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To my father


 




 


 





Wish I was afraid of fire


But instead, I live off it


I fall for it. I beg for it


I cannot breathe without it


I cannot forget without it.


It’s strange I should love rain.


I am fire from fire


Burning myself down


Until all is melting ash.
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PREFACE


In his book Beyond Good and Evil, the philosopher and poet Friedrich Nietzsche writes that, ‘It is possible that under the holy story and distortion of the life of Jesus there is hidden one of the most painful cases of the martyrdom of knowledge about love: the martyrdom of the most innocent and most craving heart, that never had enough of any human love, that demanded love, that demanded inexorably and frantically to be loved and nothing else, with terrible fights against those who refused him their love; the story of a poor soul insatiated and insatiable in love, that had to invent hell to send thither those who would not love him – and that at last, enlightened about human love, had to invent a God who is entire love, entire capacity for love… ’


In the past sixteen years I worked as a therapist and clinical psychologist for NHS Mental Health Services (South London and Maudsley NHS Foundation Trust, North East London NHS Foundation Trust and Whittington Health NHS Trust). I have always been touched to discover that my patients too, are insatiable in love, that they desire and need to be loved. I am impossibly touched when sometimes they say in sessions that they never told anyone before about something terribly important that had happened in their life.


In our work together we always talk about love, desire, loss, angst, pain; we work at the junction of Psychoanalysis and Philosophy.


I believe that my analysands continue to search for love even in therapy.


I always hope that they will come to love their life.


But in all my work I came to realise that I love their lives too, and that is why their stories (with their accord) had to be told, and this book had to be written.


London, August 2020
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I. WORDS OF LOVE


The ravaging light


of full moon nights


Has torn my flesh into a thousand silent signs


Stars and wolves have gathered them


And put them into words.


I have tried and tried


But I could not read them.


You are reading them to me


And I listen to your words


Again and again.


From Journal of a Melancholic, unpublished


In psychoanalytic theory, the famous French psychoanalyst and psychiatrist Jacques Lacan teaches that love is a form of suicide.


We are reminded that love changes us, that love changes things in our lives; it changes our lives. For lots of us, love is an endgame, even though we do not necessarily recognise it as such.


There are patients who had started, unconsciously, to behave in a certain way in relationships, because of an earlier relationship that ended badly. And how can a relationship end if not badly? It either ends badly or it never ends. Should we aim to shake hands and pat our shoulders when we break apart?


Even if we do so, there is regret, bitterness, sorrow, confusion, anger. It would be quite difficult to part as friends, although not impossible. Perhaps being friends afterwards is another symptom, it says something about us, but what? That we do not care any longer, that we still want to keep the person in our life, that we still need them, that we try to use them. It will mean different things for different people.


Religion teaches us that in the beginning was the Word.


In his Seminar on Transference, Jacques Lacan states that, ‘in the beginning there was love’. He refers to the beginning of psychoanalysis, the ‘talking cure’, and its first patient, Anna O.


Anna O. was at the centre of Sigmund Freud’s (father of Psychoanalysis) original treatment of hysteria. Her first doctor mentions her saying words to herself, which sounded like ‘melancholic phantasies which held poetic beauty’. Melancholia and poetry are part of the beginning of Psychoanalysis.


Anna O. fell in love with her doctor, Joseph Breuer; Jacques Lacan notices that whether the doctor responded to her request for love or not, it did not matter all the same.


This sort of love came to be considered in psychological practice as transference, an interpersonal phenomenon where a person appears to redirect to specific people feelings meant for others, feelings meant for certain other significant people in their lives. This transfer of love may happen in various life situations, but it is very likely to occur in a therapy situation. Both love and hatred can be transferred.


Psychoanalysis reminds us how important words are, for both love and hate.


Indeed, they seem to follow a common path with our destiny.


Besides words, we also have feelings, and actions, and memories, but what would they be without expression, words and meaning?


Jacques Lacan goes as far as to say that, ‘our unconscious life is structured as a language’. We seem to place irrevocable heaviness on words and what they mean for our psychical life. Our deepest layer of mind is bound intimately to the language and the ideas that have accompanied us from the start of life.


Recently, Andrew D. (all real names have been changed in the book), a patient in his late fifties who worked in a military administration department, told me that he had an incident at work that lead to him taking a long absence of sickness related to anxiety and depression. He described his work at the Ministry of Defence as highly important and very much dictated by rules and protocols.


A new female colleague of similar age, with a senior administrative role, had joined his small team formed of male officers.


Andrew described his sudden anger and rage towards her; this anger culminated in an occasion where he came close to physically hitting and harming her. This incident prompted him to take a prolonged sick leave from work for the first time in a career of over thirty years.


In our therapy sessions, he stated that this woman colleague of his was not proving able to deal with her workload and was spending her workdays in endless lunch breaks. When I asked him what troubled him about her, he told me that he did not want to have to do her work, in addition to his.


‘I do not wish to be dumped on,’ he said.


At the beginning of our therapy sessions, Andrew had described himself as ‘happily married’. He then told me that he had been married before, in his twenties, when he was at the beginning of his army career, and that his then wife had abruptly left him for another man from the army.


In this session when he was talking about his new woman colleague, ‘I did not wish to be dumped on,’ I was keeping silent, allowing him to continue, and he continued after a pause in his thought and referred to the divorce from his first wife with a particular word:


‘I think I was dumped back there in my youth by my first wife, wasn’t’ I?’


The remark about his ex-wife came out of nowhere, and the words he used were unexpected; I could not help myself in saying: ‘Yes, I am afraid you were.’


Andrew found some link between his new female colleague and his ex-wife whom he hated. And the words, the signifiers, were (also) part of this link.




II. MINDFULNESS IS FOR PSYCHOLOGISTS


Promise to my patients.





I cannot love you today


My soul is falling;


And faltering.


Today you have to love yourself


But I shall love you again tomorrow, even after five.


From Journal of a Melancholic, unpublished


I like to sometimes steal upon my patients; when I go to collect them from the waiting room on quiet afternoons in some large or small NHS buildings, as they are on their phones or reading something, unaware of my presence. I lean against the wall, I wait for them, while sharing the silent moments with them.


Usually they discover my presence quite soon and they seem a bit surprised, a bit amused, but never annoyed.


In our talks, I try to really listen and really pay attention. If thoughts not related to therapy cross my mind, I become aware of them and allow them to drift. Unfortunately, it’s not only thoughts; often there are heavy feelings, during and after listening to their life stories about trauma, loss, pain.


Therapy means paying attention and bearing witness. And how can we bear witness unless we are being there?


‘To my mind, the question for psychoanalysis is precisely how to be a witness, how to keep faith with this excess and abundance of suffering, over and beyond representation,’ writes the psychoanalyst Rob Weatherill in his book The Sovereignty of Death.


While we carry around all the knowledge and categories we have learnt about, we need to still try and see how patients see the world and to never let our own ideas and beliefs substitute for their own. But how can we be sure that we never judge, since we remain human beings?


One patient I worked with at an NHS Mental Health Service in North-East London, Paul C., a man in his forties who suffered from severe depression, told me that all his life he felt desire for his own mother; to him she was the most beautiful woman and he felt conscious physical, sexual attraction to her.


Paul only told me about this when I glimpsed a faded photo of a naked woman on a postcard he was carrying in his wallet and asked him what it was. He told me that the picture resembled his mother faithfully; he had carried that picture with him since his early youth.


I remember that I was quite taken aback by his statements about his attraction to his own mother, I remember my hands tightening on my pen and notebook, and trying to not give that away. It was the first time I had heard something like this while conducting therapy, and the only time, since it has not happened again since. I used to ask myself, in Paul’s sessions: ‘Is this an unconscious childhood phantasy that somehow has trespassed into consciousness?’


Paul stated that he felt that he also identified with his mother and that he felt that his effeminate side was very strong. He told me that sometimes, in his adult life, in his privacy, he would wear women’s corsets and lingerie.


He described himself as heterosexual, and said that he was married, with three children. His wife had been a friend in his childhood and had grown up on the same street as he had. His childhood was a very rough one, where a cruel and abusive father subjected him and his tender and loving mother to his ill-treatment.


From his childhood, there were mostly memories about his father beating him. But one particular memory stood clear: witnessing his parents making love in the sitting room; Paul was about five years old at that time and was hidden in the dark, sitting at the top of the staircase. What he saw appeared to him as a rare moment of tenderness, as his father did not appear as violent as usual.


In our work together we turned to psychoanalytic techniques to look for answers; did Paul fail to identify with his own cruel father whom he loathed, did he seek his father’s love and approval by identifying with his mother?


Paul stated he was much helped and relieved to learn about the concept of Oedipus complex.


After a limited number of therapy discussions (about twenty allowed to us by the NHS protocol) I confessed doubt at my ability to help him.


Paul said: ‘You do not know how much you helped, it was the first time I could talk about this. You listened and you did not judge. I can now let go of the postcard.’




III. THE STRANGENESS OF LOVE


The end of Madness, the beginning of Truth. I don’t think of you anymore. Forgotten. I have forgotten you so quickly. You must have been forgotten all along.


From Journal of a Melancholic, unpublished


Mark A., fifty-six-year-old, came to therapy because he believed, he said, that he wasted his life.


According to what he told me, all his life had been somehow entangled with that of a friend from his youth. His friend was married and had a daughter and a son.


Mark had been very close to his friend’s family, helping with the care of the children, spending time with them and lending a substantial amount of money when his friend decided to move with his wife and children to the United States.


Because of this loan, which remained un-returned, Mark got into serious debt, had to become increasingly careful with his finances and had been working long shifts as an engineer at a power station for extra income. He had continued to be very close to his friend’s family and visited them abroad two or three times a year, despite not being able to afford to do so within reason.


Mark told me that he had been very attracted to, and possibly ‘in love’ with his friend’s wife, and that he had tried to support her through this marriage that was mostly unhappy. He became a mentor for the couple’s two children, always helping them with never-ending practical issues and with money.


Mark never married and had very few and short-lived relationships which he described as ‘friendships’.


However, after over twenty years of this particular friendship and attachment, when his friend and his wife returned to England and separated, Mark did not try to pursue her.
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