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    To everyone who has taught me 

      

    



  	
        
            
            The messages that go to and fro have to be received and given in love. It is as if love is the flour without which nothing will hold together. 
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Introduction  
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The writing here for me is like the contents of a sketch book where we sketch things down roughly. We can revise and rework and add and do our best to present something interesting, or something that surprises us and is not too tedious for the reader. But for me writing can also become a tedious activity and after a short while the desire to write anything just stops like a well drying up. I need then to be in nature or amongst people, or do ordinary things like paint the garden gate, or so many other things that are miraculous and every day. One could say that writing is just part of that everyday activity also that somehow helps us live. Unfortunately though perhaps, in order to live we have to live in the world, which is not our own. This world includes the ‘creations’ of others, that is how our world has been created through innumerable efforts (of good faith too) by others, conscience and creativity but also innumerable cruelties and mistakes, graspings at reality to form it in our own image. We don’t belong anywhere else and that is our problem. We are deeply violent too. We see this more easily as we get older. We can try to change things but those changes themselves become  misguided and what they missed becomes part of new revolutions in people’s lives. But what they missed does not have to be anything ‘good’. What is missed could easily be something ‘bad’ or evil that we have not recognised or passed over but still remains like a bulb in winter. Some of the sketches here have taken a long time to be gathered together as one’s ‘here-ness’ or place in the world seems often overwhelming even to think about. There are many things I despise that others love. We are all like this. We have to live together like this. The offerings here are sketches, some more polished than others, reflecting the precariousness of trying to understand or describe being here in the world. Some are like internal dialogues, some external with an imaginary other. But they have all been thought about a lot. Many years ago an old friend asked me how I felt. I replied that I felt like a loose tooth. She didn’t understand at first. I said I felt like a bird living on one of those sheer cliffs, perched high up on an impossible ledge. Such are perhaps the feelings of being here - the ‘here-ness’ - that provokes me most to sketch anything. It feels as if I am about to come loose or fall and writing steadies me for a while as if my wings will hold. 

These sketches also trace out fragments of the becoming involved in practising as a ‘talking cure’ therapist. It is through this lens as a counsellor and psychotherapist that I write most of these sketches as that work has come to mean so much to me. If I had become a carpenter I would be writing in a different way. They seem to have been created through a side-effect of being with others in therapy but reflect a life almost lived (in the sense of not fully lived as fulfilling one’s potential and also as one coming to its end). In a previous short book, it seemed like sketches like this were a random collection of thoughts that begin to show a pattern reflecting the collector (see On Friendship), and this is also the case here although both collections are loose. I have found that we cannot take ourselves out of the picture even if we make an effort not to be in it, like taking a photograph. The photographer is always there. As I said before, we try to express ourselves in whatever we do, be it the conscientious litter picker or the vain quantum physicist. So, here in order not to lie to you the reader I am probably just doing that, expressing my self whatever that is. Sketching the self. You could say that perhaps all of life’s work in its entirety for all of us is a self-portrait. It is a strange experience to even try as often what comes out is a vanity in oneself simply in being oneself. I don’t like such narcissism but have not avoided it often. 

The title was going to be, On Freedom, linked to aspiring to something which perhaps we all want but cannot describe or know properly. However, I changed it to The Red Hat Society to see this from another angle. Amongst vague notions of wanting to be very wealthy and ‘successful’ (whatever that means) other notions hold a stronger sway over perhaps many of us when we think of freedom. What comes to mind for me are the hours as a child spent staring up at the stars in our exiled garden, away from the chaos, as if slowly being absorbed into the starry universe with its huge empty spaces which nevertheless offered an imaginary welcome and recognition. But the universe must be indifferent to us of course. We hear on television programs now that we are all just stardust but there was a longing on that childhood garden wall to be more than that. Are we not all like this in some way? It is a longing which still insists even given the indifferences of some distant galaxy or point of light. We should not even assign such a personal attribute to the universe. It is only people who are indifferent to each other. The universe is beyond such things. A different register of species. But still looking up at the stars, the cold ridge of the capstones pressing into my back, there was something about a notion of ‘being free’ which I couldn’t and still don’t quite understand. It vaguely has something to do with not being caught up in what others demand and so being free of people in some important way. The privacy of our lives however is always counterintuitively held in place by the publicity of our lives also. It is why lovers grow tired of each other, and recognisable achievements become dead to the touch. We seem to be held in some balance, some oscillating space between the private and the public that is essential to our wellbeing. If either space claims a hegemony it becomes corrupt or toxic and we enter into a despair which at first may be unnoticeable. Thus the despair of even the best dictatorships whether public or private. This is a sketch book then noting that oscillation of despair of being in this world, a kind of wrestling match that we all have to win, even up to the very moment of a defeat. If some of the writing here looks like a poem it certainly is not meant to be. Spaces and line endings are more about pauses to breathe and think, or for the effect of space than any metre or rhyme. Many of these sketches need to be read aloud or even acted as if on stage. 

Any characters portrayed in this collection are fictional, with any resemblance to actual people purely accidental, including sketches which appear like fragments of case studies. 

What are you trying to be free of?  

Many people come to therapy because they want to be free of something although that might not be clear initially. Freedom
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