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      For C

   
      
   
      
      There’s a river flowing very fast. It is so great and swift that some will be afraid, and try to hold onto the shore … But
         the river has its destination. The elders say we must let go, push off into the middle of the river. Keep our eyes open and
         our heads above the water. See who is in there with us … And celebrate.
      

      
      THE HOPI ELDERS

      
      Some drink deeply from the river of knowledge. Others only gargle.

      
      WOODY ALLEN
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      Prologue

      
      It’s Friday afternoon and I’m sitting cross-legged beneath the apple tree with Charlie, who is a kind of guru. Today we are
         practising, once again, how to stay in the present moment. Of course, it ought to be impossible to be anywhere else – and
         yet I’m finding it fiendishly tricky simply to rest here in the dappled sunshine. I keep thinking about the last sentence
         of a newspaper article I’ve just submitted, wondering if it should have been a little punchier. My guru sits and gazes at
         me with compassion. It’s a little unnerving, but he really does have the most incredible eyes – deep brown pools of intense
         connection and playfulness. Nevertheless, I find myself noticing the straggly hedge behind him, wondering when I’ll find time
         to give it a trim. At this point, without breaking eye contact, he leans forward and licks my face.
      

      
      Now I’m definitely in the present moment. Spluttering with laughter, I push Charlie away and throw him his ball. He leaps
         after it as joyfully as if it were the first created thing in the universe.
      

      
      I can’t be the only one with a four-legged muse. Which of us, watching a family pet tearing across open country or curled
         contentedly in front of the fire, has not felt that bittersweet stab of joy mixed with something close to envy? What is it
         about this slightly malodorous cocker spaniel that moves me so? Is it his passionate curiosity about the world, his total focus on following a scent, his endless capacity for play? Or perhaps it’s just that
         straightforward way he has of getting exactly what he needs. Often, turning from the kitchen sink, I’ll find him sprawled
         shamelessly on his back in the unwavering belief that I have nothing better to do than to tickle his belly. Strangely, he
         turns out to be right. I sink my fingers into his shaggy coat and give him the massage I would so richly enjoy – and in his
         abandonment to it, I somehow receive a little of it myself.
      

      
      It’s difficult to say when we humans first began to take on the anxious, preoccupied demeanour that characterises modern Western
         society. Some blame the Industrial Revolution, when we began to ignore our natural rhythms in favour of endless productivity.
         Others might scroll back much further and argue that it’s part of the evolutionary leap that brought us language and consciousness,
         and the potential to engage with concepts and comparisons rather than simply things, people and places. Certainly, Charlie
         gives no indication that he is fretting about the morality of his brazen advances on a local poodle, or his ongoing addiction
         to discarded fast food. As far as I know, he does not lie awake at night wondering if there is a Dog Almighty. There is only
         the joy of chasing squirrels, the aroma of bacon, the warmth of his bed.
      

      
      This also explains, of course, why we humans are mapping genomes and exploring space, while dogs are still sniffing each other’s
         backsides. They don’t win Nobel Prizes, or negotiate peace deals or, indeed, ‘achieve’ anything in the sense we have come
         to understand it. But it’s also true that dogs don’t tend to start wars or systematically destroy their own ecosystem. And
         after a quick glance at the expressions of commuters struggling home in the rush hour, you can’t help but think we’ve paid
         a heavy price for the control we like to believe we exert on life. The statistics only confirm what the British economist Richard Layard calls the
         ‘deep paradox’ at the heart of Western society: that despite unprecedented prosperity, medical advances and freedom to chart
         our own lives, we are no happier now than we were fifty years ago – and noticeably more prone to depression, alcoholism and
         crime. Huge numbers of us are plagued with anxiety, addicted to tranquillisers or shopping or work, running to stand still.
      

      
      It seems that our harried culture encourages fretting from an early age. I should know. I’m told I was always a slightly anxious
         child, sorting my Lego into colour-coded boxes, sticking rigidly to my exam revision wallcharts, and generally avoiding sport
         in order to lessen the possibility of failing at it. My young adult years were littered with people telling me I should relax
         a little, loosen up, stop thinking so hard about everything. I was once flattered but a little surprised when a girlfriend
         told me I was ‘a real warrior’. Nobody had ever said that before. ‘Not “warrior”,’ she clarified. ‘Worrier! ’ The relationship ended soon afterwards.
      

      
      Later, I developed a private addiction to self-help books. While others secretly feasted on chocolate or swigged from a bottle
         hidden in the top drawer, I would get an almost physical high browsing furtively in the Mind, Body, Spirit section, bingeing
         on books promising to change my life in seven easy steps. They never did, of course. But the prospect was enough to keep me
         coming back, in the hope that the next title – Feel the Fear and Do it Anyway or How to Talk to Anyone – would give me that elusive key to eliminating the bits of my life that didn’t work, and perfecting the rest.
      

      
      I know I’m not alone in this desire to control my environment. It’s human instinct, a feature of workplace politics and family
         feuds alike, and most of us question it only when the first fractures begin to show in our relationships, our bodies, our
         much-cherished certainties. Depending on your perspective, that modern milestone known as the midlife crisis can be a coming of age, a navel-gazing
         indulgence or an existential curse. But if it doesn’t do irreversible damage, it can also be a blessing – a wake-up call.
         Because almost forgotten within each of us, waiting to be called forth, is something rather like a small dog. Let’s call it
         the soul: our purest, truest, most uncomplicated self. We keep it on a pretty short leash most of the time, dress it up and
         train it to perform for audience applause, or starve it to within an inch of its life. But it remains essentially a loving
         creature, ready to emerge and lick an open face.
      

      
      This is the story of how I began to play a little more with my soul, and eventually to befriend it. I hope it brings at least
         a morsel of encouragement to others with a Rottweiler-like tendency to be their own worst enemy. My actual dog was only one
         of many mentors in this journey, which began the day I realised that the struggle to control my life had become a war against
         myself. It opened up a series of questions that seemed to me to have wider relevance: What happens when we let ourselves off
         the leash? Will life grind to a halt if we stop pushing so hard and get playful instead? Can we trust our deepest desires
         or do we need a robust legal system or omnipotent deity to save us from ourselves? What will happen if we allow ourselves
         to be really honest with the people in our lives? Is vulnerability a curse or a gift? Ultimately, can we learn the capacity
         for contentment, or is it as arbitrary as hair colour, a trait we’re born with? And while we’re at it, will we ever be free
         of all these nagging existential questions?
      

      
      Exhausted with my perpetual schemes for self-improvement, I decided to spend a year learning to loosen up. I would travel
         at home and abroad in search of alternative role models: balloonists, clowns, adrenalin junkies, naturists, travellers, schoolkids,
         hippies, monks, spiritual teachers. Some had abandoned the conventional treadmill altogether, but others had found a way to dance with everyday pressures, rather than flee them. All of them believed
         that fear was better harnessed than suppressed.
      

      
      The philosopher Alexis de Tocqueville once memorably compared our task in life to that of ‘a traveller journeying without
         ceasing towards a colder and colder region; the higher he goes, the faster he ought to walk’. I have come to believe that
         precisely the opposite may be true – and this book is my attempt to prove it.
      

      
      What follows, then, is the story of my experiment in letting go, a crash course in kindness to oneself, an alternative to
         relentless trying. This book is for you if you have ever felt tired of the haranging voices in your head, if that endless
         list of jobs means you never quite get round to relaxing, if you sometimes wonder where the last ten years went.
      

      
      Or if you’re simply envious of your dog.

   
      
      1

      
      Habits of Highly Ineffective People

      
      Edinburgh

      
      
         ‘We often discover what will do, by finding out what will not do; and probably he who never made a mistake never made a discovery.’
         

         SAMUEL SMILES

      

      
      The day I lost control was a sunny Monday in August. I remember the moment vividly. It was mid-morning, and I was hunched
         at my computer, eyeing the approaching juggernaut of another deadline. I had been obsessing over final adjustments to a book
         manuscript for about two weeks, and felt about as healthy as road-kill. This in itself was not particularly unusual. True,
         the shallow breathing and shooting pains under my arm were new, and the migraines had been getting worse, along with an unexplained
         dull pain below my ribcage. But the general territory was familiar: I now had two newspaper commissions stacked up, and was
         determined never to blow a deadline. I looked at the clock: 10.30 a.m. Another working lunch, then. I couldn’t allow myself
         to stop.
      

      
      Or so I thought.
      

      
      It was around 11.15 a.m. when, with a jolt, I realised I had been in a sort of trance for some time. Wearily, I focused my
         gaze back to my computer screen, which was surrounded by sheaves of paper, half-drunk cups of coffee, unopened bank statements
         and The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People, the latest in a succession of self-help books I had entirely failed to put into practice. I looked down at my hands lying
         motionless on my lap like loafing employees and angrily willed them back to work.
      

      
      But that morning nothing happened. The hands stayed where they were.

      
      This was new. This was definitely new. I tried again, but to no avail. It was as though the order from my brain hadn’t reached
         the ends of my arms. I stared at my hands again, suddenly fascinated and appalled. Was I having some sort of stroke?
      

      
      Over the years I thought I had developed a rather effective fightor-flight response to mounting pressure: either a) work much
         harder or b) climb on a plane or boat and escape to somewhere unusual with no inbox. Indeed, by alternating a) and b) for
         several years, I had improvised a half-decent career in travel writing, and sheer willpower had always won through in the
         end. But that morning I found myself facing the humiliating possibility that I was no longer at the helm of my own life.
      

      
      I had been freelancing for a few years, enough to lose the idealistic gloss of starting out on my own, but not quite enough
         to have mastered it. Indeed, I was always darkly amused when people in office jobs talked wistfully about ‘being your own
         boss’. It made the rather large assumption that the one inside your head was always going to be more likeable than the flesh-and-blood
         tyrant down the corridor. Whereas, in truth, my internal industrial relations had recently been worse than any I’d known in
         newspaper offices. The more tired I got, the more savagely I found I snarled at myself to keep going. But that morning it was as though
         two parts of me were deadlocked. I found I could flex my fingers fine, but nothing would induce them to type another sentence.
         A sense of something like wonder overcame me. It was less like a stroke than a strike.
      

      
      I dragged myself away from the picket line and staggered downstairs to see Ali, who is a professional counsellor and also
         my wife. This conflict of interest unfortunately makes it difficult for her to offer me her impartial services without also
         noticing the fact that, for example, I haven’t yet got round to hanging out the washing. But she knew a case of exhaustion
         when she saw it.
      

      
      ‘Nick, how bad does this have to get before you get some help?’ she said, when I told her what had happened. My tendency to
         overwork was not new in our marriage, and it made my impulse towards self-sufficiency doubly hard for her. In truth, neither
         of us really understood it. While Ali instinctively reached out with snail-like antennae, constantly seeking connection, I
         was more crablike – emotionally armoured and approaching problems sideways, if at all. ‘You’ve been wandering round like a
         zombie for days and you’ve barely spoken a word,’ she said. ‘Please, stop and look after yourself – for my sake if you won’t
         do it for your own!’
      

      
      I should probably have gone to see a doctor. But I had seen a lot of doctors recently for the persistent migraines and the
         mysterious ache in the gut, and for a battery of clinical tests with Ali, which revealed no biological reason why we had not
         yet been able to have children. I didn’t want another weary shake of the head, another polite suggestion that I try to relax
         a little more. I guess I wanted to believe that my working habits needed, well, just a little more work. That someone could help me fix my malfunctioning will-power like a faulty accelerator pedal on a car.
      

      
      So I called a life coach.

      
      The sudden rise of life coaching is one of modernity’s more puzzling trends. There are thousands of people offering their
         services in Britain, but it’s not as if life is some new fad or phenomenon, like line dancing or sudoku. On the contrary,
         life has been on the fixed menu for quite some time now. So why the sudden need for people to tell you how to do it? Yet the
         humiliating truth was that I wasn’t scoring at all highly in the rudimentary business of being alive – at least not according
         to the fourteen-page online questionnaire I was required to fill in before my first appointment. Devised by someone called
         Angela Court Jackson, it covered everything from belief in God (shaky) to the state of my fingernails (chewed).
      

      
      ‘So how do you feel,’ asked Angela, a couple of days later, ‘about scoring zero for effectiveness?’
      

      
      We were sitting either side of a scented candle in her sunlit home office, a place of tamed, symmetrical in-trays and fresh
         white walls, on one of which a framed print of the Chrysler Building was thrusting aspirationally skywards. I had picked Angela
         out of the hundreds of Google results because she sounded professional, lived just round the corner from me in Edinburgh,
         and gave her first session free – but looking into her concerned, sisterly face that morning I had a sudden premonition that
         I was in danger of becoming the sort of person who stuck motivational Post-it notes on the fridge.
      

      
      ‘To be honest, I thought some of the tickable statements were a bit absolute,’ I said defensively, flipping through my answers.
         ‘I mean, can anyone honestly say they reply to all correspondence quickly and speedily? Or that they’re able to ask for what they want from anyone? Or that they never put things off?’ I had cravenly renegotiated the two newspaper-feature deadlines only that morning and was feeling enough
         of a failure as it was.
      

      
      Angela smiled soothingly. ‘It’s not about getting ten on each section. But I would say if you’re scoring zero it’s probably
         an area you need to look at.’
      

      
      What exactly was effectiveness, anyway? It sounded like something you’d look for in toilet bleach, not a human being. Yet I had to admit I
         was intrigued. Never having allowed myself the indulgence of an inner MOT before, I was anxious to know what other qualities
         might have dropped off my life while I wasn’t looking.
      

      
      Joy, apparently.

      
      I look forward to getting up virtually every morning? Er, nope.
      

      
      I have enough pleasurable time to myself every day? I often have fun? I felt sad just talking about it. When did life suddenly get so serious?
      

      
      We spent the next hour surveying a few initial thickets in the vast jungle of my potential self-improvement. As I talked,
         oddly emboldened by the fact I had never met Angela before, I noticed she was picking out certain phrases and writing them
         on a piece of paper:
      

      
      
         sometimes wakes up with a sense of dread

         
         fear of letting people down

         
         slight directionlessness

         
         on the edge of something …

         
      

      
      Every few minutes she tentatively suggested ‘challenges’ I could set myself. Most were mundane and obvious – get a health
         checkup; think about a system for filtering incoming emails; hire a book-keeper to log my tax receipts – so obvious, in fact, that I was fairly sure I would never get round to doing them. Others
         were plain bizarre – try Hopi ear candling and investigate Botox injections for possible migraine relief. Eventually, since
         we were already in strange territory, I cut to the chase and told Angela about my hands going on strike.
      

      
      ‘If I were a company I’d be a pretty crap one to work for,’ I summarised.

      
      Angela chuckled sadly. ‘So, here’s a challenge: how can you as boss, change the culture of your company? Maybe throw in a
         few bonuses?’
      

      
      I thought about the ‘boss’. He started life as a kind of metaphor, but I had to admit that his voice was worryingly recognisable
         to me. He was a sarcastic perfectionist who had grown so relentless in his criticism that I honestly couldn’t imagine life
         without him. If I were not at my desk by 9 a.m., he was already writing off the day as wasted. And I could barely type a sentence
         before he popped up like that infuriating animated paperclip in early Microsoft programs: ‘Hello! That intro looks even more
         banal than the last one! Do you want to start again?’ Most of the time I wanted to smother him. But Angela shook her head
         and said something that would come back to me many times in the months ahead.
      

      
      ‘You’ve programmed this inner critic for a reason,’ she said. ‘I don’t know if he motivates you to get to your desk on time,
         or what – but on some level he works for you. So stop trying to push the voices down, and let them come up – and try thanking
         the critic. Because maybe some of what he is saying is of value. I’m wondering if he might quieten down a bit once he knows
         he’s being heard.’
      

      
      I stared at her. I didn’t know which was more alarming – the fact that we were both talking about an imaginary character in my head or her suggested remedy. And yet her advice was so counterintuitive
         and strange that I had a feeling it might turn out to be very wise.
      

      
      I tried it out on the critic as I cycled home. ‘Spare me the flaky New Age hokum,’ he was muttering. ‘People pay money for
         that?’
      

      
      ‘Thanks very much for your thoughts,’ I said, keeping my (imaginary) voice bright and level like a call-centre worker’s. ‘Your
         opinion is very important to us, and we’ll take it into consideration.’
      

      
      I waited for a comeback. But, for the moment at least, the critic seemed to have hung up.

      
      ‘You look like shit,’ said my brother Dan with his usual affable bluntness later that evening. ‘How about a bit of clubbing
         later?’
      

      
      We were sitting in a bistro in a backstreet off the Royal Mile, where Dan had been doing the Edinburgh Fringe on his way to
         meet his partner Carole at her relatives’ in the Highlands. Having run the gauntlet of some singing chimney sweeps and a partially
         clad woman handing out flyers for ‘The Groove’, he was on his third pint and determined to coax Ali and me out to a nightclub.
         Across the table, Ali was looking pleasantly tipsy over her glass of wine. I was as sober as a nun and struggling to keep
         my eyes open.
      

      
      ‘There’s no way I’m going clubbing,’ I said wearily. Nightclubs had always seemed like alien territory, mainly because I was
         unable to drown my inhibitions in alcohol without simultaneously triggering a migraine. As I reminded Dan, the last time I
         had managed to let go on the dance floor – after someone added a double vodka to my Coke at a family wedding – the surviving
         footage seemed to show me energetically miming a primary-school sack race. The memory made me wince almost as much as the
         colossal headache that followed.
      

      
      ‘Yeah, but you enjoyed it at the time, didn’t you?’ said Dan. His disappointed look made me want to avoid eye contact. ‘That
         was a Nick we hardly ever get to see! Bit of a shame, if you ask me.’
      

      
      Five years my junior, Dan had always been the rebel in the family, and I envied him for it. In many ways, he had grown up
         as a kind of anti-me. I mastered the Rubik’s cube; he bought an air gun. I took the cycling proficiency test; he built a skateboard
         ramp. I spent my summers on Bible camp; Dan hitched to Glastonbury. We both studied art at school, and our portfolios said
         it all: mine full of fussy, almost photographic still-life drawings; his alive with swirling psychedelia. I still pictured
         him as a teenager in his bedroom, long-haired and surrounded by candles, graphic novels and batiks of marijuana leaves. Yet
         despite, or possibly because of all his mind-expanding experimentation, he had grown up to become the sort of friendly, well-balanced
         guy that everybody loved. Nowadays he worked in social housing for an English city council while collecting vinyl and growing
         vegetables on his allotment in his spare time. And every so often he took off to explore far-flung places with his backpack.
         We had that in common, at least.
      

      
      ‘Been anywhere exotic recently?’ he asked now.

      
      ‘I’m not sure. Does Donegal count?’

      
      The previous month I had been a guest at possibly the oddest film festival in the world – three days of screenings about journeys
         in home-made boats, in the improbable and rain-lashed location of Tory Island, nine miles off the Irish coast. My ticket to
         this esoteric convention was a voyage I had taken in 2000 from Chile to Easter Island on a slowly sinking vessel made of reeds.
         Rash as it had seemed to trust myself to this experimental form of transport in the company of several equally unqualified
         shipmates, it had turned out to be a thoroughly life-enhancing experience, and one I always assumed was fairly unique. But
         sitting in a blacked-out village hall, watching footage from literally dozens of journeys made in everything from animal-skin coracles to ancient galleys, I concluded
         I was simply one of a well-established breed. There was now even a pseudo-scientific name for our endeavours: archaeonavigation.
      

      
      Standing soberly in the bar one evening listening to men (and they were almost always men) from across the globe debating
         the reliability of square versus lateen sails or boasting about the alleged scientific merits of their Boy’s Own adventures, I was overcome by a creeping sense of the absurd. Why were we all so intent on such improbable feats? What were
         we really trying to prove? It seemed to me there was an elephant in the room with us, and across its rump were branded the
         words midlife crisis.

      
      Dan laughed uneasily at the tale. ‘Don’t knock a good honest midlife crisis, bro. Better to build a reed boat than buy a Ferrari.’
         He took a sip of beer. ‘Don’t tell me you’re losing the wanderlust?’
      

      
      It was a fair question. I had always loved travel for the way it opened my mind to other people and how they lived, and distracted
         me from the existential questions of ordinary life. Then a couple of years previously, I had spent a wonderful summer hitching
         around Scotland by boat – a glorious excuse to engage with my adopted country, and which had changed my whole relationship
         with it. And for the first time in the ten years since I had come up from London to start work, I knew it was somewhere I
         wanted to put down roots, start a family. Old habits die hard, of course, and I had taken a few trips since then – a voyage
         down the Peruvian Amazon, a commission in Montenegro and, more recently, the Irish film festival – but increasingly I had
         the feeling that my travels were an avoidance of the real issue.
      

      
      ‘According to the life coach, I need a bit more than a change of scenery,’ I admitted to Dan now. ‘More like a personality
         transplant …’
      

      
      ‘You went to a life coach?’ cut in Dan, trying to hide a smile. ‘Nick, you seriously need to loosen up! What about taking an ordinary holiday instead?
         You know, relax with a good novel, sample the local cuisine, recharge the batteries …?’
      

      
      I felt Ali’s hand rest supportively on my shoulder. ‘Nick gets a bit panicky without a project,’ she said. ‘Put him on a sun
         lounger and he’ll be twitching in minutes.’
      

      
      It was true. Ever since I first tried my hand at freelance travel writing, I had found it impossible to take any trip without
         trying to cram in a writing assignment. It saved me from the angst of doing nothing in a world that registered only movement,
         achievement, speed. But it wasn’t very conducive to romantic meals. I patted Ali’s hand by way of apology. She put up with
         a lot. If only I could learn to be as laid-back as Dan.
      

      
      ‘How do you relax, then, oh great guru?’ I said.

      
      ‘Oh, just the usual stuff,’ shrugged Dan, draining his glass as he got up to go. ‘Beer, friends, travel, the great outdoors
         … some more beer …’
      

      
      He made it sound easy. I had all the ingredients apart from beer – so how had life become so arid and joyless recently? ‘Actually,
         I wouldn’t underestimate the beer,’ said Dan, cheerfully. ‘Why do you think most of the world heads for the pub at the end
         of the week?’
      

      
      ‘That’s the problem,’ I concluded. ‘I’ve got to learn to loosen up without alcohol. Maybe I should make that my next project.’
      

      
      I was being flippant, but when I looked up at Ali, she was eyeing me thoughtfully. ‘That is the best idea I’ve heard all day.’
      

      
      I am seven years old. It’s a warm summer’s day, and I am in the garden of my childhood home. I’m lying face down on an inflatable
         lilo which all but fills the paddling pool. Somewhere in the background I can hear my two younger brothers chattering to my mother, and nearby the low hum of bees. Gazing down into the
         water over the end of the airbed, I watch the patterns of sunlight dancing on the blue bottom of the pool, where blades of
         cut grass move gently backwards and forwards. The sun is warming my back, and the soles of my feet. There is nothing else
         but this simple moment.
      

      
      It seems such an inconsequential scene – nothing happens, and nobody speaks – and yet I have returned to it often over the
         years. It remains so vivid that even now I can reach down and feel the cool water. Why does it still lure me so powerfully?
      

      
      Perhaps, it occurs to me today, because I have found a time before judgement. A time before my critic learned to measure my
         life against itself. It fills me with a yearning so strong that my eyes turn wet and blurry. It is a kind of homesickness.
         I want to go back there.
      

      
      Compared with that carefree, weightless time of childhood, I feel like a sherpa, laden with baggage, staggering up a mountain
         path. I am so very, very tired. Tired of carrying so much, controlling and marshalling it ever upwards.
      

      
      I need to let go of something, and soon.
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