
		
			[image: 9781472281456_jpg.jpg]
		

	
		
			

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			

			Copyright © 2022 Charlotte Fox Weber

			 

			The right of Charlotte Fox Weber to be identified as the Author of

			the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the

			Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

			 

			First published in Great Britain in 2022 by

			WILDFIRE

			an imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

			 

			First published as an Ebook in Great Britain by 

			WILDFIRE

			an imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP in 2022

			 

			All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, 

			living or dead, is purely coincidental.

			 

			Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

			 

			Epigraph from D.W. Winnicott, The Maturational Processes and the Facilitating Environment: 

			Studies in the Theory of Emotional Development, (Routledge, 1990).

			 

			Cover photographs © Thais Varela/Stocksy United. Cover design by Jack Storey.

			 

			eISBN: 978 1 4722 8145 6

			 

			HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

			an Hachette UK Company

			Carmelite House

			50 Victoria Embankment

			London EC4Y 0DZ

			 

			www.headline.co.uk

			www.hachette.co.uk

		

	
		
			 

			Contents

			Title

			Copyright

			About the Author

			Praise

			About the Book

			Author’s Note

			Dedication

			Epigraph

			Introduction

			To Love and Be Loved

			Desire

			Understanding

			Power

			Attention

			Freedom

			To Create

			To Belong

			To Win

			To Connect

			What We Shouldn’t Want (And What We Should)

			Control

			Afterword

			Glossary

			Endnotes

			Acknowledgements

		

	
		
			 

			About the Author

			[image: ]

			 

			Charlotte Fox Weber grew up in Connecticut and Paris and went to the University of Bristol, where she studied English and ­Philosophy. She did her psychotherapy training at the Tavistock & Portman Trust, the Institute of Psychoanalysis, WPF and Regent’s University. She is registered and accredited by the UK Council for Psychotherapy (UKCP), and she is a registered member of the British Association of Counselling & Psychotherapy (MBACP).

			Charlotte founded The School of Life Psychotherapy in 2015, and now works in private practice and is co-founder of Examined Life. She is also a trustee on the board of the Josef and Anni Albers Foundation.  

			What We Want is her first book for the trade.

		

	
		
			

			 

			Praise for Charlotte Fox Weber:

			 

			‘Finely crafted, profound and always generous, What We Want is a very special book. Charlotte doesn’t provide neat answers that promise to change your life — instead she invites you to see the one you are living anew, in all its shining complexity. It made me feel excited to be alive.’

			NATASHA LUNN, Sunday Times bestselling author of CONVERSATIONS ON LOVE

			 

			‘By bringing readers behind the scenes of her intimate therapy sessions, Weber makes a powerful case for articulating desire as a path toward greater mental health and self-actualization. This hopeful book demystifies the therapeutic alliance between counsellor and patient and will surely convince even the most sceptical critic that effective counselling can truly transform lives. Most of all, this book provides a roadmap of how one might approach their own transformation by becoming willing to admit their deepest desires’

			CHRISTIE TATE, New York Times bestselling author of GROUP
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			A Journey Through Twelve of Our Deepest Desires

			 

			Chloe is beautiful and fiercely bright, but her thirst for booze and attention is insatiable.

			 

			Sara resents being tied down to anything, but part of her craves stability.

			 

			Elliot is secretly grieving the death of his famous lover and feels like he’s invisible.

			 

			The lives and problems of psychotherapist Charlotte Fox Weber’s clients vary, but all are united by a common question: what do I really want?

			 

			In What We Want, Charlotte Fox Weber takes us on a journey through twelve universal wants and desires, bringing us behind the closed doors of her practice. It is at once a fly-on-the-wall look at what binds us all, an expression of the profound importance of understanding and articulating our desires, and a practical toolkit for living well.

		

	
		
			 

			Author’s Note

			The stories in this book are based on my work with real people. I have changed all identifying details in order to maintain confidentiality. I have learned and continue to learn from my clients. The people I have worked with have allowed me to discover so much about life and human experience.

			My language is idiosyncratic at times, and hopefully sensitive. I do my best to use terms that aren’t overly academic, and I’ve come up with some of my own. These expressions will appear in bold throughout the book, and the glossary in the back will explain their meaning in more detail.

		

	
		
			

			To my family

		

	
		
			

			It is a joy to be hidden, and disaster not to be found.

			– D. W. Winnicott

		

	
		
			 

			Introduction

			I spent years in therapy waiting for therapists to ask me about my big wants.* No one ever did. I distracted myself with small desires and big obstacles, pursuing some of what mattered to me while holding myself back in countless ways. I repeatedly got in my own way. I attached myself to burdens more than possibilities.

			Ask me what I really want! What makes me come alive?

			I sought permission. And shame and pride patrolled me. As expansive as I longed to be, a narrowness kept me from fully participating in my life.

			Finally, tired of waiting and feeling stuck, I began to ask these questions when I became a psychotherapist. Working with thousands of people from all walks of life, I was struck by the electricity of exploring deep wants. However dark, whatever the circumstances, distilling what we want propels us forward and gives us a sense of possibility. Understanding our desires gives us back to ourselves and is a springboard for growth.

			We all have wants, and we’re all conflicted. We show some of our wants, but others we hide, even from our own awareness. Our deep desires frighten us and excite us. We’re afraid of failing and we’re anxious about succeeding. Recognizing and understanding what we want helps us face ourselves without flinching and galvan­izes us to live lives that are more fulfilling and joyful.

			 

			We are socialized to perform and conceal desires. We pretend to want the appropriate things, in the right way. We banish desires that we’re not supposed to have. We put our secret wants into a kind of psychological storage facility – our unlived lives.

			We keep secrets not just from others but from ourselves. It’s a breakthrough when we can uncover and talk about banished longings. Confronting our secret desires is an important part of psychotherapy. We deal with painful regrets and unresolved fantasies. We face whatever is lingering from our past and messing with us now. Sometimes the secrets we reveal are issues we already know we’re hiding – affairs, addictions, obsessions. But sometimes our secrets are untold stories we haven’t even told ourselves.

			Our secret desires mess with all the shoulds – what we should want or should be doing to get it. We get stuck because we’re afraid of failing and we’re conflicted about our wants. People-pleasing and perfectionism can pull us away from daring to have fresh experiences; we spin our wheels in avoidance. We anaesthetize ourselves with drugs or alcohol. We put on a show, concealing parts of ourselves. We want what we feel we shouldn’t want, and don’t want things we think we should. We’re often conflicted about our actual feelings, and overdetermined to have life proceed according to a script. What We Want encourages you to know and accept your desires. It provides an alternative to the sense of shame that patrols and silences our secret longings. The best way out of feeling stuck is to understand our desires, recognize what they mean, and clarify priorities.

			 

			In our fantasies we imagine how our lives could be. One day, we will do what we really want to do. If only something had gone differently for us or we had made another choice, life would be what we want. But one day and if only jerk us around, tantalizing us with glimpses of the past and of an imagined future while obstructing our ability to make the most of all the possibilities in our present lives. The stories in this book are about people from different ages and stages of life, struggling with their underlying longings. By facing their desires and their own truths, they have begun the work towards resolution.

			What We Want will help you get in touch with your own depths, to accept what you are hiding from others and from yourself and, through awareness, to get closer to finding your true desired path forward as you live your one precious life.

			

			
				
					* For the sake of simplicity, I use the words ‘desires’, ‘wants’, ‘longings’ and ‘yearnings’ interchangeably.

				


			

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			To Love and Be Loved

			We want to love and be loved. It can be simple and easy. It can be maddening and endlessly complicated. We search for love, grapple with fantasies, find it impossible, demand it, fear it, destroy it, push it away, yearn for it. We break hearts, including our own. Life can be heartbreaking. But love makes life beautiful.

			We all have love stories. They are the stories you believe about love. You might not have voiced them directly, but they’re internal scripts about love, often unfinished, that shape the love you want, the love you imagine, the love you give. You’ve learned about love from your experiences, from culture, from people who loved you, disappointed you, rejected you, educated you, cherished you. You’re still learning. As long as you’re alive, you can continue to learn. You learn about love from strangers, setbacks, books, movies, other people’s stories, nature. Sometimes hell is loving other people, and sometimes love feels like salvation. You can love and hate the same person, and yourself.

			It helps if we continually update our love stories. There’s happenstance, character, mystery. The world changes, and so do we, and an expansive mindset about love provides flexibility for the particulars. One of the biggest obstacles to finding real love can be hanging on to a rigid story about how it’s supposed to be.

			The stories we tell ourselves about love touch us to the core. They shape our beliefs about human beings, about other people, about ourselves, about life itself. Our stories are usually both painful and pleasurable. What we believe about love can be life-enhancing and it can be life-diminishing. Therapy helps people voice stories, revise them, and understand the meaningful ones. Think of your experiences of love. Do you remember feeling unloved too? How did you come to know love, and to feel it?

			There are countless ways to love and be loved. Love can be promising and disappointing, we may trust it or doubt it. We can behave very badly towards people we love, and people who love us can hurt us. Love can feel safe and it can feel terrifying. We might shut the whole thing down or keep love at arm’s length. We can sabotage love in a thousand ways. Denial is one way. Displacement is another.

			We’re often afraid to really love ourselves. We think it will make us egomaniacs, or we’ll discover we’re wrong to approve of ourselves, and we’ll feel foolish. We think we need proof of our lovableness from others before we can let ourselves love fully. One of the best things I can do as a psychotherapist is hold space for the ways we don’t love ourselves. It’s a problem to think we must be loveable all the time. We can also realize that we love people who have failed us, betrayed us, hurt us.

			People talk to me about love all the time. They come to therapy wanting help with love. They feel frustrated by the ways they’re loved or not loved, misunderstood, let down, scared. But a lot of time the desire for love is less direct. Issues of love come into therapy no matter what. Our anxieties, our fears, our losses, our enthusiasms – these fundamental feelings are about love in all its variations. Love is the plot and purpose of most stories. My work is about dealing with the complexities of relationships – the relationships we have with other people, with ourselves and with the world. Self-love is one of those concepts we like in theory but, up close, is challenging. It may come easily for some people, but for many of us it can be our core struggle.

			In therapy, some clients are reluctant to express their desire for love because they don’t think love is likely. Part of what they learn in therapy is all the ways they need to unlearn their assumptions about love. We are often terrified of making mistakes, and the tyranny of perfectionism locks us into an anxious, frozen state which acts as an obstacle to any pursuit of relationships and experiences out in the world. We both want and fear love. The curtain of rejection – our fear of rejection – holds us back. When we recognize our basic desires, we can distil the myths from the facts, and the shape of love becomes real and possible. This might mean sitting with our own uncertainty, or realizing what we already have.

			 

			In the words of George Bernard Shaw (someone I find more inspiring than many psychotherapy textbooks), ‘People become attached to their burdens sometimes more than the burdens are attached to them.’ When it comes to our big wants, we find ways to talk ourselves out of thinking clearly about our true desires and needs. We get enmeshed with obstacles. Love is no exception to this. We describe the reasons we can’t do something, the problems that hold us back. We can find it easier to say what we don’t want than what we do want. Letting ourselves want love exposes us to our vulnerabilities and risks rejection and humiliation which we’ve experienced, or we imagine. It takes great courage to express the desire for love.

			Wanting to love and be loved is simple and primal. It can also feel hellish and hard. Saying goodbye to life, Tessa faced love. She told me her stories of loving and living.

			What Tessa Knew

			My first psychotherapy placement was in a busy London hospital. I was part of a team that did time-limited psychotherapy with acutely ill patients and relatives of patients. There was no real privacy, and the set-up was makeshift; we worked bedside, in utility closets, in hallways. I felt a kind of unwavering optimism that therapy could offer something, no matter what the conditions and circumstances. I still believe this. There are lots of ways we can improve our lives.

			The first referral note was given to our team by one of the ward nurses. In old-fashioned penmanship that I struggled to decipher, a man had written that his wife, in her sixties and in the late stages of pancreatic cancer, would like to speak with someone. This should be arranged as soon as possible.

			I arrived at the open ward feeling very grown-up, wearing my new ID badge on a cord around my neck, marking myself as a professional. I felt so proud of my ID – it was the first time I’d seen myself described as a psychotherapist – that I sometimes kept it on before and after work. The nurse led me into a room lined with patients, to the bedside of a noticeably elegant woman. Though Tessa was ill, she exuded a soft vitality and womanliness. Her hair looked done, she was wearing lipstick, and she was sitting up with the help of several cushions. She had the Financial Times on her bed and a stack of books and cards on the table beside her. The ward was full of sickness and chaos, yet around her was a small zone of thoughtful order. A distinguished man was seated beside her bed, and when he saw me, he immediately stood up and introduced himself to me as David, her husband. He graciously excused himself without any awkwardness and said he’d come back in an hour.

			Tessa locked eyes with me. ‘Come closer,’ she said.

			I seated myself in the chair beside her; it was still warm from her husband. Something quickened within me. I drew the curtain around us to create a sense of privacy, at least a symbolic therapeutic frame. I told her we’d have fifty minutes. I was trying to convey some kind of authority and professionalism. Up close, Tessa’s hands were purple and bruised, and I could see the frailty she was doing her best to hide.

			‘I mustn’t waste time. May I talk to you really?’ she spoke with a kind of diction and clarity that gave me better posture. I said yes, of course, that’s why I was there.

			‘I mean really talk. Honestly. No one will let me. I assume you’re prepared. The nurses and doctors, my family, they try to distract me and make me comfortable. They fuss and change the subject if I dare mention what’s happening. I don’t want to change the subject. I want to face this.’

			‘Tell me what you want to face,’ I said.

			‘My death. My life, I want to see it. I’ve avoided things my entire life and this is my last chance to look properly.’

			I paid attention to every word she spoke and how she spoke it. The way people describe things in the initial encounter can be illuminating for years to come. I wrote down some of her statements with fervid intensity, preserving scraps, but I was adamant that we maintain eye contact as much as possible, that we experience the session together. Meeting her where she was, that’s what I could offer, and so I kept returning to just being present with her.

			‘I feel myself fading each day. I want to get my house in order. To do that, I have two things I simply must discuss. Concision has always been a strength of mine. I’ve never before had therapy. It’s essentially a conversation where I can speak freely, find some truth and maybe meaning, and see what’s possible. Am I correct?’

			‘Yes, yes,’ I said, nodding agreeably. Concision indeed!

			‘But, please, let’s agree on something first. I’m going with my immediate impression of you. It’s not based on much, but I feel I can talk to you. So let’s really do this, then. I don’t want this to be a one-off. I’m not a one-night-stand gal. Let’s agree that you’ll come back, and you’ll continue visiting me until I’m no longer able to talk with you.’

			‘We can agree to have more sessions,’ I said.

			‘To clarify: you’ll keep coming until I’m no longer able. If I’m going to speak my mind, I need to know that I can count on this, on you, with everything else happening, for however much time I’ve got. Alright?’

			‘Yes, alright.’ The placement had a strict limit of twelve sessions, and I had no idea what Tessa’s timeline would be, but how could I not agree? She’d taken charge, and given her situation, this seemed fine. We had established a therapeutic alliance, based on safety, rapport, trust.

			‘OK.’ She looked up into my face, and leaned slightly forward, as though she’d finally found her own space.

			‘I’m going to contradict myself. Don’t stop me. Having said that concision is a strength of mine, I’d now like to say whatever I want, knowing we still have some time.’ Her voice had total authority. She also had a touch of mischief.

			‘Go ahead.’ Had she wanted prompting from me, I could have asked her questions and guided the discussion in a conventional first-session manner, but that wasn’t what Tessa wanted, and it wasn’t what she needed.

			‘My first “issue”, as people in therapy say (in my day, issues were about publications, not emotions), is one of regret. I want to tell you about the regret but, please, Charlotte, do not talk me out of it. I just need to say it.’ I agreed.

			‘I wish I’d spent more time snuggling my boys. I have two sons, all grown up now. Stuck in this bed, it’s what I long for more than anything. I don’t miss that much about my life – the dinners, travel, clothes and shoes, jewellery. I can let all that stuff go. I like wearing lipstick and having beautiful things, but it doesn’t feel important to me now. But I ache when I think of how I could have snuggled them so much more. I sent them both to boarding school. Young. Before they were ready. Especially our older son. He really didn’t want to go. He begged me not to force him. At the time, sending them away seemed like the right thing to do, for all sorts of reasons. David and I were moving countries every few years. I won’t bore you with the justifications. The point is, had I really listened, maybe we could have at least snuggled and been closer. Snuggling, cuddling, I can think of little else . . . I just want to hold the boys and be in our old house together, warm and close. You seem young, too young to have children. Do you have any?’

			‘No, not yet,’ I answered immediately, despite knowing my supervisor at the time would have disapproved of my unguarded disclosure.

			‘Well, you probably will, and when you do, snuggle them. Do the other stuff too, but snuggling is very important. That’s the bit that’s surprising to me . . . I spent my life not realizing its import­ance. “Snuggling” – even the word sounds silly. But it’s significant. It’s what matters. I’m only learning this now.’

			I met her instructive eyes and felt a need to demonstrate that I was absorbing her life lessons. She spoke eloquently and began to recall some of the beautiful times she’d had in her life. I continued to listen as attentively as I ever have, wanting to really take in her voice, her messages, her story.

			Her husband, David, was a career diplomat, with postings in Asia and Africa, and they’d lived in six different countries.

			‘As you can imagine, we got invited everywhere. Elegant residences. The most glamourous events and parties. We met fabulous people. Some fascinating characters. And some really deadly dull ones too.’ She described the dinner parties she gave, the shift dresses she wore, her cooking for intimate gatherings, which was ‘unexceptional but trusty, and always over-peppered. Too much pepper, Tessa! Everyone said this, but I adore pepper, and I consider myself to be peppery, so I refused to stop. I feel no remorse over that. And, gosh, I miss my family teasing me with such affection. No one teases me now that I’m ill.’

			She told me how she loved lighting candles. ‘David used to laugh at me for all the candles. He’d say that I shouldn’t bother to make such a fuss. He’d say it rather sweetly. Don’t go to so much trouble, Tessa. No one even notices. But it was good trouble, and you see, I noticed. Some fusses are worthwhile simply because we want to be charmed by ourselves. Yes, that’s it, now that I say it – I charmed myself in those small pretty ways. I loved doing it. Charlotte, make a point of charming yourself. It’s part of loving yourself. And loving life.’

			She would have liked to be an editor. ‘I adore finding little mistakes and seeing what can be improved. I would have been rather good. And I always grasp intention, however muddled the expression. Except perhaps my own.’ But she was fine with not having held a job. She’d moved around so much, she’d worked hard in other ways, and she’d enjoyed a great deal. She asked me to picture her at other moments from her life. ‘You’re meeting me now, in this state, but imagine me with big hair. I’ve always loved big hair, no matter what the trend. You know, 1960s, Jackie O hair.’ She missed her body, her choices and ways of expressing herself when she was healthy.

			When she recalled the socializing, the countless hours spent with friends, she wondered how they passed the time, what they did in each moment together. She supposed they drank, talked about books, people, theatre, film, travel, art, politics, all of it, but she couldn’t really recall the details. But actually, she was OK with the hazy blur of that aspect of her life, because she knew she’d had ‘a good old time’. She’d needlessly worried about what people thought of her. ‘Come to think of it, the friends who liked me, I knew they liked me, and I liked them very much. And those connections added to life. But I fretted over people I didn’t even care about. Simply a waste,’ she said. ‘A bit of squandered time is inevitable, but it’s what it was instead of.’

			Tessa needed to say again how much she wished she’d spent more time snuggling her children. Trapped in this bed, the thoughts and feelings had found her and there was no escape. She finally had to accept that it was simply a deep regret. ‘The boys insist they’re perfectly OK with how things turned out. They’ve never really complained. They’re on their way to London now actually – I’ll see them tomorrow.’

			‘Oh, that’s so nice,’ I said. This prosaic remark was just about all I said, along with some encouraging murmurs and sounds to show that I was following every word. I was deeply engaged, and there wasn’t much need to speak. I was there for her. She wanted me to listen.

			‘I’m just not that close with the boys. I do love them both, very much so, and they probably love me simply because I’m their mother, but I wish I’d let myself feel the love, show the love, more. You know, they’re both married and in their thirties. No children of their own yet. Maybe one day. How funny that I still call them “the boys”.’ She let out a captivating little laugh. ‘I don’t feel I know them all that well. There’s a distance. Maybe there wouldn’t be if I hadn’t sent them to boarding school. And if I’d spent more time snuggling them and telling them I loved them.’ Her laughter stopped and turned to a face of haunting sorrow. The transformation was rapid. Her eyes – wide open – suddenly looked like those of a terrified child.

			‘Can you express any of this when you see them tomorrow?’ I asked. I couldn’t help myself. My question nudged her back into conversational mode. I realized even then that as honest and willing to face everything as I thought I was, I was avoidant in my way, unable to just sit with sadness at times without trying to intervene supportively. It’s hard to witness pain and do nothing.

			‘Perhaps, but somehow doubtful. Maybe. We’ll see. But this leads me to the second thing I must discuss.’

			‘Go ahead.’

			‘I know that my husband has a secret child in Brazil, with a woman he had an affair with years ago. A daughter. She must be around twenty. David doesn’t think I know, but I do. He’s felt so guilty and ashamed all these years. I can tell. He’s made several bank transfers to the woman, from an account he didn’t think I knew about, and that’s how I found out. Being a career diplomat, David’s probably petrified of scandal, and he’s fairly nimble and stealthy, but I’m clever too.’

			I asked her how she felt about it all.

			‘You may struggle to believe me, but the truth is, I don’t know. I’ve never asked myself how I feel about it . . .’

			I did believe her.

			‘You know, he’s probably treated me better because of what he did. And maybe I didn’t confront him because it’s suited me . . . He’s been on his best behaviour with me all these years . . .’

			She said David would be deeply saddened to know he’d hurt her, and the boys too. ‘It would be too much.’ I sensed that the details of the secret, the logistics of her concern for family dynamics, her desire to keep anyone from being hurt, was a way in which she had been both preoccupied and too busy to let herself have her own feelings about his secret child. I asked how it felt to tell me.

			‘I needed to tell someone. It’s just somehow very important. Honesty, at least with oneself, it matters. I couldn’t end my life without saying it aloud. So now you know, and telling you, it’s released something for me. This would be even better if we were in nature. I don’t like being here, in this place. I miss the feeling of mud, of soggy grass. Let’s imagine that’s where we are, on a grassy, muddy hill, getting our bums wet, breathing in fresh, cold air. That’s my one escape, the one thing I’ll pretend. The rest, I’ll face honestly.’

			Her longing to escape and imagine herself in nature felt honest too.

			When I left the ward that day, I passed her husband at the nursing station. He was trying to arrange a private room for Tessa. I could hear him politely persuading the nurse in charge, and he interrupted his discussion to stop me on my way out. He seemed nervous.

			‘Before you go, I won’t pry, I want to respect the privacy of how this works, but just tell me, Tessa spoke with you? She’s needed to talk. I’m grateful she could.’

			‘Yes,’ I said, feeling overwhelmed by the nebulous boundaries. I didn’t want to offend him, but nor did I want to engage with him. I felt the enormity of the secret she’d trusted me to carry, and even my ‘Yes’ felt like too much.

			 

			The following week, I showed up at our agreed time. I looked for her the way I’d scan a restaurant if I were meeting someone formidable. She made me want to be my very best, whatever that meant. One of the nurses on the ward told me Tessa had moved upstairs to a private room. Hooray! Helpful for therapy among other things. Up I went, and David was there, but he gave us space and left promptly. She had an assortment of magazines fanned out on the bedside table, and cosmetics, and I spotted her embroidered velvet bed slippers; everything around her was a personal, elegant choice of creature comfort.

			‘I still feel such regret, Charlotte,’ she said, her eyes landing on me. In the days since we had first met, she had become severely jaundiced, and her sunken eyes had a kind of piercing blue quality that came through intensely.

			‘Tell me about the regret,’ I said.

			‘It’s what I told you before. Snuggling my boys. Closer love. It’s all I want.’

			I found it very hard to hear about her regret, the unfulfilled longing, which was so truthful, and moving, I didn’t know what to do. I felt a kind of desperation to fix things, to soothe her, especially knowing she was terminally ill. Though she’d instructed me not to talk her out of her regret, I went against her orders. She’d forgiven other people for their mistakes. Couldn’t she forgive herself? I asked her again if she could express any of this to her sons. Looking back, I see the hubris in my thinking that I could get her what she so badly wanted.

			‘Yes, I suppose. But you must understand something. I don’t regret the regret. It gives me hope for a fuller life. It may not be my life, but it shows what’s possible. I had so much love. I still do. It’s not that I don’t have enough love. It’s really not that. Everyone thought I was cold. My sons. Even my friends. Friendly and social but cold. But I’m not. I acted cold to cover up the warm. A baked Alaska, David once called me. See, he loved me and got me exactly right in those ways. He knew my secret warmth. I just couldn’t stand the depth of my emotions.’

			Her words stayed with me, even though I struggled to grasp the full meaning. She may have given me more than I gave her. For the rest of the session, she slipped in and out of making a great deal of sense, sometimes with flashes of total presence, but at other moments she reverted to garbled sentences, fragments of thoughts, word salad.

			We met at the same time each week, and there was a sense of progress in our relationship and in clarifying certain issues. A major feature of our connection was the fact that I acknowledged the difficulty of her situation and she found this helpful and, in her words, ‘soothingly realistic’.

			As our therapeutic relationship developed, her physical state deteriorated, and much to my shock and disappointment, I arrived for our fifth session and discovered that she was going into organ failure. Barely able to speak, she managed to say the words ‘More time.’ These poignant words continue to haunt me.

			 

			The following week, I arrived in her room and there was a terrible smell. Tessa was distressed and kept pressing the buzzer for the nurses. She’d lost bowel control, and I could see what had happened and she knew I could see. Comportment and containment were fixtures of her character, and this breakdown of her bodily boundaries felt like a betrayal to her privacy, to her control, to her dignity. She was just lying in her filth, and it felt unbearable and ridiculous for me to sit there doing nothing. I offered to fetch someone who could help, and soon returned with a nurse. Tessa had a slightly haughty manner with her. ‘This really isn’t acceptable,’ she said. True in so many ways.

			None of this matched my training. This was not how I imagined psychotherapy worked – ‘the talking cure’ – there was no cure for this.

			I excused myself for a few minutes and when I stepped back into her room, Tessa was clean and in a freshly made-up bed, and she was in the mood to talk again. Really talk. She was having a lucid afternoon. She told me she’d hugged her sons and it didn’t feel comfortable because it wasn’t. ‘It’s not just because I’m so physically weak that it felt strange,’ she said. ‘It felt strange because it wasn’t natural for us, and we all knew it. “Natural” . . . such a strange word. Things that are supposedly natural have never come easily to me . . . breastfeeding . . . hugging . . . the natural feels unnatural to me . . .’

			I asked about her experiences of affection growing up. Her parents were aloof and not the snuggly kind. She recalled her mother slapping her on a few occasions, but she really didn’t have memories of physical tenderness. Her father was ‘rather po-faced and formal with everyone, even himself. Born with a hat on.’ Occasionally, they had awkward and perfunctory hugs. Her parents were crisp thinkers, but they struggled with feelings. There was love, she suspects, but they didn’t show it easily.

			‘My parents, and David too, we’re all a bit odd about the “L” word. We’ve sometimes said lots of love at the end of calls. And in cards especially. Even all my love. David signs his letters with that. What rubbish. When is it ever true that you’re giving all your love? But nor is it true that there’s no love if you don’t say the words . . . It’s easier in some ways with dogs. Dogs give us permission to express unfettered affection, and they don’t demand words.’

			She said she could accept her life, she could accept her husband’s secret child, she could accept it all. ‘The compression of my illness, it’s simplified and cleared out a great deal. Already, vast portions of my life are gone, and I don’t mind. I’m letting go. I’ve got these few final bits to bring together . . . I’ve thought about the question you asked me recently, about how I feel about David’s secret child. I feel OK with it, oddly. As I’ve just said of my parents, closeness is so hard for some of us. Even with those we love and know best – actually more so. I know he loves me. He may have even loved this other woman, but he loves me dearly. Always has. I don’t doubt that. I do wish he’d found a way to tell me the trouble he’d got himself into, because it must have come at a terrific cost to him emotionally. And to me. I could have been there for him. He couldn’t face the hurt, but if he’d been able to, perhaps we’d have been closer. And he deprived me of a chance to be noble in my handling. And I feel bad for the girl. I told you, Charlotte, I would have been a good editor – if I could edit this tale, I would clean it up and polish David’s rough and tangled mess, welcoming in the daughter, getting furious at David, forgiving him, turning the whole thing into an elegant story. He didn’t let me have that glory!’

			‘There’s glory in your story now,’ I said.

			She ignored my comment. Perhaps it embarrassed her, or maybe it was unconvincing. And it was also my wish for glory. She returned to her regret. ‘Telling you about my regret, it helps, and it’s changed how I feel about it all. I still regret not snuggling the boys more. Not showing them love more openly. But I understand it now. It’s my upbringing, the world I’m from in some ways, but also, I didn’t particularly feel like touching them and holding them, and it didn’t seem important. Telling them I loved them, directly, I felt it went without saying, but maybe what goes without saying goes even better said . . . I kept thinking, throughout my life, that one day life would be what we wanted. David and I had big plans for his retirement, when we’d finally spend some of the money we’d stashed away. I was certain it would be marvellous one day. It turns out that one day happened every day for all those years I’ve been alive.’

			I found her acuity and understanding astonishing. And completely at odds with the chaos and disintegration of her body.

			‘I can accept that this has been my life. I have no choice now but to accept. But I’m still holding on to the regret. It means I can hope that you’ll appreciate snuggling. It’s letting yourself love and connect fully. Give in. You’ll still think about the next thing, whether it’s your plans for that day or whatever is on your mind. That’s inevitable. We can’t be satisfied for too long. But I beg you to take note: do not believe that meaning will arrive one day, later on in life. It will come then too, but it’s already happening. It happens just about every day throughout your life, if you pay attention.’

			She let out a light whimper and I could see her contorting her body in pain. She rarely talked about her physical discomfort. My heart set into a trot as I sat there, watching her suffer. She was shipwrecked.

			‘Give in,’ she said again. ‘I had more love to give but I didn’t let myself feel it for most of my life. I mean, really feel it. It’s so clear and obvious now, even as I’m chasing clouds. What matters, and all the ways I held back. My love was never total. I always had reservations. I’m not holding back, letting myself admit my regret. I’m finally honest, admitting this to you.’

			‘Your honesty is admirable,’ I said. ‘Though I don’t think love is ever total. There are always complications.’

			‘Complications, perhaps, but it can also be simple. I might tell my sons that I wish I’d snuggled them more. But before you even think it, hear me when I say it won’t suddenly make us close. It might give them a sense of the love I couldn’t show. I don’t know. Figure out how to live fully now. Don’t wait. If you wait to find life’s richness, you’re left with ashes.’

			Everything she said made sense to me. I still hoped she’d tell her sons how she really felt. Our time was up.

			‘Charlotte?’ she called after me. I went back. ‘I want you to know that I forgive David for his other child. And hopefully my boys can forgive me for my shortcomings too. We all want to love and be loved. It’s just about everything, and it’s so damned hard.’

			 

			The following week, I arrived at her room, and a nurse said she’d been moved to the liver ward. I went to that floor, where there was a permeating terrible smell. I couldn’t find her, and one of the nurses pointed to a bed. I looked around and couldn’t see her. I felt impatient with the nurse; she didn’t seem to understand me. I enunciated Tessa’s name in a condescending way, spelling her surname loudly.

			‘Yes, Miss, she’s right there,’ she said, gesturing back to the bed I had walked past before. I returned to the bed. This wasn’t Tessa. This was someone else. Where was Tessa? I couldn’t see her husband either. I went back to the nurse again.

			‘That’s not my patient,’ I said, pointing to the bed. I used the word patient in an imperious way.

			‘Yes, Tessa is right over there,’ she said.

			I returned to the bed and looked at the details on the chart at the foot of the bed. This was Tessa. Completely distended and swollen, transformed beyond all recognition. I couldn’t accept that this was the same woman from just a week ago. It was the most confusing and shocking transformation, and it didn’t make sense. She looked at me, her face bulging and contorted, her lips parted, and I saw her blue eyes, now glassy and faded. Nothing belonged or felt familiar. I hoped she hadn’t tracked my not recognizing her.

			‘Hello.’

			I pulled up a chair, drew the curtains around us, and prepared to spend fifty minutes with her. It was very different from our previous encounters. She spoke in a faint and vague whisper, and it was a struggle for her to express herself. Her breathing was laboured and came in ragged, shallow gasps. ‘Thank you, darling,’ she said at one point, after several minutes of silence, ‘love you.’

			No I, and I have no idea if she meant it, if she was delirious, and who exactly she was saying it to. I didn’t say it back. It wouldn’t have felt right to say I love you to her. Or even love you. In all the years since that moment, I have never said these words to someone in therapy with me. I’ve felt plenty of love. I’ve talked about love, allowing for love in therapy, but I haven’t said the words ‘I love you’ in therapy. It feels too naked and intimate. Perhaps imposing.

			The nurses interrupted us to do something with a tube, to remove and replace something. I was upset that they intruded on our private space. I longed to make her feel connected, contained, not alone. I couldn’t work out who she was, how this had happened, and I felt a longing to stick to our plan to have ongoing sessions. We’d made a commitment! We were still developing her story. This was my fantasy of glory, that I could help make the end of her life beautiful. She faded in and out, and I don’t know what she got from my being there, but I stayed for the full fifty minutes, trying to join her, wherever she was. When I got up to leave, I looked into her eyes and told her how much I valued our conversations, how I would never forget all that she’d told me. She curled her mouth slightly, and I couldn’t tell if she followed my words. I told her I looked forward to our next session. ‘I’ll see you next week’ were my last words to her.

			‘Goodbye,’ she said clearly.

			 

			When I discussed Tessa tearfully in supervision, my supervisor thought I should have said this was our ending – I’d avoided reality by pretending that Tessa and I would meet again. But, even if she was obviously about to die, how could I say that out loud to her?

			‘We discuss difficult truths,’ my supervisor maintained. Had I acknowledged to Tessa that she was clearly about to die, I could have said goodbye (after all, she said goodbye to me) and we could have come together for the ending. I’d become like the other people in her life, acting, distancing myself from what was happening.

			Maybe she’ll still be here next week, and I’ll say goodbye to her then, I thought. Tessa died before our next session. When I found out, I went outside, looked up at the clouds, and let myself sob. I phoned my mother and told her I loved her. I let myself feel it all, however irrational in some ways – I didn’t know Tessa very well, or for that long, so why did I feel heartbroken? A colleague in the department saw me crying. ‘I’m sorry for your loss,’ she said. It was a loss. But I felt it was unjustified for me to claim it. Had I crossed a line, letting her matter so much to me?

			The end of Tessa’s life marked the beginning of my work as a psychotherapist. I was so fresh and professionally inexperienced, and the brevity and circumstances of our connection protected the romantic sheen. I held back from challenging her and saying things I might have said if she had life ahead. There was only so much we could do in the very short amount of time we had together, but we still did something. I cherish that sense of possibility.

			She gave me more than I was able to give her. In the years since, I’ve been struck by the enjoyment that comes with generosity. It’s almost glaringly obvious, but still easily overlooked, how life is richer when we give to others. It’s not about depleting ourselves and giving more than we have – it’s that giving is part of having. The author Natasha Lunn once spoke with me about the joy of giving love, not just having love. ‘We get so much from loving and seeing ourselves. Giving love is as rewarding,’ she said.

			Tessa was a gracious giftee. She let me give to her. And she knew how to say goodbye, even if I didn’t. She taught me something about the courage to face the truth, the significance of telling and adjusting our stories, holding secrets, letting go, acknowledging regrets and the privilege of bearing witness. And how hard these things can be for us.

			I’m reminded of the psychotherapist and poetic writer Irvin Yalom’s idea of rippling, where small encounters can have lasting influence in surprising ways. We all want to love and be loved, and it’s so damned hard comes to mind countless times when I’m hearing about distressed relationships, frayed familial dynamics, the challenges of work, internal conflict. And of course, I’ve thought of Tessa’s longing to snuggle her children.

			We appreciate what we have when we know it’s about to be gone. Facing the edges of existence, Tessa knew what she wanted and what was possible, and she figured out certain things before it was too late. Endings can feel abrupt and messy, even when we know they’re coming. We make mistakes with people we love. The lessons continue. Don’t wait for life’s richness.

			The fact that Tessa had therapy for the first time on her deathbed showed a capacity to learn and have new experiences all the way throughout life. She embraced the freshness of lived experience. I was emboldened by how quick and alive she was in her openness as she lay dying. The act of telling a story can shift something until the last breath.

			What Love Means

			We love and we lose. We might hold back from letting ourselves love too closely, too intensely, because of the painful threat of loss and rejection. We might cling to love, grabbing it where we can. Either way, we get it right and wrong when it comes to matters of the heart. And in the words of the playwright Arthur Miller: ‘Maybe all one can do is hope to end up with the right regrets.’

			What do you do with regret? We think that what’s done is done. And yet regret is part of the human condition, however uncomfortable. The biggest problem with regret is that we haven’t been taught how to deal with it. It gets rerouted into blame, shame, defensiveness, righteousness, rage, displaced guilt, and perhaps most of all, fantasy. Undealt-with regret is fodder for fantasies about the lives we could have lived, the love we’d have, the versions of ourselves we’re now deprived of. Unprocessed regret can be a catastrophic troublemaker. Acknowledging regret is a courageous and loving thing to do. It’s an act of love for yourself to recognize that you’d like to have done something differently.

			Loving and being loved gets expressed through desire, care, responsibility, respect, closeness, differentiation, ideas, generosity. It can be abstract, and it can be concrete. It can be the act of snuggling. Saying the words ‘I love you’. Not saying the words but knowing they’re felt. Showing up. Comforting. Helping people. Allowing for help. Accepting. Love is the most universal but personal thing for each one of us, and it’s both the big things (the love we value, which feels substantial) and the specifics (the small, charming details, like Tessa lighting candles) that seem to matter. Allow for some enchantment and fondness. What’s small and inessential can still matter.

			We all want love, but even when we have loving relationships, we can lose touch with the everyday-ness. We get so familiar; we forget to notice it. The eye cannot see its own eyelashes. Love can see itself better from a distance. Sometimes the distance is the flash of perception when we are saying goodbye – just a momentary reminder of separation, a glimpse of defamiliarization – that reunites us with our appreciation.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Desire

			The conflict of desire plays out in relationships, bringing people together and breaking them apart. In Chapter 11, I talk specif­ically about how we want what we shouldn’t. We also want what we’re supposed to want. We are constantly negotiating the rules of desire. We follow the rules, we bend the rules. For every desire that feels acceptable, there’s often another one lurking that could pull us in a different direction. We sift through an assortment of desires throughout our lives, and even without awareness, we’re often selecting and choosing which ones to prioritize at any given moment. Desire is more than a basic instinct, and it’s full of polar­ities. Desire is motivating and distracting, bolstering and paralysing, novel and familiar, social and natural, pleasurable and painful, enhancing and diminishing, healthy and harmful. What’s particularly rattling is how desire and fear are closely related. Look at the sins of Adam and Eve. Banished from Eden because they gave into temptation, desire both defines us and gets us into trouble. It’s the story of our survival – the procreative drive and the wish to leave our mark. But it’s also the story of all the ways we misstep. Four of the deadly sins have to do with desire (envy, gluttony, greed, and lust). We can be torn between temptation and terror when it comes to aggression and sexuality. Shame and pride do a lot of patrolling to shut up whatever feels taboo.

			We’re socialized to consume and have. But having is not enough (we often struggle to want what we have, and we want more of what we don’t necessarily value, so satisfaction is fleeting). Denying is not enough (we’re haunted by the strong desires we’ve pushed away, and we either act out or shut down). We musturbate about how life is supposed to be, expecting relationships to follow rigid scripts. This never works and our demands leave us profoundly exasperated and often alienated from others. We only begin to grasp what ‘enough’ means when we understand our desires.

			When we’re scornful or rigid about our desires, we can find ourselves sleepwalking through areas of life. What used to excite us no longer wakes us up. We don’t desire much of anything. We’ve stopped wanting sex. Excessive consumption can consume and preoccupy us, but leave us feeling empty and unfulfilled. Severe boredom can present itself this way. It can seem passive and deathly. In the words of author Leo Tolstoy: ‘Boredom: the desire for desires.’ Even if we struggle with it, we still want desire. Desire wakes us up. Looking at what we want can engage and revive our curiosity and thirst for life. During a recent therapy session, a man said to me, ‘I want to want something. I want to feel desire. To know I’m alive.’

			Our erotic longings are often layered and shadowy. Our libido can be at odds with our values. Our childhood impressions of desire and sexuality can play out in surprising ways throughout life, and our deepest desires often scare us. What we desire passionately we fear we won’t get, shouldn’t get, or we fear we’ll lose it when we do get it. In the words of playwright Tennessee Williams, ‘I want what I’m afraid of and I’m afraid of what I want so that I’m like a storm inside that can’t break loose!’ When our desires feel unacceptable, even to ourselves, we might conceal, displace and act out mixed feelings. Even in healthy relationships, we can feel love and hate for the same person, and abusive, traumatic relationships can leave us with unresolved ambivalence and conflicted yearnings. Fear and desire can be hard to distinguish. We can fixate, disavow, repeat, defend something, all in a bid to protect ourselves from acknowledging the underlying desire. A sense of deprivation and disappointment is a clue to a deep desire.

			We struggle to admit some of our desires partly because it’s horribly unsettling to want something too much. Anyone who has longed to conceive and has been told to stop thinking about it understands the discomfort of desire. Desperation feels unbearable and we’re repeatedly told that it’s unsightly and will work against us. Acting too keen is mortifying. In this way, sexual desire can be terrifying as well as titillating. There’s intense vulnerability and possible rejection and shame that comes with the exposure. And we might feel superstitious about really wanting something, as though admitting our desire, even internally, will stop us from getting what we want.

			When we’re frustrated, we often compensate with getting and spending, consumption, satisfying other more accessible desires rather than admitting our darkest longings. As sophisticated as we are as a species, we still struggle to make sense of sexual desire. Sexual fantasies are pervasive and ordinary. Justin Lehmiller’s extensive research on sexual fantasies shows the pervasiveness of fantasy (97% of people surveyed fantasize regularly), but we are so easily embarrassed and ashamed of our unspoken desires. You can’t fire me, I quit! If we obey our impulses, we may get into trouble, and still not be satisfied. And if we ignore them, we’re turning away from some inner part of ourselves. We might keep our desires secret or hate something instead.

			As a therapist, I’m continuously listening closely to complaints and fantasies, which very often contain concealed desires. My first clue to a hidden wish often comes from a story of disavowal or protest of some sort. And the obstacles. Obstacles make it safe for us, in case what we want is unattainable.

			It’s easy to be critical about what’s available. It’s also a way of externalizing our inner conflict, netting the issues on to another. That’s true generally, and specifically in our sex lives. We can grow bored with what is utterly, comfortably familiar, and there’s truth in the painful cliché: familiarity breeds contempt. When we yearn for something fresh in a sexual partner, we are also externalizing our inner conflict, yearning for something in our sense of self. We may have grown tired of sleeping with our own familiar, worn-out selves.

			The role and aim of desire can be nebulous and sneaky. We feel a desire for something or someone, but this object of our desire seems to stand in for something else that’s missing in our lives. Desire can come from a sense of lack. We can form desires to compensate for deprivation, loss, emotional pain. Desires can come in costume. A central mission of therapy is to uncover the hidden longings, the cloak-and-dagger feelings, the stories of desire we imagine for our unlived lives.

			This mission has been central to my work with Jack, a man in his late fifties who came to therapy to figure out whether he should stay in his marriage of nearly four decades.

			Jack’s Choices

			‘I see Helen’s blonde moustache gleaming in the sunlight and it disgusts me,’ Jack says to me as he closes and opens his fists.

			He has a pleasant demeanour, quick eyes, and he enunciates his words with precision and weight.

			‘That sounds difficult for you,’ I say.

			‘Well, that helps.’

			I can’t tell if he’s joking. As though he can read my insecurity at that moment, he jumps in.

			‘No really, it actually does help. At least you accept me. And you get me.’

			‘You talk about your disgust, and I wonder what it’s really about,’ I say, feeling a vague obligation to push him further at this moment.

			‘I just can’t believe that this is it, this is marriage. I want more,’ he says.

			‘More of what? What is it that you want?’ I ask.

			‘I want Helen to be sexy. I want her to desire me the way she did when we first got together, and we had sex three times a day. I’m angry that she doesn’t want me anymore. We used to fuck standing up. On the stairs because we couldn’t wait to get to the bedroom. Outside. In toilets at clubs. Now, there’s just nothing. What the fuck? How many times can I say fuck? I’m fucking furious.’

			‘I hear that.’ I can see it too. He’s squinting his eyes and ­wrinkling his nose, as though he’s detected a vile smell.

			‘Where are you right now?’ I ask. I feel he’s wandered off in a cloud of contempt, but I don’t want to make assumptions. It’s grounding and clarifying when he locates himself.

			‘She ripped me off,’ he says. He says he was sold a bullshit story of love and marriage. His discontent became unbearable for him shortly after their son, their only child, left for university (college, as he puts it, since he’s American). He hadn’t expected to feel the empty nest, but his son was his best friend in some ways, and the loss and separation felt excruciating. He feels alienated from his wife, and deeply rejected.

			He wants to desire her.

			He wants her to desire him.

			He wants to feel desire again.

			We laugh about how many times we are now using that word. We gaze at each other fleetingly. The energy is not exactly erotic with Jack. There’s rapport, there’s projection, there’s fantasy, but it doesn’t feel sexual to me. I’m more of an idealized mother to him, even though he’s decades older than I am. We work remotely, and in the virtual realm, we are truly connected without being in the same physical space, so any threat of transgression feels different. He lives in California and works in food retail, and I live in London, so we are collaborating in this deep connection from afar, which suits someone who wants and resists closeness.

			Jack idealizes his own mother, even though she neglected him. He’s both revealed and protected her in his portrayal. But his poor wife has never really stood a chance. Meanwhile, Jack’s responses to me feel like a repetition of his maternal love in certain ways. Even when I try, I can do little wrong. I feel his belief in me, his trust that I understand him, that I get him. Even when I get stuff wrong, or don’t understand something about him, he overlooks my failures. His emotional frugality towards his wife is a sharp contrast to his generosity with me. Gloom-tinted glasses for the moustached wife, while I’m held in a glowing light. The clearly defined limitations of our dynamic safeguard the idealization.

			‘Our conversations help me, but this isn’t enough,’ he says, wagging his finger. ‘I need sex. It’s non-negotiable. That’s why I sleep with sirens, you know.’ He insists on calling paid escorts ‘sirens’.

			‘I know, that’s what you’ve said many times.’

			‘Well, what the fuck does she expect? I can’t spend the rest of my life fuckless. The women enjoy it too. It’s not just the money they’re getting.’

			I’m doubtful about that, but I choose to let this one go by. I find it highly unlikely that paid escorts enjoy sex with him the way he claims. He often looks at me for cues, and as if he can read the doubts flickering across my face, he elaborates.

			‘This last girl, she orgasmed so hard. I’m telling you.’ Did she? Why does he need to believe that? I’m struck by his need to feel wanted.

			‘Jack, let’s get back to what this does for you. There’s a lot to these physical encounters, they mean so much to you, they keep you going, as you say. You also insist that they protect your marriage. Do you think there’s something about breaking the rules that gives you a sense of freedom and authority as well, the idea that your wife isn’t entirely in charge of you?’

			‘That was a leading question,’ he says with a mischievous grin. ‘Maybe you think that, but it’s not the illicitness that makes it meaningful. Coming here is meaningful to me, and this isn’t about breaking rules. And my wife knows I see you,’ he says.

			I nod. I feel moments of silence with Jack bring us closer, even in the virtual realm. As Miles Davis once said, ‘It’s not the note you play, it’s the note you don’t play’ that matters. In this moment of silence, it occurs to me that even if I cringe at comparisons between therapists and paid escorts, there’s something valid about his sense that when he pays for a connection, whether it’s with a sex worker or with his psychotherapist, there can be something meaningful and personal in these transactional relationships.

			‘I feel you enjoy working with me for the most part,’ he says.

			‘I do.’

			‘I pay for time with you,’ he says.

			‘Yes, you do.’

			‘If you’re wondering about the sirens and how you come in, you see where I’m going with this.’

			‘Yes, but with sirens, you act out certain fantasies, whereas therapy is a space for considering what they’re about.’ I hear myself saying ‘Yes, but’ too often with him.
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