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A hard lesson in learning
how to ask others for help

Did you ever have one of
those days when you are smil-
ing and feeling blessed to be
alive? I had one of those days
last spring. I had spent the week
skiing with my family in the
beautiful mountains of Maine.
During the last run of the last
day, I skied off the chairlift and
breathed in the cool mountain
air while smiling at my com-
panions. I headed down the
easy slope to the lodge, think-
ing to myself that this was the
perfect end to the perfect week.
First turn, nice and easy. Sec-
ond turn, nice and smooth.
Third turn, and BAM!

Before I knew it, I was down
on the ground. A young girl,
about 14 years old, stood over
me apologizing. She was so
sorry that she had hit me and
knocked me over from behind.
“No problem,” I told her. I stood
up, a bit wobbly, and then
immediately collapsed. It was
evident that I couldn’t stand, let
alone walk or ski. I was dum-
founded. I could not believe this
was happening. I had been a
skier for more than 20 years.
Sure, I'd fallen before, but I
could always stand up and ski
on. But not this time.

I swallowed my pride and
rode down the slope in the ski
patrol sled. I wondered how this
could have happened to me. I’'m
so cautious. I wear my helmet. I
take lessons every year to make
sure that my technique is current
and safe. I don’t ski terrain that
is above my ability level. Yet
here I was, riding in a ski patrol
sled. How humiliating.

When I got to the bottom of
the hill, I could neither stand nor
walk without assistance. I had to
go to the hospital. Several tests
later, my diagnosis was con-
firmed: The ligaments in my
knee were destroyed and would
have to be replaced. Two weeks
later I had surgery, and for the
following eight weeks I was
hobbling around on crutches.

I called my supervisor at the
counseling center where I work.
We offer counseling services to
those who cannot afford stan-
dard fees or who don’t have
insurance, such as the working

poor and the unemployed. I had
graduated the previous year with
my master’s degree, and I had
passed my licensing exam the
previous October. After I relayed
the story of what had happened
to my supervisor, she re-
scheduled my appointments.

On my first day back after the
surgery, I was conflicted. What
would I say to my clients? I had
been taught in school that self-
disclosure is often inappropriate
in the counseling session. How-
ever, this situation was a chal-
lenge. What do you say to a
client who asks, “What hap-
pened?” as you hobble on
crutches to open the door and
welcome her into the counseling
session? After all, when you’re
so obviously wounded, the psy-
choanalytic approach of “Why
do you ask?” seems absurd. Yet
the session is about the client,
not the counselor.

I became very aware of
the fine line between appropri-
ate and inappropriate self-
disclosure. When clients asked
about my injury, I could feel the
urge within me to relate the
story of my accident in great
detail. With the support and
counsel of my supervisor, I kept
my answers short and became
an expert at saying: “I had an
accident. But tell me, what’s on
your mind today?” I also be-
came very adept at welcoming
clients into the counseling ses-
sion, navigating to a chair, sit-
ting down and tucking my
crutches behind me. In one
instance, as I stood up to walk a
client to the door at the end of a
counseling session, she said,
“Oh, I forgot. You're still on
crutches.” With that remark, I
felt that I was on the right track.
My crutches had become irrele-
vant, forgotten, invisible.

Still, there were other clients
whose comments I will never
forget. Maggie, for example,
was dating a man who was
demanding. He was a drinker
and liked her to cater to his
needs. In one of our sessions,
she said, “It’s like I lean on him
like a crutch. Like I need him to
stand. That without him, I can’t
stand on my own two feet.”

Would she have come to this
realization on her own? Did my
crutches, on some subconscious
level, provide a metaphor that
enabled her to see her dependen-
cy on this man? A dependency
she relied upon to keep her
steady on her own two feet?

Then there was Jim, who
remarked on his wife’s affair by
saying, “It’s like your knee.
Trust is like that. You have it,
and everything is fine. But it can
be broken in an instant. And it
takes a long, long time to heal.
And you know, it will never be
like it was before. It may look
like it’s healed, but there will
always be a scar.” Will Jim ever
forgive his wife? Will he be able
to trust her again? Will he heal,
or will he forever be scarred by
her unfaithfulness?

Maureen and Neil were in
couples counseling working
through the financial problems
in their marriage. For the two
months I was on crutches, Neil
would ask the same question at
each session without ever wait-
ing for my answer: “You will ski
again, won’t you? You see,
honey? She doesn’t let life get
her down. She gets up and
moves on and skis again. Right.
(Turning toward me) You are
going to ski again, aren’t you?”

I didn’t respond with either a
“yes” or a “no.” Instead, each
time I reflected back his interest
in whether I would ski again.
Through this interaction, I
understood how hard it was for
Maureen to say “no” to Neil.
Everything he said was so posi-
tive. Yet he wasn’t listening. He
was telling her that his way of
seeing a situation was the only
way. I wonder, would I have
known that about this couple if I
had not been on crutches? Will
positive thinking solve their
financial problems?

There were clients whose
healing paralleled my own.
Tyronne was a recovering alco-
holic and drug addict who had
been sober for 10 months. He
said, “I'm slowly getting better,
just like you, taking one step and
one day at a time.” He was liv-
ing at home with his parents.
During our session right after I

relinquished my crutches and
was again walking unassisted,
he told me that he had placed a
deposit on an apartment and was
moving out of his parent’s
house. Tyronne no longer need-
ed the support of his parents, and
Ino longer needed the support of
my crutches.

I wonder if my injury did
more harm than good for one
client, however. Janice was
depressed. Her most recent
boyfriend had broken up with
her, and she was finding it hard
to get out of bed each morning.
During one of our sessions she
said, “I don’t know how you do
it. You get out of bed and you’re
getting better. I don’t ever see
myself getting better. I'm just
not like you.” I pointed out to
Janice that she had gotten out of
bed and she was on the road to
getting better. Shortly thereafter,
however, Janice missed an
appointment. She didn’t return
my phone calls, and I haven’t
seen her since. Did my physical
improvement represent some-
thing she felt too depressed to
attempt to achieve? Would
another counselor have served
her better? Should I have been
able to predict this incident and
refer her to someone else?

In addition to what I learned
about counseling from my acci-
dent, I learned some things
about myself. First and fore-
most, I do not like to ask for
help. I prefer to do things for
myself. However, three months
of not walking required me to
overcome some of my reluc-
tance to ask for assistance.

Once, I hobbled to the kitchen
on my crutches and retrieved a
bottle of water from the refrig-
erator. Since I needed my hands
to maneuver the crutches, I
couldn’t hold the bottle of
water. So I clenched the cap of
the bottle in my mouth and
headed back to the living room.
My husband met me in the din-
ing room. As he yanked the bot-
tle of water out of my mouth, he
asked, “What are you doing?”

“l wanted some water,” I
replied.

“Yeah,” he said, “but if you
trip and fall with that bottle in

your mouth, you could choke!”

“I know, I know,” I said a little
sheepishly.

“You know, I would have got-
ten the water for you. All you
had to do was ask.”

“That’s the problem,” I admit-
ted. “I don’t like to ask for help.”

“Well,” he replied, “get over
it. You’re on crutches, and you
need help.”

I guess that being in a “help-
ing” profession, I feel very com-
fortable assisting others, yet
somehow, I have a hard time
asking for assistance myself. It
occurred to me how brave my
clients are when they call the
counseling center for the first
time, admitting that they need
help and asking for that initial
appointment. It takes a lot of
courage to admit when we need
the help of others.

Now, however, I find myself
feeling very grateful. I can walk
and I can drive. I have family,
friends and co-workers who are
more than willing to help me
when I need assistance, and 1
know that I have the strength to
admit when I need help. I have a
renewed respect for my clients
and the courage they exhibit in
taking those first tentative steps
toward seeking help and chang-
ing their lives for the better. I
even have some new clients who
have no idea that I recently recu-
perated from major surgery.

T am also looking forward to
cooler weather and getting back
on the ski slope. It is time to
stretch my limits and muster the
courage to ski again. With the
help and support of my family
and friends, I am confident that,
very soon, I will once more be
having one of those days. m
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