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Preface

What are you thinking about? I am thinking about Benedict Cumberbatch. Even right now (cheekbones), writing this (green-blue-grey eyes), I am (tight-trousered thighs) thinking about (mouth) Benedict Cumberbatch.

I am writing this between thoughts of Benedict Cumberbatch, and I am writing this under photos of Benedict Cumberbatch, including that Vanity Fair cover where he has one arm behind his head and the other tugging at the waistband of his trousers. It is the most horizontal that a man could look in a vertical portrait. The photographer, my stand-in, is surely straddling him.

I am writing this from inside Benedict Cumberbatch. His face on a hoodie my husband ordered from the internet for my Christmas present, and which I put on every morning as I tiptoe out of the bedroom to come here. ‘Do you know how many Benedict Cumberbatch hoodies there are on the internet?’ my husband asked me, eyebrow raised, after I unwrapped it. Yes, I do: 3803.

That’s a lot of people inside Benedict Cumberbatch. What are we all doing in there? What am I doing in the spare room, lit only by the laptop’s false dawn, while my family sleeps? Why am I, a wife and mother, creeping off in the dark to think about celebrity thighs? Why am I, a grown woman, sticking up pictures of a heartthrob on my wall? Not even in nice frames but torn out of magazines and stuck on with Blu Tack! It will ruin the paint with greasy stains, like the join-the-dots pattern I left behind on the walls of my teenage bedroom. Why do I use my precious scraps of free time to watch GIFs animate on a loop, like they’re not actually a slightly moving image but a full-length feature movie? A really amazing movie, because I reach the climax every two seconds: that same moment, over and again, when a man I don’t know takes off his scarf. Five stars. Would do again. And again. And again so many more times that I forget to take the bread out of the freezer for school lunches. Later, as I manhandle the contorted icy wads into lunchboxes, I’ll tell the kids I’m sure it will be fine by lunchtime.

Will it be fine? Not the sandwiches (no, they definitely won’t) but all of it. Me. Will I be fine? I seem to be on the verge of something not right. Whatever this is, it isn’t me. Soon I’ll look straight at the camera and say, ‘What have I become?’ I’ll snap out of it. I’ll grow up. I’ll get to work repainting my walls. I’ll say, ‘Remember the time I was totally obsessed with Benedict Cumberbatch? What was the deal with that?’ and everyone will laugh and then I will make the school lunches properly.

But my story doesn’t seem to be ending this way. Instead of coming to my senses, I come back to the spare room, the photos, the GIFs, the cheekbones. This is very bad news, because I know the only other way the story can end: I embarrass myself. And I am. I’m embarrassing myself, and I’m probably embarrassing you too, with my words like ‘trousers’ and ‘horizontal’. Benedict Cumberbatch himself will be embarrassed, not to mention what-does-your-husband-think-about-all-this.

It’s true this doesn’t feel like me. Not the me I thought I knew, anyway.

I have never felt so good.










PART ONE

CUMBERBATCHED










Chapter one

This is a chapter about mothers

‘Ooh, you won’t know what’s hit you.’

The thing about Benedict Cumberbatch is he’s ready when you are. He’s a gentleman. After you; ladies first.

While it’s uncomfortable for me to admit it, Benedict Cumberbatch was standing there holding the door open for me for a very long time. It’s not that I didn’t notice him because I absolutely did. During the height of global Cumbermania, c. 2012–2014, it was impossible not to. His strange name. His strange face. Sherlock was one of the most watched shows in the world. I remember a phone conversation with my mother, who said Benedict Cumberbatch looked like the underside of a stingray.

Along with his dark, Byronic Sherlock Holmes, he was a jowly blond Yorkshireman in the Tom Stoppard miniseries Parade’s End; a ginger secret homosexual with ready access to a hair straightener in Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy; a hapless—but singing!—Oklahoman in August: Osage County; the ‘nice’ slave owner in 12 Years a Slave; the ‘bad’ guy in Star Trek into Darkness; Alan Turing in The Imitation Game; Julian Assange (I shit you not) in The Fifth Estate; and Smaug, a dragon, in The Hobbit: The Desolation of Smaug. He famously mispronounced ‘penguin’ as pengwing and it went viral; he photobombed U2 at the Oscars and that went viral; he inspired the creation of the online Benedict Cumberbatch Name Generator (Benadryl Cuckooclock, Bentobox Cuttlefish, Burgerking Scratchnsniff … honestly, this should just be the rest of the book) and even that went viral. He appeared on the cover of Time magazine’s ‘Genius Issue’; there was a poem about him in the London Review of Books; he even featured in a New Yorker cartoon—a pregnant woman is receiving an ultrasound that reveals a cheerful man smiling away in her womb. ‘Oh, don’t worry,’ the sonographer says. ‘That’s Benedict Cumberbatch. He’s in everything.’ And during all of this, the extent of my thoughts on Benedict Cumberbatch was Oh, that guy again? In every role he somehow appeared to be a completely different person, clearing all the data I’d been collecting on what he actually looked like. Every camera angle would reveal a new planed surface of him, which I could never compose into a whole.

Now, I discuss with other people—many people, many times—their favourite Benedict Cumberbatch parts. Not the parts he plays, you understand. His actual parts. There are the cheekbones (obviously), the nape of his neck, the Cupid’s bow of his lip. One woman tells me it’s very difficult for her to choose only one, and considers her answer for a very long time. She says she believes she could recognise Benedict Cumberbatch from any disembodied fragment of him, ‘although I might struggle with his ears’. I have done an online quiz where you match screenshots of Benedict Cumberbatch’s hair with the Sherlock episode it appears in, so I could probably do this too. Finally, she settles on her favourite part: the gap between his thumb and forefinger. ‘Ah yes,’ I say, nodding. ‘That’s a really good bit. I know it well.’

Benedict Cumberbatch could bring his thumb and index finger together to show you how small it was, the moment in time that tipped me over from when I couldn’t look at him properly to when I couldn’t stop looking. Somewhere in that beautiful gap, something changed. He’d been waiting for that moment, uncomplaining, of course, until I was ready. He held the door open, and I walked through. Maybe I brushed against him as I passed. Why not? He’s got lots of great parts, after all, and you can do what you want in a metaphor.

But this is what that moment actually looked like: Benedict Cumberbatch is wearing a top hat and pulling on a leather glove. He is in an advertisement for the Victorian-themed Sherlock special. The advertisement is in a newspaper, which is lying open on a table in a cafe, which is where I’m waiting for my takeaway coffee. I am drinking coffee because, for the first time in one thousand years, I am neither pregnant nor breastfeeding. I see the ad and I experience a surprising feeling of yearning. I look at that picture, into those eyes that are too far apart on Benedict Cumberbatch’s head and yet somehow also perfect, and I think, Yeah, I reckon I’d like to watch that show.

I’m sorry this story about such a momentous occasion is so boring, but that’s motherhood.

* * *

Throughout my twenties and into my thirties, I moved cities a fair bit, and I’d start a blog about wherever I happened to be living. You need real commitment to get anywhere as a writer, so I was the perfect blogger. I kept a blog about living and studying in Paris when the internet was so new that what I actually had was a ‘weblog’. Then ‘blog’ became a real word, and I wrote one of those about living in the boho inner west of Sydney. I published it anonymously, and successfully so—when a local newspaper ran a story about it, they assumed the author was a man, and I couldn’t have been more pleased. Then I moved to Hanoi for my job and blogged about that, because ‘blog’ was a verb now.

This was where I was living when Benedict Cumberbatch worked his way into the periphery of my consciousness via the debut season of Sherlock. The only way for me to watch the show in Vietnam was to buy pirated DVDs from a dusty little shop in the Old Quarter. They had a binder full of DVD covers that you pointed to, as if choosing from a menu, although this was a menu for burning, not cooking. I ordered Sherlock and it was served up in a flimsy plastic sleeve.

This was exactly the kind of experience I blogged about, the perspective of the foreigner, for whom even buying a DVD is novel. It made the everyday seem exciting, and people liked it. My blog posts started being republished in newspapers and magazines across Asia and Australia, so I churned out more and more material. Every encounter I had was mined for noteworthiness, and every fleeting incident had inference potential, a broader meaning I could attach my opinion to. I had a lot of opinions.

Then my partner, Nathan, and I got married, I got pregnant and we moved to Canberra for Nathan’s job. Nobody wants to read a blog about Canberra. And besides, I was busy. On my son’s birth certificate, it was extremely optimistic of me to declare my profession to be ‘writer’. When I did the same thing on my daughter’s birth certificate less than two years later, it was straight-up fiction. Which is a kind of writing, I guess?

The dates delineating the cultural phenomenon of Cumbermania—2012 and 2014—are also the years my children were born. Such a short time for a mania but such a long period of my life. The rest of the world was preoccupied with Benedict Cumberbatch, but I was just preoccupied. There were so many babies, and so many years, and I gave Benedict Cumberbatch as much of my attention as I could spare, which was none. I had nothing to say about him. I had nothing in particular to say about anything. I knew the nap times and feeding times of the children. I knew what was on special at the supermarket. I watched my kids watch birds outside our window. I drank half cups of cold tea. I told my husband stories about what I bought at the supermarket. Pretty good deal on hummus. I had nothing to say about the city I lived in. It seemed fine. The everyday was every day. I drew no inferences.

When you’re about to become a mother, people tell you, all the time, ‘Ooh, you won’t know what’s hit you!’ That makes it sound exciting. I entered motherhood in the brace position waiting for the dramatic crash landing, one where we’d get to go down those inflatable slides and then have a great survivor’s story to tell. Maybe I would blog about it! But motherhood doesn’t have a moment of impact. Instead, you’re stuck in an interminable holding pattern, circling the airport and dumping fuel. And the inflight entertainment is broken. It just goes on and on, tediously. I was praying for something to hit me, just to break up the monotony.

Things I once thought insignificant now seemed to matter most of all. I could think only of what to make for dinner, of whether the weather was appropriate for drying two loads of washing or three, and it all mattered so much, because there was nothing else, just me and the dinners and the washing and the children. There was no time for anything else. No mental capacity. No emotional availability. No Benedict Cumberbatch.

‘Why don’t you write anymore?’ I would be asked. ‘Why don’t you start a blog again?’ Because I have no right. No authority. Nothing interesting. No opinions. No stories. ‘Nothing happens to me.’ That’s what Dr Watson tells his therapist in the opening minutes of the first episode of Sherlock when he’s being encouraged to write a blog. And then the theme music starts so you know something is about to happen to him. Nothing happened to me. There was no theme music. It was so long since I’d listened to any music at all that when our household changed music-playing systems I didn’t even bother to find out how to operate it.

I am writing this as if I knew what was going on, or was even reflecting upon it at the time, but that is all hindsight. Then, it was just one day after another, tolerable only for not questioning it. I read Alice in Wonderland to my children at bedtime, but I didn’t even register anything of the conversation between Alice and the Caterpillar where she tells him she can’t explain herself because she’s not herself. I read that to my children, and I didn’t scream and sob and tear out the page and say, This! I am not myself! and circle it madly using all the red pens I could find in the house. I said, ‘That’s enough for tonight,’ and then I closed the book. I was in too many pieces to process such thoughts, or to attend wholly to them. Wholly!—an impossible idea. The cup of tea was not whole, the alphabet puzzle was not whole, the pelvic floor was not whole, the night was not whole, and I most of all—I was not whole.

I never knew Kierkegaard was funny, but I think this is funny: ‘The greatest hazard of all, losing one’s self, can occur very quietly in the world, as if it were nothing at all. No other loss can occur so quietly; any other loss—an arm, a leg, five dollars, a wife, etc.—is sure to be noticed.’ I did not notice. I would catch my reflection in the mirror in the bathroom, where I went again and again to wash my hands after changing nappies. So used to gazing down at babies, I was shocked, every time, to discover there was another face up there. Our eyes would meet, and then I would finish drying my red, cracked hands and leave her behind, as if she were nothing at all. I guess it’s not that funny.

It might sound like I had postnatal depression. Later—much, much later—I would write about these years of my life in a story that was posted to an online parenting group. I watched as the group’s mothers and mothers-to-be debated whether or not I was depressed. ‘Surely this is mental illness!’ someone would comment, only to be matched by someone else commenting, ‘But this is just normal!’ I witnessed my best friend go through terrible postnatal depression during the same period and, by comparison, I saw I was absolutely fine. Functional, lucky. Happy, even.

For the years I was either pregnant or breastfeeding, I was simply hostage to my chemistry, the hormones that kept me feeling permanently, steadily absorbed. They directed my focus to the children at the expense of all else. Like, you know, independent thought. A free spirit. It was not until the second baby was finally weaned, and I discovered that the brand of tampon I used for the last time four years previously had gone out of business, that I realised I had been in captivity. Well, I say ‘realised’, but it was Benedict Cumberbatch who told me.

When I was pregnant, I goaded my mother into talking about the pain of childbirth, and she told me a story that also involves mirrors. She said, matter-of-factly, that giving birth is so painful you feel you’ve been torn in two. ‘They should put mirrors in the labour ward,’ she advised, as if putting it in a suggestion box. ‘So you can see you’ve not been broken into pieces.’ I wondered later if my mother was recalling the pain of labour or actually everything that comes after, because later I understood that is exactly what motherhood is. The ‘shattering’ is what the writer Sarah Manguso calls it in her Harper’s essay about writing and mothering: the ‘disintegration of the self, after which the original form is quite gone’.

When the haze of hormones, chronic sleeplessness and alcohol-free nights lifted, I finally knew what had hit me. I looked around for pieces of myself I recognised, and tried to put the component parts back together, but nothing fit the same way anymore. The original form was quite gone. The new composition I made in its place was rough-hewn, with exposed cracks and gaps. That’s how Benedict Cumberbatch found a way in. He squeezed my heart, he rattled my bones, he tapped out a message in Morse code on my rib cage: Who are you?

* * *

What came first: the chicken or the eggs Benedict? Correlation or causation: Sherlock Holmes would have something to say about that. Did something essential about Benedict Cumberbatch inspire my desire? Or did he just happen to be there when I was ready to feel it, a case of right place, right time, right top hat? I can only tell you that, all of a sudden, a person I’d seen one hundred times before looked different after time one hundred and one. I can only say that feelings I’d previously labelled as the malformed offcuts of adolescent development caught my eye from the discard pile, and they sparkled like new. Something lurched into motion in the pit of my belly, that churning, squeezing madness for more that leaves you in no doubt why they call it a ‘crush’. Oh! I thought, remembering how it feels. And then, immediately, my next thought: It feels so good.

I put the kids to bed, plonked myself on the couch and watched the Victorian-themed special of Sherlock. I watched Sherlock Holmes and Dr Watson solving a gothic mystery about a ghost bride. The game’s afoot; elementary, my dear Watson; and so on. I watched all of that, but really what I did was ogle. And look, honestly, that doesn’t fully capture what was going on, shall we say, internally. Columnist for The Times Caitlin Moran once drunk-tweeted while watching Sherlock that she would like to climb Benedict Cumberbatch ‘like a tree’: ‘I would do him until Security pulled me off—then wank at him from behind a door!’ I was neither drunk, nor tweeting, and that is very much for the best. As soon as Sherlock finished, I wanted to watch it again. Again! What a waste of my time that would be!

Radical thoughts for new mothers: you feel a feeling all of your own. Total subversion: you act on it, just because you want to.

I watched that episode of Sherlock once more. Then I watched all the other episodes. Or, I should say, I watched them again, because I had actually seen them all before, but they were completely different now. Benedict Cumberbatch looked completely different. All the parts of his face fitted together perfectly. Now, just the sight of his face made my heart beat faster. Pulse: elevated; pupils: dilated. My lips involuntarily bent into a smile when I thought about him. Like I’m smiling now, because that line about the pulse and the pupils is ripped straight from Sherlock, a scene where Benedict Cumberbatch might be at his absolute hottest. I made excuses to talk about him, to read about him, to look at him, in exactly the same way I have done in the past for crushes, diverting my daily routine to ‘casually’ pass by their house, always finding one more reason to get back in touch, to hit play again.

I watched all of his interviews on YouTube. Then I watched everything, all of it, again. I watched him while the children napped. I conducted endless searches of him in Google Images with one hand while rolling toy cars around on the floor with the other. I listened to him on my phone, a background purr while making dinner. When the children were in bed, I made Nathan watch Benedict Cumberbatch’s entire back catalogue, one night after the other, including an interminable movie where he plays William Pitt the Younger, and also a whole series set in the early nineteenth century where Benedict Cumberbatch is on a ship. There’s one scene where you get to see his Cumberbottom.

It was in South Africa, during the filming of that ship series, that Benedict Cumberbatch and two of his fellow actors were carjacked and (briefly) kidnapped. He discusses the incident repeatedly in interviews, always with the epilogue that afterwards he went skydiving, drove his motorbike faster and felt more and differently alive. With the same spirit of adventure, I went out drinking. (It’s like skydiving for mothers recently retired from breastfeeding.) I made the three-hour bus trip to Sydney alone—alone!—and went straight to a bar to meet a friend I’ve known for a long time.

My friend doesn’t want children, and he’d watched his circle of friends drop off the radar, one by one, as they started their families. ‘I thought I’d lost you,’ he said. I agreed it was a close call, that I had almost lost myself too. We raised our glasses to the future. Then I drank too many espresso martinis and talked too much, too quickly, about Benedict Cumberbatch. My friend asked for clarification: ‘Wait, what—the guy with the face?’

On our way to another bar, strutting down the nighttime city street, I felt electric, but also like every minute that we spent not talking about Benedict Cumberbatch was agony. I shoved my phone under my friend’s nose to show him images of Benedict Cumberbatch, no different from a new parent subjecting him to unwanted slide shows of their baby. I had saved so many photos of Benedict Cumberbatch that my phone’s facial recognition algorithm knew who he was and had sorted him automatically into his own album, right alongside those for my children. My friend scrutinised the photos, squinting, like he was trying to identify a suspect wanted for a crime. If, earlier in the evening, he’d been relieved to discover he hadn’t lost me to motherhood, he was no doubt now realising he’d lost me to something even more unrelatable.

He shook his head, exasperated. ‘I don’t get it.’

The thing about fantasy is it can’t be observed in reality. This makes it fun but also the symptom of a mental health disorder. When I went to bed that night, I was too caffeinated to sleep, and too annoyed. I seethed at how my friend had dismissed—so casually!—something that mattered so much. What would he even know?

‘This is important to me,’ Sherlock Holmes says to John Watson in that Sherlock special, talking about a case. ‘No,’ John replies firmly. ‘This is you needing a fix.’ I lay in bed and scrolled through the photos on my phone until all I was thinking about was Benedict Cumberbatch. The tap-tap-tap of his question reverberated through my bones. Who. Are. You.

I didn’t know what to say.








Chapter two

This is a chapter about obsessions

‘Are we looking at the same dude? What the frick?!’

My obsession with Benedict Cumberbatch barely had time to get going before I felt a twinge of terror. In contrast to the way I unquestioningly accepted the stultifications of early motherhood, I entered the Benedict Cumberbatch years knowing full well that something was happening to me, and that it probably wasn’t okay. Like, just now, I considered referring to ‘the Benedict Cumberbatch years’ as ‘the BC era’ but then I thought, No, it’s probably not okay to liken him to the son of God, even though Benedict Cumberbatch is absolutely the first thing that comes to mind when I see those initials, and also the first thing that comes to mind when I think about God, gods, demigods, God-given gifts—and, holy mother of God, now you’ve really got me going on Benedict Cumberbatch.

We’re not too different from those famous pleasure-loving lab rats, wired up to a lever that stimulated their brain’s reward centre. Some of those rats ‘self-stimulated’ as often as two thousand times an hour for twenty-four hours and had to be disconnected from the apparatus to stop them starving themselves to death. I could look at an image of Benedict Cumberbatch and practically hear my pleasure receptors pinging in approval. It was terrifyingly effective. I craved new content all the time, wanting Benedict Cumberbatch in front of my eyeballs whenever and wherever possible. I found it difficult to find other uses for my paws. I imagine it’s the same for porn addicts, searching deeper and deeper within the internet to fulfil their more and more specific and hard-core proclivities, except I was plumbing the very depths of BBC historical dramas.

I did not want to be disconnected from the apparatus—no, I wanted to keep looking at Benedict Cumberbatch!—but I also wanted to avoid ending up at a Not-Traditionally-Good-Looking-Yet-Extremely-Attractive-Celebrities Anonymous meeting, sitting next to some Steve Buscemi fan, having to declare I was an addict. I knew I should police myself to keep my burgeoning addiction in check, the way we have all learned to do with our sad little tricks for controlling our mobile phone usage, but I didn’t know where to begin. I couldn’t even really understand what this addiction actually was. I certainly hadn’t heard of it happening to anyone else. ‘Thirsty, but only for water taken from one particular well,’ in the words of Balzac, a man who understood thirst long before Urban Dictionary did. ‘Cathexis’, according to Freud: the concentration of mental or emotional energy on a particular person, idea or object, to a possibly unhealthy degree.

I learned that top-shelf word from a Tumblr user calling herself Professor Fangirl, writing about Benedict Cumberbatch: ‘I have an erotic cathexis on this particular man, on the aggregate of his appearance, the characters he plays, the way he performs, and on the few facts I know about his life.’ Hard same, Professor. But I wouldn’t read that until later. I didn’t know yet that people were writing things like this. I hadn’t met my first Cumberbitch. I still thought that my experience, unique in its specificity and unprecedented in its intensity, could only be happening to me and me alone. I laugh at the memory of this. It’s like when I got my first period and my reaction was commensurate with it being the first period that anyone in the whole history of the world had ever experienced. Standing in our bathroom, my mother resorted to listing off every woman who has ever menstruated—‘Your sisters! Your cousins! Your aunts! Geraldine Doogue! The Queen!’—to try to budge me, using the sheer force of data, from the centre of my universe. I would have to go through this same process again, but this time with Benedict Cumberbatch. I would have to discover, yet again, that I was in sync with more women than I ever could have imagined.

But until then, I remained freaked out: very quietly, very privately, but still completely, freaked out. I knew that if I voiced anything of what I was thinking, it would sound straight-up bad. Nathan had clocked that something was going on, obviously, since our evening’s viewing schedule was being determined by Benedict Cumberbatch’s IMDb page like it was the actual TV guide. But as would become apparent later—when the words ‘It’s just a show’ would kick off the biggest meltdown our marriage had ever seen—Nathan didn’t understand the extent of it. At all. I wasn’t about to explain to him, or anyone, that I just needed some time to myself to cathect. And if we can’t—or don’t want to—name something, label it and put it into a box, it’s difficult to know how to present it, and even more difficult to know how to receive it.

Recently, a colleague of mine commented that he believed my love of Benedict Cumberbatch to be an ‘ironic’ kind of love. This colleague sits right next to my desk, which for a long time now has been covered in Benedict Cumberbatch paraphernalia, including a card he very sweetly bought for me which says—possibly in violation of HR policy—‘I’ll be the Benedict in your Cumberbatch.’

‘What do you think all this is, then?’ I said, waving my arms to indicate the display, but I understood why he’d come to that conclusion. That it is tongue-in-cheek performance art seems more likely, and more palatable, than the alternative: that the grown woman occupying this desk is… addicted to… looking at… a man’s face? Is suffering from some kind of tragic mental and emotional regression? Has untamed libidinous urges that she’s discharging right here in her cubicle? Better not to talk about it, really.

I’m going to try to do a better job now than I did then of explaining
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