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SAYING GOODBYE 

by Anne E. Reckling, Psy.D. 

 

Introduction: 

Saying Goodbye is a personal article that describes my experience of saying goodbye to 

my analyst, Donna, who was dying. Twenty years prior to Donna’s diagnosis of terminal cancer, 

I began psychoanalytic treatment with her.  She bore witness to the unsayable, and almost 

unknowable if not for her ministrations, in my history.  

Finding my voice through analysis: 

Throughout the ensuing story of my saying goodbye to my psychoanalyst, and processing 

that parting, I will highlight important aspects of the analysis that helped me find my voice. Such 

aspects include: 1. Coming to view my ‘acting out’ behavior as a message about analysis rather 

than a resistance to analysis; 2. Adjusting the frame of analysis; 3. The impact of putting words 

to what previously had been unsayable. 

Putting language to what had been silenced does not erase the pain associated with that 

which was silenced. A tremendous grief and responsibility comes with that knowledge, as well 

as a freedom from the repetition of trauma. By marking the madness and horror of trauma by 

putting the experiences into words, it could, to a large degree, be left behind. Through my story 

of Saying Goodbye to Donna, the woman with the strength to bear witness, I highlight what it 

was in my analysis that worked to help me become unsilenced. 
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Memories of and reflections on my Analysis: 

 My hands stick to the steering wheel of my small rental car as I park under the palm trees 

in front of Donna’s home. Beads of sweat drip down between my shoulder blades. It is a warm 

sunny December afternoon in South Florida. Pink flowers dot the carefully manicured green 

bushes lining the street.   

Turning off the car, I sit motionless. Seconds feel like minutes. If I do not move, could I 

stop time? Could my wish to deny the reality of the impending loss, affect the actual reality? The 

car engine ticks loudly as it cools down. The glare on the windshield hurts my eyes. I wonder, 

could I change the outcome if I paid attention to every detail? Shaking my head at my wishful 

thinking, I open the car door. A tiny lizard darts toward the adobe red sidewalk leading to the 

door of Donna’s house. I follow it.   

At the front door, I hesitate. I can see into the kitchen through the window next to the 

door. Donna’s daughter, Sabrina, stands in the white kitchen biting into a green apple. I knock 

quietly. Sabrina doesn’t move. I knock louder and she gets up from the table and opens the door. 

Sabrina looks like Donna but younger, with dark hair. Both have freckles and hazel eyes. 

Donna sits on the couch wearing tan pants and a white shirt with a purple scarf that 

partially hides her stomach that is swollen from cancer. My legs feel weak, and separate from my 

body, as I cross the white tile floor towards her.  Donna says something in Spanish to her 

daughter and Sabrina leaves the room.   Late afternoon sunlight hits the white walls of the living 

room making the air shine. I feel light, unanchored, and unmoored. 

I see the specter of a little girl, with lopsided braids and sad eyes, sitting on the floor in 

the far corner of the room. I am the only one with awareness that she is there––since she is what 
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I have brought to the situation. The little girl wears a jumper and a pair of black-and-white saddle 

shoes with knee socks that she keeps pulling up. I know, without her saying it to me, that she 

wants me to stop time so that the inevitable loss will be postponed forever. After all, denial is the 

first stage of grief and the first defense mechanism on which we usually rely (Kubler-Ross, 

2005). 

“Sit down here,” says Donna patting the spot next to her on the couch, “Or, here if you 

would be more comfortable,” as she points to a chair nearby.  

She looks at me and smiles as she says, “It is so good to see you.”  

Donna takes my hand in hers as I sit down next to her. The skin on her hand is thinner 

and more fragile than mine, but both of our hands have freckles. Donna tells me that she is not in 

pain, but the medicines make her thirsty. A large Evian bottle, full, sits in front of her.                       

“Now tell me about you, about the boys, about Jim,” says Donna. 

I tell her how Asher is a head taller than me now, and that Sam seems to be feeling better. 

I show her pictures of both boys. “How handsome!” remarks Donna.  

I tell her about the trip we are planning to Scotland. 

Donna says: “Oh you have to see the Isle of Skye––truly remarkable! It looks like the 

place of fairies and trolls from all those stories.”  

The little girl in the far corner of the room smiles slightly when she hears Donna’s voice. 

She sounds the same as always, but from where she sits, the little girl can see that Donna’s 

stomach is swollen. She watches Donna readjust her scarf. 
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  “I’m so glad that you felt well enough to see me,” I smile. “Once Linda called to tell me, 

I knew that I needed to come to Florida to see you. I needed to come back here even if you’d 

been too sick to see me.” 

  “You needed to return to the scene.” says Donna. And, I know she means the scene of my 

madness and analysis.  

“Yes, I needed to come back here,” I know that I needed to come back to where the air is 

soft, the light plays in the sky, and the boldness of all the colors is shocking after the dead 

browns and whites of the Ohio winter. I needed to come back to the scene where Donna’s words, 

her gaze, her office and, at one point, even the hospital held me, while I gathered the words to 

tell a story that I both knew and didn’t know. 

“I have been thinking,” Donna commented, “If you ever need another analysis, these are 

two of the analysts I’d recommend.” Donna names two analysts from a Lacanian school of 

psychoanalysis. 

I shudder and note that “I don’t want to go through another analysis.” The little girl digs 

her fingernails into her forearms leaving half-moon traces on her skin. She knows what it feels 

like to be shattered into pieces. She thinks that Donna is the only one who speaks her language, 

the only one who has ever put the pieces back together, and, in fact, Donna has been the only one 

who ever put the pieces back together.  

“It would be different, Anne.” Donna squeezes my hand tighter, “For one thing, you 

wouldn’t be pregnant.”  

 Donna had told me a number of years ago that she had presented a paper about our work 

together. She protected my information, and disguised details for confidentiality, so that no one 
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could identify me. And, besides, I didn’t know anyone in Argentina. Donna shared that, “I also 

wanted you to know something: When I presented your case in Argentina, I had an analyst ask 

me a very specific question that made me think. He asked me what it was about you that kept me 

going, kept me persevering in our work together.” 

“I’m sorry,” I say as I look down at my hands. My face burns slightly. When I began 

seeing Donna, the transference was like an out of control train. I just couldn’t situate myself in 

relation to her in a way that felt safe in those early days. On some days, it felt as if she withheld 

everything I needed, and flung me out into space with no grounding. My longing and rage were 

powerful. On other days, the words she said both resonated with, and terrified me.  I often had 

difficulty leaving Donna’s office when my session ended, called her frequently between sessions, 

and sometimes while I was on the edge of suicide.  

“Do you remember when I told you to slow down?” I ask. “I was afraid my feelings were 

going to destroy me or my analysis. I still remember what you said.“  The little girl also 

remembers the day that Donna leaned forward on the edge of her seat into the space between her 

and me, and looked me directly in the eyes. Donna said ‘Anne, listen. I hear you. You do not 

need to destroy yourself or treatment in order for me to know how much pain you are in.’ Her 

words wrapped around me and held me.   

That moment had been a major shift in my analysis. Rather than viewing my phone calls, 

difficulty leaving her office, and suicide ideation as a resistance to analysis, Donna viewed my 

behavior as a message to her about analysis.  Lacanian analysts tend to see ‘acting out’ as within 

the Symbolic Order––as a communication that is a normal part of the, largely unconscious, field 

of behavior and the human condition (Lacan, 2002, p. 103).  
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In contrast, the more pervasive views of ‘acting out’ in referring to clinical situations, use 

the phrase pejoratively to describe patients who are ‘acting badly’ and resisting analysis. Had 

Donna responded to my acting out as if I were ‘acting badly,’ or as a resistance to analysis, I 

would have fled treatment. From the Lacanian standpoint, acting out is a message to the analyst 

that something is not working, and is, in some sense pointing out a failure in the analysis. It is 

considered an unconscious “appeal” to the analyst to dialogue about a subject that had not yet 

found a place in the treatment discourse. It is an opportunity for intervention, whether with or 

without interpretation (Julien, 1994, p. 72). 

Donna both intervened and interpreted. She adjusted the frame of analysis and ‘entered 

the scene’ (as Donna would have said). She allowed some phone contact between sessions, 

encouraged me to write what I couldn’t say out loud, and, although listening for the signifiers in 

my speech, only interpreted at a pace I could tolerate. Donna was clear about what was 

acceptable and what wasn’t. By doing this, she opened a space in analysis in which I neither 

disappeared nor was engulfed, a space where together, we could work. 

  “When the analyst in Argentina asked me how I kept working with you when times were 

tough, I told him ‘it was your ethics,’ Anne, it was your ethics that kept me working with you 

during those early more difficult years.” 

“My ethics?” I ask.  The Lacanian ethical injunction is: Do not give up on your desire. 

Lacan did not mean desire for this or that object; but rather, his injunction means do not 

compromise your capacity of desiring.  I think Donna was referring to my fairly constant drive to 

know, my pursuit of knowing my own desire, and interest in freeing myself from the desire of 

my parents (as much as one can). 
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  “Yes, your ethics” says Donna. “And, no, there is nothing for which to apologize. Anne, 

listen: when you invite in the transference, and it shows up, what else are you going to do?” 

I nod. “Donna, I know you know this, but you saved my life,” I say.  

“Do you remember telling me, when I was in the hospital, that I was at a crossroads, that 

I had to choose which road I would take?” I ask her. 

Donna had said that on one road was the truth about my childhood, and the terrible 

sadness that went along with that knowledge, as well as a freedom with no further price to pay. 

The other road, she had said, contained the denial of my feelings, memories, and knowledge as 

well as the risk of paying a dear price in further repetition, and in the potential for suicide. 

“I remember, Anne. I also remember telling you that “the madness was a cover for the 

infinite sadness.” 

“The sadness felt infinite, but it wasn’t,” I pause, “It scares me to think what would have 

happened if I hadn’t found you when I did.”  

The little girl, still in the far corner, buries her face in her hands. She is scared about what 

might happen when she can no longer find Donna. What will happen when Donna is nowhere to 

be found?  

  “The timing was good, Anne. I had energy then,” says Donna.  

Handing her a card, I say: “I wrote in it. I hope you can read my writing.” 

Donna smiles, “Oh Anne, I could always read your writing. Don’t you remember?”  

My breath catches. How did I forget how much I had written to her at the beginning of 

my treatment? How did I forget how little I could say out loud? Language had felt slippery, 
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untrustworthy. Words couldn’t hold and, if they could and I spoke them, the sounds echoed in 

the space between us, building a wall of shame and tearing up any connection to Donna that I 

felt. When I could find words, I wrote. And she read my writing. Donna opens the card and reads 

that I will carry her words with me always.  

The little girl sits hugging her knees to her chest. She has the end of one braid in her 

mouth and is chewing on it.  She isn’t as certain as the present, adult and analyzed version of me 

maintains, that Donna’s words will be remembered. The girl remembers the repeating nightmares 

without the benefit of mitigating healing experience: 

I stand in a dimly lit office. In front of me is a large desk with a man sitting behind it. He 

looks at me but doesn’t meet my eyes. “You are crazy again, Anne. You are making things up. 

These things that you see and that you feel aren’t real. You need to be in the hospital.” And I 

reach for the phone to call Donna who will tell him that what happened to me was crazy, but that 

I’m not crazy. If I can reach Donna, I can get my words back and find my voice. I push the 

buttons on the phone, but my fingers keep slipping. I can’t call her number. I can’t reach her.  

Like the girl, now I silently wonder what will happen when Donna is nowhere to be 

found. “You will remember the words we both spoke,” says Donna. “They are part of you now, 

Anne. You won’t lose them.” 

The little girl fears that without Donna’s presence, without the shared knowledge of what 

happened, I will once again doubt my own perceptions and my own sanity.  I might lose the 

words I fought so hard to find. Before analysis, what had happened, what haunted me, was 

outside of language, and framed as outside of the symbolic order. There were no words attached. 

I lived on the edge between knowing and not knowing until I could find the safety and the space 

in which to know––until I could find someone to accompany me and bear witness to what had 

been unspeakable. 
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I say, “I used to imagine that the words we spoke were like boards nailed over the 

entrances to the caves I saw when hiking in the mountains as a little girl. The words, the boards, 

covered over, and partially contained, the darkness and the horror inside. But, the boards, like 

words, don’t completely seal off the caves.” 

Donna responds, “No, not completely. The caves are still there but the words keep you 

from falling in.”   

Donna and I continue to speak. Our voices rise and fall in the stillness of her living room. 

Donna encourages me to keep writing.  “You understand psychoanalysis and can express it in a 

way that is real and accessible,” remarks Donna. I hope what she says is true. I wonder, though, 

whether my writing means anything if I’m the only one who reads it. 

A few years after the end of my analysis, I found that I wrote in order to remember the 

work I had done in analysis. I wrote in order to put the final words in their places so that I could 

move on with my life.  Analysis, with all its inherent ‘unsilencing,’ altered my relationship with 

language. Words became solid, reliable and trustworthy. Words held fast. Words, however 

imperfect and imprecise in their attempt to symbolize or tame the Real, created a boundary 

between the undifferentiated horror of the Real and myself.  I no longer felt that I was living on 

the edge.  I had been able to turn away from the place of madness that I occupied out of 

deference to the silencing my parents. I had been able to turn, move, and shift my stance outward 

to my life, and to my desires.  

Donna looks tired. It is time for me to go. The room seems to tilt slightly when I stand. 

The little girl leaves the corner of the room and stands next to me. She grabs my hand. Her palm 

is sweaty. Donna and I hug. The bones of her shoulders and back are small and thin under her 
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shirt. I tell Donna I love her, I will remember her words always, and I will be okay. My voice 

sounds more confident than I feel.   

Donna speaks softly “Goodbye, Anne”. 

The little girl holds my hand and weeps. 

The door closes softly behind me. The little girl’s knee socks have fallen down around 

her ankles, and one shoe is untied. She is still weeping. I bend down, tie her shoe, and lift her 

into my arms. She wraps her arms around my neck and buries her face in my shirt. The air has 

cooled slightly, and it is almost dark. I follow the lines of the adobe red sidewalk, one step after 

another, away from Donna’s house. There is no undoing this.  I can’t stop time. 
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