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For Abigail, obviously




Author’s Note

Writing about cases confronts any therapist with irresolvable difficulties. If rendered too accurately, they compromise patient confidentiality; too loosely, and their clinical value becomes suspect. As I’m writing for a general rather than professional readership here, the purpose is to put flesh on the dilemmas of life rather than to provide a significant contribution to clinical knowledge. The result is that the cases I discuss are composite figures, with the basic details of the source cases heavily disguised. It’s not an ideal solution, but there is much more to lose on the side of confidentiality than of strict accuracy.




Introduction

These days I’m often regaled at the kitchen table by ‘origin stories’ of how some Marvel character or other attained their superhero status. I sometimes find myself wanting to ask the boy telling them why use of this phrase is so restricted, why superheroes and ancient divinities should claim exclusive right to stories of their origins. Don’t we all have our own private myths of how we became who we are?

Mine, for example, begins aged six, with the return of my parents from a two-week holiday in the US. Having left my elder brother and me with our grandparents, they came back bearing gifts and guilt in abundant quantities. Of the gifts, there’s only one I’ve kept, or even remember: a volume of Peanuts cartoons, its deep red cover depicting an evil-tempered Peppermint Patty at a school desk alongside an impassive Charlie Brown, the title emblazoned above their heads in that unmistakably rough typeface: DON’T HASSLE ME WITH YOUR SIGHS, CHUCK.

If I had an origin story, Don’t Hassle Me with Your Sighs, Chuck would be the Ra’s al Ghul to my Bruce Wayne, the radioactive spider to my Peter Parker. Until I received that gift, the best I could say about myself was that I was there and contented enough. I was small, I went to school, I liked Top of the Pops and The Big Match, or my brother did, which felt like more or less the same thing. But if there was anything that made me properly distinct from the kids around me, I had no idea what it was.

Until I walked up to my room, sat on my bed, drew my legs up and, resting the book on my lap, turned to the first strip, featuring the bald kid with two squiggles of hair matted to his brow talking to the cross-looking girl. I knew the dog’s name, but not theirs. Nor did I know the word ‘psychiatric’ written across the top of the booth she was sitting in, so that scanning it produced something like ‘Pssitchric Help 5c’ in my mind’s ear. Happily, the base of the booth read ‘The Doctor Is IN’. Well, I knew what a doctor was.

The boy was sat atop a stool on the other side of the booth as the girl told him, ‘You need to improve your character’, before elaborating: ‘Once a child is five years old his character gets to be pretty well established’; to which he replied, arms raised high in frustration, ‘But I’m already five, I’m more than five!’

‘That’s right,’ she said, every inch the poker-faced shrink, ‘You are, aren’t you?’ before coming back with, ‘Too bad, that’s the way it goes.’ Her patient winces in despair.

I read this strip a few more times, each time a little more breathlessly alive to something happening in me. It didn’t matter that my cognitive grasp of their exchange was limited. I somehow knew exactly what was being said and heard.

These days we might say that I found Charlie Brown ‘relatable’. But I don’t think the word captures the unsettling and exhilarating surprise I felt at this moment. Relatability describes the reassurance of seeing familiar feelings and traits of our own reflected in someone else. The little jolt I got from this strip came, on the contrary, from being told something new and unsuspected about myself. Until this moment, I’d had no awareness of the frustration I now felt so palpably, the frustration of my character not being established despite being already five, more than five.

In simply naming my barely felt sense of not being quite sure of who I was and what I was supposed to be doing in this world, the Peanuts strip offered a remedy of sorts. Lucy’s psychiatric booth created a space in which Charlie Brown’s and therefore my own confusion and anxiety could be heard.

That strip ignited a passion for Schulz’s creation, not to mention books more generally, that abides to this day. Reading it through the course of my childhood gave shape to my inadequacy, insecurity, rage, cruelty, envy, self-regard and desperation, as well as to my occasional joy and hilarity – in short, to the whole landscape of my inner life. It’s when it unsettles rather than confirms our pictures of the world and of ourselves that a book is most thrilling and most transformative.

But the strip was still more than the sum of its characters and stories; it modelled an orientation to life rooted in careful attention. Its observation of the languages of gesture and expression was so close and precise and yet so gentle, it seemed as though a benign adult friend was listening to me intently without intruding or judging or imposing his own interpretation on what he heard. Peanuts, you could almost say, was my first psychoanalyst.



Having always been wary of books (and people) that tell us how to live and what to do, I’m alive to the irony of having written this one. It’s a book that comes out of many years of listening to people and reading fiction. But can these occupations be the basis for general guidance on how to live? What do the best novels and psychoanalysis have in common if not a suspicion of reductive generalisations, ready-made answers and one-size-fits-all prescriptions for life?

Literature and psychoanalysis are both efforts to make sense of the world through stories, to discover the recurring problems and patterns and themes of life. Read and listen enough, and we soon come to notice how insistently the same struggles, anxieties and hopes repeat themselves down the ages and across the world.

A lifetime reading fiction and fifteen years practising psychotherapy have given me a small window into our common experience: I am clear that even a childhood rich in love and security will see its fair share of sadness and pain; that no one passes through adolescence without being flooded by confusion; that there is no purely happy marriage or family; that no one can get old without confronting the looming spectre of their own death.

In fiction as in the consulting room, different life stories abound with mutual echoes and resonances, bringing out not only what our lives have in common, but what sets them apart. And this is where fiction and psychotherapy come into their own. We may recognise aspects of ourselves in a fictional character or psychotherapeutic case study; but we will also be struck by the singularity of each of them, their tenacious attachment to being themselves and no one else.

The self-help genre, it seems to me, goes awry when it tries to override the distinctness of our selves and our stories and prescribe rigidly generalised rules and formulae for how a person should be. Something similar could be said for psychotherapy: a patient wants above all to be heard as a person rather than a case, an individual with a unique history and personality, not an impersonal cluster of symptoms. Psychotherapy is about discovering this person, not a composite type.

When psychotherapy is successful, it works in much the way that great fiction works: that is, it induces the near-miraculous sensation of the very core of ourselves being seen. It sets a mirror before us, in which we see not only the self we know, but the self we don’t. We discover regions of ourselves we were barely aware of, to sometimes exhilarating and sometimes distressing effect. The Peanuts gang had helped me discover strange, barely acknowledged layers of my internal world. In my subsequent reading life, a host of fictional characters – Emma Woodhouse, say, or Hamlet, or Joseph K. or Willy Wonka or Emma Bovary – have had the same effect, confronting me with the same, perpetually surprising question: am I really like that? Which is the very question, of course, that repeatedly arises in the course of a psychoanalytic treatment.

What cuts across these two very different vocations of fiction and psychotherapy is the supreme value of listening. A psychoanalyst must make herself receptive to many different currents of communication, verbal and non-verbal, conscious and unconscious. She must attend to what her patient says as well as to the stray and often surprising thoughts and sensations he evokes in her. A fiction writer must be similarly attentive to his own creations, eking out the nuances and rhythms of speaking and moving and feeling that make his characters who they are. And this too requires a stereophonic listening, to others and to himself.

All this is as true for the person on the couch as it is for the person behind it, and as true for the reader as for the author. Being in therapy is an extended exercise not only in speaking freely but in listening to oneself do so, noticing how we get stuck down habitual, ossified paths of thinking and attempting to find ways to open up new ones. And what is reading a novel if not opening our mind’s ear to other voices?

Listen. This is the indispensable lesson psychotherapy and fiction can offer in how to live and what to do. If we can’t listen, we can’t be surprised, by ourselves or anyone else, nor can we make ourselves available to new thoughts or feelings or perceptions or desires. Listening is the engine of curiosity, and so of change and growth.



‘How to Live. What to Do’ is the title of a poem by Wallace Stevens that can be found on page 327. Separated from the poem, it seemed an obvious title for a book offering ‘life lessons’, which is one reason I poached it.

But in poaching the title, I also had the poem itself in mind. It’s a short yet enigmatic poem, made of simple words, elemental images and steady, stately rhythms. Among its many puzzles is its relationship to its title, which announces a didactic agenda the poem itself seems to withhold. If you come to the end of the poem not much the wiser as to how to live and what to do, it’s not because you’re being obtuse.

It tells a bare-bones story of a wandering man and his companion seeking the extravagant spectacle of the fullest, most fiery imaginable sun, and stumbling instead across a massive, tufted rock. Resting before it, something unexpected is revealed to them – the high, bare mountain, its ridges ‘thrown like giant arms among the clouds’. Notice the Hemingwayanfn1 austerity of that image, a concentrated expression of the poem’s stripped-back sensibility. But more than the sight of this plain, unadorned mass of rock, there is the sound of the wind blowing through it, ‘heroic sound/ Joyous and jubilant and sure’. It is with this sound that the poem ends.

What does the poem teach us about how to live and what to do? Clearly there are no simple rules or programmes to be extracted. But it offers a life wisdom nonetheless. It presents us with a search for a ‘sun of fuller fire’ – some ultimate object of worship. What if, instead of searching vainly for an elusive entity ahead of us, we stopped at something in front of us, and rested, and listened?

What would it mean to live this way?

This, the focus of meditation, yoga and other Eastern disciplines, is also the aim of psychoanalysis. The difference is that in encouraging us to step back and listen, psychoanalysis isn’t directing us to transcend the mess of the world but to deepen and enrich our involvement in it.

Psychoanalysis is not a way of distancing oneself from life but, on the contrary, of feeling more alive in it. It nurtures a receptive curiosity and concern for all the colours and textures of life, an availability to the full range of experience rather than the edited highlights in which we look prettiest, happiest and most youthful.



In the chapters that follow, we’ll explore how this orientation to living can be facilitated (and frustrated) in eight stages of life, from childhood to old age. Our companions in this task will be major characters from over two centuries of fiction, alongside some of the men and women I’ve worked with in psychotherapy.

We will listen closely with them to the dramas and difficulties of life’s stages. In so doing, we’ll inevitably find that some lives are more meaningful and fulfilled, while others are more impoverished and frustrated. This is where the value of listening comes into play. However, taking the time to listen to ourselves, whether in psychotherapy or some other form, will not inoculate us against the numberless ways we can be blindsided and deceived by our own unconscious. Who, after all, doesn’t regularly wonder why on earth they did or said something, or failed to do so?

But more modestly perhaps, in listening to ourselves we become attuned to at least some of the tricks we play on ourselves. Listening can help us notice especially those errors we can’t seem to stop repeating – the bad choices, misjudgements and self-delusions that can make us feel like the hapless annual victims of the same April Fool’s prank.

Part of the problem is that we’re trapped inside our own heads, unable to see ourselves from the outside. This accounts for why we’re so much more adept at pointing out the habitual mistakes of others than our own. Here, fiction can help in ways real-life experience usually can’t. What the best fiction does – which is also, hopefully, what the psychoanalyst would do – is help us to experience the same errors and illusions from the inside rather than to view them from on high, to enter the world of the person who made them for long enough to understand why.

This is the viewpoint I’d like us to take up in the course of this book, as we follow twenty-four fictional characters, as well as some non-fictional ones, across eight stages of life.



The first six of the eight chapters that make up this book take us through some of the key phases and milestones – playing, schooling, rebelling, falling in love, nurturing ambitions and marrying – that form the person we become. The last two chapters, on midlife and old age, focus on life after the most urgent questions – what we do, who we’ll spend it with, the values we live by – have been settled.

For each chapter, I’ve chosen three fictional characters reasonably close in age in order to give a loose sense of life as it unfolds for most people. As I see only adults clinically, this has been neither possible nor especially desirable for the psychotherapy cases I discuss. The value of a patient’s insights into school or ambition or marriage rarely correlates to their age. It is in their shared life problems and dilemmas, rather than their ages or specific life circumstances, that the fictional characters and psychotherapeutic cases overlap. Fictional characters offer us ways of attending closely to the questions that confront nearly all of us by virtue of the simple fact of being alive: what kind of person would I like to be? What kind of life would it be worth living?

While the youngest character discussed is aged six (characters any younger are rare in fiction), the centrality of our earliest years in forming who we become is a basic premise of this book.

The lessons that follow are journeys into the dilemmas, confusions, desires and hopes that make a life, and reflections on how we can best live with and make use of them. While they may offer little in terms of moral instruction or practical life hacks, I hope they prove useful in a different, perhaps more durable way.
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1

Childhood Part 1: Play

i ‘Let’s pretend’:1 Alice


A, seven, was notably excitable throughout today’s assessment. Parents described her in state of heightened confusion following an outdoor sleep in yesterday’s unusually warm afternoon sun. Spoke rather breathlessly of series of peculiar exchanges and adventures with domestic, wild and extinct animal species, as well as a range of evidently thought-disordered and verbally abusive adult men and women, raising possible safeguarding concerns. Given many incidents she describes incompatible with laws of gravity and biological development, likely that heatstroke has affected apprehension of space and time. Seems nonetheless to have emerged from these experiences relatively unscathed, describing them as ‘silly’ and ‘curious’ and giving surprising impression of being amused by them. Long-term monitoring advised; delayed trauma cannot be discounted.



I was ten by the time I came to read Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (1865) and Through the Looking-Glass (1871), three years older than Alice herself. School at the time seemed to me like one long, perpetual demand to ‘be sensible’. The imaginative anarchy of play was giving way to the competitive rigours of sport, a fairly disastrous development from my perspective.

No sooner was I following the White Rabbit down the hole with Alice than I knew she and I would be lifelong companions. While the adult world was sending me the message that I needed to start placing truth above fiction, the real above the imaginary, Alice was showing me that, in the words of Picasso, ‘Everything we can imagine is real.’

Twenty-five years later, at the first parents’ evening of my first child, I realised not everyone feels the same way.

From the moment we sat down, the early years teacher seemed distinctly nervy and apologetic. Walking across the scratched parquet floor, I’d already felt a little as though I were approaching the dock at my show trial, anticipating the teacher-judge looking down from on high and pronouncing her terrible verdict: ‘You are the most pathetically inept parents in recorded history,’ adding with a finger pointed my way, ‘Especially you.’

But as she stumbled her way through our son’s reassuringly unremarkable termly attainments, my dread gave way to concern. Why did she seem so distressed? What terrible truth was it her burden to reveal?

‘Look, he’s a lovely child!’ she blurted, nodding furiously, as though having to insist on this point in the face of our vehement denials.

A silence followed, a Mexican stand-off in a gunfight no one could remember starting. And then she stood up, toppling her low schoolroom chair, clomping to the nearby wall. She pointed to a drawing: a long oblong outline randomly patched with red crayon, a smiley face hanging off one end of it. It was much like the thirty-four drawings around it, if decidedly at the lower end of the scale of technical accomplishment. At the base of the paper were a few lines of adult handwriting.

‘Look!’ she ordered. ‘We asked the children to draw any animal they liked, then we asked them what it was. Do you see? We wrote down the conversation here, at the bottom.’ Pointing to and enunciating every word in the same loud monotone, she read, ‘“What is it?”/ “It’s a crac-prac!”/ “What’s a crac-prac?!”/ “A crac-prac is a croc-proc!!”’ And with that, she raised her forearms and eyeballs heavenward and cried out, ‘That makes no sense!’

I glanced over at my wife. Her brow was knitted so tightly I wondered if it would ever unravel. My mouth opened, emitting sound but no words.

The story of my son’s picture and its caption came to mind as I was thinking about the wisdom of the Alice books, most obviously because of those nonsense words, with their echo of ‘Jabberwocky’, in the sensuous mouth-pleasures of sound we discover as babies and rediscover in poetry and song.

I tend to think of that parents’ evening as something like a preposterously banal episode of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. Surely verbal nonsense is the very stuff of daily life to a primary school teacher? Isn’t a Reception teacher who complains about small children talking nonsense worryingly nonsensical herself, a little like a Year 11 teacher lamenting his pupils being sullen or self-conscious?

Our son’s teacher struck me as a kind of anti-Alice. She left me wondering how the world would look and feel if schools trained children from the first to renounce nonsense, play and disorder. She speaks for just the kind of joyless pedantry overthrown with such wonderful abandon by both Alice (the book) and Alice (the character).



There’s nothing all that exceptional about Alice. Unlike a lot of Victorian child heroines, she’s no paragon of angelic wisdom and delicacy. She is stubborn, awkward, impatient, often daft; she is, in short, a kid. But then why is she the first stop on our literary life journey? What does a kid like Alice have to tell us about how to live and what to do?

Perhaps the most important insight into childhood we glean from psychoanalysis is that we forget most of it, particularly the parts that most matter. The years up to three or four tend especially to be shrouded in a fog of amnesia. Our childhood feelings become ever more inaccessible to us. The sheer intensity of our daily life experiences come to seem to us comical and alien. We laugh at the sobbing, screaming, tyrannical monster we once were, as though they had nothing to do with who we are now.

This chasm between adult and child is as much a problem for adults as it is for children. The Hungarian psychoanalyst Sándor Ferenczi called it a ‘confusion of tongues’; adults and children seem to speak the same language but are separated by a cognitive and emotional chasm that mires them in permanent misunderstanding. The child’s world is too elastic and excitable, the adult’s too rule-bound and repressed. The child doesn’t yet know what an adult mind is like, the adult has forgotten what it is to inhabit a child’s mind. That teacher was right in a way: it doesn’t make any sense.

This might be one explanation for why we write and read stories. Stories, and especially the ones we come to love as children, loosen the grip of logic and law on our inner lives. They help us reach the child still lurking in us, whose playfulness hasn’t been entirely crushed by the demands of the adult world – don’t make up silly stories, don’t excite yourself, don’t be childish.

One of the most common ways this conflict between child and adult realities manifests itself is in our different experiences of time. ‘Not being childish’ means conformity to a regimented clock-time, adapting oneself to rhythms, schedules and speeds imposed from the outside. When I recall my own childhood, it often comes back to me as a relentless montage of irritable adults telling me to hurry up, get on with it, stop dawdling.

When I talk to a friend about this, she relates an exchange with her daughter, then aged about six. Anxious to get to a scheduled appointment, my friend told her daughter to hurry up, they had to leave, that moment. Her daughter remained impassive, sitting on the carpet absorbed in the intrigues unfolding between the various toy farm animals she was playing with. ‘Come on, Rosie, we must go!’ Still no answer. ‘Rosie!’ she shouted. ‘Stop taking your sweet time! Stop being so childish!’

Rosie turned her clear blue gaze on her mother and said, ‘But, Mum, I am a child.’

Rosie’s gentle protest illustrates more lucidly than any theory could the value of a child’s right to inhabit the time and space of play. In Alice’s dreamworlds, time won’t be pressed into a single, uniform rhythm. It can pass with breathless speed or easy leisure, collapsing anarchically at one moment, expanding languidly the next. Every character, every region of these imaginary worlds, forges its own rules of time and space.

One of the most reliable ways to reconcile this conflict of perspectives is to read a story together. When bedtime rolls around, we may be itching to recover our own time and space. We will often have spent the entire day trying to impose adult rules and disciplines and agendas, to cajole our children into conforming to the world as we see it, into moving at our pace, only to be left reeling with exhaustion and defeat. Story times create a space in which we’re licensed for a while to suspend the conflict between our reality and theirs. Parent and child alike can forget all we’ve told them about the impassable laws of physics, morality and self-preservation, and enter a world – like Wonderland, or the Looking-Glass – where none of these apply.

At seven and a half, Alice is well past early childhood. Very much the older child forever protesting that she’s not a baby, she likes to assume an exaggeratedly sensible posture while remaining a child nonetheless. More than anything else, what separates her mind from an adult’s is her casual indifference to the boundary between reality and illusion.

Alice’s favourite phrase, we’re told, is ‘Let’s pretend.’ It’s the one phrase I recall from first reading Alice. The world seemed to me at that time to be brimming with adults telling me to stop daydreaming. Schoolteachers warned my parents that if I didn’t drag my head out of the clouds soon, I’d continue to underachieve.

Twenty-two years later, I began psychoanalysis, which led in turn to my starting the long process of training to be an analyst. It strikes me that through all these years on either side of the couch, that daydreaming child has never been far away.

The people I see in analysis are adults rather than children. They come with all kinds of troubles and maladies. But it’s surprising how often the same inchoate feeling will be expressed by otherwise very different individuals – of being blocked or inhibited. ‘It feels like I no longer know how to be who I am. Almost like I don’t remember,’ a patient says to me in a first meeting. When we’re in this state, the world seems rigid, a series of roadblocks in the face of every change or development we try to effect, so that we too end up feeling perpetually stuck and anxious.

What if this feeling has something to do with no longer being able to say, ‘Let’s pretend’? This is a question posed by the British psychoanalyst Donald Winnicott, whose thinking had a profound and immediate effect on me when I first came across it, around the time I began my analysis.

A paediatrician as well as a psychoanalyst, Winnicott was gifted with an almost eerie capacity to attune himself to the ways in which children think and feel. His most important insight is that play is the basic mode of a child’s existence. For a child, the imaginary world feels at least as real as the ‘real’ world, and probably more so. We cannot feel properly alive in adulthood, he suggested, if in early childhood we’ve not known what it is to pretend, to experience the intimacy and permeability of real and imaginary worlds.

To say we’re blocked or unable to be our true selves is to realise we’ve lost contact with the impulse to play, that the dividing line in our own minds between what is real and what isn’t has become too stark. The effect of this line on imaginative and creative lives is debilitating. This is why Winnicott insists that a child’s adult carers should never dictate to them what is real and what isn’t.

Telling Alice that her kitten doesn’t know how to play chess won’t help her grow up. On the one hand, she knows that perfectly well. On the other, if she’s allowed to reserve a space in herself where her kitten can play chess, her imaginative range and curiosity will only be enriched.

This is how she’s able to move with such open curiosity and easy acceptance through the anarchic and disturbing dreamworlds of Wonderland and Looking-Glass. She simply has no use for the objection that this or that isn’t real. In Alice’s world, reality and illusion are intimate friends.

This isn’t to say she doesn’t protest against the anomalies and oddities of Wonderland and Looking-Glass. But it’s not their unreality she objects to. At tea with the Hatter and the March Hare, she takes in her stride the fact that time is stuck permanently at six o’clock; she is bothered only by their rude and inhospitable behaviour. ‘It’s the stupidest tea-party I ever was at in all my life!’2 she complains, reacting to a violation of the laws of the physical universe with the kind of offhand dismissiveness you might recognise if you’ve ever watched kids’ reactions to a poor birthday party entertainer.

When, without warning, the White Queen metamorphoses into a sheep, who happens to be a clerk in a shop, whose sale items float away the moment Alice looks at them, she says (‘in a plaintive tone’), ‘Things flow about so here!’,3 sounding roughly as alarmed as someone who’s found a stray melon in the dairy section.

Alice doesn’t need the world around her to conform to the logic of ordinary reality. She just prefers it not to be annoying. In small, everyday matters, children demand consistency, reliability, regularity. Objects should be easy to pick up, people (and animals) should be nice; they will be upset by even minor aberrations from these norms. But in large matters, like reality itself, they are far more receptive, and more generous towards change and disruption, than we are – or perhaps just more unbothered by them. The Caterpillar smokes a hookah and talks? No big deal. He’s short-tempered and haughty? That won’t do.

But while expanding exponentially our sense of what’s possible, Alice also draws a vivid symbolic landscape of what we might call the ordinary madness of childhood. Lewis Carroll employs wild exaggeration and distortion to render childhood experience more precisely. Take physical growth: adults are prone to remember a sentimental and sanitised version of the whole thing, as though our massive, unpredictable gains in height and weight, the elongations of trunk and limbs, the fluctuations in tone and pitch of voice and bodily coordination, all occurred smoothly and evenly.

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland brings to life the experience of growth as a bewildering and disturbing shock to the system. Alice stretches to double her height after eating a small cake and weeps inconsolably, flooding the hall, at the thought of her feet feeling lonely, writing to them to assure them they’re not forgotten. As poignant as it is bonkers, Alice’s tearful letter to her feet is a reminder of growth as a kind of universal human trauma. Only yesterday, every growing child might want to say, my feet seemed so nearby, and now they’ve moved all the way down there. Wonderland gives us a wonderful image of how sad and frightening this might feel.



More than one writer – the French poet Stéphane Mallarmé, the Argentinian writer Jorge Luis Borges – has advanced the exhilarating idea that each book is an infinitesimally small piece of one single, endless Book. I’ve always felt that this idea, unlikely as it might sound, makes perfect sense if you read enough novels. The incidents, descriptions, phrases and images in the book you’re reading will always recall the incidents in another, and those in turn will call up the incidents in another, so that even as you’re reading one book, you’re reading countless others.

For example, I pick up Through the Looking-Glass, and suddenly find myself reading Kafka.

In the second chapter of Looking-Glass, Alice makes a series of frustrating attempts to find her way from the house to the Garden of Live Flowers. She tries one path that seems to lead to it, only to find its arduous twists and turns send her back to the house. So she tries another way, and another, but ‘do what she would’,4 she is led back to the house each time.

In the opening chapter of The Castle, Kafka’s K. takes the path that seems to lead toward the Castle, only to find the path turns away from it ‘as if deliberately … and though it did not lead away from the Castle,5 it got no nearer to it either’.

The incident in The Castle eerily repeats the one in Through the Looking-Glass. In both, the protagonist finds that the very path they thought would take them to their destination instead diverts them from it.

Who hasn’t felt the agonising frustration of lighting out for a destination only to find themselves returned, again and again, to their starting point? We can hear this question literally, or at least I can. Mercifully, I have lost count of the number of times I thought I’d driven out of a neighbourhood, only to pass the same kebab shop – which, by this point, has become the undeserving target of my overspilling rage – for the fourth time in ten minutes.

Read more figuratively, Alice’s and K.’s predicaments offer us startling reflections of the near-universal feeling we call ‘stuckness’. It may be the single most commonly expressed frustration in my consulting room, partly because it can take on infinite guises. One patient says of her husband, ‘I keep thinking we’ve got somewhere, that he’s finally heard me, and then he says basically the same, totally enraging thing and we’re right back where we started.’ Another says of his job, ‘I was offered this crazily good redundancy package – this was my chance to get the hell out – and I turned it down to stay in the exact same job I’ve hated for so many years.’

Alice and K. offer us two very different ways of responding to this predicament. Alice rails against the house for getting in her way (as I do when I see that kebab shop a sixth time). But seeing the garden before her once more, she determines ‘there was nothing to be done but start again’,6 and this time manages to break through the obstacle to her destination. K., exhausted from the fruitless effort of walking the same endless circuit, ‘suddenly came to a stop,7 and could not go on’.

In Alice and K., we can see two different ways a child might experience the world and its dangers. Alice seems never to feel herself to be in real danger from anything in her dreamworlds. She is nonchalant before obstacles, frustrations and threats, knowing that she can abolish them at a stroke, in one grand act of imaginative will. The Looking-Glass can’t stop her going through it, the house won’t get in the way of the garden – under her imagination’s imperious rule, the things of the world are her servants, not her masters, even if it can sometimes appear otherwise. Perhaps, deep down, she knows that it’s her dream to do with as she chooses.

But not every child will feel so free and secure inside their own minds. The imaginative verve and confidence we see in a child such as Alice can very easily be damaged by material and emotional impoverishment, violence and persecution. The dream of Wonderland and the nightmare of K.’s village are psychological neighbours. As a certain world leader reminds us many times each day, fantasies of omnipotence, of total control over the world, are never far from feelings of total impotence and inadequacy. Of course, this is something we all know deep down. Is there an employee or parent or any other human being who hasn’t experienced that alarmingly rapid internal shift from feeling like a seasoned professional to feeling completely useless?

Alice’s dreamworld shows us a child’s inner landscape writ large, where she reigns supreme. But the village in which K. arrives is the projection of a more traumatised inner world, infused with the sense of his own helplessness and despair. When he fails repeatedly to reach the Castle, he doesn’t have the childlike optimism that would spur him to ‘start again’, but simply falls into exhausted resignation.

Perhaps, then, we should use these books to cheerlead for Alice’s ‘positive’ against K.’s ‘negative’ thinking?

If literature and psychoanalysis have taught me anything, it’s the importance of being in touch with the full range of our thoughts and feelings, not just those that make us feel good. Sometimes the feeling of being stuck can be the prelude to an imaginative leap like Alice’s, leaving us feeling like the superhero child triumphing over the world. At others it can leave us feeling like the helpless child defeated by the world. Perhaps you can grab that redundancy package with both hands and reinvent your life. Or perhaps your unhappiness at work has come to feel so much a part of you that you can’t imagine life without it. A fully lived life will be open to both kinds of experience.

Alice’s capacity to say ‘Let’s pretend’, to be imaginatively receptive to any possibility, however strange or outlandish, starts to look peculiarly like an indispensable life skill, a source of adventurousness and courage. The problem is that age will inevitably make us wary of imaginative leaps, and more willing to stay stuck in the known malaise of the present than to leap into an unknown future.



As life goes on, we complain about the unavoidable effects of ageing – on our adolescent skin, our middle-aged memory, our elderly bones. We tend to be less vocal about its corrosive effect on our imagination. Perhaps we are pleased to be rid of our topsy-turvy, whimsical childhood fancies, to leave them behind along with Santa Claus and the Tooth Fairy.

We may be relieved above all to settle into a world of sense, the one so prized by my son’s Reception teacher, in which what we say is what we mean. Carroll opens the door to the child’s experience of language as pleasurable nonsense, a triumph of sound over sense, where there is no necessary correlation between words and things, where crac-pracs are croc-procs. As adults, we tend to use words to secure and clarify our knowledge of the world around us – the objects on which I’m now sitting and writing feel more solid and real when I call them ‘chair’ and ‘desk’. For those who have grown up a little too much, there’s something frightening about imaginative play and its capacity to make all that’s solid dissolve into air.

In Alice’s dreamworlds, as Humpty Dumpty famously says, ‘when I use a word … it means just what I choose it to mean’.8 In the constrained reality of adults, we expect words to have fixed meanings so that we can understand one another. But in the imaginary play of the child, words can be used to make and unmake the world at will.

In growing up, we railroad our words and minds into accepting a constricted version of ‘reality’. This guarantees a certain level of social conformity and life competence. Neither of these benefits should be dismissed. We need to live in a world that is reliable and secure, that will look and feel tomorrow much as it did today. But lose contact entirely with the wild chaos of Wonderland and we cut ourselves off from the fundamental sources of creativity and invention.

In embracing the robust clarity of adulthood, we lose the very thing that can make adulthood rich and meaningful. There is no better way to sap a person’s vitality and creativity than to renounce one’s ‘childish’ imagination in the name of a grey ‘realism’. That realism, sometimes confused with ‘normality’, is not as natural to us as we might believe. Think of the gleeful pleasure we take in the nonsensical narratives and words of our dreams, or the numerous strange ways our unconscious minds express themselves in our ‘slips’ and inexplicable actions.

In other words, we all think and do crazy stuff, even if we dismiss such things as accidents, stuff we didn’t really ‘mean’. Perhaps our creative and imaginative lives – not just in the form of art, but of science, the built environment, business, even politics – would be enhanced if we related to this inner craziness with the unjudging curiosity of Alice, rather than the corrective wagging of a Reception teacher’s finger? Perhaps we might just be saner as well as more creative if we could embrace the illogical and the impossible, instead of dismissing them as aberrations from adult ‘normality’, mere childishness.



The world today, however, seems to be firmly under the sway of the grey realists, for whom the rearing and education of children are matters of their eventual entrance into a society of productive and solvent adults. In this and many other countries, children are subjected to attainment targets in literacy and numeracy from the moment they enter nursery. In the course of schooling, subjects that cultivate imaginative and creative life – art, music, drama, dance – are being squeezed out of curricula in favour of the practical disciplines that better serve the needs of the future economy.

This conception of childhood as adulthood in waiting, a kind of proving ground for the assumption of skills, competencies and responsibilities, is hardly confined to education systems. Childhood as a space of play and unstructured exploration is being lost every day – to child labour and war in poor countries, to the growing pressures of familial and societal expectation in rich ones.

Lost childhood, and its effect on the adults we become, has turned out to be one of the most insistent themes of my daily work in the consulting room. I’m not sure I’ve ever felt the force of that loss more palpably than with Ernesto, a high-flying junior executive in a shipping corporation.

Before completing his American MBA and moving to London, Ernesto had grown up in a wealthy suburb of São Paulo. When I asked him about his earliest memories, he struggled to recall the smallest detail. When I pressed him, he said, ‘I can see myself, maybe two or three, sitting on the carpet of our living room, staring out at the sun on our perfectly manicured lawn.’ Over the years that followed, he and his older sister were told never to run on the grass – ‘You’ll spoil it,’ his father explained.

His detailed memories began only from the age he was old enough to sit at a desk and work. From around the age of five, his parents had instituted a demanding and carefully monitored regime of homework and extracurricular activity – English, Japanese, cello, judo, chess – that left no time for outdoor play or indoor loafing. ‘I remember hearing the doorbell ring and coming out of my bedroom onto the landing,’ Ernesto told me. ‘I could hear the voice but not the words of a kid from down the street on the doorstep, and then my mother’s response, loud and clear: “No, Ernesto is busy. He can’t come out to play now.”’

‘Coming out to play’ became the source of a distressing split in Ernesto’s mind, between the child who longed to claim his own childhood and the compliant miniature adult who had to make his parents’ denigration of play his own. When he dared to ask why he couldn’t occasionally say yes to the visiting kid, his mother looked stricken with disappointment: ‘All these opportunities we give you and this is how you repay us? You want to run around with this kid!’

Ernesto learned to expunge from the repertory of possible occupations anything that fell short of a maximally productive use of his time. No play, but also no laughter, no boredom, no staring out of the window or lying on the grass, nothing that could conceivably interfere with the regime of training in seriousness. For this legacy, Ernesto insisted, he was very grateful to his parents; they had taught him the value of hard work and responsibility.

I caught the true measure of just how comprehensively this regime had shaped Ernesto’s character early on in our work. He arrived one morning visibly fuming and related an abortive effort at starting an office romance. The young woman in question had clearly responded to him, and it wasn’t difficult to see why: he was a model of professional dynamism, chiselled features and sharp tailoring, not to mention impeccable manners. It took still less effort to see why this figure of the corporate knight might be as comical as he was attractive – at least for anyone other than Ernesto himself.

‘So I asked her if she would like to accompany me to dinner,’ he told me, fixing his gaze on mine, ‘and she laughed in my face.’

‘Hmm. Just laughed? No words?’

‘Oh yes, words! You know what she asked me! “Why? Do you need accompanying to dinner?” Do I need accompanying to dinner!’ he repeated, then sat for a moment, wide-eyed and open-mouthed. ‘Like she was trying to humiliate me. Do I look like I need accompanying to dinner? I had a mind to tell her no, I certainly do not. I am not a child, I can assure you! But I was unsettled. I just smiled weakly, and said, “Well, let me know,” and walked away.’

I was aware of just how close I was to playing out a version of the same scene by bursting out laughing. I was rescued only by the intense and entirely real distress and fury I could see in his face as he now sat silently, eyes boring into the floor. I remarked that she seemed to have left him feeling very angry indeed.

Radiating incredulity, he replied, ‘You were expecting perhaps a different reaction, Dr Cohen?’ Ernesto’s English, like everything else he’d learned, was just a little too immaculate, as though he’d acquired fluency purely by binge-watching 1950s government information films.

I paused. ‘Well, it sounds to me like she was having fun. You, on the other hand, were not.’

‘On that point you are most certainly correct! But perhaps this is a failure of mine? Perhaps if you asked a lady to dinner and she laughed in your face and made a sarcastic remark, you would think it was all great fun.’

We were silent for a while and he shuffled agitatedly in his seat, evidently as furious with me as he’d been with her. Eventually I said, ‘You seem to be enjoying this exchange about as much as you enjoyed that one.’

He looked by this point like a man holding on for dear life to the last, fraying thread of his courtesy. ‘It seems as though this is some kind of a joke to you. Perhaps you’re trying to make a point, but I’m afraid I am not grasping it.’

‘You feel I’m just teasing you, just like you felt she was.’

This seemed to stop him in his tracks for a moment. ‘Aren’t you? And wasn’t she?’

I was quiet again as he rubbed his palms together, looking agonised. ‘I just think that if you ask a simple question, you should be able to expect a simple answer. But in my experience, and I mean no disrespect to them, this is not what young women do. You know, this is not the first time this has happened! I have asked other young women to dinner since I arrived in this country, and almost every one of them has laughed or said something that sounded mocking. From which I have reluctantly concluded I hold no appeal for the fairer sex. I sense this amuses you.’

I’m tempted to say that Ernesto was formulating a theory of verbal communication here, the basic outline of which was that there should be no gap between what we say and what we mean. To be ambiguous, to play with the meanings of one’s words instead of stating them as plainly as possible, was a kind of wilful cruelty.

Never having learned to play, Ernesto was another anti-Alice. He clung to his rigidity of thought and action as though his life depended on it. The strict correspondence between words and meanings was a principle of quasi-religious faith for him. Jokes offended this principle, so any joke addressed to him could only be at his expense; he could never hear in it an invitation to laugh with it or to participate in it, to join in the game. But then, how could he? He had no idea how to play it, barely an idea it was a game at all.

Once I got past the comic absurdity of this predicament, I found it made me deeply sad. Ernesto’s character, it seemed to me, had been formed by a profound emotional deprivation, an exclusion from his daily life of a basic human impulse. Now he was a handsome and successful young man who couldn’t get a date. Having been conditioned to disdain play, he was unable to see why it was so central to human relationships, especially the kind driven by sexual desire. ‘She just teased me,’ he complained, apparently deaf and blind to the possibility of teasing as a vehicle of mutual interest and seduction.

Ernesto gave me some sense of what can happen when parents or other adults denigrate play. The teasing that upset him so much was a kind of verbal sport, playing on the different ways he might have taken what she said. On the surface, ‘Do you need accompanying to dinner?’ signifies ‘Are you a little boy who can’t eat by himself?’ This was all Ernesto could hear – no wonder he was so affronted. Lacking the feel for play, he couldn’t pick up the more seductive undercurrent: ‘Or are you a man asking out a woman?’

Childhood play, in other words, doesn’t end with childhood. And it






ii ‘Now you’ve spoiled it!’: Bunny Morison














































































iii ‘Dined on raw squirrels …’: Scout Finch
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