FORM 76
The Thought Visitor

Let’s imagine that a thought is a visitor that is unexpected, but you welcome him and let him speak his
mind. Read the following story and write out how this might be helpful to you if you simply accepted the
thought and allowed it to be who it is.

On My Mind

| was sitting in my office, worrying about my taxes, when | heard yelling coming from the waiting room.
This surprised me, because no one had an appointment. | opened the door and there was a very short
man, with a wrinkled and torn suit, his hair rising wildly in the air.

“I've got to see you. Right now. It’'s an emergency.”
“But you don’t have an appointmentand . . .”
“l don’t need an appointment, do I? If I'm here, why can’t | see you right now?”

Filled with doubt and without any ready-made answers to this plausible question—and even more
curious than | was disturbed—I said, “What’s on your mind?”

“That’s exactly it. Exactly! | knew you were the right person for me. | knew you’d understand.”
“Understand what?”

“Whatever absolutely needs to be done—and done soon. | can’t wait anymore.”
“Done about what?”

“What’s on my mind.”

| thought, /s one of my friends playing a joke on me? Is this “Who’s on First?”

“Who are you?” | gently and cautiously inquired.

“Why? Don’t you recognize me? No—how could you? I'm in deep trouble.”

“Have | met you before?”

“Perhaps yes, perhaps no. Maybe a thousand times or a thousand, thousand times.”
“l don’t recognize you.”

“Ah. That’s exactly the problem. OK—I may as well tell you. I'm an intrusive thought. Yes, | know it
sounds incredible. You're probably thinking, I must be crazy to be talking with him. But yes, I'm REAL. And
I’'M HERE!” For a moment he seemed happier, but then looked down forlornly.

“You ‘think’ you're an intrusive thought. But you look like someone | might see walking around
outside.”

“Think? Of course I think! | think, therefore | am.” He began laughing. And then he began to cough.
Louder, gasping for air. “ don’t have much time left. Look,” he went on, wheezing. He sat down on the
chair, his short legs dangling over the sides. “l used to be someone important. People would pay attention
to me. They would analyze me. If | went off on a wild tirade, people would interpret me. Like | was the
sphinx. | love it. ‘What does it really mean?’ Hours lying on the couch trying to understand me. Writing me
down, tracing my history. ‘Do you remember the first time you had this thought?’ Ah, those were the days.
Real class. Real sophistication. Interpretations. ‘What does this remind you of?’ | loved it.”

(continued)

Copyright © 2006 Robert L. Leahy. All rights reserved.

From Cognitive Therapy Techniques: A Practitioner’s Guide, Second Edition, by Robert L. Leahy. Copyright © 2017 The Guilford Press. Permis-
sion to photocopy this material is granted to purchasers of this book for personal use or use with individual clients (see copyright page for details).



The Thought Visitor (page 2 of 3)

“It sounds like those were wonderful times for you.” | tried to empathize.

“Yes, people took me seriously. | was always busy. No one could get an appointment. | mean, | could
be anywhere—New York, Vienna, Beverly Hills—and | would pop up and people—I| mean educated
people—people with real medical degrees—would stand up and say, “There he is! Again!”

“Did it go to your head?” | gritted my teeth after saying this. So insensitive.

“What do you think?” he said, somewhat contemptuously, but sadly too. Like he was lost in a reverie
of a better time—one gone forever.

“I traveled in the best of circles. | didn’t get any sleep—which, when you come to think about it, is the
point. Yes, always on, 24/7.”

“Then what happened?”

“Well, at first—back in the old days when | was cooking—at first someone thought, ‘Let’s get rid of
him completely.’ | loved that. What an invitation. To try to get rid of me completely.” He began laughing and
his cough got worse. There were tears in his eyes as he recalled those days. “Get rid of me. Hah! They
began shouting at me. STOP. STOP THINKING! It never worked, so they shouted more. All day shouting at
me. It’s the most attention | ever got.”

“Then what happened?”

“Well, after a long time people began realizing that the shouting was making things worse. After all,
you had to pay attention to me—and take me seriously—to shout at me. | never went away. | kept popping
up. Then one day someone approached me—totally cool, level-headed—and said, ‘Why should | take
you seriously?’ This guy with a bowtie—he took out a pad of paper and said, ‘Let’s test you out.” All day—
every day—it seemed | was being tested. They barraged me with logic, asking me, ‘What’s the evidence?’
They told me to go out and test my predictions. It was exhausting.”

“Then what happened?”

“Well, it was like being humiliated every day. None of my predictions held up. And, can you imagine,
telling me, an intrusive thought, ‘You’re not really rational’! Well, you can imagine how the other thoughts
felt about me.”

“How did they feel?”

He looked down, a bit ashamed. “They wouldn’t have anything to do with me.”

And he looked at me, almost looking for reassurance that | wouldn’t judge him. “That’s when | began
drinking.”

“l imagine this must have been hard for you. At one time people were interpreting you, writing books
about your secret message. And now you were feeling humiliated. How terrible.”

“Oh, it gets worse.”

“HOW?”

“Well, one day someone just said, ‘OK. Let him hang out. But we’ll get on anyway.” That’s the day |
saw this psychologist just walk past me. He said, ‘If you want to go along, that’s cool. But I'm getting on
with things with or without you.””

“l can’t imagine anything more humiliating for you.”

“Oh, no. It gets even worse. Then one guy said, ‘So you think you’re so powerful. Let’s see you do
this. Stand in front of the mirror and just keep repeating yourself.’”

“What happened when you did that?”

“l began to disappear. | was simply an empty voice. | finally checked myself into a rehab center for
intrusive thoughts.”

“Wow. What an experience.”
(continued)
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“But can you help me?”

| wasn’t sure what he wanted. In fact, the longer | spent with him the more | doubted that this was real.
But | thought, ‘It’s a nice sunny day in New York. He’s a tourist—I don’t know how long he’s going to be in
town.” “Let’s take a cab to the Empire State Building.”

He brightened up. His feet began kicking. “I've never seen it. OK!”

We went downstairs and caught a cab downtown. He began fidgeting, “Watch the traffic. It’s
dangerous. 'm scared.” A smile came over his face when he saw | was getting nervous, clutching the
door in the cab. When we got to the Empire State Building | took him inside, paid the fee to go to the
observation tower, and we got in the elevator. There was a family from Pittsburgh in the elevator. He looked
at them and said loudly, “Are you sure this elevator is safe?” His energy was growing. This is what he
needed. We got to the roof and | walked out to the deck with him.

We were standing there and | looked at him and said, “Close your eyes.” He closed them. | could see
this made him nervous. Must be his lack of control. | looked out at the sky over Manhattan. The clouds
were drifting in the sunlight. “Open your eyes.” | pointed toward the western sky. “Isn’t this magnificent?” |
said.

I heard him grown and then he gave a deep sigh that grew more feint. He coughed. “I can’t take
itany ... longer.” His voice became softer. | looked around, but the deck was empty. | thought | saw a
shadow, very small, creeping away. In the smallest voice, below even a whisper, | heard him sadly say,
“Thanks for everything.”

He was gone. | felt sad. He was simply a prankster. And no one cared anymore. | looked over the
buildings and saw the clouds reflected in the windows. | felt lost in the sky and the reflections. And for a
moment, | felt, | was at peace.



