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The age-old question is, if you need experience to get a job, but you need a job to get experience. How do you get a job?

I learnt the devastating impact of that age-old question today and then some.

Summer might be the best time of the year in Canterbury, because the entire student city was filled with happy, delighted and partying university students that were glad to finally finish their degrees. Or they simply had some great exam results so they could continue on to the next year.

Yet November was a special time of year too. 

I don’t just mean because of the Christmas markets and how Canterbury was slowly being turned into a winter wonderland. A beautiful mixture of its historic roots and modern Christmas commercialisation. I meant that the postgraduate students graduating was just as much fun.

Except for one person like today.

You see my name is Matilda Plum, a superhero in the Counselling, Psychology and Therapy sector of the world. It’s my job to help people improve their lives, decrease their mental health difficulties and just help them in any way I can.

Like today.

Me and my two best friends in the entire world Jack and Aiden who were wearing the cutest matching black dungarees, black t-shirts and black trainers, were all walking down the cobblestone high street towards Canterbury Cathedral. It was always great fun seeing the postgrads graduate.

For a cold November day, Canterbury was oddly quiet. Normally, the high street was filled with young families, young students and elderly couples moaning about the cobblestones and how badly they didn’t want to fall over. Thankfully, they never did. 

Today, there was barely anyone else on the long cobblestone high street, and I couldn’t really blame them. The light cold breeze had a strong bite to it and I really wished I was wearing more than a blouse, jeans and some high heels. 

The damn high heels were digging into my ankles. Why the hell I always decided to break in new high heels on days where I was going to be walking a lot was beyond me.

I was just silly like that.

The wonderfully warming aroma of freshly fried fries with rosemary, roasted chestnuts and caramelised pecans filled the air as I went past a few vendors to one side of the high street. I waved at the young woman behind the stall and she grinned at me, then frowned as I wasn’t going to buy anything.

The roasted pecans smelt so good though, and it took me everything not to run over to the stall and buy everything. 

The Cathedral bells rang out over the city and I just grinned as the graduation was starting.

Of course, I might have been born in the 1920s and I didn’t look a day over 30, the many advantages of being a superhero. Yet I was a woman so I couldn’t go to university when I was younger and once I became a superhero, I didn’t really need to. I was just naturally good at psychology, mental health and therapy. 

Sometimes I really wish I had been able to, because all the learning, sex and student life sounded like brilliant fun. 

That’s when I noticed her.

I stopped dead in my tracks when I saw a tall, really fit young woman leaning against the glass of a brand-new ice cream shop. I tapped Aiden and Jack on the shoulder to make them stop and we all focused on her. She was leaning against it like she was completely drained of energy, she was losing the will to live and like this was the worst day of her life. 

I couldn’t deny she was a beautiful young woman. Her black dress was new, never worn and probably cost her a lot of money. I took a few steps closer to her and she looked up. I hadn’t expected her black mascara to be running down her cheeks.

Her red lipstick and the rest of her make-up was all over her face and she looked terrible, and her eyes were bright red. 

Me, Jack and Aiden went over to her and the young woman looked like she wanted to run away. I sent my Trust Me superpower in her direction and she didn’t run, but she didn’t smile either. Now I only needed her to talk to me.

Thankfully, all our superpowers came from the myths and misconceptions surrounding psychologists, so as soon as the young woman spoke to me I would be able to read her mind.

“Are you okay?” Jack asked a moment before I could.

I shivered slightly as an icy cold breeze brushed my cheeks and the young woman nodded. She didn’t want our help so I sent even more of my Trust Me superpower in her direction.

The young woman started crying and Aiden and Jack hugged her.

Jack offered her a few comforting words but this was strange. Graduations were really emotional events, I understood that. It was the ending of a brilliant chapter of your life, it might be the last time you ever saw friends and you were going out into the big wide scary world afterwards.

All that emotion happened in or at the graduation. This young woman wasn’t at hers yet.

“Excuse me?” the young woman asked. “Are you Matilda Plum?” 

I looked at the young woman who was still wiping her eyes and sniffing. 

“Yes,” I said. “I am psychologist Matilda Plum and these are my friends and fellow psychologists Jack and Aiden. How can we help?”

I didn’t really need Jenna to tell me what was bothering her, because she had spoken to me, Jack and Aiden so all of us were inside her mind.

Jenna had achieved a distinction (the highest grade) in her Clinical Psychology Masters and she was graduating today. She was so excited about supporting people with their mental health, saving lives and she flat out loved psychology more than anything else in the world.

Yet she had run into the exact same problem that all other psychology graduates were facing. Without experience of working, supporting and helping people with mental health difficulties, it was impossible to get a job within mental health. I wanted to hug Jenna because I knew she was passionate, I knew she was caring, I knew she was everything a clinical psychologist should be.

She just didn’t have the experience needed to get a job.

I was a superhero so I hadn’t needed to do the years of unpaid work or volunteering to build up my years of experience. I hadn’t needed to fight for the gold dust job opportunity to be an Assistant Psychologist that in reality was nothing more than a glorified note-taker. I hadn’t needed to fight like hell for a job that typically only went to white, middle-class women.

I was so lucky, privileged and delighted that I had just managed to become a psychologist because I was a superhero.

Tens of thousands of graduates every year never had the same opportunities as me.

Like Jenna.

“I couldn’t get any experience during my degree,” Jenna said.

I nodded because I was inside her mind. Her story, her life, everything about her was tragic and that’s why she would be an amazing psychologist.

Her father had ended his life when she was 15 years old because he wanted his life insurance policy to provide for his family and her chronically ill mother. She had had to be a carer, a mother and a supporter to her four brothers and her mother until she could escape to university.

She didn’t hate her family in the slightest, even though she had burnt herself out over the years and never having a childhood had hurt her mental health more than she wanted to admit.

She had to fight for her place at university amongst struggling with her mental health, her undiagnosed dyslexia and managing the intense workload of a psychology degree. She simply didn’t have time to get hundreds upon hundreds of unpaid hours working in mental health jobs.

She couldn’t even afford to feed herself some days, so she couldn’t afford unpaid work.

I looked at Jack and Aiden and their eyes were a lot wetter than they had been a few minutes ago, because this was a story all too common.

We always offered a student discount for our therapy and there were lots of students over the years from all sorts of different degrees, different backgrounds and with different dreams and ambitions. And some of their distress always came back to the age-old question.

How do you get experience without a job in order to get a job?

It was crazy, messed up and an insane world that honestly made no sense to me. And I
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