
A Tale of Two (or Three) Narratives
One of my clients, Robin, just returned from a trip to see two elderly relatives—Grammy (94)
and Auntie Agnes (101).  She was fascinated and deeply touched by the difference in the way
the two women told the stories of their lives.  She said, “Auntie Agnes told me about terrible
things—rape, death, drunken rages—as well as open fields and fields of stars.  But through

the whole thing, she seemed calm, and I felt very connected to her through her eyes while she
talked.  It was as though she had come to peace with everything that happened and that each
event had helped define the whole of her life.  I only got to spend about an hour with her, but
I can still feel what it was like.  With Grammy, the story had hardly any terrible events, but

her telling was full of jerks and starts, and made me feel like my insides were being tossed
about.  The story didn’t make much sense to me, even though I had heard most of it before.  I

especially noticed that her eyes looked frantic sometimes, even when she was telling me
about what seemed like unimportant things. I really didn’t like the feeling, I went outside

afterward to sit on the grass thinking about Auntie until I calmed down.”

Sitting in the room with Robin, I could feel the difference in the energies of the two stories,
flowing from Grammy and Auntie Agnes, through Robin, to me as well. What reverberating

power these narratives had.  Over the next week, the encounter with Auntie seemed to
deepen in Robin, and the talk in therapy turned to spirituality in a way I had never heard

her be able to express.  Because of the chaos of her childhood, Robin has struggled with
experiencing the Divine as anything but cruel and negligent.  I suspect that Auntie making
sense of the abundant tragedies in her life had activated and modified the neural networks
that hold Robin’s sense of the tragedies in her own life, allowing her to begin to develop a
new narrative about God that is coherent and open to new information.  I have the sense

that her spirituality is less entangled with the neural networks and relational mental models
created by her parents’ treatment of her.  All this from an hour with a coherent Auntie!

Then this week, one of my long-term clients, who particularly counts on being able to
speak in a coherent, intelligent way, began to talk about his relationship with me,

wondering what “care” means in the context of the therapeutic relationship.  Sentence
by sentence, he became more incoherent until he couldn’t finish a thought or even be
sure what he was talking about.  I was aware that my own heart rate sped up, but all

the learning we’ve done about narratives came to the rescue.  Andy became deeply
embarrassed and was surprised—and a little horrified—when I told him how good it

was that he could take me into this place of dense disorganization.  We were gradually
able to flood this chaotic place with warmth and calm until both heart rates returned

to normal, and there was a sense of deep peace in the room.  Andy was then able to talk
about how he felt like his mind was out of control and “in pieces,” describing in detail

the terror he felt in his body when his mind began to fragment.  Then, together we
made a new narrative about the experience.  Putting the pieces of his history together,
we told a story about a baby whose mother was so hurt she could only see her precious

child through the warped lens of her own tragic past.  She saw this tiny being as
terrifying and overwhelming, causing him great fear and anguish.  As we talked, Andy
felt as though his mature tears were bathing this tiny being, bringing him the empathy
and understanding unavailable to him for so long.  In my mind, I was picturing the

same tiny baby, and also the opening of long-locked neural nets holding this fear and
sorrow away from any of the comfort Andy was experiencing in therapy.  Afterward, he
said his body felt “whole” in a way he had never experienced before.  What courage it

took for him to open himself to this story.
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