Session 3
One month later…
Joan: Ummm, Yeah, I guess the past couple of days have been really interesting…ummm…we haven't been doing well. Saturday Spencer was on a rip roar and he ended up throwing a metal water bottle at my head. Of course he's got a rip roaring aim so it got me square in the temple -  we've had like four or five incidents in the past two weeks of me having to go into the bathroom to run away from him. My husband was there on Saturday night when Spencer threw the water bottle at me. It was so interesting, it was like I could feel something wash over my face like…I don't know…I felt really odd because I felt… I don't know how to describe it… almost like “sweet”. I definitely felt like that the rest of the night. I was just completely off but I felt like so calm in a way and it was really bizarre. … and then yesterday I ended up having a panic attack in the bathroom, like I started having really bad chest pain.
Therapist: You mentioned feeling “sweet” inside. Can you tell me a little bit more about what you were experiencing?
Joan: I don't know…it was like…so we were trying to put curtains up and he was just…I was trying my best not to be angry with him, and I was like coaching him through…ummm.. like trying to talk to him, rationalize why we were re doing this, that we were trying to put the curtains back up for privacy and blah blah blah, but I was so angry because he was like…it's just…he was having a really difficult time. And then it was like the second that I got hit, all of a sudden I felt like I literally could talk to him calmly. My husband was the one who got rip roaring angry and yelled across the room. For a second, I almost felt, like, protected. And then my husband scooped Spencer up and took him into his room. He was going to leave him there for a bit and I said: “No, don't leave him”, and that was when I felt, like, sweet.
I was oddly calm.
Therapist:  So you felt really calm. Did you notice any other emotions at the time? 
Joan: Oddly happy…no, I wasn’t really happy. I don’t know how to describe it. Like, I wasn’t happy, but I felt like in a way bubbly or something. That’s why at first I didn’t realize what was going on because I guess I was actually more in shock than I usually am. I don’t know, I don’t know, I felt light and bubbly, and I was like: this is so weird! And that was when I talked to my husband and told him I felt weird and he was like: Are you dissociating? And I was like: huh, that's curious – yeah, I guess.
Therapist: I wonder if we could maybe explore that a bit together. Did you notice that bubbly feeling after your husband came to your defence or was that before?
Joan: It was like the second water bottle hit my head. I’ve noticed the feeling in the past. I would get like this feeling of like almost like a ripple over my forehead and my brain going kind of quiet. I was putting garland on the curtain and I just kept doing it and I was like: huh, I feel oddly calm despite the fact that I just got hit in the head and I really don't deserve this. [Silence for abut 30 s]. 
I felt like my husband was kind of slow to react because he had just kind of woken up and he was not reacting quickly and it was making me angry. I was kind of like: can you do something quickly, like get up and pick Spencer up? Because, good God, he's like beating me up. My husband did jump in, but it just felt like it was a split second too late. It was shocking, but also I was oddly calm and I was like: this is so confusing [laughs uncomfortably].
Therapist: That sounds pretty confusing.
Joan: My first thought honestly was like, am I making this up?  Maybe I’m like being dramatic. Like why is this going on? Am I just imagining that something happened? 
[Pause]
It kind of reminded me of a time I was at college and I I woke up in the morning and I was like all numb on the side of my face. I  couldn't really move and I didn't know I was experiencing migraine and neurological stuff at the time, but I was talking to my professor who was like: you need to go to the doctor right now. And I didn't realize it at time because I felt very like: oh I'm just going to go to class even though I can't feel my face. And then people were like: What are you doing, Joan?  If you can't move your face you need to go to a doctor right away! And it felt like everybody was like organizing it and I'm just kind of going along with it and then they were finally like: You need to go to the emergency room right now,  you might be having a heart attack! I was kind of like: oh, ok. Well, I’ll drive myself [chipper tone], and then I was on the phone with my mom and she's like: They think you're having a heart attack. You shouldn't be driving! And I kind of had that same feeling of like: Oh, I guess that's true, I probably shouldn't, but I don't know, I feel like…just…I can do this. On Saturday it was that similar feeling of just like: I feel fine. I know I've been hit in the head but I feel fine. I guess everything felt very surreal. 
Therapist: You mentioned some things you notice like in your body like almost like a wave coming down your face. Did you notice anything else happening in your body?
Joan: Umm,  I would say I felt almost light. I felt like everything…I was just floating and I felt bubbly. I'm picking up garland for the curtain and still doing this and I don't know why I'm not reacting. I'm not yelling at Spencer even though I just took a water bottle to the face. And now I'm just doing my thing. This is so weird.
Therapist: It sounds like you were trying to push through a quite difficult moment for yourself. Sometimes a dissociative experience like that can be a protective mechanism that we develop. It also sounds like the environment was a little bit surreal. Did you feel like you were outside of yourself, like out of body almost?
Joan: I don't know, it just felt like being in a movie, I guess. Yeah, maybe things weren't feeling as real as normal. It was very bizarre.
Therapist: Did it feel like it was yourself?
Joan: I felt very off, but I can’t really describe it. I guess it would be comparable to that day at college where I felt very myself even though I knew something was not right with my body. I was in serious trouble and yet I was like: I'm just going to drive myself to the hospital, I'm totally fine. I wasn't clueing in on the fact that people were horrified of what was going on and very scared looking at me. It didn't click until after and then when I was at the hospital and I was talking to people. It just seemed like I was in my own world and then it wasn't until after that I realized they’re getting me into the hospital right away because they think I'm a teenager and having a heart attack. That didn't clue in with me at first. It was a similar feeling on Saturday. 
Therapist: It sounds like in both instances like something powerful might have been activated. Are there any other similarities you think were transpiring between those two episodes? In what was happening beforehand?
Joan: I don't know. Sometimes I just feel like I'm going to scream at Spencer and I’m going to lose it. It was getting to that point on Saturday. I could see he was escalating. I could absolutely see, but I was starting to get really, really angry and then he grabbed the water bottle and he looked me square in the face. I remember having that moment like: “Sweetie, hold on to the water bottle…”, and he looked me dead in the face and swung it at me and then it was like: OK that's where we're at, and I just didn't feel anything. 
Therapist:  it sounds like there was a lot of anger you were feeling leading up to the moment and then that anger just kind of released or was transformed.
Joan: Yeah, it just went away.
[Silence 30s]
Therapist: Do you think it was released, or do you think that another thing took over in order to protect yourself from the anger?
Joan:  I'm presuming that's the case, yeah. It's almost it is like that ‘fawn’ reaction. It’s not always my reaction. Like the other day I was so angry with him I closed the door on him and then I felt so guilty. I opened up the door and I said are you OK? But he had run off and I was just seething and I slammed the door and then I just sat there and I was like: This is absolutely awful. Whereas on Saturday, I didn’t feel awful but, like, that bubbly feeling. I'm presuming it's the physical shock of it. Sometimes I slap myself in the face because I know I'm so upset and I just slap myself in the cheek to tell myself: OK, I'm fine, keep going.  Maybe it's that similar feeling of like that shutdown first.
[Pause]
It just makes me so angry, reading that stupid report saying there is nothing repetitive happening and my kid is just experiencing anxiety.  He chases me down the hall! [crying] Sure it’s just anxiety. [sarcastically].  I think it was last week where he slapped my husband. It seemed so involuntary. My husband was just holding him and talking and Spencer wasn’t flailing or anything the way a kid does when they are upset. It was like involuntary, just slapping his hand against him…
Therapist:  if we go back to moment. I noticed that in most of our session so far that you’ve been quite calm but the most emotion I saw was a moment ago when you were thinking about the report.
Joan:  I don't know why my train of thought went here but my first thought was having two friends in our moms’ group who have had their kids diagnosed. They got their autism diagnosis within one appointment. And it was like super clear and both of them had speech delays and like they just checked off all the like little boxes. It pissed me off that  – not that they're getting support, I think that's lovely. I'm so happy for them and I hope they're making progress, but I guess it makes me angry that I am doing so much work to survive and we're just like barely holding on by a wire. And nobody sees that because Spencer just isn't like that in public. I guess we found the recipe of how to support him in public. When he's struggling is when he's at home, and nobody sees that, and it feels like I’m making it up. So I actually told the moms’ group the other night that I had been hit in the head and I don't normally tell them when he does stuff like that because I feel like I don't want them to look poorly on him, but like that's what I'm dealing with every single day. My husband went to a birthday party yesterday and they were asking about me. It was nice to be seen for a second even though I wasn't there, but people are seeing my reality. I don't know why that's so important to me. That feels so stupid actually, now what I say it.
Therapist: It sounds there have been a lot of difficult moments lately. I can appreciate how difficult that must have been. I also get the sense that it's a really strong drive that you have in order to care for Spencer and get what's best for him. I wonder if part of that really strong drive to care for Spencer is maybe triggering some of these dissociative responses, especially when you’re feeling intense anger. You're working so hard to offer a different experience to what you grew up with. 
[Silence]
Joan:  I suspect that’s the issue when you say it like that. Yeah, I've probably been dissociating for a very long time and not realizing it, every single time I get angry to whatever degree, because like, yeah, it's that choice I made when I was little to not throw things like my mother, because she was embarrassing. I don't know if that's where my cynicism kicked in, as a way to keep myself safe, but I like I just knew she was the most ridiculous human. Like, who gets that angry and throws shit at their kids? I guess that was the part I just found really ironic: that my mom would tell me on one hand that my father was abusive and yet on the other hand I was like: you're not doing much better in some regards. I guess I just found out really… [Pause]…oh that’s funny: I just was going to say: I don't want to talk about this anymore [laughs at herself].
Therapist: It's hard to relive these experiences, but you're here and together we’re working through it. Can you tell me more about what just happened?
Joan:  Nope, it's gone.
[Pause]
Therapist: Well, we have about 5 or so minutes left. What stood out for you today?
[Long pause, Joan looks reflective]
Joan: I think that idea –  it's not new, but seeing it in the forefront. The deeper issue is this anger. I can see that probably the biggest thing is that anger and I'm still not letting it out appropriately because I know my brain obviously doesn't want to lose my mind because that is not OK and not healthy. But the other part of me is like completely repressing it and that's obviously not working either because Saturday was exhausting to claw myself back from that and it's happening so often. It’s better than it was for a while, but it’s been 2 hard weeks that we've been right back there, and I'm presuming it's affecting Spencer too, because now we're just in a cycle of… anyways yeah I think that was good to see. I really need to think on that.
Therapist: Anger is a difficult emotion to know what to do with just because it can feel so destructive, particularly when you also care so much about Spencer. So it needs to have a time and place to work through it, transform it by finding ways to channel that energy. But I think that's great that you're like picking on up all those different things. Anything else before we wrap up?
Joan: Nope, I don’t think so. 
Therapist: Ok, thank you. See you next week. Take good care.
[It is the end of the session. Joan says thank you and takes leave.]
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