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For my mum and dad









This is a true story,
although some identities have been changed
to protect people’s privacy.









The state of being in love . . . is psychologically so remarkable and it is the normal prototype of the psychoses. Sigmund Freud, Totem and Taboo


Frequently paraphrased as:
One is very crazy when in love.




Prologue


I was going to be late. Again. Even though I am devoutly agnostic I was praying while on the Gatwick Express. It was my only hope of getting to the airport for 7.45 am, the latest I could check in for my flight home to Glasgow. But it wasn’t working. The train seemed to be moving at a slower pace than a brontosaurus.


Suddenly, an image of the White Rabbit from Alice in Wonderland appeared in my mind. He was clutching a large, golden pocket watch while huffing and puffing, ‘I’m late! I’m late!’ My own version of the frantic refrain started playing on a loop: ‘Come on, come on, please God, come fucking on. I’m late! I’m late! I’m LATE, LATE, LATE, LATE, LATE, LATE, LATE. Arrrrrrgggggghhhh!’


Every few minutes I tried to distract myself by reading a newspaper or listening to my iPod, but it was futile. The words I was staring at disintegrated en route from my retina to my cortex. They could have been written in Chinese or Arabic for all the sense they made to me. So I tossed the newspaper back into my bag. As for my ‘favourites’ playlist, I could only tolerate the first five seconds of each tune before fast forwarding to the next one. My top twenty tracks were condensed into one hundred seconds. I couldn’t concentrate on anything other than time. Every ounce of my energy was devoted to trying to deliver subliminal messages to the train driver to crank up his speed. When I closed my eyes, I saw, seared into my inner lids, a giant egg timer with luminous pink grains of sand trickling away at what seemed like an ever-increasing rate. When I opened them, I stared psychotically at the clock on my mobile phone and watched another precious minute as it disappeared.


I’d already missed two flights the previous week. This would make it three in ten days. Somehow, this seemed slightly too chaotic. As was the fact that I had also, the previous week, picked up my ninth penalty point for speeding and narrowly escaped having my driver’s licence taken away altogether. In the ‘losing it’ stakes, this wasn’t quite on a par with Britney Spears shaving her head in public, but I can see now that I was obviously trying to communicate something.


My sister, Louise, and our mutual friend, Katy, who both work as therapists in the famous Priory chain of private psychiatric hospitals (Britain’s answer to the Betty Ford Clinic for people with addictions, depression and other mental health problems), and who have an annoying habit of being right about most things, have always inferred a lot from my perpetual lateness. They say it’s a sign of repressed anger and inherent selfishness, and they look at me with pity when I insist it’s just because I am hopelessly disorganised and don’t like to wear a watch (‘I don’t want my life to be ruled by time,’ I once declared, provoking widespread ridicule).


This issue had reached its tearful nadir a few years ago during a night out to celebrate Louise’s upcoming wedding. I burst into the restaurant, over an hour late, with a gushing apology and a rosy glow on my face: I’d been having fun, and lots of it, with my lovely new boyfriend. It was the first time in six years that I’d managed to sustain a relationship for more than half a dozen dates and the sense of achievement together with the early flush of love was making me feel somewhat euphoric. But I was brought quickly back to earth when Louise and Katy launched their verbal assault. Could I be any more selfish? How special did I think I was? Did I not realise that my constant tardiness indicated passive-aggression and an overdeveloped sense of self-importance combined with massively low self-esteem?


‘I just lost track of time,’ I whimpered pathetically. ‘I was having fun. With my new boyfriend. I thought you’d be happy for me. And anyway, this is Louise’s second wedding. It’s not that big a deal. Surely.’


I tried not to think about their comments (or mine) that morning as the Gatwick Express approached its destination. Instead, I noticed that my heart was pounding, my palms were sweating and I had the first signs of a self-induced tension headache coming on. Breathe in, hold, breathe out, I coached myself while I waited for the train to stop. Before the doors were even half open, I had squeezed through them like a greased weasel and was running as fast as I could towards the lift and escalator. They were jam-packed. I eventually arrived, breathless and perspiring, at the check-in desk, only about thirty seconds late. I actually felt quite pleased. Compared with my recent form, this was progress.


When the assistant said the flight was delayed for forty-five minutes, adding that she’d ask her supervisor if I could slip through, I was ecstatic, filled with hope and optimism and thanking my lucky star or whoever it was out there who always seemed to bring me back from the brink of disaster. Unfortunately, the good vibes ended abruptly moments later when she sauntered back with the bad news.


‘Please?’ I looked at her beseechingly. ‘It’s an emergency. You see, I’m a journalist and . . .’ I paused. ‘And I have a really important interview to do with, er, um, er, the First Minister of Scotland.’


I said this in the sort of tone that would be better suited to someone who had just landed a world exclusive with Osama bin Laden.


But even if I had had a date with the world’s most wanted man, I doubt it would have made any difference. Judging by the expression on the sales assistant’s face, she was not about to be swayed by the highly pressured demands of my chosen profession.


So I changed tack. ‘This isn’t just about my job,’ I lied frantically. ‘I absolutely need to get home as a matter of urgency because my . . .’ I hesitated for a moment, crossed my fingers inside my coat pocket, then continued. ‘I need to get home urgently because my gran’s, um, my gran’s been taken ill.’


She looked at me with sympathy. Or perhaps it was pity. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, ‘but my supervisor said no. And she told me to point out that our check-in desks close exactly thirty minutes before the scheduled departure of the flight and that we do strongly recommend checking in two hours before then.’


I opened my eyes as wide as they would go and didn’t blink for a while in an attempt to stop the tears of self-pity that were threatening to erupt and were already blurring my vision, which probably made me look deranged. ‘Please? I know you probably get a lot of chancers concocting all kinds of ridiculous excuses to try to get through. People who think they’re so special that the normal rules don’t apply to them. That they’re somehow exempt. But I promise I’m not making this up. My gran’s just had a . . .’ I paused. ‘My gran’s just been rushed to h . . . h . . . h . . .’


No. I couldn’t say it. I couldn’t say that my little old gran, an amazing ninety-three-year-old woman, had been taken to hospital with something terrible in case she ever was and I’d have to shoulder that terrible burden of responsibility for the rest of my life. Imagine the bad karma.


The assistant looked at me with a knowing smile. ‘There’s another flight in three hours.’


‘THREE HOURS?’ These two little words sent a signal straight to the floodgates, bursting them open. ‘Three hours? My gran could be d . . . d . . . d . . .’ I sobbed and stuttered.


Carried away by my own performance, I’d apparently managed to convince myself that my grandmother, who would have been at home doing her knitting while waiting patiently for This Morning to come on, had actually been taken seriously unwell. ‘My gran. Three hours. Anything can happen in three hours. My gran’s ninety-three. Nine. Three. Can you imagine being nearly a hundred years old, sitting in your high-rise, lonely, waiting for, you know . . . just waiting? Your time, your precious time, running out.’


I went on to rant about the unfairness of it all: about passengers getting penalised when they’re late, but the airline getting off scot-free when it’s delayed. ‘It’s a travesty,’ I said, my lips quivering.


I wiped the snot dripping from my nose with the back of my hand before storming off to the bar, still sobbing and mumbling an ignoble string of obscenities under my breath, not giving a damn who saw me or how demented I must have looked.


The targets of my rage included: budget airline companies for their double standards and appalling inflexibility, the check-in assistant for not being able to persuade her jobsworth supervisor to let me through, and Britain’s entire railway network for failing in its duty to get me to the airport on time in the first place. This would never have happened in fucking Germany or fucking Switzerland, with their super-efficient, integrated and well-invested transport systems, I thought, as I fleetingly considered moving. And it wouldn’t have happened if I’d been travelling with British Airways, I thought, vowing never to travel budget again. And if it wasn’t for that supervisor being such a petty bitch, well, I’d be sitting on that plane – that one out on the tarmac, right now. The one that’s not going to take off for another fucking hour.


It was everyone’s fault, anyone’s fault, but my own. Scapegoats were my best buddies. I was surrounded by them and, oh, how I loved them. Blaming them was my default position and was far easier than facing up to the uncomfortable and inconvenient facts: that I had a complete and utter lack of personal responsibility, that I’d wasted hundreds of pounds that I could ill afford on unnecessary flight changes and hotel bills in the past few weeks as a result, and, worst of all, that I’d just invented a desperate and morally indefensible lie in a vain attempt to save my own skin.


Five minutes later, I had broken my rule of never drinking before lunchtime and was sinking into the soothing embrace of a lovely, strong gin and tonic. The scapegoat was swiftly demoted to second best friend. While the early morning alcohol began to course through my veins, the rest of the world went about its normal activities around me: businessmen and women talking on their mobiles as they rushed to catch a plane; friends squeaking excitedly as they waited to go on holiday; young couples with their hands entwined, in love, talking and laughing and gazing adoringly at each other, oblivious to everyone but each other. They’re going to get fucking married and have fucking children and live happily ever fucking-well after, I thought, struggling to stop myself from resenting complete strangers. Then I quickly soothed myself with the comforting thought that it wouldn’t last, that he’d soon get bored and run off with someone else – a younger, prettier model – because that’s what always happens.


Would I ever be able to form a normal, mature, functional relationship with the male of the species? I wondered. I’d been offered this and more, but, when it was there on a plate for me, I had bolted, too afraid and not yet ready, willing or able to give up my cherished freedom and independence. Instead I’d chosen to walk open-eyed into the most destructive relationship of my life.


In the recesses of my bag my mobile phone still held a saved message from Emily, one of my best friends. It was a week old. I opened it and read it for something like the 200th time. ‘Sorry Lor. But u asked 2 be told. They were seen having another v cosy tete-a-tete ystrday. Also heard she spent the morning in his office. Blinds closed!’


I read it again. And again. And again, before hurling another silent stream of obloquy, this time directed at the two villains referred to in the message: Christian, a handsome, intelligent lawyer, who happened to be married, and Charlotte, a legal trainee, who happened not to be his wife.


Although I’d never laid eyes on Charlotte, I had several well-informed sources who spent their days in the city’s law courts and their evenings in the bars around the Merchant City area of Glasgow to help me fill in the blanks. According to these informants, Charlotte was stunning and clever and so petite that she had to buy all her clothes from kiddies’ departments. (She didn’t like to keep this burden to herself, however, and apparently made a point of telling every woman she met.) Being a size subzero wasn’t the only cross she had to bear, though. It seemed she had no girlfriends because, as she reportedly repeatedly explained: ‘I’m so pretty. Girls don’t like me. They feel threatened by me. Which is why I prefer to play with the boys. It’s why I’m a man’s girl.’ Oh, and Charlotte currently worshipped the ground Christian walked on. The problem was: so did I.


I know this is no defence or excuse, but I had spent my entire adult life regarding adultery as a crime almost as heinous as murder. Although I’d never exactly advocated death by stoning, I wasn’t far off it. I held extreme views on this particular sin. During wine-fuelled conversations with my friends, I was the one who would vow with all my heart never, ever in a million years to cheat on a guy I was with or to inflict that kind of pain on another woman. I knew from experience the agony of betrayal and I had often pledged, with 100 per cent total and absolute conviction, that I wouldn’t do it. That I couldn’t do it. It was immoral. I looked down from my perch on the Other Women as pathetic, predatory, perfect-marriage-ruining homewreckers. (The guys? Well, guys are guys, aren’t they? How is a poor, helpless man supposed to resist when a devious, shameless woman’s throwing herself at him?)


And yet, and yet . . . there I was, the third point in a messy love triangle that appeared to be on the verge of flourishing into a thoroughly unholy love quadrangle.


Once I had crossed the line, I kind of split into two for my double life. When the two Lornas collided, the bad one told the good one that everyone was doing it – 80 per cent of people at some point in their lives, according to one convenient (if unscientific) survey I’d discovered – and, most importantly, that I had complete control over my feelings. ‘I’m just having a little fun,’ the devil said to the angel. ‘I don’t want him. I don’t love him. I’m just being a little naughty for once in my life. Don’t worry. Chill out. It’s all under control.’


But when I found out about Charlotte, the Other Other Woman, I started behaving like a betrayed spouse in a novel, declaring my undying love to a bewildered Christian, and even scheming to ruin his life by telling his actual wife everything.


I knew my reaction was not only tragically ironic – other adjectives which came to mind included inappropriate, disproportionate and completely misdirected – but I felt as if I was on the moon looking down at the earth through a telescope and eavesdropping on a story of someone else’s screwed-up life. Only I wasn’t. It was my screwed-up life.


A tear plopped into my gin and tonic. I was in serious danger of turning into the kind of pathetic person I’d always despised.


* * *


Two years earlier, I’d landed my dream job with the Observer, the oldest Sunday newspaper in the world. My family had been thrilled and proud. When I told my gran, she was more excited than I was. She said she couldn’t wait to tell the family, the neighbours, the health visitors and the district nurses, then she asked if I’d get to meet the Pope. She was visibly disappointed to learn that it was THE Observer (circulation nearly half a million; famous writers: George Orwell, Michael Frayn, Hugh McIlvanney, et al) and not the (Scottish) Catholic Observer (circulation 16,000; famous writers: the local priest).


Although I too was initially ecstatic about my new job, I was also plagued by the never-ending feeling that I wasn’t good enough for it, that they’d made some terrible mistake in appointing me. My sister, in an attempt to be helpful, would say things like ‘dare to be average’ or ‘wake up to the fact that you’re not that important’, or she would point out something she’d read recently stating a little-known law of the universe: 87 per cent of all people in all professions are incompetent.


Terrified that I might be exposed as one of the 87 percenters (even though I told myself I was one of the lucky 13, or should that be unlucky 13?), I often fantasised about quitting, especially in the wake of the whole Christian debacle. And it wasn’t as if I lacked other offers. Only a fortnight earlier I had been asked to move to Egypt to live with a lovely wealthy man I’d met on a family holiday who wanted to ‘take care of me forever’. But, since I wasn’t absolutely convinced that I wanted to be taken care of forever, even by a sexy Egyptian, I reluctantly turned him down and instead contemplated moving to a war zone to try my hand as a foreign correspondent. When it dawned on me that I was more au fait with the complete recordings of Take That than the events in the Gaza Strip, I reconsidered again.


* * *


Slurping down the remains of my early morning refreshment, I realised that I was the only woman I knew in her mid-thirties – in fact, my thirty-fifth birthday was exactly one week away – who had neither a partner, nor mortgage nor even a cat. I was more commitment phobic than most of my male friends. Like many women my age, I had wildly conflicting fears: of being trapped in a relationship with someone I wasn’t truly, madly, deeply in love with and of being alone; and of wanting to settle down and have children, but being afraid of giving up my beloved freedom and independence.


In the previous few weeks, several close friends and colleagues had gently suggested that I might want to think about ‘seeing someone’ (a shrink as opposed to a new love interest). But my view of the whole therapy culture was not benevolent and fell somewhere between ridicule and revulsion. Why pay someone to tell me that I use humour, or at least try to, as a defence mechanism? Or to tell me why I don’t let anyone get too close? Or that I want my father’s approval? I already know all that. ‘In therapy,’ Louise once said, ‘all that you thought you knew – about yourself and others – will be turned on its head.’ Maybe that’s what happens to other people, I thought, but not me. I know myself better than anyone else can ever know me.


That morning, however, I was no longer so convinced. I decided that I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life never letting anyone in.


I thought again about my gran, who, when she was in her thirties, was raising nine children single-handedly in a cramped tenement while her husband fought a war and worked in the dockyards. I compared my life to that of my own mum, who, when she was my age, was working until dawn, doing the night shift as a nurse on a geriatric ward and raising her two daughters while she coped with a husband who often worked away from home. I also remembered some of the remarkable people I’d been privileged to meet through my job as a journalist – individuals who had survived wars and genocide and who had suffered unimaginable losses in their lives, but had found incredible strength and resilience to carry on. The words of one man, who had lost a child in the most appalling circumstances, were indelible: ‘Life cannot be postponed, it must be lived now. Do not wait for something to happen, for some future illusory event to take place; do not wait until it’s too late to learn how to live.’


When I thought about him, I felt even more ashamed and guilty. What exactly was I waiting for? Is it one of the cruel ironies of being human that something terrible has to happen to you before you can really start to appreciate this one short life? I had a great job and great friends and perfect health, and yet I kept running away. From love. From commitment. My life was not tragic, but I was not happy and I was out of gear, and I decided I was going to have to do something about it.


I opened a notebook I’d bought on my way to the bar. My intention had been to write to ‘the authorities’ about the country’s transport problems. Instead I wrote Notes on a recovery on the first page and started to scribble. At the end of a twelve-page stream-of-consciousness ramble, I scrawled: ‘I think I might need help.’ It felt much easier to write than to say. But I knew I needed to do more than just commit my thoughts to paper. So, before the moment passed, I called Katy and asked for the number of the best therapist in town.




in denial




January


There’s Nothing Wrong with Me


There’s nothing wrong with me. Seriously. Nothing, nada, zilch, bugger all. I’m not a chronic alcoholic, drug abuser or anorexic. I wasn’t locked in a cupboard under the stairs during my childhood or beaten to within an inch of my life by an evil step-parent. Nor have I ever been in a war zone or on a hijacked aeroplane or suffered a great whacking loss that has left me traumatised. I’ve never even been in hospital. As a patient, I mean. And my friends and family are all in good health, as far as I know. So, you see, there’s absolutely nothing wrong with me. And I definitely don’t need to be in therapy.




That’s exactly what I would have said if the anxious chatter in my brain had found its way to my lips. It was 7.20 on the third morning of the new year, twenty minutes before my first therapy session was due to begin. I was sitting in my car outside a grand Victorian tenement building in the West End area of Glasgow revising and rehearsing what I was going to say to the woman I was about to enter into a close personal relationship with. As the early morning darkness began to lift, it was possible to make out a thin blanket of frost covering everything, from the huge Gothic steeple of the city’s ancient university on the horizon to the steps leading up to her consulting room. There was hardly a soul to be seen, apart from the occasional jogger and dutiful dog walker. It was beautiful and serene. Inside my car, however, it was an altogether different story. I station-hopped frantically before settling on Good Morning Scotland, turned up almost to full blast in an attempt to drown out the incessant chit-chat in my mind. But the radio, even at high volume, still wasn’t loud enough.


Perhaps I shouldn’t bother going in? It’s not as if anyone’s forcing me. It’s not as if I’ve been sectioned or anything. But that would be a real cop out. Plus, I’ve waited weeks for this appointment. Maybe I should just go for one session? She’ll probably burst out laughing and tell me that, compared with all the other bonkers people she sees, I’m the sanest, most together woman she’s ever met. Yeah, I’ll go for one, even if it is just to be told that there’s nothing wrong with me. That this is normal. That I’m normal.


I had woken that morning at around 4 am with my heart racing, the nape of my neck damp with perspiration, and was unable to get back to sleep. As I contemplated spilling out my most intimate and embarrassing secrets, I began to wonder what I was letting myself in for and what exactly it was that I was hoping to achieve.


I’d always been a major therapy sceptic. Apart from for those who had suffered some major traumatic event in their lives, I’d always dismissed the so-called talking cure as an extravagant con for weak, pathetic, self-indulgent losers who had lots of time and money on their hands but nothing more serious to kvetch about than the terrible hardship of having nothing particularly serious to kvetch about. In other words, people who wanted to whine about their weight/self-esteem/alcohol/commitment problem while blaming their emotionally absent father and/or overly critical mother. I was all for scapegoating when I missed a flight, but pinning the blame for everything on my own flesh and blood seemed a bit harsh.


No doubt my blinkered attitude had something to do with Louise and Katy, who had, for years, been spouting annoying psychobabble to explain just about everything, including, for instance, the screwed-up personalities of warmongering politicians (‘It has nothing to do with oil, weapons of mass destruction or ending despotic regimes and everything to do with unresolved daddy issues and a neurotic craving for power and control’).


‘Yeah, whatever,’ I would say to them.


‘Everything that drives us, that motivates us, is hidden away in storage,’ went their refrain. ‘Everything that’s ever happened to us.’ Until these unconscious factors are brought to our awareness, they insisted, we’re doomed.


‘To what?’ I’d occasionally, and foolishly, ask.


‘To an inauthentic life. To living a lie – never being who you really are. To making self-destructive choices and decisions. To being driven by jealous, competitive, manipulative and controlling impulses that you’re not even aware of but that run our lives in unsuspected ways. To remain an eternal child or adolescent, imprisoned by the personality your parents inadvertently imposed on you.’ Case solved, apparently.


‘Who cares what makes you the way you are?’ I’d often protested. ‘It’s just the way you are. You can’t change it. You can’t do anything about it.’


‘Not with that attitude, you can’t.’


And so it went on.


Adding to my conviction that they had crossed that fine line between sanity and madness was their unyielding insistence that everyone would benefit from a bit of therapy. During their most fervent sermons, they even used to suggest that a spell on the couch should be compulsory before a person has children. ‘If we don’t become who we really are before we reproduce,’ they would say, ‘then we just pass all our shit, unconsciously, onto the next generation.’


Unlike them, I’d had no time for rummaging around in the past. At least, not in front of an audience. And certainly not one I would have to pay for. Of course, I thought I knew myself. In fact, I’d always thought I was pretty well advanced in the self-awareness stakes. Who doesn’t? But I preferred to do my soul-searching and navel-gazing in the privacy of my own home. Or, if I felt the need to share, I had my friends and family to talk to. Therapy seemed to me a convenient excuse to evade responsibility. Life’s too short and too precious to waste time poring over ancient history that can’t be changed, I’d often said.


Yes, I had a couple of battered old suitcases bulging with emotional baggage packed away, but, again, who doesn’t? I’m a doughty stoic Scot. We don’t do touchy-feely. Scottish men pride themselves on being the least emotive and communicative in the UK, if not the world. We pull our socks up and we get on with things. There are members of my extended family who think the word ‘shrink’ means only something that happens to a carelessly washed item of clothing and who think the word ‘depression’ should be capitalised and preceded by the definite article. Repression of our feelings is a survival trait. Clearly, Louise and Katy were national traitors, because, generally speaking, unless intoxicated we Scots would prefer to eat the deep-fried limb of a child than talk about emotional stuff.


If you’ve got a problem, deal with it. That was what I liked to say and that’s exactly what I thought I had been doing. Change your job. Get out of a relationship. If that’s too difficult, distract yourself. Get drunk. Do some exercise. Read a good book. Immerse yourself in a worthwhile project. Travel to a foreign land. Go to the movies. Set yourself a goal. Do a detox. Listen to Abba. Think of people worse off than you and start counting your blessings, as my mum would say. Get yourself a wee hobby or some fresh air, as my gran would say. If you absolutely have to, then pop some happy pills, but don’t waste your time, your money and your one and only life confessing all to a stranger and then spending the rest of your days blaming your parents for your problems. That was what I thought.


But that was before I kind of lost the plot.


During the previous few months, as if the missed flights and the repeated speeding fines weren’t enough, I’d found myself unable to stop crying. I shed so many tears that I began to think about the history and culture of tears: where they came from, why some people cry easily and others don’t, why women cry more than men, whether I was going to dehydrate or if, indeed, as I was beginning to suspect, my reservoir was bottomless. Crying became a sort of second career. I sobbed like an abandoned, inconsolable toddler in my editor’s office, in the HR department, in the pub with my friends, in The Coach and Horses in front of colleagues from the Observer (some of whom I hardly even knew), in the swimming pool changing rooms, and in my bed at two, three and four in the morning. One day I saw an old man sitting alone in a bar with a half pint of Guinness. When he lifted it to his lips, he lost his grip and spilled it all over his trousers. I helped clear it up, then ran to the ladies’ for a good bubble. An elderly busker playing the violin, appallingly, just about liquefied me entirely. And emptied my purse.


On another occasion, when I was in London and had missed another flight, I begged an Observer columnist not to take advantage of me because I was a little bit vulnerable. In the unlikely event that he hadn’t heard or understood me, I repeatedly told him that he musht pleashe not take advantage of me cosh little bit vulneable as we walked to his home. When it became clear he had no intention of doing anything other than very kindly letting me sleep in his spare room, I saw the chance for some more quality sobbing, and I took it. Why, why, why, I blubbed, didn’t he want at least to try to take advantage of me?


During this time, I also made several slightly hysterical phone calls to Christian, pleading with him never to go out with That Charlotte Girl again and threatening to tell people what had happened between us if he did. The rational part of me knew that not only was this insane, but that I had as much chance of changing his behaviour as I had of changing the weather, but the irrational part of me was in the driving seat and refused to budge over.


So there I was, effectively blackmailing a man who was another woman’s husband because I simply couldn’t bear the thought of him falling in love with Another Other Woman. Jerry Springer would probably have taken my calls. I was ashamed and thoroughly disgusted with this person I had become.


Before the trio of missed flights, I had turned to my tried and trusted arsenal of self-soothing strategies – I forced myself to go for swims, I disappeared for long bracing walks in the wild Scottish hills, I threw myself into work, I got drunk, I abstained for a month, I thought of people worse off than me and counted my blessings, I scribbled in my notebook and wrote truly appalling poems about the agony of unrequited love, I went back on Prozac – but this time nothing seemed to provide the refuge, escape or tranquillity I needed. This time, I knew I was going to have to do something much more drastic.


It was now 7.35 am – a time at which, under normal circumstances, I’d still be in my bed. I felt as if I were a pupil about to start a brand new term at a brand new school, albeit with much nicer shoes on. But this was worse because I was here through choice and seriously sleep deprived. In fact, it felt more like being a married man visiting a sleazy sex den for the first time – as if I were up to something dirty and forbidden, and terrified I was going to be caught in the act. I considered going home, disappearing back under my duvet, spending the large sum of money I’d borrowed to pay for therapy on something much more immediately satisfying, like a wardrobe full of expensive new clothes, a giant plasma-screen TV or an exotic holiday. Or all three. Partly to stop myself changing my mind and partly to avoid the risk of being seen, I sprinted from my car, up the stairs and pushed the buzzer. Only a dirty old mackintosh would have enhanced my furtive demeanour.


The door clicked open and, following the instructions I’d been given over the phone, I walked up three flights of stairs, opened another door, and sat down in a small empty hall area that had been converted into a waiting room. I took several deep breaths – the smell of coffee was so rich I could practically taste it – and scanned my surroundings. There was a dark green armchair and two brown ones, and tan wide-plank pine flooring. Four landscape photos hung on one wall – the first I recognised immediately as the snow-capped Torridon mountains, probably Scotland’s most spectacular range, another looked like Loch Lomond at dusk. It was enveloped by that lovely pinkish-purple glow that made you want to get into your car and drive there immediately. The other two were of a beautiful isolated and rugged beach. I think it was Luskentyre on the Hebridean island of Harris – frequently voted one of the world’s top twenty beaches.


Down a hallway was a framed black and white picture of an elderly bearded man. Was it Freud? Surely that would be too flagrant a disregard for cliché. It certainly wasn’t the famous one of him holding a cigar. Whoever it was was sitting at his desk looking baleful. His gaze was harsh and disconcerting. Surely it couldn’t be Freud? Wasn’t he a bit of a cowboy? And a sex-obsessed, misogynistic one at that, who believed women suffered from penis envy and hated their mothers for sending them into the world ‘insufficiently equipped’? Oh deary me, as my friend Emily would say. Now I really was wondering what I was letting myself in for. Perhaps the photo was of my therapist’s grandfather, I consoled myself.


Alongside a water cooler were two bundles of well-thumbed magazines: the Atlantic Monthly and National Geographic. I looked at the familiar yellow border and picked up the top copy. It was from 1985 and had a cover story about the famine in Ethiopia. This confirmed my view that this was a place for people obsessed with the past. It also reminded me how trivial my ‘problems’ were. And it made me think back to 1985. I would have been fifteen – the end of the world as I knew it, although I didn’t fully realise it then.


After a few minutes, I heard another door open. A slender woman, of average height, who looked to be in her mid to late fifties, appeared and offered her hand. ‘Lorna?’ she asked, with the faintest trace of a smile, and then introduced herself.


‘Hi. Really lovely to meet you,’ I said, shaking her hand firmly. ‘Thank you very much indeed for agreeing to see me,’ I added gratefully.


I thought it was a bit strange and disconcerting that she didn’t smile brightly and say: ‘You’re welcome, my dear.’ Instead, she turned and strode away along a corridor. I dutifully followed her. I’d imagined her as a bit of a hippy type with long, unkempt Kate Bush-style hair, charity shop clothes and the sort of sensible shoes my gran wears. But, on first impressions, she seemed more like a head teacher or an executive with her dark grape-coloured suit and dusky pink jumper, her carefully styled shoulder-length light brown hair, the wire-rimmed glasses and her formal, businesslike manner. The overall effect was of a grimmer Helen Mirren. In her portrayal of Her Majesty, The Queen.


‘Please come in,’ she said, opening the door to her consulting room and gesturing towards two leather armchairs situated across and at slight angles to each other. I sat down and glanced around the room. There was a couch – the famous couch! – placed against one wall. I have no idea whether it was a black leather one like I’d imagined, because, like the famous one, it was draped in a dark Persian rug. It was armless and backless, making it look more like a small single bed or a bench than an inviting, comfy sofa. A box of tissues lay strategically on the floor. They must be for the really damaged people, I thought, glad and relieved that I wasn’t one of them.


I favoured her, Dr J, with a warm, friendly, smile. She reciprocated with an inscrutable expression – maybe a half-smile. It certainly didn’t reach her eyes. How unfriendly, I thought uncomfortably. I suavely attempted to break the ice by thanking her again, and commenting on the wonderfully rich and soothing smell of coffee hanging heavily in the air between us, practically obliging her to offer me a cup. She didn’t, but I got a tight little nod as a meagre consolation prize.


I’d been eagerly anticipating her enfolding me, her dear child, in a warm embrace and cooing that I didn’t need to worry anymore because she was going to take care of me. ‘Everything’s going to be okay now; Dr J is here to look after you. Nothing bad will ever happen again. Dr J will see to that,’ I’d imagined her saying. But I was clearly in the early stages of a rude awakening.


Unlike life coaches, self-help books, glossy magazines and inspirational speakers, Dr J didn’t pledge to free me from my fears, unleash my true potential, help me realise my dreams and make me happy, rich, successful and fulfilled by the end of the year. She didn’t even offer to help me find a new boyfriend. In fact, Dr J didn’t promise anything or offer any guarantees. She simply sat in silence, looking at me with an unreadable expression on her face. It felt weird. Very, very weird. Like nothing I’d ever experienced before in my life.


Surely, I thought, she must be wondering why I’m here – what it is that’s wrong with me, that’s brought me to therapy? Surely she must be dying to ask me some questions? To find out all about me and my life? Apparently not.


When the sound of the silence became deafening, I gave her another big beseeching smile. Still nothing. I considered thanking her once more . . . Instead, I scanned the room again. On her large mahogany desk, which was situated behind her and in front of a large window, there was a computer, a neat pile of journals and the back of two photo frames. On the wall to the left of her desk were what looked like several framed degrees and diplomas with glittering gold-embossed lettering. I also noticed a mother-and-child sculpture. To my left, opposite the couch, there was a bookshelf, full of unreadable books, which rose to the ceiling, and, alongside it, and slightly behind me, a large earth-coloured print bedecked the wall.


I looked at her and wondered what her story was: whether she was married – there was no ring – and whether she had children.


Eventually, just before I broke out in a nervous rash, I spoke my opening line, which defined everything, really. ‘I’m sorry. I’m not really sure what to do?’


There was more than a trace of desperation in my voice. She blinked a couple of times, but said nothing.


Thanks to Hollywood, I was familiar with the caricature of a shrink as someone who sits in silence, expressionless, stroking his chin and occasionally asking: ‘Why is that, do you think?’ Or ‘What does this bring to mind?’ But that’s exactly what I thought it was: a caricature.


I was no longer so sure.


What the hell’s going on here? I thought. What am I paying for? It was excruciating. I smiled nervously, crossed my legs, uncrossed them, scraped at the skin round my thumbnails, twisted my hair around my finger, then, just when one of my legs was about to start twitching, I tried again. Sounding a little like the verbally incontinent Vicky Pollard, I began to spew: ‘I’m really sorry about this. It’s the first time I’ve ever had this kind of therapy and I’m not really sure how it works. I don’t really know what to do or say because, the thing is, I don’t have any real problems, as such. There’s nothing really wrong with me. Seriously.’


I laughed and nodded vigorously to reinforce my sincerity. ‘Honest to God,’ I said, as I prepared to recite a version of the speech I had prepared earlier. ‘I’m not a chronic alcoholic, drug abuser or anorexic. I wasn’t starved or abused or beaten as a child . . .’ I continued until the conclusion: ‘So, you see, I don’t think I really need to be in therapy.’ She gazed at me austerely before the corners of her mouth edged up a millimetre or two to form an offensively weak smile.


Because I couldn’t bear another silence, I quickly continued: ‘What I’m trying to say is that I know there are people in the world much worse off than me. People are dying. People are starving. Terrible things are happening all over the world. And I’m here. It’s utterly pathetic, I know. My life is a walk in the park. I have a great job and great friends. And perfect health. I’m ashamed to be here because I know that life has its ups and downs and it’s not always easy. I sometimes think I’m just not very well equipped to deal with it. Perhaps I should just go home and count my blessings or get some fresh air or a new hobby? Or do some voluntary work in the third world?’


This entire ramble was delivered as one big question in the hope that she would either guide or reassure me. She did neither. She just nodded almost imperceptibly and said: ‘Hmmmm.’


* * *


This wasn’t what I’d ordered. It was all so different from the initial consultation – it is normal practice in the UK to be seen by someone other than the therapist who will eventually work with you. My assessment had taken place a few weeks earlier with the head of one of the country’s largest private psychoanalytic psychotherapy services, which has its main offices in London. I had timed the consultation to coincide with a work trip to the capital. The psychiatrist who saw me was a lovely, warm, avuncular man, who got down to business by asking gently: ‘Well then, my dear, what ails?’ I wasn’t sure whether to say ‘everything’ or ‘nothing’, so I said: ‘Everything’, then a moment later added, ‘Nothing’, then burst into tears. He smiled sympathetically and I toyed with the idea of moving to London, or commuting three times a week, so that he could be the one who would take me into his arms and save my life.


Once I’d pulled myself together, he scribbled furiously as I answered his questions about my family, my job and my relationships, already feeling slightly as if I was being undressed.


Towards the end of the consultation, he said: ‘Why now?’


‘It’s a last resort,’ I admitted, after a brief pause. ‘I’ve tried everything else – fresh air, pills, exercise, changing jobs, drinking, not drinking, going out, staying in, new hobbies. I have no energy and no passion anymore and I’m afraid of the way I’m feeling.’


He nodded.


‘And,’ I added, tentatively, ‘I’ve been having, you know, bad thoughts. I’d never do anything, but I can’t stop wondering what the point is in anything, in carrying on. I feel as if I’m having that horrible adolescent “why am I here, what’s the point of living if we’re all going to die anyway” phase all over again. Only it’s worse because, well, I was an adolescent two decades ago.’


‘Anyone who thinks about life contemplates the alternative,’ he said, matter-of-factly. ‘And, believe it or not, there are a lot of people out there who may look like adults but who are, underneath, still angry teenagers.’


‘I’m not angry,’ I said gently. He gave me a sad smile.


After around ninety minutes, he took off his glasses and placed them on the notebook on his lap, then he put his palms together, rested his chin on the tips of his two index fingers and closed his eyes. I felt as if I were waiting for the results of an important exam. A few seconds later he looked at me with a nod and a sympathetic smile. ‘I think,’ he said, in his soft and compassionate voice, ‘that you might find psychotherapy quite helpful.’


I replayed his words a couple of times in my head. He thinks I might find psychotherapy quite helpful. Was that it? Might be quite helpful? I’m a journalist, I love drama. I’m used to sensation and hyperbole and screaming headlines that promise miracle cures for ticking time bombs. Just as well he’s not the public relations chief for the union of headshrinkers, I thought. It wasn’t exactly the ringing endorsement or lucrative incentive I’d been naively expecting. But, even without a hype-laden promise that I was going to be instantly healed and transformed, I couldn’t help but feel a little bit triumphant. I was more than capable of providing the hype myself. Once I put my own spin on his prognosis, I began to feel slightly giddy, as if I’d been given an injection of adrenaline and amphetamine.


I’m a suitable candidate for psychotherapy, I praised myself. Hallelujah! I’m taking control of my life. I’m getting myself sorted out before it’s too late. I’m going to find peace and happiness and contentment and meaning at long last. And probably even a new boyfriend. A fabulous new boyfriend. And we’ll have gorgeous, perfect children and live happily ever after, just like in the movies. This is a wonderful day. I am a suitable candidate of intensive psychoanalytic psychotherapy. Halle-bloody-lujah!


I wanted to kiss him, but even my sense of drama had its limits, and, as if he could read my mind, he hastily said: ‘Just a few more things. First, tell me what you hope to achieve from therapy.’


I decided against sharing my romantic fantasy and instead carefully pondered his question for a long time. What exactly was it that I was looking for? To be as happy as a swallow and as carefree as a child? Freedom from all my fears? A trouble-free, struggle-free life? Not quite. I wasn’t that detached from reality. I knew that struggles and troubles and sadness were part of being alive. I had all my favourite life-affirming quotes pinned above my desk, after all. ‘But a lifetime of happiness! No man could bear it; it would be hell on earth.’ George Bernard Shaw, one of my favourites. I knew that the pursuit of happiness for its own sake was self-defeating. But I had never felt so hopeless and directionless and devoid of energy, enthusiasm and passion. Nor had I ever felt so terrifyingly out of control of my own feelings.


One of the things that had turned me from arch sceptic to potential convert was observing the transformation of a good friend from in-depth psychotherapy. She’d changed from a highly strung, unhappy woman into someone who was clearly much more contented, light-hearted and at peace with herself. She seemed as if the weight of the world had been lifted from her shoulders and was a very compelling advert.


But there was something else too. All my life I’d felt not quite good enough. Not smart enough. Not attractive enough. Not funny enough. Not anything enough. Not everything enough. I didn’t know where it came from, because I didn’t have high-achieving, pushy or over-critical parents. In the past, I’d looked on the positive side, reassuring myself that it’s ‘just the way I am’ and that it was far better to be a driven, insecure, goal-setting, perfectionistic Type A personality than an under-achieving, lazy Type B one. But the truth was that it was beginning to cripple me. I was exhausted and fed up with persistently striving for some elusive goal. In addition, there was the depressing realisation that the self-protecting boundaries I’d set up for myself at the age of twenty-five – never allowing myself to get too close to anyone for fear of losing someone I loved ever again – had been counterproductive. What I had thought was self-sufficiency, I was beginning to see as self-deficiency. Many of my friends were settling down, getting married and having children. I felt as if time was running out for me. But, before I jumped into another dysfunctional relationship, I wanted to find out a bit more about myself, in particular why I had been repeating self-destructive patterns in relationships and what was behind my fears of love, loss, rejection, failure and commitment. I suppose my ultimate hope was that the next time the opportunity for real love came my way, I would be in a ‘better place’ and wouldn’t be so quick to let it pass me by.


‘I want to want to live again,’ I said. I knew it sounded melodramatic, but it was the best way I had of describing how I truly felt. ‘I want to get my passion back. I want to love life again rather than feel that it is an unbearable uphill struggle.’ The psychiatrist leaned forward in his chair, looked at me with his kindly eyes and smiled knowingly. I, naturally, burst into tears again.


‘There are no quick fixes for the human condition,’ were that lovely old man’s final words to me. He almost whispered them, as if he were conveying a secret of great significance. ‘Psychotherapy will be difficult at times. It will be painful and it will be frustrating. You will see things in yourself that you don’t want to see, but, in the long run, I think you will find that it has been worth it.’


I knew this kind of therapy was expensive, so I asked if there were any trainee analysts available. It’s not that I’m parsimonious. I’ve never been a £900 shoes and handbags woman, but I wouldn’t think twice about investing what might seem like an obscene amount of money on a new Clarins moisturiser or a lash-lengthening mascara. Nor would I flinch at spending my hard-earned cash on regular haircuts and highlights, massages or a gym membership that at times was so embarrassingly underused it ended up costing close to £100 for a monthly sauna. But the idea of paying someone more than my rent simply to have a conversation with them still seemed somewhat absurd.


There were, however, no low-cost amateurs available, and I was eventually referred to Dr J, a highly experienced professional with an excellent reputation. It was recommended that I see her three times a week for an open-ended period of time, but a suggested minimum of one year. Although a long-term commitment is required for this kind of therapy to work, it’s not like a gym membership. You don’t sign up to anything and lose your money if you bail out. You simply agree to turn up at fixed times and pay your bill at the end of each month. You can walk away at any time. I put aside a lifetime’s worth of misgivings and took out a bank loan for eight thousand pounds, telling the manager it was for ‘home improvements’, which I thought sounded a bit better than ‘mental health improvements’. It was enough towards a down payment on a flat, a new car or a round-the-world trip, but none of those things held any allure. All I wanted was to find out what the hell was going on inside my head.


* * *


Now, as I sat across from Dr J, I was beginning to think maybe I was crazier than I’d first thought. A mannequin could have performed the same role as her. She seemed to have taken a vow of silence, which I was paying for, and managed to make someone like Margaret Thatcher seem like a fluffy agony aunt.


I decided to try again and to be assertive about it. ‘As I mentioned, I’m not really sure what to do here,’ I said desperately. ‘Should I just carry on telling you a bit about my life or would you prefer if I sat quietly for a while and you could ask me some direct questions?’


After a moment’s pause, during which she never took her eyes off me, she said: ‘Do whatever is agreeable for you.’


I let out a strange sound, combining a snort of derision and a grunt of sarcastic laughter. ‘Sorry?’


‘There is no need to apologise,’ she said, before repeating, in the same level tone of voice, ‘Do whatever is agreeable for you.’


‘Do whatever is agreeable for me?’ I parroted, with a very sceptical frown, as if her words were from another language. Which, in a way, they were.


She nodded.


‘Well, okay,’ I ventured hesitantly, tucking my hands underneath me. ‘Would it be better for me to lie on the couch or just sit here? What difference does it make? What do your other clients, patients, whatever you call them, what do they do? What gets the best, the quickest, results?’


Dr J took her glasses off and consulted the ceiling for a moment. I followed her gaze. When she brought it back to me, I leaned forward. She replaced her glasses. ‘Either or,’ she said. ‘Whatever is agreeable for you.’


‘But what do your other clients do?’


‘Why do you care?’


This is totally weird. I was just looking for a little bit of guidance. That’s all. A little bit of freaking assistance. Is that too much to ask for?


But because I’m instinctively averse to any kind of open confrontation, I didn’t say that, of course. I just smiled as politely as I could manage under the circumstances and fleetingly pondered the possibility that this might be my first and last session. It was way too crazy for me.


Not wanting to walk out or sit in silence or give her the opportunity to use her catchphrase one more time, I started to ramble about my fears of becoming dependent on therapy (even though I knew I wouldn’t).


‘Okay, well,’ I said, remaining seated, ‘I’ve heard about people ending up in therapy for years.’ I laughed nervously. ‘I’d hate to turn into one of those weak, needy women. I despise women like that.’


‘Despise?’ she said, as if she’d never heard the word before.


I nodded enthusiastically.


‘It’s a strong word for a woman who, in your eyes, is weak or having difficulties,’ she said, missing the point entirely.


‘Okay, maybe not despise,’ I immediately conceded, feeling a little reprimanded. ‘But hate. I hate weak, needy, pathetic, helpless women.’


‘Hmmm,’ she said, resting her chin on the thumb of her left hand and gazing at me in a way that made me feel as if I were an unusual exhibit in a zoo.


I remained on the same hobby-horse for the rest of the session, telling her I was afraid of getting brainwashed in therapy, because I thought of it as being a bit cult-like; I was afraid of turning into someone I’m not, losing my sense of humour, hating my parents, turning into a man-hater. I’d read about people who had recovered false childhood memories during therapy and I was terrified this would happen to me. Finally, though I didn’t know a great deal about Freud, I knew enough. I was worried that this kind of therapy would make me want to murder my mother and sleep with my father. I pulled an ew-yuckgross-vomit-can you imagine? face then giggled. Dr J continued to stare at me, as she had done during this entire monologue, as if it were I who was now speaking in a foreign language. Swahili or something.


I paused for breath.


‘We have to stop now,’ she said.


As I picked up my bag, I said: ‘Thank you. Thank you very much indeed,’ though I had no idea what exactly it was that I was expressing so much gratitude for. ‘See you on Friday,’ I added, pulling on my heavy winter coat. ‘At 7 am?’ I checked, even though I knew for certain that was the ridiculously early time we’d agreed. They were the only times she had available: Mondays at 7.40 am, Wednesdays at 6 pm (but not this first week) and Fridays at 7am. ‘I’d normally still be in my bed at that time,’ I said finally, trying to engage in a bit of normal, friendly chit-chat, ‘but I’m totally committed to this, so see you at 7, then?’ She responded with a single formal nod of her head and a weak non-committal smile.


I ran down the stairs, sprinted to my car and sat in it for a few minutes in a state of utter bewilderment. ‘My therapist is a total fucking mental case,’ I texted Katy.


‘Projection,’ she texted back. ‘Your vast reservoir of repressed anger hurled onto her. Poor woman.’


‘Stupid cow,’ I mumbled, as I pressed delete. Still in shock, I headed to Kember and Jones, my favourite delicatessen, for my breakfast and to try to concentrate on reading the papers.


* * *


The following morning I was on the shuttle to London for a weekly editorial meeting at the Observer. Journalism gets a bad press at times, but, as a way to earn a living, I thought it was hard to beat. Compared with all the other mundane jobs I’d done, life under a constant deadline surrounded by some of the smartest and wittiest people I’d ever met was terrifying, exciting, stressful and addictive. I loved it. Everything about it. But every ointment has its fly, and mine was editorial meetings, which I dreaded and usually managed to avoid. The thought of having to give my uninformed opinion on the rest of the Sunday newspapers and then discuss world affairs in front of some of the most talented journalists in the country never failed to make me feel physically sick. As did having to suggest and talk through story ideas for the next weekend’s edition.


Although I’d managed to be on time for once, I simply couldn’t face it that morning. So I decided to make myself late by whiling away half an hour in the Costa Coffee outside Farringdon tube station nursing a mug of sweet milky tea.


When I eventually rushed in, I discovered, to my dismay, that the editorial meeting had been postponed. My boss and some reporters were in the newsroom, though. Offering a flurry of muffled apologies, the first thing I registered was someone saying: ‘We should probably do a big piece on Travis this week.’


‘Yeah, that’s a good idea,’ Tracy, the foreign editor, agreed. ‘A big profile would be great.’


I thought it seemed a bit random but, always eager to please my superiors, I decided to volunteer. After all, my official role is Scotland editor and Travis is a Scottish band. ‘I could do it,’ I said chirpily, as I dropped my bag and jacket over a chair. I was used, in my job, to hiding my natural state of mild terror behind a mask of professional faux confidence, which had the undesired but frequent side-effect of rendering me dizzyingly verbose. ‘So what’s the hook? Have they got a new album coming out or something? I mean, it will be difficult for them following “Why Does It Always Rain On Me?” I love that song.’ Any moment I was about to break into the chorus. ‘I just loved those heartfelt lyrics. We could include a bit about the inspiration for that track. And I think the lead singer’s a dad now. We could do something on how becoming a father has changed him and influenced his songwriting. And we could do a panel on other . . .’


I halted mid-sentence when I realised something was wrong. Where were the nods of agreement or thanks?
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