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This paper describes my ongoing work with a girl I shall call Marina.  Marina has substantial and entrenched difficulties in thinking, in being able to know about her own internal state, or in allowing herself to be helped.   I first met her when she was four-years-old and I had been asked to do an assessment.   We started once-weekly psychotherapy in September 2015; she is coming up to fourteen and we are starting our 9th year of therapy. 

Background and early history 
Marina was known to Family Services prior to her birth in the fall of 2009.   There was a long history of involvement with professionals, both psychiatric and from social services.   The main issues were around the parents’ mental health and their ability to provide a stable home for their daughter.  I am including here a detailed account of her early history.
Marina’s parents both had psychiatric problems; her mother had two psychotic diagnoses and her father has bi-polar disorder.   The mother, Mrs D, was diagnosed with Dissociative Disorder in 2001, when she was sectioned to an in-patient unit.  At that time, she was electively mute and refused to eat or drink.   In 2004, she was sectioned as a result of an overdose following the termination of a pregnancy.   In March 2010, Mrs D called an ambulance saying she was not looking after her baby (Marina) properly.
The following month, April 2010, Mrs D was admitted to a psychiatric hospital and was transferred to the Mother and Baby unit.   Staff reported that `Mother was unable to read the baby’s cues and needed prompting with basic tasks`.  By January 2011, Marina was taken off the Child Protection Plan due to the parents` mental health being `stable` and it was stated that the parents were engaging with social services.   In July 2011, Mrs D was again sectioned and admitted to hospital; she was diagnosed with an acute psychotic episode with religious aspects, including chanting and heavy breathing.  She talked about ideas of `family sacrifice` and she referenced being involved in a spiritual battle between Jesus and the devil.  Mrs D stated that she felt she needed to sacrifice herself and that her family might also need to be sacrificed. 
The Local Authority initially applied for an Interim Supervision Order in July 2011, when Marina was two, following which a Supervision Order was made, in November 2012.  By the time I was first involved with Marina (in January 2014) in providing an assessment for the Court, proceedings had already taken well over three years. 
The parents had been assessed (2012-2014) by a Local Authority family assessment team based in Social Care.  During the family assessment Marina was observed by a family support worker who wrote that Marina had a close bond with her parents because she `hugged and kissed her parents a lot` and because `Marina was often smiling`.     The family support worker thought the parents could give `clear boundaries for her` and she wrote that `there is a clear bond between them, evidenced by them cuddling and kissing when they are together`.
The parents had been helped and supported from the time of Marina’s birth by Mrs S, someone they had first met at their Church.  Marina spent considerable periods of time with Mrs S throughout her first four years and she was eventually placed with Mrs S as a Special Guardian.  Marina would stay for lengthy periods of time over the first four years of her life when Mrs D was unwell, or when the parents wanted a `break`.  Marina remained with Mrs S from June 2011 until the following year.    A first attempt at rehabilitating Marina to her parents` care was delayed, but a second plan was put in place in April 2012, and Marina was back home with her parents full-time by July 2012.   In November 2012, a one-year Supervision Order was granted to the Local Authority.   
In March 2012, the parents had gone on a holiday abroad without Marina, as they felt they needed a break before she returned to their care.   During this time Mrs S raised concerns with Social Care and reported Marina repeating, ”Sorry, sorry, sorry, I love you” while `wringing her hands and in a seemingly trance-like state`.   A new rehabilitation plan was put in place covering April to July 2012, with gradually increasing overnight stays with her parents.  The nursery Marina attended reported that she `appeared hungry and subdued, emotionless when returned by her mother and she spent much of her time on a staff member’s knee`.    This was different from her presentation when brought by Mrs S. 
In June 2012, Mrs. S reported that Marina had become upset and stated she did not want to `lick Mummy’s tummy`.    Mrs S reported that Marina had said at least five times that `Daddy was not nice` and that he shouted at her.   When it was decided that Marina would return to her parents` care, the parents had no settled plan for her return.   The result was that Marina moved between her parents and Mrs S on at least nine occasions between April and September 2013, when she then learned from her father, Mr D, that he and her mother had separated. 
Marina`s parents separated in July 2013 in the middle of Court proceedings, at a time following a disclosure by Marina that her father had made her look at something on the computer that `hurt` her.   Issues around her father’s use of pornography emerged although Mrs D denied she was aware of his use of it until Marina disclosed Daddy had upset her.   The parents separated eventually due to Mr D’s extensive use of pornography, which Mrs D denied until Marina disclosed her father had made her watch it. 
Following the Court proceedings Marina was placed with Mrs S under a Special Guardianship Order.     Mrs S had been widowed many years ago and had brought up her six children as a single parent.   She has four grandchildren, three girls and one boy.   Two of the girls are around the same age as Marina, living with their parents a few houses away and she interacts with them on a daily basis.   The other two grandchildren live with their parents at Mrs S’s large house, and a few of the older children (now adults) either lived in the past with Mrs S and Marina, or are still living there.  Marina calls Mrs S `Grandma`. 
Mrs D had monthly supervised contact in person and some phone contact with Marina.   Mr D had a two-hour supervised contact with her every three months.  His was suspended in March 2018, but short monthly phone calls from Mr D to Marina were restarted several years later.   Marina was interviewed twice by the police with regard to disclosures she made before she went to live with Mrs S.  In these interviews Marina suggested inappropriate touching and possible sexualized behaviour from father to daughter.  

Referral and Work setting 
I was first asked to do an assessment of Marina for Court proceedings, when she was a little over four years old; during the assessment I saw Marina at her nursery and at Mrs S‘s house.
Marina demonstrated a capacity to attach superficially to adults who appeared `nice` to her.  In the Court report I commented that there was likely to be a risk that Marina would turn away from a nurturing and an age-appropriate dependent relationship with an adult primary carer.    I thought at the time of the assessment (January 2014) that Marina would need psychotherapeutic help to give up the defensive front of `acting big` or in charge; and also, at times the impulse to behave like a much younger child in order to gain care and attention.   I stated that without the opportunity to have a responsive, robust, parental figure in her life, Marina would continue to find it hard to accept that she was a child, who still had much to learn, and that she needed support to learn that she could turn to a reliable adult who could help her understand and communicate her feelings. 
I observed the impact on Marina of the gaps in her early emotional experiences and how her consequent vulnerability could easily be missed, given that Marina had developed a superficially self-reliant, rather powerful coping exterior.   I thought it was important that Marina be placed with a carer or carers who could recognize that her `coping front` was something she had needed to develop in order to manage in circumstances of neglect and deprivation. 
Following the end of Court proceedings, the Local Authority contacted me for a recommendation for a play therapist to see Marina to help her, following on from the Court decision.   I explained why I thought a child psychotherapist would be a better choice and eventually I agreed to take on the psychotherapeutic work with her myself as the local CAMHS refused to see her.   I started once-a-week work with Marina in September 2015 at her primary school, where I continued to see her until she left Year 6.  
I thought at the outset that once-weekly sessions would mean Marina was likely to resist developing any meaningful dependence on me, and that intensive therapy three times a week would have been a better option.  I felt she would need intensive treatment to prevent her maintaining her defensive stance of managing for herself and being disdainful of help.   But once-weekly therapy was all that the Local Authority would support.  There was therefore no alternative.   Because there has not been any CAMHS involvement since Marina was placed with Mrs S, I agreed to see Mrs S once or twice a term, and have done so ever since I started working with Marina. 
Marina’s primary school had been very supportive of our therapy work, and they have provided a stable, adequate room for me to see her.   Because of Covid, during part of year 5 and throughout year 6 the school arranged for us to meet on Zoom; and at some points we spoke at home on the telephone.   She started Year 7 in 2021 and the new school has been very welcoming of me, arranging for us to meet weekly in school by Zoom.  Contact by Zoom and telephone have worked remarkably well with Marina.

Psychotherapy with Marina
In this account I have chosen to focus on Marina`s and my difficulties in thinking and working together: her blankness, her lack of empathy and the impact on her of her parents` mental ill-health.  There is insufficient scope here to do proper justice to Marina’s difficulties with learning, but it is significant that her teacher in Year 1 commented that Marina thought she was at the top of the class when, in reality, she was at the bottom. 
In the first phases of the work, I became aware of the huge task of reaching this girl who seemed to have so many ways of keeping me at a distance.  At the beginning of each session, she waited for me to start, she never brought anything -- she would always say, `I’m good`.    It was years before Marina could be in touch with or allow herself to show me any of the `mess` she was in and for her to recognize that she needed to find a way to accept my help, to let me join her in the process of our working together.   
By the age of four Marina had, in my view, developed various ways of managing that had served to keep her from knowing about the difficulties she was in.   I thought that she had a reliance on her own resources, a way of feeling dismissive of anyone’s attempts to help her, viewing people as incompetent and ineffective, while she could be overly bossy and controlling towards others.   She was totally reluctant to believe that I could be of any help to her.   Another way of conceptualizing her difficulties would be by recognizing the impact on her of a disorganized attachment.
Marina was always smiling, would draw lots of pink pictures (`Mummy’s favourite colour`).    On one occasion she drew a lovely pink picture `for Mummy` and carefully cut the corners off the page.    When I asked why, she said, `so Mummy won’t hurt her fingers`.     She seemed to manage her anxieties by being completely cut off from her thoughts and feelings, and she presented with a real difficulty with thinking.  She would resort either to debilitating blanking, or to mindlessness.   I struggled throughout the work in the first four/five years with Marina to access her internal world and to awaken in her any curiosity about herself. 
Marina had a carapace of coping, for many years asserting she did not have any problems.  When I would try to consider how difficult she might find her sessions - that she might not want to be here - Marina would seem not to hear my words. From early on I would ask if she understood anything I was saying to her and she would repeatedly assert that she `didn’t know`, followed by `what was the question`?    She was particularly good at keeping me completely shut out of her mind. When I asked about her feelings, she would say she had no feelings.
Marina was rarely able to freely associate, much less able to bring any dream material, and was a girl for whom transference interpretations seemed to have no real impact.  She occasionally said she had bad and disturbing dreams but did not want to talk about them.    It was equally rare for her even to acknowledge she found it difficult to talk about any feelings, in fact she would repeatedly tell me that `she didn’t have any feelings` or she would say, `don’t know` in response to anything and everything I said - always speaking in a pleasant voice and being cut off.
After a session in June 2019, I wrote a note to myself: `It is as if she is bombarded by bits and pieces of thoughts that she struggles to form into anything coherent or that she can remember. I think her dilemma is that when she tries to work something out it does not make any sense, not even to her, but she has “learned” to look as if she is learning`.     Marina’s difficulty in thinking coherently transmitted itself to me; from the start of her therapy, it was hard for me to find a useful theoretical organizing concept for working with her.  
Without being consciously aware of, or consciously in touch with, her feelings, however, I felt that Marina feared that therapy (or that I, as her therapist) would make her worse; she could not risk being intruded upon or projected into by something that felt far from benign, much less potentially helpful.     Marina seemed to dread my mentioning anything about her parents, particularly her mother, and she would tell me `I don’t want to talk about it`; then she would just “shut down”. 
In the counter-transference, the experience of being with Marina was a source of doubts in myself as I questioned why I was unable to connect with her.  I wondered whether there was a parallel process of an inability to connect with my own internal world and whether the lack of feeling in the room was due to a kind of autistic state in myself; I worried that I did not have the capacity to work in the transference because I found I could not access my unconscious feelings or work at a symbolic level.    Marina rarely seemed able to use me as any kind of container for her intolerable feelings.   The work often seemed to be dead and flat -- and whilst Marina seemed to co-operate, I came to understand better how her kind of self-sufficiency masqueraded as co-operation.
One of Marina’s main difficulties was a striking lack of internalization, i.e., having "an object that loves and protects the self” as the basic source of inner strength (Williams, (1997).   Williams’s theory of the “no-entry system of defences” resonated:
“A pervasive symptomatology with a ‘no-entry’ quality can represent a defensive system developed by a child who has perceived himself/herself (early in infancy) to have been invaded by projections. These projections are likely to have been experienced by him or her as persecutory foreign bodies. The no-entry syndrome performs the defensive function of blocking access to any input experienced as potentially intrusive or persecutory” (Williams, (1997, p. 121).
There was a striking echo of Williams`s description of being unable to make any real contact with a patient operating  ”inside a borrowed identity” (p. 80, ibid) or patients whose defences are characterized in part by an “extreme imperviousness” to the therapist.   Williams hypothesized that these patients were the receptacles of projections often precisely by the adult who should have been providing the containment, at the time when they were most in need of being contained themselves.    This was the beginning of a hypothesis about Marina’s difficulties.  
Another of the ways in which Marina kept herself isolated and untouched by me was apparent in her struggle to think with me, for us to think together.  Marina rarely made reference to thinking about the sessions after she left them - there seemed no possibility of a space to think and to bring things together in her mind; something Marina always struggled to do.   I don’t think she could trust that I was robust enough to support her or she could not conceive of the idea of help, or perhaps she feared I would either be oblivious to the danger or panic about it.   As such, trying to work in the transference seemed to have little impact as Marina routinely rejected my attempts to reach her.
It gradually became apparent to me that Marina was functioning via the idea that if she pretended to be OK, she would be but there was always a conflict between the managing part of her and a more ill part.   At times she seemed a clone of her mother - something Mrs S would reference as well.   For example, when she fed Mrs S’s dog some grapes and the dog died; or when she put washing up liquid in Mrs S’s fish pond and all the fish died.   She struggled to have any empathy when either of Mrs S’s parents died.   These events occurred when she was in years 2 and 3 while at primary school.
These two parts of Marina - the ill part and the managing part - became clearer in my mind as our years of working together progressed.  I would say, however, that it has really only been in the past two years that she has begun herself to put these two parts together:  to recognize that there is a part of her that can know that she needs help and is in difficulties, while another part of her seems at times not to know anything.  This was played out in the therapy in that on the one hand she could partially trust me, on the other she continued to be afraid of being contaminated by me and the therapy. 
Although Marina had rarely seemed able to use me as any kind of container for her intolerable feelings, something must have been at work in enabling her to become more open to me - although it is difficult to ascertain the exact process of change.  It may be that over the rather long period that I reliably arrived for our sessions and continued throughout to work with her that she began to experience some containment.
At the end of my first year of psychotherapy with Marina, in August 2016, I wrote the following: 

My overall concern at the end of Marina’s first year of once-weekly psychotherapy is with how to lessen her retreat into a chronically withdrawn emotional state.   Over the first year she would occasionally allow me to wonder about her thoughts and feelings but within moments she would respond, `I don’t know`.   As Marina has entered into a therapeutic relationship it has become clear that her inner world is packed with persecutory anxieties and a family history of trauma, loss and mental illness.   Through fear, Marina has slammed the doors to her mind - to knowing anything about herself.    She could be described as starving herself of opportunities for mental or emotional growth.

Marina`s guardian, Mrs S, has expressed her concerns about Marina’s development, describing how she can be solitary, `responding to things in her own world` and essentially retreating to a phantasy world where she prefers not to acknowledge reality to any large degree.    Mrs S and Marina’s teacher have spoken of their feelings of `helplessness` as Marina retreats into an emotionally withdrawn state, unable or refusing to engage or be engaged.

In my first sessions with Marina at the start of Reception class, she seemed self-absorbed and unconcerned about my presence.    Although able to fill the session with materials provided for her - drawing, using the doll’s house or the play doh - she appeared vacant and empty despite her `busyness` in her play.     She often feels `on her own` while with me.   She was either in her own little world or she had to work hard to relate (but this would easily collapse) and I have worried about my capacity to relate to her in a way that would engage her.    Mrs S and I have both wondered about the possibility of Asperger’s Syndrome or developmental delay.     But after a while I realised that I too felt drawn into a sense of emptiness which was depersonalising; I was losing a sense of myself and losing any sense that I had anything helpful to give her.

Over the course of this year there have been times when I have felt more hopeful about our capacity to relate, although we continue (actually I continue) to feel and struggle with her `blankness`.    She has rarely found a way of expressing any feelings.    This remains the major work of her psychotherapy.     Marina rarely demonstrates any wish or longing on her part to connect with me and to recognise something about her emotional life, or to express any sense of curiosity about her thoughts or feelings.    How do you take in care and understanding from others when there is a state of mind that appears inflexible and without openness?

Much of Marina’s play is repetitive, empty and lacking in emotional meaning and connections.     Her drawings are flat, `pink` (Mummy’s favourite colour, as she often explains to me), with no depth that can be entered into and explored.    As with her play with the doll’s house (she often sets the dolls out in the furniture but they do and say nothing) and it seems hopeless, but, more so, impossible to get inside.    In phantasy, the dolls` furniture or her empty pink drawings seem concretely both to represent the mother she could not open up to or be received by and the inner experience of being locked up and locked out.     During these sessions I feel that I cannot get in, past her blank look and vacant eyes, and that she cannot get out of an inner world that flattens her experience.   But, like Marina’s face at a first glance, there seems to be a vacancy and emptiness.  At a deeper unconscious level, however, there is probably a lot going on.

I have spoken to Marina about her wish to relate, that she is worried about relating and that she has had little practice.     Her teacher has expressed her concerns that Marina struggles to make class friends, preferring the company of adults, in particular the dinner ladies.   Marina can `look` as if she is getting alongside another child in what looks like being a friend but when one looks below the surface it becomes apparent that her capacity to `join in` is extremely limited.     Mrs S has spoken about the difficulties her granddaughters, who are close in age to Marina, have with regard to relating to Marina and her difficulty in engaging in a relationship with them.     One of her granddaughters commented that she did not want to play Mermaids as Marina insisted because they are not `real` and she expressed her preference for a game that was not all about phantasy. 

Marina’s response to my statements regarding her wish to relate tends to be flat and non-responsive, `I don’t know`.    She has no curiosity with regard to her inability to have a thought or feeling, or even to wonder about where her feelings might have gone.   She will respond, ` don’t know’.      In one session she told me that `it is probably important to have a mind, otherwise I will not get a job when I`m older`, and then returned to her usual `don’t know` state of mind.    This is not to say her feelings have come to life and are pouring out of her but she does have a dim awareness that `I don’t know` is not the part of her who might want to think with me about how to open up a space which otherwise feels totally closed. 

What we will continue to work towards in the coming year is to help Marina to develop an ability to speak in a direct way about her thoughts and feelings and for her to find a place in me where she can locate her distress and disturbance.    Through the experience of coming into a relationship, Marina can develop some conviction of her own that she can open herself up to (probably more painful) self-awareness and to others.     Remaining shut down, dissociated, emotionally withdrawn, Marina threatens her own creativity and the growth of her mind, which is also of concern when it comes to her capacity to learn.


Signs of Change
In recent times Marina has gradually been more prepared to reveal more of herself.      As mentioned above in my report at the end of her first year of psychotherapy, until relatively recently Marina has been striking in her lack of curiosity about her internal state and indeed her absence of curiosity about me.     I found it strange to spend so much of my week either with Marina in her sessions, or with her occupying my mind whilst she seemed barely to think about me outside of her sessions.    I often felt as if I had no meaning for her and that if she did think of me, it was as a professional doing their job, not as another human being with feelings of their own with whom she could have a meaningful encounter.
As previously mentioned, for years Marina would completely shut down if I made any mention of her mother.   She was always more able to talk about disappointment with her father,  especially after her supervised contact with him was stopped towards the end of Year 3.     She, quite surprisingly, told me when she was in year 6 (2020) that when on her way to school she saw a father looking after a baby and she thought, `I wish I had a father` and could tell me how she felt.
It is very clear, however, that Marina has made considerable progress.    Gradually it has seemed that she and I have been able to come together to look at and to think about the things she is more able to bring to her sessions.   Although she will still start most of her sessions with `everything is fine, everything is good`, she takes less time to get to the point of her messy, distressed, unhappy, unbearable, sad feelings and she will look to me to help her with understanding why she feels the way she does and to try to think about those feelings.   This often takes the shape of her difficulty in asking for help in school or her difficulties in tidying up her room. 
Marina can now voice her criticism of her mother’s behaviour towards herself, which in the past she was always at pains to keep hidden.     Likewise, her anxiety/guilt that she was not able to look after her mother properly, that her mother was unwell and that this was somehow her responsibility.     She continues to surprise both of us with her insights, her own thoughts and feelings.     She is amazed when she manages to formulate her thoughts/feelings and she delights in pointing out to me that `she thought that` - at times even before I did.
I have made notes of some vignettes from her sessions over the last three/four years, to try to give a better sense of Marina’s voice, of the nature of our interactions and her gradual progress towards thinking for herself.

Vignettes
20.04.2018 Marina tells me she doesn’t have any feelings, adding, `that is normal` and saying `I am still alive`.    She asks me if she will have a `muddily mind like Mummy`.
08.06.2018 Commenting on how she never remembers what Mummy says, Marina adds, `it’s hard to stay with my feelings because I don’t usually have any`.
14.06.2018 I ask what does she think Mummy and Daddy think about how she feels?    She says, `neither ever asks how I feel or what I think. They ask how I am and I say,”good”`.   But she adds, `it is never about my feelings`.
I ask, `does it matter to you what you think and feel`?     She says `it does matter`, then asks me, `doesn’t it`?    I say, `yes, I think so…` and ask her if she has any thoughts about what she and I are doing together.  She shakes her head, saying `No`.    I ask, `should we continue`?    She says, `Yes, but I don’t know why`.     I ask, `what do you think I do`?  and she says, `help me to understand my feelings about Mummy and Daddy`.    I ask, `can you think of anything I have helped you to understand`?  She replies, `No`. (This is three years after we started therapy).  
01.02.2019 Marina asks me why I come to see her and she answers her own question with, `to help me understand things so I don’t end up speaking “bibbly-babbly”`,and adds, `it’s very important that you come`.
26.04.2019 Marina tells me that, `Grandma can think, unlike Mummy who doesn’t make good decisions because she doesn’t listen or think`.     She goes on to ask me, `when do you think that started for Mummy?  For Daddy`?, adding,  `Mummy blocks things out`.
10.05.2019 Marina said to me she had told her friends at school that she did not live with her parents because they were disabled.   I asked what that meant to her and she said that Mummy speaks ‘doolally` and Daddy speaks ‘bibbly-babbly’.   I commented that she is often quite confused about her parents.   Marina said she can’t ever imagine what it would be like to have a mummy who knows what is real and what is not real.
26.06.2019 Marina wonders, `how did you get your job? ` - this is the first time she has asked anything about me - then she asked, `did you want to do what you do`?  She continued, `Mummy doesn’t care about my feelings` and she returns to a subject that she has mentioned over the years - that her mother never buys her what she wants for her birthday; one year she was very disappointed that her mother gave her expensive adult perfume which she told Marina the Queen wore. Her mother always decides what they will do on Marina’s birthday, a decision where Marina has no say - one year she and her mother went to dinner with a friend of her mother’s, who brought a pig to the restaurant.  Marina added that `Mummy is not able to think about me - she doesn’t know when I`m happy or sad`. Then she wondered `if Mummy liked me as a baby`.
25.11.2019 I asked if Marina wonders where I am when we are not meeting.   Marina says, `Not really`.    I ask,`Why not`?   Marina says she `doesn’t know`.   I ask, `Does it matter`? and says she `thinks so because then we can talk`. 
19.12.2019 Marina says she `doesn’t want to think`.    
28.02.2020 I was talking about how Marina finds learning difficult and I said it might be because she has to do it mostly on her own.  I wondered if she would rather someone help her. She didn’t agree with me.
30.05.2020 I comment that Marina is `thinking much more in our sessions` and she points out to me that she doesn’t say, `I don’t know` so much now, adding that she tries not to lie so much either.  I agree and say she seems much more able to think about what she doesn’t know and doesn’t go to `a 'la la landand then say she `doesn’t know` or 'what was the question`?, which usually means she doesn’t want to know.   I suggest this is often how she experiences her mother - `very, very confused and confusing`. Marina replies, `That’s what you and Grandma are trying to help me not to do`.
13.09.2020 Marina talked about not having cleaned her room for a long time and that Grandma is always telling her she needs to clean it up - she added that she is `dealing with my problems by lying`.   
01.10.2020 Marina observes again that she hasn’t said ‘I don’t know’ in a long time.
03.12.2020 Marina tells me she had a nightmare last night.   She was an investigator/spy/police.   There were bombs going off, grenades, guns on the floor.  Her investigator colleague told her there was no-one in there with her - but she thought there was a soldier trying to shoot her.   She ran down the stairs and out to the street, where the soldier kept chasing her and shooting at her. `Very scary`, she says.   Her colleague (maybe her boss) said everything was all right. Then she has a sudden thought and says, `It is really weird but I was just thinking about Daddy` (and, oddly, so was I!).    She says, `maybe the soldier was Daddy` and she remembers the last contact she had with her father (three years ago) when he brought photos of the judge with devil’s horns and others` which she never described to me.    She then told me that one photo was a live human heart on grass on fire; another was a photo of a villain with a space helmet on who looked like a human-shaped zombie, but who didn’t look human; the third was a judge with horns - a devil. 
Marina says `in the dream the bullets were fast - like Daddy shouting at me when I spilled a cup of hot chocolate at the last supervised contact I had with him`.   She wonders who the investigator in her dream was and then remembers when she was very little her parents were fighting and she was hiding, very frightened.   She adds that she `just thought of something - it might have been a set-up. The investigator left the room - left me in danger - and I ran to escape the bullets being fired at me`.   She says `it’s weird - maybe because in reality I want answers` but then asks me, `what do I want them for`?    She answers this with, `maybe if it wasn’t WW2 (in her dream it was WW2) the investigator would be here looking for answers to what happened at home with Mummy and Daddy` and she thinks she `could imagine Daddy coming out and shooting me and shouting at me`.    She adds, `technically, they were abandoning me but I have been at a safe place - Grandma’s`.
17.12.2020 Marina has been talking about being angry lately.     I remembered years before I had asked if she ever felt angry and she said,` why would I be angry about anything`?  I said she used to be very cross with me but could never say it. She remembered this and she said she `used to think you were interfering`.
04.02.2021 Marina says she has not been thinking much.    She says, `it is hard for me to understand what you are saying or talking about`.   I say how important it is that she can tell me this, which gives me a chance to try to make what I am saying clearer for her and possible for her to understand.     She likes this idea and she really begins to say this to me much more often.   She talks about her messy bedroom (in my notes I add, `we get nowhere! her mind is completely stuck/blank - can’t think at all`).     Marina says she `doesn`t understand anything at all` and then suggests that she `couldn’t think because not much was happening during lockdown` (she struggled with lockdown and it was helpful that she was able to go to school throughout much of it).
08.02.2021  Marina very blank today.
18.02.2021 Marina commented that she felt safer `knowing that Grandma and you think the same thing`.     She said how `confusing it is to have a mother like mine` and reflected that `when I was younger I was always confused`.
18.03.2021 Marina tells me, `A mummy should put the child first so you can trust her` and she talks about being a child who has to look after Mummy.   I recall how she had told me years ago, when she was about five-years-old, that `Grandma looks after me so I can look after Mummy`.    Marina continues, `Sometimes I think Mummy is using me - she wants people to think she is a mum without disabilities`.
13.05.2021 Marina talks about being `scared` when Mummy cries and adds that she just doesn’t know what to do, and she worries that `I might say too much`.    She adds that `sometimes she lies and then believes her own lie`.    I say how she used to be worried that I might criticize Mummy.      Marina agrees and says she `felt guilty and didn’t know why`.    I say she feels protective of Mummy and has (as long as I have known her) felt she has to look after Mummy.   I talk about the years when she would play “Kings and Queens” in the sessions - where Daddy was the King and Mummy the Queen.  Marina says she `remembers that well`.
17.06.2021 I ask if Mummy is curious about what Marina feels or thinks.  Marina says,` Never`, then adds, `maybe once - can’t remember`.
01.07.2021 Marina says she `thinks Mummy is not interested/doesn’t know what to say. She always talks about herself. She will ask me something and then cuts right through and talks and talks`.    Marina said she `doesn’t listen` but she feels she `has to go along with what Mummy says`, adding that `everything depends on what I say, how, when and whether it will make Mummy cry`.
08.07.2021 Marina says at the start of the session that she had a bad dream the night before—a giant person came to the door and threatened her and Grandma.     The giant said he was `coming back later and he wanted to see my past, my memories`.    He left and she took Grandma’s hand and they went to the garden.   They called the police - who laughed.   Then she couldn’t find Grandma and there was another knock at the door - something weird happened in the garden and she saw all her memories appear -- also in the house.    Mummy`s and Daddy’s house was in the garden too, some good memories, some bad.   The giant was at the door with two men and he had a chainsaw.   He cut the way into the house.   The giant came and took her good memories, not the bad ones.    She and Grandma’s daughter escaped to the street but the men and the giant didn’t care about that.     The men and the giant had already taken all her memories of Mummy`s and Daddy’s house.   Then she woke up.   She went to tell Grandma about her dream; it was about 4 am.     Marina couldn’t remember what Grandma said but thinks she said things like `it’s okay, that’s not going to happen`.    They tried to work out why she had this dream.     Marina thinks it was because of moving to Year 7.     She tells me `Grandma is like a superhero`.    She makes Marina feel safe and she protects her from `the bad stuff`.  The giant wanted her good memories and she says she has made `really good memories with Grandma`.     
 Marina needed two baby photos of herself for school.   Grandma had an album of photos of Marina, who told me, `it shows how Grandma cares but that Mummy and Daddy are too selfish`.    She said she thinks she is `scared of having to grow up - even worse because I did not have a good start in life`.    She said, `the good memories are still there - they haven’t been stolen from me.  Grandma looked after me`.    I was struck by how sad and empty Marina seemed when telling me about the dream and I commented on this - she said, ` I feel empty but don’t know why`.
21.07.2021 (last session of the term, Year 6) Marina tells me she `can’t get my thoughts together at all`, then adds, `I think I have more of Grandma and you in me than Mummy and Daddy—they never listen to me`.   Towards the end of the session, she talks about starting Year 7 at her new school, saying that it was `frightening, scary and exciting`.
10.09.2021 Marina tells me, ` I know what to do now when Mummy cries - I have to settle her down`.    She adds that, `I get confused when Mummy tries to get me to do what she wants me to do`.    I wonder if she has things about Mummy that she likes.   Marina says, `I can’t really say - if Mummy puts her mind to something nothing will stop her`.
17.09.2021 Marina tells me that `Mummy is not very nice`, adding `this doesn’t surprise me`.    She says, `Mummy cannot bear me having my own feelings and thoughts - she will end up crying if I try to tell her how I feel`.    She feels as if Mummy is trying to take over her life and Marina adds, `she needs to realize that I am my own person.   Mummy always treats me like a baby`.
12.11.21 Marina says she feels `angry with Mummy - and then guilty`, adding,  `I just keep it all inside me and try to act normal`.
28.01.2022 Marina says that `neither Mummy or Daddy ever kept me safe`, adding that `they are dangerous`.    She continues, `if I still lived with them then I would not be here`.   I ask, `where would you be`?    She says, `Dead`.   I ask,`how would you die`?   She replies straight away:
`1. lack of sleep
2. I would have been hurt  - maybe thrown out of the window when Mummy was high (she was aware that a number of times when her mother had psychotic breakdowns she would throw things out of the window from the second floor)
3. starvation`.
Marina again says sometimes she thinks Grandma is her superhero.
11.02.2022 Marina tells me, `You never know about Mummy - what she says, if it makes any sense - but the problem is you can’t say that to Mummy`.     She goes on to talk about how Grandma needs to `punish me`and how `Mummy never punishes me, just calls me “Darling” and makes me feel like a baby`.      She says she thinks that `I need to be punished and I want to be punished`.   I ask what would she wish Mummy could do for her?   Marina says, `make me feel not so trapped by the things I can and cannot say`.     I ask what she thinks my role is and she says `it is not to punish me but that I think you try to help`.     She adds that she wasn’t used to `someone wanting to help me - like when I cried at Mummy`s and Daddy’s`.         She possibly meant when she was living with them, younger than four years old, and there was no one who helped her; or that she had the idea of Grandma, who did help her but then she would be back with her parents until they left her again with Grandma.    She adds that she has been thinking about this recently at home (at Grandma`s).    Marina has never previously said she thought about any of the things we talked about when she was at home.   
21.02.2022 Marina says, `I can’t really trust Mummy`, adding, `she lets me down so much`.      She talks about her problem with learning and how she doesn’t understand things like math or geography.   She talks about her disappointment in not doing well on a recent test when everyone one in her class did much, much better than she did.    I ask what help does she think she might need?     She says she `needs to try harder`.    I wonder with her about the possibility that she could tell the teacher she needs help because she doesn’t understand.    Marina says she `can’t`.     I wonder if she could ask Grandma to speak to her teacher and she considers this, then asks if I will talk to Grandma about talking to the teacher.    She asks me if I think she has learning difficulties (a boy in Year 6 asked her if she had `issues`).      I say I think she has some problems with learning and that she sometimes needs extra help to understand things better.
21.02.2022 Marina tells me she loves her mother but really only because she is her mother, although she doesn’t `really like her`, adding, `Mummy is strange`.
25.02.22 Marina talks about how `Mummy has been really annoying me`.   On the Sunday her mother phoned Grandma six times to ask if she could come over and Grandma said, `No`; she texted several times, then she turned up with three roses and chocolate.    Marina said her mother asked for a hug, `like a two-year-old`.  Marina said she felt so angry; she wasn’t happy; she felt like screaming – she `wanted to push her out`. 
At the end of our session Marina said she likes that she has a regular time to talk to me - adding, `if it’s a random time you don’t have time to build up to it`.
11.03.22 Marina said, `Mummy is in hospital.    I asked if she thought something had happened to push Mummy over the edge.   Marina said, `it was my fault because I have been wanting to get my hair cut`.    In the past her mother has opposed any time that Marina wanted to get her hair cut; instead, her mother wants to cut it herself and never cuts much of anything off.    She said Mummy is speaking in the third person: `Mummy isn’t feeling very well and is in hospital but Mummy might get better soon`.
25.03.22 Marina said she had scratched the wood on her bed.   Grandma asked if she was upset and what she did when she felt angry.    Marina told me she tries to hide her anger and then asked me, `why do I do that?`.    She asked if it had anything to do with trust and did it mean she didn’t trust Grandma`?     She added that `I don’t have trust for adults because of my parents`. 
Mrs D had monthly supervised contact for a number of years.     She has tried in various ways to try to have Marina returned to her care.    In the last two years (2021-23) she has managed to increase the contact to two visits a month, and sometimes every weekend, unsupervised.     At Christmas 2021, Marina decided she would stay with her maternal grandmother, together with her mother, and her aunt who came from abroad with her new husband.    Mrs S allowed Marina to decide - she was to stay three nights, but Mrs D contracted Covid and everyone was infected.   Marina stayed 10 nights altogether and Mrs D still did not want to return her.   Marina spoke at some length to me and Mrs S about her concerns around having to stay so long with her mother.     She complained about her mother sleeping with her every night and stroking her for hours, getting as she said `right in my face, always touching me or stroking my hair`.
Marina still finds it difficult to express any curiosity about me.   More recently, I have been able to talk to her about how frightened I thought she used to be whenever I mentioned her mother.  Now she readily agrees and, slowly, she will consider how worried she was about my thinking - but will add that now she doesn’t think this anymore.    She told me recently (January 2022) that Mummy had asked her that if she needed help with her homework who would she ask?   Marina said Grandma or Lynne.    Mrs D then started to cry and Marina knew it was because she hadn’t said her.     But she insisted she `wasn’t going to take it back`.   Then she described how Mummy went from crying to being ecstatic in minutes, and she commented again on how unwell Mummy is. 


Conclusion:
Change has been very gradual.    Marina’s own state of dissociation has been a significant element of the work; it was relatively rarely that I could observe powerful counter-transference reactions in myself to draw on as data.    I suspect that they mark the moments where therapeutic shifts took place.
The accumulated evidence makes it clear that therapeutic work has enabled Marina to begin to grow a thinking mind of her own; but the overwhelming experience, in the counter-transference, was often one of hopelessness.   (In retrospect, I think that this reflects the powerful dynamic of the relationship between Marina and her mother during the earliest years of Marina’s life.   Marina’s mother knew herself to be incapable of being a good-enough mother for her baby or allowing Marina a separate identity, and she projected her despair about this predicament into Marina.     Marina was to feel that she, the baby, was failing to do what she was meant to do:  provide the mothering that Mrs D needed from her.   This created a vicious circle:  a feedback loop of despair that neither of them was able to escape except through mindlessness and dissociation.   I have tried to describe the experience of this dynamic as it was transmitted to me in the body of this paper).        I think that my steadfast attempts to counter it with my own separate thinking have resulted in some real changes for Marina, and I can now experience moments of real hopefulness for her.   But the feedback loop of despair and dissociation can still be evident in the work although there has been some real progress.  
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