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RIGHT, here goes. 

Monday moming, 15th Feb., 1993. A mild February day has brought the squirrels out of hibemation. The leafless trees in the garden make a kind of adventure playground for them. I watched two playing tag
 in the chestnuts just outside my study window: spiralling up a trunk, dodging and feinting among the branches, then scampering along a bough and leaping to the next tree, then zooming down the side of its trunk headfirst, freezing halfway, claws sticking like Velcro to the corrugated bark, then streaking across the grass, one trying to shake off the other by jinking and swerving and tuming on a sixpence till he reached the bole of a Canadian poplar and they both rocketed up its side into the thin elastic branches and balanced there, swaying gently and blinking contentedly at each other. Pure play – no question. They were just larking about, exercising their agility for the sheer fun of it. If there's such a thing as reincarnation, I wouldn 't mind coming back as a squirrel. They must have knee-joints like tempered steel.
 

Pages 19-25

Laurence Passmore
A SELF-DESCRIPTION

I AM FIFTY-EIGHT YEARS OLD, five feet nine-and-a-half inches tall and thirteen stone eight pounds in weight - which is two stone more than it should be according to the table in our dog-eared copy
 of The Family Book of Health. I didn 't acquire the nickname "Tubby" until I was a National Serviceman in the Army, after which it stuck. But I was always a bit on the heavy side for my height, even when I played football as a youth, with a barrel-shaped torso that curved gently outwards from the chest to the point where shirt met shorts. My stomach was all muscle in those days, and useful for bustling opposing players off the ball, but as I got older, in spite of regular exercise, the muscle turned to flab and then spread to my hips and bum, so now I'm more pear-shaped than barrel-shaped. They say that inside every fat man there's a thin man struggling to get out, and I hear his stifled groans every time I look into the bathroom mirror. It's not just the shape of my torso that bothers me, either, and it's not just the torso, come to that. My chest is covered with what looks like a doormat-sized Brillo pad that grows right up to my Adam's apple: if I wear an open-necked shirt, wiry tendrils sprout from the top like some kind of fast-growing fungus from outer space in an old Nigel Kneale serial. And by a cruel twist of genetic fate I have practicaIly no hair above the Adam's apple. My pate is as bald as an electric light bulb, like my father's, apart from a little fringe around the ears, and at the nape, which I wear very long, hanging down over my coIlar. It looks a bit tramp-Iike, but I can hardly bear to have it cut, each strand is so precious. I hate to see it faIling on to the barber-shop floor - I feel they should put it in a paper bag for me to take home. I tried to grow a moustache once, but it turned out rather funny-Iooking, grey on one side and a sort of gingery-brown on the other, so I shaved it off quick. I considered growing a beard, but I was afraid it would look like a continuation of my chest. So there's nothing to disguise the ordinariness of my face: a pink, puffy oval, creased and wrinkled like a slowly deflating balloon, with pouchy cheeks, a fleshy, slightly bulbous nose and two rather sad-looking watery-blue eyes. My teeth are nothing to write home about, either, but they are my own, the ones you can see anyway (I have a bridge on the lower right-hand side where a few molars are missing). My neck is as thick as a tree-trunk, but my arms are rather short, making it difficult to buy shirts that fit.
 For most of my life I put up with shirts with cuffs that fell down over my hands as far as the knuckle unless restrained by a long-sleeved sweater or elastic bands round the elbows. Then I went to America where they have discovered that some men have arms shorter than average (in Britain for some reason you are only allowed to have arms that are longer than average) and bought a dozen shirts at Brooks Brothers with 32” sleeves. I top up my wardrobe from an American mail-order firm that started trading in England a few years ago. Of course, I could afford to have my shirts made to measure nowadays, but the snobby-looking shops around Picadilly where they do it put me off
 and the striped poplins in the windows are too prim for my taste. In any case, I can't stand shopping. I'm an impatient bloke. At least, I am now. I used not to be. Queuing, for instance. When I was young, queuing was a way of life, I thought nothing of it. Queuing for buses, queuing for the pictures, queuing in shops.
 Nowadays I hardly ever ride on a bus, I watch most movies at home on video, and if I go into a shop and there are more than two people waiting to be served, more likely than not I'll turn round and walk straight out. I'd rather do without whatever I came for. I especially hate banks and post offices where they have those cordoned-off lanes like Airport Immigration where you have to shuffle slowly forward in line and when you get to the head of the queue you have to keep swivelling your head to see which counter is the first to be free, and more likely than not you don't spot it and some clever dick behind you nudges you in the kidneys and says, "Your turn, mate." I do as much ofmy banking as possible by a computerized phoneline system nowadays, andI send most of my letters by fax, or have Datapost call at the house if I have a script to mail, but occasionally I need some stamps and have to go and stand in one of those long Post Office queues with a lot of old biddies and single parents with snuffling infants in pushchairs waiting to collect their pensions and income support, and I can hardly restrain myself from shouting, "Isn't it about time we had a counter for people who just want to buy stamps? Who want to post things? After all, this is a Post Office, isn't it?" That's just a figure of speech, of course, I can restrain myself very easily, I wouldn't dream of shouting anything at aIl in a public place, but that's the way I feel. I never show my feelings much. Most people who know me would be surprised if I told them I was impatient. I have a reputation in the TV world for being rather placid, unflappable, for keeping my cool when all around are losing theirs. They' d be surprised to learn that I was unhappy with my physique, too. They think I like being caIled Tubby. I tried dropping a hint once or twice that I wouldn't mind being caIled Laz instead, but it didn't catch on. The only parts of my body that I'm reasonably pleased with are the extremities, the hands and feet. My feet are quite smaIl, size seven, and narrow, with a high instep. They look good in the Italian shoes I buy more frequently than is strictly necessary. I was always light on my feet, considering the bulk they have to support, a nifty dribbler of a footbaIl and not a bad ballroom dancer. I move about the house very quietly, sometimes making my wife jump when she turns round and finds me right behind her. My hands are quite smaIl too, but with long, shapely fingers like a pianist's,not that I can play any keyboard except an IBM one. 

***************** 

I gave this self-description to Alexandra and she glanced at it and said, "Is this aIl?" I said it was the longest piece of continuous prose I'd written in years. She said, "It hasn't any paragraphs, why is that?" and I explained that I was out of practice in writing paragraphs, I was used to writing lines, speeches, so my self-description had come out as a kind of monologue. I said: "I can only write as if I'm speaking to someone." (It's true. Take this journal for example - I've no intention ofletting anybody else read it, but I can only write it as if it's addressed to a "you". I've no idea who "you" is. Just an imaginary, sympathetic ear.) Alexandra put my self-description away in a drawer to read later. At our next meeting she said it was interesting but very negative. "It's mostly about what's wrong with your body, or what you think is wrong with it, and even the two good points you mention, your hands and your feet, are undercut by the references to buying too many shoes and not being able to play the piano." Alexandra thinks I'm suffering from lack of self-esteem.
 She's probably right, though I read in the paper that there's a lot of it about. There's something like an epidemic of lack of self-esteem in Britain at the moment. Maybe it has something to do with the recession. Not in my case, though. I'm not in recession. I'm doing fine. I'm well-off. I'm almost rich. The People Next Door, which has been running for five years, is watched by thirteen million people every week, and there's an American adaptation which is just as successful, and other foreign-language versions all round the globe. Money from these sub-licences pours into my bank account like water from a running tap. So what's the maner with me? Why aren't I satisfied? I don't know.
 

Alexandra says it's because I'm a perfectionist. I demand impossibly high standards from myself, so I'm bound to be disappointed. There may be some truth in that. Most people in show business are perfectionists. They may be producing crap, acting in crap, writing crap, but they try and make it perject crap. That's the essential difference between us and other people. If you go into the Post Office to buy stamps, the clerk doesn't aim to give you perfect service. Efficient, maybe, if you're lucky, but perfect - no. Why should he try? What's the point? There's no difference between one first-class stamp and another, and there's a very limited number ofways in which you can tear them off the sheets and shove them across the counter. He does the same transactions, day in, day out, year in, year out, he's trapped on a treadmill of repetition. But there's something special about every single episode of a sitcom, however trite and formulaic it may be, and that's for two reasons. The first is that nobody needs a sitcom, like they sooner or later need postage stamps, so its only justification for existing is that it gives pleasure, and it won't do that if it's exactly the same as last week's. The second reason is that everyone involved is aware of the first reason, and knows that they'd better make it as good as it possibly can be, or they'll be out of a job. You ' d be surprised how much collective effort and thought goes into every line, every gesture, every reaction shot. In rehearsals, right up to recording, everybody's thinking: how can we sharpen this, improve that, get an extra laugh there... Then the critics slag you off with a couple of snide sentences. That's the one drawback of television as a medium: television critics.
 You see, although I'm lacking in self-esteem, that doesn't mean to say that I don't want to be esteemed by others. In fact I get pretty depressed if they don't esteem me. But I get depressed anyway, because I don't esteem myself. I want everybody to think I'm perfect, while not believing it myself. Why? I don't know. I.D.K.
 

Early on in my treatment, Alexandra told me to take a sheet of paper and write down a list of all the good things about my life in one column and all the bad things in another. Underthe "Good" column I wrote: 

1. Professionally successful 

2. Well-off 

3. Good health 

4. Stable marriage

5. Kids successfully launched in adult life
 

6. Nice house 

7. Great car 

8. As many holidays as I want

Under the "Bad" column I wrote just one thing: 

1. Feel unhappy most ofthe time. 

A few weeks later I added another item: 

2. Pain in knee.

It's not so much the pain itself that gets me down as the way it limits my scope for physical exercise. Sport used to be my chief form of therapy, though I didn't call it that. I just enjoyed hitting and kicking and chasing balls about - always did, ever since I was a kid playing in a London backstreet. I suppose I got a charge from showing that I was better at it than people expected me to be - that my thick, ungainly body was capable of a surprising agility, and even grace, when it had a ball to play with. (There has to be a ball: without one I'm about as graceful as a hippopotamus.) Of course it's common knowledge that sport is a harmless way of discharging tension, sluicing adrenalin through the system. But best of all, it helps you sleep. I don't know anything like that glowing, aching tiredness you feel after a keen game of squash or eighteen holes of golf or five sets of tennis, the luxury of stretching out your limbs between the sheets when you go to bed, knowing you're just about to slide effortlessly into a long, deep sleep. Sex is nowhere near as effective. It will send you off for a couple of hours, but that's about all. Sally and I made love last night (at her suggestion, it usually is these days) and I fell asleep immediately afterwards, as if I' d been sandbagged, with her naked in my arms. But I woke at 2.30 feeling chilly and wide awake, with Sally breathing quietly beside me in one of the oversized T-shirts she uses for nighties, and although I went for a pee and put on my pyjamas, I couldn't get back to sleep. I just lay there with my mind spinning - spiralling, I should say, down and down into the dark. Bad thoughts. Gloomy thoughts. My knee was throbbing - I suppose the sex had set it off - and I began to wonder whether it wasn't the first sign of bone cancer and how I'd cope with having my leg amputated if this was how I coped with a mere Internal Derangement of the Knee. 

That's the sort of thought that comes to you in the middle of the night. I hate these involuntary vigils, lying awake in the dark with Sally calmly asleep beside me, wondering whether I should turn on the bedside lamp and read for a while, or go downstairs and make a hot drink, or take a sleeping pill, buying a few hours' oblivion at the cost of feeling next day as if my bone marrow has been siphoned off in the night and replaced with lead. Alexandra says I should read till I'm sleepy again, but I don't like to turn on my bedside lamp in case it disturbs Sally and in any case Alexandra says you should get up and read in another room, but I can't face going downstairs into the silent, empty living space of the house, like an intruder in my own home. So usually I just lie there, as I did last night, hoping to drop off, twisting and turning in the effort to find a comfortable position. I snuggled up to Sally for a while,
 but she got too hot and pushed me away in her sleep. So then I tried hugging myself, with my arms crossed tightly over my chest, each hand grasping the opposite shoulder, like a man in a strait-jacket. That's what I ought to wear instead of pyjamas, if you ask me.
 

***************** 

(Turn page for questions)

Questions

� What do you think “to play tag” is? (We’ll do some work  on games)


� Why do think he mentions squirrel knees?


� What’s a dog-eared copy of a book? 


� Write a few sentences about your relationship to shopping for clothes and footware.


� What puts you off?


� Write 50 words exactly (a mini-saga) around the topic of queuing.


� Do you agree with Alexandra? Explain.


� Can you answer his questions? What do you think is the key to not being depressed?


� From all the jobs mentioned so far, which one would you rather have?


� What if a perfectionist for you? Are you a perfectionist? Do you know anybody who is? 


� Is that good? ;) 


� What could this mean?


� Please, write your own list!


� Can you visualize this, to work out its meaning even if you don’t know all the words? 


� Do you suffer from insomnia? Have you ever had problems getting to sleep? How did you solve them?





