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Foreword


WHEN FREUD WORRIED, EARLY ON IN his career, that his case histories sounded rather like “short stories”, or even “novellas”, he was alerting us to the fact that his new science of psychoanalysis was about what art was about. That psychoanalysis – just like Sophocles’s Oedipus Rex, or Hamlet, or Goethe’s Faust, or Don Quixote, or the more contemporary novels that Freud also admired, and treated as his precursors – was about nothing more and nothing less than people’s difficulties in living. That the material of psychoanalysis was the material of great, and not so great, art (psychoanalysis should be of interest to people who are not interested in psychoanalysis). That psychoanalysis was part of a larger and longer cultural conversation – partly religious, partly political, partly artistic – about how and why to live. About what might matter most to us, and about whether what does matter most is sufficiently sustaining. And this, indeed, is what O’Neill’s extraordinary book is about.


It has taken a lot of work – work that psychoanalysts have done all too eagerly – to make the writing of psychoanalysis as dull or as unengaging as it so often is, given what the therapist experiences, day in, day out, in their practice. As though when people write about psychoanalysis they lose heart, or humour, or appeal. You would never guess, reading the psychoanalytic literature, that the most moving, poignant, intriguing and amusing conversations were being described. This book, among so many other things, sets the record straight. The singularity of the so-called patient is never lost in misleading generalisations of theory, and theory is used sparingly and to the point.


In O’Neill’s book – at once a case-history, a novella, and something more than either – we have a remarkable story of what two people can do for each other if they can experiment with trust; neither wishfully taking it for granted, nor despairingly assuming its impossibility (to experiment with trust is to experiment with knowingness). Indeed, it is part of the ingenuity of this book that O’Neill can write so inspiringly about something as hackneyed as trust, and without sentimental compromise.


With none of the virtuous worthiness or virtuous rigour that mars therapy writing, O’Neill writes about two people, drawn to each other for different reasons, as is usually the case, discovering what they can do with each other – what can be possible between them – when coercion is not the name of the game. And the book makes very clear that the nature of the contract in therapy – one person offering help to another – has tended to obscure the quality of the relationship and its mutuality. There is always the far-reaching significance of who each member of the couple happens to be (as O’Neill intimates, the patient walks straight into the analyst’s personal history). It is one of the marvels of this book that O’Neill shows us what it might be – as a therapist, but not only as a therapist – to be present without being purposeful.


O’Neill’s sensibility – in the plain and subtle artfulness of his sentences – is startling in its sympathetic intelligence, in his tact and his straightforwardness. And in his showing Abraham – the aptly named patient – as not a new kind of hero, but as something better; as someone working out how to be a new kind of man from such devastated beginnings.


Adam Phillips, July 2018




Chapter One


On Meeting Abraham


“To restore the human subject at the centre – the suffering, afflicted, fighting, human subject, we must deepen the case history to a narrative or tale.”


Oliver Sacks, The Man Who Mistook
His Wife For a Hat, 1985


I FIRST MET ABRAHAM ON a very hot summer’s day some thirty years ago. At the time we’d agreed on the phone, I went down to reception but there were only two middle-aged women waiting there. I sat and waited with them. I was anxious and felt unprepared, fearing equally that he wouldn’t turn up and that he would. After about ten minutes of this fretting, a young black man walked into the room and sat down. He was dressed in a green anorak, zipped tightly and with the hood up. The three of us watched him suspiciously. He didn’t look up; his gaze was locked onto an invisible spot on the floor. But this had to be him – and he did look rather disturbed. I stood up, went over to him and asked if he was Abraham. He nodded. I introduced myself and told him to follow me upstairs to a room where we could talk. Once inside, I indicated a chair and he sat down, without removing his coat, gloves, hat or scarf, and again stared at the floor. Thus far we’d not made eye contact and he hadn’t uttered a word.


I had just started a placement at a therapy centre situated in the grounds of a Catholic convent in West London. I had yet to be referred any patients as the first year of my training was devoted solely to theory, but now I was keen to get into the consulting room, to get going with the work itself. My supervisor Agnes was a bright and warm Swiss woman in her late sixties, who described herself as a “liberated Jungian”. Freed up from dogma and theoretical certainty by age and experience, she was willing to take risks, to act on her instincts, and during one of our early meetings she asked me if I would see a young man who had come seeking therapy several months back. The notes made of his interview suggested that he might be psychotic and therefore traditionally considered unsuitable for talking therapy. His referral form had subsequently languished in a discarded pile in the basement. Agnes had come upon it there. She told me she had a hunch that we might hit it off. She said that there is always a danger that people of different cultures are wrongly diagnosed and that all too often trauma, alienation and loneliness are misunderstood as symptoms of psychosis. She suggested I give it a go and see how I got on, see if he’d open up with me. She told me that I’d need to be very patient just to get him talking.


I asked Abraham what I could do for him. He continued looking at the floor and said nothing. Then I asked why he’d come for therapy but still no response was forthcoming. I asked him what he wanted to talk about – again nothing, just more silence. I feared that the silence would last till the end of the session. I was starting to panic and had no idea what to do next. Then the thought occurred to me that I shouldn’t make any demands on him, that my questions were frightening him, and that most likely he was considerably more scared of me than I was of him. So together we sat in silence. Instinctively, I hadn’t taken the chair next to the door, leaving that one for him. I was glad of this. He looked trapped and it seemed that flight had to be a realistic and available option if he were to feel safe enough to open up. I worried that he would just get up and leave and I really didn’t want that to happen. I didn’t want to fail this man, a man I’d only just met and knew nothing about.


After about fifteen minutes of sitting together, he raised his gaze for a brief moment, met my eyes fleetingly and looked down again. Then he looked up for a second, giving me a slightly longer glance. When he looked up a third time, I caught his eye and said: “Hello there.” He said “Hi.” That was it, until towards the end of the session when I again asked him how he was doing. He said he was OK. Then, after yet another, now more tolerable silence, he said that he’d come to counselling because he wanted to make his penis grow. He added that he also wanted to stop smoking. I asked him if he thought he might be able to talk to me about these things. He answered: “Yes, I think I can talk to you because you are a family man, and a Christian.” The time was now up and as he stood to leave, he said: “I’ll see you next week, same time.” I was relieved and happy that we were going to meet again.


The following week I cycled up from Clapham. Waiting for him to arrive, I again felt unsure whether he’d turn up. The time to start had passed. When he finally entered the room, his anorak zipped and his hood up as before, I’d been waiting for over half an hour and had all but given up hope of seeing him. In the consulting room we took the same chairs. As another intense silence descended, I could feel my anxiety increasing. Then, in a voice so soft that I was forced to lean forward to hear, he began to speak.


A few weeks back he’d suffered a violent racial attack. London was changing into a more tolerant and cosmopolitan city in the 1980s; a multicultural revolution was taking place. The children of 1960s immigrants from the Indian sub-continent, Africa and the West Indies, born in Britain, now made up a noticeable proportion of the population. This reality delighted many, but some Londoners felt threatened by it and were angry. It was a dangerous time to be young, black and male. The police had recently intensified the government’s notorious “stop and search” policy, which had the effect of targeting black men based on nothing more substantial than the colour of their skin. This in turn legitimised racial attacks by gangs of violent and often dispossessed white boys and men. The policy also made it extremely unlikely that any black male who’d been assaulted would seek protection or redress from the police.


Abraham had been set upon by a group of men, spat at, verbally abused, pushed to the ground, punched and kicked. He thought he was going to die. His ribs were badly bruised, he suffered many cuts and abrasions to his face and hands, his clothes were torn, and he was left half-conscious and covered in blood. Shockingly, no one came to his aid and since the attack he’d felt unsafe, suspicious and frightened of everyone. During the attack he’d felt paralysed, unable to put up any defence, and this left him feeling ashamed and weak, as if he were fair game for anyone wanting to beat, abuse or kill him. Even more disturbing, ever since his mind had been flooded with vivid thoughts and images of a man he’d known when he was a small child in Africa. These he experienced as dire warnings of imminent danger.


Abraham told me that he and his sister Sofia shared a flat in East London, but that since the assault he’d felt unsafe even inside this flat. He worried about breakins and obsessively checked the locks on the doors and windows; from behind the curtains he scanned the street, expecting to see “him” watching, waiting. He could barely sleep and lost his appetite. He was also experiencing difficulty urinating. He was so fearful of imminent intrusion that he’d ceased washing, as removing any clothing would render him too vulnerable. He left the flat only when absolutely necessary, to go to work, to come to therapy, albeit in disguise, covered up. He was later to tell me that he envied how Muslim women could hide their bodies from the gaze of men behind the burka.


I began to get some understanding of the anorak and wondered how he was managing to summon up the courage to make it all the way across London to see me. Before he left the session, I asked him if it’d been me who’d mistaken the time of our meeting. In response he hesitated, then looked at me very directly and said that he knew the time of the appointment. No apology or explanation was forthcoming. When he left, I wrote “brave, self-contained, fiercely intelligent”. It wasn’t until much later that I realised just how apt that description was and just how much he was to teach me about trust.


Over the next few months, the sessions followed the same pattern. He always arrived late but unpredictably so, zipped up and hooded in the anorak. He uncovered his head only when we got into the room and I’d closed the door. For much of these early meetings neither of us spoke. Initially, I broke the silence, but when I mentioned this to Agnes, she told me to wait for him to speak, that my prompts might be having the effect of further shutting him down. I remember his reaction when I asked about the man who’d so frightened him. He stared at me wildly, the whites of his eyes growing even more prominent, so I backed off and he began to calm down. Direct questions had the effect of freezing him, threatening to damage any trust I’d earned. At times he seemed to find my presence baffling, surprising, even upsetting. During this time, Agnes’s advice was again helpful and sustaining: “Just wait, step back, be patient, think your own thoughts, be curious about what comes up in your own mind, try not to speculate about him. Don’t try to know and don’t even think about trying to make any interpretations. You don’t know what’s going on in his mind, and it’s a mistake to pretend to.”


It wasn’t until many weeks later, well into the autumn of that first year together, that he told me more about what had happened to him as a child. On that day he surprised me by arriving on time. It was clear that he was ready to begin, that he felt safe enough to start to talk about why he was so frightened.




Chapter Two


Healing Thyself


“I’ll tell you what freedom is to me: no fear.
I mean really, no fear.”


Nina Simone, interviewed in
New York, 1968


EVERY THERAPIST IS CHANGED BY THE people they work with. But just occasionally, someone comes along whose determination to find their way through suffering challenges us to rouse our own courage and go beyond the limits of what we perceive to be comfortable, known, or even possible. For me Abraham was just such a person. We were to meet twice, and for a while, three times a week, for over twelve years. He began to tell me of the violence he’d been subjected to as a child. He asked that I accompany him on a journey he knew he had to make into the darkness that had consumed and defined most of his life. One day he just came out with it.


 A man, Abraham said, a trusted family watchman and guard, began to sexually abuse him when he was four years old. These assaults went on for the next four years and ceased only when the family moved to live in another country. But there again he was sexually abused, this time by an older cousin who raped him several times over the course of a year. When a violent revolution broke out in their homeland, the family was forced to flee and Abraham and Sofia found themselves separated from their parents and living as refugees in a children’s home on the south coast of England. They were placed in local schools and it was there, at school, that he learned that if he was to keep safe, he must hide.


After briefly telling me of these events he shut down and reverted to coming to the sessions unpredictably late. No matter how gently and sensitively I enquired about the abuse, he refused to engage. He wasn’t totally silent as when we first met, though, and told me bits about his life, including his job in the accounts department of a busy shipping firm. His desk was in an open-plan office but he tried to distance himself as much as possible from the general office banter and gossip that went on around him. He occasionally socialised with his sister’s friends when she invited them to the flat they shared, but he had no friends of his own. The only other person he saw was his father, who lived in a council flat in another part of London. Abraham and his sister worried about him; they could see that he was drinking too much and becoming increasingly frail and depressed. Their father had not recovered from the shock of the revolution that had stripped him of everything and forced him into exile. All three were plagued by fear and uncertainty about the whereabouts of the children’s mother. Nothing had been heard of her since she’d travelled back home after the coup d’état.
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