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      The first time I considered therapy, it was at the suggestion of my parents. Somewhere in my early twenties, I got a phone call from my Mom. She told me, “Your father and I are getting a divorce” (…mic drop…). The next thing I remember, after some blah blah blah explanation, was, “You can go to therapy if you want. We’ll pay for it.”

      “…Wow. Jeeze,” I thought, struggling to absorb the shock. “So there’s a consolation prize? I’ll take it.”

      It turns out, the offer of therapy—just getting it on my radar as a resource, as well as initial funding—was a meaningful gift. Thanks to my unexpected inner exploration, all kinds of light bulbs went on. Eventually that included the inclination to pursue psychotherapy as a career.

      Just as surely as I can trace starting therapy back to my parents, I can trace the birth of this book, Starting Therapy, directly to John Mabry. If he hadn’t declared that a guide for starting therapy needed to be written, this book wouldn’t exist. As soon as I heard John’s idea, I knew he was right. Therapy needs to be demystified so no one misses out on giving it a try and reaping the life-changing benefits. There was only one thing to say: “I’m in.” Fortunately, John had already written his illuminating and essential book, Starting Spiritual Direction, which he generously offered as a tried and true template to adopt and adapt.  A simple thanks to John is not adequate, given that this book—from prompting to publication—is all thanks to him. Yes, atop his growing tower of award-winning titles, John knows the ever-changing publishing industry as well as the craft. He’s also been an enthusiastic, encouraging, and wise mentor and a steady source of inspiration since we first met. John, thank you for being a rock star role model and trusting me with your brainstorm.

      My gratitude extends to those who kindly agreed to be manuscript readers. First and foremost, my oldest son, Max, edited the first draft and offered advice and encouragement, from start to finish. His brother, Ned, was also on hand to offer indispensable editorial feedback on the fly. Colleagues and friends were wonderfully helpful as well. Among them, Sherry Cassedy, Dr. Kevin Pinjuv and Alex Grossman provided a well-rounded trio of feedback for which I’m deeply grateful. My husband, Eric, also weighed in on the work with the critique of someone who refuses to waste time. These days, that’s a necessary perspective to have.

      Huge thanks goes to all those who provided me with their juicy stories from the therapy room to retell in disguise. This book is based in truth, and that’s thanks to the giving and brave informants who believe that their disclosure will be the reader’s gain. Finally, heartfelt gratitude goes out to those who start therapy, so we can improve the world together, one person at a time.
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      The world needs this book.

      You can’t say that about a lot of books, not really. The world may want another Harry Potter book, but the world does not need it. Critics may applaud another deep dive into the life of one of our founding fathers, but do we need it, really? No. This book, though. This book we need.

      Over half of Americans see a therapist (or other mental health professional) each year, but no one tells us how to prepare for this. For each one of us, our very first therapy session is an alien thing. All we have to go on are stereotypes culled from years of consuming media. Some of that gives us good information…most of it does not. What we need is an “Introduction to Therapy” course, maybe “Therapy 101.” This book is the closest we are going to get to that.

      This book demystifies the therapy process. This book tells us what to expect, and what not to expect. It tells us how to be ready for therapy, how to use the time in that little room to our best advantage. It gives us valuable information about what therapists actually do, how they are trying to help us, and how to make the most of the experience.

      In short, it takes away the fear.

      You can just feel the stress melt away as you read it. I know I did. As I read section after section, I just kept thinking, “I wish someone had given me this book before I started therapy.” I would have spared myself a lot of anxiety and stumbling around.

      Fortunately, this book is here now. If you are starting therapy for the first time, why are you wasting your time on a Foreword? Skip straight to Chapter One and dive in. This is for you. If you’re an old hand at it, keep reading. Also, I hope you will purchase copies for friends and loved ones before they have their first session. They will thank you for it, and you can sleep easy knowing you’ve done your good deed for the day. Heck, I think it might count for two days—because it’s a big assist.

      Of course, I’m not really an objective observer. A couple of years ago, I wrote a book called Starting Spiritual Direction. I intended that book to be helpful for people who had never done spiritual direction before. It was a hit, and people all over the world have written to express their thanks for it. So that got me thinking…there ought to be a similar book for therapy.

      Now, on the surface of it, therapy and spiritual direction look very similar. A client and a professional meet for an hour and talk. Afterwards, they make an appointment for next time. Some form of payment is usually exchanged. But the subject of the discussion is different in spiritual direction than it is in therapy. Still, it seemed to me that a book that had helped so many people prepare for spiritual direction needed an analog for those just starting therapy.

      I am a spiritual director, not a therapist, so I knew I could not write that book. (I have been in therapy for most of my adult life.  Does that make me a bit of an expert? Maybe, but not enough to write this book!) So I reached out to Faith Freed, a skilled psychotherapist and a former student of mine at the Institute of Transpersonal Psychology.

      Faith had already written a fabulous book on forging one’s own spirituality, called IS. I thought IS was brilliant, so I knew she could write. I also knew that her friendly and down-to-earth style and humor were a perfect fit for the project.

      I sent Faith a copy of Starting Spiritual Direction, and we met on a Sunday afternoon near the UC Berkeley campus to nosh on french fries and discuss it. She totally got it, and a few months later, she emailed me the manuscript. This book. And it was just as great as I’d hoped it would be.

      At first, we thought we’d be co-authors, following the structure of my book. But as I read Faith’s first draft I realized that this book had nothing to do with me—this book was Faith’s, and Faith’s alone. And it was terrific.

      This is a helpful book, a necessary book. Please buy it for someone you know who is facing their first therapy session. It will be the most loving and caring thing you can do for them. If your child is starting therapy soon, read it yourself, and talk about some of the sections with your child to help them get ready.

      I believe the biggest obstacle to effective therapy is fear. We go in resistant to the process, suspicious of the therapist, and pretty sure we do not want to be there. None of this helps therapy help us. But this book removes that fear. It is the antidote to fear. This book makes therapy a welcoming process, helps us warm up to it and our role in it. It helps us succeed.

      Thank you, Faith, for writing a book that will help people to succeed in therapy. You might be thinking that all you did was write this nifty book. But, in fact, you have done something that is going to change people’s lives.

      
        
        John R. Mabry, PhD

        September 2, 2019

        Oakland, CA
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      Your first therapy session ought to be fascinating. After all, your sessions are all about a subject dear to your heart—you! And you’re not the only one who’ll be intrigued with your inner world and curious to know you a lot better. Your therapist will be, as well. This partnership is unlike any other, because both parties come together to focus on your healing, happiness and highest good. This book is written for you, the client, and not the therapist, so simple language is used throughout. You’ll notice that the word “client,” rather than “patient,” is used. There is no assumption that a desire to seek therapy indicates mental illness. To the contrary, enlisting a therapist is often a sign of good self-care. In many cases, therapy is a wise measure taken to cultivate and/or maintain a sense of balance and clarity. A person seeking therapy is not presumed “sick,” so “patient” can sound a little extreme, although the terms patient and client are both commonly used.

      The terms are not so important. What matters is that you care to attend to your psychological well-being. Those who stay on top of their overall health—mind, body and spirit—are inclined to pay attention to their mental health. If you work out for fitness, get a massage to relax and meditate to stoke your spiritual side, you might also get therapy to ease your mind and lighten your load.

      It’s remarkable how many people come for psychotherapy with the foundational intention to know, accept, like, and one day, truly love themselves. Sure, symptoms often drive that first visit: sadness, worry, confusion, life situations and discontent. But sometimes people who feel generally good about themselves seek therapy just to embark upon a personal growth journey or assimilate a new stage of life. No matter what initially gets you through your therapist’s door, you’re almost certain to gain useful tools that will benefit you over the long haul. So, what’s it like to embark on an investment that will reap lifelong results? Let’s take a look.

      
        
        A seasoned psychotherapist, Margaret Walden, opens her door to welcome Jay, a 33-year-old man seeking therapy to address some distress about a recent break-up and concerns about his future dating prospects. He enters eagerly, clutching papers in his hand. “Hi, I’m Margaret.” She greets him with a warm smile. “Hi…hi. Jay,” he smiles back, seemingly relieved to be in the right place with someone clearly receptive and kind. “Here’s the consent form,” Jay says as he stiffly hands her the papers. “Do I sit here?” He gestures to the couch. “Yes, that’s perfect,” Margaret says. “Please make yourself comfortable.” The therapist takes her chair across the coffee table from him. A box of tissues sits in the center of the table within reach. Even though clients tend to laugh as often as they cry, it’s a reminder that all thoughts and feelings are welcome. Margaret makes sure the form is understood and signed, which secures the specifics of their agreement, including risks and benefits, as well as client confidentiality. There’s a moment of silence. He glances around the room, his gaze finally landing on her. “So how does this work? I mean…what happens now?” She first suggests that they take a deep breath together, to help him relax and get present. Then she invites him to talk a bit about what brings him in. “I appreciate what you shared when we spoke on the phone,” she says sincerely. “Would you like to say more about what you hope to get out of our time together?” And so it begins.

        

      

      Like many first-time clients, Jay seems slightly uncomfortable with the process, not knowing what to expect. This is natural and quite common. Given that everyone who seeks therapy has a first time, it’s rather surprising that there is so little literature available to prepare folks for the initial session, or what is referred to as the intake session. This book is intended as a primer for those curious about or new to therapy.

      Most therapists make every effort to help new clients feel safe and at ease. Yet, our would-be clients may have no idea that their comfort level is our priority from the start. Indeed, many clients come in because they feel discomfort, including various forms of anxiety. So if you’re considering beginning therapy, it makes sense that you might like to have a thorough description of what to expect before you even arrive. Hopefully, this book will help you overcome any apprehension you might have, so you can enjoy the benefits of therapy with less fear of the unknown. Therapy is meant to remove your worries and soothe your soul. Let’s begin that process now—before you even walk through the door.

      Your relationship with your therapist is truly special and unique. Even though you’ll likely develop an easy rapport and eventual trust, this interaction is unlike a typical social or familial relationship. The unspoken rule of polite reciprocity: you tell me your struggles, I’ll tell you mine, does not apply in the therapeutic relationship. When you share, what you share will be explored to your satisfaction. Yes, it really is all about you. And it should be. After all, you’re paying for it and you’re well worth it. Imagine speaking freely about yourself and your issues with someone engaged, trained, knowledgeable and non-judgmental. Given the container of safety, professionalism and confidentiality, you have the luxury of speaking your truth, hopes, doubts and dreams, with an interested and educated partner. Don’t expect them to give unsolicited advice or attempt to fix everything for you. They are there to hold space for your process and guide you along, as you tap into your inner wisdom and move towards more clarity, peace, and happiness.

      
        
        After Jay shares a thorough history and he and Margaret identify some troublesome relationship patterns and areas for growth, he asks, “So, what happens from here? Is it a weekly thing?” Margaret and Jay agree that meeting weekly for 50 minutes is a good rhythm for now, and decide on a recurring day and time. He provides his credit card to cover the fee and she answers any last questions he has and wraps it up on time. “One more thing,” she adds on his way out. “If I see you out and about in town, I won’t approach you, so don’t think I’m being aloof. I just want to protect your privacy.” He looks intrigued and a little surprised. “Oh, okay, that’s cool. I appreciate that.” He nods with the recognition that yes, this relationship is different. It’s designed to be discreet and guard his dignity. “Understood. I won’t be offended if you don’t introduce yourself to my friend at Starbuck’s,” he jokes. They share a laugh. “See you next week,” he says and turns to leave. He feels relaxed—even cheerful, at having taken this step for himself. His therapist is pleased to know that they have begun building a rapport—the foundation on which his healing will be based. Yes, it’s a unique relationship. Some might even say, sacred.

        

      

      A Few Things About This Book

      This book is intended to be short, practical and easy to read. Deciding whether to do therapy needn’t add to your stress. If you’re curious enough to read this, you may as well give it a go. Once you decide to try it, prepping for your first session should be a breeze. While this book is brief, it’s meant to contain everything you generally need to know before stepping into a psychotherapy session for the first time. By the time you finish it, you’ll have a good idea of what to expect and how to get the most out of your treatment. That said, therapists and their approaches and styles vary, so you’ll want to keep an open mind. There is no way to account for every scenario that may arise. Many variables comprise each situation, including geography, a client’s reason for seeking therapy, the qualifications and methods of a given therapist, and the dynamic specifics of a given case. Examples could be described as typical, but this book, while practical, cannot cover the total breadth of all possible experiences that may be encountered.

      This book is meant to help the prospective therapy client know what to expect and get the most out of treatment. It’s written for the lay person with the disclaimer that it is not meant to be an exhaustive, legally precise manual. Legal and ethical matters are subject to change and vary broadly from professional license to license and state to state. Furthermore, the author is a psychotherapist and not an attorney.  This book is not written from a legal standpoint. It’s intended to make therapy accessible to everyone, but cannot attempt to cover all the legal and ethical issues. For information about professional standards of care, please look up current laws in your area, whenever there is a question or concern. The basics of a typical therapeutic situation are covered within these pages, but be prepared for nuances. Therapists are as different as the clients they see. That means there’s a therapist out there for you.

      If you’re someone who functions mostly well in life, despite some challenges or opportunities for growth, this material may be for you. However, it is not appropriate for everyone, including those in immediate distress or crisis. (See insert below.) It’s also not inclusive of therapy sessions done electronically or virtually, often referred to as telehealth. Technology continues to impact the field of psychotherapy, just as it changes the world, yet what’s relevant today may be obsolete tomorrow. Some of what’s covered may apply generally to burgeoning modes of therapy, but what’s in these pages is best suited for those who are inclined to do much of their therapy in person.

      
        
        A Word About Crisis

        Typically, psychotherapy is a gradual healing process—not an emergency intervention. It’s wonderful to have a therapist to mitigate symptoms, monitor progress and/or process a crisis or trauma, but it’s not typical to depend on their help between sessions. When there is an immediate emergency, as always, go to your nearest hospital emergency room or dial 911. A therapist offers support over the long haul, and most are not on call. You can ask your therapist what to do in the event of a crisis. Different therapists may handle this differently. In the United States, 24-hour hotlines such as the SAMHSA Treatment Referral Helpline at 1-800-622-HELP(4357) and the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline at 1-800-273-8255 are available, as well as local resources. Some therapists may be able to see you on short notice, but for private practice clinicians, that most likely cannot be counted on. If you are at risk, contact emergency services immediately. You can always include your therapist once you are out of imminent danger.

        

      

      

      Because clients and therapists come in all genders, it doesn’t seem appropriate to write in a voice particular to one. It can get confusing when pronouns are switched with every new section or chapter to attempt balance. However, assigning a male or female gender for either therapist or client feels forced. To encompass everyone, you’ll encounter the pronoun, “They.”  Grammatically, it’s not ideal to be married to a plural pronoun, but it seems better than the alternatives. Please forgive any awkwardness in language, in favor of inclusivity.

      Additionally, please be aware that examples in this book protect the identity of their subjects. When illustrating a case, any identifying information of those involved has been altered in multiple ways. Therapists take client confidentiality extremely seriously. The examples you read in this book have been thoroughly obscured and altered to that end. Examples may draw upon real cases and be fictionalized to provide colorful illustrations without rendering a person recognizable. In some cases, an amalgam of different cases are woven together into a story to illuminate important points while protecting confidentiality.

      Other examples included in this book may draw upon my own experiences as a client. Although it may seem counterintuitive, those who know therapy well have typically experienced it first-hand. For those who teach psychology and certainly for those who practice psychotherapy clinically, it’s normal and expected to “do one’s own work.” In higher learning institutions, a minimum number of hours of psychotherapy may be a mandatory requirement for students before a degree is conferred. Why? Because you don’t want someone who hasn’t thoroughly explored their own inner world, uncovered their blind spots, and worked through their issues projecting their unresolved material onto you. That’s not only unprofessional, it’s downright dangerous. You deserve a seasoned expert who has done their own therapy as part of their rigorous requirements, and who is qualified to help others. If you were going to take your car to a body shop, would you trust a guy whose own car was all banged up?  In addition, I hope to normalize the experience of therapy by being open about my experiences as a client as well as a therapist. The stories relayed in this book are true, although therapists’ identities, like clients’ identities, are altered to protect privacy.

      This book, like therapy, is really all about you. To hit the ground running, skip straight to Chapter One. If you’re wondering who I am to talk about starting therapy, here’s a bit of context. My designation as a Licensed Marriage and Family Therapist in California (#92539) is part of the reason I could be considered qualified to write on this topic. My enthusiasm in favor of therapy for pretty much everyone, myself included, is another. After an initial career in advertising, I decided to pursue something more meaningful to me. Meaning came first with motherhood, as I was blessed with two awesome sons. While raising them, I went back to school to study a profession that seemed to value peace more than prizes—psychotherapy. Along the way, I did some therapy myself. The truth is, I love therapy—giving it and getting it. I love it for what it can do for those who are wise enough to sign up for the adventure. I love it for doing what friendship cannot. I love it for how it helps me to know myself and how it allows me, as the therapist, to help others know themselves. I find it a wonder—this profession that I’m grateful for and passionate about.

      In the pages to come, my positive regard for the therapy profession will be obvious. But here’s a bit about why I’ve appreciated receiving therapy, as well. For one thing, I find it healing, empowering and clarifying to say everything without owing anything (other than payment) in return. For another, I’ve been through stuff, like everyone else. It feels really good to clean that stuff up, as needed. Lastly, I’m a personal-growth devotee, which means that my internal examination is never-ending.

      My experience as a client informs my expertise on therapy every bit as much as my experience as a clinician. The investment we make in psychological self-awareness benefits everyone whose lives we touch. As mentioned before, we therapists know that you don’t want a therapist who has not done their own therapy. Having gone to various therapists myself with differing results, I know what can go right or wrong on the couch as well as from the chair. I hope that what comes through on these pages is enhanced by my reverence for therapy from both sides of the room.
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