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Ending treatment is inevitably filled with multiple and disparate losses for the analytic dyad. The au-

thor sets forth a call for reconsidering termination from a Relational perspective. She argues that

many, if not all, terminations, are primed for enactment. The mutual processes of attaching and de-

taching, of growing close and then saying goodbye elicit powerful feelings and equally powerful

dissociative processes. Specifically, she suggests that termination can be understood as co-created en-

actments of complex unconscious processes between patient and analyst. There is some necessary in-

tegrative work that may possible only when ending treatment. Key to this integrative work is the ac-

ceptance of both the achievements and the limitations of analytic work for both participants. She

argues that we need to suspend our analytic ambition and begin to formulate what a co-created and

mutually enacted good-enough ending would look like.

How do we come to say goodbye? We offer patients a deeply felt connection, which can stir and

fulfill longings for recognition, and a relatedness that may be more satisfying than has been the

case with other relationships. It is within this relatedness we hope for transformative experience.

Bergmann (1997) argued, “For many analysands, transference love is the best love relationship

that life has offered” (p. 163). Why would a patient want to end this and how do we know when to

end? Ending treatment is inevitably filled with multiple and disparate losses—for the analysand

and for the analyst. The complexities of the analytic relationship, in its symmetrical and asymmet-

rical variances, therefore make it difficult to conceptualize termination simply.

The earliest paper on termination was written by Ferenczi (1927) and is filled with idealism

along with high standards for the analyst. He believed that the analyst “must know and be in con-

trol of even the most recondite weaknesses of his own character and this is impossible without a

fully completed analysis” (p. 84). What standard of a “fully completed analysis” was Ferenczi

thinking of? Clearly it couldn’t have been his analysis with Freud, an analysis that had been three

brief, interrupted sets of meetings, which overall totaled 7 to 8 weeks. Further, Ferenczi felt Freud,

by not continuing the analysis, abandoned the process too soon before a negative transference

could be elaborated and worked through (see Aron & Harris, 1993). In fact, later in his paper he

said, “The proper ending of an analysis is when neither the physician nor the patient puts an end to

it, but when it dies of exhaustion. … A truly cured patient frees himself from analysis slowly but

surely; so long as he wishes to come to analysis, he should continue to do so” (p. 85). One can only
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imagine that Ferenczi was chiding Freud. Despite having much earlier in 1912 written papers on

technique, Freud did not articulate his own views on ending analysis until quite late in his life,

1937. He wrotes “The discussion of the technical problem of how to accelerate the slow progress

of an analysis leads us to another, more deeply interesting question: is there such a thing as a natu-

ral end to an analysis—is there any possibility at all of bringing an analysis to such an end?”

(Freud, 1937, p. 219).

Ferenczi’s and Freud’s papers were written late in their lives and careers, and feel very much in

dialogue with each other (see Bergmann, 1997; Reich, 1950). Ernest Jones (see Freud, 1937, foot-

note p. 221) reports that one of the cases Freud discusses is of a discontented analysand, already an

analyst in the field, (who Jones believes is Ferenczi). After ending his analysis, this man became a

teacher in the field who ends up berating his analyst for not having “finished the analysis,” some-

thing Ferenczi rebuked Freud for. We need to remember that at this point in time many analyses

were quite brief, sometimes 3 to 6 months, and that was considered typical and complete. The psy-

choanalytic method was still in its infancy and, unlike today, training analyses were not only brief

but also less formally organized. Sounding disheartened, Freud comes to the conclusion that even

a successful analysis is not a prophylactic against future illness, perhaps suggesting some aware-

ness of the limitations of his technique.

Freud, much more pessimistic in tone than Ferenczi, raised three points of view regarding ter-

mination. He referred to them as the skeptical, the optimistic, and the ambitious. Freud (1927),

who reminds us that our ideals are often illusions and that the road to reality is lined with disap-

pointments, holds the skeptical and, I might add, somewhat ambivalent view. The optimistic

stance, held by Ferenczi, reveals his deep belief in the possibility of a fully curative analysis, per-

haps exposing his longing for a deeper more fully elaborated analysis with Freud. This very well

may have been Ferenczi’s ambition towards which his experiments with “active” technique and

mutual analysis were directed (see The Clinical Diary of Sándor Ferenczi [J. DuPont, Ed.];

Ferenczi, 1988). His experimental work provoked condemnation from Freud who felt that

Ferenczi was departing from the techniques of psychoanalysis as Freud had conceived of them.1

What has become known as the “relational turn” hinged in many ways on the rediscovery and con-

sideration of these alterations in technique.

Freud (1937) acknowledged that many of the cases he was treating (as opposed to the early

days of psychoanalysis) were “training analyses,” a relatively new concept for the first generation

of analysts and not a requirement as it is today. In this next part of his paper Freud, no longer skep-

tical or ambivalent, wrote, “There was no question of shortening the treatment; the purpose was

radically to exhaust the possibilities of illness in them and to bring about a deep-going alteration of

their personality” (p. 224).

Here is ambition laid bare—we as analyst/patient need a radical transformation of ourselves in

order to effectively cure our patients. Is there any way to hear this but as a kind of grandiosity en-
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1A footnote from Ferenczi’s letter to Freud #1236, August 29, 1932: “When I visited the Professor … I told him of my

latest technical ideas … The Professor listened to my exposition with increasing impatience and finally warned me that I

was treading on dangerous ground and was departing fundamentally from the traditional customs and techniques of psy-

choanalysis. Such yielding to the patient’s longings and desires—no matter how genuine—would increase his dependence

on the analyst. Such dependence can only be destroyed by the emotional withdrawal of the analyst. … This warning ended

the interview. I held out my hand in affectionate adieu. The Professor turned his back on me and walked out of the room”

(p. 443).
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twined with idealization? What would such an alteration of oneself look like and doesn’t this then

become an impossible standard for an already impossible profession?

I believe the ambitious point of view, one that was held simultaneously by both Freud and

Ferenczi, reveals the ongoing problematic relationship the field has inherited regarding termina-

tion. There is an unspoken but nonetheless prevalent idealization of what a fully carried out analy-

sis might look like. Certainly the bar is set high for analysts but have we really given termination

the same re-consideration as other theoretical and technical reformulations? I think not.

Freud passed away when the world as he knew it was thrust yet again into the violent chaos of

the Second World War. Many of the first-generation analysts had already fled Europe, mostly for

England and America with some going to South America and Israel. The Psycho-Analytic world

had endured multiple and compounding losses. Freud had died—a loss whose impact would be

nearly impossible to ascertain. Concurrent with Freud’s death was the personal dislocation of so

many analysts fleeing war torn Europe and the dangers of the Holocaust that were no longer a

threat but a reality. The losses of home, possibly family and country are incalculable.

The war ended and the British Psycho-Analytic Society held in 1949, what I believe was the

first symposium on the topic of termination entitled “Criteria for the Termination of an Analysis”

(later published in 1950, IJP, 31). It is not surprising that loss, mourning, and endings began to pre-

occupy this generation of analysts. In fact, it would not be surprising to imagine it taking years,

generations even, to fully process these losses and integrate them into our understanding of how

things end.

Writing in 1950 and 1957, Melanie Klein compared termination to a nursing and weaning ex-

perience in which mourning, associated with depressive position anxieties and loss, is the crucial

experience to be tolerated. But she also tempered this position by pointing out the limitations of

the psycho-analytic method. She stated, “When the loss represented by the end of the analysis has

occurred, the patient still has to carry out by himself part of the work of mourning. This explains

the fact that often after the termination of an analysis further progress is achieved” (Klein, 1950, p.

80). Although similar in tone to Freud’s ideas regarding loss—mourning and the internalization of

the object—I want to highlight that Klein’s notion suggests the limitations of what transpires dur-

ing an analysis. She is specifically stating that some meaningful work continues to happen

post-termination.

Although the American literature for many years was slight regarding termination, many ana-

lysts agreed with the ego psychological emphasis of that time and considered a checklist of criteria

as a way of evaluating when a patient was ready to terminate. These included making the uncon-

scious conscious, lessening of defensive structure, enlarging of ego functioning, ameliorating a

harsh super-ego, thorough analyzing of the transference and coming to a realistic appraisal of the

analyst, etc. (see Bergmann, 1997; Blum, 1989; Firestein, 1974). Loewald (1988) questioned

whether we can analyze termination at all: “There remains the irreducible fact that precisely this

form of experiencing and understanding itself is about to end, is itself about to become part of the

historical past. … During therapy, we say, everything is grist for the mill; but what if the mill itself

is to be dismantled?” (p. 156). Ultimately Loewald, agreeing with Klein, believed that mourning is

the central problem and task of termination. (Britton, 2006, and Schafer, 2002, also agreed with

the Kleinian view of termination as a mourning process.)

In 1993 at the Annual Spring Meeting of Division 39 a panel was given entitled, “Go the

Distance: Thoughts on Termination.” (The panel’s papers were later compiled, along with other
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invited writers, for a Special Section on Termination with guest editors Lane & Hyman in Psy-
choanalytic Psychology, 1997.) From this panel, Bergmann (1997) stands out, along with the

earlier work of Blum (1989), as one of the few people willing to criticize the field for not hav-

ing developed a paradigm for termination. Bergmann believes that a necessary criterion for ter-

mination rests on the analysand’s ability to replace the analyst with an internal capacity for

self-analysis.

Jack Novick was also on this Division 39 panel and has written extensively on the topic of ter-

mination from a traditional framework. As part of the later journal compilation Novick (1997)

raised a new angle to view the problematics of termination. He suggested that it is our own reac-

tions as the therapist/analyst to the concept of termination that has prevented us from both formu-

lating a theory of termination and teaching it. He argues that this approach has made termination

an “inconceivable” idea, which he traces back to Freud. The early forced terminations by Freud

with analysands who later became analysts have instilled a kind of trans-generational transmis-

sion of traumatic endings embedded within the field. He further believes that “we” analysts effec-

tively bypass true termination by the fact that, like it or not, we see and interact with our former an-

alysts and patients within our institutes and at professional gatherings.

I believe that Novick struck an important chord by both looking back to the early fore-parents

of psychoanalysis and then tracing the trauma across generations in our work and in our theories.

What we bypass in the field is a necessary process of true mourning and loss, inevitably limiting

our conceptions of termination. This I would consider as the realm of the subjectivity of the ana-

lyst, which must be part of the mix when working with patients. A Relational perspective con-

ceives of the analytic relationship as being co-created and, to my mind, also gives rise to the idea

that termination would be conceived of through the mutual and differing experiences of a particu-

lar dyad.

There have only been a few writers who look at termination from a particularly relational per-

spective. Stephen Mitchell (1993), in Hope and Dread in Psychoanalysis, believed that the ending

of an analysis is unnatural but nonetheless necessary. How do we then determine if it is time to end

and if things are going well, why ever stop this productive type of interacting? Mitchell main-

tained that, “Ending is necessary, if the analytic work is not to become a static alternative to a fully

lived life.” Further he wrote, “Analysis, by its very nature, demands a suspension of choice and re-

sponsibility. … One of the startling realizations upon leaving analysis is the sense that one is now

fully responsible for one’s life” (p. 229). What Mitchell is reminding us to remain cognizant of is

that ending the analysis is a benefit and a tool at our disposal. It is within ending that some of the

very necessary integrative work of analysis occurs, and only then that someone can fully incorpo-

rate and put into use what gains they have made within the analysis. Key to this integrative work is

the acceptance of both the achievements and the limitations of analytic work.

In his book Influence and Autonomy in Psychoanalysis, Stephen Mitchell (1997; as well as

Renik, 1993; Aron, 1996, and others) agreeing with Racker (1968) who believed that the patient’s

and analyst’s dynamics inevitably interact wrote, “If analytic work is deeply engaged, the patient

always gets under the analyst’s skin” (pp. 5–6). It follows that this would be part and parcel of the

difficulties in ending the work. Mitchell (1993) also believed that “this subtle dialectical process

[is] central to all analyses—the capacity to hear, hold, and play with an interpretation, neither sur-

rendering to it as powerful magic nor rejecting it as dangerous poison—not as a criterion of

analyzability but as a criterion of readiness to terminate” (p. 83).
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In Ritual and Spontaneity in the Psychoanalytic Process: A Dialectical-Constructivist View
Hoffman (1998) sees ending within a developmental context. He wrote, “It’s a matter of reaching

a point where it seems desirable to end, to absorb the pain of real loss, in order to get that much

better, in order to take what is mutually understood to be that further developmental step” (p. 257).

He also argues the importance of the existential aspect of our own mortality as it relates to the

sense of time and endings within the treatment relationship. He believes that avoidance of termi-

nation issues is a kind of grandiose maneuver to avoid the issue of death—the analyst’s or the

patient’s.

Davies (2005) has written that termination can be viewed as an iteration of the concept of mul-

tiplicity; it is not one goodbye but numerous ones from each of the multiple self-states of both the

patient and the analyst. She believes that the complex intersubjective matrix of loving and hating

feelings, of vulnerabilities and anxieties, as well as the analyst’s and the patient’s defensive posi-

tions re-emerge during this phase, along with the transformations that the analytic work has fos-

tered. Therefore, this phase becomes that much more difficult for both participants to traverse,

perhaps explaining why many analyses become either inextricably long or end by a forced situa-

tion, such as relocation due to work or new life situations such as, marriage, divorce, or death.

Many of the concepts that relational authors have written about in general can apply equally to

and be useful as constructs regarding termination. I will be suggesting that terminations can be un-

derstood as co-created enactments of complex unconscious processes between patient and ana-

lyst. Bass (2003) believes that ‘E’nactments catch us in their grip and yet are often crucial to ef-

fecting change. He distinguishes between the everyday kinds of enactments from these more

pronounced events that can radically alter the analytic relationship and deepen the work. If we be-

lieve that certain experiences need to be lived firsthand in the analysis, and that enactments carry

deeply felt, sometimes dissociated experience, then it follows that enactments around termination

will occur. Bromberg (2006) absolutely believes that not only is termination not such a “benign”

phase but that one often will be drawn into yet another round of enactments crucial to ending. He

wrote, “In this final stage of treatment, a relational context of new shared meaning could be cre-

ated (or more accurately, cocreated) from what was being enacted around the termination itself”

(p. 19). It is not a stretch to imagine that much was enacted between Ferenczi and Freud, both in

the promise of intimacy and cure and in the disappointing scenes of multiple endings.

PERSONAL REFLECTIONS

I want to consider, along with our theoretical concepts on termination, the analyst’s own readiness

to terminate. To my mind this would incorporate not only the analyst’s experiences with endings,

but possibly in particular the termination of their own personal analysis. Tessman’s (2003) book,

The Analyst’s Analyst Within, has done much work towards addressing the personal aspects of the

analyst’s interior psychic life as it reflects on and refracts their work. This book features inter-

views with analysts discussing their own analyses and what was helpful, neutral, and detrimental

in that work. It was upon reading this work that I began to realize how much my own interest in the

topic of termination had been influenced by my experience in terminating my own analysis.

After 13 years in analysis I raised my desire to terminate to my analyst and was met with

skepticism. Was I resisting further work? I listened to these concerns and stayed 2 years longer.
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I too wondered: were there things I had not gotten to, hadn’t wanted to open up or know more

about? It was a paradox: I felt ready, my analyst saw me as unfinished. Although I continued,

this other feeling persisted—that I felt ready to try life on my own, with the tools I had ac-

quired. Two years later I raised again that I felt I wanted to end. Again concerns were raised

about my overlooking some unfinished business, and it was suggested I needed to finish my

work, not terminate. I did not believe I could open up what now felt like a stalemate and further

discussion felt as if I’d be talked out of leaving. I terminated a 15-year analysis in what felt like

a less than satisfactory manner. I wanted some recognition of not only my growth but more im-

portantly my desire to be fully in my life, on my own. Instead I left having had to conceal my

deep disappointment and disagreement.

I was saddened to leave what had been a transformative experience in this way. I had decided to

become a psychologist knowing I would go on to psychoanalytic training because of the powerful

experience my own analysis had been. I spent close to a year feeling uneasy about this ending. I

didn’t want to return but I didn’t feel as if I understood all that had happened in my desire to end,

and what had been transacted during the termination. I decided to call another analyst for a consul-

tation. I saw this person for a year doing what I have come to call “deconstructing my analysis.”

What had been unconsciously enacted and in play for both my analyst and myself? And why

couldn’t we find a way to discuss it?

Not surprisingly, my own experience has profoundly affected my work with patients around

ending treatment. I believe that terminations can be understood as co-created enactments of com-

plex unconscious processes between patient and analyst. Setting an end limit to the treatment can

imply simultaneously a freedom and a constraint for both the analyst and the patient. It is also true

that an illusion of open-endedness has its own limitations. There is no perfect solution or ending.

However, we need to consider the ultimate limit, that we must say goodbye and create an ending

that reflects the mutual and the asymmetrical nature of the work.

I will be presenting the analytic treatment of a patient who proposed “staying in therapy for-

ever,” a kind of interminability that ultimately led to my decision to end the treatment. This case

persists in occupying a place in my ongoing thoughts; it continues to haunt me. I present it, not as a

model case, but as a problematic treatment—suggesting some of the underlying issues involved in

termination, which raise important questions for us to reflect upon. In this particular case it was I

who believed we needed to stop and the patient who felt she wanted to continue indefinitely, a par-

adox not often written about in the literature and one that I had been unprepared for.

Is it possible to consider that certain dyads can only go so far? Are there obdurate feelings, such

as impenitent envy or intractable dependency, which creates impasses that, cannot be worked

through, and remain impasses? Guntrip (1975), in writing about the differences and benefits in his

two analyses with Fairbairn and Winnicott, suggested, “Perhaps no single analyst can do all that

an analysand needs, and we must be content to let patients make as much use of us as they can. We

dare not pose as omniscient and omnipotent because we have a theory” (p. 155). Possibly Guntrip,

in suggesting the limits of our theory, is also warning us about the false empowerment that our the-

ories can stir within us. Certainly he felt helped by both analysts but in very disparate ways. Or

rather, is it more as Britton (2006) suggested, “There is no end of the line in analysis only the final

stopping place at which the analyst gets off” (p. 1). If we “lean” into termination, can we surrender

our wish for an idealized ending? Can we see more clearly that it is quite a complicated dilemma,

staying or going, for both the patient and for the analyst?
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GROWING OLD TOGETHER: A CASE

OF TERMINATION AS ENACTMENT

When Ellen first came to see me she was an attractive and deeply sad 32-year-old woman, single,

unemployed, and living at home with her widowed mother. She came to see me once a week and

wept, telling me about the losses in her life: her fathers’dying of a brain tumor, which was second-

ary to his lung cancer, and her older brother’s long history of drug and alcohol abuse and early

death at age 32. Ellen had retreated from life and her pain was palpable. After 2 years of once

weekly psychotherapy, I suggested she come more frequently and use the couch. I offered analysis

believing that Ellen and I could work more deeply in this way, which would in turn help her more.

She talked about her wishes and yet profound fears to move out of her mother’s house into an

apartment of her own. She fantasized about becoming a paraplegic, which captured her feeling of

paralysis and deep wish to be taken care of. She feared that leaving her mother was tantamount to

killing her. I felt sympathetic towards Ellen, who was caught in such a life-and-death loyalty bat-

tle. Her guilt was heroic, she was ready to sacrifice her life, and in fact she had sacrificed “real”

living.

In many ways Ellen was all tied up and would proceed to tie me up, only I didn’t know it. I did-

n’t anticipate or even begin to project in my own mind the trajectory of this treatment. Schlesinger

(2005) wrote, “In general, the way a patient enters and leaves other significant relationships will

be consonant with his way of engaging with the therapist and his way of anticipating separating

from the therapist” (p. 17).

Ellen told me how hard her life had been growing up in a family where her brother’s problems

were little understood and hugely overshadowed her life. “How could I envy my brother? He al-

ways got yelled at but I also always felt he got away with it. There were no consequences. I had to

be the good daughter who never caused any trouble. … If I do what I would like to do, the image is

bigger and brighter and hot. I would burn things up and outshine people.” I asked Ellen, “Who

would you outshine, who would you become?” She replied, “I’d just be more. I’m not thinking of

my brother.” I remind her, “But the connection to your brother is there, he figuratively and literally

burned things up. He set his bed on fire and nearly burned the house down.” Ellen cried and said,

“All he did was act and never thought about the consequences. He was all action, all emotion. And

in the end he destroyed himself.”

Ellen became the target of much of her troubled and acting-out brother’s hostility and con-

tempt. Whenever she walked past him he would spit at her. They shared a bathroom and he would

spray urine all over the walls. She would feel disgust and then impotent rage since her parents

seemed unable to effectively control him or help her. We talked about her feeling abused by him

and overlooked by her parents. Her brother had always felt like a constant crisis and since she was

quiet, did well in school, and behaved well she had felt completely forgotten about. She had felt

very guilty while also relieved over his death. He was dead and she believed she had killed him by

wishing him dead all of her life.

Her brother, married with two children, had never worked steadily or been able to manage his

life. He was often in and out of drug and alcohol rehabs, never staying sober for long. Finally his

wife had asked him to leave. Ellen recounted the following scene to me many times during our

work. Ellen had moved back home to help her mother with caring for her father during his terminal

phase of battling lung cancer which had spread to his brain. The father died and soon after her

brother arrived at the family home with a paper bag of his things, hoping to move back in. Ellen an-
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swered the door only opening it a crack. He asked to come in saying he needed a place to stay. El-

len flatly refused to let him enter, closing the door on him and his need. Two years passed after El-

len refused to let him “come home” and he was found dead in a motel room in a neighboring state,

probably from a drug overdose. Ellen had been traveling in Europe when he was found. She

learned of his death upon her return from her summer abroad, her mother never having called or

contacted her to come home for the funeral.

Ellen and I spent a great deal of time going over his death. Memories of her early life overshad-

owed by his difficulties in a family ill-equipped to handle him floated in and out of our conversa-

tion for many years, the sibling dynamic taking on proportions that often felt like the only family

dynamic—dyadic and triangular. Her constant belief that she caused his death was painstakingly

chipped away at. After some time she felt ready and able to confront the “official” cause of his

death calling the state he had died in to receive the certificate of death. Finally willing to consider

that he may have died from a drug overdose, the death certificate arrived stating cause unknown.

We continued to discuss whether she could accept that the responsibility for his death had been

his, whether directly caused by drugs, lifestyle, or suicide. Could Ellen forgive herself for her own

wish to have a life even if it included a wish for her brother’s death?

Looking back I now realize that I missed the significance of her having mentioned envy in rela-

tion to her brother. I heard only her survivor’s guilt back then, and didn’t see the fuller view of her

internal state of affairs; she felt deeply envious, which she believed could and did destroy him.

Melanie Klein (1950, 1957/ 1975) was the first to write about envy and its pre-eminence psychi-

cally in the archaic world of the infant. Klein believed that the infant’s need to project all badness

into the mother in order to preserve an inner world of goodness led the infant to attack and attempt

to spoil the mother’s goodness. She linked this to the negative therapeutic reaction in analysis.

Klein believed that envy of the analyst, including idealization of the goodness and resources the

patient imagines the analyst to hold, can result in attacks on the analytic work or difficulty in tak-

ing in and making use of what transpires between the analyst and patient.

In missing Ellen’s “envy” I also missed the dynamic interplay between her self-states and my

own. Ellen would talk and cry, appear to feel understood by something I had said, but then nothing

would appreciably change in her life. The sessions began to take on a predictable, almost ritualis-

tic quality. In response I began to feel like a washcloth being wrung out for every last drop of wa-

ter, every drop of concern. I realized later that I began to hide my sympathetic concern, trying to

protect my own resources from her depleting maneuvers. At the time I was aware only of a grow-

ing impatience inside of me. I would listen and think tears? Again? About this? This cycle of her

unyielding dependency and need for some kind of loving, sympathetic response which when

given was then ignored or diminished left me in a state of helplessness, with my own sense of ade-

quacy fraying by the minute. In my defensive attempts to insulate myself from her she experi-

enced me as withdrawing, no longer available and redoubled her efforts to demonstrate her abject

need. If I could help her she would feel inadequate; if I held the sense of inadequacy she couldn’t

be helped.

Despite having an advanced graduate degree, Ellen had been working in a company outside of

her area of training in a low-level position. This job, arranged by an ex-boyfriend, was a temporary

position so that Ellen would have money to pay for therapy and maybe find an apartment. But El-

len seemed to settle in permanently all the while bemoaning that she really wanted to use her train-

ing and advanced degree and job hunt for the better, high-paying job but felt too anxious or fright-

ened. She found apartment hunting equally onerous. Eventually her mother helped her to buy an
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apartment, which she had great difficulty moving into and furnishing. It is important to note that

these positive steps invariably happened as a result of someone else’s initiative, not from any

agentic behavior on Ellen’s part. Since her passivity had effectively galvanized others to solve her

dilemmas this became the push/pull within our dynamic. Therefore every new challenge or life

step was treated as an insurmountable hurdle, one that she mightily resisted and one that I felt I

was to solve but left me feeling that what I had to offer was inadequate and what she wanted I did-

n’t have to give.

Every now and then Ellen would surprise me. She started, “I was looking forward to the ses-

sion. I have been enjoying talking about my superiority. I thought, oh goody, I get to talk about

me.” I said, “The real you.” She said, “Yes, the secret me. Under my feeling small I get to feel very

superior. I realize that is why I stay at my job, to vent my superior feelings.” Ellen was consider-

ably overqualified for the position she worked at but clearly this enabled her to feel superior. Ellen

had other secrets. She would often go shopping, buying clothing that put her into credit card debt.

None of these clothes saw the light of day, hanging in a separate part of her closet, the tags never

taken off, waiting for her new life at her new job.

I spoke with her about her not feeling entitled to nice clothes now, or how she could not put on

the outfit of a new identity. But I missed that they actually were props in an envy drama in which

she would not have to envy others but would be the envy of all to see. I missed her envy of me and

my nice clothes and nice job. I was the “have” to her “have not” and her secret closet was her way

of outdoing me, turning the tables and becoming the object of my envy. I also missed the possibil-

ity of Ellen’s still suspended mourning process, a life held in the wings or kept in a closet. In many

cultures mourners wear black; new clothes would be off in the future, a post-mourning enterprise

whereby you re-enter the color of full life.

Further, I didn’t see Ellen spitting at me, spraying my office with her contempt. I missed her re-

fusal to take in, swallow, and make use of anything I said. She had spent her life waiting to take her

brother’s place, the coveted throne of infant tyrant. Now occupying that position in the analytic re-

lationship, she was unwilling to relinquish that space. Expanding Klein’s theories on envy, Bott

Spillius (1993) believes there is a type of envy, what she calls impenitent envy, which is experi-

enced without a sense of guilt, and one that causes the envier to blame the envied object. Bott

Spillius cautions that these are patients defenses are practically impenetrable, the impenitent envy

serving the purpose of defending against a far worse state of affairs, experiencing the acute pain of

realizing that no good object was to be had early on, a kind of psychic collapse of the internal

world. Ellen’s envied her brother, deeply wanting the attention and place he held in her family but

she was unable to see that he might have envied her as well, her competence and self-control. Nei-

ther one felt powerful. I suspect that both needed parents better equipped for the complexity of

their son’s dysfunctions and the effect on their and Ellen’s lives. Ellen was locked in this drama of

power struggles and it clearly played out with me in similar dimensions, either you were filled

with envy or you became the object of envy, and there was nowhere safe to stand.

During this time in my work with Ellen, I moved my office and changed the décor and the loca-

tion. In her first session in the new office she emphatically stated, “I can’t believe you painted your

walls this way!” I asked what she felt about this. “You had them sponge painted. I was planning to

do that in my apartment. It was my idea, how could you do this before I did!” I hadn’t known about

Ellen’s plan, only that she complained about being unable to do anything to fix up her apartment,

and that she couldn’t invite friends over because there was nowhere for anyone to sit. Noteworthy

was her not being able to buy a couch, an interesting conflict given that she was on the couch in my
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office. Envy entered our work fully now but it was entwined around her deep fears of dependency

and of being alone. Her wish for a sense of superiority was upended by my new office and my

sense of agency evidenced in my painted walls leaving her holding the step down, powerless posi-

tion. This was intolerable to Ellen and there was a marked increase in her resistance to what I had

to say. Thus I was then left to feel inadequate, quite unable to be effective as her analyst.

After a few years I realized that I had stopped feeling sympathetic towards Ellen. It seemed like

the point now between us was not so much about changing her life as it was about extracting some-

thing from me. I could no longer seem to feel compassionate towards her suffering when I also felt

her thwarting my efforts to help. In one particularly tense session I found myself saying, perhaps

testily, “What is it you’d like me to say?” She responded, “I don’t know. I’m trying to figure out if I

have a problem or I don’t. If this is just an act and I don’t have any problems, a difficult mother or

sibling to fight with, why don’t I just get on with my life?” I said, “I’m having a feeling I have to

voice. I feel if I were to say anything, you would disregard it.” I now realize that I was confronting

her need to devalue or destroy whatever I had tried to give her. Ellen immediately said, “I suppose

that’s true. I guess the thought I had, it’s too comfortable. I don’t know if I believe life is terribly

hard and I just give up. I don’t know why I’m so stuck, why I don’t do something different.” I said,

“I feel you just did what I said, disregarded what I said. What is it you feel when I say something to

you?” She said, “My immediate reaction is oops, I’m losing you.” There was quite a long pause

between us. I then said, “What does that mean?” Ellen said, “I need to find a way to keep you tied

in to me. I guess you’ve realized I don’t have a problem.” I responded, “So it’s your way of control-

ling me?” She said, “Yes, keeping you attached.” I said, “Keeping me hostage.” She said, “I guess

so. I keep thinking I don’t have any problems.” I said, “I would put it another way. I don’t know if

you ever let anything we talk about touch you to really change anything inside. I feel you deplete

what I say of all meaning and power and therefore it doesn’t affect you. You are in essence saying

‘this treatment is no good, it doesn’t work, nothing changes.’”

Ellen was teary but the tears felt different. I felt different having voiced what had been in my

thoughts dozens of times. Ellen said, “Well, I guess it’s like there’s a little bit of the feeling, the whole

point of this is to get me off the bus. The bus driver is pushing me off. But can’t you see its cold out

there, there’s no one out there to help me? Out there are bigger or different problems and you are ex-

pecting me to go out there?” I said, “No I’m not, if you want to stay in, that is your decision. But when

you come in and complain that nothing has changed you are telling me my treatment doesn’t work

and that I expect to talk about.” Ellen cried more and said, “I just thought times up. I guess you are

right we do need to talk about it. I’m afraid because I don’t know where it’s going to lead.”

In her next session she started, “To acknowledge that this isn’t working, my immediate conclu-

sion is that I have to stop. I wonder if I put you in the same role as Todd [a married man she had had

an affair with during the treatment], you are to fix up my life. I come and do my part but you’re re-

ally supposed to be doing all the work. [Tearily] I don’t know what is wrong and why my life isn’t

more important to me?” I said, “There is a parallel here with Todd. You feel you built him up,

you’re the strong one, while he’s weak and helpless. By being untouched by what I say you reveal

that I’m weak and helpless to help you.” Ellen was crying, saying, “If that’s so, it makes me even

more screwed up. Then the whole thing would make me feel even more superior.” I asked, “Do

you feel more superior?” She said, “Well, a voice does come to me—‘who are you to know me

better than myself?’ It’s my way of saying you don’t understand and keeping me separate, so much

superior. I think it may be a way for me to feel [she was still crying] that I take care of myself, a

way of dealing with feelings of hurt or disappointment.”
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I was intrigued, this was something new and I asked her to tell me more about this. She contin-

ued, “When you’re a child and get hurt you cover it up by thinking if a friend doesn’t want to be

your friend you think that person isn’t good enough for me.” I then said, “By devaluing the other

person.” She said, “Yes, I guess it’s a way of not feeling vulnerable to other people, of being sepa-

rate.” I responded, “So are you suggesting that to prevent the disappointment that I can’t help you,

you’re going to prove I can’t, because that you can control?” She said, “I don’t know if you can

help me. Something has to do with you taking over. I think I have resentment about your telling me

what to do. Like my parents, they can’t tell me what to do sometimes and not other times. It’s not

fair to come in and out of my life. I guess by acting incompetent and not knowing what to do its

asking someone to come and take over. Maybe that’s why I resent you. You want to come and tell

me what to do sometimes, but then you say it’s your life, you can do whatever you want to do. It

doesn’t change my life and it’s not fair.” I asked, “What would be fair?” She said, “You have to be

there all the time. I have the image of you’re teaching me how to ride a bicycle and you disappear,

disappear too soon.”

I didn’t know if I could give Ellen what she wanted, a kind of presence that she could control

but that felt as if it came wholly from me. Ellen continued, “I guess if it was up to me I would stay

in therapy forever, we’ll grow old together. But I also feel I’m going to show you, you’re so good,

well here’s the patient who seems all right but …” My respite was over. I was tied up again. While

I groaned inside to myself, Ellen continued, “I don’t know why I have to do all the work? Can’t I

just show up?”

This sounded promising in that Ellen was verbalizing the conflict I had felt so embroiled in

with her. But I also felt her undertow. She deeply wanted to just “show up” and have it happen for

her. She just as strongly needed to undo anything I said or did which might suggest that I had

something to give, that she had been helped by whatever I had inside to offer her. I began to feel we

were locked in an endless loop.

A year later, very little had changed, although Ellen kept coming, crying and talking. She re-

ported this dream. “I was in the bathroom going to take a shower. My mother was there in the

house and I turned the water on. I started taking my clothes off and the water stopped. I opened the

door and asked my mother about that, thinking I really need a shower. I am smelly, dirty, and need

to get ready for work. I started to step into the shower, clothes all over the floor but I still had more

clothes on. Every time I took off a T-shirt I still had another. Maybe it has to do with therapy. No

matter how many layers of clothes, I couldn’t get everything off and I couldn’t get clean. [Teary]

No matter how much I come here and I think I’m sincere, I don’t think I can manipulate you very

well, I never seem to get down to bare skin.” I agreed silently to myself. No matter how many lay-

ers we seemed to go through there was always another obstruction, something elusive that I could-

n’t seem to touch and Ellen was not going to let me see.

When did I start to think about ending the treatment? Ellen had raised stopping but not in a truly

serious way. I had been discussing Ellen off and on with a supervisor for quite some time, but even

the supervision had taken on the same repetitive, stuck quality as my work with Ellen. It was prob-

ably after I had been seeing her for 8 years that I felt I needed to try something different. I went to a

weekend supervision group with an out-of-town analyst and had decided to present Ellen. Quite

dramatically this analyst announced, “She’s unanalyzeable! You should end the treatment.” I was

surprised but also tempted; yes that is exactly what I felt at first. Ending treatment then began to

seem like my way out of what had become torturous.
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I knew I had to process this as a temptation and went back to my original private supervisor

who was quite open to the idea of terminating. I began to accept that I had gone as far as I could go

with Ellen and that she and I seemed to share some idea of a miraculous change. Berry (1987)

wrote, “The decision to terminate is always a compromise between the demands of reality, and in

particular of the passage of time, and those of the analyst’s ego ideal, of the ideal of perfectability.

… The patient’s expectations of undergoing a metamorphosis prove to have been illusory; the ana-

lyst’s desire to change the other proves to have been over-ambitious” (p. 102). She further believes

that there are limitations to what can be achieved and to accept this means coming to terms with

our own omnipotent need to make reparation. The supervision process helped me to acknowledge

the ways in which I knew I had helped Ellen and to begin to accept the limits of my help. In some

way, it gave me a space to think, something that had been shutting down within the transference/

counter-transference power battles. Once I had access to more of my own thoughts I felt permis-

sion to access my own positive aggression. This was an aggression that sets limits, protects and

preserves in the face of destructiveness, and an assertiveness which, unwittingly, had been stymied

for myself and for Ellen. By deciding to terminate with Ellen I was allowing myself an action, a

very assertive action that I was now free to act upon and perhaps model for Ellen.

It was October of what would become her 9th year in treatment when I decided to suggest end-

ing to Ellen. She was furious, feeling that I was “kicking her out.” I said, “I think I have said every-

thing to you I can say. It is really up to you now if you want to make changes in your life or not.

Sometimes the changes can be better seen or risks more easily taken when you are no longer in

treatment.” She said, “So you are finally pushing me off that bus, abandoning me.” I said, “I know

you are angry about this idea. But I do feel that it’s about doing things in your life now outside of

here. I propose we spend the year working on this. If at the end of the year before we break for va-

cation we feel that something has shifted and there is something else to continue to work on, then

we can reconsider. If not, then we will end.”

We spent that year in what felt like a stalemate, mostly with Ellen feeling justified in raging at

me for “kicking her out of therapy.” We ended that summer at the end of July. In August Ellen

wrote me a letter and I read about an Ellen she rarely if ever had shown me. What follows are ex-

cerpts from that letter. “Dear Jill, I want to thank you from my heart for all that you’ve done and

given me, for how you’ve changed my life. I know that I am a very different person from the one

you met nine years ago. I feel as if I’ve gone from black to white, at least from seeing through

darkness and shadows to seeing with light and clarity. Even now, I picture myself lying on your

couch and looking out the window. And when I do it’s always sunny and clear. I want you to know

I am touched by and appreciative of the time, effort and patience you expended to unwind my

twisted ideas and feelings. I feel that I was a difficult patient; that I fought you almost every step of

the way, that I was frustrating and obdurate and that I was unappreciative, throughout parts of the

therapy. But I do feel it now and feel very fortunate … my life is not all that I would like it to be, I

do want more for myself (you’ve given me that too) … I am very grateful that I know and can feel

that you have always treated me with respect and care. I will carry that with me forever. Thank you

for knowing when it was important for me to move on.”

I was still not sure whether I ended with Ellen more for her needs or for mine. I felt then that I

had to value what I had given her and not allow her to destroy anything else I had to give. I had

gone as far as I could go with her and tried to accept my limitations. Freud used the German words

endliche and unendliche to explain his sense of the ending of an analysis. He was referring to
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bringing to a close the formal analysis of patient meeting with analyst, with the assumption that

the psychic work was completed. Reis (2006) argued, “Perhaps much of the most important work

of an analysis is done after termination occurs, through a deferred action, an après coup, a

nachtraglichkeit.” It is likely that the work of internal resonance and consolidation of the analytic

gains and failures can only occur once the analysis is over. I had been thinking that the only way to

preserve Ellen’s treatment, and what gains we had made, was to end it. With Reis’s idea in mind,

ending a treatment may require a particular leap of faith.

A FEW YEARS LATER

I had pretty much finished an earlier draft of this paper for presentation and I knew I would have to

call Ellen for her permission to present our work together. That’s what made her call to me feel so

uncanny. She wanted to come in for a session, something had happened and she wanted to “check

in.”

Ellen arrived and was somewhat nervous and chatty. When I asked what had made her call she

told me that something had happened at her apartment’s Co-op board meeting which had left her

agitated and when she arrived back home she fell off a stepladder. She worried that she might be

hurting herself out of a feeling of guilt. She told me that she was now the President of the Co-op

that she lived in, and that night had helped the board reach a difficult decision for the building. The

prior president had requested permission for a complex type of arrangement and she had done re-

search to assess the advisability of such an enterprise. It became clear that this was only an advan-

tage for him, not for the Co-op, given the liability issues. The board meeting, which she led, ended

with a decision to refuse his request. When I asked her what had left her agitated about this deci-

sion she said, “It’s just like when I locked my brother out of the house, didn’t let him back home

and he killed himself.” I said, “Do you really still believe that you killed him?” She said she did.

Suddenly I had a new picture of our work together and my uni-lateral decision to terminate. I

now realized in retrospect that the termination had been an enactment. Just as she had closed the

door on her brother, I had closed the door on Ellen. Unconsciously, I had understood that some-

thing had to be repeated, relived for her to be able to metabolize and fully process the experience

with her brother. Ellen and I had to re-experience that moment with my fully insisting that she had

to leave and her accepting those terms. However, unlike with her brother, this time no one died;

rather both of us maintained the capacity to have independent lives. Only then could Ellen be freed

from the shutting down of her life, a self-erected prison of guilt. I too had become a prisoner, held

captive by her guilt, rage and envy. My ending the treatment, albeit an enactment, was reparative

around this trauma. Perhaps this was the only way out for us.

When I could I told Ellen, “It had been on my mind to call you because I am writing up some of

our work together and wanted to ask your permission to present it. But listening to you now I sud-

denly realize that my decision to end our work was also a reliving of what had occurred with your

brother. In some way I had to close the door on you and say, ‘you can’t come back,’ but in a way in

which no one died, no one was killed. It was a use of aggression that is positive, it was my way of

saying you can live and so can I and we need to discover this.” I felt that Ellen understood what I

was saying and began telling me the ways in which her life had improved. Although she was still at

the same job she had started traveling with a friend and had since been to Egypt, Russia, and was

planning a trip to Normandy for that next summer. She loved to travel and had stopped traveling
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after her brother had died. While listening I remembered she had been away in Europe when her

brother died and her mother never called her to come home for the funeral. I smiled to myself real-

izing that she had resumed her love of travel, a precluded pleasure that we had not considered dur-

ing our work. We spent the rest of the session discussing what had been enacted between us. I

ended the session by suggesting that she think about this and by inviting her to call to continue pro-

cessing this with me. At the same time I assured her that it would be all right not to call. I haven’t

heard from Ellen, which feels like a good thing.

AFTER IT’S OVER: REFLECTING ON ENDING

How do we know when to say goodbye? Some patients come to see us and are wary of attaching,

keeping us at arms length, while others eagerly connect sharing the intimate details of their lives. I

have found that some patients haunt us during the work, while others haunt us after we end. Ellen

did both for me. I now believe that she and I were engaged in a forestalled mourning process.

Clearly Ellen had reality reasons to be in mourning—that is how she first came to me, but less

clear were the ways that she and I would become entangled and enmeshed in parallel and inter-

secting mourning struggles. Separation issues—which in some cases involve a sorrow for what

never was, and a disorganizing disappointment—dotted Ellen’s life and resonated with aspects of

my own. Some of this I knew about and some I did not.

What I was less aware of was the impact of my own unfinished mourning process around end-

ing analysis and how it would implicate me in my work with Ellen. What obscured this was the

fact that Ellen and I were in reversed positions; I had wanted to leave analysis and had wanted my

analyst to support this—while she wanted to stay forever and wanted to be welcomed in doing so.

Clearly our situation was primed for an enactment. Bromberg (2006) stated, “The process of en-

actment does not stop just because the therapist chooses to call a later phase of treatment working

through” (p. 37). In line with this, I have come to believe many, if not all, terminations, are primed

for enactment. The mutual processes of attaching and detaching, of growing close and then saying

goodbye, elicit powerful feelings and equally powerful dissociative processes. Given this, what

exactly is the fate of the analytic relationship after it has ended?

I can no longer think of my treatment and termination with Ellen without conjuring up the end-

ing of my own first analysis. While finishing the earlier sections of this paper for presentation I re-

ceived in the mail two articles written by my former analyst with a brief note: “Dear Jill, I hope

you and your family are very well. Enclosed reprints 1- old and 1- new. Best wishes.” I was quite

surprised, shocked even, to say the least, but I was equally puzzled. I had not seen or spoken with

him in many years and could not quite figure out the reason for this contact. Additionally, brevity

had been his long-standing style but now it felt positively cryptic. Why was he contacting me in

this manner? As I saw the large manila envelope with his characteristic handwriting, which I si-

multaneously recognized and disbelieved, I thought to myself, has something happened? He is

probably in his early 80s, having retired from private practice a number of years ago. I felt a mix-

ture of fear and curiosity. Why contact me now?

I wrote back to him: “I was surprised to receive your two papers without much of a note letting

me know why the contact after so many years.” I also filled him in on my life and my family and

sent him two pieces of my own published work as well—one a memoir essay in which I felt he

would recognize many of my family stories from our work together. I received back a letter from
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him in which he was noticeably conversational about life in retirement and he responded quite

positively to the pieces I had sent him. But also, embedded in the letter, was a paragraph in which

once again I could hear the voice of my former analyst. “I wish you would not be so harsh with

yourself or with me and could ease up and enjoy more fully the present without marring it with

grievances and disappointments of the past and being too critical. No one likes to be admonished

or made to feel guilty.”

I was stunned. I read this part over and over again. What I had written had not seemed harsh or

critical, perhaps challenging, but not meant to reprimand. I hadn’t been in treatment with him for

20 years and he still sounded as if he thought of me as his patient, and I still heard him as my ana-

lyst. Had I been admonishing? I was aware of being angry, feeling he had no right to say these

things to me anymore—we had ended and that was that. How was it, that in an instant I was back in

time, back on the couch and filled with recrimination and he was also feeling the necessity to en-

lighten me? Did we both still hold each other in mind in some unchanged form from the time that

we had ended?

I no longer believe in some idealized termination whereby the transference/counter-transfer-

ence relationship, now fully analyzed loses its affective gravitational pull and the analytic dyad,

diluted of its intensity, becomes normalized. This kind of interaction between my former analyst

and me has suggested to me that in some way we may remain for each other, as if frozen in time

within our memory. Despite long discussions prior to ending, I now can see that my terminating

my analysis with him and his ending with me, in essence “our ending,” had been incomplete on the

deeper levels. Our “frozenness” was a signifier of a loss not fully acknowledged and thereby in-

completely mourned. Abraham and Torok (1972/1994), writing in terms of incorporation, sug-

gested, “So in order not to have to ‘swallow’ a loss, we fantasize swallowing (or having swal-

lowed) that which has been lost, as if it were some kind of thing. … we ingest the love-object we

miss, this means that we refuse to mourn and that we shun the consequences of mourning even

though our psyche is fully bereaved. … Incorporation is the refusal to acknowledge the full import

of the loss, a loss that, if recognized as such, would effectively transform us” (pp. 126–127). But-

ler (1995) would come to call this a melancholic incorporation that leads to an internal structure

that preserves the lost object.

Before I say more about this I want to turn to my most recent contact with Ellen that occurred a

few months after I received my former analyst’s letter. Although she had given me permission a

long time ago to write and present our work I knew I needed to speak with her about the possibility

of publishing the writing I had been working on. I called and explained this to her, suggesting that

I would mail her the write-up and then we could meet to discuss it. When she came and sat down I

could sense how anxious we both seemed to be feeling. I certainly knew I was because I wasn’t

sure how she would react to what I had written. Would my writing so directly about my feelings re-

garding needing to end her treatment hurt her? She quickly answered my questions by saying she

was upset by the write-up and that it explained a great deal for her, for example why she never

thought to send me holiday cards or birthday cards. I asked her what upset her and she answered

that I hadn’t portrayed her in an attractive light and that I obviously didn’t like her. She repeated

this again and I responded by saying that I did like her and cared very much about her but that I

hadn’t liked what she had stirred up in me, how I had ended up feeling so stuck, and that no matter

what I tried I felt unhelpful and worse, inadequate. It was hard at that moment to process and then

share all that I was feeling with Ellen. After our meeting, I remembered that I had liked her a great

deal earlier in the treatment but that it had gotten lost in the struggles we had been continuously
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enacting with each other. I could see how in writing my focusing on those difficult feelings in this

piece would have left her to read only the worst of my feelings.

Interestingly, she also didn’t remember, or fully believe, what I had written about her intense

and angry reaction to my new office and the way the walls had been painted. She remembered a

dream, which she now spontaneously reported: “I dreamt that the walls in your new office were

white and that you had brown book cases. When I actually saw your office I felt relieved that it

wasn’t what I had dreamt.” She then said, “I did wonder if we had been too close in age and that I

had envied you, your life.” I agreed that we were close in age and wondered as well if that had been

a problem. I then suggested that my recollection of her reaction (written about in the earlier part of

this paper) to my new office decor had brought her envy into the room and into our relationship

while her dream, which was unfamiliar and I don’t think she had ever told me, kept envy at bay.

She now said she didn’t like me very much at times during our work.

I began to feel like I used to feel in sessions with her. Things felt slippery, moving quickly from

what she felt was inside of me (you don’t like me) to now it’s inside her (I don’t like you), like a hot

potato that got tossed back and forth. This rapidly shifting landscape where I never quite knew

where I stood or what I was feeling felt very familiar. I was amazed that we were back in the dead-

lock, the crunch (Russell, as cited in Pizer, 1992) all over again. Was she right? Did I not like her?

Did I paint her in a poor light to make my own case regarding ending her treatment? By the time

we were ending I had hoped I was doing what would be best for her and the treatment. Now I no

longer was so sure. And why was I feeling so badly?

The hour was almost over and I raised with Ellen that if there were particular things she wanted

me to change in the paper I would consider doing that or if she wanted to write something herself I

would consider including it. I also felt that she had the right to say no, and not have this published.

I said if she did not want this published I would respect that and not publish it. It felt important to

me that this meeting be reparative, not injurious to her. She left saying she would think about it and

get back to me.

During this waiting time I thought about Ellen and our interaction, how similar it was to our

transference/counter-transference impasses while working together and reminiscent of what had

uncannily and simultaneously transpired during this time with my former analyst. Once again I

was thinking, how is it that we are frozen, locked in our memories of each other? Frozenness has

multiple aspects; it preserves something from the ravages of time while preventing anything from

changing. However, in this kind of dormancy, some memories slumber while others are awake and

active. Ellen and I re-entered our prior transference/counter-transference dynamic as if no time

had passed, and I might add, as if we had not terminated our work. Abraham and Torok (1972/

1994) suggest that to fully accept and work through a loss would mean a re-adjustment within one-

self, a transformation of the self. This had not fully happened for Ellen and me. We were once

again, as if time stood still, remembering each other by enacting our prior relational positions in

the most intense and alive way. I also became aware that the way we were remembering each other

at that moment also meant a forgetting, perhaps even a refusal, of our having ended our work. We

were each keeping the relationship alive in a way that precluded knowing how we could be differ-

ent with each other. Perhaps this is what often becomes protected when we “forget”; we prevent

ourselves from recognizing a separation, a loss and the necessary alteration that a full acknowl-

edgment would mean.

At the end of 2 weeks Ellen did call, saying she’d like to come in for another session offering to

pay (I hadn’t charged for the last one since it was for my own writing request and wouldn’t charge
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for this one either). She sat down and said she had realized after we met that she hadn’t told me

how much she felt I had helped her. She said, “I have so much to be grateful for, my mother is in

her 90s and is in good health, I am also in good health.” While she was telling me this I remem-

bered how many deaths had occurred in her family—good health was something not to be taken

lightly. I also recalled our original ending, years before when she was so angry with me till the

very end feeling I was kicking her out. Afterwards was when she had written me a letter of grati-

tude for my caring and work with her. I thanked her for telling me this, feeling again the wish to re-

pair our ruptured ending and the role I had played in it. I said I wanted her to know that when I

ended our work I had worried that I had failed her, that I hadn’t helped her enough to change jobs

or in her desire for a long-term relationship. Perhaps that was part of my need to end the work but

that I had really cared about her. She said she thought that we both had become too stuck on her

changing jobs or meeting someone. She informed me that she is still with the same firm but enjoys

her work, mostly working on matters she is interested in. I agreed with her, recalling with her that

her having resumed travelling had made me realize later that her other pleasures in life had

returned.

She then told me about her girlfriend Nan, the one she travels with, and how they hadn’t been

able to work out a common week to travel to a foreign place this year but instead Nan invited Ellen

to her home for Nan’s birthday weekend. Ellen went and said she had one of the nicest times being

part of Nan’s family and circle of friends. It helped me to realize that I had helped Ellen to find a

way to create long-term relationships and expand her family life. Ellen then said she wanted to

give me full permission to publish. I thanked her, feeling that we had needed these two meetings to

really work something through with each other, to say goodbye in a new way, a more mutual way

that freed us both from the old ways we knew each other. I believe that I had communicated to her

my own wish to repair our ending. I reached out to her hoping she could meet me half way. It was

in between and during our second meeting that shifts had begun to occur internally for us both, and

we were able to undertake a fuller explication of the difficulty we had in ending the treatment. In

this reliving of memory and action a deeply reparative moment was allowed to occur and I believe

we could now free each other to make greater use of the past. The protective inflexibility of mem-

ory had prevented both of us from knowing fully how we could be changed in the future by our

past analytic relationship.

Quite a few months later I wrote back to my former analyst. In realizing that I had been keeping

the termination of that analysis somewhat on ice, I hadn’t let myself continue a certain process,

which I now opened myself up to and entered. I realized that subtly in my response I had indeed

scolded my analyst for the manner in which he contacted me. I was still harboring an injury over a

kind of non-recognition of my need to terminate. By coming to this awareness I further realized

that I had withheld a deep gratitude for the work we had done together. I wrote to him explaining

my complicated responses and telling him how much our work had given me and done for me. He

wrote back saying how much he appreciated hearing my warm feelings about our work. I cried

reading his letter because this felt to me that we had now fully ended. I was both glad that I had ex-

tended to him my deep gratitude and truly felt the loss—the connection was over.

In writing about termination Novick (1982), as others have before him, categorized endings in

three ways: mutually agreed-upon, forced, or unilateral. I question whether these categories are

actually discrete and wonder if upon reflection we don’t see aspects of more than one category in

most terminations? What of the patient who once decided they were ready to stop and then, upon

hearing their analyst agrees with them, wound up feeling pushed off the couch and out the door?
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However, Novick also wrote that to enter a terminal phase of treatment, a necessary milestone

needs to have been achieved. “This is the necessity for disillusionment, the necessity to experience

the analyst and the analysis as a failure” (p. 350). He is referring to a de-idealization of the analyst

and the work, but this could easily be extended to the field and our theories. There are always lim-

its to what any analysis can accomplish within a particular dyad. On the other hand, a great deal

can be done and we all know the deep benefits an analysis can provide. This side-by-side combi-

nation of disappointment and gratitude seems to be in the mix when terminating, but how do we

decide when its “good-enough”? And can we suspend our analytic ambition and begin to formu-

late what good-enough looks like? My reworking of endings with both my patient Ellen and my

former analyst suggests to me that this final acceptance of disappointment leading to gratitude is

the complex picture of termination.

Orgel (2000) likened termination to a letting go process and one that is inherently part and par-

cel of the work from the very beginning. He wrote, “Every interpretation brings intimations of ter-

mination … analysis as a relationship consists of recurrent sequences: attachment, interpretation,

loss, mourning and degrees of internalization” (p. 723). As we begin we are moving towards our

finish, our ending. For some patients this opens up possibility and momentum builds, while for

someone like Ellen it loomed as another loss, another mourning yet to bear. The puzzle lies in the

very nature of ending. There is some necessary integrative work that may only be possible to do

when ending treatment.

I return to Freud’s German words in the translated title “Analysis Terminable and Intermina-

ble,”, endliche and unendliche, perhaps better translated as finite and infinite (Leupold-

Löwenthal, 1987, p. 62). I’d like to speculate that Freud was trying to hold in tension what can be

accomplished during the finite time of an analysis and the infinite work one does beyond the anal-

ysis. Each time I revisit my work with Ellen, in the writing of this paper or in discussion with col-

leagues, a new piece of my mourning and processing of the work takes place. It has compelled me

to work through my own unfinished mourning of my first analysis. As a consequence, I can see the

ways I might have done things differently with Ellen but also the ways in which I feel I did help

her. In this way, ending is not really a termination meant as a complete cessation of something, but

more a continuation of a process in some new form. It is the closing of one door to open another,

albeit one we are unsure of where it might lead.
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