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Introduction

WE’RE EATING ORANGES in the sunshine. Sitting cross-legged on freshly cut grass, in a cemetery. The woman next to me is wearing a red beret and weeping. This isn’t our usual meeting place – normally there’d be baked goods and a coffee frother involved. But today, my mother and I have made a pilgrimage, to be dwarfed by giant fir trees, feel the sun on our skin and a sadness deep within. It’s not most people’s idea of a fun day out, but it is important – I know. Because having spent the past eight years researching into happiness worldwide, I’ve inadvertently become something of a specialist in sadness.

I began to notice that many of the people I met were so obsessed with the pursuit of happiness that they were phobic about feeling sad. I’d speak to people who had just lost loved ones who would ask how they could be happy. I’d meet people who’d recently been made redundant. Or homeless. Or had a bad break-up. Or those with caring responsibilities who weren’t being properly looked after themselves. Or people experiencing truly terrible things who still asked: ‘So why aren’t I happy?’ I would try to explain that, sometimes, we need to be sad. How sadness is what we’re supposed to feel after a loss and how sorrow is the sane response when sad things happen. But a lot of us are conditioned to be so averse to ‘negative emotions’ that we don’t even recognise them, much less acknowledge them or give ourselves permission to feel and process them. I’ve lost count of the number of people who’ve said, ‘I just want to be happy,’ at times when this is almost impossible. When we lose a job, or a home, or a relationship, or a family member or anything – it’s normal to be sad.

Sadness is defined as the natural response to emotional pain, feelings of loss, helplessness, hopelessness or disappointment. Sadness is normal. It’s also inevitable. As Desmond Tutu said: ‘I am sorry to say that suffering is not optional.’ Or, in the words of Westley from The Princess Bride: ‘Life is pain … Anyone who says differently is selling something.’

Sadness happens, to all of us – sometimes in heartbreakingly awful ways. Only, in much of the world, we’re pretty poor at handling it. This can be isolating for those experiencing it and baffling for those trying to help loved ones through tough times.

There will always be tragedy. There will always be loss. And there’ll be day-to-day troubles, too – from the mundane, to the dispiriting and demotivating. Sadness is far more layered and complex than happiness and it’s everywhere. We can’t avoid sadness. But we can learn to handle it better. And it’s high time we started talking about it. Because the current approach to so-called ‘negative emotions’ isn’t working – and sadness can actually be helpful. As the Danish philosopher Kierkegaard writes: there is ‘bliss in melancholy and sadness’ and researchers from the University of New South Wales have found that accepting and allowing for temporary sadness helps to improve our attention to detail, increases perseverance, promotes generosity and even make us more grateful for what we’ve got.[1] Sadness has a point. It can tell us when something is wrong, if we let it. Sadness is the temporary emotion that we all feel on occasions when we’ve been hurt or something is wrong in our lives. It is a message.

We depend on each other to survive as a species and sadness is the emotion that makes us remember this[2] – because the most common ways to avoid sadness are really ways to avoid feeling. Like trying not to get too close to someone for fear of getting hurt (I’ve been there …). Or avoiding the pursuit of meaningful goals in case we ‘fail’ at them (check …). Or forming addictions to blot out the pain or numb our senses and so ‘protect’ ourselves [waves]. Or working all the time, busying ourselves with the hamster wheel of life and distracting ourselves from uncomfortable feelings by scrolling through social media, just for example … (is it hot in here?). If we aim to avoid sadness, even a little, we limit our existence and put ourselves at greater risk of normal sadness tipping over into something more serious.

Suppressing negative or depressive thoughts, to the extent that many of us probably do on a daily basis, has been proven to backfire spectacularly, resulting in depressive symptoms, according to studies. The Harvard University psychologist Daniel Wegner famously led a thought experiment in 1987 where subjects were told not to think about white bears,[3] inspired by the Russian writer Dostoevsky, who once wrote: ‘Try to pose for yourself this task: not to think of a polar bear, and you will see that the cursed thing will come to mind every minute.’[4]

So Wegner decided to put this idea to the test.

For five minutes, participants were asked not to think about a white bear, but to ring a bell each time a white bear crossed their minds. Participants in a second group were allowed to think of anything they wanted, but continued to ring a bell each time the thought of a white bear surfaced. The second ‘expression’ group rang the bell far less frequently than the first group, who’d been suppressing their thoughts. A second experiment replicated these findings and Wegner later collaborated with the psychologist Richard Wenzlaff to test the theory further, confirming that trying not to think or feel something sad makes us more prone to anxiety, depressive thoughts and symptoms.[5] It may sound counter-intuitive, but Wegner and Wenzlaff concluded that fighting ‘sad’ actually makes the ‘sad’ worse.

This was certainly my experience.

I know ‘sad’ just as intimately as I know ‘happiness’ and this book isn’t purely professional for me. My first ever memory is the day that my sister died, of sudden infant death syndrome (SIDS). My parents split up soon after. I’ve had a sketchy relationship with my body and with food. I’ve had career setbacks as well as relationships that have imploded in agonising ways. Infertility, IVF and bed rest weren’t exactly a hoot either. Even the things that have brought the greatest joy have also brought challenges. Challenges that have been harder to process than they might have been – because we don’t tend to talk about sadness enough in our culture. Many of us will have been raised with the assumption that ‘what we don’t talk about can’t hurt us’, and, for a long time, ‘not talking’ about being sad was seen as a sign of strength. But really, the opposite is true. And learning how to be sad, better, is something we need right now, more than ever.

At the time of writing, the world is on fire, in the grip of a global pandemic. Since the onset of the coronavirus, much of what we relied on and took for granted has gone. The enforced slowness of lockdown stripped everything back, so that our internal dialogue could be heard more loudly – with no respite or escape to the busyness of ‘normal’ life. Some have been separated from loved ones. Some are alone. Some are afraid. Some have been trapped at home in a relationship with someone with whom, it is now apparent, a continued relationship depended on not being trapped at home together. No one is sure what the world will look like after or how we’ll recover – economically or emotionally, with staggeringly high unemployment and a recession looming. Many of us will experience losses and all of us will have felt something change. And because we’re more globally connected – at least, digitally, today – we’re more aware of what’s going on around us.

The attacks on trans rights and the Black Lives Matter movement remind us that there is plenty to be sad about. COVD-19 has disproportionately impacted Black communities, both in terms of infection rates and higher mortality. Black people are more than four times more likely to die from COVID-19 than white people, according to figures from the UK’s Office of National Statistics. And UCL’s COVID-19 Social Study found that levels of depression and anxiety were higher among those from BAME backgrounds (their term, not mine) during lockdown.[6] We’re experiencing record levels of sadness, worry and anger, globally, according to the latest annual Gallup survey.[7]

It’s now estimated by the World Health Organization (WHO) that 264 million people globally are affected by depression.[8] Of course, sadness isn’t the same as depression (I should know: spoiler alert, I’ve done both). WHO defines depression as persistent sadness and a lack of interest or pleasure in previously rewarding or enjoyable activities. Depression often disturbs sleep and appetite, resulting in poor concentration.

There are six common types of depression: the first is major depression, what many of us probably think of when we hear the word ‘depression’ – a clinical condition with symptoms along the lines of the WHO’s definition. Then there’s persistent depressive disorder, referring to low mood lasting for at least two years but that may not reach the intensity of major depression. There’s also bipolar disorder; seasonal affective disorder; a severe form of premenstrual syndrome called PMDD; and perinatal depression that can occur during pregnancy or in the first year after a baby is born (also known as postpartum depression).[9]

Clinical depression is serious and usually requires professional help.[10] But a refusal to sit with standard, unavoidable sadness – and a lack of knowledge as to how best to handle it – can lead to depressive symptoms (see Wenzlaff and Wegner above).

Because sadness is ‘normal’.

‘Many people nowadays assume that if they’re not happy, they must be depressed,’ says the philosopher Peg O’Connor, Chair of the Department of Philosophy at Gustavus Adolphus College in the US, who I will speak to for Chapter 5 of this book. ‘But life isn’t like that – there’s a whole swatch of emotions and ways of being that are viable. As Aristotle says, happiness is an on-going activity; it doesn’t mean that you’re never unhappy or that hard things haven’t happened. Life is hard and there are challenges – but that doesn’t mean that you can’t have a good life.’ I talk to Meik Wiking, CEO of the Happiness Research Institute in Denmark, about this and he tells me: ‘It’s important that us happiness researchers underline that no one is happy all the time. That sadness is part of the human experience called “life”.’

Much of what makes us sad may be unforeseen; few of us predicted the events of 2020 when COVID-19 knocked us sideways. But other episodes of sadness can be relied on – scheduled, even. Researchers have found that our lives typically follow a u-shaped curve,[11] whereby we’re happier at either end with a distinct dip in middle age. Economists David Blanchflower and Andrew Oswald started noticing recurring patterns in life satisfaction studies back in the 1990s. By 2017, they published meta-analysis showing conclusively that contentment declines for the first two decades of adulthood, hitting rock bottom in our forties, then creeping up again and sending us near giddy into our senior years. As unlikely as it sounds for those not at all happy to be nearing death, the trend plays out worldwide. The loss of happiness between the ages of twenty-five and forty has been found to be equivalent to one-third of the effect of involuntary unemployment.[12]

It was originally assumed that this dip was down to the burdens of middle age – like job stress, money worries and caring responsibilities in both directions. But then scientists realised that the same trend plays out in chimpanzees.[13] This suggests that the pattern is rooted in biological or even evolutionary factors, rather than the pressure of a whopping mortgage. One theory is that we and our chimp cousins need higher levels of well-being during life stages where we have fewer resources, like youth or old age. Another thesis is that as we age and time horizons grow shorter, we invest in what’s most important in life – like relationships – and so derive increasingly greater pleasure from them.[14] In other words, we stop chasing fame/Ferraris/big bananas and learn to appreciate hanging out with our family instead. This is a nice idea, but basically no one’s sure. The exact scientific explanation for the u-shaped curve currently remains unknown[15] (get used to this: brain science is very much a work in progress). What’s certain is that we all experience painful life events and we all endure periods of sadness.

These should be times when we feel the most connection with our fellow human beings, yet they’re often the times when we feel most alone – retreating rather than reaching out. We may be embarrassed to admit that we’re sad. Other people may be embarrassed that we’re sad. We may be embarrassed that they’re embarrassed. Either way, we feel shame (more in Chapter 7).

Many of us instinctively tell ourselves that we ‘shouldn’t’ feel sad, that others have it worse. We worry that our sadness – our own brand of hurt – is somehow less ‘legitimate’ than others’. ‘Unworthy’ even. But pain is pain, however privileged. This is not to minimise or make light of others’ suffering; it’s about being aware and attentive to our own, too. We have to care about the world around us and help others. But we still get to hurt. If we’re feeling sad, we should let ourselves feel sad and allow the emotion to move through us, since sadness can be useful and we all get sad to varying degrees.

No one can be happy all the time. The lows help us appreciate the highs and to be truly content, we have to make friends with ‘sad’ too. I’ve spent the past four decades learning how: in loss, heartbreak, friendship and family life; through addiction, adverse circumstances and in depression. The examples of ‘sad’ in this book aren’t comprehensive. We may not have experienced exactly the same ‘sad’, but the steps are the same and by sharing my story, I hope I can encourage others to do the same. We are all different, but there is universality in the specifics.

For this book, I have consulted experts in their fields – from psychology to neuropharmacology, grief counselling to genetics, psychotherapy to neuroscience and doctors to dieticians. All are currently tooling up to help us in the fallout from coronavirus under the agreed assumption that we’re all going to need to get better at being sad as a society. Starting now.

I’ve also been inspired and enlightened by fellow sad aficionados: comics, writers, satirists, explorers, idols, friends, family, the honest and the brave. By various characters who have intersected my life: from the people I have been watching on TV to those I’ve been reading or listening to who have shared their stories and advice for how to be sad, well. Loss comes up a lot, so I’ll talk about ‘grief’ as a universal term to express loss. Bereavement and mourning are more specific to death, but grief can refer to living losses, too – and we’ve all experienced those.

This is a book to show you how to be sad, well. A book of shared experiences and inspiration to help all of us realise that we are not alone. Because sadness is going to happen, so we might as well know how to ‘do it’ right. And we can all get happier – by learning how to be sad, better. 




Part I

How to Look After Ourselves When We’re Sad

On loss and learning to accept it; the physical manifestations of sadness; the perils of perfectionism; and why getting mad can help sometimes. 

How boys do cry (everyone should); why abandonment and adolescence make for a heady combination; the truth about mangled hearts and the myth of the ‘just world’.

What we can learn from anxiety and addiction; how grief is seldom neat; unemployment; injustice; and why we all need to practise more humanity.

Introducing my mum and dad, Orange Rucksack Man, Kevin the driving instructor, the tall guy and T.

Featuring John Crace, Jeremy Vine, Professor Peg O’Connor, Professor Nathaniel Herr, psychotherapist Julia Samuel, the ‘Tear Professor’ Ad Vingerhoets, Harvard University lecturer Dr Tal Ben-Shahar, the Danish philosopher Søren Kierkegaard and Phil Collins.




1

Don’t Fight It 

IT’S 1983, IT’S raining, and Phil Collins’s ‘You Can’t Hurry Love’ is playing on the radio. I won’t know what irony is for at least fifteen years but this already seems cruel. Because it turns out you can’t slow love down, either. I’m on the sofa playing with my blue-haired doll when I hear the familiar squeak of hand on banister. It is my dad and he’s carrying a suitcase. He’s wearing flared trousers and a shirt with sleeves rolled up to his elbows, despite the fact that it’s January. His hair is long, spilling over the edge of his collar. And it’s brown. It’s the early eighties, so most things are brown – the clothes, the decor, my hair and that of my parents. I am three years old and it’s only been three months since a Very Sad Thing happened to our family, on 31 October 1982. Halloween, in fact. A day that changed all of us but that will remain unspoken of for years to come. 

My dad’s eyes used to crinkle when he smiled and my mum used to be ‘chatty’, but now my dad doesn’t smile and my mother doesn’t chat. Nothing has been right since the Very Sad Thing happened, and now my dad is leaving. 

He’s back after a few days the following weekend but he doesn’t stay the night. I know it’s the weekend as I’m being allowed to watch TV in my pyjamas after breakfast rather than having my hair and teeth brushed immediately afterwards. This is strange. What’s stranger still is that when my paternal grandparents visit, no one mentions the lack of sleepovers. 

‘You haven’t told them?’ I hear my mother whisper to my father in the kitchen. 

Told them what?

My dad starts picking me up every Saturday and driving me to either the nearest pub or to the Harvester, a popular chain of family-friendly eateries in the days when a gastropub was a mere glint in the foetus of Tom Kerridge’s eye. If we frequent the Harvester, I’m asked, ‘Have you ever been to the Harvester before?’ by someone dressed as Aunt Sally from Worzel Gummidge. I eat a lot of sweetcorn from the salad bar then stuff my face with ice cream for ‘afters’. If it’s the pub, we wait until opening time and then sit outside on a bench under a Carling Black Label fringed umbrella. My dad has a pint of lager and I have a white bread ham sandwich with a packet of salt and vinegar crisps. My dad has started wearing a leather jacket that smells equally of ‘smoke’ and ‘bloke’ and now drives a convertible Golf GTI. This would probably be termed a mid-life crisis for most men, but my dad is only twenty-seven. So perhaps it’s just a ‘crisis’. I don’t much like the convertible Golf GTI because having the roof down makes my hair blow about until I can’t see and then get carsick and vomit. This makes the car smell so bad that having the roof down becomes a necessity; otherwise my dad will vomit, too. Nausea is fast becoming a constant.

These outings are … fine. But soon our weekly lunchtime jaunts morph into monthly, overnight expeditions. My dad is staying in a tower block in London with his ‘new girlfriend’, her sister and her teenage son. There isn’t really room for all of us so I share a bunk bed with the fourteen-year-old boy. Sunday mornings now start with a teenage boy swinging his legs down from the top bunk and scratching his behind through boxer shorts. It’s confusing and it doesn’t smell great. But then, nothing seems to smell great any more.

My mum and I move house to be closer to my grandmother, a formidable woman who looks like a cross between the Queen and Margaret Thatcher. I start kindergarten in the September while my mother goes back to work. No one tells the school what has been happening in our family until my mother is confronted with a picture I have drawn that my teacher is particularly pleased with – a drawing of my mum, my dad, my baby sister and me. My mum turns white at this and has to explain to the teacher that my baby sister is ‘no longer with us’ and that my dad isn’t coming back either. I am baffled by this.

Dad gone too? 

To cheer us up after this upsetting incident, we decide that it is my blue-haired doll’s birthday and my mum bakes her a cake. I have little appetite but stuff it down regardless. I turn out to be pretty good at this. Food is a way of showing love – and who can be sad eating cake? Sadness can also, I learn, be resisted or at least rescheduled by eating biscuits, white bread and cereal straight from the packet. All hail carbohydrates. 

My dad and his new girlfriend want a place of their own to live, but they haven’t got enough money to do this ‘what with me to pay for as well’ and so my dad becomes stressed. He also becomes forgetful. 

Pigtailed. Wide-eyed. Aged five. I remember waiting. Sitting on the beige carpeted bottom step of my mother’s new semi-detached with a packed suitcase by my side. Toothbrush, pyjamas, two changes of underwear (just in case), my favourite purple jumper and brown corduroy trousers (the 1980s …) have been stowed away with care. But the blue-haired doll has been left out ‘for air’ and is held tight in my arms. The clock shows both hands pointing upwards, right at the top. This is the time my mum said that my dad would come. I have been ‘good’, so he will come. He has to come. So I wait. And then I wait some more. Minutes tick by, audibly, until the big hand on the clock points towards the floor. The clock is now making an altogether different shape to the one my mother and I have drawn together on pieces of paper ‘to practise’. My mother’s voice becomes slightly higher as she assures me: ‘Everything’s fine!’ over and over. She alternates between checking the street for signs of life, trying the telephone, and even, unusually, offering the option of cartoons. But I will not be moved. I sit, eyes trained on the front door, for three hours. 

He does not come. 

When my baby sister was here, my dad did not forget things, and life was okay. Now it’s just me, my dad is increasingly forgetful and life is very much not okay. This confirms a new, niggling fear that has begun to develop: that it would probably have been better if I’d gone instead and it’s all my fault that Dad left. 

I’m not special: pre-schoolers typically believe that they’re responsible for their parents’ separation. ‘What you have there is a case of childhood omnipotence,’ US psychologist Aphrodite Matsakis tells me three decades later. This is a well-documented tendency of some children (and some adults) to think that the world revolves around them and that they control everything that happens in it. ‘Some young children have trouble seeing things from others’ point of view and tend to think that they’re the centre of everything – as well as the cause of everything. They often think that if they wish something it might come true. It’s an exaggerated sense of responsibility based on the belief that “I, personally, have the duty and power to save loved ones in trouble.”’ 

No one tells me otherwise. No one tells me much at all. So I make it up. ‘If we don’t tell them the truth, children do make it up,’ says Jane Elfer, a child and adolescent psychotherapist who works in a large London hospital. ‘They invent their own version of what’s happened – their own reality or faulty ideas. Often, what children imagine is even worse than what’s actually occurred,’ she says, ‘so from a really young age, we need clear, concrete and specific communication to avoid misunderstandings. We have to get better at unhappiness as a society – if something sad has happened you need to allow and accept this.’ 

We do not accept it: we fight it. Ignore it, even.

The paperwork comes through and my parents are officially divorced. Despite the commonly held myth that most couples split up after the death of a child, around 72 per cent of parents who are married at the time of their child’s death remain married to the same person.[1] It is doubtless insanely painful, and cracks in a relationship turn to chasms under pressure. But this doesn’t necessarily mean that we or our relationships are broken (although it may feel that way). The latest figures from the UK’s Office for National Statistics (ONS) estimate that 42 per cent of all marriages in England and Wales end in divorce.[2] So bereaved couples are actually more likely to stay together and one loss doesn’t necessarily have to lead to another. Grief is the price we pay for love, but if we’re not prepared for this and we’ve been raised to demand happiness, or at least a numbing out of pain at every turn, we’re less able to ride out the storm. If we expect too much of ourselves and our relationships after a loss, we will be disappointed. I fully understand the impulse to run for the hills in an attempt to ‘escape’ sadness and pain: most of us have been raised on running for the hills. No judgement towards anyone whose longest relationship to date is with ‘the hills’. Really, I get it (I heart hills …). People do daft things. Neither of my parents were saints. And divorce is often the best course of action for both parties. But it’s worthwhile to remember that there is another way. When we’re experiencing loss, from low-level sadness to the catastrophic, life-changing kind, we will feel bad – that’s normal. If we learned to accept that things were going to be hard, we might be better equipped to endure periods of extreme sadness. Something I wish someone had told my family in the 1980s. But they don’t. Because no one tells each other anything.

Instead, I join the esteemed legions of men and women worldwide with ‘Daddy Issues’. I grow up with a single parent who does the work of two – a woman who, fortunately for me, is extraordinary in her strength and resilience. There are some pros to being the child of a single mother: I will grow up blissfully ignorant of the gendered nature of many domestic tasks, since in my house what needs to be done gets done, by her. I will become, like my mother, excellent in a crisis. I will value independence, although unfortunately, to the extent that I will become hooked on the stuff, wary of commitment or going all-in with anyone (I’ve seen where that can get you). I will insist on ‘room to breathe’ in every relationship I’ll ever have. I will struggle to negotiate – there was no need in our house, since one person made all the decisions. And I will see how keeping busy is a way to keep going. To fight the pain. Ish. The world already makes no sense to me so I make sense of it myself. I’m told, regularly, not to be sad and not to cry. So I don’t. No one does. Until the urge to cry or ‘feel sad’ becomes strangely unfamiliar. Alien, even.

The late psychologist Haim Ginott wrote in Between Parent and Child[3] that: ‘Many people have been educated out of knowing what their feelings are. When they hated, they were told it was only dislike. When they were afraid, they were told there was nothing to be afraid of. When they felt pain, they were advised to be brave and smile.’ Children look to parents for how to regulate their own emotions because they don’t yet know how to do it themselves. But if caregivers don’t know either, or were never taught because the ‘bad feelings’ were anaesthetised away, then we’re really in trouble. And trying to fight ‘sad’ is something many of us are taught from birth.

A Guardian article from 2019[4] reported that our society is teaching us ‘not to be sad’ from day one. The first thing that most infants taste in the UK, after milk, is Calpol – the sweet purple painkiller administered in handy oral syringes that make parents feel a lot like cowboys in a Western. The NHS advises parents to give babies liquid paracetamol after their first vaccinations at eight weeks to prevent possible discomfort and 84 per cent of babies will have been given Calpol by the time they’re six months old.[5] A Calpol ad when I was growing up read: ‘When the family go on holiday don’t take the risk of aches and pains.’ 

The message was clear: being a good caregiver meant never allowing your children to suffer, no matter what the reason for this might be. We live in a culture where distress demands to be alleviated and sadness is supposed to be ‘solved’, rather than experienced – so we’re less able to tolerate it than previous generations. A 2018 BBC documentary reported that UK kids are being given three times as many drugs as they were forty years ago.[6] 

‘With most things in our life these days if we have a problem, we expect technology or medicine to “fix us”,’ says the psychotherapist and grief expert Julia Samuel, MBE, ‘but sadness doesn’t work like this. Our parents try to immunise us against it from a young age. We are mollycoddled. Often, we are not taught to experience a little bit of pain so that we can learn to deal with big pain.’ 

We try to fight it: to lessen discomfort as a society, almost on autopilot. Only by doing so, we’re all worse off,[7] says Professor Nathaniel Herr from American University in Washington DC, an expert in emotional regulation. ‘“Sadness” is really important,’ he tells me over Skype. ‘People need to recognise it and what it provides. I have people saying to me: “I just don’t want to feel anxious anymore – I don’t want to feel ‘sad’,” and I have to say to them: “I can’t help you with that!” Because you shouldn’t want “not to feel sad”.’ This is something that even Herr’s psychology students have a tough time getting their heads around. ‘If I ask them, “Why do we have sadness?” most will say something like, “Well, we couldn’t have happiness if we didn’t have sadness! It’s like light and shade.” But that’s not it: they’re ignoring the function that sadness has socially. It sends out a signal, like, “Hey! Come help me!” to make other people rally around.’ Herr also takes the view that we’re often sad when we’re stuck somehow and don’t know how to get ourselves out of a situation, ‘which makes sadness profoundly useful’. 

‘Sadness is a problem-solving type of emotion,’ he says, ‘it produces rumination. I see rumination as the cognitive manifestation of the emotion sadness – just like worry is the cognitive manifestation of the emotion “anxiety”.’ So sadness is an emotion that’s important for making us stop and consider where we are, before we can move on to the next stage in life. 

This is an idea originally flung around by the Danish philosopher Søren Kierkegaard. He argued that sadness and despair were not only ‘bliss’-inducing and inevitable: they were also necessary for change. I visit the Kierkegaard expert and psychology professor Henrik Høgh-Olesen at Aarhus University in Denmark. A white-trousered man in his sixties, Høgh-Olesen tells me: ‘Kierkegaard is all about despair – and we need despair. When you feel that sadness or emptiness or anxiety – that existential feeling that makes you stop and wonder – that’s an opportunity to make a change in life and row your boat against the stream.’ 

Tide? 

‘Stream,’ he asserts. Psychologist + lecturer + expert in a notoriously tricky nineteenth-century philosopher proves to be a uniquely authoritarian combination so I don’t quibble. 

‘You need these heavy feelings to help you navigate life.’ He thumps a tanned wrist on his desk. Sitting under ceiling tiles surrounded by pot plants, I’m transported back to my own student days and a late-essay-dressing-down in a professor’s office circa 1998, experiencing a sense of déjà vu. ‘Sadness and despair give you purpose. We should be guided by these feelings: to think, What am I doing with my life?’ 

I feel small and wonder what, indeed, am I doing with my life.

And, er, what happens if we don’t let ourselves be guided by despair? 

‘Then?’ His voice rises. ‘Then? Then you’re a robot! Just a robot who eats, sleeps and excretes!’ 

Right. Good. So, ‘despair’ is necessary for change and sadness is necessary for life otherwise we’re all just shitting robots. Got it. So we need to stop fighting these ‘negative emotions’ and start feeling them. Because if we don’t, the consequences can be dire.

‘If we don’t accept and process sadness, it can manifest physically,’ warns the child and adolescent psychotherapist Jane Elfer. She explains that illness – actual, real Calpol-necessitating illness – may be the only way a child can express their feelings. ‘They will have unexplained tummy aches or headaches, for example – and then of course there’s the psychological impact,’ she says, ‘especially when it comes to loss.’ 

My gut becomes a barometer of my mental state as a child but I have a lot of trouble identifying whether my tensed-up innards are down to hunger, tiredness, stress or sorrow. Since eating is a quicker fix than overcoming stress or sorrow – or power napping – I usually feed the tightening cords in my stomach as a first response, just in case. This is fairly common. The late psychoanalyst Joyce McDougall wrote about how grief can manifest via loss of appetite, or an increase in appetite in an attempt to ‘fill the void’. ‘Little children don’t always know which bit of them is hurting, at least not before they’re around ten years old,’ says Ross Cormack, psychotherapist and lead practitioner at Winston’s Wish, the UK’s childhood bereavement charity, ‘and sadness is often felt in the stomach.’ Sad children also tend to be more panicky and live on cortisol – the stress hormone – and adrenalin, putting them in a constant state of fight or flight. Food can do a passable job of dampening this down and subduing us. But it’s a short-sighted solution (and I say this as someone who once ate a whole loaf of white bread, just to check). It’s only a ‘fix’ until the next wave of ‘feelings’ that need processing. 

Other common physical symptoms of grief[8], [9] include a tightness of the chest or throat, oversensitivity to noise, difficulty breathing, feeling very tired and weak, a dry mouth, an increase or decrease in appetite, difficulty or fear of sleeping, as well as aches and pains.[10] A 2014 study even found that older adults experiencing grief are less likely to produce some types of white blood cells, leaving them more prone to infections.[11] Unresolved grief is said to cause 15 per cent of all psychological disorders, according to Julia Samuel in her book Grief Works.[12] Samuel also notes that bereaved children are more susceptible to addiction and mental health problems in later life if they haven’t properly dealt with their emotions. 

Those of us who struggle to regulate our emotions, Herr explains, usually experience this in three ways. The first is in terms of sensitivity to cues (‘getting the emotions sooner than others might’). The second is intensity (‘getting the emotions at a more intense level’). And the third is taking longer to return to a baseline or ‘normal’. ‘It’s up to adults,’ says Herr, ‘parents, usually, to give appropriate feedback to children so that they learn this in childhood. So if a kid says, “I’m sad,” and a parent says, “No, you’re fine!” that wouldn’t be helpful. Parents need to accept the emotion that a child is having and help the child to label it for the child to learn to identify that emotion, handle it, and not feel shame or confusion about it.’ Because, he says, every emotion is useful in its place: ‘If we just learned to accept and tolerate a full range of emotions to start with – especially the “negative” ones – we’d all be better off.’ Herr is from America and so knows whereof he speaks. Because researchers have found that, culturally, Americans are ‘outliers’ in terms of their desire to minimise negative emotions.

Psychologist Jeanne Tsai from Stanford University’s Culture and Emotion Laboratory has found that an obsession with the pursuit of happiness has led many Americans to view sadness as a ‘failure’ and something that is the individual’s responsibility.[13] As the daughter of Taiwanese immigrants raised in the US, Tsai became interested in how American attitudes differed from those typically found in East Asian cultures. ‘In the US I observed a real emphasis on wanting to feel happiness and avoid sadness, at all costs – far more so than in other cultures,’ she tells me when I get in touch. In East Asia, by contrast, the concept of negative feelings is rooted in Buddhist, Taoist and Confucian traditions and viewed as ‘situationally-based’ or circumstantial.[14] This means that individuals don’t bear the weight of their negative experiences alone, ‘And negative feelings or experiences can even foster social ties in East Asian culture,’ says Tsai. In East Asia, negative emotions are seen as ‘inevitable and transient elements of a natural cycle’ – or part of life rather than something to be feared as a risk to our mental or even physical health.

We’ve all seen studies saying ‘happy’ people are healthier – and we certainly spend enough time and money trying to be happy in the West. I used to believe in this myself. I spent years devouring and dutifully repeating research that ‘proved’ happier people were healthier, ergo we should strive for happiness at all costs. But this isn’t the whole story. Because in cultures where being sad is seen as ‘okay’, sadness has been shown to have far less of a negative impact on health. ‘Researchers have analysed the differences in approach to negative feelings and health in Japan and the US – a good comparison because both are modernised, democratised, industrialised societies with well-developed systems of healthcare,’ says Tsai. But these societies have very different ideas about negative emotions. As one Japanese psychiatrist told the Association for Psychological Science: ‘Melancholia, sensitivity, fragility – these are not negative things in a Japanese context. It never occurred to us that we should try to remove them, because it never occurred to us that they were bad.’[15] Unlike in the US, where ‘sad’ is empirically viewed as ‘bad’. And it’s this perception of sadness that can make us sick. 

In the US, lower positive emotions are linked with higher BMI and less healthy blood lipid profiles (important indicators of health). But in Japan, studies show that people with lower positive emotions are pretty much … fine. So emotions have a different impact on our health depending on our culture; and being sad only makes us sick if we’re terrified of being sad. 

Another study from the University of California, Berkeley, found that people who accept rather than judge their mental experiences have better health outcomes.[16] Those who avoided their negative feelings or judged themselves harshly for feeling bad were more likely to report mood disorders and distress. Because if we view ‘sadness’ as something ‘wrong’ or even ‘abnormal’, we’re more prone to pathologise it. 

In The Loss of Sadness: How Psychiatry Transformed Normal Sorrow into Depressive Disorder[17] (the title says it all), sociology professors Allan V. Horwitz and Jerome C. Wakefield argue that the massive rise in depression in recent years has less to do with the pressures of modern life, and more to do with over-diagnosis. The medical historian Edward Shorter argues that psychiatry’s ‘love affair’ with the diagnosis of depression has become a death grip, asserting that most patients who get the diagnosis of depression are also anxious, fatigued, unable to sleep and have all kinds of physical symptoms.[18] Horwitz, Wakefield, Shorter and others suspect that many of us are being diagnosed as depressed when we are, in fact, ‘sad’ – a direct result of a dodgy definition in a single, albeit significant, book. 

The American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (the DSM) is a weighty tome used to diagnose all things mind-related in the US. The first edition was published in 1952 in an attempt to unify mental health approaches in the US, but when it came to ‘major depressive disorders’ the DSM focused on symptoms rather than context. This meant that the distinction between ‘actual medical issue’ and ‘ordinary sorrow’ was done away with. Anyone exhibiting five or more[19] ‘symptoms’ for two weeks could be diagnosed with clinical depression – even if their low mood, decreased appetite or poor sleep etc. had a thoroughly understandable explanation, such as heartbreak or financial worries. Earlier editions of the DSM included a ‘grief clause’, stating that people couldn’t be diagnosed with depression within two months of bereavement. But the latest version published in 2013 (DSM-5) scrapped this, doing away with the distinction between understandable sadness and medical condition. Supporters of the DSM-5’s decision argue that grief is a common precursor of depression and given the serious risks of unrecognised major depression, removing the bereavement exclusion was a reasonable decision. But it also means that responses to grief now can be labelled as pathological disorders, rather than being recognised as normal human experiences. 

Psychologists in the UK and Europe are supposed to use the World Health Organization’s International Classification of Diseases (ICD) as a reference. But the DSM remains enormously influential and many European practitioners turn to it for diagnosis.[20] So now we’re all taking a leaf out of the American mental health playbook. A problem, since ‘Americans really don’t like to be “sad”,’ as Tsai puts it – a proclivity she puts down to ‘frontier values’.

‘The first settlers from Europe were a self-selecting, intrepid group,’ says Tsai. ‘People who anticipated positive outcomes; were willing to take risks and who handled negative feelings or situations by leaving them in the hope of something better.’ For early pioneers, overcoming hardship was seen as a virtue, whereas wallowing in adverse circumstances was not. Consequently, the American approach to mental health today tends to be fervently forward-facing. One of the most popular modes of treatment is cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), a forward-facing ‘back on your feet’ intervention that seeks to change negative patterns of thinking. Many of CBT’s pioneers came from the US[21] and whereas European psychologists are frequently influenced by Freud’s ‘blame your father’ backward-facing stance, America tends to prefer the promise of a sorrow-free tomorrow. Only seeing sadness as transgressive – a ‘problem’ to be medicated away – leaves us poorly equipped to manage the next time it comes calling. Pathologising sadness sends a message that ‘discomfort’ cannot – and should not – be tolerated.

Post-Princess Diana, we may be ‘officially’ on board with public displays of emotion in the UK (more in Chapter 11) and we’re certainly inundated with reality shows that end with a Josh Groban soundtracked montage of sobbing. But proper, in-real-life crying? Without embarrassment or fear or ridicule? Not so much. Which is daft, because sadness is normal and tears are, too. We’ve always cried. We’re meant to cry. 

‘Crying is a way to elicit support from others during times of distress,’ says Ad Vingerhoets, the ‘Tear Professor’ from Tilburg University in the Netherlands. Humans are the only creatures known to shed emotional tears and infants cry to get the attention of their parents, while an adult might cry to get the sympathy of a friend or loved one. 

Scientists used to think that we got rid of ‘toxins’ and stress hormones via tears[22] and that the act of crying also produced endorphins and the feel-good chemical oxytocin.[23] ‘But there’s no change in our pain threshold after crying, which you’d expect with an increase in endorphins and oxytocin,’[24] says Vingerhoets, ‘and saliva contains stress hormones, too. But who feels better after a good drool?’ he asks me. 

‘No one?’ I hazard. 

‘Exactly!’ Vingerhoets and his colleagues found that cortisol levels do decrease in those who cry, but that similar effects are observed in baby monkeys separated from their mothers who emit distress calls.[25] So we don’t feel better because we’re sluicing out toxins: we feel better because expressing sadness soothes us. Psychologist Cord Benecke from the University of Kassel in Germany studied criers versus non-criers and found that criers experienced fewer ‘negative aggressive feelings’, like rage and disgust, than people who didn’t cry.[26] 

‘We now know that crying is something all humans are programmed to do and that tears serve a purpose,’ says Vingerhoets. ‘Charles Darwin famously denied the usefulness of tears, so I see my work as a personal challenge to prove him wrong!’ Fair enough. 

And – here I hesitate, lest the sisterhood strikes me down – do women really cry more? 

‘A little,’ he admits. Testosterone has been proven to inhibit crying, and prolactin – the hormone best known for its role in lactation – also lowers the threshold at which we’re moved to tears. ‘But the messages we get from our peers about crying are also hugely significant,’ he adds. ‘We see from research that ten- to thirteen-year-old boys, for example, face a strong pressure not to cry, whereas ten- to thirteen-year old girls don’t. It is more socially accepted for girls to cry.’ Both men and women have been proven to cry around the same amount over ‘the big stuff’ – like death or divorce: ‘But women cry slightly more over other things.’ I press him and he tells me that the core feeling of tears isn’t actually sadness, it’s ‘helplessness’. 

‘So we see that women are more likely to weep out of frustration or around conflict because they feel powerless and struggle to express their anger. Even crying when you’re scared is to do with helplessness,’ he tells me. ‘If you’re fearful but you know how to escape the sabre-toothed tiger, for example, you can display your fight or flight impulses. But if you’re trapped, you’re more likely to cry out of a feeling of powerlessness.’ I tell him this theory doesn’t sound great for women. He reminds me that it’s not a blast for men, either. ‘Boys as young as ten are “learning” that crying isn’t acceptable,’ says Vingerhoets. ‘So by the time they reach adulthood, it’s no wonder many men are reluctant to be seen crying.’ 

There is, however, one domain in which men have traditionally been ‘allowed’ to cry. 

From the footballer Gazza’s tears at Italia ’90 to Michael Jordan sobbing during his Basketball Hall of Fame speech and Andy Murray weeping as he announced retirement from tennis in January 2019, sports-related crying has long been deemed ‘okay’. 

‘There’s something almost heroic about crying on the pitch,’ says Kees, a professional footballer friend I quiz about this over wine in my garden one weekend. He tells me about an important game in Prague where his team lost and all started crying. ‘It’s sort of accepted to cry over failure in football,’ he explains, ‘it’s allowed. And also, you just do, naturally. You’re doing a week’s worth of training for ninety minutes on the pitch. So when it goes wrong’ – he clutches his chest – ‘it’s heartbreaking.’ 

I look sceptical at this (I know nothing about football). ‘Okay, so you can’t compare it to losing friends or family …’ 

No …‘But it’s close.’ 

Despite ‘heroic’ tears, discussions about emotions and mental health have still been frowned upon in football until recently. ‘Coaches are now telling us to talk more,’ says Kees, ‘that it’s important to expose our vulnerabilities so we can bond as a team. People are starting to realise that being more in touch with emotions and being honest will improve the game, as well as the players and football in general.’ A study from Indiana University Bloomington published in the journal Psychology of Men and Masculinity[27] (top of the pile on any self-respecting nightstand) found that American footballers who cried reported higher levels of self-esteem and were less concerned about peer pressure than their non-crying counterparts. And male weepers have some pretty prominent role models, too. Greek heroes Achilles and Odysseus liked a sob. Jesus [literally] wept. So we should all cry when we need to. 

The first lesson of how to be sad is just to stop fighting it. That’s it. That’s all we need to do to begin with. Even when it’s serious and we still have to get out of bed or care for others: fighting sadness or pretending it isn’t there is not the answer. We have to feel it. Something that sounds deceptively simple but can feel like a radical act since ‘sadness’ is one of the least visible parts of everyday life. We have to get back in touch with our emotions so that we can deal with them. 

I know this now. I didn’t then. 

Back in the 1980s, no one I know holds any truck with ‘emotions’. So I bury mine. 

I throw myself into schoolwork and try with everything in my (albeit limited) powers to be ‘a good girl’ and make my mum ‘happy’, frustrated when my endeavours inevitably fail. I fetch things for her – handbags and shoes, mainly. I cling to my mother to show my affection, burying my face in the soft folds of her voluminous 1980s Laura Ashley dresses (‘parachutes’ would be a more accurate description). I bring her breakfast in bed. Once, an entire family-sized Swiss roll. Another morning, a six-pack of hot cross buns, slathered with butter. I sit on the end of her bed beaming and watch as she gamely works her way through them. The corners of her mouth rise in recognition of my efforts but the smile never quite reaches her eyes. And then she meets someone who can make her smile. Properly.




2

Lower Expectations 

MY MOTHER HAS a new friend. He has an orange rucksack, plays the guitar and stays the night. I know this because I hear him strumming Steely Dan after I’ve gone to bed and see the orange rucksack outside my mother’s bedroom door the next morning. I don’t run in and fling my arms around her as usual. Instead, I go downstairs to make my own breakfast, Weetabix with single cream (to be fair to child-me, it looks a lot like milk in the carton and I’m new at this culinary stuff). I wait for footsteps on the stairs, which are carpeted, so I have to listen carefully between slurps of creamy Weetabix slime. I freeze when I first see the owner of the orange rucksack. He is taller than my dad. And younger. He doesn’t wear a leather jacket! A little like the way they say that spiders are always more afraid of us than we are of them, Orange Rucksack scuttles off sharpish, without making eye contact. But it happens again the following weekend. And the one after. Finally, the man with the orange rucksack comes for dinner. This is odd since neither of us has yet committed to making eye contact or been formally introduced. I want to appear friendly – because ‘good girl’ – but I can’t help feeling miffed that Orange Rucksack has somehow succeeded in making my mum happier where I have failed. 

I don’t mention the new visitor to my dad, but Saturdays and Sunday mornings become my own. I play. I draw. I paint. I craft elaborate structures involving pulley systems, shoeboxes and wicker baskets to transport soft toys around the house. And I watch a lot of TV. It is the 1980s so television is relentlessly glossy and aspirational – as are my expectations of life at this point. Okay, so my mum works full time; I’m no stranger to a hand-me-down and ‘overdraft’ is one of the first words I learn. But elsewhere in Home Counties yuppie-ville, aerobicised stay-at-home mothers picked up kids in white Porsches playing ‘Money Talks’[fn1] with maximum bass. Many of my classmates’ parents live in mock Tudor piles with swimming pools that get upgraded every few years. Face-lifts aren’t uncommon (nor are they particularly convincing in the 1980s). Everyone wants to be not just ‘better’, but the best. I want a life like that – like the people I see around me and on TV: a bright, shiny, successful one. Unstained. I want a life that is smiley. Happy. Perfect. Whatever expectations the people around me hold up, I raise the bar higher still. Because I want the TV-perfect life. Which doesn’t seem too much to ask … does it?

Orange Rucksack eventually moves in, and, for a while, things do become happier. There is music and laughter and trips to London and Pizza Express – a decadence that is near dizzying. I am allowed to eat supper every Sunday in my pyjamas in front of the TV, post-bath, letting my wet hair dry by the fire following its weekly wash. Life is lighter. Better, even. Then my dad and his girlfriend announce that they are getting married. 

Okay, I think, this is new … Be good. Be nice. 

I ask if I can be a bridesmaid. On TV, daughters always get to be bridesmaid or, at the very least, a flower girl. I’ve recently watched a TV show where a girl my age got to wear a tiara and ride a horse as part of her bridesmaid-ing, so I’m aiming high. 

But my dad says ‘no’. 

I ask if he means the tiara part or the horse part.

‘All of it,’ he says. 

I presume he is joking (is this how ‘jokes’ work? Who knows …) so decide I will win him over by being extra good and working extra hard at school. Then he’ll have to say ‘yes’ because that is what happens on TV, right? 

I also get to thinking that if my dad is remarrying, perhaps my mother should, too. There is no question about whether my dad’s new wife will resemble anything like a ‘new mother’ (she won’t) but I know from television and Disney films that when a mother remarries, a ‘new dad’ is normally on the cards. I still have an ‘old dad’ of course, but he’s not hugely reliable these days so having one in reserve can’t hurt, can it? On TV, these blended families all get along famously and live happily ever after. On TV, a mother who has been on her own for a while and looks a bit beige meets a man with a strong jaw and kind eyes who takes her on picnics and to the zoo, in montage. He wins her over and rekindles something that makes her zhuzh up her act – in the 1980s this generally involves the application of blusher, shoulder pads and bigger hair (perhaps a perm). Duly wowed, strong-jaw man then proposes on one knee, at the site of their first picnic, while ducks quack him on encouragingly. Mother and children clap hands in unison with delight and accept. New man swings mother around in an embrace as she points her toes skywards. Stringed instrumental starts up and a wedding montage ensues. The daughter gets to be bridesmaid, as well as acquiring (probably) a new baby brother and a dog named Bobby. I’ve seen TV: I know how these things work. Orange Rucksack isn’t exactly like the Ken doll men on TV. But he seems nice and he’s what we’ve got so my mother will, I rationalise, have to marry him. In montage. 

I’m hoping this happens sooner rather than later as I come from a long line of Catholics (my great-aunt is a nun) and I already know that adult sleepovers out of wedlock are frowned upon. I now attend a former convent school, which means that as well as mandatory Catholic education, a priest makes occasional spot-checks. When this happens, we hide all evidence of Orange Rucksack Man and pretend he doesn’t exist. At school, I’m learning all about ‘original sin’, the ‘sin’ of divorce and ‘living in sin’, so I beg my mother to marry Orange Rucksack Man, to reduce some of our family’s sin-quota and ‘save us from eternal damnation’. But no marriage-montage starts up and no new puppies named Bobby appear. This is a crushing disappointment.

Disappointment is defined as the psychological reaction that occurs when an outcome doesn’t match up to our expectations. The greater the discrepancy between the two, the more acute our disappointment. In 2014, Dr Robb Rutledge from University College London published a study in the journal Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences[1] that included a mathematical equation for happiness based on our expectations. Researchers found that it doesn’t matter whether or not things are going well for us – what matters is whether things are going better than expected. ‘It is often said that you will be happier if your expectations are lower,’ Rutledge said in a statement. ‘We find that there is some truth to this: Lower expectations make it more likely that an outcome will exceed those expectations and have a positive impact on happiness.’

Living up to the expectations of others or living with unrealistic expectations is draining. And having high expectations of other people can lead to disappointment. Feeling ‘let down’ a lot or experiencing a sense of resentment that other people aren’t measuring up to the standards we’re setting for them is a common sign that we expect too much from them. Of course, sometimes people are just tossers. And we shouldn’t allow ourselves to be treated badly by them. But if we have impossibly high standards for ourselves and others – expectations that are consistently unmet – well, then it might just be us. And I say this reluctantly, with love and inclusion: it might be us.

When we’re feeling sad – or struggling not to feel sad – many of us would fare better if we learned to expect less of ourselves (and others). But instead, many of us aim high. Really high. And the images of aspirational, glossy lives that we see all around us don’t help, either. 

Most TV viewers today are a little more sophisticated. We’re savvier and we don’t believe everything we see. But the rise of Instagram, Facebook and other impossibly well-lit platforms offer many of us another realm where expectations are sky-high. Social media is ‘a constant bombardment of everyone else’s great news, where everyone’s showing their best side’, says Meik Wiking who conducted research into the impact of social media on happiness – or lack of it. He discovered social media to be a hotbed of performative ‘happiness’ that makes both performer and audience feel worse afterwards. ‘We look at a lot of data and one of the things that often comes up is that comparing ourselves to our peers can increase dissatisfaction,’ he says. One study showed that participants were 55 per cent less stressed after just one week off Facebook.[2] 

There are many psychological issues connected to high expectations, including low self-esteem, since failure to meet our expectations confirms our low regard for ourselves. There’s also a link to negative core beliefs and the idea that ‘I have to be perfect to be loved’, or ‘the world is dangerous so I need to be in control’; as well as fear of intimacy, since expecting too much of others gives us an excuse to push them away when they inevitably fail to meet our standards. There’s also fear of failure – which can lead to self-sabotage – and even fear of change. Some of us fall prey to what psychologists refer to as the ‘just world’ philosophy. ‘In much of the Western world, we have this idea that you get what you deserve in life,’ says US psychologist Aphrodite Matsakis. ‘This means that on the flipside, many people think that they must therefore “deserve” what they get.’ The idea is that if we’re ‘good enough’ or ‘careful enough’ or ‘competent enough’ we can protect ourselves and our family. ‘Many people have had this reaction but it’s important to understand that you are not in charge of this,’ says Matsakis. ‘The self-blame is a way to feel you have some control over a negative situation, which might have been totally random.’

I struggle with this, growing up. I’m taught at school and at church that I shouldn’t mind too much about anyone dying because it means they’ve ‘gone to a better place’, to be ‘with the angels’ and how: ‘God must have needed them more than we did.’ I’m encouraged to believe that sad stuff happens because God ‘has a plan’. Everyone around me seems to get on board with this and crack on unquestioningly, despite what I already perceive to be a world where very little makes sense (padded hairbands? fruit in salads? people loving Phil Collins so much he commutes by Concorde to play at both UK and US Live Aid?). Life is weird, but everyone else just appears to cope. My grandmother nursed sick and dying soldiers in the Second World War; a sick then dying husband in her forties; then ‘lost’ her granddaughter. But she’s still going strong and leading a double-slash-triple life as the Prime Minister and the Queen! My mother watched her dad die when she was a child, then buried her daughter. But now, this Boudicca in a puff-sleeved botanic print looks more radiant than ever! And she has a perm! (Bigger hair: check.) So why aren’t I happy? Why can’t I be happy? Why isn’t my life like the lives on TV?

The final, most pernicious side effect of high expectations is perfectionism. In 1980s
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