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  INTRODUCTION




  This is a book about the dangers of life, and how we face up to them. Or rather, it’s a book about how we fail to face up to them these days.




  In this book you will find out why we worry too much about some things, and why we don’t worry enough about others. You will learn more about how we’ve stopped letting our children

  go out to play, and why, as a consequence, they are growing up fat, unhealthy and unhappy. And you will see more clearly the many ways in which we give up responsibility for our own actions and

  allow ourselves to be ordered about by ever more ludicrous and intrusive new laws and regulations – laws and regulations which are passed, in the most part, by bossy and self-important

  individuals who think that they know better than we do how we should be allowed to live our lives.




  It’s something of a journey, this book, and it sets off from some of the more unusual fears and obsessions of our age and goes all the way to the structure and function of the human brain

  and beyond, by way of frivolous lawsuits, the chemicals in burnt toast, some confessions of childhood foolishness, the family tree of Genghis Khan, the traffic system of the Dutch town of Drachten,

  a rather unwise experiment you can do with an arrow and some tips to help you do better at any dangerous sports you may happen to take part in.




  The gist of it all, though, is that we all ought to stop worrying so much about things, and that we ought to get out and live a bit more, and take a few more risks. And it follows from this that

  if you take the advice given in this book, bad things will happen to you. That’s what happens, you see, when you take risks.




  But you should also find, if you follow the advice in this book, that many, many more good things will happen to you by way of recompense; and they will be things that will make you feel

  intensely and passionately alive, right here and right now.




  





  PART ONE




  RUN, HIDE, SAVE YOURSELVES!




  





  A SHORT INTRODUCTION TO MODERN FEARS




  There are any number of places to start a journey into danger. But we will start ours in the brightly lit dressing-room of a provincial theatre somewhere on the east coast of

  England.




  Imagine this, ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls: imagine. Imagine that you, personally, are Widow Twanky, the famous pantomime dame.




  If you take a look, right now, in your mirror, you will see that your face has been powdered and painted into the most grotesque caricature of a lady of mature years. You will have big arched

  eyebrows stretching halfway up your forehead, oversized cupid’s-bow lips, round red apple-cheeks and a beauty spot; on your head you will have a hot, itchy woollen wig with great plaited

  coils over your ears. And then, of course, there will be your clothes – an appalling dog’s dinner of a milkmaid’s dress, all clashing spots and checks and tartans and gingham

  patches; and finally, looped over your arm . . . well, looped over your arm you will be carrying what is known in the gardening world as a ‘trug’, which is a sort of shallow basket with

  a hooped handle, and in this trug you will see sweets – heaps and heaps of sugar and chocolate confectionery.




  Armed with your trug, you make your way on stage, singing loudly and out of tune in your best falsetto screech, and then you say some lines and have a bit of banter with the audience, going

  through some business about where something or other is – a young woman dressed up in a furry suit, say, pretending to be a cat – and you cup your hand to your ear as the audience all

  yell IT’S BEHIND YOU! but you always manage to turn round just that split second too late to see it. And then, after a while, comes the sweet-throwing moment. The children have all been

  waiting for this, and you can see the expectation in their eyes. You reach down and grab a handful of the things and swing your arm back, ready to hurl them into the audience, when all of a sudden

  who should appear on stage but an angry-looking little man in a suit, carrying a clipboard.




  ‘You can’t do that,’ he says. ‘You can’t throw those sweets to the boys and girls.’




  ‘Oh yes I can,’ you say.




  ‘Oh no you can’t,’ he says.




  ‘OH YES I CAN,’ you say.




  ‘Stop that,’ he says. ‘And you, too,’ he adds, turning to the audience.




  He stoops to inspect the contents of your basket.




  ‘You could have someone’s eye out with one of those,’ he says, picking up a mint humbug.




  ‘OH NO I COULDN’T,’ you say, but he’s having none of it. This is a serious matter, he says. Because although, as it turns out, there has never been a recorded case of

  anyone having their eye taken out or being otherwise seriously injured by the throwing of sweets in pantomimes in all the years in all the centuries since pantomimes and sweets were first invented,

  this doesn’t make it safe. Oh no: it could happen, you see, the eye-taking-out thing – there’s always a first time for everything. For this reason, the management has

  instituted a new policy for the distribution of sweets: as Widow Twanky, you are now required to drop them carefully into a box on the floor in the front row, from where usherettes will collect

  them and distribute them safely and sensibly to the waiting children.




  In 2007, at the Gorleston Pavilion Theatre in Norfolk, sweet-throwing was banned after insurers warned the management that they could be sued if anyone was hurt by flying

  confectionery.1 In the same year, at the Gaiety Theatre in Ayr, a similar ban was put in place after a pack of wine-gums hit a light. A council spokesman

  said: ‘The health and safety of audiences is paramount, so a decision has been taken that sweets will no longer be thrown into the audience.’




  Across the country, other theatres followed suit. In theatre after theatre sweet-throwing was either banned altogether or else – as in the Forum Theatre in Billingham – allowed

  subject only to a carefully controlled risk-limitation policy by which sweets could still be thrown, but only underarm and only if they were very soft and light, and not capable of having

  anyone’s eye out. Marshmallows, say, or those rice-paper flying-saucer things with the sherbet in the middle. But not hard, dangerous projectiles like lemon bonbons or mint humbugs. And

  definitely not gobstoppers – especially the extra-large ones. Now those would hurt, wouldn’t they? And reading this, you might say to yourself, ‘Well, if I were running a

  theatre, I’d make damn sure that my Widow Twanky could throw all the sweets she liked – in fact, I’d order her to throw more!’ But would you? If you had officials and

  insurance-assessors breathing down your neck, threatening you with goodness-knows-what financial consequences, would you really say ‘Stuff you! We’re throwing sweets and that’s

  that!’?




  We live in worried times. For all sorts of reasons, both good and bad, more people today are more worried about the dangers of life than at any time in history. Previous generations might have

  had to cope with continual war, grinding poverty, the constant presence of pestilence and famine, and even then – even if they survived their own birth, which was by no means certain, and

  even if they managed to avoid the ravages of scurvy and the Black Death – they still lived little longer than the average domestic flea. But it is today that people are really

  worried.




  This is a fact, confirmed again and again by research all over the world. Survey after survey has shown that most people nowadays believe the world to be a far more dangerous place than it was

  in the past, and they’re not happy about it. Depending on the survey, and depending on the country, between 75 and 80 per cent think this is true. (In the USA, one source puts the figure at

  78 per cent;2 in Britain, an ICM poll suggests 79 per cent.3)




  Today there seem to be all sorts of new threats arising, and all sorts of bad people and bad things out to get us and our children. To name a few at random: terrorism; violent crime; newer, more

  addictive drugs; binge-drinking; passive smoking; global warming and its associated floods, famine and extinction; ‘stranger danger’; traffic fumes; the side effects of food additives

  and vaccinations; the rise in allergies and ‘intolerances’; antibiotic-resistant ‘superbugs’ in hospitals; AIDS; bird flu; skin-cancer from being in the sun; ‘obesity

  epidemics’ from staying indoors; cancer from mobile phone-mast radiation; bullying in schools; teenage boys with guns and knives; teenage girls with eating disorders; third-world dictators

  with nuclear weapons . . .




  Because of all this, and more, many people have stopped doing, or changed the way they do, many of the things they did when they were younger, because they are now considered too dangerous.

  ‘You just can’t do that any more,’ they say. ‘Not like you used to when we were young.’




  Go to the theatre and you worry about the dangers of sweet-throwing; let your children play out in the street and you worry about all the abductors or worse hiding round the corner, waiting to

  snatch them away, or the maniac drivers revving up their engines, waiting to run them over, or the hooded gangs of feral teenagers, waiting to rob them or beat them up, or both; go out for a bite

  to eat and there’s a whole range of things to worry about, from gluten and lactose intolerances to cholesterol and pesticide residues.




  Every year, the private health-care company BUPA publishes a research document it calls the ‘Worry Report’4, which tracks the fears and

  concerns of the British public. What this report shows is a growing trend of anxiety. Not only do most people think that the world has become a more dangerous place, but well over half of all

  adults now say that they actively worry much more than they did even five years ago. A fifth of all British adults, meanwhile, worry so much, and so often, that they regularly lose sleep and/or

  their appetite as a result.




  While terrorism and climate change are major concerns for many, what people worry particularly about are threats to health, both their own and that of their family. Anxiety has reached such a

  level that more and more of us are tipping over the edge and developing full-blown pathological fears or phobias.




  According to a report published by Britain’s National Phobics Society in 2007,5 the number of people suffering from phobias is rising sharply,

  and it has now reached the point where one person in eight suffers from at least one phobia. And some people have many, many more. It’s telling, too, that in an age of health scares, the kind

  of phobias that people suffer from is changing. It used to be that the most common ones were the ‘old favourites’, the ones with the Greek names such as claustrophobia (fear of enclosed

  spaces) or agoraphobia (fear of open spaces) or arachnophobia (the fear of spiders). Now these old phobias have been overtaken by a whole new set of fears, many of which don’t even have names

  yet – or at least, they don’t have names that most people have heard of. They tend to be health related and often to do with dirt and germs. For example, according to the report, at

  least 4 million people in the UK alone suffer from a powerful fear of germs in lavatories, particularly public or shared ones. Which probably goes some way towards explaining why so many new houses

  have so many bathrooms in them. That and the fact that it seems to have become the norm for people to take a bath or a shower every single day, and in some cases even more often, rather than, say,

  whenever they get particularly dirty. I wonder what they do when they really have to go, these people with the toilet phobia? Hold it in as long as they can, I suppose, and then scrub their hands

  with antibacterial soap afterwards.




  Lavatories aside, people also get very worried about the germs they might pick up by touching things in shops and other public places. Because of this, there is a growing market for products

  such as the Healthy Handle which is, according to its makers, ‘doctor-recommended for use on filthy, germ-infested shopping-cart handles’. It’s a sort of extendable plastic sheath

  that clips over the handle of a supermarket trolley to avoid the terrors of having to touch the handle itself. When you’ve finished with it, you simply unclip it and pop it in your bag

  – along with the germs you were trying to avoid by using it, presumably. This seems something of a design flaw to me, but what do I know? Alternatively, or additionally, you can carry a pack

  of Nice ’n’ Clean antibacterial surface wipes, which are specifically recommended for shopping-trolley handles. And if you have babies or small children who might want to ride in the

  trolley along with the shopping, you can always buy the CartSafari shopping-trolley cover with Microban, which covers the seat, handle and side-bars of the trolley with antibacterial fabric to

  prevent your child touching anything at all unclean.




  These things didn’t exist a generation ago, when people were less fussy about dirt. If they had, their market would have been limited to a few eccentric recluses like the germophobic

  millionaire Howard Hughes; now, they’re increasingly sold as mainstream products for everyday people.




  All of which leads us to another question: if we’re all so anxious these days about the possibility that bad things might happen to us, how do we cope when those bad things actually come

  to pass?




  





  WHY IT’S NEVER YOUR OWN STUPID FAULT




  At an advertising agency where I used to work, one of the more high-powered account executives slipped, one day, on the stairs coming down from a fifth-floor meeting room and

  came down several steps rather more quickly than she had anticipated, on her backside.




  This came as a bit of a surprise to her.




  She slipped on those stairs not because she was clumsy, or because she was wearing expensive high-heeled shoes, and certainly not because she was trying to find her wafer-thin mobile phone in

  her oversized patent-leather handbag while not paying enough attention to where she was going, but because of the stairs themselves, which made her fall, on account of being unduly shiny or

  slippery or something.




  She was quite sure of that fact, and if it was also a fact that lots of other people had managed to get down those same stairs that day in the normal way, without any trouble, then that was

  neither here nor there: the fact was that she had fallen. Moreover, in falling she had suffered Soft Tissue Damage.




  Soft Tissue Damage might sound like a fancy phrase for a painful and embarrassing bruise, but it is not the same thing at all. Painful and embarrassing bruises go away by themselves, but Soft

  Tissue Damage only goes away after a course of expensive private physiotherapy, the bill for which was duly presented to the Managing Director some days later.




  It’s worth knowing this.




  I wish I’d known it myself a couple of months before when, at the age of forty-five, I thought it would be a good idea to learn to ride a BMX bike.




  There are a lot of things you can do on a BMX bike at my age, or indeed at any age, besides looking really stupid. One of them is what’s known as a manual. A manual is a kind of wheelie,

  where you go up on your back wheel, but it’s called a manual and not a wheelie because instead of pedalling, as in a normal wheelie, you pull the front of the bike up manually while leaning

  back and down over the back wheel. So anyway, you do this pulling and leaning until you reach a crucial balance point, riding along on your back wheel, and you shift your weight and touch your back

  brake to keep yourself in balance. Or at least, that is the theory of it.




  What I discovered, while trying to learn this manual thing one lunchtime in central London, is an addition to the theory: what happens if you keep on pulling and leaning back beyond the balance

  point, at speed, and beyond the point at which you can get your feet down on the ground and run out of it.




  What happens is that you topple over backwards. If you topple over backwards on a bike with your hands still on the handlebars and your feet still on the pedals, you land with all of your weight

  on your backside, watched by appreciative passers-by, and then your bike shoots off without you and smacks into the side of a parked car, denting it on impact and then taking a big gouge out of the

  paintwork as it skids away. I also discovered that when you try to get up after something like this, it sometimes happens that one of your legs decides it doesn’t want to comply, and you find

  yourself mouthing the same swear-word over and over again to yourself out of pain and humiliation as you struggle to your feet and limp over to pick up your bike. You will experience difficulty in

  walking for some days afterwards, I found, and your leg will seize up if you sit still for any length of time, so that to get up again you have to brace your arms against a table or something solid

  and pull yourself to your feet. After a few days of this, there will appear what you might take, at first glance, to be the most monstrous black bruise you have ever seen. That, at any rate, was

  what I took it for; but if I had known then what I know now, I would have known that it was actually Soft Tissue Damage, and Soft Tissue Damage is something for which someone else is always to

  blame, and for which someone else ought to have paid compensation.




  And this, it seems, is another of the great emerging themes of modern life. If it is true that we worry more and more about bad things happening to us, it is also true that when bad things do

  happen, we try to avoid responsibility for them wherever possible. We blame others for getting us into the mess we are in, and we expect others to get us out of it, and make everything all

  right.




  Let me give you some other examples of what I mean.




  Imagine that you have booked an exotic holiday, to the Dominican Republic, and you are lying there on your towel under a coconut tree on the white sand beach (or whatever colour sand they have

  over there) under the cloudless blue sky, listening to the waves lapping against the shore, or, at least, to the sounds of your fellow holidaymakers, when all of a sudden a bloody great coconut

  falls out of the tree, as coconuts are wont to do, and lands smack on your chest, or thump-crack on your chest, as the case may be. Whose fault is that, eh? Is it your fault for lying under a tree

  heavy with coconuts, or is it someone else’s? And, in the circumstances, what do you do? What you do – or at least, what one holiday-maker did, according to a news report in 2000

  – is you blame the holiday company: you sue them for damages and you receive a large out-of-court settlement.




  Got the hang of that? Another one – an easy one, this time. You are what the Americans call a ‘young person of size’ and you got that way by stuffing your face with

  cheeseburgers, quarter-pounders ’n’ fries, chicken McNuggets and extra-large, extra-thick chocolate shakes. However, for most of your life neither you nor any member of your family has

  had any idea that your size has anything whatsoever to do with the amount of junk food you’ve been pigging. Suddenly, one day, you discover the truth. The scales fall from your eyes. Eating

  like a glutton has made you put on weight and threatens your health and wellbeing! Not to mention your ability to walk through doorways without turning sideways. Who would have believed it? So what

  do you do? Yep – you sue McDonald’s.6 Perhaps you sue them for millions of dollars, in the hope of outdoing Stella Liebeck, the woman who was

  initially awarded $2.9 million by an American jury after she put a cup of hot McDonald’s coffee on her lap in the car and then, when it spilt and scalded her, sued and won7 (though the final, undisclosed amount settled upon is still a matter of dispute).




  It’s quite a fun game, this. You could turn it into a competitive sport for the Olympics and it would easily hold its own alongside the likes of synchronized swimming and beach volleyball.

  You could build a stadium for it, at vast public expense, and then knock it down after the week or so it’s used for, and then blame someone else for wasting all that money. The aim of this

  game, competitive suing, is to give as breathtaking a performance as possible, aiming for the highest levels of audacity and shamelessness you can manage, combined with the lowest possible levels

  of irony and self-awareness.




  You are a teenager and you don’t do very well in your exams: you sue your school.




  You are a convict serving twenty-three years in prison: you sue yourself for $5 million for violating your own civil rights and religious beliefs by allowing yourself to get drunk and

  commit crimes, in the hope that, since you have no income, the state will pay the compensation instead. (This actually happened, in Virginia in 1993. The case was thrown out of court.)




  You’ve got the point now, I think. If I start boring you by labouring it for too long, you can sue me. And I’ll sue you back for mental anguish.




  I just want to finish this bit with two world-class performances, to show you the sort of thing you should be aiming for.




  A young woman from London was celebrating her twenty-fourth birthday, with friends, in her shared flat. Around midnight, when she had consumed ‘four or five’ glasses of wine and a

  vodka jelly, she and a group of partygoers decided to climb out of her upstairs window and onto the roof of some adjoining garages, to continue the party there, and no doubt to cheer up her

  sleeping neighbours with the sounds of jollity, mirth and loud music. By accident, she stood on a flimsy perspex skylight which gave way and sent her plummeting to the ground below, where she

  sustained some pretty nasty injuries. Whose fault was that, do you think? And who was wholly to blame? And what do you think she did? Correct: she blamed the owners of the garage and sued them for

  negligence.8




  Finally, I want to tell you the story of a Sunderland greyhound trainer by the name of Graham Calvert, who discovered that he rather enjoyed gambling. He enjoyed it so much that he went through

  an astonishing amount of money and then did the honourable thing: he sued the bookmaker, William Hill, for £2,052,972 for letting him do it. It wasn’t his fault, you see: the company

  had failed in its ‘duty of care’ by allowing him to carry on betting. He lost his case.9




  That’s it for compensation cases, but I want to pick up on this idea about ‘disorders’ and how they fit into a world where people increasingly offload the

  responsibility for the consequences of their own actions.




  Medical-sounding terminology is always a good bet for doing that. It sounds better and less blameworthy to be ‘dyspraxic’ than clumsy, better and less blameworthy to ‘suffer

  from depression’ than to feel a bit down in the dumps about your life, better and less blameworthy for your child to have ‘attention deficit hyperactivity disorder’ than to be

  rude and naughty. It makes you sound like a victim of circumstances beyond your control. You don’t have to sort your life out or face up to your problems: you can just get a doctor to give

  you some pills instead.
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