Case study 1.

Ira and Eyal are a couple in their thirties. They have been in a relationship for approximately 5 years. They separated around a year and a half into their relationship, and decided to get back together about a year later. They have been in therapy for approximately one and a half years, with a session once every two weeks. The session presented was session number 16.

Background

Ira: Born in Russia to a family of 3 children, immigrated to Israel at the age of 15 via a program for teenagers unaccompanied by their parents.

Says her father is not a straightforward person, and that he does not express emotions. When she was 12-13 years old, her father was involved in a serious accident that affected his behavior significantly. He became a more impatient person, and started to shut himself off.

Her mother is described as a woman who, despite the difficulties involved, cultivated her own way of living with her father, an active and rational woman.

Her parents currently reside in Germany, as do Ira’s sisters. She is in touch with all of them.

Among the significant episodes that Ira recalls from her childhood was an incident in which her parents accused her of committing an act that put the members of the household in danger, an act which she did not commit. This made her feel ashamed and lonely, and she felt she was being treated unfairly.

Overall, she recounts a happy childhood in the family home, but describes that her school years were filled with incidents in which she experienced shame.

An experience that she could not share with anyone.	Comment by maya lubinsky: I believe the source text might contain a typo here, and I am unsure of the specific intention of this sentence:
חחויה שלא יכלה לשתף בה אף אחד. 


She also describes her life in the boarding school of the youth program in Israel as complex. However, she learned to form intimate relationships that afforded her a sense of security and connection, though she was always the one to terminate the relationships.
She attended university as well as a design college, but did not graduate. She works as a private flight attendant – this is seasonal work with intense periods involving flights for several days, and stretches of inactivity, especially during the winter.

Over the course of her life she learned to rely solely on herself. When we commenced therapy, she presented herself as a very rational person who neither comprehends emotions nor expresses them.

Eyal: His parents divorced when he was 5 years old. He has a brother who is two years his senior. He experiences them as difficult, and he felt abandoned and unwanted. Looking back, he sees himself as a “strange” and sensitive child. Following the divorce, his father remarried, and Eyal has 3 brothers from that marriage, with whom he enjoys a good relationship, characterized by warmth and friendship.

As a child he experienced his mother as violent, physically and otherwise. He had to fulfil her emotional needs. He recalls that she threatened to commit suicide when he wished to move in with his father. To this day the relationship with her is complicated.

Throughout his childhood he felt out of place and very lonely. He does not like the child that he was. He chose his future profession when he was a teenager, and today he is a marine biologist, completing a doctorate in a singular field.

When we commenced therapy, Eyal described Ira as someone very rational, saying that in the first phase of their relationship he did his utmost to please her and be the perfect partner for her, to the point of loss of self. When they rekindled their relationship, he decided to stop trying to please her, but still feels as though he lives according to her wishes and that he lets her have her way frequently. Ira perceived him as overly sensitive, blowing everything out of proportion, and argued that he ought to deal with all of his childhood trauma.	Comment by maya lubinsky: I wonder about the shift to the past tense here. Is this statement no longer true?

The recorded session took place in the de-escalation stage.

In the preceding sessions, the couple gained familiarity with the concept of the negative cycle, gradually learning to come into contact with deeper feelings, fears and needs.
Eyal is the P and Ira is the W. Over the course of the sessions, much time was spent on the pain that Eyal derived from Ira’s emotional unresponsiveness, and from her distantness; and Ira started learning to talk about emotions. It is easier for her to express her fears, but more challenging to describe her emotions.

We are still in the process of identifying each of their Action Tendencies, to identify reactive emotions and to delve deeper into more suppressed emotions.

I must mention that this meeting surprised me from the outset, since in the previous sessions we were able to delve deeper, having cultivated a newfound sense of calm and safety.

In the excerpt presented, the appointment took place following a quarrel, with both parties contending with some challenging emotions. At the top of the session, they each recounted their version of events. Further on in the transcript I will specify what I did, and what was lacking. After the excerpt, I will provide a summary of the rest of the conversation.


------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Case study 2

The couple came to treatment with very difficult patterns. Jenia would fly into fits of rage, where he would shout and smash objects, and Nestia would subsequently clam up, and go off to her room, crying. Jenia would then respond by also clamming up, “going into his own shell,” going silent, while inwardly tormenting himself and beating himself up over his rage, gradually sinking into a depression. This cycle would last anything between several days and several weeks. Sometimes Nestia would resort to alcohol to help her manage her difficult emotional state. Her alcohol abuse began long before the relationship.

Throughout their relationship, Nestia and Jenia formed a routine in which they both worked hard during the week and spent the weekends together. They seldom went out, explaining than neither of them enjoyed being around people, preferring to spend weekends resting at home.

They both have a history of attachment trauma.

Jenia’s background

Jenia: 36 years old, an only child, immigrated to Israel with his parents. He continues to be in touch with them, visiting them frequently. He works in hi-tech. Shortly before going into couples’ therapy, Jenia consulted with a psychiatrist and was diagnosed with ADHD. He was prescribed medication which has helped him concentrate, calmed him, and eased the symptoms of his depression.

Jenia grew up with both his parents, living in a large house. As a child, he was prone both to daydreaming and impulsiveness. His parents had a hard time understanding his condition and being empathetic towards the objective difficulties he faced. Some formative memories that Jenia described: in one memory, aged 4-5, he would play by hiding behind the couch waiting a long time for someone to find him, and no one ever did. Another type of memory was of when he was punished severely for his behavior, including a traumatic memory of his parents locking him out of the house for several hours when he was about 8 years old. His parents quarreled often, and he did not feel loved. At school, he was sometimes bullied by the other children (he discusses this in the session I’m presenting).

He made more friends during his time in college.

Over time, he developed strategies of emotional detachment, flattening, alongside a desire to be loved, he was eager to please, to take initiative, to look out for his friends.

He got married at the age of 26, and divorced after about two years of marriage, due to his fits of rage. After the divorce Jenia “abstained” from relationships for almost a decade, he would meet up with his friends sporadically, but did not form emotional or intimate attachments.

He continued to function at work but struggled to resolve conflicts with work colleagues when he found them unreceptive or unresponsive to his professional requests.
He met Nestia online, and they were platonic friends for about 6 years. They were able to share what was going on in their lives. Jenia did his best to support Nestia and he was someone for her to turn to.

In 2017, Nestia came to Jenia from the Ukraine and asked to stay with him for a time. This was how their romantic relationship started out. Jenia was initially very uncertain, and afraid of losing the friendships they had cultivated by that point. Their relationship developed gradually, as they endeavored to learn to trust each other.

Nestia’s background

Nestia, 32 years old, was raised by her mother and grandmother. Her father abandoned the family when she was a year old. As a child, she remembers being disciplined and eager to please, unable to voice her wishes, since no one listened to her. Her crisis began when she was a teenager. She associated with gang members, and neither her mother nor her grandmother were able to control her. She abused alcohol and drugs, and was exposed to violence, but says that she herself never experienced violence or sexual assault.

Nestia graduated from high school and went to college where she studied to be a translator from the English language. She currently works in this field and also runs her own line of handmade knitwear.

At the age of 24, she immigrated to Israel. However, she returned to the Ukraine several years later, in order to help her grandmother who had fallen ill. She spent several years in a relationship with a guy who she says took advantage of her. But she felt that she didn’t deserve any better, so she stayed with him. She remained in the Ukraine for several years, during which time she often went out drinking. She was then diagnosed with a medical condition, and decided to go back to Israel. She went to stay with Jenia, and commenced treatment. Jenia supported her and gradually the friendship transitioned into a romantic relationship.

The therapeutic process:

In the first phase we worked on identifying interpersonal cycles.
Jenia and Nestia are a complex couple, both of them tending to conceal their feelings and remove themselves physically and emotionally. They sought therapy due to Jenia’s fits of rage, during which he harshly criticized things that Nestia had done (when things weren’t in the right place), but would also react harshly in situations in which something had gone wrong – a stuck object, something not working, or when he dropped something. He would then experience an instant onset of frustration and rage that he would express by throwing objects and sometimes breaking them. In both these scenarios, Nestia would usually go to her room, and when the anger was directed at her, she would cry.

Nestia is liable to immerse herself in her work, and in whatever free time she has left from her primary job as a translator, she may keep busy knitting and developing new products for her small business. When she does so, Jenia finds her emotionally inaccessible and remote, and he shuts himself off in response. They have both adjusted to living in this way, and they only create a common space on weekends, when they watch movies together, talk and read together. As I have already mentioned, they seldom socialize outside the home. A contributing factor is that most of their friends have young children, and they feel out of place in such settings.

Nestia says she is insecure and prone to crying in times of emotional frustration. When she does so, Jenia offers her a great deal of support, listening to her and comforting her. In this way he feels needed, and is able to express his compassion.

Jenia describes patterns where he “goes into his shell” (as he puts it) for extended periods. He says this is his way of controlling emotional flooding, anger at himself and self-criticism. This is how he “saves” Nestia and the relationship. When he does so, Nestia feels that he is depressed and avoids talking or sharing anything with her. At first, she would let Jenia remain in these states, and would feel lonely, clam up emotionally, and seek solace in alcohol. But occasionally she would try to talk to him and help him reemerge.

Both are highly intelligent people, and would attend therapy sessions regularly and consistently.

I identify both as Withdrawers – as they both have patterns of emotional withdrawal, shutting themselves off and keeping things to themselves. However after several days of silence, Nestia is usually the one who makes forays towards reconciliation.

In the work, we have learned that Jenia’s aggressive reactions result from internal processes. They talked about his feelings for the first time. The more Jenia talked about his feelings, the greater Nestia’s confidence grew. She started talking about her feelings too, about how she feared Jenia when he flew off the handle, she started opening up and sharing her own feelings. This led to her spending less time locked away in her room. Jenia was less prone to “going into his shell”, and becoming withdrawn. The couple talked more, beginning to recognize the cycle, beginning to understand the underlying conflicts, and discuss not only the reactive emotions but also the underlying emotions. During the sessions, Jenia started expressing his fear of rejection, and his desire for closeness. Nestia started expressing her need for Jenia to accept her, which to her meant listening to her.

They started going out a little more, devoting time to each other during the week.

But Jenia’s fits of rage did not stop, and this still posed a big challenge both for him and for Nestia. The session I am presenting took place approximately 10 months into the treatment.

Since, as I have already pointed out, they both function as Withdrawers, the work is complicated. We have not done any focused second-stage work with Nestia. I chose to focus on Jenia first, since his expressions of rage severely compromise the couple’s sense of security, and it was important to me to cultivate a greater sense of security with in-depth emotional work, to enable bracing and forming a more secure attachment between Jenia and myself, and - needless to say – between Jenia and Nestia.

In this session, they discuss a recurring problem – Jenia’s fits of rage when something is not in its right place - whether it be tomatoes in the fridge, or a plate, or anything else. The stage where the couple is currently, allows for greater exploration of Jenia’s experience. We stay with him for most of the session, exploring his perception of himself and of Nestia. It took me some time to come up with an enactment, but it was too early for Jenia and Nestia was ambivalent about it too. I managed to go back to Jenia and “use a finer tooth comb” and we were able to unearth the pain that Jenia feels as a result of his helpless attempts to self-regulate in the moment, and the pain he feels when he unintentionally harms Nestia, and his need for her compassion and for her to view him as loved and not as rejected.	Comment by maya lubinsky: The shift to the past tense is a little jarring to me. I believe it would be best to choose a tense and stick with it throughout. There are frequent shifts in tense throughout this piece, sometimes mid-sentence.

We continued the therapy following this session. One of the couple’s emotional highlights was Jenia proposing to Nestia in front of her friends. This was a major risk for him - both in exposing himself emotionally in front of other people and in risking Nestia reacting with cynicism (as the pair recognized was typical of Nestia - something we had discussed in therapy). Nestia accepted. The couple planned to travel abroad for several weeks, which was hardly ordinary given their difficulty spending any period of time outside the home. We addressed many of their concerns in advance of the trip.

It is important to note that therapy was terminated shortly after the couple’s trip, and not as we had all hoped. Travelling together was too big a challenge for the couple. They were both flooded by the abundance of stimuli, triggering personal and interpersonal emotional distress. They cut the trip short and returned to Israel. After a short time they terminated the therapy and decided to separate.

I found it difficult to present this couple. For several months after they had terminated the treatment, I felt that I had failed. Thanks to the supervision I was able to revisit the work we had done and note the progress, their tango-of-two, and my tango with the both of them together and apart, the significant personal and interpersonal transformations that took place thanks to our work together. I had to finally accept that some circumstances may be very threatening for the human psyche, and that relationships may break down. I am aware that Jenia finally sought individual therapy, something I had recommended when we started treatment, but which he rejected. Nestia has also sought individual therapy.

