONFIDENCE’ over and over.


Stone Age brains in the 21st century


But why did this negative-seeking bias evolve in the first place? ‘There’s a short answer for that,’ says Dr Hanson, author of Resilient: find your inner strength. ‘Carrots and sticks. We needed to get carrots and avoid sticks. Our ancestors dealt with high aggression within tribes and from predators. If they didn’t spot a stick before it went “thwack!” their odds of passing on their genes nosedived.’


To unravel the conundrum further, I called on the insights of evolution expert (note: expert in my eyes, he humbly disagrees) Professor Vybarr Cregan-Reid, the author of Primate Change: how the world we made is remaking us.


Cregan-Reid points out that there’s a mismatch between how our bodies function and the environment in which we live; essentially, our bodies haven’t caught up.


‘Life moves fast – evolution is slow,’ is his overarching argument. Much like the pampered dog that eats and eats when it gets the chance, despite having gotten two meals a day for its entire life, primal parts of our brain don’t grasp – or like – our current situation at all.


‘Modern living is as bracing to the human body as jumping through a hole in ice,’ says Cregan-Reid. Metropolises in particular freak us out. ‘We think of cities as longstanding, but if the timeline for the existence of our species was thought of as a 9 to 5, even the smallest cities weren’t built until well into 4.59pm. As a result, our bodies are in shock. Our limbic systems pump us full of nervous tension in response to urban environments.’


Professor Cregan-Reid cites a study performed on a building project in Chicago. The inhabitants on one side of the apartment block had access to green space, while the people in the other half had none. ‘They tracked crime levels and mental health and found that the people living on the side with green space were much calmer and less likely to commit crimes.’


I tell him that my amygdala (part of the limbic system, which produces an emotional response) goes into overdrive when I step into the mayhem of busy London train stations. My Stone Age brain starts yelling and I have to talk it down using my rational prefrontal cortex.


‘When you’re in Euston station, you know you can access food and water on a rational level, since you’ve got £5 in your pocket,’ says Cregan-Reid. ‘Yet, your limbic system panics since it can’t see any signs of life; there are no crops or water, only other humans. We’re like chickens in a coop.’ Ethical shoppers demand organic, free-range eggs, yet we often cram ourselves into spaces smaller than even the well-treated chickens have.


‘It’s your amygdala over-reacting,’ explains neuroscientist Dr Alex Korb, who is the author of The Upward Spiral: Using neuroscience to reverse the course of depression, one small change at a time. ‘That knowledge won’t completely eliminate your discomfort in train stations, but it can enable you to bring your prefrontal cortex online, to remind yourself that nothing’s actually wrong.’


To summarize, our jumpy amygdalas were extremely useful back in the day. They saved us from getting eaten. But now we don’t need them as much. Thankfully, we also have a part of the brain that can regulate the amygdala when it wants to fight or sprint into the distance. Enter the prefrontal cortex. Often described as the ‘higher’ brain, it is rational, logical and according to Dr Korb, the ‘adult in the room’. It’s also the part of the brain which separates us from other primates, given ours is significantly larger.



Brain scans show our negative bias


Not only do our brains home in more on the negative, they also go batshit when they find it. Whereas positive things don’t create the same fizz of arousal.


In a now famous study performed in 1998, called ‘Negative information weighs more heavily on the brain’, one of the ‘founding fathers of social neuroscience’ (Dr John Cacioppo, and colleagues) hooked participants up to a brain scan (an ERP) and showed them varying stimuli.


In a series of tests, they were shown three types of images; positive pictures (hilariously, a pizza, chocolate ice cream and a Ferrari, which sound like a collection of props from a scene in Ferris Bueller’s Day Off), neutral stimuli (such as a hairdryer or a plug socket), and negative images (like a deceased cat or a gun), during which time their neural arousal was measured. The electrodes detected greater neural arousal when confronted with the negative images.


The authors of this trailblazing study also cited other ‘negative bias’ studies, which showed that our distress at losing a set amount of money outweighs our pleasure at gaining it.


The study also showed that, when evaluating people, negative traits are given greater weight than positive ones. So, even if you notice five positive things about a person, the negatives (mean to wait staff, wears Crocs non-ironically) are given precedence. They are literally larger in our brains.


It’s even been proven that we are much faster to pick an angry face out of a crowd, than a happy one, in a phenomenon called ‘the anger superiority effect’. Which is why, when you’re scanning a throng of people, you will zero in on the one who could be threatening.


Our amygdala is like The Hulk


Our negatively biased ‘yah, what the fuck was that?!’ brains remind me of The Incredible Hulk. The Hulk is a primal, fearful, over-reacting, naïve part of us that we can’t remove, but we can learn to manage.


In the 2008 incarnation of The Incredible Hulk, there’s a scene that sums this up. Ed Norton (The Hulk) is still in his primal Hulk form. Thunder growls and lightning forks across the sky. The confused, threatened Hulk snaps off a chunk of mountain and hurls it at the storm, roaring a warning.


Liv Tyler’s character Betty talks him down, telling him there’s nothing to be scared of. It’s just weather; not an army helicopter or the end of the world. The Hulk is our amygdala, while Betty is the prefrontal cortex.


This interplay of ‘characters’ in the brain is the backbone of Dr Steve Peters’ million-selling The Chimp Paradox. We can use our prefrontal cortex to soothe our amygdala by constantly, gently talking it down, reminding it there’s no immediate threat, and most importantly, drawing its attention to the positives instead.


Meditation is known to behave as a Betty, in mellowing and soothing a grouchy amygdala. It’s a well-being cliché because it works. ‘When people meditate regularly,’ says Dr Hanson, ‘one benefit is that their ability to regulate their amygdala with their prefrontal cortex and hippocampus increases, which could produce a calmer, less reactive amygdala.’


Why? One Harvard study discovered that just eight weeks of meditation thickened the cerebral cortex; in particular the prefrontal cortex. Interestingly, the thickening was most pronounced in the older participants of the study.


We can change our brains. Ensuring that The Hulk knows that a simple thunderstorm is just weather; not the impending apocalypse.






THE HEDONIC TREADMILL


The phrase ‘hedonic treadmill’ was coined by two psychologists (named Brickman and Campbell) in the 1970s to sum up a psychological phenomenon called ‘hedonic adaptation’. Hedonic itself means ‘connected with feelings of pleasure’ and is closely related to ‘hedonistic’.


Hedonic adaptation is a wildly interesting quirk that humans possess to adapt to both positive and negative experiences. Victory wears off; agony does too. Euphoria fades; despair too. Love wanes; heartbreak too. And life events that we expect to clinch eternal happiness, or spell cataclysmic lifelong doom, just…don’t.


‘We overestimate how long and how intensely a particular negative life event (such as a terminal diagnosis or being fired from a cherished job) will throw us into despair,’ says Professor of Psychology, Sonja Lyubomirsky. Great! So, we bounce back more quickly than we anticipate.


However, there’s a catch. This goes both ways. We also overestimate the impact of positive events too. ‘How long and how intensely a particularly positive event (earning lifetime tenure or having our marriage proposal accepted) will throw us over the moon,’ Professor Lyubomirsky adds.


The treadmill metaphor


Adaptation lends itself to a treadmill metaphor, because the quest for satisfaction is a neverending belt. Every buzz tends to wear off, every high swoops back down, every whoop of triumph fades, which means this: we’re never quite sated. Our happiness tends to readjust to baseline, no matter what. No matter how hard you run, you never complete the race. There’s always more belt to pound.


This is why, as a society, we are hypnotized by the promise of being better; like a swaying cobra or a swinging clock. It’s why daytime TV is monopolized by makeover shows, showcasing the promise of a better garden, a better body, an upgraded wardrobe. We sit, enraptured, taking mental notes, watching The World’s Most Extraordinary Homes, wanting.


Satisfaction and ‘enough’ is an ever-moving target. You’re living with your folks, so you want to move out. Once you have a driving licence, you want a car. Once you’re renting, you want to buy. Once you’ve got that first job, you want the next job. When you’re in a relationship, you want to live together. When you live together, you want to get married.


More, more, more. Move, move, move.


In our brain, the ‘hedonic hotspot’ is the nucleus accumbens, and it’s not a fan of the habitual, the expected or, indeed, the ordinary. It would probably douse this book in petrol and chuck a match at it.


‘Our nucleus accumbens is very good at habituating to whatever our life currently is,’ says Dr Korb, who has studied the brain since 2002. ‘It’s excited by the unexpected, the infrequent, the unusual. So, if every week you get a cheque through the post, the nucleus accumbens is bored by it. Whereas if you get an unexpected cheque, it releases a rush of dopamine.’


Many of the studies on hedonic adaptation look at our response to huge life events – marriage, bereavement, new baby, divorce, lottery winning – but we adapt to the minutiae of life too.


‘We even adapt to a massage while it’s happening,’ says Professor Lyubomirsky. ‘At 40 minutes in, we’re not loving it as much as we did at ten minutes in,’ says the author of The Myths of Happiness: what should make you happy, but doesn’t, what shouldn’t make you happy, but does.


‘The first time you use Uber, you’re awestruck; “this is amazing”,’ says Dr Korb. ‘But just a couple of weeks later you’ve forgotten how awestruck you were, and you’re displeased that you have to wait six minutes for a ride.’


How consumerism capitalizes on our hedonic treadmill


Consumerism tells us that happiness is on a Caribbean sunlounger, in the driving seat of a galloping horse-powered car, or inside an expensive golden locket. Satisfaction is available if you buy this course for just £59.99! Contentment is available from the high street. Zen could be yours today via bank transfer.


I don’t buy it anymore. Do you?


Advertisers profiteer from, and deliberately peddle, our dissatisfaction. It’s no coincidence that the most ‘extraordinary’ things are the most expensive.


Consumerism lives and dies on one thing: the desire for more. Satisfaction is the altar on which consumerism dies a gruesome death. Which means there are millions of clever people out there whose sole purpose is to convince us that we don’t have enough, and that we need to upgrade, to snag, to bag, to go out and smash-grab as many goods and services as we possibly can.


It sells us the idea that happiness is at the bottom of shopping bags. There is a seductive billion-pound industry constructed around making us feel like what we currently have is grey, boring and due a <click here to upgrade today!>.


But locating the ultimate consumer satisfaction is as unattainable as finding the exact GPS spot of the end of the rainbow, and standing there bathed in its violet and buttercup rays. No matter how much you move towards the end of the rainbow, it stays the same distance away from you.


It’s an optical illusion made of raindrop prisms, not a destination you can reach. Consumerism is the exact same unattainable, unreachable illusion. There is no arrival at the sweet spot of enough, no matter how much we buy.


We can’t get no satisfaction


They tell us that spending money makes us happy, in a bajillion different ways. OK, thanks for that adverts.


But then, why-oh-why do those of us who spend more of a percentage of our income, show ‘lower global satisfaction’ as happiness/spending analyst Ed Diener reports? Spending is a feathered, flashing thing glinting in the water, that we lunge for, only to find we have been hooked into a trap.


Buying things is thrilling upon the point of purchase, but quickly wears off.


‘The glory of acquisition starts to dim with use, eventually changing to boredom as the item no longer elicits even a bit of excitement,’ says the Japanese minimalist, Fumio Sasaki.


‘This is the pattern of everything in our lives,’ he continues. ‘No matter how much we wish for something, over time it becomes a normal part of our lives, and then a tired old item that bores us, even though we did actually get our wish. And we end up being unhappy.’


Big splurges are actually counter-productive. Research has found that we’re better dividing up any spending money we have into small, regular portions. ‘Think frequent, rather than intense,’ says Professor Lyubomirsky.


Campaign message: you are not enough


Even more sinister, is the way that the behemoths sell to us, by subtly telling us that where we are is not good enough, or our lives are sub-par, and dangling the carrot of satisfaction perpetually out of crunching range.


The lynchpin of consumerism – the tacks that hold the entire system together – is this message: you need to change what you are / what you look like / what you have / what you put into your body. And social media has provided a really handy ‘keep up with the Kardashians’ vehicle.


The regional differences in what is upheld as the ideal, show how ugly the subtext of consumerism can be. When I was in the Philippines visiting my stepmother and late father, I saw an appalling skin-lightening advert whereby a Filipino model was unzipping her beautiful golden face to reveal a lily-white one beneath.


I came home to see, of course, self-tanning adverts that encouraged the exact opposite transition. For us to look as if we’re from Spain, when we’re really not.


Whatever we don’t naturally have, we are told we need. It’s why my Filipino stepmother was constantly baffled by my dedication to sunbathing each day on that trip, while she determinedly kept out of the sun. We have been marketed into wanting each other’s shade of skin.


Are kids wired to seek out the extraordinary?


Me, pointing to a low-flying seagull, exposing its downy, white, fattened-by-seaside-chips belly. ‘I like seagulls.’


Five-year-old Charlotte glances and sighs. ‘I like leopards.’


Is disenchantment nature or nurture? Are we created with a satisfaction-shaped hole, or is it human-made?


I conducted a totally unscientific and entirely unrepresentative study of a couple of dozen kids I know, and discovered that the age when kids stop being filled with The Wonder, and start being possessed by ‘I want!’ instead, is age four or five, when they go to school. A coincidence, or the fact they are starting to be exposed to social norms, oneupmanship, and keeping up with the Chloes and Georges?


Their enchantment seems to drain from them the moment they set foot in a playground and start seeing other people’s backpacks, lunch boxes, scooters, coats, shoes, parents. They develop a ‘where’s mine?’ reflex upon hearing tales of slides, gadgets and gargantuan toys.


‘I love the painted cardboard box in our garden that serves as a makeshift boat’ becomes ‘Why don’t we have a trampoline, Mummy?’


We’re not born consumers, I don’t think, but we are Play-Doh-ed into them, and very early on. My niece and nephew went through a phase of manically clicking on those YouTube videos that show other kids opening presents.


If you didn’t know about this, it’s a real thing. Kids are now huge YouTube stars for doing toy reviews. The top cat is an eight-year-old, LA-based kid called Ryan, who has 20 million followers, and whose ‘Christmas morning 2016’ post has been watched 114 million times. Oosh.


I mean, I can hardly talk. My first word was ‘mine’. And when I was four, my favourite book was probably the toy section of the Argos catalogue.


Overriding the hedonic treadmill


Hedonic adaptation is often presented as a fait accompli, but there are ways to hoodwink hedonic adaptation. To prolong pleasure. And stop buzzes from wearing off.


‘Say if you have a favourite tea,’ says Professor Lyubomirsky. ‘If you drink it all the time, it will lose its effect. So try not to do it too often. But I think many of us know this intuitively.’ I tell her I definitely don’t, and if I like something I do it all the blinkin’ time. She laughs.


Interrupting the activity also increases the hedonic pleasure, strangely enough. ‘People enjoy massages more when they are interrupted with a 20-minute break, enjoy television programmes more when they are interrupted with commercials and enjoy songs they like more when they are interrupted with a 20-second gap,’ says Professor Lyubomirsky.


Dr Hanson sent me an illuminating paper that seeks to overturn the idea that the hedonic treadmill is inevitable (‘Beyond the Hedonic Treadmill: revising the adaptation theory of well-being’).


The expert authors of this paper believe the hedonic treadmill can be overridden, and that our set points of happiness can be improved and raised, long-term. ‘Adaptation is a powerful force, but it is not so complete and automatic that it will defeat all efforts to change well-being,’ the authors wrote.


The paper presents powerful evidence that random acts of kindness and gratitude practices elevate well-being, big time. This ‘contradicts the idea of an unchangeable baseline for happiness,’ the paper reports.


There should be an extra emphasis on ‘random’, says Professor Lyubomirsky. At the University of California, she and her students tested this out. ‘We instructed our participants to do several acts of kindness each week for ten weeks,’ she explains. Some were asked to mix their acts of kindness up, while others were requested to do the same thing at a similar time. ‘The only ones who got happier were those who varied their generosities.’


The upshot seems to be that you alter your set point of happiness through actual activities. ‘People often mistakenly think that you just “choose” to be happy,’ says Dr Korb. ‘But that’s not how it works. You have to choose things that make you happy.’ And the clincher is, he says, these things are frequently not what we are told will make us happy.


They’re oftentimes ordinary drudgery, rather than extraordinary hedonism. They’re things like meeting deadlines, going to the gym rather than swerving it, not eating junk and not spending your disposable income on designer trainers.


I have a list of ‘26 things that make me happy’ (printed on here), most of which are free, and the rest of which cost under a tenner. Having them written down reminds me that when I engage in just a few of those activities every day, I’m happier. Simple.


Your activities will be entirely different to mine, but you already know what they are. Happiness is an activity.






SATISFICERS VS MAXIMIZERS


As if our negatively biased brains and the hedonic treadmill weren’t enough to contend with, we also have a psychological phenomenon called ‘maximizing’.


Some people are satisfied with their lot, and they tend to be called ‘satisficers’ by those in the know, whereas those who constantly reach are called ‘maximizers’. A satisficer will spend maybe a few hours shopping for a new bed – a maximizer could spend days. A maximizer needs to eliminate every option and find the best one. A satisficer will clean the bits you can see when people come to stay. A maximizers will clean under things and scrub cupboards.


Take Steve Jobs. A classic maximizer. His wife Laurene was quoted saying that it took them eight years of discussion to decide upon a sofa. ‘We spent a lot of time asking ourselves “What is the purpose of a sofa?”’ she said. They were speedier when it came to choosing a washing machine. ‘We spent about two weeks talking about this every night at the dinner table,’ Jobs told Wired magazine.


Professor Paul Dolan sums this up nicely in his book Happy Ever After: escaping the myth of the perfect life. ‘Maximizing involves searching until the very best option is identified by a process of elimination. The distinction was first put forward by Herbert Simon in the 1950s and has been popularized in recent times by Barry Schwarz,’ he writes.


‘A maximizer booking a holiday will spend hours – days even – sifting through the best deals online within budget,’ continues Professor Dolan. ‘They will weigh up all the options, taking account of all critical factors such as price, location, room size, breakfast offering, recent reviews and so on, and then will proudly announce “I have found the best possible deal”. A satisficer will hit “Reserve” as soon as they come across the right sort of hotel within budget.’


Errrrr. Um. Given I have been known to spend upwards of six hours trawling websites for a holiday, I am without a doubt a maximizer. I suspect it’s knitted into my DNA.


It’s why, even though I don’t judge my friends on the state of their skirting boards, I am fanatical about ensuring mine are dust-free when they come to stay.


It’s why I don’t shop for clothes frequently; instead I spend an entire day twice/three times a year going round all the shops and seeing all the things, before making choices. It’s why I don’t shop in metropolises, which are just too vast. I tend to go to much more manageable small cities or shopping centres; I can cover that ground; it’s a 10k rather than a marathon.


As a maximizer on the hedonic treadmill, I tip that fecker up to the steepest incline. I want to be able to run 5km without stopping. Then 10km. Then to do a mini-triathlon. Then, then, then.


I have my sights set on a constantly shifting target. And who’s moving it? I am. Nobody else but me.


How society encourages us to be maximizers


Society looks askance at satisficers and scratches its chin in confusion. Whereas maximizers get enabled by Mexican waves of affirmation.


I don’t know many satisficers, but the couple I do know, are among the happiest people I’ve ever encountered. They choose to stay in their professions of hairdressing and building, rather than aspiring to own a hairdressers/be a foreman. They have chosen not to get married, not to have kids, and to rent rather than buy.


Society rewards them by constantly harassing them with questions as to what their career plans are, why they’re not married, why they don’t have kids, aren’t they scared they’ll regret not having them? They’ve told me they’re really bored of responding ‘We’re happy as we are.’ People don’t know what the devil to make of them. So they try to pluck them from their satisfied sojourn, and to push them onto the treadmill too.


When I had just finished writing two books within eight months and was like a wrung rag, the most common question I was asked was, ‘So, what’s next? What’s the next book?!’


Huh? Whoa there, Sparky. A rest. That’s what’s next.


It’s the parent with the six-month-old who keeps being asked about having a second, the couple who’ve celebrated two years and are now batting back questions about engagement, or the person who’s just bought a house who’s being asked if they’re going to extend it.


In the eyes of the madding crowd, being a satisficer means you’re content with the fuzzy end of the lollipop. By being a maximizer and extra-seeking, you’re not like those sad dipsticks who are settling for their awarded lot. You’re trying to hoist yourself up by your britches, thanksabunch short-changing world.


Life for maximizers is a neverending escalator, not a lift where you – ping! –arrive at your desired floor. Your destination is a blinking, fizzing neon motel sign that seems to get further away, no matter how much of the desert you churn up, as if you’re trapped in a trippy nightmare.


But, satisficers have it made. When I think of a satisficer, I think of this amazing quote from Simon Pegg. ‘You could be living on a rock in the middle of the ocean, wearing a pair of Y-fronts, with a neverending supply of sandwiches. If that makes you happy, then you’re a complete success, you know?’






WHEN I DIDN’T WANT TO EXIST ANYMORE




‘The extraordinary is not our homeland but the land of our exile. The extraordinary is Babylon. It is the ordinary that is our only homeland. How could we have been so deluded?’


Michael Foley, Embracing the Ordinary





I reached a place in 2013 where the pain of my existence outweighed the fear of disappearing. I wanted to scratch myself out, as a person scratches off a golden panel on a scratchcard.


My disillusion with life started to set in early. Very early.


Aged six, I remember sitting there, face sandwiched in my hands, staring out of my Carrickfergus living room window for an entire day. Why? My imaginative friend Judith had told me that she was sending a van full of My Little Pony merchandise for me.


My face, which was initially lit up (like the Glo Worm I also coveted), darkened as shadows started to fall. Eventually my mother asked what the heck I was playing at. I told her, she chuckled, and called Judith a ‘fantasist’, whatever that meant.


I trudged upstairs to my room, where I already had about 17 My Little Ponys, and the castle, and the little dragon dude, and felt my first crushing disappointment. It was the first time I can remember being truly dissatisfied with my lot, and feeling I needed more.


The trend continued. In secondary school, we all idolized a girl called Kimberley, because she had a pool in her garden, a perfect perm, a year-round tan (second home in Spain), and every Benetton jumper it was possible to buy at Merry Hill shopping centre. At my school, if you didn’t have a Benetton jumper you may as well have been dead. But my clothes mostly came from Dudley market, which was far from a mecca of high fashion, and during PE, I rocked Nick’s trainers.



My decade of disenchantment


And so, I bolted into my twenties like a runaway horse, thinking that here was my chance to quell the have-not vibe of my teens.


But that too fell far short of my expectations. Friends has a lot to answer for, in my opinion, since I half expected that decade to be spent in a sexy turquoise-n-exposed brick loft, with a solid group of hilarious friends, playing ball games in the park, being able to afford endless coffee and muffins, as we supported each other through ladder-climbing and love-life-finessing.
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