
WRITING NARRATIVES

New Narratives for a New Century:
Comedy, Romance, Mystery and Tragedy in the Helping Professions.

The article is a reflection on the question "what kinds of narratives do the helping professions need to
develop in the twenty-first century?" The possibilities and prospects of employing various genre from modern
literature are explored. Examples from the author's personal and professional life story are offered as illustrations.

by
John A. Kayser,
editor of "Writing Narratives"

John A. Kayser Ph.D., Associate
Professor, Graduate School of
Social Work,University of
Denver.

A writer uses everything
she's ever known, seen,
thought, felt, believed, experi-
enced. . . .Nothing lived is
wasted. In any other career,
the past is only important in
so far as it helped you get to
your current position. But not
for a writer. Everything in the
past and present is vital in cre-
ating the future and all its
amazing possibilities, every
detail and gesture, and
memory.

-Gail Mathabane,
Love in Black and White-

A running debate be-
tween a treasured senior col-
league and I during the past
year or so has centered on the
question of whether narrators of
stories about professional help-
ing need to make an explicit
point in their narrative. I have
been arguing that narrative au-
thors need to tell us what they
have learned by sharing the
meaning that they have made
out of their experiences. My
colleague has argued that narra-
tives should be more like litera-
ture and art—where the beauty
of the story and/or power of the
artistic expression conveys
meaning(s) without needing to
hammer readers with a heavy-
handed "moral of the story."

I have been both in-
trigued with my colleague's ar-
gument and frustrated that the
best reply to it I could think of
was "Well, most practitioners
and academics are not that ex-
perienced—or good—in writing
literature." Like all good de-
bates, however, it is not the
search for "right answer" but
rather the challenge of concep-
tualizing narratives in a new
manner that has provided the
intellectual stimulation and de-
light. Without conceding my
original position (or "always re-
serve the right to contradict
yourself"), I have decided to ex-
plore the possibilities and pros-
pects of using various genre
from modern literature in craft-
ing narratives of professional
helping.

This endeavor is based,
in part, on a growing belief that
much of the professional litera-
ture in the helping professions
is intrinsically insular—it is
written by ourselves, for our-
selves, and to ourselves. Yes,
research and scholarship is im-
portant to advance scientific
knowledge and practice in a
given discipline. However, re-
search rarely gives us wider ac-
cess to—or influence with—the
public-at-large. In addition, it
tells almost nothing about what
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the life of a helping professional
is really like.

As Enrenreich (1985) ob-
serves, the helping professions
are regarded with deep ambiva-
lence by the public. On the one
hand, we are admired for our
altruism and willingness to
work with difficult people and
near impossible situations. On
the other hand, we are viewed
with deep suspicion because our
work often is with those who
have been stigmatized and
marginalized by society. Nar-
ratives framed within the genre
of modern literature may help
the general public to see us in
new ways as we present our
work and our lives in their full
humanness—with all of its joys
and rewards, compromises and
limitations, humor and laughter,
heartache and sorrows, ambi-
tion and need for power, eccen-
tricities, insecurities, and absur-
dities. Narratives also allow us
to perceive ourselves in new
ways, as we describe our
thoughts, motives, and interac-
tions with others.

What follows are some
brief illustrations taken from my
own continuing personal and
professional journey in social
work, first as a clinician, then
later as an administrator, and
most recently as a social work
educator. I do not have suffi-
cient hubris to claim that these
vignettes are "li terature."
Rather, I following Anne
Lamott's (1994) advice that a
good starting point for authors
is writing short assignments. She
writes: "I [have] a one-inch pic-
ture frame that I put on my desk
to remind me of short assign-
ments. It reminds me that all I

have to do is to write down as
much as I can see through a one-
inch picture frame. This is all I
have to bite off for the time be-
ing. . . .to figure out a one inch
piece of my story to tell, one
small scene, one memory, one
exchange" (pp. 17-18).

These narrative sketches,
then, are some of my one-inch
stories that hopefully convey
something comedie, romantic,
mysterious, and tragic about my
life as a professional helper.
This is not to suggest a conceit
that my life is somehow extraor-
dinary. Rather it is a belief that
each individual life story, while
unique to that person, also
touches on universal themes
common to all. And intellectual
humility demands that I should
first attempt to use the narrative
suggestions I hope others later
may follow.

Comedy

"We want your ideas, your
thoughts, your feelings . . . .
We're more desperate than
usual this week. "

—Headline from an
employee newsletter—

1 rofessional social work
may have reached the century
mark, but it will not reach full
maturity until it publishes its
first joke book or humor periodi-
cal. I know many colleagues
with a w^onderful sense of hu-
mor and playfulness, yet rarely
is such humor captured in the
social work literature. Frankly,
I am jealous that professions
such as psychology and educa-
tion can create such delightful
academic parodies as the Journal

of Polymorphous Perversity or the
Journal of Irreproducible Results.
Why can't social work laugh at
itself in the same way? You
would think that once "empow-
erment" became co-opted by
conservative Republicans, we
might see the irony and/or get
the hint that it was ok to lighten
up. But no! Often, I'm afraid,
we are perceived by others
(maybe, at times, by ourselves)
as self-righteous, overly politi-
cally correct, and-worst of ail-
terribly, terribly grim.

The following story illus-
trates an effort to use humor
during an extended organiza-
tional crises. [A more extended,
traditionally written account
(i.e., non-narrative) of this expe-
rience appears in Kayser & Gar-
rison (1995)].

I t is the first "manage-
ment survivors" meeting. I am
sitting in the executive board
room with a sharp, sinking feel-
ing in my stomach. Less than 16
months ago, I changed jobs.
What I thought was a long es-
tablished, financially stable,
mental health hospital system is
in a deep downward spiral. As-
saults come daily from within
and without (e.g., budget cuts,
sudden staff lay-off, program
closures, protracted infighting
among staff, competition for
patients from for-profit provid-
ers). Census has fallen, morale
has been crushed, rumors are
rampant, and doom and gloom
pervades all levels of the orga-
nization. The CEO, who a few
weeks ago had laid off my boss.
Dr. A., along with entire levels
of senior and middle manage-
ment, was himself subsequently
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dumped by the board of direc-
tors. Dr. A. has returned as part
of an interim executive triumvi-
rate. (Apparently, the private
medical staff had a "small prob-
lem" with admitting patients to
a private psychiatric hospital
which didn't have a medical di-
rector!)

This meeting has been
called by Dr. A. to meet with all
the remain-
ing system
m a n a g e r s .
He and I get
along well.
For once, the
intrapsychic
transferences
are aligned
within the
psychoana-
lytic astro-
logical constellations. (The per-
son looking for the "good fa-
ther" has met the person look-
ing for the "good son.") Dr. A.
is tall and gray, serious, task-
driven, and obsessive about
policies and procedures. I also
know he has a heart. When he
initially was laid off a few weeks
ago, he gathered his immediate
managers together to say good-
by. He cried openly in grief
about the hospital he had given
so much to, and gave permis-
sion for the rest of us also to
grieve for our own losses and
those of our colleagues.

By now, you are wonder-
ing "this is comedy?" Well, as I
once read on a bumper sticker,
"If you have to skate on thin ice,
you might as well be dancing."

Dr. A. begins the meeting
by informing us that the new
name for the remaining manag-
ers group is "IMT" (short for

"Interim Management Team,")
and why that name was chosen
over other possibilities. This is
very much part of this
organization's culture. When I
first started this job, I had to
learn a whole new language of
programmatic acronyms.

As the meeting proceeds,
I can feel the fingers of my de-
pression and survivor's guilt

begin to
creep in.
Not really
paying at-
tention to
what is be-
ing said, I
began to
construct
m e n t a l
anagrams
about this

new designation "IMT." With
one of those quirky flashes of
humor that occasionally comes
upon me, I realize how I can
change "IMT" to something
else.

There is a pause in the
meeting as one agenda item is
finished. I raise my hand to sig-
nal I want to make a comment—
the first time I have spoken since
the meeting started. I start talk-
ing in a slow, somber cadence.
(Actually, I am secretly emulat-
ing the way Dr. A. usually talks,
but he doesn't know that—I
hope.)

"I think we should give
serious consideration to chang-
ing the name 'IMT' to something
more reflective of who we are as
a management group."

No response, but at least
I have the floor.

I continue: "This organi-
zation is in crisis, and the em-

ployees need some hope or sig-
nal from us about who we are,
what we intend to do, and what
direction we plan to proceed.
'IMT' doesn't really signify any-
thing. We should pick a name
that provides a sense of hope
and optimism."

Now heads turn in my
direction. Dr. A., seated at the
middle of table, looks down at
me over the top of his glasses,
perched half-way down his
nose. He asks the question I
have been waiting for. (In us-
ing humor, it really helps to
have a straight man to set up the
punch line!) "Do you have a
suggestion, John?"

"Yes," I reply "I have
been thinking that if we changed
'Interim Management Team' to
'Interim Management People'
we would get the initials 'I-M-
P'—^which is certainly a much
more appropriate designation
for any group of managers at-
tempting to lead this organiza-
tion!"

Laughter from the group
erupts. Dr. A. throws up his
arms, leans back his head, and
lets out a loud guffaw, "Thank
you, John Kayser!"

The spell of doom and
gloom has been broken. Al-
though the group won't go so
far as to actually adopt the name
"Imp," we spend the next
twenty minutes addressing the
morale of the organization. I
point out that, with all the bud-
get cuts there has been no regu-
lar employee newsletter for
sometime and that we need to
do something to reestablish
communications and to combat
rumors. Ernie, an administra-
tive colleague with a journalism
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background, proposes starting a
one-page double-sided newslet-
ter as an insert in the twice-
monthly paychecks. He and I
agree to organize this, and we
leave the meeting with carte
blanche as to how to proceed (as
long as we do it cheaply).

Two weeks later, the first
"edition" appears. On the front
page is a cartoon of two CEO-
types struggling to sit in the
same executive chair, with the
caption: "Dammit, Jenkins! This
is not what I meant by a
merger!" Following this was
detailed information about the
status of merger talks currently
underway between our hospital
and our main competitor in the
nonprofit health care market.

Although Dr. A. wonders
aloud where this is headed, we
are on a roll. For the next two
years, the newsletter appeared,
evolving into an information
forum, critic-at-large, humorist,
and counselor to the distressed
employees of the organization.
Each edition contained both
timely factual information along
with bizarre headlines, slogans,
nonsensical awards, and frac-
tured metaphors, my favorite of
which is: "We've got to run a
tight ship or the bottom will fall
off, and we'll sail off in a differ-
ent direction."

Looking back now, I
fondly see this experience as
combining Mad Magazine-type
humor with a focus on promot-
ing individual and group mental
health in an organization that, at
times, truly was mad. Humor
was an important way of dealing

with organizational chaos, grief,
and loss.

Romance

"Look! Up in the sky! It's
a bird. It's a plane. It's . . . "

-Opening line of a classic
superhero TV show-

JVly wife is a clinical
psychologist and we have been
married for twenty plus years.
A few weeks ago we were hav-
ing dinner with a colleague
whom we have worked and
been friends with since before
our marriage. The conversation
turned to other "professional
couples" the three of us knew in
common. Our friend, who has
a wry perspective on life, made
the observation that there often
appeared to be an unequal dis-
tribution of power in many of
these relationships. She gave an
example of seeing a clinical so-
cial worker at a conference re-
late to her husband, a psychia-
trist, in a passive, dependent,
clingy manner. That observa-
tion, in turn, reminded me of a
remark I heard a field director
make at social work national
conference. A first year student
had told her: "I don't need a
field supervisor. My husband is
a psychiatrist, and I get my su-
pervision from him." Lord, save
our professions and all clients
from such as these!

I have been thinking of
this conversation ever since,
mentally taking inventory of all
the professional couples I know,
gay and straight. I realized that
there are too many variations in
these relationships to come up

with any valid generalizations.
To an external observer, these
relationships run the gamut of
health in terms of psychological
compatibility, equality of eco-
nomics, divisions of nurturing/
affectional responsibilities, and
distributions of power.

Finally, I started thinking
about these issues in terms of
my own relationship with my
wife. We are true "soul mates"
in terms of values and outlook,
but very different in tempera-
ment and style. The constant
struggle in our relationship is
how do we save enough emo-
tional energy to give to each
other (and to our late adolescent
son) when we both work in jobs
which demand that we give so
much to others. I thought of the
following story from the begin-
ning of our relationship which
illustrates the intertwining of
the personal and the profes-
sional.

T h e middle 1970s
brings my first post-master's
job. A social work vacancy
opened up in the children's day
hospital where I did my second
year field placement. Although
I have moved back to Minne-
sota, I apply for the position,
and am hired. I pack up, and
move back to Colorado without
a clue as to what else awaits me.
Heading west, I come to realize
much later, creates the water-
shed-crisis of my adult develop-
ment. I finally have to grow^-up.

At age 26, I still am stuck
in the adolescent male fantasy
that one day some beautiful
woman will seduce me, and
that's how I'll know that I truly
can be loved. In truth, the
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women I am attracted to scare
the heck out of me. Even worse,
I can't really conceive that any
woman genuinely would be at-
tracted to me.

I start work in Septem-
ber. The staff welcomes me
back, and soon I am deeply im-
mersed in clinical work with
children, parents, and families.
Mid-October, the unexpected
happens. A psychologist on
staff asks me if I would like to
go to a Halloween party with
her. I am dumbfounded. "Are
you asking me for a date?" I stu-
pidly ask. Such incredible thick-
headedness immediately angers
her. (I only learn later of her
own struggles to risk asking the
question. Much much later, this
episode becomes one which she
loves to retell, each time enjoy-
ing my embarrassment at being
such a social klutz.) Somehow
or other, we get past my stupid-
ity and her hurt.

I tell her I will go, but
only if I don't have to wear a
costume. She says ok, but I am
sure she is thinking "what a
stick-in-the-mud!" She says
she'll be wearing one. We n\ake
arrangements for the party, and
go back to our individual of-
fices.

Of course, immediately I
go to the phone book and
lookup theater costume shops.
Later that week, I rent a great
one, thinking "Maybe I'll be able
to do this if I am in disguise!"

The night of the party, I
come to her apartment in full
costume regalia, having chosen
a favorite fictional character—
the one I believe is closest to my
own personality. She opens the
door. The light flowing from

behind illuminates the blue and
red "SuperGirl" outfit that she
made. She has long, beautiful
dark hair, an oval face, penetrat-
ing blue eyes, a strong nose, and
an expressive mouth. I confess
that the "S " sewn on her chest
did not make me think of the
"Man of Steel." I would have
run right there, if I had not been
in costume. There I was—
deerstalker cap, great cape, En-
glish tweed coat—doing my best
to have smoke languidly curling
from my lips and meerschaum-
pipe. I whip out my magnify-
ing glass, and begin to search for
clues: "Elementary, my dear
Watson."

We both laugh, enor-
mously pleased with ourselves
and choice of costumes (which
later are recognized as symbolic
for key features in our long last-
ing relationship). "Where is this
party, anyway?" I ask. "At the
edge of Kansas," she replies mis-
chievously. We drive off into the
deep, dark night.

Toto, I don't think we're
in Kansas any more. Twenty-
five miles past the end of civili-
zation (ok—the city lights of
Denver), we arrive at a horse-
barn! I do recall some earlier
mention that the party would be
with "people I ride with," but I
did not imagine it would be at
the barn itself. The room off the
indoor arena where the party is
in full force is dimly lit, un-
heated, filled with people I don't
know and am not sure I want to
interact with. But hey, we are all
in costume, so it really doesn't
matter! I drink hot cider, nibble
on things to eat, and manage to
make small talk. I get lots of
compliments on my costume.

As the party winds
down, she asks if I want to see
"Toby," the schooling horse she
is learning to ride. "Sure," I say
bravely—mentally counting on
one hand the number of times I
actually have been around
horses. Toby is big, dark, and
pungent! Breathing through his
nostrils in visible bursts of
steam, he responds pleasurably
to her gentle "horse talk." Re-
laxing a bit, I begin to stroke his
face, neck, and sides.

After awhile we leave his
stall and walk to the end of the
barn. The stars brilliantly light
the dark sky. It is incredibly
cold. We stand close to each
other for warmth. I want very
much to take her in my arms and
kiss her but am afraid to make
the first move, afraid to screw
up the moment, afraid to do
anything. The moment passes,
and I take her home—mentally
beating myself up all the way for
my timidity.

Somehow we survive the
first date and begin to spend a
lot more time together. The
more the relationship deepens,
the more torn I am. Pursuing
this relationship means giving
up much of the things that have
kept me safe and insulated from
my own feelings and needs. We
spend long Saturday walks to-
gether, telling each other about
our lives, our childhoods, our
families. I am incredibly in
love, deeply depressed, and
riddled with anxiety. I go into
therapy.

For the first time, I learn
nonpassive ways of acknowl-
edging and expressing emo-
tions. Amazingly, not only does
this improve our relationship, it
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makes me more effective as a
clinician. I begin to gather cour-
age in raising difficult issues
with clients that previously had
been (mutually) avoided. I dis-
cover there is power in being
direct and assertive, both per-
sonally and professionally.

Over time, we learn to
love each other and ourselves
during good times and bad, in
sickness and health, till death do
us part. (We also celebrate our
beginnings by throwing incred-
ible annual Halloween parties).
While we have other aspects to
our complex personas, the origi-
nal costume metaphors remain.
Yet, our imperfect humanness
helps keep us in balance—we've
come to know the weaknesses of
invulnerability and the shallow-
ness of wisdom derived solely
from logical deductions.

For the past eight years,
we have lived on a small acre-
age, complete with horses and
other assorted domestic ani-
mals. Each evening, as I muck
out the stall, I see the stars shin-
ing in the evening sky. I know
they bless our love, bless our
lives together. And horses (and
their owner), I discover, smell
sweet.

Mystery

"Is there any point to
which you would wish to draw
my attention?"

"To the curious incident
of the dog in the night-time."

"The dog did nothing in
the night-time."

"That was the curious in-
cident," remarked Sherlock
Holmes.

-Arthur Conan Doyle,
Silver Blaze-

öomewhere in my
graduate education, I read or
was told in supervision that I
should learn to "trust the
puzzles." This admonition
proved useful advice in clinical
work when attempting to dis-
cern why a client was behaving
in a particular way or when re-
flecting on why I was reacting
in a certain way. It suggests that
much of the helping process is,
indeed, mysterious.

Which reminds me of
two other quotes that I have
tried to take to heart as well.
Terry Tafoya, a clinical psy-
chologist who is Native Ameri-
can, spoke at a conference sev-
eral years ago (1992), remarked
that "all systems of knowledge
are also systems of ignorance."
Similarly, Yalom (1989) notes:
"The more the therapist is able
to tolerate the anxiety of not
knowing, the less need is there
for the therapist to embrace or-
thodoxy. The creative members
of an orthodoxy . . .ultimately
outgrow their disciplines."
Slowly, I have learned to trust
my unknowing, trying to nur-
ture what my colleague Pam
Metz (1997) calls the beginner's

mind.
This story, then, is about

one mystery that, while
unraveles part of it, continues to
remain something of a puzzling
about professional helping.

It is deja vu all over
again. Several years ago, I be-
gan to suspect that one of my
earliest child therapy patients
from years past now had en-
rolled as a student in the social
work masters program. It is not
clear why I began to think this
since this student never took a
class from me, never spoke to
me at all during two years
through the program, never
communicated in any way. So
how did I begin to suspect there
might be a connection?

There are, in fact, only
two times I can actually recall
seeing this student in person for
any extended time. The first
was when a group of first year
students came to a faculty meet-
ing to talk of their concerns
about needing greater cultural
diversity in the curriculum and
in the student body. As they in-
troduced themselves, I heard a
distinctive first nan\e spoken—
a name I had heard in only one
other context before, a name I
had heard only one other person
called before. The last name,
however, was different. From
the back of the room, I looked
at the face. The hair, complex-
ion, and glasses looked some-
what as I remembered, only
older and more polished. Still,
I wasn't sure.

I pushed it to the back of
my mind, thinking this was
likely one of those transference
issues again. It had happened
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before. Sometimes I have spied
a face in the crowd—some late
adolescent or early adult—who
reminded me of some child I
had worked with in play
therapy long ago. I thought of
these unsettling experiences as
stemming from unresolved feel-
ings about no longer being in
practice. While I loved teaching,
I often missed doing clinical
work. Yet, I knew that if I gave
time to practice, I wouldn't be
able to write. I wanted to pub-
lish, not perish. (Or, as Leonard
McCoy says to the Vulcan high-
priestess in Star Trek III, "I
choose the danger.")

About a year later, I came
to my mailbox in the front lobby
to pick up some material that
had been left for me. The stu-
dent and two children were
standing at the receptionist's
desk, about five feet away. See-
ing the student up close was a
powerful jolt. The profile was
the same. It took all of my might
to resist the powerful urge to
walk over to the student and
say: "I wonder if you are

I hung around the lobby
longer than needed, hoping the
student might give some sign of
recognition. Nothing happened.
Concluding the business at
hand, the student and two chil-
dren turned and left the build-
ing. I didn't feel ignored or
avoided. I felt unrecognized.

I went home, took out a
box of old client notes, and
pulled out the case file. There
was a Polaroid picture of the
two of us, taken on the day we
terminated, plus two-years
worth of yellow^ing process-re-
cording notes from our therapy

sessions. A couple of odd items
also were thrown in—pieces of
information I had heard over the
years "through the grapevine"
and simply filed away. One was
that the student had graduated
with honors from high school.
Another was that the student
had gotten married.

I thought back to the last
conversation I could remember
having with my ex-client. The
student's mother had called me
about six years after the child

therapy had ended. The student
was then in high school and ex-
periencing some adjustment dif-
ficulties. I agreed to talk to the
student, and—if needed—to see
the student in therapy. When
we spoke by phone, I asked: "Do
you remember any of the work
we did earlier?" The reply was:
"I remember it. I just don't un-
derstand what it was for." Al-
though I extended an invitation,
the student chose not to resume
therapy, and I lost further con-
tact.

Keeping the limits of
confidentiality, I discussed the
present situation with my wife,
who pointed out that there
might be many reasons why this
student would not want to re-
establish contact, including the

need to preserve privacy about
something painful. I had a hard
time hearing her counsel. Some
part of me wanted the student's
acknowledgment that I was im-
portant, that we had done good
work together, that somehow
remembering and reconnecting
was essential for continuing
therapeutic progress.

As graduation ap-
proached, I realized there will be
no reconnection. I know I
needed to accept that fact and let
it go. Anyway, by now I have
half convinced myself that I
made the whole thing up. Just
a "fig newton" of a runaway
neurosis.

Nonetheless, I decide to
play a long shot. I remember the
street address of the mother's
house from several home visits
I made. I look up the student's
address in the school's directory.
It is the same. Score one for
Sherlock!

Somehow knowing for
sure makes all the other parts of
not knowing more tolerable. I
will never know if the student
remembered our therapy, or if
the student's choice of a career
in social work had anything to
do with our earlier work. Cer-
tainly, it would be flattering to
think so, but on the whole I
think not.

Looking back, the big-
gest mystery is why the whole
thing became so important to
me. The narcissism of the thera-
pist in needing to see first-hand
the fruits of one's own work is
powerful. Exploration of this
mystery continues, albeit with a
different case, in the final section
of this article.
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Tragedy

"Either get ready for elimina-
tion or else your hearts must
have courage for the changing
of the guards."

-Bob Dylan,
Changing of the Guards-

Like all human activi-
ties, social work is finite and
mortal. It has a beginning, and
it will have an end. At some
point, entropy and chaos even-
tually will coalesce to over-
whelm generativity and homeo-
stasis. Social work—as an indi-
vidual, collective, and corporate
enterprise—someday will die
(Krueger, 1997).

Cognitively, humans
grow to learn that death is a uni-
versal phenomenon. Existen-
tially, we come to know that a
personal death awaits us all.
Organizationally, however, it is
much more difficult to grasp
that fact that our cherished pro-
fessions and institutions also
must go through a similar devel-
opmental course (Cameron,
1983). Because organizations
embrace many lives and may
exist over many generations,
there is a tendency to believe
that their life course is infinite.
Thus, in countless organiza-
tional meetings and retreats,
grand vision statements about
the future—views of unceasing
increases in progress and excel-
lence—have been boldly pro-
claimed. Rarely, however, is
there consideration that the or-
ganization or profession itself
might cease altogether. Conve-
niently, these types of omissions
help us maintain what Becker
(1973) so poignantly termed

"the denial of death."
But, as Isak Dinsen notes:

"All sorrows can be born if we
can put them into a story"
(quoted in Riesman, 1993). We
need narratives that describe the
end game—the way social work
dies a bit everyday—just as
much as we need creation sto-
ries (the way it is renewed and
reborn a bit everyday) and
maintenance stories (the way it
adapts, continues, and perpetu-
ates itself everyday). If we only
write about the death of others
(e.g., clients with whom we
worked), we never have to face
the limits of our knowledge, the
failure of our methods, the illu-
sionary nature of much of our
theories and science. Those cold
realities are very much part of
the hidden story of the human
beings who do professional
helping.

The following is one
such story. Long before I ever
knew anything about narrative
theory or began writing narra-
tives of professional helping, I
wrote a "mourning paper" in an
elective doctoral class (Kayser,
1982). The paper wrestled with
a personal and professional
puzzle I w âs struggling w îth at
the time. Why had a treatment
failure occurred in a particular
family that I had a long involve-
ment with as a clinician, despite
enormous amount of intensive
mental health interventions?
Writing the paper allowed me to
achieve some measure of per-
sonal and professional closure.
I have reconstructed the por-
tions of the paper into the fol-
lowing narrative account.

1 hey call it a "terminal
degree." Meaning, I gather, that
it is either the end of the educa-
tional line or else you die trying.
With these comforting thoughts,
I take my first steps towards
doctoral education. Moving
from full time employment to
half-time, while also taking a
full time course load, I come to
work for the first month or so in
a complete daze. Not only are
research and statistics giving me
fits, I have had to relinquish a
number of treatment cases—
some of whom I have carried for
several years. (It is pre-man-
aged care days, when long-term
individual psychotherapy was
the professional aim of many
psychoanalytically-trained clini-
cal social workers.) I am preoc-
cupied with worry and loss
about the individual children
and adults, and their families,
with whom I have been work-
ing with so deeply, so intensely,
and so long.

In fact, doctoral educa-
tion has forced me to terminate
with a family I have been work-
ing with almost continuously
since my time as a second year
social work student. I was the
individual therapist for Mrs. G.,
seeing her first when her
adopted daughter, Alice, en-
tered the children's day treat-
ment program. Later, I treated
Mrs. G. on an outpatient basis
for several years.

The case presents many
complex features. Alice is men-
tally retarded, has uncontrolled
seizures, and relates to her
mother in an extremely re-
gressed, hostile-dependent, op-
positional manner. Mrs. G. par-
ents in a controlling, intrusive
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manner that only serves to rein-
force Alice's negativity. Mr. G
is placed on involuntary perma-
nent disability by his company
for chronic somatic complaints
of undetermined etiology. Only
Ray, one year older than Alice
and also adopted at birth, ap-
pears to be relatively healthy
and symptom-free. He is bright,
verbal, and gifted academically,
socially, and athletically.

The parents perceive the
company's action against the
father as a grave injustice, and
have instituted a protracted law-
suit. Eventually, Mr. G. is rein-
stated, only to die from a mas-
sive heart attack shortly after
returning to work. Mrs. G. and
Alice strongly defend against
feelings of sadness and anger.
Only Ray, then age 10, is open
in expressing grief.

In the years which fol-
low, however, Ray's overall
functioning de-
clines. What be-
gins at age 12 as a
few localized act-
ing-out episodes
(e.g., shoplifting,
minor theft) has
by age 17 blossomed into major
juvenile delinquency (e.g., car
theft, burglary, vandalism, sub-
stance abuse, and physical as-
saults). In contrast, Alice's func-
tioning significantly improves.
Her seizures are controlled, she
acts much less regressed, and
does well in special education
classes and vocational work set-
tings.

The focus of my work
with Mrs. G shifts over time.
First, it is to help her parent
more effectively by setting age-
appropriate expectations for

Alice, and to begin dealing with
the realities of her child's mul-
tiple handicaps. After Mr. G.'s
death, therapy focuses on help-
ing Mrs. G. and the family deal
with the grief and loss. Some-
what later, it focuses on the end-
less series of conflicts between
Mrs. G. and Ray. Finally, the fo-
cus of treatment shifts to exam-
ining Mrs. G.'s own masochis-
tic tendencies—her belief that
unless she is suffering from cri-
ses and trauma, she cannot be
loved.

Through it all, Mrs. G. is
an eager-to-please client, each
week smilingly confronting me
with therapeutic conundrums
that I try to solve. The case be-
comes intimately entwined with
my own learning and develop-
ing competence as a therapist. I
find it especially difficult to let
this case go, always being im-
pelled by the inner belief that if

I only knew more
or could some-
how increase my
t h e r a p e u t i c
skills, then some
breakthrough or
cure would oc-

cur. While there was some
progress in all areas, the patho-
logical embrace between mother
and son intensifies and magni-
fies over time. At the end, I feel
a palpable sense of defeat.

Doctoral education al-
lows me an escape—giving me
a legitimate, external reason to
terminate the case. Writing the
doctoral paper allows me to
mourn my own sense of failure
in the case. I conclude the pa-
per with these comments: "Fail-
ure is both difficult to acknowl-
edge and accept. Yet, when it is

recognized, it can lead to clearer
perception and understanding. . .
about the difficulty in treatment
which certain conditions of psy-
chopathology present. It also
serves as a reminder that the
process of therapy is a human
one its limitations come both
from the complexity of the prob-
lems per se but also from the im-
perfections of the therapeutic
change agents."

Closure achieved. I
move on. Many years pass. I
become a social work educator,
teaching a class of first year stu-
dents in an interviewing class.
The midterm assignment is to
audiotape or videotape an inter-
view with a client from the stu-
dents' field practice.

It is deja vu all over again
(times two). I read a paper and
listen to an audio tape of a
mother dying of cancer. The so-
cial work student is working
with her to say goodbye to her
adult mentally retarded daugh-
ter. Although the student
changes the names to preserve
confidentiality, the case history
information is the same. I listen
to Mrs. G's voice on tape. She
sounds resigned to her death,
but there is no hint of false mar-
tyrdom or masochism evident.
I hear Alice's voice—older,
deeper, far more independent
and self-reliant. The student
does a lovely job of helping the
two of them talk to each other.
There is a passing reference to
an older brother who has been
incarcerated for many years and
who has no contact with the
family.

Midway through the
quarter, Mrs. G. passes away. I
do not tell the student what I
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know. I silently grieve for the
hard life of Mrs. G. I say a
prayer for all those helpers who
came after me, who helped her
and her family in ways I could
not. Therapy, I realize, is not a
continuous process with a clear
end. Therapy may focus on
helping clients' resolve impor-
tant developmental crises in
their lives, without necessarily
achieving total closure on many
problematic issues.

I grieve for myself and
my obsolete knowledge. I
grieve for all those yet to enter
the field who will have no idea
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