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Praise for It Shouldn’t Be This Way

‘This extremely well-written book grabs you from the first pages and walks you through the challenges of some of life’s most painful moments. It addresses that core question that all of us fear, but may not even realise is there, looming over us, until life happens: what will we do when nothing we do will do? Here’s the beginning of an answer: read this gentle, strong and very wise book’

Steven C. Hayes, Ph.D., originator of Acceptance
and Commitment Therapy and author of
A Liberated Mind: How to Pivot Toward What Matters




 

Also by Janina Scarlet

Superhero Therapy

Therapy Quest

Dark Agents

Harry Potter Therapy

Super-Women

Super Survivors




It Shouldn’t Be This Way:

Learning to Accept the Things
You Just Can’t Change

Janina Scarlet, Ph.D.

[image: illustration]




 

ROBINSON

First published in Great Britain in 2021 by Robinson

Copyright © Janina Scarlet, 2021

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

Important Note

This book is not intended as a substitute for medical advice or treatment.
Any person with a condition requiring medical attention should consult a qualified medical practitioner or suitable therapist.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this book
is available from the British Library.

ISBN: 978-1-47214-599-4

Robinson

An imprint of

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

An Hachette UK Company

www.hachette.co.uk

www.littlebrown.co.uk




 

To anyone whose heart has ever bled with agony,
to anyone who has ever wished things to be different,
to anyone who has ever felt weak when they were actually strong,
and to anyone who was ever shamed into silencing their inner suffering.
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Introduction

There are no manuals on how to be a human being, no official manuals anyway. Most of us are stuck figuring out how to navigate this adventure we call life, often with little guidance. Some of us might have been met with harsh judgement, stigma or criticism when we might have tried to seek help or support from others.

Worse, sometimes we might see other people seemingly ‘having it all together’, and all the while we might be struggling just to get out of bed in the morning. We might assume that we are the only ones going through a hard time. We might also erroneously assume that going through depression, anxiety, trauma or any other mental or physical struggle means that we are ‘weak’. The truth is, however, that suffering is not a weakness, it is a foundation upon which you can discover your inner strength.

I am a licensed clinical psychologist and my biggest passion is helping people learn different ways of managing their mental health struggles. As someone who was frequently told of the need to ‘be strong’ as a way of being shamed out of feeling anxious or depressed, I have learned first-hand about the damaging effects of emotion suppression and how such emotional avoidance can lead to a significant worsening of symptoms.

In my work with my clients, I utilise an intervention called acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT). ACT focuses on learning to mindfully accept things that might be out of our control while living a meaningful life based on our deepest core values.1 This intervention has been shown to be helpful for treating depression, anxiety disorders, PTSD, chronic pain and other chronic illnesses, addiction, as well as many other disorders.2

What is acceptance?

At the core of ACT is the acceptance skill. Many people might be told that they have to suppress and avoid their emotions and ‘focus on the positive’. Acceptance refers to the willingness to face and process the emotions and the events in our lives that we cannot change. For example, acceptance might refer to the willingness to process the pain of a past trauma or the anxiety about an uncertain future if it means living a full and meaningful life. Acceptance might also mean being true to yourself instead of conforming to outdated and absurd societal expectations. Acceptance is essentially a method of self-empowerment and self-exploration.

Getting the most out of this book

This book is broken up into two parts. In the first part, we will go over what acceptance is and what it is not, as well as why it is important. I will also discuss my experiences with acceptance practices, as well as clinical examples of other individuals who have struggled with acceptance and their subsequent acceptance journeys.

The second part of the book focuses on how to practise acceptance. In this part, you will learn specific acceptance exercises, as well as how to manage some of the possible challenges that might come up along the way.

In order to get the most out of this book, it might be most helpful to read one or two chapters per week to take time to process the material you are reading. Some people find it helpful to use a notebook or a journal to write down their thoughts while reading about and practising the different exercises in this book. In addition, some people find it helpful to read a book like this when they are by themselves, whereas others prefer to read it with a book club or with their therapist. Many people benefit from discussing what the various chapters have brought up for them or journaling about their reflections.

In a world where most of us feel the impossible pressure to conform to everyone else’s expectations, allow this one journey to be your own. You are allowed your feelings and your experiences and you are allowed to go at your own speed. Breathe. Take the pressure off. Thank you for being wonderful. 



 

1 Hayes, et al. (2011).

2 Dindo, et al. (2017).




PART I:

Acceptance, Avoidance and
Everything in Between:
The Why and the What




Chapter 1

Paul

The first thing I remember thinking when I met Paul was, ‘Wow, he’s dreamy.’ The second thing I thought was, ‘He’s probably full of himself.’

I was fifteen and Paul was a blind date, pushed on me by one of my classmates who prided herself on being the school’s un-official matchmaker. Paul was seventeen and already in college, having graduated school the year prior. He was brilliant.

I hated him.

At least for a moment.

His hair was chin length and neat. He wore a navy-blue button-up shirt under his black leather jacket and his jeans looked like they were sewn around him. His high cheekbones made him look both handsome and distinguished.

He looked at me in that disarming way that someone really looks at you, as if there is no one else in that moment or that universe. He smiled, and my heart leapt as I dropped my trigonometry book. We both bent down to pick it up and our eyes met once again.

I smiled hoping that he didn’t see me blushing. He returned my smile and picked up my book without ever taking his eyes off me. He offered his hand to help me stand up, which was good because I was already falling in every sense of that word.

‘You’re from Ukraine, right?’ His eyes were looking directly into mine. Tiny wrinkles formed around his eyes every time he smiled, and I found myself smiling again.

‘Yes.’

‘How was it living there? It must have been hard. I heard that even years after World War II, people are still affected, even to this day.’

His gentle enquiry, full of consideration and compassion, brought tears to my eyes. ‘It was . . . not easy.’

‘I can imagine. I’m actually studying Russian history now at my university.’

My judgements washed away with each new thing I discovered about him. I learned that he and his family immigrated to the United States from Greece when he was a small child. I saw that behind the navy-blue shirt was the palette of an artist. Underneath the neatly combed hair was a brilliant mind that shared my love of history. Underneath the tough leather jacket was a guy whose family experienced much struggle when they immigrated from another country, as did mine.

It took us four hours to walk six blocks, a walk that led into a year of a movie-like romance. My family was resistant at first. Coming from a traditional Jewish family, my parents were not keen to allow me to date a Greek Orthodox college boy. But over time, his smile won over my family, too. He was invited to family events – birthdays, holidays and weddings.

Two days before my brother’s wedding, Paul and his father had to fly out to Florida for a family emergency. ‘I’ll call you when I get there. I love you,’ were the last words he said to me.

His sister’s call came a few days later, ‘Paul got hit by a car . . . he’s dead . . . I’m so sorry.’

As I hung up the phone, I slid down the wall, my heart beating 500 miles a minute, trying to escape to another world, the one where he still existed. One where I could still feel his always-chilly hands in mine. One where I could feel his heartbeat when I lay my head upon his chest.

I felt numb. I felt gutted . . . but more than that. I felt like there was no me left. The world felt too big. Empty. Too empty to be allowed.

In the world outside, the smiling people enjoying their winter holidays just somehow seemed like they weren’t aware.

I remember thinking, How can they be so happy at a time like this? Don’t they know I’m dying? Don’t they know that he’s dead?

I wanted to scream but no sound would come.

The next few days were a blur. My brother called from his honeymoon. I don’t remember talking to him, but I know that I did. My parents, my Jewish parents, took me to a Greek Orthodox church so I could honour Paul’s memory in my own way.

My body felt both heavy and empty. My gut felt like I’d been punched repeatedly. I kept staring at the ceiling at a crack shaped like a butterfly, wishing that I could find the courage to die. I called Paul’s sister twice to check on her, the only phone calls I could find the strength to make. She cried both times that I was able to reach her. She said that it was too difficult for her to talk about what happened. When we would hang up the phone, I would feel even more useless and broken than before.

Returning to school several weeks later, I felt like I was in some kind of a cruel dream. Nothing seemed real. Everything was a fog, torn between one reality and the next. I moved in slow motion, as if in an independent film where everything around me was moving at triple speed. When I got to my literature class, I could feel the last of my energy drain as I collapsed into my seat.

‘Where have YOU been?’ Kelly’s raspy voice came from behind me.

I turned around slowly, weighing out how best to tell her. She knew Paul but I wasn’t sure if she knew what happened to him. ‘Paul went to Florida over the winter holidays. He was hit by a car . . . he died,’ I said, trying to push down the heavy lump in my throat.

Kelly looked at me with her head to the side, looking both surprised and confused.

After a few moments of pondering this, she said, ‘Umm . . . no, he didn’t. I just saw him yesterday on 5th Avenue. He was walking with his arm around some girl. His sister and her boyfriend were with them too. I just assumed you two broke up. I was going to call about it actually.’


OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
JANINA SCARLET





OEBPS/images/pub.png
.





