

[image: A Mindfulness Guide for the Frazzled]





[image: Penguin Books]





Ruby Wax



A MINDFULNESS GUIDE FOR THE FRAZZLED


[image: Penguin Books]






Contents

Foreword

Chapter 1 Why FRAZZLED?

Chapter 2 Mindfulness: Who? What? Why?

Chapter 3 How Our Brains Work and the Science behind Mindfulness

Chapter 4 A Depressing Interlude

Chapter 5 The Six-week Mindfulness Course

Chapter 6 The Social Mind: Mindful Relationships

Chapter 7 Mindfulness for Parents, Babies and Children

Chapter 8 Mindfulness for Older Kids and Teenagers

Chapter 9 Mindfulness and Me

Appendices

Acknowledgements

Follow Penguin



I’d like to thank Maddy, Max and Marina Bye, 
Mark Williams and me.

Oh, and my husband, Ed, though I wanted to just keep it with ‘Ms’.

And also my editor, Joanna Bowen (but that really ruins the idea).



[image: image]
Looked on favourably by the Dalai Lama.





Foreword

Who am I?

For those of you who have absolutely no idea of who I am, here’s a short synopsis of my life so far …

I’m not one for blaming my parents for my depression (the nature/ nurture argument is ongoing), but here is a little background on them which may show I didn’t have a chance. Both of them escaped Austria in a bit of a rush: had they not stepped on it fast, I wouldn’t be writing this now because I wouldn’t exist; you’d be reading blank pages. Luckily, I come from a long line of Jewish people who spent their lives fleeing one country for the next, carrying our grandmothers and our coffee tables on our backs. The minute we set up camp somewhere, we’d have to flee again. I’ve inherited this syndrome of always moving on, searching for safety; trying, but never managing, to find home.

Once my parents hit those American shores, my father set up a sausage-casing empire and became known as the Casing King of Chicago. He was feared by all, especially those who were farm animals of the pork variety. Without going into too much detail, casings are made from pig intestines and encompass the blended-together bits of animal to make up a sausage. I was all set to inherit his empire, but politely declined.

My mother had a fear of dirt and spent most of her life on her knees chasing dustballs. Her method of child-rearing was based on Grimm’s Fairy Tales, in which children are cooked in a pie for not washing their hands before dinner, after having had their thumbs snipped off for good measure. For more details on my parents, such as how my mother used to hunt down crumbs across enormous land masses, I point you to my first book, How Do You Want Me?

My parents neither spared the rod nor spoiled the child. Whenever I was punished, I secretly made a list of how much money I would charge them for each mental assault. The bill was enormous. I was never reimbursed, but they did send me to summer camp, and paid to have my teeth straightened. I thought that was nice of them, so I reduced the debt.

I was happy for two months each summer, learning the spirit of competition, from tossing a javelin to the extreme sport of canoeing. We were told, if we were losing, not to be afraid to use a handgun. It was called Camp Agawak, which probably means ‘go for the jugular’ in Native American; and the message was: Beat the opposition at all costs. Conquer! Conquer! Conquer!

Meanwhile, in high school I was the class joke and was, charmingly, called ‘Tusks’, as my front teeth resembled those of a wildebeest. I had to wear braces for ten years to move them back into the same time zone as the rest of me. Needless to say, I was not an attractive child. Yes, I know it’s hard to believe, looking at me now.

As far as becoming a performer was concerned, I was not an instant success. In high school I was cast as ‘Earthworm’ in Hello, Dolly!. (It was not a big role.) But, with absolutely no experience or talent in my pocket, I moved to London, completely deluded, to become a great classical actress. I lived in a bedsit for the first ten years. The decor made it look like someone had haemorrhaged in there, and there was no heating, so I had to straddle my hairdryer to survive the frozen winters. I auditioned for every drama school but failed to get a place, despite the fact that I did a brilliant (in my mind) Juliet in a cardboard wimple that I made myself. (Never wear one: it’s impossible to walk through a doorway without ripping your neck off.)

Jump cut … I ended up, through sheer drive, getting into the Royal Shakespeare Company; through sheer drive, I made a career in television that lasted twenty-five years; through sheer drive, I married and created a family … and I drove myself so hard with that same sheer drive that, seven years ago, I crashed, burned and drove off the cliffs of sanity. Shortly thereafter, I was institutionalized and sat on a chair for months, too terrified to get up. I had suffered depression all my life, but this episode was the Big Kahuna.

My ‘aha’ moment came when I realized I had used my success as armour to cover the chaos inside me. I’d created a fabrication, like those smiling cardboard cut-outs of showgirls in Vegas. I was just a front; and, behind the front, no one was at home. I have noticed that celebrity is a fantastic antidote to a dysfunctional early life. However, after this deepest of deep depressions, I thought I’d cut the cord of show business and move on, which was smart, because I was, in any case, becoming less popular. (I knew things were slipping when I found myself cutting a red ribbon to open a Costa at Heathrow. Terminal Three.)

I thought it would be a good time to reinvent myself and, while I was at it, find out who, exactly, had been inhabiting my brain all those years. Jump cut, again … I started to study mindfulness-based cognitive therapy. I never do anything by half, so I did it at Oxford University and got my Masters, too – and before I forget, did I mention I was awarded an OBE this year? So maybe it was worth all the agony … but probably not.

A Mindfulness Guide for the FRAZZLED

‘What does she mean by this title?’ ‘Why has she picked this topic?’ ‘How much do you think she’s being paid for writing this book?’ ‘Do you think anyone will buy it?’ ‘How old is she saying she is now?’ ‘I never liked her TV shows.’

These are just some of the comments I’ve overheard from people who read my last book, Sane New World. Let me answer the first question: what do I mean by the title?

A neurobiologist might say that someone is ‘stuck in a state of “frazzle”.’ They mean that, for this person, constant stress is overloading their nervous system, flooding it with cortisol and adrenaline; their attention is fixed on what’s worrying them and not the job in hand, which can lead to burn-out. (I swear I didn’t know that ‘frazzled’ was a technical word when I came up with the title of this book, so I must be incredibly smart and intuitive.)

Second question: why did I pick this topic? Well, I have spent most of my waking hours (and some of the sleeping ones) in the Land of Frazzledom, so I feel qualified to act as an expert tourist guide, pointing out some of the more notable swamplands of confusion and self-doubt. Take comfort in knowing that you are not alone in these lands. I’ve come to the conclusion that we’re all in this together: many reside in the Land of Frazzledom, and we’re all trying to find some kind of exit route. I’ve also decided that, rather than spending our time complaining, or pointing our finger at problems outside in the world for making us feel so unhinged, we need to learn to navigate those sharp rocks of uncertainty and bewilderment. In this book, I’ll give you some recommendations for the best holiday destinations to rest and refuel.

PERSONAL STORY

It’s November, I’m in the Ritz Hotel, London, and my mind is in a kind of haze; a thick, grey fog. I’m not sure what brought me to this event, or even how I got here. I ask what charity it’s in aid of. A large, moustachioed woman in a cat-hair cardigan tells me: ‘Save the puffin’. She happens to be the spokesperson for the charity and later gives a moving speech, in that ‘wee’ Scottish brogue, about how difficult it is for puffins to land on the rocks in the Orkneys because of the strong winds, and that once they have managed to land and lay their (one) egg, they have big problems stopping it blowing away. No mention of global warming, just that the birds can’t land there any more.

The world is melting down, and I’m listening to someone talking about how hard puffins have it. I have to restrain myself from shouting, Why don’t you just ship them all to Miami? End of problem.

Every three to five years, this fog would come down and I would have a spell of depression … but they didn’t have a name for it back then. It was called ‘having a turn’ – or a ‘whoopsie’, as my parents liked to call it. So, for example, they would say my mother was having a ‘whoopsie’ when she was cleaning the ceiling with a wet wipe. I could never tell when I’d flipped, but a big clue was that I’d end up at events like the Save the Puffin one I’ve just described above. I probably kept up a frenzy of activity to show the world and myself that nothing was wrong with me and that my behaviour was perfectly normal. I was trying to disguise the fact that I had lost my mind. It was like putting a plaster over a tumour.

Another time, shortly after the puffin event that November, I found myself about to do a scuba dive under Brighton Pier as part of my diver’s licence. I was frozen blue, my teeth were clanging, weights were being added to my belt … and then I dropped in a straight line to thirty feet below and found myself looking at a shopping trolley and a flip-flop. Where were the reefs? The parrotfish? It seemed to me that other people got those things in their life, but all I got was a trolley and a flip-flop …

Now, a little background on how I came to study mindfulness-based cognitive therapy. The only reason – and, I repeat, the only reason – I went for it was because of the impressive scientific evidence proving that it has the highest success rate in treating a whole pot-pourri of physical and mental disorders.

I chose to study it because I had been taken to the cleaners by every psychological intervention known to man (and woman), from plain vanilla therapy (where I talked about how nuts my parents were for so long I turned it into a one-woman show) to alternative therapeutic bizarreties such as hitting a pillow with a bat for three days while calling it Daddy, then giving it a funeral, burying it and mourning it. I’m ashamed to say I did do a session of rebirthing, where they stuck me in a bathtub with a snorkel and, afterwards, pulled me out by my heels. (It was just as bad as the first time around.) Don’t get me going, but I also went to a person who wore medieval attire and said she channelled Merlin yet spoke in her own San Diego accent, albeit with some ‘thou’s and ‘m’lud’s thrown in. Her husband, in jerkin, tights, and octopus hat with jester bells, served mead. (I could go on, but it’s for another book.) Call me crazy, but after all this, I decided that science was the best way forward.

So, after my last bout of depression seven years ago, I promised myself I’d learn to somehow lasso my wild mind and take some action. Obsessed, I plunged into research mode, scouring science journals and papers. Here’s what I found. With depression alone, for those who’ve had three or more episodes, mindfulness-based cognitive therapy yields a 60 per cent chance of preventing relapse. What really hooked me was the fact that you do it on your own: no running to shrinks shouting, ‘Fix me!’ at all hours … and the best news of all is: it’s free (being a Jew, for me that’s half the cure). Initially, I thought that ‘mindfulness’ meant sitting erect on a hillock, your legs in a knot, humming a mantra that was probably the phone book sung backwards. But I was still prepared to give it a whirl.

Let me make it clear that I take medication for my depression, just as you would for any other physical illness. However, if antidepressants carried a guarantee, no one would ever relapse, and yet most of us do … many times. This is why I’ve added meditation to my medication. Think of it as wearing two condoms: double protection.

I hope I’m not sounding too evangelical; mindfulness works for me, but each one of us has a different fingerprint and you should follow whatever works for you. If you want to crawl to Lourdes and smooch Our Lady’s feet and it makes you feel better, go for it.

Anyway, I happened to have recently received my Masters in mindfulness-based cognitive therapy from Oxford. (Can I please start calling it MBCT? It gets tiring spelling it all out the whole time.) So that’s why this book is about MBCT.

What’s between the Covers?

Chapter 1: Why FRAZZLED? All this evolution, and we’re still not perfect. Even though we’re up on all twos, can miraculously balance on seven-inch heels and have the largest brain of all in the animal kingdom, we’re still half cooked.

This chapter is about us, and why our wisdom isn’t up to speed.

Chapter 2: Mindfulness: Who? What? Why? What is this thing called mindfulness, and why would we need it? What, in our own brains, is keeping us from that elusive concept ‘happiness’?

Chapter 3: How Our Brains Work and the Science behind Mindfulness In this chapter, I show off how smart I am, giving neurological evidence as to why MBCT is so effective when dealing with stress. By stress, I don’t mean you had a bad-hair day, I mean the stress that eventually helps to shorten your life.

Chapter 4: A Depressing Interlude I had a bit of a depression after writing Chapter 3, so, after a long gap, I wrote Chapter 4 … It will all make sense when you read it.

Chapter 5: The Six-week Mindfulness Course MBCT is normally taught in an eight-week training course. After that, it’s up to you to practise what you have learnt. It’s no longer about running to someone and asking them to help patch up your broken psyche; now you are in charge. I’ll provide an easy and amusing six-week MBCT course. (In case you’re worried, my interpretation of the course has been approved by my professor at Oxford, Mark Williams, a co-founder of the discipline of MBCT; I didn’t just make it up last night and think, ‘What the hell, who’s going to find out?’)

Chapter 6: The Social Mind: Mindful Relationships This chapter is all about using mindfulness to improve relationships with friends, family, community, country and the world. We only survive and flourish because of others, so I’d say that skilful bonding is probably the number-one skill to go for. Basically, this chapter contains my top tips on empathy.

Chapter 7: Mindfulness for Parents, Babies and Children In this chapter I will offer some mindfulness exercises for parents to use with their children, and for parents to use on themselves. (Before we even get to the kids, we have to fix the parents. If they aren’t aware of their own issues, their kids don’t stand a chance.)

Chapter 8: Mindfulness for Older Kids and Teenagers If you try to give any advice to your teen, you’ll be as effective as an irritating, buzzing mosquito that just won’t die. The only way they’ll deign even to think about the benefits of being able to focus their mind and lower their stress level is if they suss that it’ll help them to deal with peer pressure, exam pressure and every other pressure that breaks out during that hailstorm of hormones. I’m also including a bit about mindfulness in schools: the successful and widely used .b (dot b) programme.

Chapter 9: Mindfulness and Me In this chapter I’ll be putting my money where my mind is by having my brain scanned before and after an intensive silent retreat which involves seven hours of mindfulness practice a day. I’ll be keeping a journal throughout my silence … unless they take my pen away.

Appendices A couple of scientific bits to back me up.

… and finally, some Notes from a Madwoman: Throughout this book I’ll be dropping in snippets of personal stories. When I do this, you’ll know, because it will look like this.
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1

Why Frazzled?

We are all frazzled, all of us … well, most of us … well, some of my friends are. When I say ‘us’, I’m referring to the ‘us’ in the free world who live relatively scot-free of invasion, hunger, plague and the raining-down of frogs; the lucky ‘us’ who’ve won the jackpot by being born in the right place at the right time. And yet we, the winners, complain of stress. Why can’t we enjoy the fact we can live to 109 and still keep our own teeth? We should be popping the champagne cork for the simple fact we’re breathing. I, too, am guilty of creating stress where there doesn’t need to be any. While I’m writing this book, I’m incredibly stressed: paranoid that I’m spelting everything’’s rite. I should be stressed when a bomb is about to drop on my head, not because I don’t know where, commas, go ir indeed ani punktuation? It’s the thinking about stress that stresses us out, not the incidents themselves.

When I say that we are in a state of emergency, I don’t mean the terror, both real and imagined, that lurks, about an impending Third World War triggered by anyone from the nut-job who runs North Korea to the endless other nut-jobs in charge of their countries. No, the emergency I’m talking about is that unless we wake soon from our sleepwalking state, we’re on a downhill slide of our own making; in terms of evolution – emotionally, anyway – we’re heading back to being on all fours. We have sent rockets into space to explore the cosmos but have for some reason neglected to explore ourselves. We just keep trying to achieve and compete, with absolutely no insight as to why. We need to set an alarm clock to shake ourselves out of this stupor, to get us out of the mindset where we brood and worry, and bring ourselves, literally, to our senses. That’s the only way to experience life: not through words, but through sight, smell, sound, touch, taste … how many forkfuls have you shoved into your mouth today and actually tasted? I don’t know when, historically, we fell asleep at the wheel, because we definitely began our existence awake; as primitive beings, we were awake to the sound of every cracking twig and every twitching bush. Now, however, we just tunnel our way through life on autopilot, as fast as we can, to get our stuff done and neatly put away in drawers.

We should be struggling to evolve towards living a peaceful life, not just finishing the next chore on the list, believing that, when it’s done, then we’ll start living. No more postponement: it’s getting late in the day. Either we learn how to wake up now or we sleepwalk into death.

The Evolution of Our Brains

Like it or not, we all started as a tiny individual cell. In order to understand who we are today, we need to give a nod to our protoplasmic past. It wasn’t even all that long ago when we began; only for the last 200,000 years have we been truly modern, erect humans; before that we were fish, lizards and an assortment of apes. (Not the most sophisticated of lineages.) Most of us are hopelessly unaware of the extent to which we’re held hostage by our moronic beginnings.

In some ways, we’ve achieved a lot (i.e. being able to make devilled eggs), but as far as our emotional development is concerned we’re still swimming with the pond scum. My opinion is that we need to take into consideration the influence of our roots in our prehistoric past. We can pretend to be civilized, with our teas and our scones, but, underneath, the primitive still beats its drum.

The very first thing to develop, and something we share with other mammals, is a brain that ensures survival. This means that we, like other mammals, are always on the lookout for danger. There’s this endless search for happiness, but let me ruin your day by telling you that we are in fact natural-born pessimists because, that way, we keep the species going. We have to be ready for danger. This is why we have a leaning to the negative rather than the rosy. Someone once said that for every five negative thoughts we have only one positive one. But in this culture it’s not the unexpected meteorite that’s going to nix us but things like deadlines and mortgage repayments; you can’t run away from the national deficit.

The problem is that we’re unaware that part of our brains still plays by the rules of 500 million years ago. I’m talking about the ‘kill and mate’ school of thought. As evolved as we think we are, we’re still cave folk with Stone Age brains, but now we’re trying to deal with the complexities of the twenty-first century. This could be the reason why we need so many shrinks and so much medication.

In the beginning, things were fine: we lived in tribes with our family members. We all shared the same genes, so we trusted and protected each other. The bad thing about that is the bit about all being related to each other, which caused infinite mutations; some of our cousins had more fingers than they needed, others had feet that grew backwards. The problems began when tribes started to expand, cities grew up and civilization developed. Then we had to make rules to control our deeper, darker desires, i.e. don’t sleep with your sister. Freud tried to help us rein in our ids, but our baser, primordial selves are still sliming around under the surface. Repression doesn’t help; that savage inside is always lurking, ready to let it rip.

The Evolution of Stress

Earlier in our existence, life was tough, but no one died of stress. They died of disease. They died because of old age (around twenty-two and a half), accidents, childbirth, bad teeth … but not from stress.

There was no word for stress, so no one complained about it.

My theory is that the concept of stress kicked in only when we came up with language. We could no longer just sling a spear, now we had thoughts with words that gave us internal reviews of how well or badly we flung it. Usually, they were bad.

Don’t get me wrong: a lot of good has come out of thinking. I’m thinking right now and probably you are, too, so that’s good. But with this new consciousness came stress.

Then the floodgates opened because we needed more space in our brains to fit in all that thinking, so around 100,000 years ago (I can’t give you an exact date), out of the blue, we found that our brains had grown about three times bigger in size. It could have been the weather, or a tilt of the planet, but we had a big mental-growth spurt. Probably the reason we had to get up on all twos was to keep all that grey matter balanced on our necks. As soon as we had our extra-large brain, we started to wonder what we could fill it with. One great thing about the leap in brain size was that we could stop grovelling in the mud like our cousin the ape and begin to invent things, like bubble wrap. Stress came with these great inventions because we had to repair them, insure them and change their batteries; no one was going to do it for us, certainly not our ape friends (who are still of no use, except to amuse us with what they can do with a banana).

Our big brains pushed us to conquer new frontiers; we filled up the Earth with shopping centres and nail bars, but then what? So we became pioneers of thought, using technology instead of the Conestoga wagon to raise our flag in new and far-off lands, hurtling out our opinions, political stances, our likes and dislikes, no longer on foot but through the Internet.

We were lulled into thinking that, with the dawn of computers (thanks, Bill G.), they would do all the boring stuff and allow us to chase butterflies or flower-arrange. It turns out we’re now stuck with doing the boring stuff, while the computers are having the time of their lives: hacking into the World Bank, giving Stephen Hawking an American accent. I predict that we’ll eventually be so redundant that we’ll all be replaced and devolve into a technological accessory.

The Crammed Brain

No one is addressing the exhausted elephant in the room: why are we making our lives more difficult? Why do we stuff ourselves full of so much detritus? We put all that garbage in there – why can’t we just scoop it out again? There’s not going to be some test at the end of our lives, so why are we cramming so much? I know I’m at my limit. I’ve had to send my memory to the cloud now, and I don’t know how to get it back down again.

Zillions of bits of information downloading into computers with more processing power than Apollo mission control are coursing up to your brain through your fingertips. David Levitan writes, ‘Today, just to communicate with friends, not counting work, each of us produces on average 100,000 words every day, there are 21,274 TV stations and it will take 17 lifetimes, if you live to be 158 in each life, to get through all the channels on your TV’ – and most of them are crap. We take in all that information at a cost; it’s exhausting to try to figure out what we need and what is trivia. We’re so clogged up upstairs it’s difficult to make sensible decisions: should I worry about Iceland defrosting or about getting the right toothpaste? Our brains are not computers, they don’t need charging; they need to rest, and there is no rest. Who has time to rest? … It’s become a dirty word. The only time you can legitimately rest is when you’re in the restroom. Every tweet, Facebook entry and text is sucking out your energy. That’s why you always forget where you parked your car.

While we complain that our ‘to do’ lists are endless, let us not forget that we begat those lists; no one from outer space came when we weren’t looking and implanted ‘the list’ in our brains. Okay, let’s say we really do need to jot down a few things of importance, like needing to buy milk or to have a colonoscopy, but when that ‘things that must be done’ list goes into the hundreds per day, we should be concerned. Maybe we keep adding new things in the fear that, if we ever got through our list, we’d have no purpose, no reason to take another step. If you were suddenly list-less, would you just grind to a halt? What happens when that happens? Even though everyone complains about how much stuff they have to do, what would they do if they had nothing to do? ‘To do or not to do, that is the question.’ People who haven’t got a single open three-minute slot in their day because they’re dashing from meetings to lunches to workouts to appointments to cocktails are thought of in our society as great achievers, they are role models, but in my opinion (and I say this with compassion) they should be burnt at the stake for making many of us feel inadequate.

Other creatures know what they’re doing. Birds, for example, migrate thousands of miles to lay an egg and then fly all the way back to where they came from for more random sex; no one complains. We, who don’t have to swim, fly or canter a thousand miles, are dropping from exhaustion for no other reason than that we are trying to keep up with the next guy … who’s keeping up with the next guy, who’s heading toward a full nervous breakdown. To be human is to stand up and claim your weakness. If you do that, others around you will feel compassion and empathy (little-used qualities), and that’s how the world will recover from its diseases of greed and narcissism.

We need to wake up and notice the signals that our minds and bodies are giving us; to slow down sometimes and notice the scenery. I don’t mean for ever, just to stop for petrol once in a while before going back to the race we call life. I know a neuroscientist who recently had a severe heart attack. You’d think he’d know something about brains. He’d know that they don’t run for ever on two hours’ sleep and 400 hours of work a week. He announced after only three days that he was not going to take a single day off work and would resume his lectures from his hospital bed, plugged into a lung machine and nasal feeding tubes, thus proving that neuroscientists can also be idiots.

Comparison

Another thing that is frazzling us is that we constantly compare ourselves to other people, always sniffing around to find out who’s top gun. In the natural world, a female honeybee larva can grow up to be either a queen or a worker, depending on what food it’s fed. Hives are complex social structures with different kinds of workers, such as harvesters, nurses and cleaners; there are no footballer-wife bees or celebrity bees. Everyone gets fed and there is no competition; the cleaner bee wouldn’t dream of being a nurse bee. We, however, feel we need to do it all: be the queen, lay the eggs, clean, breed, and learn to hula-hoop at the same time. This is why we end up on Xanax and bees don’t. Anyway, I know about comparison: it’s one of the ingredients of my neurotic soup.

I’m in Edinburgh feeling miserable, and I’m trying to figure out why. On the surface, everything is running smoothly – my show, my life, my work – so what’s wrong? I finally come up with a reason.

I am at a dinner, sitting next to Brian Cox. I am sick to my stomach because he is a molecular geneticist, astrophysicist, seeker, particle physicalist, quantum-electro-hydro-collidist.

He’s beautiful and looks ten years old. This is hitting one of my triggers: comparison. I try to pull out something from the empty space called my brain, giving it my best shot. I say, tongue sticking to the roof of my mouth, ‘If there are infinite parallel universes, which means that there are zillions of “me”s, how am I able to put food in my mouth with one fork?’

Maybe he thinks I have a point, so he continues telling me that 600,000 years ago, when there was finally enough oxygen, a cell filled with mitochondria (I nod as if I know what this is) from some piece of fungus started to breathe in oxygen, while another cell breathed out methane. I have no cards to play. I think I might pretend to faint.

The gap of silence grows too long, and he refocuses, on to a guy across from us, and tells him that scientists can determine how far a cell can migrate from central Africa to Egypt. The guy doesn’t respond, so I’m thinking he’s as stupid as me, but then Brian tells me he’s the world’s leading cosmologist. I shrivel. Carlos Frenk (look him up on YouTube; I did and almost choked to death). The evening doesn’t end well. I might have drunk too much. No one asked for my phone number.

It’s that old chestnut ‘comparison’ that drives us mad. Some people are satisfied with their lot – I know they’re out there in the country somewhere, among the trees, growing their own chickens, pulling udders for a living and sitting around the fire roasting marshmallows. As for the rest of us, we’re assaulted by messages from the ether, about what we don’t have but should have if we want to be cool. It’s no longer just about keeping up with your neighbour but about leaving that neighbour in the dust, seething with resentment.

Comparison goes way back. ‘Why isn’t my cave dress as nice as Fran’s?’ ‘Why don’t I have a bigger codpiece?’ It’s always the same – ‘Why? Why? Why?’ – and that’s what makes us stressed. We strive, we strive, and we strive some more. It’s always been the way: we suffer from conceits and illusions that tear us apart; we’re like hungry ghosts, always seeking, wanting, yearning for something. Soon there will be epitaphs that read: ‘She died of envy’ or ‘He croaked because his car was too small.’

The title of my theme song is ‘Never Good Enough’. When I’m with the highly brainy, I turn into my thirteen-year-old moron self. I’m suddenly in the back of the class, useless and gormless, with my protruding teeth. The longer I’m with these people, the less able I become to articulate anything, which makes me feel that I’m even lower down the ladder of intelligence. I usually try to keep them talking so they don’t find out that I know nothing.

I recently asked Lord, Professor, Dr, surgeon and all-round genius Robert Winston to have tea with me. He has honorary doctorates from sixteen universities; I have half a one. When I was in a particularly cocky mood, after he’d seen my show at the Hay Festival and complimented me on it, I asked, and he agreed and suggested we meet




Choice



Autopilot





When Autopilot is Useful


	On a long train ride through Siberia with people sitting on your head it’s so crowded

	When you have to go shopping with your mother

	When you have to watch a school play your kid’s not in

	When you’re plucking a chicken (I haven’t, but I’ve heard)

	Being at Glastonbury and needing to go to the toilet

	Being a dinner guest in Japan and your host is serving pufferfish (not to be confused with puffin). It can kill you



When Autopilot isn’t Useful

	During sex (sometimes)

	When you’re eating in a Michelin five-star restaurant

	On any holiday with your children

	When you’re tightrope walking



Multitasking



Past and Future Thinking




When Past and Future Thinking is Helpful

	Oh, I remember, this is the man who tried to mug me last month; maybe I should cross the street

	Oh, this is where the hole in the pavement was that I fell into and broke my skull; maybe I should walk around it



When Past and Future Thinking isn’t Helpful

	I ate a really bad snail when I was nine so if I see anything that looks like a snail I have to kill it, even if it’s a hat that looks like a snail

	I reported a man who was wearing a badly fitting toupee for sexual harassment. Now whenever I see someone with a bad toupee I scream, ‘Rapist!’ and run away







Loneliness






The Search for Happiness






	You just crossed the Himalayas with no food for two weeks and suddenly see a rabbit

	After fifty years of searching, you found your birth mother … and she’s rich

	You’ve just been told the diagnosis was wrong: you haven’t got something terminal

	You were blind and now you can see, and you live in Barbados























Contentment



The Future of Humanity





Conclusion
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