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We have been raised to fear the yes within ourselves, our deepest cravings. For the demands of our released expectations lead us inevitably into actions which will help bring our lives into accordance with our needs, our knowledge, our desires. And the fear of our deepest cravings keeps them suspect, keeps us docile and loyal and obedient, and leads us to settle for or accept many facets of our oppression as women.


Audre Lorde, Uses of the Erotic: The Erotic as Power (1978)

















Introduction



In Pursuit of Wanting My Way


May 1980


I saw the fish before I heard the word. Sensitive.


It had been spoken many times when I was a child, the claim made by my father any time I cried, which was often, unpredictable, and, apparently, embarrassing. I was too sensitive to live he would say, the comment sometimes chased with a sharp slap. I was my father’s second child and his first daughter, who, unlike my brother, took pleasure in the Asian delights offered in Chinatown’s restaurants.


I want to look at the fish, I shined; I pointed.


My father took my hand and guided me to the enormous domestic fish tank planted in the center of the restaurant and beckoned a waiter to accompany us. As I stared at the kaleidoscopic fish, their tangerine tails swirling, I quickly forgot that my father and I had company. Seconds later I was pulled from my technicolor trance when the waiter, tall and stinking of smoke, tapped me on the shoulder. For drama, he licked his pen and flicked the page of his slim notepad with nicotine-stained fingers. Both men leaned in, snickering.


She’ll have the one hiding at the back. Lots of garlic, my father said, smiling and pointing at one of the fish. Then he broke out into laughter that grew to a roar.


Was my wanting to gaze and be dazzled by the fish the reason for their cruelty? My small body began to shake.


I didn’t challenge their joke; I was too scared. My father’s message was loud and clear: my desire, unless possessed, “allowed,” and guarded by him, would be ridiculed—killed.


Back then, the word want was a ghost lodged at the back of my throat that I dared not say out loud. Spoken now, it conveys liberation, love, and growth. I want to desire my way, it insists.


And even though I lost the word for a time in my late adolescence and early twenties, it eventually, and thankfully, resurfaced. Much later, I’d claim it and make it my companion. I’d own it and hold it in my body. I realize now that the restriction, possession, and shaming of my desire as a child led me to realize as an adult how much my wanting mattered.


This is the engine and inspiration behind the conversations in What Women Want. For the past fifteen years I have worked as a psychotherapist, choosing a method of practice in which my passion for civic life and social justice takes its rightful place beside work and love in the consulting room. During this time, I have had the important task of listening, learning, teaching, and writing about psychotherapy, and my fascination for what women want has been at the center of my inquiry.


Sigmund Freud once said: “The great question that has never been answered, and which I have not yet been able to answer, despite my thirty years of research into the feminine soul, is ‘What does a woman want?’”


As a psychotherapist-in-training, I was puzzled by Freud’s declaration. Why the founding father of psychoanalysis couldn’t answer this fundamental question was a mystery. Perhaps psychoanalysis was not as I’d imagined after all, and concerned itself instead, as Freud had, with the wranglings of detective work—patients’ life stories shoehorned into neat theories. Was Freud’s question, though—primarily aimed at women of the Victorian era—still an enigma? Are we still perplexed by women’s desire? It is evident to me that in modern relational psychotherapy we do know what women want—if we are prepared to listen and connect in a deep and meaningful way.


Since those early days of learning Freud, I have been committed to deepening my practice by thinking about how the social and clinical intertwine: the ways socioeconomics impact one’s ability to access psychotherapy; and about the urgent problems of class, race, and gender, and their impact on patients and society as a whole. I have reached into new worlds, new theories, and new understandings of psychotherapy with each patient, who brings their own unique shape, essence, and energy to therapy. It is easy to imagine that Freud’s classical and remote analytical approach through the view of his male, heteronormative, and white privilege didn’t allow him to enter women’s worlds. How could it? Was he even truly listening? That snipe perhaps made you smile, but when we listen through ears attuned to race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, class, and age, we can hear women and how they claim their desire.


Women are not a mystery and neither are our wants or needs. But there is complexity attached to our desire—there is more to it than simply figuring out what women want. What I want to understand more deeply is what keeps us from having what we desire, and what keeps us in denial, loveless, or in a constant state of longing.


As I have seen in my clinical work, women’s forbidden desires foster feelings of shame and depression, which can lead to self-harm, low self-esteem, emotional starvation, and anorexic love. Each of these longings is equally heartbreaking and infuriating to bear witness to as a therapist.


Ultimately, to want is to connect with ourselves and with others. Having desire ignites hope and opens up healing in the dark and dire times when we are warned Do not want; it’s not safe. Ask yourself what will happen if you choose to live with your creative desire empowered. How will it feel? What will it change? What is possible? And then ask yourself if the fear of the longing inside yourself is worth challenging.


What Women Want: Conversations on Desire, Power, Love, and Growth is a collection of true, intersectional stories that examine women’s lives and their relationships with desire. It is also a gently opened window into the intimate relationship between psychotherapist and patient. My hope is that the next time your desire feels like a foreign island, you’ll find yourself pausing with a new consciousness and perhaps reaching out.


What Women Want is a love letter to seven patients I cannot name. These are true stories, but I have made changes to protect the owners’ identities. The dialogue is not precisely word for word, but the essence is true to what we have shared together. Each patient has read a draft of their story and given me their consent for publication and their approval of the disguise. Some patients offered editorial suggestions. In some cases, my patients even believed the disguise too deep and extensive and encouraged me to bring a more exacting description to their story. One patient, whom I have named Ruth, offered the title for her chapter. Another shared that she felt she knew me better having read her story and has since been able to take greater risks in our work together. One patient was unsettled by the racist attacks I experienced as a child.


Each of the seven women featured in this book is someone I have worked with for many hours and was selected on the strength of her desire, the relatability of her story, and the way her reason for seeking therapy has remained embedded deep within her body. “Love in the Afternoon” looks at a patient’s experience of finding love late in life, while “My Father, the Jerk” asks whether “daddy issues” still have a place in modern psychotherapy. In “White Noise,” we address how the issue of structural racism demands a comprehensive response in the practice of psychotherapy.


For many years psychotherapy has been eclipsed by thoughtful and well-intentioned secrecy. And while I appreciate and understand the concern that psychotherapy not be misrepresented, distorted, or misinterpreted, I believe archaic taboos no longer serve the greater and much valued interest in society at large about the growth and change psychotherapy can bring about.


It is my hope that What Women Want will ignite and invite conversation about women and desire. And I believe we learn best with an open heart and through the respect and understanding of each other, but I am equally awake to the reality that we do not always arrive at therapy with such openness or trust. This takes time, as you will see reflected in the story “My Body, My Rules.”


These are stories of modern women in modern times. It is my hope that you will relate and recognize in yourself some of their universal struggles. Exploring what women want is an ongoing inquiry for all of us. And one of the great gifts of beginning this conversation is it bypasses the question What do women want? to settle on the premise that women want. Period.


So with this in mind, give yourself time to experience desire your way, be aware of the risks involved with your wanting, make wanting your answer and not your question. When I think now of those words: too sensitive to live, I feel myself rise. I am no longer thwarted by such tyranny, such oppression. Now I am proud of and own my sensitivity. I claim and respect my desire. To do this I have had to unshackle myself from the male gaze, the misogynist outpouring. So remember, when you are free enough to be your full self, take another woman’s hand, hold it, squeeze it, and invite her to join you in deliberate conversation, friendship, and life. It is through our talking, listening, claiming, and rising with each other that together we will be empowered and free of patriarchy’s reach.


















What does a woman want?


Ernest Jones, The Life and Work of Sigmund Freud (1953)


In a footnote Jones gives the original German: “Was will das Weib?”






I’ll tell you what I want, what I really, really want


So tell me what you want, what you really, really want


I wanna, (ha) I wanna, (ha) I wanna, (ha) I wanna, (ha)


I wanna really, really, really wanna zigazig ah


Spice Girls, “Wannabe” (1996)

















Mothers, and Other Lovers



The aliveness of a spring fevered night slicing through. She arrives, low-slung jeans, a tight-fitting vest. Mouth outlined and filled in with plum lipstick. The strap of her black bra is showing—but Terri knows this already—encourages it to fall like sin; all casual, all ease, an indicator of her carefree and confident self.


She rides her feeling of desire and strides toward the under-lit bar. Patiently she waits for the bartender: Jack D, straight up, and downs the amber liquid with one swig.


Her legs, hidden and long, have been scraped and moisturized, but the hot place between them has been stripped with wax because she honors that tender spot. It deserves a more dedicated removal; not the quick whizz of a blade in a hurried shower.


Earlier she was undecided—jeans or skirt?—and settled on the former because tonight she feels tall, edgy, a cool slice of androgyny thrown in for the thrill. Another night she might have chosen a silk dress and suede ankle boots, perhaps a pale lip. But she used that look last week and tonight felt the urge, the desire for something a little harder, grittier, more tomboy, less girlie girl.


She’d also removed her engagement ring: a pear diamond, three carat. Placed it in the tiny crystal bowl that she keeps in the bathroom, next to the toothpaste and razors. She struggled to feel the necessary guilt when deleting the ring—that will come later—and instead smiled at her reflection. She watched herself smile back.


Leaning into the bar, Terri notices a woman with long shiny hair, an eel of waist-length black. Tanned, demure shoulders and pretty eyes. She is talking with two friends, both women, and all three of them are sipping beer—pale and bottled. Terri notes how the woman laughs openly, tucks her jet hair behind an ear full of rings, and gazes just long enough for the woman to notice her watching. Then come the smiles.


Last week Terri’s desire carried her to a different woman with severely bobbed hair who glided over to say how much Terri reminded her of a young Demi Moore in A Few Good Men, but with red hair. Terri shined and spoke, I think Demi Moore is beautiful, and flicked her keen eyes to the floor. An hour later they were both dancing in a club, doing tequila shots. Kisses mingled with lime. When they eventually fell into bed together there was laughing, wrestling and goofing around. Terri enjoyed their tangling of limbs and the way her body hung loose the following morning. But this feeling was interrupted, stolen. Because Richard was due back after a weekend at a friend’s stag party and she’d made plans to meet him for brunch to discuss wedding plans. Their wedding plans.


Richard sensed her distant gaze over their eggs, fried and poached, and put it down to nerves and mild hysteria. Terri thought him teetering pathetically toward complacent and entitled. A satisfaction felt when she reached under the table and cupped her palm between her legs. The night before was still there, pulsating and needed—like a shot in the arm. So, what did you get up to last night? he asked. Nothing much, Terri lied. Just a quick drink after work, I was home by ten. Then a smile. A sip of freshly pressed juice.


Terri is not always comfortable at the ease with which her lies are told. They happen mostly when Richard—eighteen years her senior, boyfriend of four years and fiancé for two—is out of town on business. Richard is kind and reliable. High-born and rich. Once incredibly hot with very few kinks that she’s aware of. He is also a photographer: commercial, pedestrian, and unfulfilled.


Terri loves Richard.


At 7 a.m., Terri arrives for her session.


I’m bad, just plain wrong, she says, before even making contact with the chair. Tell me what I need to do.


I ask that she pause, breathe, take a seat. What’s happened?


She stares at me from beneath her red, ruler-straight fringe, her pale skin and jaded eyes payback from the night before. Cheeks hollowed out with stress. It is early, and Terri wears last night like a fresh cut, inescapable and raw.


I did it again, she confesses, voice curling at the edge. I can’t help myself.


As a psychotherapist for close to twenty years, I’ve witnessed lies told in personal relationships to be risky, dangerous even, but not uncommon. We may excuse a white lie for an easier life or to save face, but most people are uneasy about the purposeful liar. Lies dismiss feelings and hurt lives. They claw at the psyche and slash the safety net of trust knitted between two people. A therapist walks an artful line when observing lies told by patients, but it is the lies patients tell themselves, along with their denial, that walk an even tighter line. These are the types of lies that can cause the patient to slip from a far greater height. And I believed Terri’s safety net was unraveling, the tightrope loosening. The fall, I sensed and feared, was just moments away.


Terri talks of her desire and how it infused her body last night as she removed her engagement ring, devoid of emotion or attachment to Richard, whom she is due to marry in less than six months’ time. She wonders aloud why she has found herself recently skyfalling into sex with several perfect strangers—more than two and less than six—whom she’s picked up in various bars across town, all women. I’m terrified, she says, I feel so claustrophobic at the thought of marriage.


I lean forward in my chair. We touched on this last week, I say, your fear of what you believe is the doomed fate of romance over time. You mentioned how risky it feels fusing love and desire?


Terri stares at her feet. No change there, she whispers.


This isn’t the first time Terri’s infidelity has gate-crashed the session. It is becoming uncomfortably familiar, almost domestic. I sense a wave of compassion buried in my chest for her marching, unfolding fear.


She tells me about Richard’s last-minute flight, a shoot for an advertising campaign—face creams. How she’d spent the night in a bar with a woman and her two friends who left around eleven, leaving Terri and the woman alone. She shares how alive she’d felt, the night ending at her place in Chelsea. Clare was soft and beguiling. Her tender strokes and keen mouth alive and delicious. When Terri left this morning, Clare asked if she had a girlfriend, a wife? No, Terri replied. Happy, for once, to be speaking the truth.


Clare kissed Terri square on the mouth and handed her a phone number written on the back of a brown paper bag that Terri inhaled on her way to my office: the almond croissant shared earlier with coffee still expelling its sweet marzipan smells. In six months’ time Terri will reckon with swallowing a jar of pills and thankfully survive her dark thought of suicide. And I will wonder if she remembers this moment of joy, her connection with Clare, the smell and taste of cloying almond paste. Clare’s mouth on her mouth. I guess, Terri will shrug in response, but if I’m honest that whole period is a blur. I wish I could hold on to the connection we had, but somehow it gets lost. It disappears.


Now Terri wipes her enormous gray eyes with the back of her hand. They are sad and afraid, damp and weary; an immediate appeal to respond to her. I do.


Do you want to help yourself? I ask.


Yes. No. She looks away, wet leaking from her eyes. I am so fucked, she says.


The Rules. Never work harder than the patient. A therapist who rushes in, fails to listen. Still, I find myself yielding.


Fucked, perhaps, I offer. But not powerless.


She leans forward, her body full of unnatural energy and purpose. I love Richard, she allows. But I don’t want him. I don’t desire him.


Have you ever wanted, desired him? I ask.


I guess; in the beginning. When we were fresh. You’d think we’d be so hot for each other, what with him working away the whole time. But there’s barely a sizzle. He suddenly feels very old to me.


Terri hangs her eyes on me in silent inquiry, while I contemplate the meager sizzle and do the maths: old, plus lack of sizzle, equals boundless sex with many women—and a likely runaway bride.


They met four years ago at an art gallery in the West End. An exhibition of challenging portraits of people having undergone cosmetic surgery. Terri stared at the gigantic monochrome prints, a fish-eye lens used to capture unloved faces: skin with black pen marks, bruises and tiny thin scars. She felt a longing to stroke the portraits with her fingertips, wishing the subjects were more accepting of the features they were born with. And when she arrived for her session the following morning, Terri wondered what messages, -isms, and possible cruelties had been forced upon each of them.


Introductions came by way of the gallery curator, Joel. Hey, you guys must know each other, right? Terri here works in production at Blaze. Didn’t you do some test shoots over there too, Richard?


Richard had worked for Blaze, but way back, way before Terri was offered the role of producer on a popular series of fly-on-the-wall documentaries. Terri and Richard shook hands. Two hours later they were screwing in the bathroom. Richard had grinned, freed Terri’s blouse and placed their bodies in a unique position, cupping her chin in his hand as protection against the cold ceramic cistern. It was over way too quickly, Terri thought, adjusting her body and rebuttoning her blouse. Afterward they walked to Chinatown and ate dumplings.


Terri entered the relationship with a burst of desire and enthusiasm but quickly found her interest waning. She called it Couple-Cozy and rainbow-rolled her eyes. Weekends away swiftly descended into watching television with takeaway food, bottles of mid-range wine and a foot massage. Flirtatious phone calls were cut to perfunctory, with only the occasional flash of risk. Nicknames were agreed: Tezzi, Dimples. Terri missed the excitement, the zeal, the unpredictability. She wanted it all back, she said. But she also wondered whether she wanted it with Richard, given her attraction to women. I suspected Terri was using sex as a balm, or an antidepressant, a means of momentarily replacing her emptiness and loss with the excitement of being desired by other women. If Terri’s self-medicating was an attempt to disavow the reality of being gay, how long could she sustain her denial, and at what cost? I was beginning to feel a sense of urgency for her compromised and conflicted life.


Recently during sex with Richard, Terri had taken to creating fantasies in her head. Images of half-naked women—combative, and tender—crawling aimlessly over each other. To reach orgasm she would close her eyes, call back the picture that often ended with a woman holding her tightly. This confession made her cry. She had also started to explore how much of what she wanted in a lover came from what she needed from her mother, a functioning alcoholic. These painful insights had unsteadied her, sent her zigzagging into bars in search of women, in search of answers and in search of love. The kind of love her mother was, and is, unable to give her.


Richard suddenly feels very old to me, Terri repeats, and I wonder if she senses that my attention has wandered—and she’d be right. Moments of mindful diversion and internal reflection by the therapist are often sage reminders that a patient never arrives to therapy alone. She enters the consulting room with a blueprint of her interpersonal relationships—a world of family, friends, acquaintances, enemies and loved ones, past and present.


Old? I say, thinking of Richard. Say more?


He feels—a pause—really old, distant. We want different things. It’s as if we’re living on completely different islands.


And where’s your island?


Over there, she points, and Queer, she smiles. Terri stares at the bay window where she has pointed, her gaze adrift, at sea.


I wait, sensing Terri needs space to remember, forget, or possibly daydream. A moment to reflectively feel the words she has just spoken.


Where have you gone? I finally ask.


I was just thinking about Rebecca, Becks. She speaks softly. You remember, right?


I do, you’ve spoken of Rebecca often, I reply. You imagined your island and Rebecca followed? Is that what just happened, Terri?


Terri nods. Why couldn’t I just accept it then—when I met Rebecca. Why has it taken me this long to admit I prefer the company, and touch, of women?


Silence.


I reflect on the times during our ten months of working together when Terri has shared her longing to feel loved, seen and wanted by her mother. The bribes, the conditions and the threats her mother made in an attempt to deny her the love and touch of other women. Of the times when her sneaky palms were used to slap Terri’s face. What becomes of a woman when she is unbeloved by her mother; when her desires are killed, or made invisible; when she is told that her life is wrong?


Well… I say, pausing for effect. There was the complicated issue with your mother.


Together, Terri and I revisit a memory.


It had been a sweltering September night. A tent hammered into the ground. Terri’s mother was entertaining—a flurry of hot single women and mostly married men. Her latest man-friend was a guy called Rick who wasn’t married this time and worked in sales. Rick traveled a lot, up and down various motorways selling air-conditioning units, and ate microwaved fast food from polystyrene cups. Terri watched her mother reach out to touch Rick’s arm with her fingertips while chugging down her third tumbler of vino. She noted her mother’s sway in a dress that she might have worn.


He’s a keeper, slurred Terri’s mother, so be nice. And make sure you play with Rebecca.


I’m not a child, spat Terri. And you’re drunk—again.


Rebecca was Rick’s daughter. Blush hair, gold hoops, freckles. A slim waist. She lay on the grass beside the tent, tearing the heads off dozens of daisies and checking her nails as though they might fall off—acrylics, square and French-tipped.


Go talk to her, said Terri’s mother, wrist flicking the air like she was shooing a dog.


She’d like that, sweetie, added Rick, wine moving in his glass.


Irked, Terri walked toward Rebecca and asked if she wanted a drink.


Got any vodka? said Rebecca.


How old are you? said Terri.


Sixteen, why?


Same. And your dad lets you drink?


As the night wore on, Terri and Rebecca—Becks—had some fun. They teased the curiously attentive men; the loose straps of their fitted dresses casually dropping from their shoulders; a quick flash of teeth and legs. The men looked on, trying to disguise their thrill, then moved in closer, inquired about school. School’s good, they both chimed and giggled, then gawked at the men with clear distaste before charging their plastic cups. You’re both so pretty, one man said. He had small animal teeth and wore a large Hawaiian shirt, a foam of silver hair fizzing out like a gray cloud. At some point Terri and Rebecca escaped the garden and climbed the soft stairs to Terri’s bedroom. An hour or two spent on the Xbox, a change of lip gloss and drunk dancing to Justin Timberlake. Outside, an outdated sound system leaked Phil Collins and Chris Rea. Old people music. The grays love that crap, scoffed Rebecca.


Terri leaned out of her window and spotted Rick’s hand disappear beneath her mother’s dress and winced. She distracted Rebecca by asking her to pass the remaining vodka. No point in both of them suffering, she thought.


The rest is a pleasant, drink-fueled blur.


Terri felt Rebecca’s hand reach for her bra strap, snapped it right open. Rebecca’s fingers touched her back lightly, possessively, and a welcome quiet fell over Terri, like it would in class, or at church. They watched each other move with pleasure. Hands, teeth, tongues. Scissoring their soft parts until a tremble reached their throats. Then, finally, intoxicated wonders and sleep.


The morning was wrenched open with a scream and a yank. Terri stared at the twist of black lace underwear on the floor. Her arm pulled so violently that she’d howled. Becks—or rather, Rebecca, get up. Now! What do you think you’re doing with my daughter?!—tried to cover herself with the cotton bedsheet. Both naked, the girls cowered and fawned under the gaze of a raging banshee. Terri watched her mother’s hand opening and closing a fist before she finally relented and slapped her daughter’s face.


You’re disgusting, her mother screamed. Get out!


Shame. Terri and I visit shame frequently. Often she will ask me the same question, over and over: What’s the opposite of shame? And each time I pause, offering again: Beloved.


I remind her that she has asked me this question many, many times. But today she has no recollection of such a question, no recall of even thinking it.


She reaches inside her bag, collects the familiar red notebook and fountain pen that she uses for our sessions. Her memory to date has been faltering, sporadic, and frequently amiss. I have reflected upon this in clinical supervision, her struggle to digest and remember our conversations. What else have you forgotten, Terri? What other happenings are too distressing to recall?


All too often, fixed points of memory are denied, ignored, disbelieved and dissociated from to protect the self, to conceal what was too painful to feel before. The role of the therapist is to create a secure base from which difficult memories can tentatively return. This requires special care and attunement. Because in this endeavor one discovers that no feeling is final, that further challenging feelings will most likely follow. Truths and realities return and are tended to with devotion and care.


Terri licks her finger and swipes the pages of her tiny red notebook, again writing the word: Beloved. I contemplate asking her to pause, to see whether she might find the word repeated—an agony of organized words—but quickly decide that further exposure, further potential shame, can perhaps wait for another day.


When Terri was a child she was called disgusting, worthless, a big fat waste of space. When the vino was really flowing, words tended to be even crueler, if that’s possible, because they hammered, chipped away and drowned out who she was. Who she is. They attempted to rock her core self. And shame her for preferring the touch of, firstly, a girl named Rebecca, Becks. Later, more young women—too many to mention—who were made into formidable secrets because her mother would disown her, throw her out, and wreck any remaining scrap of self-worth Terri was desperately clinging on to. Terri has whispered the words dyke, lezza, lesbo, fucking queero. Her mother’s words. And I have attempted to hold my nerve, my rage for the violence and injustice forced against her. It is still alive, and searing, beloved Terri.


I’m so sorry for the loss of what ought to have been a good enough childhood. It must have been incredibly painful for you as a teenager, trying to make sense of your desire.


She hesitates, and casts her damp eyes about the room, landing them finally on my eyes. I’m sorry, too.


After her session, Terri makes a call to Richard’s mobile phone. We need to talk, she barely speaks.


Richard senses that something is wrong, the note in his voice rising when he reluctantly asks, Have you just been to therapy?


She says that she has, but that’s not the reason she needs to talk, It’s something else, something really important. They agree to have dinner at home after work, around eight. Shall I pick anything up on my way home?


No, Terri says, I’ll make dinner. She figures it’s the least she can do.


For the rest of the day Terri seems to go in and out of consciousness. Almost like she’s living and existing outside of her body. She takes out her tiny red notebook and flicks to the page with the word dissociation and reminds herself what is happening: Dissociation is one way that the mind copes with too much stress, such as during a traumatic event. It is a mental process of disconnecting from one’s thoughts, feelings, memories, or sense of identity.


Terri steadies herself. Makes a mug of sweet tea. Removes her boots and prepares her body to cry. The office is quiet today, so she cries, and drinks her sweet tea, and forces her thick-sock-covered soles down hard into the rough, carpeted floor. Later she calls her best friend Kirsty who knows everything: what’s been keeping Terri awake at night, why her drinking wine has turned to spirits for the past six months. I love you, says Kirsty, you’re doing the right thing. Terri ends the call on a slight smile and feels mildly better after that.


At eight-thirty Terri calls Richard. A simple meal of chicken and leeks prepared and resting in the oven. No wine. Just fizzy water, because she needs to keep her head and hold her nerve. I’m five minutes away, Tezzi, sorry, Richard puffs. Tubes; they’re a living hell.


Terri feels her stomach clench. The smell of food-keeping-warm not helping in the slightest. She refrains from saying, Okay, Dimples, because that would be misleading and cruel. Instead, she offers, Okay, see you shortly. We’re having chicken and leeks. She also misses out the I love you part, because that would also be cruel. Instead, she lassoes a memory of the time when, on their third date, she’d told Richard, I love your dimples, they’re gorgeous. He’d grinned, the dimples even more delicious and pronounced. I didn’t know you could see my ass, he’d beamed. They had both laughed. The memory has Terri temporarily off-balance. Perhaps wine would have helped.


The front door opens. The clanking of keys. I’m home, he sings. Sorry I’m late, Tezzi. Something smells good. Terri is standing when Richard enters the kitchen and the look on her face, ashen and frightened, must worry him because he sits before kissing her cheek, as he so often does when arriving home from work.


There’s no easy way to say this, she musters.


What is it, Terri? What’s wrong?


I can’t marry you. I want out. Please forgive me.


7 a.m. again. Morning larks. Terri adjusts a stubborn leather glove. Contact lenses have been switched for her large, heavy-framed black glasses. I know she does this when she’s been crying and the lids of her eyes are too sore to be touched or messed with. Today, I can see clearly there is something in her eyes, her gait—a live wildness—that disquiets me. How are you? I ask.


Her gaze wanders toward the bay window. Without make-up she appears humble and much younger than her thirty-two years, and the clothes she has chosen—gray marl sweatpants and a matching hoodie—give off the delicate scent of fresh soap.


Not good, Terri says.


The session is almost wordless. The occasional sentence offered to describe Richard’s hurt and confusion; his angry need to move out; the burnt chicken and leeks; their wedding plans—killed. I cast my eyes low, but their focus lets Terri know that I’m here. That I am listening.


When I began practicing as a psychotherapist back in the early 2000s, prolonged silence would unsettle me. A rookie need to feel engaged with my patients, I guised my fledgling anxieties of not being a good-enough therapist with words. Effectiveness often resembled, in my mind at least, action; alongside audible engagement that turned into conversations, suggestions, and sometimes—I wince writing this—interpretations. Back then, the therapist who guided me while training and with whom I was in therapy for eleven years had asked what it was about silence that unsettled me. I’d responded that it brought to my mind both a disconnected life and feelings of aloneness. He had frowned, tipped his head. Can you say more? he’d encouraged. I recalled times of longing for connection through respectful conversation, rather than the frequently feared and challenging demands made on my voice as a child when it was suggested that I not bring any dead air to the dinner table; entertain us; for God’s sake say something interesting, or leave. Fearful of annihilation and going hungry, I instead carried the fire and desirous feelings I held inside my body, which later resurfaced when I began training to become a psychotherapist.


Over the years I have grown more comfortable with silence, perhaps because I now welcome, wholeheartedly, solitude in my life. For therapy at least, these silences afford valuable reflection time for both therapist and patient and allow feelings to surface that otherwise might be disavowed when words, superfluous or futile, enter the room. I have come to regard moments of busy audio as a “wall of words” that prevent intimacy and connection. The busy therapist misses much.


Terri shifts in her chair. We have been silent for five minutes.


I miss him, says Terri finally, shifting again in her chair. I feel like a child. It’s just like the times when I needed Mum but she wasn’t there for me—not in the way I wanted and needed her to be.


She wipes her damp cheek. Different islands, she says.


For the bereaved, nothing but the return of the lost person—or the longed-for mother in Terri’s story—can ever bring true comfort. Should I fall short of this request, I fear I will almost definitely insult her. Instead I choose to let her know the pain will pass, that no feeling is final, that loss is a process, that she will not have to go it alone.


We must enter the necessary, painful, and complicated process of grief together.


I think the terror of letting Richard go is tied up with my longing to do the right thing by my mother, she says. My desire is something entirely different. I’m ready and petrified of what lies ahead.


This moment of self-reflection and ownership is important in and of itself. And the desire to do so is a gift you give to yourself, I say.


So what happens now? she asks.


Now, we work.


Terri forgets to cancel the cake. Of all the things to forget, a giant-ass cake arrives at her home the night before her killed wedding. Richard had wanted vanilla sponge with lemon curd but she’d convinced him to change his mind to red velvet, her favorite—Kirsty’s too. When it arrives Terri senses a sudden shock in her chest; the sheer beauty of it stains her eyes and leaves a terrible taste in her mouth. She is alone, the feathery tick of a clock suddenly very loud and very frightening. Eager for connection and safety she calls Kirsty. Come over, she pleads, the cake’s arrived. You have to help me eat it.


There is an important and recurring dream that Terri enters on her manic nights alone, without Richard. The images stay with her for days. They are brilliant and clear. Through a semi-consciousness, the dream connects with her mother and Terri’s childhood pet rabbit, Barbara.


Barbara was a white lop-eared gift handed to Terri by her father on the day he decided to give up. A cedar hutch purchased and planted at the bottom of the garden among the pampas grass and climbing Chilean lanterns and opposite a baby apple tree.


In the dream, Terri remembers feeling dread at watching her father escape. A tan, plastic suitcase gripped in his fist that she suspected was carrying nothing but relief. Terri was ten years old when he left, and she would not see him again until the eve of her eighteenth birthday. A lot can happen to a daughter in the time it takes to grow a tree swelled with apples: a broken elbow, changed hair, explored sexuality, winning a hockey match, a stolen bike, a close brush with the police, a mother slapping her face with her palm—many, many times.


In the dream he told Terri he was leaving London to start a new life with his new friend. Bunny here will keep you company, he said.


I’m going to call her Barbara, she spoke, fighting back her tears. Terri squeezed Barbara tight, a carrot sawn in half and offered to her twitching nose and mouth.


Her father kissed the top of her head. You’ll be fine.


Please don’t leave me, she begged.


I have to, Terri, he spoke gently, you’ll understand one day.


Take us with you. We won’t be any bother, will we, Barbara—I promise.


Terri knew in the dream that when he’d turned away, he had cried. How could he not? But by the time he’d locked the boot of the car and keyed the ignition his tears had dried, and Terri realized then that she and Barbara were already forgotten. Much like a fading picture on a turned-off and abandoned television screen.


In the dream, Terri pulled and collected dandelion leaves from the grass verges that grew wild and plenty along the riverbank close to home. She liked to watch Barbara nuzzle the stems of thick green and was soothed when she stroked the full length of the rabbit’s innocent, velvety ears. Barbara had gotten all plump and there was a certain joy Terri felt when she lifted her, placing her in the playpen she’d built using old vegetable crates and chicken wire. Sometimes she carried Barbara to her bedroom when no one was watching, wrapping her in an old sweater, a faded pillowcase. Terri was careful to clean up the hard pellets from her bedroom carpet, not wanting to give her mother further reason to hate.


Terri’s mother didn’t like Barbara. She stinks and shits everywhere. Typical of your father to leave me with yet another thing to look after.


Thing. There it was. Terri took the word in and made it her master. A lifetime of feeling hated and unwanted is hard to unlearn.


In the dream, her mother’s drinking was on wheels. Skidding out of control. Terri was told that the house vodka must never touch her lips, and instead should be poured into her mother’s morning juice before she headed out to school. Terri remembers feeling hungry and thirsty, stealing limp sandwiches and ginger cake from a supermarket even though she had money—the genius invention of a pillowcase sewn into her puffa jacket to hide the embezzled food. Stealing was a way to have some control, to take back what was rightfully mine. My life. It was my life.


Wishing for her own escape, the dream had Terri staying out late one night with a school friend. When she eventually returned home, she noticed the hutch door ajar. Barbara was gone. Terri searched everywhere: next door’s gardens, in the choke of hedgerows, across the street in the local park. A smiling lunatic, she rapped on her neighbors’ doors, enlisting their help. A search party for Barbara. But the dream had her defeated, and she eventually returned home exhausted and alone.


In the dream her mother was standing at the porch, arms laced around a stranger’s waist, laughing. The bottle of house vodka drained. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. Barbara said she’ll see you around, she sniggered. Apparently she’s gone to find your useless father.


Terri had wanted so badly to hurt her mother in the dream. To scratch her eyes out. Yank on her weak peroxide hair. Instead, she held all the pain inside her. A giant, jagged edge of glass splintering and filling her small, shaken body.


A dream? I ask. Are you sure this is all a dream?


Terri sighs into her tiny red notebook, a look of dolor and defeat. No, she admits, it’s not a dream, I know that now. It really happened. She let Barbara escape, but not me.


The first phase of grief: shock, and denial.


She moves through feelings of pain, guilt, then anger and bargaining with relative ease. It is another symptom of grief that I fear: depression. I fear her chance of breakdown. And for a moment my confidence is lost.


I present the idea: Depression is unresolved loss, and she tells me that she’s decided to go cold turkey, take a break, and ignore her weekly fix of sex with women in bars. I suggest a pause, not a break. A break is something you may want to forge rebellions against that could have you acting out, or leaning into old habits, I say.


She leans forward and trails her fingers through her red fringe, growing out. Her body appears small and injured like a tiny sparrow. Her eyes are wide and startled, dark rings, hollowed out cheeks.


A pause, I continue, will offer you time to figure out what you want without satiating your longings, and your aloneness.


I don’t understand, she says.


Perhaps avoiding distractions will afford you the space to grieve, I say.


Got it, she half smiles.


For days there is total blackout. Collapse. She cuts her hair mega short. I want to wear my grief, she says. Terri doesn’t tell anyone, not even Kirsty, that she’s stopped eating, working, or bathing. Instead, she spends her hours adrift, with Prince Valium. Dreams—real this time—take her to grief in wild chariots. Her well-being, she believes, is in the lap of the gods. Night sweats. Delirium. Hallucinations.


The dreams, so many…


Her mother refuses to die.


Vexed and beautiful, she takes charge of the reins, wine pouring from her eyes, and rides the chariot into feral fires, iced-over cities and towns. The horse’s quick flesh is whipped by her strong hands. Here she rules and reigns, clasps Terri’s wrist so tightly that it bleeds. Below, Richard and the women leaning against underlit bars. Love waits for Terri to escape years of hurtful journeying.


Rebecca, Becks, is lying on the wet grass counting the moving marshmallow clouds. Tangerine dahlias at the edge of the riverbank, a cool fragrant wind. Terri and Rebecca gaze at each other. A pretty stroke, a kiss. Please, never leave me, Terri pleads. Nothing dark will kill their shining hour.


Richard in his ordinary clothes. Dimples, she says, something smells delicious. He plates up chicken and leek pie, adds a slither of gravy. The gingham check tablecloth tucked in his collar for amusement. He offers Terri more wine and she agrees, but as he turns back around to face her, the bottle of wine morphs into a large carving knife and is driven straight through her heart. Eat your fuckin’ pie, bitch, he yells.


The woman, Clare, with pretty eyes and long shiny hair, an eel of waist-length black, is driving a low, fast car, the roof down. She and Terri reach a junction. Where now? asks Terri. To the moon, says Clare, wanna come?


Her mother, again. This time no chariot. She is standing in Terri’s childhood garden, next to the pampas grass, the crowded apple tree. Her face is a mixture of puzzle and mania. Terri reaches out her palms like the Virgin Mary, a need felt for her mother’s misplaced love. Terri watches her mother’s frantic look morph into defeat. Her mother smiles, places Barbara in her daughter’s palms and walks away. I just want you to love me, Terri calls to her mother’s turned back. All the while knowing her words, her choking aloneness and longing, has fallen not only on deaf ears, but on a deaf heart.


I notice the speed of her weight loss first. Then the dull of her hair—once red, now turned Titian. She contemplates additional pharmaceutical help, a work sabbatical, more sessions. Suicide.


Some of our sessions simply require my listening and understanding. My presence. Other times, intervention, like the time when she called my mobile after a flurry of emails went unanswered. It was 4 a.m. But she and Prince Valium knew nothing of time back then—days into nights into days. It was agreed that Kirsty would move in for a while, and it was Kirsty’s physical holding and caring of her, our extra sessions and an acceptance of her love for women that eventually got Terri through—just. Now, depression takes hold.


Her limbs feel heavy, like dragging a cow’s carcass through treacle, she says. Her mind, too, feels sludgy and uncooperative. We discuss what it might mean for her to pause, to suspend herself in time until she can figure out how to own and accept her feelings, to honor her body and reflect on her past life. I want that, I need that, she says. But she worries that the time it’s taken for her to accept her parents’ neglect, her longing for a romantic relationship with a woman, will evoke suspicion, that it’s all too late. People won’t believe me, or trust me, she says.


I believe you, I trust you, I say.


She cries for at least half the session, every session. But this is good. It is healing. There is a lifetime’s worth of tears to be mourned and felt. Two years into our work, I monitor her ability to greenlight her desire for healing. A letter of apology written to Richard, explaining in detail that she’s currently working through some painful memories, a hope that one day they can talk, maybe even be friends again. He doesn’t reply, but that’s okay. What did I expect, she says, a friggin’ pen pal? I broke the poor guy’s heart.


You did, I say, and actions have consequences. But let’s not be punitive. It’s important to keep moving.


Reluctantly, Terri considers my suggestion and turns to exercise: cardio, speed-walking, and team sports. But the chaos of too many people, too many voices and too many bodies has her retreating to yoga—a yellow mat purchased because yellow is encouraging and jolly. Did you know the fewest car crashes happen to those driving yellow cars, she informs me. I did not know that, I say. The bizarre distraction an indicator of her busy and disorganized mind.


A car crash, perhaps, I reflect, is how Terri views life right now. Only, who’s driving? I picture “L” plates in my mind.


Terri also pays people to touch her: an osteopath who realigns her spine and with quick, sharp movements cracks parts of her body that are twisted and ache; a masseuse who offers grateful pain to the well of her back, her glutes. She enjoys touch again and doesn’t mind paying because she doesn’t quite trust herself to be touched unless it’s by those offering a professional service. Soon she will feel a stirring again, but not yet. For now, she must pause and explore her desire with “L” plates.


Kirsty eventually moves out and Terri finds herself walking as though there is glass beneath her feet. A chronic tiptoeing through her home that she barely recognizes. She pulls boxes of old photographs from the corners of her wardrobe, and watches them as if waiting for words to fall out of the mouths of her past selves. What would they say now, seeing her like this, unwashed and fearful? No longer the happy-go-lucky woman who loved work and parties and dancing and travel—who loved life? Appearances have been important for Terri, they’ve kept her at bay and distracted her from who she really is. The false self, I say.


A very busy false self, she nods.


Terri’s complicated yet grateful pain, much like cathartic tears or a worked muscle, is perhaps in part connected to a surprise visit from her mother, who, when she eventually hears about the cancellation of her daughter’s wedding, arrives, masking her rage. A bottle of wine gripped and swinging in each hand. Terri feels too sad and vulnerable to deny her mother entry and instead plants two wiped-clean glasses on the kitchen table. Terri is wearing pajamas; soft, warm, and smelling. A three-day-old canned tomato soup stain absorbed on one of the cuffs. Her mother is wearing a neat navy blue dress with endless pleats. She reminds Terri of a lampshade, one she wishes she could switch off, leaving her in the dark as to what is really on her mother’s mind: her endless rage and disappointment.


Much of what Terri’s mother says is just white noise, and Terri’s vision seems to go in and out, like a fading dream. She notices her mother’s hands—slim turquoise veins and liver spots. How quick and sneaky they’d been for all those years, waiting for a moment to catch her daughter off-guard. A small body, hurt enough times, firstly goes into shock, then fear and denial, then fight or flight, and finally dissociation. We call these amnesic barriers. But with therapy and openness and determination the body starts to slowly remember—until eventually the body holds the score. It recalls the pain it has endured, the suffering it’s survived. Body memory holds on to what the mind has disavowed. Terri chugs down her glass of wine and immediately pours another, leaving her mother’s glass dry.


You need to pull yourself together and apologize, her mother barks. I’ve no idea what’s happened; Richard was very secretive when I called in on him, but you need to fix it.


Fix it? Terri says, a red mist rising.


Yes, and soon!


I cannot fix who I am. I refuse to fix something that is not broken, or wrong. You are a terrible mother. Fix that.


The sight of her mother—her tight pink mouth, chest moving with great effort—unsteadies Terri’s footing. She takes hold of the table’s edge, grips it tightly. She is glad that both of her hands are occupied, otherwise what might they do?


You’ll die alone, her mother spits in her papery voice. Her parting shot. A low blow. A slug to the gut. A cruel, punishing mother is no mother at all, Terri speaks out loud before her mother finally stands and leaves. Terri’s chest is suddenly tight, her eyes overflowing, and she repeats, A cruel, punishing mother is no mother at all, heard by no one but herself. Terri breaks down at the kitchen table and takes an inventory of her fingernails that long to press down hard and into her skin. She soon stops herself, instead pulls down her pajama sleeve. The tomato soup stain still there, like a friend who has outstayed their welcome.


The long night stretching ahead—her mother denying her peace—suddenly feels unbearable for Terri. She places the two wineglasses in a sink full of hot, soapy water and quickly rescues the glass with her mother’s lipstick attached. With her fingertips, Terri traces the impression, pink and small, and offers herself up like dust, like the world’s smallest grain of sand, to the universe. Help me get through this, she cries.


More dreams. Terri buried alive. Her mother’s hand shooting out from the dark like Thing in The Addams Family and strangling her throat, a violent tick in her tight jaw, her pink puckered mouth like the ass of a cat on repeat, fix it, fix it, fix it—


Night sweats; night delirium; night terrors—until finally, finally, morning arrives.


Terri awakes, surprisingly calm. Yesterday’s visit from her mother falling to the back of her mind. She checks the clock on her side table—9:17 a.m.—and feels her appetite mildly returned. She pictures eggs, scrambled, crispy bacon, a pot of fragrant coffee. Without mania, she showers and dresses. Seeks out her suede boots and a clean pair of jeans. She spends a little more time in the bathroom too, deciding she will get her hair cut and brightened next week, her nails buffed and filed. A long glug of spearmint mouthwash is poured down her throat and the burn feels good, and clean. She decides on swallowing instead of a spit, thinking the liquid will cleanse her throat of the words vexed at her mother. Checks her work schedule and calls Kirsty to fix a time to meet up. Terri feels relief; her chest and hands are a little shaky, but she has spoken the bold and daring truth to her mother, finally, leaving her with a sense of pride, courage and autonomy that releases her from the belief that she was all wrong. Today her home, flooded with light, doesn’t feel quite so foreign and precarious beneath her growing steady feet. Today she is sad but not depressed.


No feeling is final, she speaks out loud. The upward turn.


Do you know that scene in Dirty Dancing? The one where Baby and Penny are dancing together, face-to-face in their leotards and silver dance shoes? Terri asks.


The one where “Hungry Eyes” is playing? I offer.


That’s it, she points, giddy that I know the exact scene. Huuungry eeeyes, she sings.


We laugh together. The upward turn.


That’s when I knew I liked girls. The way they looked at each other, the way they moved. I just knew, she says.


A welcome memory? I play.


For sure, she smiles.


Dirty Dancing remains one of Terri’s all-time favorite films.


Freud believed there were two basic drives that served to motivate thoughts, emotions and behavior—all human experience, actually—and, simply put, these were sex and aggression.


While patients reclined on his famous orange velveteen couch, Freud was seated behind and out of view, allowing his patients to free-associate, which involves the expression of one’s consciousness without censorship. I occasionally wonder how intimate moments might have been shared between Freud and his patients. How possible connection and creative play like that of Huuungry eeeyes would spark with him out of view and out of gaze. Modern psychotherapy isn’t as binary, or as simple, as life and death. And perhaps the drama of Freud’s sizzling interpretations and insightful moments are lost in today’s consulting room. Today’s therapies tend to steer away from mind-blowing insight or revelation. My aim as a relational psychotherapist is to build a safe and meaningful relationship so patients feel understood, and to grow intimacy in order to explore some of the most profound questions about what it means to be human. Psychoanalysis is an opportunity to think clearly about what we want. With this comes a commitment to understand women from diverse backgrounds, of different ages and with different socioeconomic experiences who articulate their needs in whichever way necessary: regretfully, fiercely, resentfully, freely, intellectually, and, sometimes, apologetically. Every woman shares her desires and experience of womanhood, however painful or liberating. We know what women want.


Terri knows what she wants.


I know what Terri wants.


Terri wonders when it will be safe to visit bars again. She misses them. She misses the fun, the connection with women, the freedom and the way her body feels when she’s cut loose and dancing.


Why not take Kirsty? I ask.


Maybe, she says, voice softening further.


Terri is back at work and needs to have something in the evenings to look forward to. She explores her desire—different now that she’s not sneaking around. The thrill’s temperature turned down, but craved nonetheless. She has started to read again, swim again, paint and laugh and breathe again. Work at Blaze becomes enjoyable—a possible filming trip that wouldn’t have been possible for her a year ago. There’s also talk of a new and upcoming series of fly-on-the-wall documentaries exploring global hatred toward women’s bodies, and I watch Terri talk about this with more animation and zeal than I’ve seen in her in months.


She also wonders whether to write to her mother at some point; this, another stage of the grief process, when a consideration of reconstruction and working through enters the framework. But she worries it may set her back. Nothing has changed between us, she says. If we’re to have any kind of relationship moving forward I need to be myself, no more hiding.


I feel a glow of pride. Terri, the North Star—glowing. Seen in her entirety.


Shortly before Christmas she decides to give sport another try. Something about the rapid change of season, the cold, and needing to get her body moving again. Yoga’s great, she shines, but tying myself up like a pretzel doesn’t quite cut it anymore. I want to feel my body’s strength again, the push and pull. The burn.


She fixes on cycling. A new bike: Pashley, Bobbin, Roubaix Sport, Hybrid, Cannondale? We spend considerable time poring over all the options. At one point Terri watches my eyes glaze over. Okay, I get it, choose one already, she snaps to herself, like I’ve rolled over and slipped into a catatonic sleep.


She settles for speed: a Roubaix Sport. And I confess to feeling mildly concerned about her safety in light of her previous risk-taking. I imagine gifting her a high-vis jacket, a helmet, many bike lights, noting my protection and care of her.


Do you have a helmet? I ask.


Sure, I’ve got everything. No point me doing all this work for me to go die on you now, is there?


I note her glib words and request that she Pause. I wonder if it’s painful for you to acknowledge how much work you’ve done, and continue to do. That I care about you. Jokes are an easy way to fend off well-earned change, and intimacy, I offer.


Her preferred time to cycle is at night. Winter clouds; crisp, transparent air. She likes the lights and the freeze and the fresh wind as she flies across Waterloo, Westminster, and Southwark bridges. On a good night she makes it over to Battersea, her T-shirt drenched in sweat and suctioning her healing body. She cycles at least twice a week and every weekend. And she wears a high-vis and a helmet. And I am reassured.


The depression starts to lift as she cycles, and the upward turn has Terri gliding like a bird of prey through streets rarely ventured, prominent squares unremarked. She begins to view beautiful London differently, looking up—at balconies and cornices and cupolas and eaves never seen. It excites her to feel in control again, the lick of speed, the thrill of finding her shape and fully baptizing her body into it, orgasming into it. A shape she desires and wants.


She rides and rides and rides and rides until the insides of her thighs burn with a feeling she decides and promises to never put away again.


Her name is Beth. Not Elizabeth, not Bethany, simply—Beth.


Beth is the kind of woman who will hold Terri accountable for her feelings, and her word. She does not meet Beth in one of the bars she’s been hanging out in, sometimes with Kirsty, sometimes alone. Instead, Beth glides in like a majestic swift, under her radar at first, hired to work as a freelance editor on the new series of documentaries about women’s bodies.


Terri notices Beth’s boots first, the sound of them. Not the usual carpet-swallowing footsteps of the rest of her colleagues. She arrives, her back to Terri at first, who continues with her email, skewering the production designer for a major fuckup that will delay editing for at least a week. But one eye is also fixed on Beth’s shape, which appears statuesque, confident, and attractive. Terri discovers from her neighboring colleague that the woman is Beth, her new editor. Beth is right on time, Terri thinks.


When Beth turns around, Terri is greeted by a tall, beautiful human. Quick eyes, ridiculously high cheekbones, and a handsome jaw. Her hair is long and auburn, piled high. A pencil stabbed in to hold its sleek weight. She extends her hand for Terri to shake, her smile gummy and wide. I’m Beth, she chimes.


I’m Terri.


So we’re going to be working together—fantastic. Beth smiles again.


For the next few months she and Beth are simply friends. And on the occasional night out after work Terri pieces together Beth’s shape: forty-three years old, Irish mother, a fatherless girl. Beth likes dogs more than cats, preferring to be master not servant. Noted, Terri thinks. She listens to Radio 4 and jazz, is a nervous flyer, and reads everything on The Booker shortlist every year, without fail. Last year she read the longlist, too. She subscribes to The New Yorker, left-leaning dailies, and Gardeners’ World. She lived in LA for three years working freelance as an investigative journalist, and two years in Budapest working on a series of off-beat cultural documentaries. Beth is an only child who has many friends, most of whom are women. She has a penchant for sleek stationery, figurative art, Hitchcock, and Obama. She tells Terri one drunken night after several rounds of karaoke that men and boys rarely desire fatherless women and girls, but she doesn’t care, she says, I prefer women. Terri catches this thrilling piece of news and places it in her pocket for later, her ears pricked up like a spirited lynx. Terri attempts to calm herself, to stay cool and to meet Beth’s shape with her own, which is longing and hopeful. Me too, Terri says, scrolling the karaoke index in search of Amy Winehouse.


The following day she springs into session, a shine in her eyes. Her limbs are reluctant to rest and be seated. Can I just stand here for a while? she asks, flicking her hands and ankles like she’s about to do a sprint.


Sure, I answer.


We talk about her wanting to tell Beth how she feels. Happy, longing, a desire for something more than friendship, and When I see you I want to hold you tightly, and kiss you on the mouth.


Something is stopping you from saying these things? I ask.


I’m terrified, she replies, hands now resting on her hips.


Say a little more.


I fear her rejection for obvious reasons, but really, I think it’s because she’s the first person I’ve met and known who I can imagine loving and desiring.


I take a moment to acknowledge and honor Terri’s growth and change. A connection to the parts of herself—fearful, secretive and wanting—that in the past had struggled to fuse love and desire. I recall how she’d compartmentalized her love for Richard but had preserved her desire for the women who came and went. Women whom she desired but didn’t allow herself to love and be loved by. Now, with Beth, she is able to merge both love and desire perhaps for the first time since her teenage years when she’d known Rebecca. Years spent alone, negotiating feelings of longing that were split off, denied, and ordered to melt to keep her safe. We lock eyes. A follow-up smile. Terri rests her limbs and lowers herself to the chair.


Greenlight your desire, I offer. It’s worth the risk. Not only do you desire Beth, but you’re experiencing, for the first time, the possibility of loving her, too. That’s quite a shift—to have and feel both.


There is only a month left until Beth’s leaving party, when her freelance contract is due to end. Terri knew the day would come when Beth had to leave but chose to ignore it. Denial protecting her from imminent hurt.


Something small and fun, Beth glints, while handing everyone in the office photocopied party invites. Drinks, then dancing! Save the date, she smiles.


Terri accepts, of course, and spends the next week planning what and when and where she’ll gently and nervously tell Beth how she feels. How, when she gazes at her at work, she senses such a clear shape of them both together. She will share how strong and calm she feels circuiting her orbit, and that the room, any room, is just fine with Beth in it. Like she’s totally got that space covered, no drama, just anchored ease. Terri wishes to stay there, with Beth, simply with Beth. She wants her.


You’re right, shines Terri, it is worth the risk. And it could be that Beth feels the same way too. Don’t you think?


Chances are she may already have a good idea of how she feels, I say, particularly in light of how intimate you’ve become.


Earlier in the week Terri had shared how, over lunch, she and Beth had talked about what it was like growing up. School, church, hobbies, friendships; Terri mentioning the time she was sent home from school with head lice, her mother forcing a tenner at her chest and ordering her to fix it. Kirsty had patiently dragged the small white comb and its tiny teeth through Terri’s crawling hair. Terri wincing, yelling that she didn’t mind the minuscule bugs nesting in her long red hair, they kept her company after all, and would never leave unless she were the one to kill them off by washing, disinfecting, and combing them out. I must have had them for weeks, she says, but I didn’t care if it meant someone, something, cared enough to stay, however itchy it felt.


As Terri told the story, Beth had taken her hand, stroked it and smiled. Terri imagined herself saying: I feel like I couldn’t love you any more right now, but instead smiled back, offering, Shall we order coffee?


Here’s another early childhood memory: Terri’s first crush. Not Penny or Baby in Dirty Dancing, but Ms. Appleby, her year eleven English teacher. Terri didn’t know if Ms. Appleby was married, divorced, single, or just used Ms. because it took away any preconceptions and she liked that.


Ms. Appleby, whom Terri named in her secret world as Ms. Apple Pie, because that was the feeling she got whenever she saw her—the same as when she’d eaten apple pie, preferring it with custard over cream or ice cream. But sometimes the combination of all three worked, especially when she wanted to feel high on sugar and pleasure.


Ms. Appleby asked Terri to monitor the school library and she saw this as an invitation to acknowledge that she must be Ms. Appleby’s favorite. On those days—Tuesdays and Thursdays after school—Terri wore her hair differently, usually up high in a topknot and secured with a delicate scarf, of which she had many. Terri was not sure if Ms. Appleby noticed her prepared hair, sprayed and scented, but she hoped that she did. Because it meant the world to me that I was the one she had chosen.


Acceptance and hope: Terri dares to entertain and mobilize herself through and toward the final stages of her grief.


The night of the leaving party finally arrives. Gently, tentatively, Terri shaves her legs, lathers her hair, her skin, and takes the time to notice her new body. New, in the sense that she barely recognizes the different feelings she has going on inside of her. The curves that have always been there, remain. The pop of her small belly, accepted. Feet large and slim, are good enough. Her legs feel stronger and more athletic though, which surely has something to do with all her cycling in the past eighteen months. She notices the tiny crystal dish next to the toothpaste and razors—no longer used to store her heavy engagement ring, it now holds soft cotton balls instead, nuzzled inside like baby chicks.


She climbs into black jeans, a cream silk blouse. Deciding on shoes or boots will be dependent on the weather—spring showers—just before she leaves. Her bed is left unmade, an indication of managing her expectations. Instead, Terri’s hopes are just that—hopes.


She arrives at the bar, a slight tingle in her body. How distant past urgencies to get laid feel compared to tonight’s joining the party. More lioness striding, less alley cat wild. Terri spots her huddle of work colleagues and walks toward them, Beth at the center, kidding around with the production designers who have made her a leaving gift, a work plaque that reads: Turns out, I’m the real deal! Terri couldn’t agree more, she thinks, smiling inwardly.


During the night, their pinkies find each other and touch, then linger. Colleagues ask, What’s next? And Beth answers: I’ve got a few commissions, which I’m excited about, so I’m going to take a small break and then get back to it. She glances at Terri, who says, That sounds like a great idea.


At the end of the night Beth walks Terri home. Their fingers laced together. Occasionally they catch a side glance, both turning their heads like owls, two shining faces. Terri slows their pace to stretch a night she wishes will never end. Above them, green leaves darkened with night; a street light of orange shining down; cold earth beneath their feet; warmth in their bodies. A journey that might have taken one hour, takes two. Finally, they pause at Terri’s yellow door. Something holds them as they hold themselves: a soft embrace.


And finally; the kiss.


Terri kisses Beth for every girl, and every woman, she has ever not kissed on the mouth, the neck, the soft part behind her ear.


My bed is unmade, speaks Terri.


Then I’ll say goodnight and wait for an invite, speaks Beth, but don’t leave it too long.


Her relationship is by no means perfect. And Terri likes it this way. She likes that when Beth leaves town for work—for a week, even a month sometimes—she misses her and feels able to do so without acting out. She likes how Beth smells in the morning, the way she smiles in her mouth and says, How’s your day looking?, then joins Terri in the shower, steals the soap and shares a towel to dry off. Simple pleasures. She likes Beth’s friends, some more than others, and the ex-girlfriends who linger are a drag. But Terri knows she is beloved and cherished by Beth, and she takes every opportunity to remind herself of this whenever her mother’s voice decides to tell her otherwise. She enjoys the small, normal, everyday things. The fate of romance over time, she says, is not fatalistic, but ongoing, and that’s okay with me.


Terri doesn’t like that it has taken her this long to find love, that so many years were spent codependently pleasing others, apologizing for who she was and hiding herself from the world and its corners. She doesn’t like that she made her mother into her higher power; that displeasing her was a far greater risk than honoring her own desire.


Better late than never would be a glib and dismissive statement to speak, so I find instead the words, Welcome, it’s good to know you, to see you, to witness your desire.


For a moment Terri is absorbed in what appears and feels to be peacefulness. It’s good to be here, she smiles.


Terri had denied her desire because she was frightened. When we began the therapeutic process, she believed that compartmentalizing her feelings would protect her from the inevitable task of confronting and accepting what she wanted, and who she was. Coming out, honoring her true self, and letting go of oppressive and harmful behaviors that attempted to dismantle her identity didn’t have to result in rejection when someone truly cared about her. Terri needed therapy that was containing and compassionate—a secure base offering connection—to feel more fully understood and accepted while she explored what she wanted, and needed. During our five years of working together, Terri taught me that dissociation and denial were both necessary as part of her survival against her mother’s abuse and rejection, but came at the cost of suffering and a fractured identity. Years of hiding, of self-medicating, of secrets and lies had taken a toll.


What I was consistently struck by, and in admiration of, was Terri’s commitment to understanding herself more deeply, and how lovable she was in the process. Terri believed she was all wrong, that she was unlovable, and that she had to fix herself if she were ever to be loved and celebrated. She showed me the weight and complexity of her pain; a direct result of her mother’s and father’s neglect and her struggles to attempt to honor her desire. In many ways, owning her desire placed Terri in great conflict and jeopardy because it meant losing first her mother and later Richard, hence why she had split off her feelings regarding her sexuality.


Denial, dissociation, and memory loss are powerful defense mechanisms. We all do it. Catching them, understanding them and their origins is only half the battle. It is knowing what we can do with these defenses that will determine how we choose to live our lives.


Eventually, Terri was able to feel, express and set in motion her desire and love for herself and Beth. It was heartbreakingly clear that what Terri wanted more than anything was the love of her mother. A mother who loved her unconditionally. Sadly that has not been Terri’s experience, whose story of grieving the loss of a longed-for mother meant growth and change was only possible once she was able to acknowledge the neglect she survived as a child.


To desire is an action. When we respect and commit to our emotional experiences, desire is satisfied and we are faced with our fear and self-destructive efforts to protect ourselves from its risks. And what then? What will we do with it? What will happen when we cross the invisible threshold of our desire that makes us scared to want? What and how will we feel when we are empowered and embody self-love before claiming and experiencing what we want? With this in mind, it is perhaps not our desire that is dangerous but rather the possibility that our wanting can and will be realized. The possibilities are mind-blowingly awesome and they are endless. When we change the focus and imagine the possibilities of our wanting, we move toward radical self-love and inch closer to claiming our power. We radicalize our politics, make way for our children, and we connect, grow, and change with, and for, each other. My heart hurts for the little girl who was ridiculed, slapped, and turned away from when she offered her shape in the world as a girl who loved other girls; a woman who loved other women. The unloving spaces where Terri once was are gently melting, and in this I attempt to hold a light for where she is heading, for where she is today. Beloved, Terri.
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