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  Preface

  When I was in my early 20s and had just joined the civil service, I realised that what really interested me was what it felt like to be other people. I was curious that people did not talk much about the self within, hiding instead behind their faces and manners. As children, nothing prepares us for being alone in our heads. There is no advice or commiseration offered to help us cope with our internal aloneness and with the puzzle of the consciousness.

  I thought at the time of doing a spoken questionnaire on the theme ‘What does it feel like to be you?’ and started asking questions of a work colleague in his late 50s. He was startled, amused and incredulous at the questions (the one I remember was about his finding himself living with things that he saw as second best), but he told me his truth, was exhilarated and asked for more questions.

  I have thought about different approaches ever since. Reading John Updike’s memoirs, Self-Consciousness, in the 1990s was a revelation. In particular the last essay, ‘On Being a Self Forever’, struck me as a brilliant description of ‘What it feels like to be me’. The sound of John Updike’s seemingly true voice in ‘On Being a Self Forever’ convinced me that a questionnaire would be too constricting a framework for this idea.

  It also struck me that when writing letters we tend to say something more revelatory about our selves than in conversation and that letters seem often to be addressed to a generic reader. I heard Will Self on the radio saying that when writing we say who we are while as a reader we form an intimate relationship with the writer.

  So I thought I would ask a selection of people to write about themselves with only a minimal structure imposed by me. Again, I was going to put this off until I had more time but I spoke to a few friends who were likely candidates (Simon, Rob and Amelia if I remember), and they all said yes and that they wanted to get going straight away. When finally the project got off the ground, it started racing.

  I selected people who are honest and fresh when they talk about themselves. As well as being people I like and trust, they have a sort of innocence – a familiar trait to me, particularly from my father’s side of the family – as they think it worthwhile trying to understand the nature of existence.

  I sent out a short introductory piece and a series of prompts. Most people found this useful. I explained that I was interested in what it feels like in their heads day to day, in the middle of the night, when with other people, implicitly not in events and achievements.

  After some thinking time the majority of the contributors, to my surprise, came up with the goods with very little chasing, mostly in three to six months. The few (mainly women) who did not want to write explained that the place inside their minds was just too painful. Some of these took my suggestion to write at a tangent from what hurts them too much, for example Helen and Rob. One, Simon, approached the theme directly and without equivocation. Others reached an answer by reflecting on various aspects of their lives.

  The contributors write about the voices in their heads, their struggle to make sense of things and to live with their memories. This appears to be a neglected area, although it is the universal human condition and it may explain why people are fascinated and excited by it, both as contributors and as potential readers. People of all ages and backgrounds understand what I mean, often just when I tell them the title. Many have asked how it is that no one has thought of this idea before.

  There is no disguise as there would be in fiction. Many of the contributors have careers that do not involve a large degree of self-expression, such as jobs in engineering, medicine and the civil service. Yet there is a creative zing in the essays which appeals to the imagination. Some read like autobiographies, some do not at all, but the emphasis is on what it feels like today. In many of the contributions there is recognition of the lasting and poignant nature of childhood memories but the book is not an evocation of childhood.

  Compared to therapy there is no exchange with another person and no search for an explanation or cure (although some people describe their search for their self through life). There is no filter: the contributors are speaking to and for themselves. But almost all the contributors have said they found the experience helpful, many describing it as therapeutic. Also, in common with a therapy session, it seems to me that whatever approach the contributors have chosen in answer to my question, it is valid.

  In some cases life events have intervened and many contributors said ‘stop me now or I will go on changing it forever’. A few have had such dramatic life changes in the last year that they say they would write the piece quite differently now. But I felt, on reading successive versions of their piece – some contributors had more than one go – that the spirit of the person that emerges is a constant, even if it does not feel like that to the writer him/herself.

  They have been prepared to bare their souls. For example, Dominic writes that no one shares or understands his memories. Some approach themselves obliquely but many write of their feeling of being an outsider. They put on a good act and often other people would not guess how tenuously they feel they grip on to their place in the world.

  Adapting yourself to other people preoccupies several of the writers. This seems to be the hardest thing to hack, especially for the men. Some of these men, even if they are perceived as successful and effective at work, are handicapped by a fear of day-to-day social relations. But a common theme for the women as well is the clash between how they see themselves and how they think they are seen by others.

  There is rather little in the book about love and sex. For this perhaps you want the anonymity of fiction. But also it may be that, contrary to the popular view, it is not always or only our intimate relationships that trouble us but, instead, we dwell on the small perceived slights from and misunderstandings about all those other people we knock into every day.

  I see the world differently since reading these essays. I have more sympathy for the writers: I liked them all already but now I recognise their insecurities. When I walk in the street these days I imagine I hear the true voices of the people I pass. It is hard not to like someone when you hear their story in their own words. If we heard each other speak in this way we would be more conscious of the insecurities that lurk behind the solid front that most people put on.

  I would guess that every sort of reader would identify with someone in the book. The effect on me of reading the pieces was that I had a fellow feeling for them all, seeing their vulnerability and getting a glimpse of those puzzled private worlds. I have already found this helpful in, for example, a clash of views at work.

  I wonder if the idea of asking people how it feels to be them could catch on. At times I imagine that it could be a new craze, discussed on talk shows, in lunch breaks at work or on the bus home. In more sober moments I think that taking a direct interest in other people’s inner lives has potential for schools, prisons and other institutions.

  The Contributors

  I have put the pieces in three Parts: S etting out, Making sense of it all and Mulling it over. In the first part, the youngest contributor is Nina who is 14. The others are Victoria, aged 20, Amelia 29, Stephen 33 and Larry 39.

  Between Parts I and II is a poem by Peter Phillips, Bath Time Butterflies at Boarding School.

  In Part II, the contributors struggling to make sense of it all are Mark, aged 40, Kate 47, Simon 48, Leo and Lia who are both 55 and Dominic 56. Dominic has discovered the close parallel between his piece and contributions to a book about boarding school survivors, The Making of Them, by Nick Duffell.

  Between Parts II and III is a poem by Dannie Abse, The Trial.

  In Part III, the contributors who are mulling it over are Uma aged 57, Fran and Richard who are husband and wife and are both 59, Helen and Rob also 59, Colin aged 63 and Julie 85. Since Julie wrote her piece, one of her sons has talked to her and me about what it feels like from his angle: he plans to write his own piece one day.

  From the start I have also been interested in how people would interpret this question from different angles, such as philosophy, psychology and science. People from these fields who heard about my book idea were immediately intrigued by the question it posed and I received contributions from Dr. Jonathan Miller, Liz MacRae Shaw and Professor Horace Barlow.

  Jonathan Miller has written a foreword comparing the question I asked with the subject of an essay on consciousness by the philosopher Thomas Nagel. Professor Nagel invites the reader to consider the possibility that ‘there is something it is like to be a bat’.

  In the first epilogue, Liz MacRae Shaw, a psycho-dynamic counsellor, sees the personal reflections and descriptions of emotional states contained in this book as occupying a brand new landscape previously colonised by literature, therapy case studies and ‘misery memoirs’.

  ‘From early childhood we seek out stories, starting with our own,’ she says. ‘It is how we make sense of who we are.’ Drawing parallels with Shakespeare’s Seven Ages of Man, Mrs Shaw observes that despite difficult beginnings, many contributors have found a way to recover their psychological wellbeing through relationships, music and work, and she recognises the pleasure in reading about those who are similar to ourselves and yet so different.

  In the final epilogue, Professor Horace Barlow, visual neuroscientist and great-grandson of Charles Darwin, challenges the notion of where the benefits of introspection lie: not with the individual, he claims, but the community. Rene Descartes’ revelation, ‘I think therefore I am’, ‘messed us up’, Professor Barlow says, giving introspection an unsavoury reputation and casting a 400 year spell. He explains that he thought through the question, ‘What does it feel like to be me?’ and concluded that the answer is not to be found by looking more closely at a single brain examining its own content. Instead, one has to view introspection in the light of the fact that Homo sapiens are a highly social species. We ask others why they did what they did and why they think what they think, and we not only expect reasonable answers when we ask these questions, but also expect to be able to reply with reasonable answers when asked these questions by others.

  What Does it Feel Like to Be You?

  I have asked this question of readers on the last page of the book. When I mention the idea of the book to people or they read some of its contents, the usual reaction is to attempt an answer. For instance, when Victoria, 20, sent me her piece, she added, ‘It has been very interesting to write, but lots of my mates have expressed an interest, so if you need someone else of my age to write something I’m sure there would be lots of takers!’

  My own doubt is that there is such a thing as ‘Being a Self Forever’, (John Updike's Chapter title), and recently a friend said his sense of identity is strong but without permanence: ‘I see myself carrying a light that illuminates the wood, a bit ahead and a bit behind but the part behind is gone irretrievably.’

  Jenny Salaman Manson


  Zuky Serper
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  Two portraits: one from “there” and one from “here”, fifteen years apart. The eye is running between the two, drawing a line from each point on the one to the other, trying to visualise and track the changes.

  All the cells in a human body replace themselves every seven years. I read it somewhere a while ago. Does it mean that our self, that is, our bodily self, is reborn every seven years? So, is it the same being? Or a concept of continuity that is making us ourselves?

  I came to England 10 years ago. There is not one cell in my body that experienced “first hand” my previous life in the sun, near the sea, working the land in the citrus orchard of my kibbutz, Sa’ar. I am all from here now. Or am I?


  Foreword by Dr Jonathan Miller

  In a legendary essay which bears a title similar to the one which Jenny Manson has chosen for this intriguing anthology of personal memoirs, the American philosopher, Thomas Nagel, invites the reader to consider the possibility that ‘there is something it is like to be a bat’.

  He argues that although it’s impossible for human beings to imagine, let along know, what it’s like to be sightlessly acquainted with the external world through the medium of echolocation, it seems reasonable to assume that since bats are living creatures as opposed to inanimate objects, they have a subjective experience of receiving and reacting to the organised echoes of the squeaks which they systematically broadcast into the world around them. In addition to efficiently steering their flight by such a method, they are, in some admittedly incommunicable way, conscious of what it is like to do so.

  In other words, unlike Descartes, for whom animals were nothing more than ‘brute machines’ whose soullessness denied them the distinctively human privilege of being aware of their own existence, for Nagel and most of his contemporaries the now undeniable fact that animals and human beings are genetically related to one another by descent introduces the possibility that for each individual of the higher orders at least, there is something it is like to be one.

  If there is, as Nagel claims, something it’s like to be a bat, the chances are that it’s like that for all bats of the same species. But it would a mistake to assume that the experience of being a particular bat includes the belief that other bats feel the same way. Because, although they are undeniably social creatures, insofar as they flock together and engage in mutual altruism, the extent to which each bat identifies itself as one of ‘us bats’ is altogether questionable. On the contrary, the co-operation I’ve just mentioned is achieved automatically without the participants being conscious of each other’s existence.

  But when it comes to human beings the situation is quite different, though not, as Descartes supposed, because we alone are blessed with ownership of an immaterial soul, but because the human nervous system has evolved to the point where it can support, for each individual, a voluminous consciousness, the communicable contents of which increase in complexity and versatility from one generation to the next. In contrast to other species, including those of our closest relatives, our mental capabilities amplify and deepen without any significant changes in our genetic makeup. Through the medium of imitation, emulation and explicit instruction, our concepts and capabilities have progressed to the point where they would be almost unintelligible to our human predecessors.

  So how does this apply to the subject of this book? Well, for a start, the fact that human beings can express and convey to others ‘what it’s like to be me’ is something which is denied to bats, because, although there is in all probability something it’s like to be one, there is no way a bat can tell us what it’s like. In fact, the absence of language which precludes the possibility of describing it to others diminishes the extent to which an individual bat represents it to himself, because, in the act of formulating the description of an experience, we find ourselves reconsidering what it was like, discovering aspects of it which hadn’t previously occurred to us. ‘Now I come to think of it, as I try to make it intelligible to someone else, what I saw, felt or heard, looks, feels and sounds somewhat different to how it originally seemed.’

  And another thing: The desire to convey what an experience is like presupposes that the communicator recognises the existence of individuals sufficiently like himself to make it worth the effort of thinking out loud. And that is what bats can’t do. Whatever it’s like to be one, the experience, such as it is, does not include the knowledge of other individuals to whom the description would be interesting or even intelligible. So, with the exception of squeaking their way round the world, bats keep their traps shut.

  But even if, by some inconceivable miracle, bats could tell us what it was like to be one, it’s unlikely that we could distinguish one account from another, for the simple reason that the experience of being a bat is so simple that it leaves little room for individual, let alone describable, variation. In other words, listening to one bat you’d have heard them all. But as Jenny Manson’s anthology shows, although they are recognisably accounts of what it’s like to be human, to the point where each of them would be more or less intelligible to someone who lived five hundred years ago, there is no getting away from the fact that these personal accounts of ‘What it feels like to be me’ are sufficiently different from one another to be of interest to all of us.


  PART I – SETTING OUT

  

  (Ages 14-39)


  Larry

  To be Me

  I’m not quite sure what that means. I guess the problem is I don’t think about it very much. The unexamined life is not supposed to be worth living. I had always felt I did pretty well in that regard. I have always felt that I pondered life’s questions more than most. As an introvert, I observe everyone else around me engaged in seemingly idle living, while I quietly observe and ponder the meaning of it all. Perhaps the truth is that I’m merely quiet. For, if I’ve spent all this time pondering things, surely I can answer a question regarding the essence of ‘me’? But I cannot.

  Am I the sum of my behaviour? Can one log my responses to stimuli to recreate me? Or are my thought patterns the real essence of me? If I were to write down the internal conversation taking place in my head every day, would that be enough for someone to know what it feels like to be me? Yet, how can someone understand me without also knowing my history, or my memories? All these things, however, can be seen as external to ‘me’. My behaviours, my feelings, my memories, present themselves to the ‘me’ that responds to them.

  So what then is left over that could make up ‘me’ when you subtract all these things? That’s the real question isn’t it? And I’m afraid I don’t really ponder that question all that much. As a scientist, I don’t have much patience for asking questions that, in my estimation, don’t have answers. I haven’t accepted the idea that getting the answer isn’t the point. But that’s part of ‘me’ I guess. The result of this characteristic has been a great difficulty in coming up with ideas for this project. Deciding what is mundane trivia unworthy of mention, or is a key theme needing examination, is difficult for me.

  As a result, I’ve decided to just begin writing and see where things take me...

  Perceptions of Me

  I guess I’ll start with a story that I often think back on. Back in my university days I played a game with a close group of friends which I found quite interesting. I’ve often wanted to play it again with contemporary friends. The game starts with everyone sitting down and forming a circle. Next, everyone pretends that the first person in the circle has left the room. Then, one by one, each person in the circle talks about that person. They can say whatever they want about that person. They can talk about how they feel about them, what is annoying about them, or what they think their future holds. The key is for everyone to try not to censor themselves. The person being spoken about is required to remain absolutely silent.

  It would probably be very difficult to find enough close friends, with enough trust, and perhaps enough bravery to play a game like this now. We were all at university. For all of us, it was the first time away from home, and everything about life was new and exciting. We all were beginning to think about life in new ways. In this intense atmosphere, friendships form like none others in life I think. These are still my closest friends. On the night we played the game, in all likelihood we were enjoying another newly found interest, alcohol.

  The thing I recall most about that night was the narcissistic pleasure of hearing, unfiltered, the perceptions my closest friends had of me. Who hasn’t ever wanted to be a fly on the wall, overhearing conversations people were having about you? It was voyeuristic. I forget much that was said. The consensus among the group was that I was conservative in my ways. By this they meant that I didn’t take chances in life, I played things safe and planned out my existence too carefully. I remember not very much liking to hear this. At the time I felt they were wrong.

  I don’t know when, but at some point in life I began to accept that this may indeed be a truth about me. While living life safely isn’t the worst thing in the world, I saw it as something I wanted to change. It would be overly dramatic to say this was a watershed moment. However, the memory of this game is strong for me. I sometimes wonder if anyone else who played gives it a moment’s thought. When I think about my life, and the decisions that I’ve made, I often construct the narrative to emphasise the risks that I’ve taken over the safe choices. It’s as if I need to prove to myself and to others if they ask that I have indeed overcome this handicap. What about my risky job decisions, choosing small young companies, or my bravery in getting divorced, or my crazy leap across the Atlantic? Is that not proof that I’m a brave risk taker?

  Memories

  Why does the university circle game memory stick with me? I surely had experiences in university just as intimate, or just as exciting. For some reason the circle game for me is a memory which is easily and frequently recalled. The game is likely not remembered with the same passion by the other people present that night. It may be that two people could live absolutely parallel lives, yet retain completely different memories. For me, this is a most interesting fact about memory. What people instinctively remember is infinitely more interesting than the memories themselves. Why do people remember the things they do? What does it say about them? These, again, are questions I don’t tend to ask or ponder.

  I’ve been able to corroborate my first memory occurring when I was age four. I don’t specifically remember being four; rather, my parents had determined I was four at the time in question. It’s a very vague memory of being on vacation with my parents and some of their friends on Cape Cod. The specific memory is watching a play being put on by some of the older children in the back yard. To this day I’m not sure if this memory is real, or was implanted by subsequent discussions. Nothing evocative comes out of this memory; it is just my first. At or around the same time, I remember being carried on my father’s back while I was in fear of drowning. The area of Cape Cod where we were staying had tremendous tides. The tide had gone way out and we were digging for clams. I seem to recall bringing the clamming to an abrupt halt for my father, as I was afraid the tide would rush in and drown us.

  It’s hard for me to say what the most evocative memories of my childhood are. The most I can do is go through my personal biography and see what pops out. Until I was nine we lived in a small apartment. I recall those years as living in isolation. There were few children my age. The one friend I had was a little too old for me and dominated me. A few key events during those years in the apartment come easily to mind:

  I would line up my small toy cars for a race. Then I’d move them all down the hall in formation to capture a freeze frame of the race up till that point. Then I’d move them again further down the hall, some cars now over taking others during that freeze frame. I’d keep doing this till the race was over.

  I developed a love of throwing rocks. I was proud of my skill and strength. I soon learned that I could easily throw rocks over moving cars in the road. I was incensed when one of them stopped. The driver dragging me to my apartment so I could confess to what I was doing. I couldn’t understand why no one appreciated the cars were never in danger because I was so skilled at throwing the rocks.

  I had a friend or friends over one morning. At that age I was still not allowed to prepare food in the kitchen on my own. But as I wanted to impress my friend of my adulthood, I prepared our breakfast. As I was pouring the milk into his cereal, I spilled milk all over the place. In the commotion, my mother woke up and I was reminded in the strongest terms of the error of my ways.

  One day in my first year class, I got in an argument with the teacher over the answer to the equation of 1 x 0. I was adamant that the answer was 0. She kept saying it was 1. It was about this time I began to realise that I had talent in the classroom. Moreover, I got the top grades in the whole class.

  I can think of a few others during that time, but for brevity’s sake I’ll leave it at that.

  When I was nine, my family moved to a house. It was in the same town, but was in a different school district. This was probably the most traumatic occurrence of my childhood. For whatever reason, I was not accepted by the majority of the children in the new school. I have many memories during the next four years. I’m uncertain which ones I would call most evocative:

  
    	Being so afraid to go to school that I would nearly vomit in the mornings.

    	Refusing to take on the class bully in a fight even when he offered to put one arm behind his back.

    	During recess one day, the class bully demanded that everyone in the group utter a swear word. The best I could do was ‘damn’.

    	Voting for Ford during the mock class elections. Being teased because most of the other kids voted for Carter.

    	Going to my first baseball practice and being told to go play right field (the place coaches put the least talented player), and having to admit I didn’t know where that was.

    	Getting one answer incorrect on a spelling test, denying me a perfect score, mostly because the teacher had a severe Boston accent essentially removing the letter ‘r’ from the word ‘quarter’.

    	Telling my sixth grade teacher I would do my book report on black holes. She asked me, ‘What’s a black hole?’

    	Getting voted as ‘Class Brain’, and despite intense lobbying, coming in second as ‘Class Clown’.

  

  During these years, my social ineptness contrasted sharply with my academic prowess. Academia was a place where I could excel and was one of the few areas of my life where I felt confident. At the same time, I resented my academic skills to the extent that they kept me at a distance from everyone else. Eventually I moved up to high school, and began the complicated journey through adolescence. In the bigger school, I met people more on my academic and social level, and discovered girls…


  Amelia

  I have chosen to write about two areas of my internal life. The first section, titled ‘Funny Feelings’, describes a thinking process I went through as a child which involved, in retrospect, my coming to terms with the notion of dying. Secondly, I turn my attention to looking at myself in relation to others, including intimate others and the wider social world.

  Funny Feelings

  ‘Funny feelings’ was the phrase of my seventh year. I had realised the strange notion of death and its inevitability, and this left me having frequent bouts of these feelings.

  While it is quite amusing to look back on, at the time it was pretty horrible. These ‘funny feelings’ (FF) came over me like a big, heavy, dark cloak whenever left to myself or not absorbed in activity. I have the same difficulty describing FF now as I did then, as it was really an emotional state, probably what an adult would term feeling low or depressed. But I feel, and I did then, that this doesn’t quite capture this FF business.

  The most common time for me to be stricken by the FF was when playing with friends, usually when engaging in imaginary play. I had always found imaginative games far more exciting and absorbing than reality-based play, as what could compete with becoming a mum, baby, monster, teacher, goodie or baddie in one afternoon? I loved where such games would take me, such that I lost track of time, place and most importantly me during this time. Who could ask for more than being able to become older, wiser, more beautiful and more impressive all in an afternoon’s play?

  The trouble came when I hit about seven and a half. I was playing one of these fantastical imaginary games with some friends when I suddenly felt ‘what is the point?’ This feeling was a mixture between ‘what is the point of this game/me playing in it?’ and most alarmingly ‘what is the point of the BIG game?’ – namely life itself. As I have said, this was a horrible moment, an awakening of sorts which left me feeling emotionally winded and unable to continue with the game I was so engrossed in beforehand. I was no longer a player, one of the kids, absorbed in this wondrous different universe where I could be anyone. I felt like I had suddenly become an outsider, perhaps like an adult with the company of children, who had realised that play, like life, was effectively pretty meaningless. I finished the game with my friends, but felt that I was playing at playing.

  Luckily, I felt I could confide in my mum about my new found FF. I think she was quite interested in this, as she has told me more recently. It became a frequent occurrence, in pace with my experience of this new state, that I took her aside to whisper, ‘I have funny feelings.’

  The tone of this message is pretty hard to convey in the written word, but it was like I was informing her of a revelation, not just that ‘I was a bit upset’. FF to me had an extra gravitas, as they were not associated with a short-lived concern about the here and now but seemed to be something much bigger, at least to me. I was conscious then, as now, that at that age I should have been a bit lighter of heart and more concerned with who was my best friend that week, having the latest toy, excelling at the piano (not that I ever played) or the like.

  At the same time as feeling pretty horrified that I was filling my mind with FF whenever I had free mind space, I suppose I have to admit I was also a little proud that I had such dark and, relatively speaking, mature/serious concerns while my peers concerned themselves with what I thought to be trifles. This may sound very arrogant now, but at the time I did feel my friends were missing the point. The flipside of the arrogance was the loneliness it presented, as it was difficult to realise my peers were concerned with matters totally other than the thoughts that were consuming me.

  Again, I was really fortunate to have my mum who by now had become very used to my perpetual ‘I have funny feelings’, which had become ‘I still have funny feelings’ and then advanced into ‘when will my funny feelings end?’ I wanted my mum to offer me an idea of when these strange dark feelings would stop taking me over. I was very grateful that I did not have the less sensitive type of mother who might say, ‘Quit this talk of FF and go and play’ (i.e. get on with life and get immersed in the day to day like every other seven year old). But my mum could not solve this problem for me. She could and did understand what I was going through but she could not wave a magic wand and make the FFs disappear like she could help sort out a dispute with friends or a problem at school. This was a battle I would have to fight for myself, alone, and looking back, that was a pretty rude awakening. My mind, in a sense, was the enemy, and the battle was, therefore, only mine.

  I remember so clearly when I tried to confide in one of my closest friends of the time about these FF. I thought that if I found that she too suffered from these I might not feel so alone. The friend I seized on to confide in (which I did in the back seat of the car when being driven home from school), was chosen because I felt she was sensitive and would not judge me badly for what I recognised was a bit of a strange worry. However, I clearly did not have the maturity to really convey to my friend what my FFs were, as when I told her about them and asked her if she got FFs, she said, ‘Yes, sometimes, when my brother is annoying me’!

  Because of my experience with this friend, and as I was conscious that this FF phenomenon was a bit strange for a seven year old, I kept this matter to myself apart from telling my mum. Thinking about it now, an adult would have probably been more capable of dealing with the FF business, as they would have the right language for it. I knew what I felt, but I lacked the worldliness and communication skills to be able to find much comfort from the outside world in this lonely stage. My mum later told me that I suffered from a childhood depression in coming to terms with death, which is funny to imagine (perhaps I should stop overusing this f word!). I guess she is right, but at the time, it felt like something no one else could possibly experience. Oh the egoism of childhood!

  I did not only suffer the FF when playing, but also when doing things like shopping. When I had been younger, the process of purchasing had filled me with endless glee and I could not be taken to any retail outlet (be it a pharmacy, garden centre or any other unlikely shop) without trying to come away with a little something (what we now refer to as retail therapy). But this FF seemed to say to me in shops – ‘What do you want these new things for? What is the point of them?’ I can imagine my parents were pleased. I had become less of a pest in wanting to always spend money everywhere I went, but for me, it was quite a letdown not to get the thrill of the spend.

  The FFs did gradually lift, both in severity and frequency, and lasted in total probably no more than a year or so, but while I have not suffered from depression as an adult, I get a whiff of these FFs from time to time. Usually, they hit when doing something which should be good fun, like shopping. I do still get the ‘What is the point?’ feelings sweeping over me (Christmas shopping/sales seem to be a typical trigger), but without the accompanying seismic emotional wave. Perhaps, on reflection, having had these concerns at a very early stage made me come to terms with the fact that, at least in my view, there is not a lot of point to most things we do in life. So the best tactic is joining the whole mad existence of humanity getting absorbed in the micro concerns of ‘Do I want to go and see this film or that? Has so and so upset me? Should I get the 10am or 10.30am train?’ and other matters of vital importance. They do say depressives are just realists. I would rather not be a realist in that case – delusion does me just fine in the battle to keep the FFs at bay!

  Me and Others

  I have a strong need to be very open with those close to me, and I am aware that I do not filter much of what goes on in my head before I communicate to my nearest and dearest. If there is a worry of the season, I share this with my husband/best friend/sister/mum/dad with very little concern for their interest in the obsession.

  But what this does mean is that I tend not to feel lonely in life, as those nearest to me are only too aware of the meanderings of my mind. In fact, my husband often says in joke that he doesn’t need to know about every little thought that pops into my head! And perhaps I am guilty of giving every mood/thought/idea too much weight.
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