Diane and Laura - Case Background
I am presenting this couple because despite having a good relationship with them and seeing some progress, I have a great deal of difficulty having them in the room together.  They are highly reactive and as a result I have been seeing them separately for the past six months.  I have only now brought them back together because I had hoped that they (and I) were ready. 
I have been seeing them for 2 years. They first contacted me after hearing me speak on the subject of lesbian couples raising children.  At that time they had a three yr old son and were having parenting issues.  Primarily, Laura felt that Diane was controlling about issues related to parenting and interfered with her relationship with their son Eric.  
The couple had been together for 9 years. This was the second long term relationship for Laura and the first for Diane.
Diane’s complaint was that Laura was angry at her all the time and that she was sensitive to the way Laura spoke to her.  She said Laura is very argumentative and accuses  Diane of being critical and belittling.  
Laura complained that Diane doesn’t see her own input into the situation.  She said “She escalates my reaction and makes it worse.”

History
Laura is the youngest of four children from an  upper middle class family.  She has one brother with whom she had a lot of difficulties. He seems to have been troubled, possibly learning disabled, they fought a lot and she does not speak to him still.  Her parents divorced when she was 10 following her father’s infidelity. In discussing it she said “it struck me funny”.  She is self-described as flip, smart alecky, and says her mother was like Maude (from tv sitcom) i.e sarcastic, biting.  She is extremely bright, but very defended.  I found that taking her history was confusing and rambling and I was put in mind of the attachment interview theory that the coherence of the story is indicative of the person’s attachment style.  Also, while seeming very relaxed and informal throughout the history taking, when the session ended she seemed to become anxious and wanted more feedback or response from me.  

Diane’s history presentation was much more coherent and reflected the fact that she had been in individual therapy for a number of years.  She is one of two children whose parents divorced when she was 5. She described her father as authoritarian and said that she thinks he wasn’t nice to her mother, as for example, refused to buy an air conditioner when she was pregnant. She describes their marriage as a shotgun marriage and says it was not the life her mother wanted.  After the divorce Diane lived with her mother who became very active in Independent Politics and left Diane alone a great deal of the time.  She says “I was by myself every night. I was a very independent kid. I’m nervous, fearful, I don’t have a sense of security”.   In fact, she developed some obsessional tendencies and continues to be prone to anxiety and obsessive fearfulness.  One area where this comes up a great deal is in regard to their son Eric who was born with low tone ….She worries a lot about the possibility of Autism, and although he has exhibited some traits that are considered to be on the spectrum such as obsessive preoccupations, and repetitive physical behaviors, he has been evaluated and is not diagnosed as outside of normal range.  
She has also suffered from depression at various points beginning when she 11 yrs old and is currently taking antidepressant medication as well as being in individual therapy.
Diane complains that she feels alone in this relationship, feels she can’t rely on Laura emotionally, that Laura has limited patience.  She also would like to see Laura go for individual therapy, which Laura refuses to do.

The sessions, while somewhat productive, would frequently end up with Diane reacting  to whatever it was  that Laura was saying as indicating that she didn’t like her and she would become despondent and negative - plunging into “what’s the point of our being together”, sort of reactions.  Laura would then get angry and say that she can’t talk about anything in front of Diane without Diane falling apart.  I worked very hard to help Diane control her reactivity - sometimes holding her hand or sitting next to her while Laura was talking.  Laura, in fact, would tend to focus on her negative reactions to Diane’s behavior- whether it was her anxiety, or neediness, or what she perceived as Diane’s interference in her relationship with Eric. She also tends to be a blamer.  
An example of a fight that they brought in early in therapy.  
Diane had been up since 5am with their son who had a cough.  It’s evening and the two of them are sitting in the living room.  She says “I’m so tired” several times...”I can’t even get up to go to bed” etc … Finally, Laura gets angry and says “OK I’ve heard that a million times. why do I have to hear this 100 times.”  
Diane is hurt and offended.  “Why does she have to react like that?”
This then escalates into Laura defending herself and attacking Diane for complaining and wanting something indirectly and Diane not understanding why Laura is angry and feeling hurt and dismissed. 

When the sessions reached a stage where I felt concerned that Diane was leaving feeling too upset I decided to see them separately.  With Diane I was able to work on helping her to be less reactive to Laura’s provocations, whether verbal or non-verbal.  This was actually somewhat successful.  Diane tends to be concrete but is a good student. 
With Laura, I tried to give her a space to express her frustrations with Diane safely but found it difficult to get her to really look at herself.  She is defensive and thinks very highly of herself.  She is good at blaming others, both at home and at work, and at the same time sees herself as the only one who is really trying.  I gave them each the list of ineffective behaviors that couples use, and when I asked which ones applied to her, Laura said lightly,  “all of them” and then dismissed the whole thing and talked about something else.  

Attachment styles:
I think Diane has an insecure attachment style - she expects to feel unloved and alone and unwanted.
I think Laura’s style is  more ambivalent.  She can be clingy and childlike with Diane and then pushes her away with provocative comments and behavior. 
As far as developmental stage, I think symbiotic. They have difficulty having empathy for each other because everything is taken so personally.  I also think that things got more difficult when their son was born because they are having a problem being three instead of two.  I think this is why Diane can’t hear Laura talk about her feelings without falling apart, and Laura is unable to see the impact of her behavior and words on others. 

For this session, the first couples session in months, I gave them the I-I to study and said that we would be using that framework to conduct the session. 
