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If you’ve never sat on a kind-eyed stranger’s couch bawling your eyes out as they smile and hand you tissues without judgement or criticism, then you don’t know what magic you’re missing.
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INTRODUCTION

I’m gazing out of my car window at a non-descript suburban street on the London/Essex border in the watery July morning light. The sun is still low and a fragile stillness hangs in the morning air, as if the world is holding its breath in anticipation of the soon-to-come accelerated pace of the day. But my body feels none of this tranquillity; it is on edge. I squeeze my arms and drum my fingers in my lap. My heart rate is higher than it should be and there’s a prickling of sweat starting to creep over my skin despite the cool summer morning air coming in from the open window.

My weekly therapy session starts shortly and I’m using these few precious moments beforehand to try to calm the fight or flight reaction fizzing around my body. This isn’t a new experience; I’ve sat in this very spot many times before, silently negotiating with myself. Nevertheless, the trickle of panic about the unknown continues to infuse every cell of my body: ‘Oh crap, how on earth am I going to begin to unravel this jumbled muddle of thoughts?’ It is as if the volume button of rationality and reason has been turned right down, and instead fear and trepidation scream loudly, ‘What if I can’t think of anything to say and we just silently stare at each other for the whole session?’, ‘What if she pushes me too hard?’, ‘What if I lose control?’, ‘Oh fuck, what if I cry?’ I am overwhelmed. I am lost. But somewhere in this clatter of chaotic thoughts autopilot kicks in – I force myself to get out of the car and approach her door. I make myself ring her doorbell and remind myself to trust in the process.

Fifty minutes later I am walking back to my car transformed. I am untroubled and unburdened by the cacophony of worries that only recently screamed and screeched around my head. I am liberated with relief. But how can it be that in this short window of time I feel both emotionally and physically lighter? I can viscerally feel the weight lifted from my shoulders. It’s as if my therapist has gently twisted open a pressure valve somewhere deep inside me, allowing the stress to be released with control and a calm clarity to fill the space left behind. I feel listened to, understood and emotionally held. Therapy is magic.

Don’t get me wrong, therapy can also be uncomfortable, confronting and often exhausting, and I can leave feeling anything but ‘light’. But, this doesn’t stop therapy feeling magical, as it’s often in those hard sessions when something deep is unlocked and the magic truly lives. Changes start to happen and the pain turns into gain. It’s very normal, and likely a positive sign you’re making real progress, if you don’t enjoy therapy all of the time.

I’m Jo. I’m 37 years old. I have a great husband and a beautiful daughter, who makes me proud every day. I studied and practised law for many years at one of the world’s premier law firms. I have an undeniably privileged and comfortable life and, as a white, privately-schooled, university-educated, heterosexual, cisgender woman in the UK, my experiences, by many objective measures, have been easy.

I say this not to incite envy and give you reason to stop reading (to be fair, I wouldn’t blame you if you did), but because first and foremost I think it is important that I am upfront about my privilege as it will undoubtedly have had an impact, not on my mental health as such, but certainly on my treatment and the support I have received. Secondly, because to read that last paragraph and to look at my life from the outside, you’d never guess that I struggle every day with my self-esteem, my self-worth and my value, not only as a mother and a friend, but as a human being. You wouldn’t know that I regularly drift in and out of periods of mental ill health that can be both disabling and alarming (for myself and those around me), despite the regularity with which they appear in my life. And, of course, even when the cloak of mental illness descends, I can normally hide it well. Most of the time. I function, most of the time. I wear the mask of being ‘OK’, most of the time.

What does someone with a mental health condition look like anyway? In my experience it certainly isn’t how ‘mad’ people are stereotypically represented in the movies or on TV. The mentally ill are often portrayed as mumbling, erratic, incompetent, dangerous, chaotic, slovenly and undeserving, which only serves to distance ‘them’ from the rest of ‘us’, perpetuating fear and ignorance. Despite having mental health conditions from a relatively young age, my mental health knowledge, prejudice and language were severely lacking for an embarrassingly long time. My internal cringe-o-meter shoots off the scale when I think about all the times I stereotypically labelled others and myself. I’d even jokingly describe myself as being ‘a little bit OCD’ long before, in a cruel twist of irony, years later I would in fact be diagnosed with dermatillomania, (chronic skin-picking), which, it turns out, is in the OCD family.

For many people with mental health conditions like myself, we often appear ‘normal’, whatever that might be. We are often fully contributing members of society on the surface, but underneath there’s a much darker and more complex story going on. I’ve long used my social media channels to highlight the disparity between what is happening on the surface and what is actually going on beneath, through a campaign called #DepressionWearsLippy. It gained traction a few years ago and globally thousands of women (and a few men and pets too) have shared their lipstick selfies, and many more have used the hashtag since, showing that mental illness doesn’t have to look a specific way. The idea came about a couple of years ago after an online troll accused me of fabricating my condition, saying that I looked too groomed to suffer anxiety or depression. My response was to show the world that as often as mental health conditions hide away or look the way we expect, mental health issues are also all around us and look like every one of us. Sometimes they wear lipstick and sometimes they do not. Mental health issues cross all social constructs, genders and ethnicities; they affect the rich, poor, old and young. Having a mental health condition is not a choice and they don’t discriminate with who they affect, so neither should we in our behaviour towards people who have them.

Therapy has been my lifeline; it has changed my life in a way I could never have anticipated. At the time of writing, I have seen a therapist or been in therapy at various points for roughly half of my life. That’s over 18 years of spilling my innermost thoughts to numerous strangers for bouts of various talking therapies for multiple reasons. If this were a marriage, it’d be our porcelain anniversary – a material known for both its toughness and also its fragility. Which I think is fitting, considering the context. And without wanting to bore you senseless with a long list of diagnoses, I think it’s important to let you know that at different points in my life my therapy has been for anxiety, depression, postnatal depression, post-traumatic stress disorder, compulsive and intrusive thoughts and behaviours, as well as other things that have fallen short of a clear categorisation, and now it’s more about my mental wellness, self-esteem, self-improvement and self-care.

A quick aside: it’s important to remember that, for some, diagnoses can be helpful in validating their suffering and giving them a platform from which to speak about distress and access help. However, this isn’t always the case. Some diagnoses can have the opposite effect, feeling stigmatising and leading to negative evaluations by the public, family members and even the person with mental health concerns themselves.

EIGHT LIES I’VE TOLD MYSELF ABOUT MY MENTAL ILLNESS DIAGNOSIS

1‘I have failed; I should have been able to control my mood myself.’

2‘I am weak. I have brought this upon myself.’

3‘This means I am crazy.’

4‘This means I am a fundamentally flawed human.’

5‘My life is over.’

6‘I will never amount to anything.’

7‘I will never have friends.’

8‘I may as well give up.’

I do not claim to understand how the magic of therapy works; all I know is that something incredible happens when you find another human you can open up to and they are trained to listen and support you in response. I think it’s probably quite important I say at the outset that, as far as I am aware, NO ACTUAL MAGIC is involved in therapy, despite at times me being utterly convinced that some kind of sorcery is at play in my therapist’s office. But what is unquestionably true for me is that it has felt as though something magical happens in therapy and this book seeks to lift the veil on a secretive and sadly still stigmatised world.

I also feel compelled to let you know that there is no magic pill, no quick fix, no incantation or spell to cast. Therapy is hard. It’s hard to get the courage to go to therapy; it’s hard to find the right person who makes you feel safe, held and comfortable; it’s hard to trust the process when progress is slow; it’s hard when you doubt yourself; and it’s hard when you come away feeling worse than when you went in. Even when it’s great, you have a therapist you connect with and you’re making good progress, it’s still bloody hard work. Worth it, every second, but hard.

To continue in arse-covering mode, I want to warn you that this book touches on many triggering subjects, including self-harm and suicide. If this means it’s not for you, I’m sad to see you go, but I quite understand. I also want you to know that I’m speaking from my personal experiences with therapy and mental illness. If you or someone you know may be living with mental illness or mental health issues, please talk to a qualified medical professional or encourage them to, because I am not a doctor, nor am I qualified as a therapist.

There is so much that is kept hidden when it comes to mental health, so much that happens behind closed doors, so much that we keep locked away from the world and often even from ourselves. In this book I throw those doors wide open and tackle many of the less spoken about aspects of mental health and how to access support. So, despite my dad telling me to never talk publicly about money, politics or religion, I think this book would be doing a disservice to you the reader but also to myself if it didn’t address at least the first two of these to some degree. I really don’t think we can, nor should we try to, separate mental health support in any of its forms from less palatable topics such as politics, finance, social issues and race because, to me, they are inextricably intertwined. Our lives don’t operate in a vacuum and neither does our mental health and by extension therapy. Not to mention that much emotional distress is often caused by many of these exact issues.

MYTHS ABOUT THERAPY

Myth: ‘I don’t need a therapist. I’m smart enough to solve my own problems.’

Truth: We all have our blind spots. Intelligence has nothing to do with whether or not we’d benefit from therapy. A good therapist doesn’t tell you what to do or how to live your life. They will give you an experienced outside perspective and help you gain insight into yourself so you can make better choices.

Myth: ‘Therapy is for crazy people.’

Truth: Therapy is for people who have enough self-awareness to realise they need a helping hand, whether that is to help them cope with a mental illness or issue, or simply because they wish to learn tools and techniques to help their lives, for example to become more self-confident or emotionally balanced.

Myth: ‘All therapists want to talk about is my parents and childhood.’

Truth: While exploring family relationships can sometimes clarify our thoughts and behaviours later in life, that is not the sole focus of therapy and, depending on the type of therapy you have, might feature very seldomly, if at all. The primary focus of pretty much all therapy is on what you need to change – unhealthy patterns and symptoms in your life. Therapy really is not about blaming your parents or dwelling for too long on the past.

I’ve realised a lot of things through trial and error that I wish someone had told me before I ventured into the secretive and often entirely misunderstood world of therapy. I’ve also come to a place in my life where I strongly feel if we are open and honest with our truths and share our vulnerabilities, not only can we help others, but also real change will happen.

These pages contain the very comfort and reassurance I have craved over the years in therapy from the perspective of someone actually doing the work, learning the lessons and making the mistakes. This book doesn’t just lift the lid on the incredible, unique conversation and relationship that happens between the therapist and the client, it throws that box wide open to give you a real flavour of what therapy feels like from the rarely heard client perspective. We shall begin with what I wish I had known before this all began…

[image: image]I shouldn’t wear mascara to my therapy sessions.

[image: image]I will never lie on a couch during therapy.

[image: image]No one will ever say, ‘So how does that make you feel?’

[image: image]My therapist is NOT a mind reader.

[image: image]Going to therapy doesn’t make me weak.

[image: image]Therapy will be awkward.

[image: image]Therapy will be hard.

[image: image]Therapy will change my life.

[image: image]Therapy saved my life.

[image: image]Therapy is NOT bullshit.

[image: image]Therapy is magic.



From the Other Chair

THERAPY


Throughout the book you will see pop-outs like this from the professionals when something needs a little deeper explanation or the ex-lawyer in me has sensed this is something I’m vastly underqualified to be explaining. So for our first quick word from the ‘other chair’, I want to draw your attention to the fact that I am going to be using the term ‘therapy’ throughout this book rather loosely to mean all forms of talking therapy unless I specifically say otherwise. Talking therapy encapsulates a number of things, so this is as good a moment as any to bring in the big guns and let them guide us.

As Dr Emma Svanberg, clinical psychologist (aka @mumologist on Instagram), explains, therapy can refer to various treatments. All involve talking to another human being who is a trained professional about your current difficulties, what may be causing them and the paths available to make a change.

There are many different types of talking therapy, but they all aim to:

[image: image]give you a safe time and place to talk to someone who won’t judge you

[image: image]help you make sense of things and understand yourself better

[image: image]help you resolve complicated feelings or find ways to reach acceptance

[image: image]help you recognise unhelpful patterns in the way you think or act, and find ways to change them (if you want to)

[image: image]experience a relationship with someone who is there to think only about you

Throughout the book you will see reference made to ‘therapy’, but you might also hear people talking about:

[image: image]counselling

[image: image]talking therapy

[image: image]psychotherapy

[image: image]psychological therapy

[image: image]talking treatment

These refer to the different training undergone by therapists. There is overlap in the methods used by therapists, but there are different training requirements for different types of therapists.





Confusingly, you might hear people generically refer to therapy that they have had as ‘counselling’. Often these are interchangeable terms, but very roughly sessions with a counsellor are usually shorter term, whereas a psychotherapist will typically see you over the longer term.

Unlike other mental health professionals, such as psychologists and counsellors, psychiatrists must be medically qualified doctors who have chosen to specialise in psychiatry. This means they can prescribe medication as well as recommend other forms of treatment. Most psychiatrists work as part of community mental health teams, in outpatient clinics or on hospital wards. We’ll discuss the different types of therapy in more detail in Chapter Ten (see page 185).

Maybe right now therapy feels really scary or it’s something you aren’t able to connect with. Maybe you’re unsure where to start or just don’t know whether therapy is right for you. Maybe your family or friends are pressurising you to see someone and you’re apprehensive. Or maybe you know someone in therapy and you want to know how to best support them. Perhaps you’re curious about what the potential benefits might be or how it all actually works. Possibly you’re in therapy, but are finding it hard going, unsure of whether to give up or stick at it. Maybe you are in therapy and are looking for tips on how to get the most from it or want to know how to end it in the least awkward way possible.

Whether you’re a lifelong therapy-goer or a complete newbie, you can use this book as a guide to bettering your sessions and, ultimately, the way that you feel. Whatever the reason, come on in – you’re in the right place.

The book is split into two parts. Part One is a series of my real-life experiences and mental health lows that found me winding up on the proverbial couch as well as many of the lessons I have learned from sitting my butt down over and over again on said couch. Part Two is also filled with many examples from my own experiences in the client chair to help you better understand what it is you’re getting into and give you a realistic insight into what can happen, but I also share all my tips and strategies that have helped me over the years to make the most of my experience inside the therapy room and my mental wellness on the outside.

Therefore, whether you’re looking for more information about therapy, help with breaking out of seemingly endless cycles of burnout, tips on how to curb your perfectionism, advice on how to say no, or you’d like some pointers on dealing with anxiety, grief, depression and everything in between, this book is most definitely for you.

Above all else, I hope that reading this book will help you to talk more comfortably about these very normal struggles, whether that is to a therapist, a friend or just to yourself.


Therapy thoughts

‘Therapy is not as scary as I first thought! I was so terrified to sit in front of someone, look them in the eye, and talk about the deepest, darkest parts of myself. I wish I had known how much of a release it would be!’

Jonny Benjamin MBE, award-winning mental health campaigner, film producer, public speaker and author of The Stranger on the Bridge
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