My story
I had reached a complete state of overwhelm when you
started to help me piece some of myself back together again.
I have a good frame of reference now and will continue to use
it on my lone journey into some unknown future. It must have
been hard for you too. It was difficult taking so much and
never returning anything because of the nature of our ‘bought’
relationship. I still find it difficult to get my head around that
notion, whichever chair I sit in. I lived in myself and knew what
my multiplicity was all about. For you it must have been hard
trying to get to grips with what (or who) was presented before
you each week. I did feel understood and eventually trusted
you enough to take the comfort you offered. You reached the
‘Untouchable’ and dared to touch – just a little as all good
counsellors are trained to do.
I trusted you just enough to start re-building that reservoir
of confidence and self-worth laid down in childhood that in my
naivety I believed would last forever. It’s no longer dry; there are
a few precious drops in the bottom now, which I can draw on
and maybe one day add to in some other way. I don’t need
much but most of me still wishes it could be you I turn to in
my darkest hours and wonders still if I will ever trust anyone
else in the way I learned to trust you.
You know that my way of living between dissociative parts
does not equate to madness, but I fear others won’t be quite so
accepting. You have seen all my broken messiness and have
been gentle with me. You gave me comfort when I needed it
most, the human comfort that I craved but never got. You
weren’t frightened of me or my funny ways. You waited
patiently when I had no words and could not speak. You gave
me time to find a way to communicate and accepted all the
childish things I brought – pictures, diagrams, poems, photos
and precious childhood keepsakes. Things that said so much
more about me than the words I did not have or could not speak.
You understood the child in me who did not develop with age.
That experience will spur me on when the journey gets tough
again, as it inevitably will. Being unable to be authentic with
my mother almost destroyed me but I have been able to do
the next best thing in being authentic with you. Had you known
my mother as you know me, you would know what a huge
compliment that is.
I have learned so much from you, about myself
and humankind. I will use that
knowledge to help others now as you
helped me. I will continue to seek a
deeper self-awareness. Seeking
solace and salvation in my work
will bridge the gap between
ending and going it alone.
Perhaps one day I will be able/
ready to sit with myself in
peace. It has not been easy
working with me, especially
the ending part. Endings can
be difficult times for long-term
clients and their therapists.
When is the time ever right?
The strongly independent part
of me that vowed never to
become dependent on you is
wavering now.
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My story

You have opened up that possibility
and given me hope when once
there was no hope
Most of me will be fine. All my fragmented parts will deal with
our ending in their different ways. The ‘adult parts’, if you can
call them that, will look after the little parts who are struggling
so much with the situation. ‘Flop’ will be ‘Flop’; you know what
she will do. ‘NOM’ and ‘Work Fraud’ will pretend to be fine,
outwardly oblivious to change as always. ‘Work Fraud’ will put
on a face and find work, work and more work. The pain of ending
our relationship will be blotted out by busyness. She’ll take it as
lived experience to be theorised and regurgitated into better
practice in the future. ‘NOM’ will pretend everything is alright
– that ‘I’m fine’ statement she hides behind and you see rolled
down when she switches out or splits off into another part of
herself. The mother will roll up her sleeves and do whatever has
to be done in a practical way to avoid thinking or emoting. She’s
used to the harsh brutality of the poverty stricken life she’s kept
well hidden. She will put one foot in front of the other as is
expected of her until the very end. She has long since given up
on expecting anything more but she’ll allow herself to think
about how it might be for you, the ‘Significant Other Mother’
(‘SOM’), the one who never crossed the line when playing
‘professional mother’ to all the little lost souls who lived in me,
the ones who touched you enough to make it matter.
The other adult parts, ‘Essence’, ‘Trapped’ and ‘Dead/Ghost
Woman’ found no voice to express themselves. They are left with
a feeling of lost opportunity. The little child parts still wait in the
wings, as all good children do, until it’s their turn. One day they
might come out to centre stage and find a way to tell their very
different stories. But for now my journey takes another road.
I might find another travelling companion, a counsellor even.
I might not. If I do, I’ll thank you for the readiness. I’ll always
remember that it was you who prepared me to have another
go at this thing called counselling. ■
Janice Filer PhD is currently working in private consultancy
and for a local authority, offering children, families and adults
one-on-one therapy/support, group work, parenting, coaching,
supervision, mentoring and professional training. She combines
person-centred practice in therapy, education, research and
training with writing. www.janfiler.com

When
you
died
Karin Sieger reflects on
the death of her therapist

W

hen I received the email it had your
name in the subject heading and
had been sent by a person I did not
know. I instinctively knew. About four
months before then we had (what later turned out
to be) our last session. I had not seen you for three
weeks and your appearance had changed. You
looked much younger, and I told you so. But there
was something in your face. And for the first time
in all these years I breached the therapeutic
boundary and asked about you: ‘Are you OK?’ And
for the first time you self-disclosed: ‘No, I am not.’
To me, this felt like a very special moment of trust,

Your thoughts please

If you have any responses to the issues raised in this article,
please write a letter or respond with an article of your own.
Email: privatepractice.editorial@bacp.co.uk
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Knowing the cause of
your death has helped me
deal a lot better with the
enormity of losing you.
At least one unknown
had been removed and
I could focus on the loss
but also an indication of a change occurring
somewhere. We both left it at that.
We were due to meet again after your
pre-booked break. I said I felt that that might not
be so. You said you had no reason to think you
would not be there. Two weeks later I received an
email from you telling me that due to health
reasons you
had to stop your clinical work for the time being.
You would provide updates when they became
available, and would I like to wait or would I like
you to recommend another therapist for the
interim or long-term? The idea of not seeing you,
when I was facing the most challenging phase of
my own life to date, not knowing what was
happening to you and not knowing what would
happen in the future, was very shocking and
painful. My inner child was protesting: ‘No, I do not
want another therapist – I want you.’ How could I
possibly start all over again? It would take years
for someone else to ‘get me’ the way you did. And
anyway, no one would understand me and be with
me the way you did. But the adult in me knew I
needed a back-up plan. The weeks and months
with no news from you eventually re-triggered
echoes of old wounds of abandonment in me. The
child (and sometimes the adult too) phantasised
that you had started work again but did not want
to see me, that I was too much. In my phantasy,
I was considering finding my own new therapist.
I did not need your recommendation!
I had finally summoned the courage to send
you an email, breaching my self-imposed
boundary of no contact outside sessions. I wanted
you to know I was holding you in my thoughts and
sending you positive energy. I wanted you to know
you mattered and that I was doing well. And to be
truthful, the angry part in me also wanted you
to know that I was doing well without you. But I
know you would have seen through that –
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countertransference from a distance. As it turned
out, by the time I sent the email you had already
been dead for three days.
I am glad that throughout I managed to hold on
to the trust in you and in our relationship.
Three months after our last meeting I got in touch
with the therapist you recommended. Unknown
to me, this was a few weeks before your death.
The person was exactly who I needed then. Initially
a transitional object for you, I managed
to forge a new alliance. So I had support in place
when I opened the email telling me of your death.

support should we need it. But you and I did not
have an ending together. Your colleagues had
an event in your memory, which excluded clients.
Part of me thinks this was probably appropriate.
The child, however, felt angry and excluded –
therapists versus clients.
I do not know what could or should have been
offered for clients, indeed, whether it would have
been anyone’s responsibility to do so. Or whether
other clients would have even wanted such an
arrangement. But I had an ending of sorts by
Solid container
returning to the room we had worked in last. I
When I first started training as a psychotherapist
took a photograph of your chair (which came out
a course tutor remarked that our first therapist
distorted), of both our chairs, the clock, the tissue
might become the most influential person in our
box, the view from the window and the view from
lives. And you turned out to be that for me. You
became parent, teacher, sibling and so much more. the waiting room to the steps you would lead me
up to our room. You would always, without fail,
We had just started to make a breakthrough
turn around at the bottom of the stairs to check
regarding my anger. I even started to be angry
I was there and smile at me. That’s when our
with you, and I would tell you so. You encouraged
50 minutes started, not in the room, but at the
all that, even the swearing. You became a solid
bottom of the stairs. When I re-entered the room to
container, trusted friend, spiritual guide and
take the photographs, it felt empty. I felt empty,
mentor. I respected you for the respect you
you had gone. To start with I had the photos on my
showed me. I admired your integrity and
authenticity, your ability to empathise and believe wall. Over time, I no longer needed to look at them;
then came the day when I was ready to take
in me. With time I started to believe in myself.
them down.
Knowing the cause of your death has helped
You introduced me to the concept of life
me deal a lot better with the enormity of losing
you. At least one unknown had been removed and experiences being a gift. You had been a gift.
The therapist you recommended had been a gift.
I could focus on the loss. Even though, still now,
Even your death, dare I say, holds in it gifts of
from time to time, I experience moments of utter
guiding insights. That is the best way I can make
disbelief and deep pain that you are gone. I am
sense of your death, for now. Your death has
grateful a process was in place for your clients to
made me re-evaluate my own life and mortality.
be told of your death and to be given an offer of

You would always, without
fail, turn around at the
bottom of the stairs to
check I was there and
smile at me
I realised just how little prepared I am for my own
death, and how that is standing in my way of living
whatever time I have left to the fullest. Your death
has also made me re-evaluate my clinical work,
especially therapeutic boundaries and selfdisclosure when faced with ill health and death.

Loss and grieving

I am reminded of when I was working in a
time-limited setting and clients had to make other
arrangements if they wanted to continue therapy.
My empathy for their dilemma has deepened. Yes,
if you have established a therapeutic relationship
once, you will be able to do it again. But we must
not underestimate the period of loss and grieving
in between. I have also learnt more about the
therapist’s (potential) importance to clients, and
of the importance for therapists to have a clinical
will, an executor, and a clear and transparent
system for record keeping in place.

I dealt with your death the best I could,
the way I had learnt from being with you.
My internal therapist reminded me throughout:
‘Observe, feel, name, accept – trust the process.’
Key to your practice was the therapeutic
relationship and I feel privileged to have
experienced this with you. It sustained and
nourished me while you were alive. When you
died, the relationship remained. It continues to
contain my grief and makes me feel safe. The
experience of losing you and grieving for you is
intense and to start with was very painful. Some
people who have not had therapy or who have
a different relational experience with their own
therapist, have found it difficult to understand
the intensity of my emotional response to your
death. Indeed, some have questioned whether
this is a sign of an unhealthy dependence on
you, and whether the therapeutic boundaries
should not have prevented this level of
involvement. Others know exactly where I am
coming from. The therapeutic relationship is
unique. You knew (almost) everything about
me. I knew very little indeed about you. It is
the quality of how we are met in the room
(or at the bottom of the stairs) that matters.
In the very early days, you once remarked
that you are comfortable with your truth. I came
back to that over the years in my own personal
development, learning to understand what it
meant, and starting to feel it myself. I thank you
for that – for offering me a unique relationship,
which allowed me to explore, make friends with
and embrace my own truth. What is that I hear

you say? ‘Now, that’s interesting. Why did you feel
the need to share this all with others? I think this
may be fertile ground for exploration, if you would
like to – whenever you are ready.’ ■
Karin Sieger is an integrative psychotherapist in
private practice in Richmond upon Thames and
Harley Street, London. She works with a range of
difficulties and specialises in counselling people
affected by cancer. For more information, visit
www.KS-CounsellingPsychotherapy.co.uk or
www.KS-CancerCounselling.co.uk

Do you have a story to tell?

If you have a story you’d like to share with
readers, we’d love to hear from you. It could
be the story of what led you into the therapy
profession, an account of an event or
experience which has been a turning point in
your life, or your reflections on the way you
work. Email your story to privatepractice.
editorial@bacp.co.uk
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