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ABOUT THE BOOK


Every effort has been made to ensure that the information in this book is accurate. The information in this book may not be applicable in each individual case so it is advised that professional medical advice is obtained for specific physical or mental health matters and before changing any medication or dosage. Neither the publisher nor author accepts any legal responsibility for any personal injury or other damage or loss arising from the use of the information in this book. In addition, if you are concerned about your diet or exercise regime and wish to change them, you should consult a health practitioner first.





INTRODUCTION



This isn’t your conventional book about therapy and wellness. There are plenty of those knocking about. This book doesn’t promise to eradicate feelings you don’t like; instead, it invites you to allow more. All feelings are welcome here, even the mushy, cringy ones that would never dare make an appearance at the dinner table, nor make the cut for your Instagram holiday album. Those feelings that hide behind the glass of wine and the stoic smile of ‘I’m great, thanks, how are you?’ Even the grim feelings are welcome. Everything is welcome. So, if you’re reading this book around others, feel free to laugh, cry, roll around on the floor, or maintain that frowny reading face you’re doing right now.


I’ll start by putting forward a philosophical question – one that wouldn’t sound out of place in a student flat smelling of weed: what does it mean to be truly seen in an age when everyone is constantly being ‘seen’?


We live in the most connected, informed and optimised generation in human history, yet anxiety and depression rates continue to soar. We have more self-help content at our fingertips than any civilisation before us, more ways to track and improve ourselves, more techniques to hack our happiness, and somehow, we seem to be struggling more, not less.


I’m Josh Fletcher (or Joshua if I’m getting bollocked by my mum), an anxiety therapist trying to navigate this strange new world where a lot of my clients have more computing power and information in their pockets than it took for humankind to reach the moon, yet still end up in my therapy room feeling lost, overwhelmed and fundamentally disconnected from themselves. It’s a peculiar position to be in. Offering human connection in an age of AI companions, advocating for slow healing in a culture obsessed with instant fixes, and suggesting that maybe, just maybe, not everything needs to be optimised.


This book explores anxiety in our fast-paced, information-packed world, where wellness has become conflated with a desperate quest for certainty in an inherently uncertain existence. It’s about how we use technology to hide our shame behind curated versions of ourselves, seeking instant fixes for complex human experiences that have no quick solutions. It examines what happens when self-optimisation becomes another performance, when being ‘seen’ online replaces being genuinely witnessed.


It also explores how a mere mortal of a therapist – one consumed with self-doubt and armed with limited knowledge – advocates for the power of real human connection in a world increasingly convinced that technology has all the answers. Cheesy, I know.


Most importantly, this book is about who we are in the gaps between therapy sessions, between social media posts, between the moments when we’re being watched and when we think we’re alone. It’s about the feelings that arise when no one is looking, the ones we don’t show; the convoluted human reality that exists beneath our wellness routines and morning affirmations.


Throughout these pages, we’ll explore four case studies: stories inspired by true experiences where a rigorous ethical process was undertaken and identities carefully protected. Confidentiality is paramount and a cornerstone of my profession, so these accounts have been thoughtfully crafted to honour both the truth of therapeutic encounters and the absolute privacy of those involved. These aren’t sanitised success stories or academic abstractions, but careful studies inspired by people brave enough to do the slow, difficult work of being human in a world that promises there should be an easier way.


If you’ve ever wondered what your therapist is really thinking behind that carefully composed, professional facade, you’re about to find out. I spend my days inviting clients to share everything about themselves, so it seems only fair to return the favour.


Throughout these pages, you’ll also meet my internal commentary team:


Anxiety – who catastrophises everything;


Critic – who finds fault with my every move;


Compassion – the voice of deep care for others and myself;


Detective – who spots patterns and is perpetually nosy;


Analytical – drawing from psychological theory;


Irreverence – who finds inappropriate humour in the darkest moments;


Escapist – who’d rather be anywhere else;


Biology – who reports on uncomfortable bodily functions;


Empathy – trying to see the world through someone else’s eyes;


Intuition – who knows things without knowing how;


Volition – who attempts to steer this chaotic ship towards something resembling wisdom.


They’re not separate personalities. They’re the chorus of thoughts we all carry, just made embarrassingly visible on the page. Consider it professional transparency taken to its logical, slightly uncomfortable conclusion.


Thanks for picking up this book. I don’t know what particular chaos, curiosity or late-night spiral down a mental health rabbit hole led you here, but I’m genuinely pleased you found it. This isn’t another book promising to fix you. Just come and sit with me and reflect on what it means to be human in a world that’s forgotten how to sit with difficulty, uncertainty and the beautifully imperfect process of actually being alive.





IMPOSTER



A loud banging at the door yanked me out of sleep, sending half a tube of Pringles and a naan bread cascading down my shirt.


Josh: Shit.


I’d fallen asleep on the sofa again. The last thing I remembered was watching the Top 20 Underrated Nintendo Games of All Time while shovelling a takeaway into my face. It must have gone 2 a.m. when I finally nodded off. Empty beer cans clanked as I scrambled to my feet. A rogue Coke Zero rolled across the floor. I took two steps towards the door before searing pain shot up through my foot.


I howled. Watermelon vape. Right under the ball of my foot. Fantastic.


CRITIC: You absolute mess. Look at the state of you.


IRREVERENCE: Love it. Living the dream, pal.


I swung the door open to reveal an Amazon delivery driver, arms stacked with six separate parcels. A refreshing change from last week, when my new potato peeler arrived in a box so unnecessarily large it barely fitted through the door.


Josh: Cheers, pal. Have a good one.


The driver gave a nod, set the boxes down and walked back to his van. I stood there, staring at them.


ANALYTICAL: I don’t remember ordering anything.


DETECTIVE: You do have a history of late-night online shopping sprees.


BIOLOGY: Usually inebriated.


I dragged the boxes to the kitchen counter and started opening them. Genuine excitement built, like a kid at Christmas, if the kid had no memory of writing the wish list.


Box one: Pokémon cards.


CRITIC: Wtf, man?


DETECTIVE: You last bought a pack of these twenty-three years ago.


Box two: A handheld controller for a Nintendo Switch.


Josh: Great. All I need now is a Nintendo Switch to use it with.


Box three: A copy of my own book.


I sighed. The rest of the boxes contained more practical purchases: mouthwash, shoe polish, another potato peeler. Apparently, drunk me thought I needed polished shoes and impeccable breath, but no actual food. I rubbed my temples and set the kettle to boil. Coffee. I needed coffee. As the water rumbled to life, my watch vibrated against my wrist. I glanced down.


Supervision 10 a.m.


I sighed again.


Josh: Ugh. Not today.


CRITIC: Just give it up, mate. You’re wasting your own time, your supervisor’s time and your own money.


ANALYTICAL: Which is running pretty low, to be honest.


ESCAPIST: Just ring her, tell her you’re unwell. It’s not as if you’re seeing any clients, is it?


COMPASSION: I think a kind thing to do for yourself is to go and see her. You’re still a therapist, even if your practice is closed.


I showered, downed the coffee and set off for my supervision meeting. Time to face the music again.


I’m a therapist. I work – or worked – with people who struggle with anxiety, having battled with a lot of it myself. To be a therapist, it is mandatory to undertake therapy supervision. This is to help therapists reflect on their practice ethically, notice and acknowledge when personal emotions come into the therapy room, check that their practice is ethical, and prevent them from exploiting power dynamics, starting cults, hitting on clients or giving them terrible advice. It’s a way of checking in to see if my work abides by the ethical framework my profession is grounded in. It’s an essential part of being a therapist, but given that I wasn’t seeing any clients, and I felt like garbage, this morning’s meeting with my supervisor didn’t seem to feel like one of life’s main priorities.


Nevertheless, after a shower, and a scramble to get out of the house on time, I found myself stood outside her door, pressing the digital bell, which felt like it had been watching me since I opened the gate.


Gail: How have you been?


My supervisor’s home office was warm, inviting and unapologetically her: a little eccentric, a lot self-assured and completely impossible to replicate. The furniture looked like it had been thrown together at random, but somehow it managed to work. It probably helped that no two pieces matched. The shelves were bursting with books on psychoanalysis and mindfulness, with a few crystals and bizarre little figurines shoved in for good measure. I sat awkwardly in the chair opposite her, doing my best to stop eyeing a box of Maltesers sitting within arm’s reach.


VOLITION: Remember what we agreed. Be honest.


COMPASSION: Agreed. It’s OK to be vulnerable here.


Josh: So, so … Gail. I still don’t feel I’m ready to go back.


Gail smiled. She was supportive, professional, and always conveyed a belief in me that I often struggled to see in myself.


Gail: What makes you think you’re not ready? We’ve worked together for a while now, Josh. Things haven’t been easy, but your professionalism has never been under question. It feels like you’ve always been transparent, and your self-awareness is a strength. I feel like you’re letting something hold you back.


She sipped from her giant David Lloyd water flask. What is it with therapists and giant water receptacles?


Gail: None of us has all of our ducks in a row, Josh. It’s in our ability as therapists to acknowledge it, and not let it intrude on the therapeutic process with our clients.


Josh: I know … I just …


VOLITION: Engage, Josh.


ESCAPIST: Deflect, Josh.


BIOLOGY: I’m hungry, why didn’t we have breakfast?


I sighed. I felt like a school kid trying to explain a way out of something where I felt bang to rights.


Josh: It’s that feeling. You know? The one we talked about. May I have a Malteser?


Gail: No.


We stared at each other for a moment.


Gail: You’re still struggling with compassion fatigue? Feeling like you’re waiting for compassion to return?


I felt embarrassed.


Josh: Yeah.


CRITIC: The therapist without compassion. This lad doesn’t care about anyone but himself. Psychologically enmeshed in a world that exists in a place solely up his own backside.


Gail smiled but with a discerning look.


Gail: Compassion fatigue is something that affects all of us, even us therapists. It’s a hurdle we all must jump over from time to time. If you’re so convinced that you can’t practise, then why do you keep coming to supervision? It’s been six months now. This tells me there’s a part of you that still cares about this profession. Specifically, your role in this profession.


Josh: It’s just not abating, Gail. Take last night, for example. I watched BBC News, full of all the world’s current atrocities, and my immediate thought was to order a takeaway and watch nonsense on YouTube. I felt nothing.


Gail: Given that the news is a daily constant that a lot of us have been desensitised to, I don’t think it is the appropriate barometer to judge our overall compassion as a therapist. But I hear you, it sounds like you’re waiting for a kind of spark to ignite the compassion you initially set out to be a therapist with. I’d advise not testing your compassionate skills in small windows like this.


ANALYTICAL: She’s right.


Josh: Hm … you’re right. I just have this unwavering feeling that I’m not the right person to work with someone brave enough to share their vulnerabilities with me. Not while I’m in this state. I feel like an imposter. Like, what if this person could be seeing a therapist who has all the answers, you know? Instead of wasting their time with me. I feel like I am the block to someone accessing the correct therapy, all while taking their money. I just … can’t …


Gail contemplated what I said. She moved her eyes to the side and I could feel her mind musing on everything I had shared with her.


Gail: This all started in April, didn’t it?


I felt a pit open in my stomach.


In April I closed my practice without notice. Burnout had crept in and with it a dulling of care for myself and for others. At the same time, a heavier kind of grief stirred beneath the surface, bringing with it a haze of apathy that made me question whether I belonged in this profession at all. My own anxiety returned and, with it, the sting of hypocrisy, as though I had no right to specialise in something I couldn’t seem to manage myself.


That’s the thing about being a therapist. It’s a strange and unique profession, one that asks you to turn up for others regardless of the shifting variables in your own life. It demands constant reflection and carries with it an unspoken pressure to keep yourself well, as though happiness is a prerequisite for competence. Carl Jung’s notion of the wounded healer reminds us that therapists are not exempt from struggle, nor do we need to be perfect to help others. Every therapist can recognise this truth in another, but the difficulty comes in remembering it for ourselves. We are human first, after all, and I’ve struggled to apply that same compassion inwards. It’s part of the reason I haven’t been able to reopen my practice for such a long time.


Josh: Yeah … April meltdown.


A hot tear started to fall down my left cheek. We both sat in silence for a while. She held the space beautifully. I felt safe with my supervisor. A sudden grin spread across her face as a reaction to a thought, or idea, that had just popped into her mind.


Gail: What if you started with just one client?


I looked at her. I didn’t understand why this would make her smile.


Gail: I have someone in mind. Would you be interested in taking a referral from a fellow therapist?


Now I felt a tear fall down my other cheek. This time from the unbelievable notion that Gail would trust me to work with a client. That she, someone who I look up to, could convey a belief in me that I felt nowhere near reaching.


ANXIETY: No, thank you.


ESCAPIST: Thanks, but no thanks.


Josh: I, er … erm … I don’t think …


Gail: Josh, from what I know about you, I think you’re more than a competent therapist. You’ve been away from the therapy room for so long that I think some kind of warped hurdle has prevented you from doing something that I think you love. This is why I’m suggesting you start again with just one client. A referral from me that I think would be suitable. Just give it a go. I have no concerns about your professionalism. We can work together to explore what comes up for you in the therapy room.


CRITIC: Gail obviously doesn’t know you, Joshy.


COMPASSION: Ignore him. I think this is a great opportunity. I’ve always believed in you.


ANXIETY: What if you’re not good enough?


IRREVERANCE: Open the goddamn door again!


DETECTIVE: There’s only one way to find out.


Josh: But what if I’m not ready?


Gail: How did you feel when you first became a therapist? Are there familiar feelings of ineptitude? Being an imposter? That you feel now?


I mulled on the question.


Josh: Yeah. I suppose they are familiar.


I sat with my usual stim when I was anxious. I pushed the outside of my hands against my inner knees and pushed them outwards. The usual face stims followed, pushing my cheek muscles against my eyes while I compulsively blinked in fast, rapid scrunches. I’d done this since I was a toddler. Got to love the tism. Gail never brought any attention to it. She saw me, unconditionally, and believed in me as a therapist. My respect for her work, intuition and professionalism was the only thing outweighing the highly persuasive self-doubt I was feeling about the suggestion.


I took a deep breath.


Josh: I really don’t want to return to my office again. It’ll be in such a state. It’ll be too much.


Gail: Well, this particular client requires a home visit. They are struggling to leave the house. Sounds suitable, right?


Josh: I …


Gail pulled out a notepad to jot something down. I sat there with my own thoughts.


COMPASSION: I think this is a good opportunity.


CRITIC: You think a lot of things.


ESCAPIST: Give it another month, we don’t need to rush!


BIOLOGY: We have a surplus of gastric acid and cortisol.


VOLITION: Take a chance, you’ve got this.


Gail: So, can I inform this client that you will be in touch?


Her encouragement was infectious.


Josh: OK. I’ll have an initial consultation so we can both see if we are a good fit.


Gail: Amazing!


Josh: May I have a Malteser now?


She smiled at me. I think we both knew this was the encouraging push I needed. She looked over at the red box of chocolates.


Gail: No.





MAGNUS



I was on my way to visit my first client at his home, with Maps leading me deeper into Cheshire’s rolling countryside. As the surroundings shifted from the familiar comforts of Nisas, OneStops and betting shops that had morning regulars, to the land of Waitroses and Fortnum & Masons, I felt a creeping sense of displacement. It felt like my car was too dusty to legally exist here.


I’d tuned out of my usual audiobook. It was something self-improving that I wasn’t absorbing, because my attention was now fixed on the unfamiliar terrain. A single left turn off the main road took me from rural to practically medieval, down a winding track seemingly designed to shake out the last traces of my car’s MOT validity.


DETECTIVE: Where the hell are we going?


ANXIETY: This road feels … final.


My car clunked over a narrow stone ford bridge. Its low parapets offered little sense of security, the worn surface slick from years of passing rain. Beneath it, the water moved steadily, dark and slow. Beyond the bridge, the road tightened through dense woodland, each blind bend revealing only more of the unknown, until finally, the trees gave way.


A towering steel gate stood ahead set between two solid stone pillars. Beyond it, the woodland stretched into the distance, quiet and undisturbed. A security booth sat to one side, its small window catching the light. Inside, a man looked up from his phone before stepping out with measured reluctance. Beside the gate, a stone-etched sign read Ravensholt Estate. The name was carved deep into the stone, not just marking a place but establishing a boundary. I pulled up, my car letting out a weak cough, and wound down my window.


Guard: Can I help you, sir?


Josh: Morning! Not sure if I’m lost, but I’m looking for the Ravensholt Annex. I’ve got an appointment with someone called Magnus.


The guard gave me a look usually reserved for door-to-door salesmen and unexpected tradespeople.


Guard: We all want to see Magnus, sir. Unfortunately, he is indisposed today. There’s a turning circle just behind you. Have a lovely day.


ANALYTICAL: What on earth is happening here?


ANXIETY: I don’t know, but this feels like the kind of place where they own falcons.


Josh: I definitely have an appointment. Could you, erm … make a call or something?


Guard: And what appointment would this be, sir?


ANALYTICAL: Be mindful of confidentiality.


Josh: It’s a private appointment. My name is Josh.


The guard gave me a slow, assessing look before stepping back into the booth and lifting the phone from its cradle. He didn’t speak right away – just listened, nodding slightly, as if waiting for permission to let me exist. A few moments later, the steel gate groaned to life, sliding open to reveal the immaculate green grounds beyond.


After driving through Jurassic Park for several minutes, I arrived at the house, though ‘house’ didn’t feel like the right word. My Maps app had given up entirely, doing that annoying spinny panic thing, as if it, too, had no business being here.


Ahead, a pale sandstone estate rose from the landscape, somewhere between a stately home and a palace. Its facade was too symmetrical, too perfect to be anything but old money. Tall sash windows stood in strict formation, their glass catching the grey sky, while a grand entrance – columns and all – sat at the top of a short flight of stone steps.


The driveway curved smoothly in front, not a stray pebble out of place, looping past lawns so pristine they might as well have been ironed. Beyond that, gardens stretched into the distance, hedges clipped into shapes that probably had names.


ESCAPIST: You’re a long way from home, mate …


ANALYTICAL: He’s not. He’s 13.4 miles away.


CRITIC: ‘hE’s 13.4 MiLeS aWaY.’ Shut up.


I pulled up outside the house and stepped out of the car. As I did, a woman emerged from the grand entrance, making her way down the stone steps towards me. She was middle-aged, neatly put together in a way that suggested effort without excess. Practical, professional, but not cold.


I shut my car door. Or tried to. The latch didn’t catch. I tried again. And again. By the third attempt, she was close enough to hear the dull, repetitive thud. A smile tugged at the corner of her mouth.


Eleanor: They can be stubborn, those doors.


Josh: (Clears throat) Yeah, something like that.


She stopped a polite distance away, clasping her hands lightly in front of her.


Eleanor: Welcome to Ravensholt. I’m Eleanor. You must be Joshua.


Her voice was measured, assured but easy-going.


Josh: Hi, Eleanor. Really nice to meet you. I promise my car isn’t a reflection of my professionalism. Nice place you’ve got here. I’ve got an appointment with Magnus this morning. Do you know where I can find him?


Eleanor: We’ve been expecting you. Magnus is in the annex, just a short walk away. I’ll take you there.


She led me around the back of the estate, down a narrow path lined with shrubs. The silence felt a little awkward, given the nature of my visit. I decided to fill it, partly out of curiosity, partly to break the tension.


Josh: So … are you Magnus’s mum? Do you own this place?


Eleanor let out a small, amused chuckle.


Eleanor: No, not quite. Apologies – I forgot to introduce myself properly. I’m the House Steward for Ravensholt Estate. I’ve worked for the Aveling family for over ten years now.


She offered a proud but understated smile that carried both loyalty and quiet authority.


Eleanor: It’s been a privilege to serve this family and watch Magnus grow up. These grounds have been my home for a long time. Magnus feels like family.


IRREVERENCE: Like that butler off Downton Abbey.


DETECTIVE: Let’s get more info about Magnus from her.


INTUITION: Maybe save that for when you actually meet him.


ANALYTICAL: Agreed. No need to go in with bias.


Josh: Do you have to mow all these lawns?


Eleanor smiled.


Eleanor: No, thankfully. We have a full groundskeeping staff for that. How long have you been a therapist? You came highly recommended.


Josh: Around eight years now. (Gesturing ahead) Is that the annex?


I pointed to a quaint cottage nestled among the trees. Eleanor stifled a laugh.


Eleanor: That’s my house. The annex is just beyond those trees.


We stepped through the trees, and there it was: the annex. It wasn’t run-down or neglected, but something about it felt … separate. Set apart. As if it had been placed here deliberately, far enough from the main house to be out of sight, out of mind. The architecture matched Ravensholt – same pale stone, same symmetrical windows – yet it lacked the grandeur, the presence. Where the estate commanded attention, the annex simply … existed.


A narrow gravel path led to the entrance, well maintained but with the feel of something rarely used. The windows were large, their glass catching the light, but the shutters were closed. No movement behind them. No sign of life. The house wasn’t unwelcoming, just … indifferent.


DETECTIVE: Has this lad been put here on purpose?


ANALYTICAL: Maybe he prefers it. Or maybe he was given no choice.


INTUITION: Either way, it says something.


Just as I was about to step forward, Eleanor’s hand landed gently on my arm. Not forceful, but enough to stop me in my tracks. She exhaled, glancing towards the annex before turning back to me.


Eleanor: Before you go in, there’s something you should know.


Her voice was steady, but there was a careful softness beneath it. Like she was choosing her words deliberately.


Eleanor: Magnus has had many therapists. None have lasted long. He finds it difficult to engage. It’s not a lack of willingness, more … (a pause, as if weighing her words carefully) a lack of trust.


She studied me for a moment, as if deciding how much to say.


Eleanor: There’s a reason I took your recommendation. I’ve heard how you work, how you approach people who might not want to be reached. Magnus isn’t just another client, and this won’t, I’d guess, be one of your usual sessions.


She let that settle before continuing, her gaze flicking briefly towards the annex.


Eleanor: His family has tried, in their own way. But patience runs thin, and interest fades. People get tired of waiting for change that doesn’t come fast enough. So they leave him to it. He’s not banished, not forgotten. Just … separate.


There was no bitterness in her tone, but there was something else. A quiet, unspoken concern.


Eleanor: And whether by choice or circumstance, this is where he’s been left. He hasn’t …


She paused. Trying to protect Magnus’s dignity.


Eleanor: He hasn’t left this house for two years. Don’t be disheartened. Please believe in him. He can be … difficult. But he has a wonderful heart and soul.


DETECTIVE: Hmm … not leaving the house?


ANALYTICAL: Sounds like a likely case of agoraphobia.


CRITIC: Sounds like you as well, pal.


For the first time since we started walking, she looked directly at me, as if making sure I understood. And in that moment, it was clear – this wasn’t just about explaining the situation. This was a request. I held back the urge to ask more. Questions pressed at the edge of my mind, but something about Eleanor’s tone, the weight behind her words, made me hesitate.


I could feel my anxiety start to tighten, creeping in before I had a chance to brace for it. The magnitude of returning to therapy after so long; it hadn’t looked like this in my head. My heart began to pound, a slow, heavy rhythm that made me suddenly hyperaware of myself.


Eleanor gave me a small nod, then gestured towards the door.


Eleanor: Just knock. He’s expecting you.


Then, without waiting for a response, she turned and started back towards the main house.


ANXIETY: You are NOT ready for this …


ESCAPIST: Just turn back, man.


BIOLOGY: Adrenaline and cortisol increased to 200 per cent. Igniting quasars!


Then it hit me.


I’d been out of therapy for so long. And now, here I was. Downton Abbey. It was too much. All of it. The annex flickered – too close and too far at the same time. My vision warped at the edges, like I was seeing the world through the wrong lens. I looked down at my hands, but they didn’t feel like mine. Like I was piloting someone else’s body. Derealisation. Depersonalisation. DPDR. A symptom I knew well – had explained to clients a hundred times over, but hadn’t experienced for myself in a long time. Thoughts started to race. A sharp, primal urge to leave, now, before it got worse. My heart pounded hard enough to make my stomach turn, nausea creeping up my throat.


Panic attack.


The urge to call Gail hit me before I could think. My supervisor, my safety net. I wanted to hear her voice, for her to tell me I was fine, that I could breathe, that I had permission to walk away from this. The same desperate need for reassurance I’d talked so many clients through.


But then I stopped.


This was just a panic attack. Nothing new. Nothing I hadn’t met before. I just hadn’t had one in a long time, because I’d cocooned myself in a safe world, keeping everything predictable, controlled, away from anything triggering. Away from anything challenging. I’d buried myself in escapism, in TV, in routine, shrinking my world down to something that couldn’t touch me. All because of one date on a calendar. One day that made me go inwards, avoidant, almost neurotic.


COMPASSION: You’ve got this, Josh. If this is agoraphobia this is perfectly suited to you.


ANALYTICAL: And the reason Gail gave you the referral.


Then I remembered. I’m an anxiety therapist. I know exactly what this is. I could tolerate the what-if thoughts. I could tolerate the strange symptoms. And I knew they would pass. This was the moment. The amygdala learns through experience, not theory. If I wanted to function again, if I wanted to live beyond the safety of my cocoon, I had to prove to my own nervous system that I could.


I took a breath. Allowed it. Let the discomfort sit there, unchallenged. Panic attacks come and go. They don’t hurt you. And so, with my heart still pounding, I turned towards the annex door.


Before I even had the time to knock. The door swung open, and there he was – Magnus Aveling, modern royalty, standing in front of me like an over-caffeinated TED Talk speaker.


Magnus: Hey, bro!


I stood there. Frozen for a moment.


DETECTIVE: Bro?


ANXIETY: Bro?


ANALYTICAL: Bro?


IRREVERANCE: Yeah, bro!





Agoraphobia



I suspected Magnus had agoraphobia. Agoraphobia isn’t just a fear of leaving the house, it’s a fear of fear itself. The anticipation of panic, the what-if spiral of losing control beyond the invisible boundary of safety. It’s not always about where you can’t go. It’s about where you still can. Most people will know someone with agoraphobia, so here’s an opportunity to enhance some cultural capital.


For some, the invisible boundary of safety is the walls of their home. For others, it’s their town, their street, a handful of familiar routes. The world shrinks, not because it’s dangerous, but because the fear convinces you it is. And it doesn’t discriminate. It can affect anyone, regardless of background, privilege or how seemingly comfortable their life appears. Once the fear of fear kicks in, agoraphobia is there.


It’s more common than people realise: about 1.7 per cent of adults experience agoraphobia each year. That’s millions of people whose lives have been quietly reshaped by invisible borders. Most people don’t realise how agoraphobia starts. It’s not a choice. It’s a moment – a panic attack, a sudden surge of adrenaline in a place that once felt fine. The brain scrambles for safety, and when the fear finally fades, a pattern is set: Here is where I felt OK again. Here is where it stopped. Everywhere else becomes a risk.


I know this because I’ve lived it. Years ago, after a panic attack at work, I went home, convinced I needed time to recover. The longer I stayed in, the harder it became to leave. The world outside didn’t change, but my relationship to it did. And in the modern world, this cycle has more reinforcements than ever.


The world incentivises avoidance. We don’t need to leave the house to function. We can work from home, shop from home, socialise through screens. Food, entertainment, even therapy is available at the tap of a button. There’s always an excuse to opt out. Always a way to retreat. Always a reason to avoid discomfort. And when avoidance is easy, exposure is harder. The fear grows stronger.


Even the way we talk about wellbeing has changed. We’re sold comfort as healing. We’re told to ‘listen to our bodies’ when we feel anxious, to ‘stay where we feel safe’. But anxiety doesn’t shrink just because you avoid the things that trigger it. It expands to fill the space you allow it.


If Magnus had agoraphobia, like I suspected, then he was likely waiting for that moment – the one where it just clicks, where something shifts and suddenly leaving feels easy. But that moment doesn’t come. Anxiety doesn’t disappear through logic or willpower alone. You don’t think your way out of agoraphobia. You move your way out of it. One uncomfortable step at a time. But I had a sneaking suspicion that agoraphobia wasn’t the whole picture. It felt like just one piece of a much bigger puzzle; one that I hoped he’d let me help put together.








LIYA SU



The elevator doors slid open with a dull chime, and I stepped into the corridor of my practice for the first time in far too long. It felt strange to be back. Familiar, but off. Like trying on an old coat and realising you last slept in a field in it. The air smelled vaguely of coffee and overworked central heating. My office door was at the end of the corridor, exactly where I’d left it.


Returning to work had been Gail’s idea. Or at least, she’d been the one to finally nudge me out of the waiting phase. After the panic attack at Ravensholt Estate, it had become painfully clear that time alone wasn’t going to fix me. I needed to move, to expand my world again. Small steps. Controlled exposure. The same thing I’d tell anyone struggling with avoidance. But now, standing here, I wasn’t so sure I’d prepared myself for it. I wasn’t expecting anyone else to be here.


Especially not a woman holding a gimbal, mid-vlog, gesturing animatedly at her phone.


I slowed my pace, mid-bite into a Greggs sausage roll, as I tried to process the scene. She stood outside my door, camera rolling, lit perfectly by the harsh glow of the corridor lights.


Liya Su: Guys, this is a HUGE moment for me! I am about to step into my FIRST therapy session, and honestly, I’m just so


READY to do the WORK. It’s all about showing up for yourself, you know?


I blinked. What?


She hadn’t noticed me yet, completely engrossed in the performance. Her voice carried down the corridor with a confidence that suggested she’d already run through this speech in her head multiple times. She flicked her hair back dramatically, beaming into the camera.


Liya Su: And I just want to say, if you’re struggling, don’t be afraid to take this step. Therapy isn’t scary, it’s EMPOWERING. We all deserve inner healing, OK?


Then she turned. Her eyes lit up the moment she saw me, as if this were a scripted moment in her wellness documentary. Without hesitation, she swung the gimbal towards me, phone tilted slightly upwards for the perfect angle.


Liya Su: OH MY GOD, GUYS – THIS IS MY THERAPIST!


The sausage roll nearly fell out of my hand. She took two enthusiastic steps towards me, extending her free hand as though we were old friends reunited for the season finale of a reality show.


Liya Su: Dr Josh! Say hi to my followers!


Josh: Hi, er … I’m … not a doctor.


Liya Su: Oh, we’ll just call you one for the vibes.


She laughed, waving a dismissive hand. The camera was now directly in my face. My own reflection blinked back at me from the screen: messy hair, Greggs bag in one hand, crumbs on my jumper.


IRREVERENCE: Wellness icon meets Greggs ambassador.


DETECTIVE: This woman is filming you. In public. Without consent.


ANXIETY: Do we smile? Do we run? What’s the protocol here?


I wiped my mouth on my sleeve and attempted some level of professionalism.


Josh: Right, uh … nice to meet you, Liya Su. You’re a little early.


Liya Su: I know! I just felt like, spiritually, I needed to be in the ENERGY of the space, you know? So I thought, why not bring my community along for the journey?


She giggled, her entire demeanour radiating an enthusiasm that seemed exhausting to maintain. I glanced down the corridor, as if hoping to spot a hidden camera crew, or literally anyone else who could help me process what was happening.


Josh: Right. Well. How about we … er … get ready for our session? I advise that we don’t film it.


Liya Su: Oh my God, OBVIOUSLY! That’s private! This is just the PRE-therapy vlog. My followers are SO invested in my healing journey.


She gasped dramatically, clutching her chest with one hand. Then she lowered the gimbal slightly and studied me with sudden intensity, as if she were reading my aura.


Liya Su: I feel like you have a lot of Earth energy. Very grounded.


IRREVERENCE: More sausage roll than Earth, at this point.


Josh: Thanks … I think?


She smiled, tucking her phone into her oversized tote bag.


Liya Su: I’ve been manifesting this moment for WEEKS. This is gonna be life-changing.


CRITIC: You sure about that? This man’s an idiot.


ANXIETY: Are we ready for this?!


I stared at her. Thirty more minutes until our session. I took another bite of my sausage roll. Liya Su tucked her phone away, still radiating the kind of energy that suggested she lived life like one continuous Instagram story. I adjusted the Greggs bag in my hand and offered a small smile.


Josh: It’s really nice to meet you, Liya Su. Our session doesn’t start for another thirty minutes, though. I just need to tidy up my therapy room first.


Her eyes widened with something between delight and admiration.


Liya Su: Oh my God, I LOVE that. Boundaries! So healthy! Honestly, this is already a lesson.


I let out a quiet chuckle.


Josh: Glad to hear it. You’re welcome to wait in reception or grab a coffee if you’d like.


She nodded enthusiastically, the strap of her oversized tote slipping down her shoulder as she fished for her phone again.


Liya Su: Ooo, yes! I should totally ground myself beforehand anyway. Energy prep, you know?


I wasn’t entirely sure what energy prep entailed, but I nodded along. Before she turned to leave, I added:


Josh: Just so you know, I’d prefer if we didn’t record anything in session. Therapy’s meant to be a protected space.


Liya Su: Oh my God, YES. SO true. Therapy is sacred. A temple of healing.


She pressed her hands together in a moment of what I could only assume was spiritual gratitude, then practically skipped off down the corridor, her tote bag bouncing behind her. I exhaled and turned towards my temple of healing. It took a second for the key to turn in the lock, like the door itself was reluctant to be opened. When I finally pushed it open, a wave of stale air hit me.


The office was worse than I expected. A thick layer of dust clung to every surface. My bookshelf had become a graveyard of abandoned therapy textbooks. A half-empty coffee cup sat on my desk, its contents now an unholy science experiment. Papers were haphazardly stacked, as if someone had fled mid-thought.


COMPASSION: Wow. What happened, mate?


IRREVERENCE: Welcome to the Lost Ruins of Psychotherapy, with rare lost artefacts such as … this unopened letter from the BACP.


ANXIETY: What if there’s a dead spider in that coffee cup?


DETECTIVE: That’s not dust, that’s evidence of time itself abandoning you.


I ran a finger across the desk, leaving a trail in the dust like I was marking a historical artefact. Six months. Had it really been that long? I sighed, rolled up my sleeves, pressed play on ‘I’ll Be Here in the Morning’ by Townes Van Zandt, pulled on a pair of marigolds and got to work.


I settled into my chair, feeling the weight of returning to this space. Across from me, Liya Su sat perched on the edge of the couch, her phone face-down beside her. She had her designer water bottle next to her, emblazoned with motivational time markers.


ANXIETY: What if I’ve forgotten how to do this?


CRITIC: Second client back and you’re already second-guessing yourself.


COMPASSION: Easy. Just listen. Remember how to listen.


Josh: So, what brings you here today?


Liya Su: So, I’ve been on this incredible journey of self-discovery lately. I call it my ‘Internal Revolution’ – that’s actually a hashtag I started? It’s about radical acceptance of your authentic self through intentional wellness practices.


She delivered this with practised ease, the words flowing with the polished rhythm of something rehearsed many times before. Her hands moved in choreographed gestures.


Liya Su: I’ve been doing everything by the book – literally every wellness book. Morning cold plunges to rewire my nervous system, anti-inflammatory diet for my gut–brain connection. I’ve got this whole anxiety management system.


She reached into her tote, briefly rummaging before pulling out what looked like a gel ice pack in a decorative sleeve.


Liya Su: My anxiety ice pack. Game. Changer. Something about vagal tone? The science is fascinating.


ANALYTICAL: Interesting. The cold exposure can trigger a vagal response, but it’s essentially teaching avoidance behaviours rather than distress tolerance.


VOLITION: Just shut up and listen.


I nodded, noting how her leg bounced slightly despite her composed upper body.


Josh: OK. How’s all that going? Is it helping?


Liya Su: I mean … it’s a process, right? Some days are better than others.


She hesitated slightly, a brief fracture in her confident facade. Her fingers drummed briefly against her thigh, almost imperceptibly, before she regained her composure.


Josh: What are those other days like?


CRITIC: Mind the tone, man.


VOLITION: I also think we should be mindful of how we talk.


ANALYTICAL: He’s learning to ride the bicycle again.


She blinked, the question seeming to catch her slightly off guard. Her eyes darted momentarily to her phone.


Liya Su: Well, nobody really talks about the bad days on the socials, do they? Though I’m actually planning a really vulnerable series on that.


I waited, creating space for her to fill and taking notes from my racing thoughts. After a moment, she continued.


Liya Su: Sometimes I wake up and things just feel … off? Like I’m watching myself go through the motions but not really … there?


She suddenly looked down at her hands, turning them over slowly.


Liya Su: Sometimes I look at my hands and they don’t … they don’t feel like mine?


Her voice dropped to nearly a whisper. For a moment, the careful curation fell away, and something raw and frightened flickered across her face. She stared at the space between us as if it had suddenly expanded. Then she shook her head quickly.


Liya Su: But then I just jump into my morning protocol. Ice bath, bulletproof matcha, grounding exercises. Usually works.


DETECTIVE: Significant DPDR symptoms there.


Josh: That sounds unsettling. Not feeling and recognising yourself?


Her eyes widened slightly, a flash of recognition before she recovered.


Liya Su: Oh, I mean, doesn’t everyone feel a bit disconnected sometimes? My shaman says it’s normal when you’re ascending to a higher consciousness. Oh! I haven’t even told you about this TherapAI app I’ve been using. It’s like having a therapist in your pocket.


She spoke quickly, clearly deflecting from the moment of vulnerability.


DETECTIVE: What’s the TherapAI app?


INTUITION: Stay with that feeling she mentioned.


Josh: Before we move on, can I ask more about that feeling? When things don’t feel real or your hands don’t feel like yours?


She froze momentarily, then laughed nervously.


Liya Su: It’s nothing, really. Just weird brain stuff. I think it’s probably just my gut microbiome adjusting to my new probiotics. The mind–gut connection is so powerful.


She fidgeted with her bracelet as she spoke. I noticed her other hand move to her wrist, rubbing it absently.


Josh: It happens often?


Liya Su: More lately.


She paused, then quickly recovered.


Liya Su: But I’ve been researching it. I think it might be a spiritual awakening thing?


She glanced up, then away, then back.


Liya Su: Sometimes I feel like I’m not … here? Like everything’s behind glass? It scares me.


Then almost immediately, she straightened up and smiled brightly.


Liya Su: BUT I’ve been doing these amazing grounding exercises with stones from my healer. Want to see?


She reached for her bag again, the vulnerability vanishing as quickly as it had appeared.


Josh: Thanks for sharing this, Liya. I’m noticing something interesting. When you mention those disconnected feelings, you quickly move to solutions. Like you’re jumping to the next ‘thing’ to get rid of it?


She paused, hand still in her bag.


Liya Su: Well, yeah. That’s what you’re supposed to do, right? Find solutions?


Josh: I’m just wondering what would happen if you just sat with the feeling for a moment?


She looked at me like I’d suggested licking an oven hob.


Liya Su: But … why would I want to feel that way longer?


ESCAPIST: She has a point.


Josh: I’m curious about what you’re afraid might happen.


She opened her mouth, then closed it. Her hand drifted back to her wrist again, rubbing absently.


Liya Su: What if I float away?


She gave an embarrassed laugh.


Liya Su: God, that sounds so dramatic.


EMPATHY: She’s scared of that feeling.


COMPASSION: Derealisation and depersonalisation is scary.


Josh: It doesn’t sound dramatic to me. Sounds like a real fear.


She looked at me properly then, the wellness persona momentarily suspended.


Liya Su: Sometimes when it happens, when things don’t feel real, I think … what if they never feel real again? What if I’m stuck like this?


The words hung between us. But after only a few seconds, she shook her head and smiled.


Liya Su: Anyway! I’ve got this whole protocol for when it happens. Ice on the wrists, focusing on sensory inputs, mantras. My followers love the mantra series I did.


Josh: OK … it’s important to find the next solution to feeling this way?


Liya Su: Always! Personal growth is a constant journey, right?


Josh: That’s true. I just wonder if constantly seeking solutions becomes exhausting.


Another brief flash across her face. A moment of genuine reaction.


Liya Su: Oh God, my boyfriend says the same thing. He’s like, ‘Babe, maybe just have the anxiety without buying another sixty quid supplement?’ But he doesn’t get it. When I start feeling … not here … I need to DO something.


She absently touched her wrist again, then pulled her sleeve down slightly.


Josh: It seems like there’s a lot of pressure to always be improving.


CRITIC: Yeah, or she’ll end up like you, slobbed out and shitfaced in front of YouTube.


Liya Su: God, you have no idea.


Her candour caught me by surprise.


Liya Su: I mean, it’s a good pressure. Constructive. But sometimes I just …


She trailed off, looking somewhere past my shoulder. I waited, giving her the space to find her words. She seemed to be weighing something in her mind, deciding how much to reveal.


Liya Su: I used to be in the music industry, you know? Before all this.


Josh: Yeah?


Liya Su: Yeah. Artists & Repertoire for a while. Not, like, super high-level or anything, but I was there. Worked with some cool artists.


She named a few that I vaguely recognised. Her tone shifted slightly when talking about music – less rehearsed, more conversational.


Liya Su: Then I got laid off during a company restructure. Started posting about my wellness journey, and it just kind of … took off? People really connected with it.


She glanced at her phone, which had been deliberately placed face-down beside her.


Liya Su: Now I have this whole community. They’re counting on me to, like, guide them? Show them it’s possible to transform your life.


She bit her lip, the first genuinely unguarded gesture I’d seen.


Liya Su: There’s a lot of pressure to seem like you have it all figured out. To keep showing up as this, like, evolved person.


Josh: Even when you don’t feel that way?


Liya Su: Especially when you don’t feel that way.


She looked down at her hands, turning them over slowly.


Liya Su: Sometimes my hands don’t even feel like they’re mine. Like I’m watching someone else move them. I’m so tired.


Her voice was barely audible.


Liya Su: I’m tired of waking up and not knowing if today’s going to be a day where I feel like I’m actually in my body. And I’m tired of pretending I’ve got it all figured out. My mind is, like … racing constantly.


A longer silence fell between us. When she spoke again, her voice was barely audible.


Liya Su: Sometimes I wonder if I’m actually getting better or just getting better at looking like I am.


COMPASSION: Damn …


The words hung between us, more honest than anything she’d said so far. But almost immediately, she straightened up, shook her head and smiled.


Liya Su: Sorry, that was super dark!


She checked her Apple Watch.


Liya Su: So, what are we working on first? I’ve made a list of potential exercises we could try.


She reached for her tote bag, starting to pull out what looked like a colour-coded folder.


Josh: Before we jump into techniques, maybe we could just sit with this for a moment. Just … you know … sit with the feeling?


For a fraction of a second, something like panic flashed in her eyes.


Liya Su: Right. Organic. I can do organic.


Josh: There’s no right way to do therapy. Well … I mean there is … but it’s not something the client has to master as a skill. You don’t … you don’t need to do this ‘right’, if that makes sense.


Liya Su: Sorry, but have you met me? Doing things right is kind of my speciality.


But beneath the joke, there was a faint tremor in her voice, a glimpse of something real. Liya Su continued to tell me about her work life, her wellness passion and her boyfriend. I really respected how she was willing to dive into therapy and put trust in me despite it only being our first session.


As the session wound down, I felt a strange mixture of exhaustion and calm. I was annoyed at myself for making a judgement before she’d even sat down, shaped by the woman I’d met in the hallway with her camera and her wellness vocabulary. I was rusty, uncertain, stumbling back into this role after so long away. I was also envious of the enthusiasm, and, of course, hating feeling like an imposter.


COMPASSION: You’re both finding your way back to something real.


CRITIC: You’re not the therapist you used to be.


VOLITION: Maybe that’s not entirely a bad thing.


I watched her gather her things, slipping her phone back into her bag with the practised motion of someone reuniting with a vital organ. As she stood to leave, she paused.


Liya Su: Do you think I’ll ever feel … normal again? Like, fully here?


Josh: I do. I think it’s also worth exploring together.


Liya Su: I’ll try.


Then, brightening:


Liya Su: And I promise not to livestream it.


I smiled. There was something fitting about starting with someone like Liya Su. Both of us, in our own ways, figuring out how to be present, how to be real, how to move beyond the scripts we’d written for ourselves.


Liya Su: Oh my God, what’s in that coffee mug?! That’s gross!!





DPDR: The Glass Between



‘Sometimes I look at my face in the mirror and … it doesn’t feel like mine.’


It’s a description I hear often in my therapy room. Faces in mirrors that seem unfamiliar. The world appears wrapped in cellophane. Everything observed from behind glass. You’ll know someone who experiences this. Time for more cultural capital to further enrapture your dinner party audience.


Depersonalisation and derealisation – DPDR – are among anxiety’s most common yet least discussed symptoms. Depersonalisation: feeling detached from yourself, observing your body from a distance. Derealisation: the world around you seeming unreal, dream-like, distant. Around half of people will experience this at least once, yet clients invariably preface their description with: ‘This might sound crazy, but …’


It doesn’t sound crazy. It sounds like the mind’s most sophisticated defence mechanism: a circuit breaker that trips when emotional overwhelm threatens to short the entire system. When reality becomes too intense, the mind creates distance. Can’t escape physically? Escape perceptually.


What strikes me is how DPDR parallels our increasingly mediated existence. We already live in a world of screens and filters, where experience is once removed from direct contact. We observe life through smartphones, interact through interfaces, maintain relationships via text bubbles and curated images. Our culture has normalised a kind of derealisation.


Is it surprising that our brains might blur the line between this mediated distance and dissociative distance? Both share the same experience: being there, but not quite there.


I think of social media – life performed for an audience; emotions filtered for engagement. The boundary between authentic experience and curated performance grows vanishingly thin. We’re trained to depersonalise, to view our experiences as content, our bodies as images, our thoughts as captions.


The cruel irony: the more we fight DPDR, the stronger it becomes. Like quicksand, struggle, and you sink deeper. This is why those ‘five steps to ground yourself’ tutorials frustrate me. They frame DPDR as an enemy to defeat rather than a protection to understand.


DPDR isn’t the problem. It’s a response to the problem and a quirky adaptation to overwhelming stress. It’s the mind saying: ‘I’ll keep you safe by making this feel less real.’ The treatment, counterintuitively, isn’t fighting for reconnection. It’s accepting the disconnection. When we stop treating DPDR as something to fix and start recognising it as something to understand, the glass begins to thin.


One for the nerds: brain scans show that, during DPDR, the prefrontal cortex turns up its control while emotional circuits in the amygdala quiet down. The result is a mismatch: you can think and see clearly, but without the emotional colouring that makes things feel real. At the same time, areas that stitch together body signals and self-awareness – such as the insula and temporoparietal junction – can misfire, leaving you detached from yourself or the world around you. In short, DPDR isn’t madness. It’s a brain-level defence that temporarily severs sensation from emotion in the service of protection.
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