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			Introdution

		
					Keeping Your Mind Healthy


				
			Our minds are complicated and brilliant machines. Some people can do extraordinary things with them: work out the square root of 239,121; memorise a ten-page poem in Latin; fly an aeroplane through a thunder-storm, or cook a mushroom and spinach lasagne while helping someone to make sense of their French irregular verbs. Although our brains are only about 2% of our body’s total weight, they use up to 20% of our body’s energy — enough to power a lightbulb.
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			For much of our lives, our brain-machines run efficiently with minimal maintenance. We can feed them orange juice, biscuits, cheese straws, gulps of fresh air and the odd relaxing movie — and, on command, they’ll come out with tricky spellings, facts about earthquakes and the names of all our aunts and uncles.

			Like many organs in our bodies, our minds require proper attention and thought every now and then. We know we have to exercise our limbs. 200 years ago, few people thought it was a good idea to stretch their legs, lungs and hearts. If you had enough money, you could pay for someone to carry you through the streets of a town, just to make sure you wouldn’t do anything as reckless as take one unnecessary step.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Nowadays, we realise that that’s a fast way to an early death. Muscles wear away if we don’t use them, and we need to monitor our bodies and take care of them if they’re to last — which is why a lot of adults, even very rich ones, spend their time running on peculiar machines with rubber mats that go nowhere.
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			This is a book about your mind and how to keep it healthy by doing the equivalent of taking it to the gym. There are some basic ingredients you will need for this kind of health. First of all, you will need to get a lot of sleep, as brains do all kinds of vital repair work while you’re curled up in bed. It is also a good idea to eat the right sort of diet, as our brains work best when they’ve been fed healthy and delicious things like carrots and chickpea salads. But the most important thing your mind needs to keep it healthy is good ideas. This means ideas that can make you less worried, that can make life more interesting, that can calm you down when something has gone wrong, and that can stop you feeling too upset about situations you might be facing.

			There are lots of problems we’re already good at solving. If you’re hungry, you can have a toasted sandwich. If you are cold, you can put on more clothes or turn up the heating. If you cut your finger you can put a plaster on it. If you have an ear infection, a doctor can give you some medicine. But there are other problems that are harder to deal with. Often these are mind problems. They are to do with your thoughts and feelings about something or someone that is upsetting you. 
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			Mind problems are normal. Everyone in your class has some, although they might have different ones from you. And all grown-ups have mind problems, although they might be about work or money or their families. Famous people have them too. 

			You probably don’t know much about other people’s mind problems. You don’t know they’ve got them unless they tell you. Mostly we don’t tell each other because no one wants to look strange, weak or in trouble 

			(but all of us are like that sometimes, which means it is very normal to feel odd).

			If you have a mind problem, putting a bandage around your head won’t help. If you aren’t having a good time at school, or if you feel shy or if you get upset with your parents, there isn’t a pill you can take to make things better. But there is something that can help: 
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			You already know quite a lot about learning new ideas and how helpful they can be. 

			Think about a 3-year-old who is building a tower with some bricks (they are very pleased that the tower is four bricks high). But another child is jumping around and bumps into them and knocks over the tower. The tower-building 3-year-old gets upset: ‘I hate you, you broke my tower!’ they might scream.

			If you were trying to calm down that child, what might you say? Perhaps you would try to teach them about the idea of an ‘accident’. A bad thing can happen, but the other person did not mean to do it. Realising that something can be an accident is an important and helpful idea. You had to learn it, and someone taught you — though you might not remember when. Now it is an idea you can bring out to calm someone down (in another situation, that person might be you). 

			Or imagine a 4-year-old who is worried that there might be a tiger hiding in a cupboard. What would you say to them? Maybe you’d just tell them not to be stupid. (Or maybe, if you were feeling mischievous, you’d scare them by telling them you’d seen the tiger and it looked very, very hungry.) But if you wanted to help them, you could ask them some questions in a friendly way, as if you were wondering too: where could the tiger have come from? If it came from the zoo, how could it have gone through the streets without anyone seeing it and telling the police? How could it get into the house? Wouldn’t a tiger struggle to use a key with its claws? How could it open the cupboard door? How could it close the door from the inside? Would a tiger fit in the cupboard, given how much stuff is already in there? 

			You are asking questions but, really, what you are doing is giving the 4-year-old a big new idea: that you can look at a situation calmly and ask whether your fear could be real or not. A 4-year-old is only just beginning to realise that bad things can’t just happen by a horrible kind of magic — or because they don’t feel good inside. There has to be an explanation for how something difficult or dangerous can happen. Because you can’t really explain how there could be a tiger in the cupboard, once you think about it, that’s a strong sign that there isn’t one. Thinking things through calmly helps — a lot. When you think about explanations, often your fears go away, because you realise that the thing you fear couldn’t really happen. You learn a big lesson that many adults still try to keep in their minds: a fear is not a fact. 

			This is a book of ideas that can help you with mind problems. It is, if you like, the equivalent of going to a gym to keep your body healthy. But instead of lifting weights and pulling on ropes, we’re going to be lifting up some ideas. Some will be quite heavy; some will be quite new. Others you’ll have heard already from someone nice who loves you. But it’s good to flex your brain anyway.

			We’re going to look at a range of mind problems you might encounter and talk about some of the best ideas your mind could use to deal with them. The result should be something very important: you’ll have a healthier, happier mind and it will be more exciting to wake up to every new day.

			Let’s look at some mind problems and see what kinds of ideas might help with them. 

	
	
					Chapter 1

		
					Parents


			You didn’t get to choose your parents

			One of the weirdest things about being human is that our parents are a big deal. We are tiny and helpless for a long time. We need their help and support for twenty years at least, which is a pretty long period in which to be affected, for good and for bad, by their tastes and characters. 

			That is not the case with most other animals. A baby horse (a foal) is up and running about half an hour after it is born. It is pretty much fully grown before a human infant can say its first word. Many of the world’s creatures don’t even spend a minute with their parents: the average baby fish is left to its own devices the moment it emerges from its egg. The blue whale, which is the biggest living animal in the world, is fully developed by its fifth birthday.

			But a typical human will spend 25,000 hours with its parents by the time they are 18. That’s generally fantastic, because your parents love you more than pretty much anyone else, but it does bring complications too.

			For many years, your parents are in charge of nearly everything about your life. They decide where you live and where you can go on holiday; they tell you what time you have to go to bed and what food you should eat. They decide what to buy and what’s too expensive. You often need them to take you places and when their friends come around, you have no option but to say hello to them. 

			There are other important ways in which your parents might influence you. If you have a dad who is interested in cooking, you might know a lot of different dishes; maybe he talks a lot about the right setting for the oven or he’s shown you how to use a rolling pin. Or, if your mum is really interested in music, maybe you’ve heard a lot of songs other people at school don’t know about. Maybe a parent coached you at tennis or was keen on you playing the trombone or wants you to read a lot. 

			Perhaps your parents are always watching the news or maybe they never watch it. Is your house very tidy or pretty messy? That depends on the adults. When you picture your family having a meal, do you see yourself sitting around the table with lots of people telling interesting stories, or sitting on the sofa while you watch a film together? Both might be nice, but they are very different. If there’s a problem, do the adults react calmly or do they get in a panic? Are they always late or are they focused on being on time? 

			You don’t think about all this when you are a baby, but as you grow, you become aware of a new big idea:
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			And they can be quite a bit different from other people’s parents. What your grown-ups are like makes a huge difference to your life. If you had other parents, your routines would be completely different: maybe you wouldn’t even be very much like you (which is a puzzling idea). 

			Even though your parents are probably the most important people in your life, crucially, you didn’t get to choose them. There are usually some big gaps between what you could imagine a parent being like and how an actual parent really is…
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			But hold on! Here’s another strange thought: your parents did not know what you would be like. 

			Small children think their parents know everything and can do anything. But as you get a bit older you start to realise they can get things wrong. Maybe they can’t dance or they don’t know how to spell a word. Maybe they sleep too much or complain about work, or they try to tell a joke but it’s not funny. You discover there are ways parents can be annoying. 
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			Ways parents are annoying 

			PARENTS can be fussy

			They tell you that you need a hat or a coat, even though you do not feel cold; they want to make you eat broccoli because they claim it will help you live longer. If you want to climb a rock they’ll tell you it’s dangerous; they constantly ask you if you have brushed your teeth properly. 

			You know it’s annoying but, to calm your mind down, there’s a question you should ask: why do they fuss? What’s going on in their brains? It’s not really because they are horrible. There are other explanations. 

			Parents fuss because, for a long time, they had to. When you were a baby, you were fragile and they had to worry a lot. If you got cold you might start to cry, or get sick. If you went near some stairs you’d probably fall down them. If you didn’t eat the right things you’d not grow properly. When you were very small, you didn’t realise a car might bump into you, so your parents had to be careful every time you went outside. You couldn’t brush your own teeth, so they had to do it for you. You can’t remember much of it, but it went on for years. So a parent’s brain gets into the habit of always worrying about what might go wrong, and it’s hard for them to switch off this habit, even when you get older and they don’t need to worry so much. 

			Here’s a useful definition of a parent: a person who will always believe that their child is a baby, and needs as much looking after as a baby did, even when they’re 20 or 53. That’s just a fact — and if you look at how your grandparents treat your mum and dad, you’ll probably see evidence. For your granny, your dad is still 2 years old!

			We’re not saying that this is sensible; it just seems to be the way it is. It’s best to accept it, as you would a rainy day.

			But let’s focus on something else. Remember that people usually get bothered most about things that they care a lot about. If you are really interested in flags, it would bother you if someone mixed up the flag of France and the flag of Russia.
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			They’d say you were being fussy. But you’d say you were really interested. 

			There’s no one in the world your parents are more interested in than you. They probably don’t fuss so much around anything or anyone else. It is annoying, but your parents probably are not fussy around people in general (they’ve probably never tried to brush their friends’ hair or asked their colleagues if they were eating enough vegetables). 

			They are fussy about you, and their fussing basically means: ‘I love you.’ The big idea here is:
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			This is important: it’s an idea to help you when things are difficult around your parents. Understanding why a parent fusses doesn’t stop them from doing it. It doesn’t make the fussing seem any more sensible or right (it really can’t matter that much whether you have a carrot every day or not). What it changes is your idea of what they are doing when they bother you with their fussing. They’re trying to help you have the best life they think you can have, even though the way they’re doing it is annoying and might even be rather wrong. They’re trying to be nice, even though it’s not nice for you. 

			Now, change tack a bit and think about why fussing annoys you. It is upsetting, but there’s a big, new question to ask: why is it so upsetting? Is it more upsetting now than ever? Maybe what is bothering you is that they are fussing because they still think I’m a baby.
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