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10/10/22 

Mondays in the student room 

 

The Indifference of the Quiet 

 

I want to talk about these little moments I’ve had a few times in my life. I call them Indifferent 

Moments. Well, I don’t really, I just started calling them that when I started writing about them 

elsewhere. But now I’m calling them that, Indifferent Moments.  

They are what I imagine to be the early stages of a panic attack. They’ve never fully developed 

into the real thing, for which I am lucky. I guess I have a reasonable built in self-regulatory 

system. I can adjust to things quickly. It’s not like I’m saying this is a skill, though. This isn’t 

something I do, it just happens, and it doesn’t happen for everybody. 

Anyway, the moments. The Moments. They’ve only happened in my adult life, in fairly recent 

history. They are hard to explain well, but I’m going to try. Often they are connected to a 

hangover of some kind, but that feels incidental, like the hangover is an inciting incident but the 

Moment is part of something much bigger, something underneath, which is always there. It’s like 

the opening of a hole inside of which is something very serious. 

The Moments are like this: I become very aware of myself, of my consciousness being confined 

to my skull, of the fact that no matter where I go, right inside that little six inch space is where 

I’ll be. My immediate response to is to try and escape, escape the Moment, to try and change 

something, my environment, my surroundings, go outside, go for a walk, walk it off, wait for it 

to be okay.  

But I’m not even happy with that explanation of it. That’s still not really it, or not all of it. That 

doesn’t cover it. There’s the acute awareness of myself, that’s there, but there’s also the feeling 

that nobody around me cares, because everyone is outside of me and separate and no matter 

how well I might articulate something to them, they’ll never actually feel it because they’re inside 

their own little box, and we’re all in our boxes and far away from each other, and there’s the 

feeling that even if I did manage to explain something perfectly and somebody could understand, 

they wouldn’t care anyway, and that even the surroundings themselves, the walls, the furniture, 

the pavement, the lampposts, they don’t care either, they’re all indifferent. Indifferent. 

Everything is quiet and nothing matters.  

I still don’t think that really does a good job of explaining it, but with language that’s as close as I 

feel capable of getting. There’s dread and there’s quiet and there’s indifference and I’m trapped. 
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Like I said, these moments are often related to, or just brought on by, a hangover following the 

ingestion of some substance.  

Perhaps the most famous Moment in my mind was in Pai, Northern Thailand, in 2017. I was 

with some American people and we went to a bar, outside of the little hipster backpacker village, 

in the fields, a bar with hammocks and beanbag chairs and palm trees and music, that kind of 

place. For other reasons I don’t need to go into, I wasn’t in the most optimistic day to day frame 

of mind, so I went along here not because I was excited to, but because I didn’t want to just stay 

by myself in my cabin, with just my dumb little mind for company, so I went along, with a 

grumpy face the whole time.  

Someone in the group suggested the purchasing and ingesting of mushrooms, in the form of a 

milkshake. This is not something I’d had the slightest interest in doing before. Of all the 

intoxicants, this was one that I felt sure I would be on the wrong side of, that I would be one of 

the ones who have an awful time that scars them mentally for life. I’d always heard that the 

mindset with which you go into is a big determiner in the outcome, meaning, that if you’re 

anxious going into it, you’ll have a miserable, anxious time, and the converse, and I knew I 

couldn’t not be anxious about it, so I’d always just thought, well, maybe it’s best if I don’t try that 

one.  

But the group I was with described it as something different. They convinced me that if I had 

just a little bit I wouldn’t start seeing colours and shapes, I’d just feel loose and light and talkative 

and would have a good time. No doubt because of the grump I was in, the idea of being able to 

escape my sullenness for an hour or two didn’t sound like a terrible idea. And it was in the form 

of a milkshake, which is probably the least threatening form something can take.  

The milkshakes were bought and I had about a quarter of one, three or four sips. It didn’t taste 

bad. We all lounged around in the bar (I think it was called Sunset Bar) and talked, there were 

beers. An hour passed, an hour and a half. People who’d had way more than me, like a whole 

one to themselves, were saying they didn’t feel anything. Two hours passed, no one felt a thing, 

least of all me. I was fine with it. As I said, I was ambivalent about the thing anyway, so having it 

pass with no consequence was alright with me.  

Feeling some need to salvage everyone’s unquenched thirsts for a good time, a Good Time, 

someone rolled a girthsome joint, and passed it around. This was an intoxicant I was more than 

comfortable with. I had a hefty share, and then lay back on the hammock. 

This was a while ago now, in a stage of my life where I was much less used to these Indifferent 

Moments, much less equipped to handle them. It’s hard for me to describe well, but as I lay 

there, something felt wrong. I tried to keep up and remain present in the conversation around 
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me, but I felt just a little bit behind it, not part of it. I tried to text someone on my phone, but 

the weight of it in my hand didn’t feel pleasant, and I just wanted to put it down. No, that’s not 

it, that doesn’t describe it at all, but I’m trying. It's like everything I did, or everything I could 

think of doing, sounded unpleasant. Not just unpleasant, scary. It’s like I was trying to hold on. 

It’s like I was overly aware of myself and my surroundings and how little they or anyone cared 

about me. It’s like if I could commit to doing something, like saying something in the 

conversation or typing something on my phone or just closing my eyes and relaxing, if I could 

just decide on doing one of those things, and see it through to the end, I might just make it, but 

for some reason the idea of committing to any one of those things sounded dreadful and I 

couldn’t do it. I just wanted to escape, escape everything, myself.  

I couldn’t tell anyone there how I was feeling, because, of course, none of them would 

understand, and even if they did understand, of course, they wouldn’t care. Also, if I told them 

about it, if I said out loud how I was feeling, that would have made it real, and if I just lay there 

and kept it all tightly inside there was still the chance I could deny it away. I tried to endure it, 

just hold on, but I felt that compulsion to escape. The rationale here was that the reason for my 

unease and fear was because of the people around me, whom I didn’t even know very well, and 

if I could just get away from them and by myself and eliminate any chance of looking foolish in 

front of them, everything would be fine. To get out. I got up off the hammock, mumbled some 

vague excuses, and left. Then it all got somehow much worse.  

I walked, trying to breathe normally, trying to keep my steps straight. Now I was by myself and 

there was no chance of embarrassing myself, but strangely this wasn’t comforting. Now I was by 

myself. There was nothing to distract me. It was just me and my mind, the quiet, the 

indifference. I walked until I got back to the town. I went into a 7-11 and bought a sugary drink, 

hoping that would calm me down. Even the buying of the drink itself felt like an ordeal, an 

enormous task with much more responsibility than I could handle. I stood outside the shop and 

looked at my phone. My perception seemed off; the phone looked like it was in my hand but ten 

metres away at the same time. It was happening, the milkshake was turning on me, and it didn’t 

seem fair. I’d agreed to it, drank it, waited for it, and nothing happened, so I let go of it. I wasn’t 

ready for it now. I hadn’t signed up for it.  

I tried to find my way back to my cabin, to lie in bed and close my eyes and hold on, but even 

that wasn’t straightforward. I blindly followed Google maps, which took me down two roads 

with dead ends. The streets I walked down had little restaurants, the classic roadside Thai eateries 

with little tables and pink napkins, and the patrons were all smiling and laughing, and I was 

pretty sure it was me they found so funny. It all turned Kubrickian.  
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After like an hour, during which I reset my phone, thinking that that would solve the GPS issue, 

I found my way back to the cabin. I was sweaty but with a different kind of sweat to the normal 

Thai everyday moisture.  

I lay down on the bed and tried to close my eyes but kept seeing shapes. I opened them, but that 

was no good either. There was no escape. I was in my head, and nothing around me, the bed, the 

walls, the fridge, none of them cared.  

I decided the only thing that could save me was something warm and familiar and simple, 

something that would remind me of being at home, real home, Wales, as a teenager, when 

everything was simple and fine.  

I found episodes of Peep Show on YouTube on my phone and played them. I closed my eyes, 

and now with the familiar sound of quotable sardonic situation comedy for company, it didn’t 

feel so bad. It felt okay. I could get through it now. 

I watched/listened to almost a whole series, and the whole thing passed. I fell asleep, and the 

next morning when I woke up feeling vaguely normal, I was incredibly grateful. Happiness by 

contrasts.  

That was a long time ago now, and since then, I’ve learned some things about these Moments. 

I’ve learned now that in the beginning of the thing, while still at the bar in the hammock, if I 

actually did just verbalise my dread, if I’d actually just said out loud, “Hey, feeling a bit weird, 

anyone else?” at least fifty per cent of the dread would’ve gone away. Instead of sitting in me, 

tight and pressurised and glowing, it would’ve been deflated and let out.  

I’ve learned that my old response to it, to try and deny it, to try and run away, will just lock me 

more in my little prison. (And there’s something paradoxical about the person trying to deny it to 

themselves, the person trying to say “This is okay, everything’s okay, you’re okay, you’re fine” 

when the only reason they’re saying that is because they are clearly not fine; there’s no better 

indicator that everything’s bad than if you start saying it’s good.)  

I’ve learned to just stay still. To let it in, to accept it, embrace it. To say it out loud. Observe the 

experience. “This isn’t okay, I’m not okay, but that’s okay, I’m not going to fight it.” I’ve found 

that as soon as I nod my head and let it in, the sharpness of the Moment is dulled. And it’s 

almost instantaneous. It sounds so simple it’s almost obvious, but it took me a long time to learn 

that lesson. And actually it was the film Inside Out that illuminated it for me, a children’s film 

which isn’t really a children’s film, a film in which the message is to accept and embrace sadness 

as a part of life. I’ve tried it and I’ve seen it work. 

The important thing I think now is not for me to get cocky and think I’ve cracked it. I still am, 

and always will be vulnerable to these Moments. It’s all fragile, I need to stay humble. But this 
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lesson, and other lessons like it, are the best parts of growing older. Aging has given me this 

lesson. A few years ago, like in Pai, I would’ve gone further and further into the quicksand by 

trying to deny it.  

But now I know that if you live in your head, the best thing you can do is make your bed. 

 

I’ve written a song about this, because that’s another new thing I’m doing.  


