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Praise for The Curse of Lovely

‘Insightful, courageous and humorous – what a wonderful addition to the self-help genre! The Curse of Lovely is unpretentious and rich with well-developed case studies that take the reader from compassionate self-awareness to effective change. I have found this book to be like an intimate therapy session where you learn to unpack and challenge the curse of lovely. I am sure it will become the go-to resource for all of us who struggle to say no.’

Dr F. Jay McClellan, MSc, PsychD.

‘Through The Curse of Lovely, Jacqui Marson takes you on a journey – a journey of gentle, compassionate self-discovery. It answers the what, the how and the why in an utterly charming and non-judgemental way. It then subtly guides you into understanding and learning how to change the aspects of yourself that cause you the most misery.

The progressive use of case studies and real-life experiences make this book incredibly readable and accessible. The humorous and almost self-deprecating Jacqui shows you how to understand yourself and your behaviour without the critical “inner voice”. Like a true, good therapist Jacqui guides you towards change until you get to the point of cathartic liberation from your “curse”.

I loved reading this book not only because I recognised so many truths in Jacqui’s observations, but because, as a fellow psychologist, I know intuitively that this book will help people reframe their curse as a gift they can finally control and be proud of.

Buy this book if you suspect you have the curse; also buy it for anyone in your life you think has the curse of lovely – it will genuinely be a gift that keeps giving.’

Pia Sinha, Chartered Psychologist and
Deputy Governor, HM Prison Service

‘The Curse of Lovely is an empowering and enlightening guide to positive change for people who struggle to stand up for themselves. Read it and be cursed no more by the weight of other people’s expectations! Step into your true self with Jacqui Marson as your warm and wise companion – she offers creative and practical help to ensure you thrive in your own right.’

Val Sampson, coach and couples counsellor,
author of Tantra: The Art of Mind-blowing Sex,
and co-author of The Breast Cancer Book

‘People-pleasers – read this book and you will emerge from your chrysalis of falsehood! The first real guide to setting people-pleasers free – innovative, practical, a guide to replacing niceness with authenticity.’

Oliver James, Clinical Psychologist,
author and broadcaster


To the memory of my dear cousin
Debbie Marson (1957–2009), who
encouraged me to write.
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INTRODUCTION

What is the Curse of Lovely?

Shortly after my forty-fifth birthday, something happened which helped me realise that I was suffering badly from the Curse of Lovely, and, if I didn’t find a way to break it, then it would end up breaking me …

My husband and I had dutifully gone along to my cousin’s daughter’s thirtieth birthday party. Although it was being held in a church hall two hours’ drive away from where we live, I was determined to enjoy it as I am very fond of these relatives and I love a good barn dance, which is what it was to be. At about 11pm, with hardly any alcohol in my body, I galloped (the technical word) enthusiastically down the middle of two lines of participants, only to slip at the end of the line and fall over. There was quite a loud noise as I hit the floor; I don’t know how to describe it – maybe a thud, or even a crack – but it was loud enough to draw gasps from the lines of dancers and several concerned enquiries of ‘Are you all right?’ I, of course, leapt from the hard floor to my feet, trilling, ‘I’m fine, I’m fine’ in a cheerful voice, and ‘Carry on!’

I then danced the next three dances, despite feeling a bit nauseous from shock, and drove home, because it was my turn. My arm throbbed and it was painful every time I changed gear, but I thought that it would feel better in the morning. When I woke up my arm was stiff and achy, but I didn’t seriously consider going to get it checked out. I didn’t want to waste the time of the hardworking A&E staff – and besides, I was brought up not to make a fuss.

As it was the school holidays, I spent the next ten days taking the kids to planned activities, including driving 200 miles to visit a friend in Somerset where we went rowing on a lake. I had told her my arm was badly bruised and painful and she urged me not to take my turn at the oars, but for some crazed, ‘Lovely’ reason, I insisted that it was only fair. This led to what I consider to be an iconic photograph which captures the pure madness at the heart of my beliefs and behaviour. The caption would read: Jacqui rowing with a broken arm (and still smiling).

When I finally went to my local A&E they didn’t chastise me for wasting their time, but seemed genuinely puzzled that someone would override the messages from their own body for so long. ‘You did this ten days ago?’ they kept repeating, shaking their heads with bemusement. (Just to reassure you, it wasn’t one of those breaks where the bone is actually sticking out – even I am not that bad. I had fractured the radius at the elbow joint.) They gave me a bright blue sling, so at last I had permission to not use that arm, now that the world could see that I was officially injured, as opposed to just (the forbidden) making a fuss or malingering. I could now sidestep the obviously impossible task of asking for what I needed in a clear and direct way myself. Instead, my beautiful sling told people: this woman has a broken arm – help her!

My stepdaughter, a family ally and herself no stranger to the Curse of Lovely, sent me a text message saying: Step away from the stake, Joan of Arc. I thought this was hilarious and very insightful. Basically, I realised that if I carried on being such a martyr and consistently putting the needs of others before my own, something a lot worse than a broken arm might happen to me.

That day, I contacted a therapist I had wanted to work with for ten years, and took my first tentative steps towards beginning to break the Curse (and planting the seeds of this book). I have learnt so much from my own process, as well as from working with my therapy clients in my own practice in London – many of whom have generously allowed me to share their stories with you in this book. I feel privileged that they have let me into their lives and struggles.

WHO IS THIS BOOK FOR?

The three questions I am most frequently asked about breaking the Curse of Lovely are:

 1.  Is it just for attractive people (and what do they have to worry about?)

 2.  Surely we don’t want people to be less nice in this world?

 3.  Is this just a problem for women?

Firstly, what I refer to as ‘Lovely’ has nothing to do with physical appearance; it is not about looking pretty, beautiful or handsome. It is about being lovely – behaving in ways that other people will often refer to as lovely, as in, ‘Ah, he/she’s such a lovely person’.

To answer question number two, this book is not aimed at people who might need to work on being nicer in their day-today lives. It is aimed at people whose default response is always to be nice (kind, compassionate, pleasing, etc.) to the extent that this has come to feel problematic to them. If you are at a point in your life where you feel trapped by a lack of choice of ways to think, communicate and behave other than ‘niceness’, then this book is for you.

In answer to question number three, no, this is not just a problem for women. You probably all know at least one man who people refer to as ‘lovely’, and my hunch would be that that feels as trapping and problematic to him as it does to all the Lovely women.

In my fifteen years of clinical experience as a Chartered Counselling Psychologist I have seen many women and men’s lives, relationships, careers and wellbeing blighted by the belief that to be liked, loved and accepted they have to limit themselves to behaviours they feel are approved of by others. These might include some or all of the following: always being polite, nice, helpful, charming, fun, making people feel good about themselves, not letting people down, never saying no, avoiding conflict and putting others’ needs before their own.

I decided to name this the Curse of Lovely as it is indeed a paradox: most people would like to be known as lovely, but for these individuals, it feels like a curse put on them at birth by a wicked witch. They are trapped, suffocated and oppressed by the weight of others’ expectations and feel that change is not an option. Lovelies believe that expressing their own needs will mean being rejected and not loved, and they therefore suppress the expression of many important parts of themselves, including feelings such as anger and resentment, which then simmer inside. No one else is aware of this because they always appear to be agreeable and smiling. Then one day the Lovely person explodes and everyone is shocked. The Lovely person feels disapproved of, thus fulfilling their own unhelpful belief that their anger is unacceptable to others. And so the cycle (or ‘Curse’) is perpetuated.

This book suggests ways in which you can, gently, begin to break the Curse of Lovely, set yourself free from the stifling expectations of others and live a more complete and fulfilling life.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

I always find it is best to start in very small ways, as success is a brilliant reinforcing experience and encourages us to try more. But please feel free to use the book in any way that works for you. Someone joked to me that as a perfectionist high achiever she would go straight to Chapter Nine to try the Advanced Behavioural Experiments. That, of course, is great, if it is what you want to do. There are no rules. But I would suggest reading the whole book and seeing what resonates with you; if everyone has one new thought or tries one new thing, I would be delighted, as I know that is how I have gained most from my favourite self-help books. I then tend to go back to them time and time again, usually gaining a new insight, idea or resource. It might also be helpful to use a notebook to keep track of useful ideas, thoughts and insights that come to you while reading the book. But, of course, if you hate that idea, don’t do it!

You might also find that while working through this book you’ll want to talk through some of the issues raised either with a trusted friend or relative, or think about contacting a therapist to go further with this work (see Resources, page 218, for information on contacting a therapist).

Good luck – and remember, this is not an Olympic ice-dance competition, and no one is scoring your performance. Treat your experience with compassionate curiosity and I hope you might even have a bit of lightness and fun along the way.



CHAPTER ONE


A Day in the Life of a Cursed Lovely

Let’s take a look at a hypothetical day in the life of a cursed Lovely to help you see if you identify with this idea.

The Lovely person wakes up and, in an ideal world, would like to make some tea, listen to the radio, take a shower, get dressed, eat breakfast then go to work or get on with the day. In a complete fantasy world, they might dream of lingering over one or all of these tasks: maybe slowly brewing a beautiful pot of favourite leaf tea, relaxing in a scented bubble bath, carefully choosing some clothes that they know will make them feel happy and confident, picking the right shoes that will match, yet be comfortable … But a small (or not so small) person is calling out, ‘Where’s my blue jumper?’ while another wants to know why there is no milk left in the fridge, an auntie has just rung to ask him/her to pop in to visit his/her nan as ‘she’s on her own, poor thing’, and a friend has sent a text expressing a desperate need to talk as her boyfriend has not returned her calls for twenty-four hours.

Within minutes of waking, not only is any element of the fantasy version laughable, but the Lovely person is already overriding his or her own basic needs in order to take care of those of others. On any given morning they can easily leave the house having eaten no breakfast, wearing the shoes that pinch their big toes and with dry shampoo in their hair – hungry, hassled and a bit scuzzy, but comforting themselves with the thought that they have looked after everyone else and kept them happy. Others’ potential bad moods have been avoided, and there’s been no shouting or cross faces in the house. And, on a deeper (and probably subconscious) emotional level, they feel safe and that they will be loved because they have looked after everyone else. Or, maybe, that they will not get into trouble because they have not let anyone down.

CHANGE IS POSSIBLE

We are, of course, not all the same shade of Lovely. There are many different manifestations for different types of Lovely in different situations; but the similarity will be that we often feel completely overwhelmed by the expectations of others and have absolutely no idea of how to behave any other way. In fact, the very thought of doing so, for example refusing a request, is usually terrifying. We create expectations, and then, at some point, feel terribly trapped by them – the skills which have helped to create the expectation usually being the very opposite of those we need to change it.

Indira, who you will meet again in Chapter Six, described how her family treated her as an ‘open-all-hours’ commodity, who would be expected to drop everything to let the plumber in to their rental properties, make their dentist appointments and provide bed, breakfast and the face of success to relatives visiting from the home country. As the only unmarried daughter, she foresaw, with utter dread, a future of caring for one or both ailing parents, while feeling a ‘bad, ungrateful daughter’ for having these thoughts and panicking because she had neither the time nor energy left to meet any men to save her from her unmarried-daughter fate.

As you will see with the other clients’ stories in this book, there is no easy, overnight answer. Our patterns of thought, emotion and behaviour have usually been in place for most of our lives and have often served us well – until the point where they no longer do; the point where, we could say they transform from being our friend to being our foe.

The way to change is by taking small, manageable steps – just a few at a time – designed with the understanding that this is a brave and terrifying thing that we are trying to do for ourselves. Indira experimented with the guiding metaphor that she would no longer be a twenty-four/seven convenience store, but could shut up shop at certain times – maybe more like a 7-Eleven (the original late-night stores, open 7am to 11pm). Now that might still seem a lot of opening hours, but to try and go straight away to being a strict 9am–5pm business would have been too great a change both for Indira and for her friends and family.

As the family therapist and writer Harriet Lerner says, if you try and change too much too quickly, the behaviour of those around you will scream ‘Change back!’ and it will become a self-defeating exercise.

HOW THE CURSE OF LOVELY WORKS

Let’s go back to the story of my broken arm (see page 1) to see what that tells us about how the Curse actually works – how it often begins and how it maintains itself through a lifetime.

Essentially we all have layers upon layers of rules that we adhere to – what we could call ‘Personal Rules’ or ‘Rules for Living’. Different rules are taught and reinforced by different social agencies in our lives, from parents and relatives to teachers, caregivers, then later employers and agencies of the state, such as the police and government. Some are clearly enshrined in law, and if you break them there is a penalty to pay. And some, such as ‘Don’t play with matches’ or ‘Look both ways before you cross the road’ are taught to us at a young age to keep us safe. But the more tricky ones often sit in our subconscious. Placed there by parents or caregivers at an early age, these rules can exert a huge amount of power, and yet we rarely bring them out into the light of day (i.e. our current adult reality) and examine them to see if we still choose to live by them – in short, whether or not they are still helpful to us, to who we are now and to the way we want to live our lives. If we did examine them, we might well find that some (or many) are stuck in a dichotomous all-or-nothing mode – they have lost all flexibility and become what Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) founder Aaron Beck called ‘Rigid Personal Rules’. You can spot a Rigid Personal Rule if you are using words such as ‘should’, ‘must’, ‘always’, ‘never’ (we will look at this in more detail in Chapter Five). Throughout this book I have put people’s ‘Rigid Personal Rules’ in small capitals so that you can identify them easily.

So in the broken-arm story, my rule of NEVER MAKE A FUSS was, in fact, a Rigid Personal Rule. It was so powerful (despite being half-hidden in my subconscious) that I could override serious pain signals from my body and still muster the energy to reassure others (‘I’m fine. I’m fine!’), plaster a smile on my face, keep dancing, not seek medical assistance for ten days and go rowing.

This rule undoubtedly has its roots in childhood: if a child hurts themself and starts crying, their mum might say, ‘Oh don’t make such a fuss’ (disapproval) or, conversely, if they are able to shrug it off and carry on, praise them for being ‘a big brave soldier’ (approval). Like Pavlov’s dogs which were ‘conditioned’ to salivate when they heard a bell ring signalling food, even when no food appeared, small children can be conditioned fairly easily to continue behaviours that are rewarded (by praise, approval or gold stars) and discontinue those that are criticised, disapproved of or punished. In the last decade, popular communication of scientific research – via anything from the Supernanny television programmes to widely available parenting-skills training and books – has taught parents, teachers and carers to reward the desired behaviours and ignore the undesired. But in my day – and still in many cultures today – children were often ridiculed, shamed, humiliated or punished for what were seen as undesirable traits and behaviours.

Breaking the rules

I’m not blaming my own or any other parents here. They did what they thought was best, and usually this is a version of how they were parented themselves, passing on those rules that were consciously or unconsciously taught to them. Certain behaviours and traits are ‘privileged’ in different family systems, meaning that there are beliefs – which may go back generations – that some ways of being and behaving are better than others.

In my family, I think it is fair to say that ‘toughness’ was privileged. In this hierarchy of behaviour, it could be argued that one of my finest hours as a horse-mad kid, was when aged six, I was thrown off a lively pony in a large field of newly cut straw. One foot got stuck in a stirrup and I was dragged over the stubble field for at least ten minutes, my back scratched and bleeding from the cut stalks. I can’t remember if I cried – I’m sure I did – but what we all remember is that I got back on the horse and rode again, even though I must have been very frightened. This tale is told with tacit approval in my family as something of a ‘Hero story’, so, understandably, I internalised it as something positive about myself that I should develop (while at the same time, trying to suppress the ‘weak’ little girl who might cry at such times).

An important idea here is that as well as looking at what these internalised rules may have come to cost us, we can take a step back and see what we may have gained from them. So on the one hand, I can say, ‘Look how this poor little girl was taught to override physical pain and be brave at all costs’, but on the other, I have to acknowledge that a large part of my early career as a war reporter was probably built on this training. I could be in extreme desert heat, sub-zero Arctic temperatures, go without food or drink, carry heavy equipment, dodge bullets, and I don’t think I ever complained. I would usually be smiling and ‘bubbly’ and looking after everyone around me, cracking jokes and making them feel good about themselves. When we are nice, kind and giving and everyone seems to love us, then it is important to recognise that this is something we have gained from our behaviour. But when the price becomes too high – in terms of our exhaustion, resentment, suppressed anger or lack of self-care – we have to be prepared to let go of some of the old safety of those gains.

This is, of course, much easier said than done. We have to build confidence in new ways of doing things, before we can even think of abandoning some of the old, safe ways – even once we have realised the price they are extracting.

Parenthood seems to exacerbate any tendencies we have towards a Loveliness that is problematic to ourselves. Qualities which can underpin the feeling – eventually – of being cursed, such as kindness, selfless giving, nurturing and putting others’ needs before our own, are all exalted in our contemporary idealisation of the perfect parent (especially mothers). Many women don’t feel that their Loveliness is a curse until they are many years into mothering children and realise that what they once gave freely and lovingly is now taken for granted and expected by others.

SUSIE’S LOVELY DAY

Susie has four children aged between five and thirteen. After Susie’s dad died when she was eight years old, her mother raised six children alone and worked in three jobs, day and night, to make ends meet. So maternal attention was in short supply, and the kids had to be self-sufficient from an early age. Although Susie admires her mum enormously for her hard work, determination and sacrifice, she wants to give her own children all the attention and loving support she feels she missed and so has chosen to be a stay-at-home mum. This, of course, is a job that demands its own levels of hard work, determination and sacrifice – although it is rarely acknowledged as such. Here is a day from Susie’s life. It is extreme, but typical in many ways.

Susie woke at 6am to walk the dog, make breakfast and pack lunches, before doing the school run then rushing to a school fundraising committee meeting. As she was leaving the meeting her phone rang. It was an estate agent reminding her that new tenants were moving in to her mother’s flat in three days’ time and asking if she’d managed to buy new wardrobes for them? Feeling guilty and caught out, she grabbed her coat and car keys and immediately drove to Ikea where she piled her trolley up with heavy flat-pack wardrobes and joined a long, slow queue at the checkout. While she was queuing and fretting about how she would load the heavy packs, and when on earth she would find time to assemble them, her phone rang again. This time it was two dear old friends she had arranged to meet for lunch. The date had been made months earlier as the friends lived out of town and it was the only one they could all fit into their busy schedules. ‘I hadn’t forgotten, because only the day before I was looking at my diary and thinking how much I was looking forward to seeing them. But in the panic of dealing with the agent’s call, I had just blanked it from my mind,’ she told me later in our therapy session.

The panicky feelings compounded as the day progressed and Susie tried to do everything and please everyone. She ended up rushing to the lunch over an hour late, trying to squeeze into a tight parking space and backing out and crashing into a parked taxi. This terrible, over-scheduled day carried on with more frantic rushing around collecting kids, delivering kids, cooking tea and supervising homework, until Susie was forced to go to bed, shivering and vomiting with what she realised was probably delayed shock and exhaustion. ‘It was my own fault,’ she said. Then smiling ruefully, she added, ‘I should have said no.’

‘What Rigid Personal Rules do you think governed those choices?’ I asked her, compassionately, because so many women I know would have done the same, and if we judge ourselves harshly, then that is just another undermining layer of disempowerment and self-flagellation.

Susie identified that a key rule for her is I MUST ALWAYS DO AS I AM TOLD BY AUTHORITY FIGURES. She could see that this came from her childhood where the house was run like a military campaign by her overstretched mother, and woe betide anyone who questioned authority. She also highlighted another classic Lovely rule: I MUST ALWAYS HELP OTHERS, BUT I CAN’T ASK FOR HELP. What I often say to myself and to clients is: think of someone you like and admire and ask yourself what would they do in this situation? Susie has an Australian friend, Kat, who is very straightforward and assertive. ‘What would Kat have done?’ I asked her. She laughed. ‘She would have told the agents to get off her back, that she would sort it at her own convenience, then gone and enjoyed the lunch. And she probably would have asked someone if they could pick up her kids so she could enjoy it for longer and not be rushed. She might even have had a glass of wine!’

SO HOW DO WE LEARN TO SAY NO?

For Indira and Susie, feeling oppressed by the needs and expectations of others, the most simple thing would appear to be to learn how to say no more often. This is what friends and critics alike advise us. However, we know this advice so well that it has become internalised into what I call a ‘self-beating should’ (we will look at this more in Chapter Five). Note how Susie smiled ruefully and said, ‘I should have said no’. ‘What are you thinking?’ I asked her in the therapy session. ‘What does that expression on your face signify?’

Susie could barely bring herself to speak. Finally, she said in a very small voice: ‘I guess I feel ashamed that I can’t stand up for myself. I make a funny story out of it, but really I am thinking – why can’t I say no? I’m an intelligent woman. I even did some assertiveness training once, so I know the theory. I even role-played the skills … I should be able to do it. But I can’t. And that makes me feel a total failure …’ she trailed off and looked miserably at the floor.

We will hear about Susie’s progress later in the book. But for now, this example helps to illustrate why learning new skills alone is probably not enough for most readers who identify with the concept of a cursed Lovely. It is important that we also look at the feelings and thoughts that sit intertwined with our behaviours. A simple way of understanding this is to look at the diagram below, which shows that our thoughts, feelings and behaviour are interlinked. Each affects the other, and therefore, theoretically, we can change our pattern by changing any one side of this triangle.

[image: image]

Over the years, I have come to realise that there is no rule as to the best side of the triangle to start working on with clients who want to change patterns they feel trapped in. Therapy as I practise it, is a collaborative process in which the client is the expert on their own life, and the therapist brings skills, experience and a different perspective. Some people want to jump straight in and do something different, while others prefer to look back into their past to see what formed particular patterns. Mostly, it is not a straightforward, linear process for anyone, and clients will move backward and forward in their journey of insight, understanding and change, weaving together understanding and questioning of old thinking, while learning and trying out new skills and ways of doing things.

SUMMARY

This chapter has introduced the idea that you do not have to feel trapped by other people’s expectations that you will always behave in Lovely ways. You can break free from this pattern.



•   Focus on making small, manageable changes.

•   Think about how your thoughts, feelings and behaviour are interlinked – see the diagram on page 17.

•   Be compassionate to yourself on this journey of change and allow for steps backward as well as forward.



CHAPTER TWO


How It All Begins – the Lovely Child

Despite what your doting nan may tell you, no one is born Lovely. You may have been an early smiler, a calm, contented baby or had big brown eyes, long dark lashes and a thick head of hair which people cooed over as you lay in your pram. But Lovely, as we are talking about it here, is not about the physical attributes bestowed upon you by your DNA. The Curse of Lovely is a collection of beliefs and behaviours that have become problematic to you, and which you would like to change. Now the good news here is that beliefs and behaviour are learned. And therefore, because they are learned, they can be unlearned, or more precisely, relearned in ways that are more helpful and less costly to your health, happiness and wellbeing.

OEBPS/images/9781405511452.jpg
JACQUI MARSON





OEBPS/images/Art_P17.jpg
thoughts

feelings behaviour





