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			Introduction

			I took the sighs & tears, & bitter groans:

			I lifted them into my Furnaces; to form the spiritual sword.

			That lays open the hidden heart: I drew forth the pang

			Of sorrow red hot: I worked it on my resolute anvil

			–William Blake

			Why I’m writing this book

			Dear reader, this book comes from a deeply personal space. I want to share with you my own life experiences which have led me on a winding path toward finding my purpose. Much of this is raw and painful, and previously unshared with anyone. However, the time has come for me to be open and honest about my experiences because without that honesty, I can not ask for yours as you reflect through the reading. It is time to honour those circumstances which led to me becoming a Transpersonal Art Therapist on a mission to help others. 

			I think in general, it is hard to imagine people in healing professions having challenges, but I am here to tell you – Therapists are people too! In fact, many in the healing professions have experienced profound life-changing or challenging experiences themselves which gives them a unique position of insight and empathy. Often therapists have found their calling to help via their own experiences. We are not mythical creatures born with all the skills needed. Some are naturally gifted in this area, however, that gift must be refined and tuned through experiencing life and education. It is the ability to learn and apply these life lessons which add to the ability for a caring professional to hold safe space for people in pain and be non-judgmental about the choices and life circumstances of others.

			Some of the opinions I express may be challenging to long-held beliefs in the mental health system and the current language about mental and emotional health. I am sure not all of you will agree with me, but I hope it will be food for thought and will at least have you asking questions about what you actually do believe and investigate for yourself. 

			This is a book about my journey, my opinions and values when it comes to the care of people in a crisis of mental health or trauma. I want to be clear that although I might question current medical models for the treatment of mental health, I am not dismissive of them. I understand the need for medical intervention and I have been prescribed pharmaceutical relief from time to time. My concern is the tendency toward overuse and over-prescription. The tendency to believe that is all there is. 

			For some of you, the ideas I express and the opportunities to examine your own thoughts along the way might resonate deeply and you may find that your perceptions are changed. You may even discover things about yourself you never knew and find a whole new way of being in the world, with more compassion for your self and others, as well as uncovering strengths and hope for the future.

			I will talk about life challenges and also about my absolute belief in the benefits of Transpersonal Art Therapy and the gaps in our current mental health system which Art Therapy can fill. You will see from my personal story the reason for my passion about this and my drive to bring Art Therapy to as many people as I can. 

			From a small child’s perspective of growing up in a safe bubble, to the sudden illness of my father and the disconnection from family, to falling into an abusive and dangerous relationship as a young adult and having to grow up too fast. From the loss of my Sister in a tragic accident and my Father to long illness and depression, experiencing sexual harassment and then the death of my Son to suicide, among other challenges, I have needed to grow change and re-evaluate my belief systems all my life. I have dealt with fear, anger, PTSD, Existential questions, dissociated states and complex grief. I have experienced what would be described as dysfunction and been labelled as depressed or crazy when I was really going through a necessary adjustment process. It was necessary for me to suspend my own self-care at times in favour of supporting my family in times of need. I have seen the fallout from extreme circumstances play out and the long-lasting effect on people I love. It is these things which have shaped the person I am today and have given me insights and empathy that I am now in a position to put to good use. I have a perspective to share and a belief that we are all capable of healing our own wounds given the right environment and support.

			How to read this book

			In reading this book, I hope you will take it one step at a time. This is not a book intended to be read in one sitting, rather be taken chapter-by-chapter, allowing time for personal reflection and for you to evaluate your own thoughts and opinions throughout. This is not a self-help art therapy book. It is designed to assist in gaining a better understanding of art therapy and perhaps along the way yourself. At the end of each chapter, I invite you to check in via the journaling processes I have included for you. Some chapters you may need to read more than once to fully integrate your own perceptions from it. This will help you in the reflection process and perhaps bring to light a few insights along the way.

			This book is about 

			This book is about my story and my personal beliefs. It offers ideas on what you can do in your life from now on to identify where you need to make changes or seek support. 

			I explain how life’s experiences impact our perceptions, decisions and coping mechanisms. 

			At the end of the book, there will be an opportunity for you to use the principles of The Hero’s Journey to examine and improve your wellbeing.

			It is my intention through using my personal journey in partnership with some of the principles of Transpersonal Art Therapy to give you an understanding of my belief systems and processes in my own practice. 

			My hope for you is that after reading, you will be more informed about art therapy and some of the misconceptions about it, and I have included some tips for finding the right therapist for you.

			I must stress that the exercises in this book are not art therapy, merely tools to assist in reflection. It will become clear as you read that there is a clear distinction between art as self-soothing activity and an Art Therapy session with a trained professional. 

			I hope you will give yourself permission to be open to the ideas expressed and give yourself the time and the thoughtfulness you deserve.

			Please take your time and chew slowly. 

			If at any point you find that there are emotions or issues rising to the surface for you while you read, please reach out to someone you trust or make an appointment with a professional to help you navigate your way through. It is important that you care for yourself in all situations and this is no exception.

			“Not only is there nothing wrong with recognizing one’s woundedness, it’s actually essential to do so if you’re going to help yourself and if you’re going to help others.”

			–Dr. Gabor Maté
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			Chapter 1

			My story

			Grab a coffee or tea, this could take a while. I am telling you my story to give some context to some of the themes in the following chapters. It is how I came to be the person I am today and the reasons for my heart’s desire to help others. 

			I was a lucky child. I grew up in a home which was filled with people who loved me of that there is no doubt. The youngest of five children and 7 years younger than my next sibling, I was the baby that everyone doted upon. 

			My parents never argued; at least not in front of us children. We had a big house, with a huge backyard full of fruit trees, climbing trees, vegetable gardens and chooks. I had rabbits a cat and our yard was a child’s adventure playground. Sounds idyllic? 

			We didn’t want for anything. My father was a well respected accountant and pilot war hero and my mother was the image of motherhood for her era. I adored them both. We lived in a bubble of perfection. Not the kind of perfection where there was nothing out of place and everything was neat and tidy. No, I mean the kind of perfection where kids were kids and adults were adults. The kids didn’t need to know about adult worries. I had no idea until I went to school that this was not the norm. I had never been smacked or chastised. So when I met kids in school for whom it was the most normal thing in the world to cop a clip around the ear or a crack with a belt, I was shocked. Horrified. My father would never lay a hand on me and I adored him. 

			I remember summer days playing on the back lawn, with my dad and my brother, pretending to be gymnasts. They were both strong and fit and would swing me around and teach me acrobatics. Dad had been a football player in the South Australian League and played in premierships in his younger days, and my brother seemed likely to follow in his steps. There is something wonderful about having that level of trust. I just knew they would never let me fall. That they would always keep me safe. It was exhilarating and fun.

			In the evenings, mum would make lemonade and we would sit on the back lawn staring up at the stars. Dad would point out the constellations and explain the workings of the universe. One of our favourite things would be for him to pose questions about the universe for me to ponder and we would have long and deep discussions about how significant and conversely insignificant we are in the big scheme of life. Big subjects for a small child. However, it set me up for a big picture view which often was not the same as my peers. My friends always thought I was full of myself, but the truth was, I was just fascinated by the workings of life and human nature. Even at such a young age.

			There were advantages to having a Dad who was a pilot too. He had the use, in his free time, of the plane he used to fly as part of his job visiting regional areas. He was able to take us to places all over Australia. How fortunate we were to be exposed to so much. It gave us a worldly view and an understanding of how life was outside our hometown. Although I admit it was a sanitised version we saw. Nevertheless, we made some amazingly good memories.

			My father was my hero and I used to wait every evening for the sound of his car on the gravel drive. I would run as fast as I could down the hall and out the back door to leap into his arms in greeting. It was an everyday thing. Reliable as clockwork. He smelled of cigarettes and faintly of beer. He was tall and strong and totally dependable. A rock which anchored the family and provided protection against the storms of life.

			My dad was the centre of my universe. When I was about 10 years old, my universe imploded.

			Childhood events predispose us to future behaviours

			I remember it like it was yesterday. The usual morning routine had begun. I was in my room looking for my socks and getting ready for school when the shouting began. It wasn’t the usual “hurry up or we’ll be late” shout. This was different. Frantic, panicked and loud. I don’t remember the words but I know it was my mother and my sister trying frantically to get my dad to respond and calls for someone to ring the doctor. 

			My parents’ bedroom was across the hall from mine. I wasn’t sure what I should do, so I quietly entered the hallway so I could see into their room. I didn’t understand. My sister seemed to be jumping on my Dad’s chest, while my Dad just lay there. Not moving, not speaking, and not defending himself. Later I found out that is how it looked, but in truth, she was attempting to save his life. 

			Everyone was crying. I just stood there in shock. It was like the end of the world. Time had stopped. The world had gone mad.

			Soon the doctor arrived and arranged for an ambulance. Even the doctor seemed panicked. The urgency was clear. My dad would die if he didn’t get surgery immediately! I didn’t know what was wrong with him but I knew it was bad. His face was a colour I had never seen before. Someone must have noticed me at that point because I was ushered away. I don’t even know by who.

			The ambulance came and went, with my rock on a gurney. I was completely lost. The house became very quiet. Everyone had left to go to the hospital. My grandmother had stayed in the house. I remember seeing her on the floor, on her knees, rocking back and forth praying and crying. “Please don’t let him die,” she was saying. Over and over and over. I don’t think she even knew I was there. I was terrified and confused and had never been so alone.

			I returned to my room and sat on the bed. Everything from that moment had changed. I’m not sure how long it was before my Aunty arrived to look after me while Dad was undergoing surgery. Probably not long, she lived close by, but to me, it was an eternity. I was numb and afraid and confused and every other emotion possible all at once. 

			It’s an interesting thing, the way a child processes a traumatic event. I felt completely abandoned at that time. My grandmother was completely self-absorbed and I took a long time to forgive her for not being there for me in my hour of need. As an adult, of course, I can understand that she was in fear of losing her child. Something I would come to relate to myself in later years. In those days, it was not considered that a child could suffer trauma. The assumption was that children are resilient and will soon forget or bounce back.

			Nothing could be further from the truth. A child will often be overlooked because they don’t have the language or understanding to be able to articulate their feelings. They can be full of all sorts of anxieties and fears that they don’t understand or have a name for. That no one recognised my struggle was no one’s fault. It was simply that no one knew it was possible. 

			That trauma has stayed with me all my life. It was reinforced over and over again. 

			My father survived that event. He had suffered a ruptured aorta. It had blown up like a tyre tube and they had to open him up from groin to chest to find the blowout. Opened him up like a gutted fish. The operation took hours and he was so close to death the doctors were saying it was miraculous that he survived. The scar was jagged and ugly. A permanent reminder of that horrible experience. He was never the same again. My dad, as I knew him, was gone. Replaced by a man who was ill and depressed. My mother was also irrevocably changed. Her world now revolved around keeping him alive.
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