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Preface

I was having breakfast on the go the other morning, pastry in one hand, tepid coffee in the other, when I saw an older woman sitting on a bench.

It was down by Victoria Embankment in London, and the bench looked out over the River Thames. She was sitting with her eyes closed, the roar of rush hour traffic on one side and the slosh slosh slosh of the river on the other. 

She was a buoy in a stormy ocean, choosing to spend her morning sitting in one of the most polluted places in the city. I’d say she was pushing sixty-five – I only glanced at her through the flakiness of my croissant collapsing all over my wool jumper – and she was wearing uncomfortable-looking office shoes. 

People have epiphanies climbing Everest or seeing a beautiful sunset.

They emerge, exhilarated, determined to do more with their lives and ‘live in the moment’. 

My epiphany came at 7.56 a.m. in February in London, by a bus stop. That this was her future. She was living it. 

I just knew I didn’t want my future to be hers – trying to catch a breath of peace by a polluted road before attacking another workday. For all I knew she could have been the CEO of a human rights charity or a Nobel Peace Prize winner, but at that moment all reason broke down. I don’t want to be doing this forever, I thought, croissant disintegrating in my hand. 

With Covid, I think we’re all starting to reach our forks in the road. Working out what we’re happy to put up with and what changes we want to make. Well, this was my fork. 

One path, it’s more of the same. 

It’s staying at work late, it’s trying to get to the gym every morning, it’s scrolling through social media and wondering why we’re not in Tahiti. It’s cramming a hastily cooked ready meal into our bodies and immediately feeling guilty about it, but knowing we have no choice if we want to see our friends after work. It’s reading about the lives of celebrities and setting our alarms to 3 a.m. to see if getting up early and taking cold showers has any effect on our productivity. It’s taking a vacation but spending it learning how to ski or speak Japanese instead of reading a book. It’s about an exhausting, fulfilling, but ultimately busy life, that’s so intense we just want to scream ‘STOP!’

In Jia Tolentino’s book Trick Mirror, she says that being alive seems to be about ‘organising your life around practices you find ridiculous and possibly indefensible’.  So, maybe we should think about stopping that. 

The other path? There are fewer people yelling at you on social media platforms. Your boss isn’t always messaging you on your personal phone. You have time for yourself, doing the things you actually want to do. It’s a little brighter. Perhaps, it could be the new normal. 

After my last breakdown, when I stood on a bridge in London wondering if this was the last thing I’d see, I knew there wasn’t much of a choice left. That first path would be short, at least for me: a cul-de-sac. And nobody wants to stand at a fork in the road and take the cul-de-sac, because it would be a shit adventure. The second one is harder, especially when we’ve all been primed from a young age to study, graft and be present all the time. 

This isn’t a self-help book. I wouldn’t take advice from me, and I certainly wouldn’t try to offer it. But I want to understand why so many of us feel like this – wrung out. I set out to chat to other people, find out if they feel like I do, and why. 

What happened to our generation that made it feel fine to say yes to everything? Can we blame everything on the 2008 recession and social media, or is there more at play? It goes without saying that this is a book written from a privileged position. I’m white and I was lucky enough to have a stable childhood, brought up by two parents who still love each other. Not everyone can walk away from their stressful job, and not everyone has the immense privilege of being able to actively choose to reduce their workload or lifeload. But some of us do, and some of us definitely should. 

I’m pretty sure there’s no one ‘right’ way to live or wrong direction. But I’m also confident that burnout is just around the corner for so many people I know and love if we don’t stop and check our habits. Maybe we should all just pause and go and buy an ice cream. Have a walk in the sun. Read a poem. Whatever makes you happy. Be Good Enough.





Introduction

Did you know when you go to A&E and tell them you want to kill yourself, they hand you an orange form? Not a bright, neon orange, but a soft one so it doesn’t startle you. The nurses tuck it under other papers to give you privacy as they pass the clipboard from colleague to colleague.

A&E.

Where, usually, the staff are overworked, abrupt, rushed.

But now they stop and hand you tissues and their voices soften and suddenly you feel cocooned in this bright white hospital where the tiles smell of Listerine and voices are dampened by polystyrene and the clinical beds and the sounds of people screaming for their mothers.

Two paramedics wearing forest green drop off their latest patient. She is wheeled past, choking on air, her body fighting to live while you, in triage, fight to die. Numbness envelopes you and there is a fleeting moment when you know that the right thing to do would be to take that pen, the one on the desk, the one lying by the keyboard, and stab it into your wrist and try to end it.

You keep staring at the green curtain that separates you from the real injuries. Those with broken toes and laughing, limping children. The people who have fallen off ladders or been hit in the face with balls.

These are the people the NHS should be treating, not you. You, who are burdening the staff and wasting a room and feeling like you’re in the wrong, alien place.

In case you were wondering, this is my breakdown. Every person’s breakdown is different, but mine felt like this. It feels like there is nothing left inside you. That the only thing holding your body together is skin that doesn’t belong to you any more.

All of a sudden you feel hot tears and the nurse pops her head around the door and says:

‘Did you see . . .’

She nods towards the empty seat where your nurse was sitting.

She’s at the printer, you say. Even in death, trying to be helpful. ‘She was trying to get it to work.’

But your cracking voice belies your pain and you have to stop, and the nurse, who’s wearing her watch upside down and a face that’s thinking of chicken and chips for tea, pauses a moment and asks:

‘Would you like a cuppa?’

And then, in this hospital, I feel the love and the tenderness and the care.

I am here and I want to die, I say. I don’t want tea.

She should say she’s heard it all before. She should tut and spin full circle and condemn this teenage response for what it is, especially coming from a woman who’s nearly thirty – ‘THIRTY! I had two kids when I was your age and I wasn’t in here moping about’ – she should say all of this. Instead this new nurse, with an Irish name, Aoife, sits and hands me some milky tea and tells me she’ll walk me over to another unit.

I let her. I let my fraudulent illness check itself in to the hospital. Another woman on a gurney cruises past, yellow face, closed eyes. And surrounded by death, it makes me feel – still nothing.

I have no epiphany. No sudden drive to live.

I take two sleeping tablets and sleep for seven hours.

This is my first and hopefully last night on suicide watch.

It’s funny really, because I imagine being on suicide watch is like having a butler, but for sick people. He, or she – in my case, it mostly seemed to be he – sat at a desk on the other side of a window watching me sleep. Drop anything and the handle on the door would turn.

I’d count the six seconds it took him to leave his desk and walk to the door.

‘You OK in there?’

I wouldn’t answer, not because I’d tried to strap myself up to the ceiling or strangle myself with shoelaces. Instead I’d dropped my phone and now I was plugged back in, listening to a playlist a boy across the sea had shared with me.

I was too far gone in whatever part of his life he’d committed to Spotify. Strange synth, Morrissey, misery. It suited my heavy mood.

The door clicks open.

‘Tell me about a time when you were happy.’

‘What do you see for yourself in the future?’

‘How will you make your future yours?’

‘Do you feel like you have the love of your parents?’

A large man with an East African accent arrives to ask questions. He wears sensible shoes and looks like he’s never smiled. He takes a very long time to speak, and when he finally gets going, he scratches long marks across the paper.

‘Don’t you get cramp?’ I asked.

‘It’s my method, the way I work.’

I don’t make small talk with him again, but stare at my shoes, my feet, which hang off the too-tall bed, making me feel small and vulnerable, and I tap my heels together. Still he scratches his pencil against his lined paper.

I should have seen the breakdown coming. The tone change. The way it suddenly took me an hour to do something that used to take me ten minutes.

I should have stopped.

Instead, everything I did kept coming back to me. Rejection. Too rushed. Too hurried. Not up to standard. I would look at the email from an editor, burning with shame, too shocked and afraid that the work I’d submitted, and I’d thought was good, just simply wasn’t.

I could hear the tension in my voice when I spoke to people.

Strained.

Everything was a fight.

Everything was me fighting not to fight.

Every fight was caused by me holding on to the elastic inside my head and stopping it from falling slack, and letting every single ounce of my fear, my anxiety, my terror slam against the salesperson, or the caretaker or the colleague, smack in the chops.

This is what a breakdown feels like.

Take a step back.

How?

I go for a walk and the people rushing past me wearing London-only frowns, bought on Oxford Street during an August bank-holiday crush three years ago, allow me to slip into my disease. The burning sun highlights the brick of London Bridge.

The unanswered emails on my phone weigh so heavily that I want to throw it in the river.

Just answer them.

I can’t.

So instead, I press pause, and look back at what got me here. At whether life would be easier, more fun, more enjoyable if I’d said to myself, ‘Just take your foot off the pedal. Aspire to be mediocre. Be happy. Stop striving. Embrace that.’

So, let’s give that a go.

*

I want to look back at where it all started. Why we’re told we’re special from the moment we’re born. It’s not that unusual – you might say it to a weeping kid or a child who needs a pick-me-up after getting knocked back over some homework.

The word comes from the Old French, especial, which means ‘better than ordinary’.

Extraordinary.

My generation, ‘millennials’, and now Generation Z, are adults. And many of us will have been told how special, how extraordinary, how able we are from the time we first set foot in school.

In this way, we’re lucky – to have been loved and supported rather than kicked down and crushed. Yet, both millennials and Generation Z are experiencing some of the highest rates of mental health disorders that have been recorded. Perhaps some of that can be traced back to standing in our primary school lines, all chipped teeth and scuffed knees, moulding plasticine with our clammy little hands.

The blue-streaked-with-yellow bulb of modelling clay looks like an engorged bogie, but the teacher, in this era of positivity and support, told him it looked fantastic. Then she said how brilliant he was, and told his mother what a special, clever little boy he was.

But it’s time we realised that we are not special, and that this notion of ‘being special’ is killing us. And actually, by the time we realise this, perhaps the damage is done.

We are not extraordinary.

And we need to let these impossible demands on ourselves go.

We are a noisy, chaotic mash of cells created by two people desperately feeling their own way through the madness of the universe. We are imperfect specimens striving to be perfect, and I think life could be better, or at least more fun, if we just admitted that we have no idea what we’re doing.

Yet twenty-five years later, after standing in that milk-scented, stained reception classroom, gluey fingers covered in sand from the pit, the world incomprehensibly larger than me, I know now that I was lied to.

Rain.

Cuddles.

Dreams were cultivated in that classroom.

It was where we learned that we wanted to be firefighters, actors. It was where we said we wanted to drive trains, and the confidence imbued in us at a young age helped to spark a fresh generation filled with positivity. It created the activists who march and speak out against climate crisis, and the young people who fight against gun laws and rent control and fair working-practices.

We are amazing, able people, but would it hurt to accept that we don’t have to push ourselves to breaking point to prove ourselves? To accept that we are great, marvellous, interesting people without having to hike to Antarctica or get 10,000 likes on an Instagram post?

Ambition is excellent, but our constant self-criticism, panic and pain as we compare ourselves to each other is killing us. Almost five times as many people suffer from a mental health disorder today compared to ten years ago, while there’s been a 28 per cent rise in counselling.

Much of this is to do with factors outside of our control. There is abject uncertainty as Brexit looms on the horizon, bringing with it the threat of an economic recession. We date online, quickly and through apps. We have fewer friends than any other generation, and 22 per cent of millennials say they don’t even have a single person in their lives to have a cup of tea with. Our parents are more likely to live in a different city to us. And we face wage stagnation and a housing crisis where it’s almost impossible to buy a home of one’s own in our major cities.

When I was a child, I was told I could be anything. If I read widely enough, studied hard enough, and did enough extracurricular sporting activities then I could surmount the world.

Now, I’m finding the energy to say: enough is enough. Like a corny meme shared by a friend when you’re having a down day: you are enough. We all need to stop beating ourselves up about being extraordinary.

We are all doing our best; striving to be a little more average, and a little less special, is what we, riddled with our insecurities and fears, maybe need to be in order to survive this crazy ride.

Understanding just how ordinary we are, and how special we are not, is important. It gives us permission to close our work emails before midnight and to not hit the gym for the second time in one day. It lets us open and heat up a tin of baked beans when we’re on a tight budget, rather than having anxiety about all the ways we should be eating more healthily, even when perhaps calories are more crucial than calcium. You can be ‘enough’, but on your own terms.

However brutal it sounds, being told that I was unlikely to ever be prime minister, or the director general of the BBC, or the head of the civil service might have been helpful. Statistically knowing how much the odds were stacked against me – comprehensive school, northern and female – could actually have helped me manage my own insecurities and expectations.

Armed with statistics, it’s crucial we’re aware of the obstacles every single one of us faces; the discrimination we will experience throughout life because of our religion, our race, our gender or our sexuality.

Being told we can be anything is damaging. Accepting we are ordinary, just one part of a whole, is the future, whether we’re trying to collaboratively save the planet or obeying the rules as we drive along the motorway. Enough with being told how special we are, and instead let’s start celebrating just how average we all are.

And how we are all enough, just how we are right now.

*

Fear of mediocrity has a name – koinophobia. I like to turn it over, roll my tongue around it. It sounds impressive. Greek. It actually means the fear of having lived a normal life, but what’s so wrong with being normal?

Adventurer Ross Edgley made his triumphant return to dry land in Margate, United Kingdom on 5 November 2018. He had circumnavigated the 1,780 miles around Britain in record-breaking time and had endured jellyfish stings and salt-water erosion so severe he woke up with chunks of his tongue having fallen off on the pillow next to him.

The thirty-three-year-old from Lincolnshire had braved grey stormy seas and hadn’t set foot on the mainland for five months, sleeping in a support boat at night and swimming through Britain’s freezing waters for twelve hours a day. On that November day, as Ross dragged his tired, broken but elated body ashore, I’d just decided I wanted to change gyms. Nothing too major, but a big enough decision that would see me paying £20 more each month, but with a shorter journey.

On the same Monday Ross collapsed into bed and slept, I checked into my new gym, got yelled at by instructors and then took the Tube to work.

Busy, stressed and having issues with my relationship, I spent the journey listening to The Jam and trying to write a few pages of my new novel, laptop precariously balanced on my knees. Whenever anyone sat next to me, they’d crane their necks to see what I’d written, like when you’re walking around a beautiful harbour somewhere hot and there’s a man painting a little watercolour of the ocean. Everyone stops. Everyone stops to peer over this man’s shoulder to ensure his arrogance matches his talent: that him standing there is justified.

I minimised the font size so people couldn’t read it. Size 8. Size 6. Even I can’t read that. Once, on the Bakerloo line, the man next to me actually leaned forward, looked at my screen and said: ‘That’s very small.’

This morning I was thinking a lot about Ross Edgley. About what drives a man to do something so ferociously improbable like that, and thinking, extremely judgmentally, that there must be a hell of a thing driving you to swim around the coast of Britain.

While I was on the Tube, and Ross Edgley was contemplating media interviews, another story was unfolding a few hundred miles south of the Bakerloo line station my Tube was about to pull in at.

Seventeen-year-old Ameena was sitting in Calais, planning her trip across the Channel to England. She’d left Afghanistan months before and was alone. Her mother was in a dirty and ‘frightening’ refugee camp in Athens. In a few months’ time, Ameena would make the journey to Kent in a twelve-foot inflatable dinghy with an outboard motor attached. When she arrived, she told the British newspaper the Observer that she could not stop vomiting, and that she had no idea where she was.1

‘I called the police,’ she said. Her boat set off on Christmas Day because there were fewer ships than normal. When you’re trying to cross the Channel, one of the world’s busiest shipping routes, in a twelve-foot inflatable dinghy, these are things human traffickers need to consider.

Despite the calm-for-the-time-of-year weather conditions, Ameena suffered extreme seasickness.

Her crossing was ‘very, very dangerous. I was scared,’ she said. Before this, she had been living in the Iranian capital Tehran, but this was by no means as scary as the crossing she made in pitch black as she sailed across to England.

Just a few months later, Ameena has improved her English and lives in Kent. She has friends and is about to start studying for A levels at college in Canterbury.

The world is full of heroes, some louder than others.

What does success actually mean?

Our notions of success may be different. Success for someone from a less wealthy background, whose parents didn’t go to university and might be fighting through the high levels of unemployment in their region, may be retraining and working as a bar manager against all odds. If you take the three people described at the beginning of this chapter: If you take these three people – Ross, Ameena and Me – it’s straightforward to rank those people in terms of mediocrity to success, isn’t it?

Ross has broken actual, literal records. He is a winner. He is the most successful, surely? Then Ameena, who has pushed past adversity after adversity to start a new life, alone, in England, thousands of miles away from home. Or me, trundling along on the Bakerloo line to get to a meeting with a new client, desperately typing with sweaty fingers, trying to finish a chapter to give my life more meaning than it currently feels like it has.

Obviously, I would rank myself at the bottom of the pile of we three individuals, no matter what. I am hundreds of metres underground, I have a gross sweat patch on my back, and the most I can hope to make from a new client I’ve just negotiated with wouldn’t even buy a new microwave.

But depending on who you are, and what success means to you, you’d rank us differently. To somebody who has wanted to live in London their whole lives – Ameena, perhaps – maybe I’m the most successful person on this. To somebody who values drive and resilience above all else, then Ross takes the prize. And for someone struggling in the face of adversity, then the award has to go to Ameena.

Everyone who grew up in an outer suburb will have experienced koinophobia at some point.

The gravel-kicking walk down the main street while the lace curtains are drawn across the bay windows, illuminated by the flickering light of the Sunday sports on television. The feeling of isolation, as everyone in the neighbourhood gets into their cars at the same time each morning, slams the doors, and then drives away, leaving the neighbourhood empty.

When you’re young, being normal doesn’t look too good. Must life be like this? Must life be full of empty drives, neat hedges and sensible pathways? And then as you get older you realise this is what success looks like, and actually being able to afford a house with a neat square of turf and having a fence to creosote is a marker of that.

Maybe it’s not your marker of success. Maybe you’re still suffering from koinophobia, the fear of being normal, of arriving one day in the white removal van, with its loud roll-up door and it opening on the rest of your life. A quiet cul-de-sac, detached brick house with water feature and a bird house.

What’s so terrifying about this neat little house?

There’s a growing belief that we can do better, that there’s a veneer of social mobility. When you try, however, your head bumps hard against the class ceiling. So we work at being the best we can be instead. Tied into this is how the concept of perfectionism has changed. While it has become a more positive trait, says expert Tom Curran from the University of Bath, we need to be mindful that perfectionism actually has roots in sociopathic tendencies.

Seeking success isn’t a new thing, but this culture of perfectionism is, he says. His specialism focuses on how perfectionism develops in humans, and he points out within the first minute of our conversation that perfectionism is not a positive trait.

‘It’s truly, definitely a negative trait,’ he says. ‘And it’s one that I think is becoming more pronounced. I notice people holding their hands up and admitting to it more and more. “Yeah, I’m a perfectionist,” they say, but it’s not a good thing.’

In an academic sense of the term, being a perfectionist doesn’t mean you strive for perfection. It isn’t about diligence or doing the best work, says Curran. ‘At its very root, perfectionism is about trying to perfect what we perceive to be our imperfect self. It is a belief that no matter what we do, we’re inherently deficient, and there’s a real determination to show and prove to others that we’re worth something. I see it a lot among friends. It’s about a need for other people’s approval.’

Curran says it speaks volumes for our culture that people admit to it, that they’re almost proud of their perfectionism. However, he adds that ‘there are no upsides to [it].’

Perfectionists, in the true sense of the word, don’t work harder or achieve more. Studies show that there are zero benefits to being a perfectionist, and they actually end up overworking and burning out more because they don’t know when to switch off. ‘If you’re a perfectionist, you work to a point where it becomes uncomfortable. It’s a law of diminishing returns – in pursuit of ever-increasing outcomes, you lose out in other ways. You actually make it harder to reach the goals you set yourself.’

Curran says it’s not worth the mental stress. ‘True perfectionists suffer from tremendous psychological turmoil.’

However, being a perfectionist isn’t necessarily a choice. Studies have found that around 40 per cent of our drive for perfectionism comes from our genes. The rest is from nurture and from societies that value the individual pushing their boundaries, and the World Health Organization and the Harvard Business Review claim that it’s on the rise.2 High rates of perfectionism can be found across Asia, says Curran.3 It’s unsurprising that among millenials there’s a real fear of not doing well. A study conducted by Curran and Andrew P. Hill tested for generational changes in college students’ responses to the Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale between 1989 to 2016. It found that in the later years, young people put significantly more pressure on themselves than previous generations. Curran found that the fear of failure has been exacerbated thanks in part to changing social dialogue and culture, and young people do everything they can to avoid it – this leads to greater anxiety and an attempt to evade it by working too hard.4

If you’re in your late twenties, thirties or even forties, you probably feel like this is just the way it is. There’s a genuine concern among my friends and colleagues that if you choose to take your foot off the pedal, you’ll be fired.

But it’s not all doom. Curran says it feels like there’s reason to be optimistic.

‘People are starting to wake up to the fact this perfectionism isn’t always possible,’ Curran tells me. As an early-years academic, he has developed an ‘eager awareness’ of what’s going on among his nineteen-to-twenty-year-old students. ‘They see that the social contract they signed doesn’t exist any more. They feel they’re being screwed over and that social media is bullshit. The perfect lifestyle doesn’t exist, that’s clear, and I see a counterculture emerging. Although things need to get worse before they get better, I think young people might be rejecting the status quo.’

Perfectionism, or what many of us in our twenties and thirties feel now – the need to work and do more – was probably exacerbated by market reforms in the 1970s, he says. Today, putting in work and expecting to get something back is a cultural norm based on the principle that the very best will always rise to the top. It assumes that our society is a meritocracy which is fair and gives equal weight to all.

When we took a turn towards market-based reforms in the late seventies, we made an assumption, at least in the West, that market-based principles were the only way to form society. Curran explains that by this, he means that education became obsessed by league tables, everything became ranked, children were set according to ability, and even local and national governments were judged in this way. ‘If there was an opportunity to embed market-based principles into a civic institution,’ he says, ‘they took it.’

As a result, he charts this as the birth of the perfectionism epidemic. People began to internalise the sense that they need to work hard and skill-up to make themselves worth more in the current market. People became goods. We began to understand that in order to succeed, we must polish our CVs and skills until we shined on the job-market shelf.

Is the drive to be successful actually destructive?

It goes without saying that we can’t all be the best. We can’t all succeed, so I started to wonder whether we should all just tone it down, try to take it easy.

I had a hunch I wasn’t alone in feeling so strung-out all of the time. Cities across the world are full of people studying at night classes while working flat-out during the day. The first London Tube that runs each morning is packed with tired people who have spent all night working to provide for their families, joined by sharp-suited under-thirties on their way out to Canary Wharf to sit in on a 6 a.m. call.

What I do know is that it’s an absolute privilege to have this dilemma. The dilemma of needing to press pause, but not knowing how to do so. So few of us have the opportunity to decide whether we want to reduce the amount we work or have the opportunity to strive for promotions. According to the Office for National Statistics, around 5 million workers in the UK are casual or work zero-hour contracts. That’s a lot of people in insecure work, and around 40 per cent of that 5 million are in low-skilled jobs. Uber drivers, serving staff on zero-hour contracts, cleaners.5

Not everyone can ‘enjoy’ such First World problems as anxiety over whether we go to the gym too much. Being aware of the luxury that I can choose whether or not I want to strive to be successful is a marker of privilege, of being white, of being middle class. And although this privilege doesn’t make these anxieties or this stress any less real or important, it’s still a better one to have than being fearful of the police or unconscious bias. Many of us, rich or poor, regardless of skin colour or religion, live in a world driven by capitalism, expectation and unrealistic standards. And this is what I hope this book calls to account and challenges.

As humans we strive, and it’s in our nature to do so. But at what cost? I’m going to try to figure this out by speaking with friends, experts and strangers about the pressures they face every day to keep pushing forward. How our need to achieve has penetrated our hobbies, our workplace, our friendships, and even our sleep.

I think about this when I’m sitting on that bed back in A&E. What I don’t know is if it’s all going to be OK.
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