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Introduction 

by Loraine Hayes

Generational Trauma is a real thing. The effects of trauma can and do pass down through families: generation after generation. This novel is a story of one of those families.*

*Content Warning: This novel explores themes of psychology, mental health, and generational trauma and contains depictions of sexual violence, child abuse, domestic abuse, murder, pedophilia, crude language, and references to addiction. Please read with care. 
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“I don’t know what to tell you, Gianna. Therapy takes time. You’ve been through so much in the 16 years that you’ve been alive. It’s going to take longer than a few weeks of therapy for you to feel better. I’m sorry, but I can’t tell you exactly how long it will take,” said Nicole, with that empathic therapist face that I’ve experienced more in 16 years than most people would in a lifetime. 

Why is it that every therapist that I’ve seen since my mother abandoned me has had that same look on their face when they talk to me? What is it? Concern? Pity? Sadness? Boredom? I have never been great at trusting people. I think it’s because my mother would lie to me over and over again. But not just that, I think it's really because I believed her over and over again. Isn’t that just like a kid? Now I don’t know what or who to believe. Wait. Why is Nicole looking at me? Why is she not saying anything? Is she waiting for me to say something? As Winnie-the-freaking-Pooh would say, ‘Oh, bother!’

I sighed, “It’s just that I...well, you know. I just...I hate talking about my feelings.”

Nicole smiled warmly, “Yes, I think I’ve figured that out by now. But we can take our time. We don’t have to talk about anything until you are ready. It is important that you understand that you are in control here. Your life has been so out of control from the moment you were born. Your life has been filled with trauma, and trauma is the thief of everything good, and ordered, and calm inside of a person. I want this to be the one place that you can feel that you do have control.”

“Okayyyyy,” I said suspiciously. “So, if I have so much control, why do I have to come back every week to talk with you?”

“You’ll have to talk to your grandmother about that,” quipped Nicole with a chuckle. “I don’t make your family rules. I just know that therapy works. If you’ll just give this a chance...give me a chance...you might agree with me.”

I looked at the woman sitting across from me. As far as therapists go, Nicole was not the worst that I have talked with. She did seem to care and she helped to make sense out of things that didn’t always make sense to me. Like some of my other therapists, she did not seem too old. Thirty-five, or older maybe? I’ve never been good at guessing people’s age, either. In fact, I don’t think I can trust a damn thing in my head, right now. Thoughts, feelings, beliefs, they are all going rogue inside my brain and causing me to doubt everything about myself and my life. 

Nicole’s Zen-like office pulled me back to the present moment. The aromatherapy scent of lavender that seeped out of the round spaceship shaped diffuser did not cause me to feel calm, like Nicole said it might. Instead, it made me feel uneasy. Agitated even.

“I don’t like it,” I murmured softly.

“What was that, Gianna?”

“The smell,” I looked up into Nicole’s searching eyes. “I don’t like the lavender. It doesn’t make me feel calm. I don’t feel calm.”

“I’m so sorry,” said my therapist, as she stood up from her chair. “Let me turn this off.”

Nicole turned the switch to the ‘off’ position on the lower rim of the diffuser. The gentle puff of constant smelly steam stopped blowing into the room and the lavender scent faded. 

Nicole returned to her chair and adjusted her position. She leaned forward and put on her serious face.

“Gianna, are you sure it is the lavender that is causing you to not feel calm?” she asked quizzically. 

I looked into her eyes but they made me uncomfortable. I turned away and looked at the floor. The sage green throw rug complimented the tan walls nicely. But I did not like that right now either. I didn’t like any of this.

“I don’t want to talk about my mother, anymore,” I finally said in a voice more assertive than I felt. “I don’t like talking about her.”

Nicole spoke proudly, “Gianna, that is wonderful that you can tell me so clearly how you feel and what your wishes are. And I hear what you are saying. We do not have to talk about your mother anymore today.”

“Maybe not just for today. Okay? Like how about... we never talk about her?” I said slyly with a smirk. 

But underneath my attempts at humor, my trusty fear and anxiety lurked inside of me. Sometimes, I believe that that is all I consist of; intense fear and anxiety. If I didn’t have them, I was not sure I would be a living human being. I think I’d just disappear. I don’t usually know I’m scared inside until the feeling is so strong that I seem to go blank inside. And when I am able to think more clearly, I just try to avoid...everything and everyone. But that just makes me more afraid and anxious. I guess I often go through a cycle of fear to numbness and back to fear again.

Nicole sat in silence with a calm look on her face. I had to force myself to be anything but afraid and numb. Not here. This is my last chance to feel better inside. I don’t think I could start over with another therapist, ever.

“Aaaaa, I’m sorry for not wanting to talk about my mom. I just know that it doesn’t help when I do. I get really overwhelmed inside,” I said contritely. 

“It’s okay, Gianna,” Nicole replied. “It really is. Maybe we are moving too fast. I don’t want you to feel too much discomfort. A little discomfort is okay. That can be the impetus for change. And therapy is all about change. But too much discomfort can cause people to shut down. I don’t want you to shut down. Can we take a step back and slow down today? Does that sound okay?”

I nodded. 

“Does that happen often?” she asked kindly. “That your emotions are overwhelming, or that they seem to have a mind of their own?”

“I think so,” I confessed. 

After some silence Nicole offered, “Can I ask you to do something right now? Can you take a deep breath, just the way I’m doing?”

Nicole closed her mouth and drew in a deep and long breath through her nose. She closed her eyes briefly and exhaled slowly through her slightly opened mouth. When her eyes opened again, she looked at me, and I was caught off guard. What is this? Does she want me to breathe like that? What the heck?

“Gianna,” Nicole’s voice filled the silence. “Do you realize that you have not taken a breath in a very long time? When we talk about difficult things, it’s as if you stop breathing for a period of time.”

What? How does she do that? How does she notice so much about me? I let out a heaving breath and looked down at my body. And how does that happen? How do I end up so disconnected from my body. I’m not even sure where I go sometimes. I just know I am not here, not present. It’s like I’m not in my own body. 

“You have a faraway look on your face, Gianna. Where did you go?” asked my insightful therapist softly.

“Um, I...I don’t know,” I stammered. I looked nervously around the office like I was seeing it for the first time that day.

“Has that happened before, Gianna? That you become unaware of your body and your surroundings?” Nicole’s voice was even and devoid of judgment. 

“Um...yeah, I think so. I just get lost in my thoughts or something,” I could feel my cheeks getting hot. I hate it when I blush. It is a frustrating reminder of yet another part of me that is different, defective.

Nicole explained, “That is called dissociation, Gianna. Everybody does it. But some people, especially people who have experienced severe trauma, do it more.”

“Diss...what?”

She continued. “Dissociation is when a person is disconnected from their body. Like I said, we all do it. A common way it occurs is when a person drives home from work and when they pull up to their house, it is like they ‘wake up’ and realize that they were on automatic pilot. They don’t really remember driving home.”

“Come on, you’re making that up, aren’t you?”

“No, no, I’m not. That example shows how it can happen for a task that is so repetitive that a person can do it without much thought. You just got your drivers’ license so you might not have experienced that just yet.”

I laughed, “Well, I better not. My grandmother already worries about me every time I drive her car. If I did that, she’d never let me drive again.”

“Well, if you have not experienced that, I bet you have daydreamed at some point in your life, right?”

I replied, “Sure. I definitely daydream.”

“Of course, you do,” explained Nicole. “And that is perfectly normal to do. Everyone does that once in a while throughout the day for harmless reasons like boredom or tiredness. But if a person does it because they feel threatened, and as a way to escape, that would be more of a concern. And people who have had trauma, are more likely to dissociate because they feel threatened. By dissociating, a person can check out emotionally and feel calmer. It is a way for a person to protect themselves. Do you know what I mean?”

“I think so. I think I check out a lot. Like I’m living two lives. The real one. And the numb life in my head.” I replied shyly.

Nicole replied, “I understand. And, just in case you are doing it here because you feel threatened, I want to work on making this a safe place for you. What can I do or say to help you feel safer here?”

I thought about that for a moment and then answered jokingly, “Tell me I’ve graduated from therapy and that I am normal.”

Nicole laughed and replied with conviction, “Oh, Gianna, but you are normal. Dissociating is a normal and logical way for a person to deal with their trauma. But there are better ways to deal with it. One of them is to do that deep breathing we just did. Can we do that again?”

I agreed and we did another deep breathing exercise together for a few minutes. This helped to relax me a lot.

When we finished, Nicole said, “Gianna, I want you to know that we won’t talk about anything you don’t want to talk about. For now, we can practice some more deep breathing at every session to help the emotions that feel out of control. And we can try to help you stay emotionally present, even when talking about difficult things. What do you think?”

“Well, being emotionally present sounds okay and I guess I do need to breathe to live,” I joked.

Nicole nodded with a laugh and said, “You use humor a lot. Have you always done that?”

I had never really thought about this before. After some contemplation, I replied, “Yes, I think so. I’ve just always seemed to get anxious about things—more than the average person. Humor helps me when I’m anxious.

Nicole responded, “That’s what I thought. Yes, sometimes when a person is afraid, or anxious, or feeling stress, it is normal for them to use defense mechanisms. Humor can be a wonderful defense mechanism. But, remember, if you ever feel too anxious or uncomfortable in our sessions, just let me know and we’ll talk about it. That will help us to make some sense out of it. Does that sound okay?” 

I nodded. Yes, making sense out of my life...out of me...sounded great.

When GG picked me up in front of the behavioral health clinic, I got in the car with a new feeling. What was it? Hope? Faith? I don’t know if I’ve ever felt those feelings before. I was not sure that I trusted them.

“Hi, angel, how was it?” asked my Grandma Gabby, or GG for short.

“Oh, GG, you know,” I replied coyly. 

GG snickered, “Well, I don’t know. That’s why I’m asking you, silly.”

I looked over at the woman who was the whole world to me. Without GG, I don’t know where I’d be. Probably in foster care, moving from faux family to faux family, getting molested along the way. At least that is what happened to Fiona, my best friend. Yes, I was incredibly lucky that GG decided to raise me after my mother left. I don’t even want to think about what my life would be like without her.

“It was okay. I was learning how to breathe,” I conceded. 

“Breathe, oh my goodness,” GG laughed. “Well, Mrs. Hathaway gave Nicole a glowing recommendation. I guess we just have to trust her. Right, baby girl?” 

“I guess so,” I answered pleasantly. What was happening? I was too...what? Undead inside? I was not sure what to make of all of this newfound feeling of believing that things might work out after all. Most of my life I have accepted that our family is cursed and that life will just be terrible. 

GG once told me about an old-time Italian superstition about the malocchio, or evil eye. She said that many Italians believe that another person can put a curse on you if they are envious of you. She said that once you have been given the evil eye, misfortune will follow. I often wondered if someone gave our family the evil eye. 

At dinner, GG and I talked a little more easily than usual. Was that because of me? Was I the one who made everything, including something as simple as having a conversation, difficult? But GG never complains. She is always so patient with me.

“What is going on at school lately?” GG asked curiously.

“Oh, you know, the usual...drug deals in the hall, drug use in the bathroom, fights just about everywhere I turn. But on the plus side, we had French fries for lunch today!” I teased sarcastically. 

GG raised her glass of water and said teasingly, “Well then, let’s have a toast to French fries!”

As our plates were just about emptied, a roaring sound began to grow. It came from the end of the hall and it included a collection of creaking, groaning, and crashing. The noise was so loud and unexpected that both GG and I jumped in our chairs. And as quickly as the noise began, it ended in a hollow silence that rang in my ears. 

“What the fuck was that!” I exclaimed without even thinking. For a second I forgot who I was with but my startle response was automatic. 

“Language!” GG shouted as she stood up and began to run down the hallway toward my bedroom. 

I followed behind as GG opened my bedroom door. We both stopped abruptly, looking at the unwelcomed sight. There before us was my bedroom. Only it wasn’t my bedroom. Instead of a white ceiling with a child’s rainbow ceiling fan, there was now a jagged and mostly circular opening, about two feet in diameter. When we looked up through the hole, we saw a cloud filled sky.

The missing ceiling and ceiling fan, along with a couple of roofing shingles and some wood debris, had landed squarely on my bed. I would have been more upset except that I noticed GG’s face. She looked broken. I could not handle it when GG was sad. It is one thing for me to be sad. I am used to that feeling. But not GG. I can’t bear to see her sad.

I moved over to my grandmother’s side and put my arm around her back. She pulled me into a giant hug and then she guided us backwards out of the room, closing the door gently behind us.

“I’m sorry, Gianna. I really am. This house is old. Really old. It’s been in our family for almost 90 years. It needs a lot of work done on it and I just don’t have the money to do it. Since I lost my job at June’s Blooms, I have not been able to pay all of the bills, let alone make home improvements. But I don’t want you to worry. We’ll get through this. We always do!”

Just then the clouds darkened and rain began to gently fall. I was surprised how much rain water fell through the hole in the ceiling. GG and I hurriedly moved my bed to the side and placed a plastic trash can below the hole. 

“Oh, my!” exclaimed GG, under her breath.

Maybe our family is cursed after all.

Next, GG called Uncle Jacob and he hurried over. Since my mother went missing, Uncle Jacob did what he could to help GG so that she could take care of the house and me. He did not always like the responsibility, though. In fact, as bad things keep happening to us, I’ve noticed that he has been pulling away from us more and more. It’s like he did what my mom did, only he figured out how to leave a person, even with his body still here. I missed the old Uncle Jacob.

“Mum, this is nuts. You should have sold this house years ago,” reprimanded Uncle Jacob when he thought I was busy cleaning my bedroom and not in ear shot.

“And where would I have gone?” my grandmother replied in exacerbation. “I am only 59, you know. I’m not ready for the senior apartment scene. Besides, if I went there, where would Gianna go? No, I need to stay in this house. I need to be here for Gianna.”

“And where has that gotten you or her?” Uncle Jacob asked rhetorically, sitting down on the couch and placing his head in his hands.

I was standing in the hallway, listening to my uncle question the actions of a woman I know would do anything for me. I hate that she had to worry about me. But I was sure happy she did. I listened as GG spoke patiently with her son. She tried to convince him that things would work out. 

I was not sure that Uncle Jacob believed her, but he did seem to lose the edge to his voice, “Mom, you know I’d give you the money to fix this if I had it, don’t you?”

“Yes, of course,” my grandmother replied. “But it’s not your problem to fix. I will get the money soon, Jacob. I just know I will.”

Uncle Jacob nodded seriously and then said curtly, “At least tell me that you quit paying that private investigator. He’s been looking for Sara for a long time and he has not helped us to find her at all. I’m not sure that remortgaging the house to pay his inflated fees was the right thing to do.”

“I had to do something,” explained GG. “I do not regret paying him that money. At least I can feel like I’ve done what I can to find your sister. I just know my baby girl is out there somewhere and that she’ll come home soon. She has to. But, yes, the money from the refinancing of the house is long gone. I have not talked to the PI in over a year.” 

Next, Uncle Jacob dragged the ladder out of the garage and hoisted it against the house. He climbed it to the roof, dragging a giant blue tarp behind him. He draped the tarp over the hole in the roof. I watched him from my bedroom and noticed the worry and frustration on his face. If he saw me standing in the house below him, he did not show it. He merely concentrated on the task at hand. When the hole was now nothing but a circle of shiny blue tarp, I hung my head in despair. I then heard Uncle Jacob hammering a few times around the edge where the tarp overlapped with the remaining roof. The sound of thumping and scrapping metal indicated that he had climbed down the ladder and was pulling it away from the house.

When Uncle Jacob curtly called into the front door and said he was leaving, the sadness hit me like a tornado. I daydream sometimes about the fun I used to have with him when I was younger but the sadness tends to rip those memories away. Realizing how much I missed him, I moved to the edge of my partially cleaned off bed and sat down. I didn’t realize I was crying until GG entered my room and knelt on the floor in front of me. She put one hand on my shoulder and the other one, cleared the hair away from hanging in front of my eyes. 

“I am so sorry, Gianna. It will be okay.”

I took a minute to catch my breath and to gather my thoughts.

“GG,” I prodded. “I didn’t know you had a private detective looking for Mom.”

“Oh, dear, you heard that,” lamented my grandmother. “Yes, it was important for me to do that. I was used to...we were used to Sara leaving for short periods of time. But she had never stayed away for long. I just had to be sure that I tried everything I could to find her. And when I can get caught up on my bills, I plan to continue to pay that man or a different private investigator to find her. I just know she is out there. I have never given up hope.” 

“Same here,” I concurred. 

“Good,” chirped GG. 

She then carefully hoisted herself up from the floor and joined me on the edge of the bed. My grandmother put her arm around me and pulled me against her. I leaned my head on her shoulder and felt my body relax. This was better than Nicole’s deep breathing exercises any day!

“I called Mr. Johnson,” explained GG. “And he plans to come by tomorrow to do what he can. The tarp that Jacob just installed won’t protect things for long. That is just a temporary solution. I’ve known for a while that the roof needed replaced. However, I didn’t have the money to do that. But Mr. Johnson can make the roof more secure so that no more holes develop and no more roofing debris falls down through the new hole. That will buy me some time until I can get enough money to replace the entire roof. But in the meantime, you can’t sleep in here, sweetheart. You can sleep in my bedroom tonight, instead. What do you think? Want to have a sleepover?”

The truth is that I never adjusted to sleeping in a bedroom by myself. I was terrified when at 12 years old, GG told me that it was time for me to sleep in my own bedroom. I really never minded sleeping with my grandmother from the time I moved in with her at two years of age. She always made me feel safe and loved. Who would ever want to leave that? 

For some reason, a few tears had started to fall from my eyes. I lifted my head off of my grandmother’s shoulder and looked into her steady eyes. 

I managed a smile and said in relief, “GG, I would love that!”



​​​​
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Mr. Johnson did his best to cover the hole in the roof with plywood. He then secured a heavier tarp more securely in place. GG said that would be fine for a while, until she could figure out where she could get a new job and how she could slow down the slew of bills that kept coming in the mail. 

In the meantime, she suggested that I don’t sleep in my bedroom, just in case the repair fails. She didn’t have to convince me. I was ecstatic to have an excuse to continue to sleep in the only bed that allowed me to sleep peacefully, at all, ever. 

When GG got the job at the local market, we fell into a good routine. She worked the 10 a.m. to 6 p.m. shift, Tuesday through Saturday. She also got a 20% employee discount on our food. That was a huge help. We even got to have foods like fresh vegetables and non-generic cereal once in a while. 

I liked our 6:30 p.m. dinners. I was the designated cook. GG seemed happy that I was excited about something, anything. And since it was cooking, and I no longer burned everything I made, that was even better. I also limited the dinners that came out of a box by reading recipes that I found online and following them as closely as I could. 

The weeks came and went, and my therapy began to become another safe place for me, and Nicole, another safe person. 

“What do you think?” Nicole asked gleefully. “What do you want to talk about? Remember, you are the boss.”

I laughed, “Yeah, right!” My voice became smaller until it was no longer there. “Maybe I should talk to you more about...you know, the secret in my family...”

“Gianna. You are carrying a heavy burden. And that burden can become easier when you share it. And I’m guessing that you are keeping a secret that should never have been given to you. Secrets are powerful things. But you know what their kryptonite is?”

I looked up at Nicole curiously. 

“Saying them out loud!” she said with conviction. “You take away a secret’s power as soon as you talk about it. But I know that is hard to do. Do you think you are ready to try?”

I nodded thoughtfully, “Yes, I think so.”

“Okay, you know what we need to do first,” Nicole reminded me.

Nicole began to lead me in a deep breathing exercise that allowed me to feel calm. But when I tried to talk about the secret, the calmness vanished. My breathing got faster and faster and my mind went blank. It was like I was not even there.

“Gianna, I can see that you are getting upset. Let’s do something different. Can you tell me about your lunch today at school? What did you have?”

The silence that followed pulled me back to the present moment. I heard her words play back in my head. It was as if I was holding onto them until I calmed down enough to be able to hear them. 

I looked at my therapist curiously, “I had a cheeseburger and fries for lunch.” 

“Oh, I see,” she replied. “How many fries were on your plate?”

I looked at her like she was crazy. 

“Humor me,” she continued. “How many?”

“I don’t know. Like 30 or something like that.”

She nodded, “Good, and what color cheese was on your cheeseburger?”

“Yellow?” I answered with amusement and question in my voice.

“And how many pickles were on your cheeseburger?”

“Well, there were three, but I don’t like pickles so I took them off before I ate it. Fiona usually grabs them off of my plate because she loves pickles.”

“I see,” said Nicole coyly. “How do you feel?”

I smiled, “Hey, I feel better. How did you do that?” 

“Oh, you did it, Gianna. You calmed yourself down. By thinking about and talking about numbers and colors, you moved your brain away from the dysregulated part of your brain and into the more logical and thoughtful part.” Nicole smiled at me proudly, as if I had found the cure for cancer.

“If you say so,” I remarked shyly. “I think I can tell you the secret now. But just so you know, it was not supposed to be a secret. Like, GG never told me not to tell anyone. I just saw that she never told anyone, not even my Uncle Jacob. So, I figured I shouldn’t tell anyone, either.

“I see,” answered Nicole seriously with a nod of her head. 

“I came home from school when I was 9-years-old and found my mom almost dead on the floor,” the words blurted out of my mouth. 

I was numb. I did not feel a thing and I began to feel like I was not in Nicole’s office anymore.

“Gianna,” said my therapist. “Please look at me.” 

Her voice caught my attention. So did her foot, tapping steadily on the carpet.

“Hey, can you tap your foot on the floor, just like I’m doing right now?” questioned Nicole.

I knew Nicole well enough at this point that if something seemed weird, it might make sense later. So, I did what she was doing. We both sat there tapping our feet, up and down, on the floor.

“Gianna, focus on how the bottom of your foot feels as it hits the floor. That will help you to be here, with me again. Then you can tell me more about what happened when you were 9 years old, but only if you want to.”

I did focus and it did cause me to be with Nicole again. I was connected and no longer checked out in my head. 

I did not delay, “My mom had promised to take me to the park after school that day. I was so excited to get home to spend some time with her. When I opened the door, I saw her body splayed across the living room floor. There was vomit all around her face and across her chest. It did not look like she was breathing. I knelt down and grabbed her shoulders. I started shaking her body and crying. I—.”

A sob cut off my words. I felt so much pain inside of me. My chest hurt and my throat burned. Nicole offered me a bottle of water that she pulled from a basket of unopened bottles of water. She kept the basket on the side table next to her chair. I always wondered why she had all of those bottles of water. I opened the lid and took a long drink. This helped the pain inside my body, a lot. Nicole sat quietly, not staring at me, but not ignoring me either. 

After a few peaceful minutes, I began again, “I ran to the phone and called for an ambulance. They got there really fast. I watched as the two EMT’s did all sorts of things with my mom’s body. It was like I was watching a movie. I could see what was happening but it felt like I wasn’t even there.”

I hesitated and then asked thoughtfully, “Was that dissociation?”

Nicole nodded.

I continued, “Next thing I remember is that a woman police officer was talking to me. She called the place where GG worked and told her what happened. When GG got home, she held me so tight and told me that she would make sure that something like that never happened to me again. 

“My mom returned from the hospital a few days later. But things changed. GG would no longer trust my mother alone with me. Anything I did with my her, there was always someone else with us: my grandmother, Uncle Jacob, or a friend of the family. GG even had her friend, Mrs. Hathaway, come over to our house every day when I got home from school. Even if my mom was home, Mrs. Hathaway was there, too. That lasted for months, until my mom told me she was going out for cigarettes one day, and she never came back. Just like that. My mom was in my life and then she wasn’t.”

I had been looking towards the floor as I talked. But when I finished, I looked up at Nicole. She was looking at me calmly and then said in a serious tone, “Thank you, Gianna, for sharing that with me. I know how hard that must have been. You are very brave for telling me. And you were very brave at 9 years of age. I suspect that you have been brave your entire life.”

Nicole smiled at me warmly. I smiled and felt my cheeks heating up in embarrassment. Why can I never take a compliment? 

Nicole continued her praise, “And not only were you brave, but you did not dissociate when you finished telling me the story. You stayed here with me. You stayed connected with me and with what you were saying.”

“Yes,” I replied. “That tapping the foot trick seemed to work.”

But, how did it work, I wondered? If I’m not careful, Nicole will explain it to me. I laughed to myself. But before I could even share my internal joke, she did explain how that trick worked. I became amused at how excited she got when she explained brain things to me. Even though I was not dissociating, the most I got out of her explanation was that focusing on how my body feels helps to ground my mind in the present. Something like that.

“So, in summary,” Nicole finished, “When a person dissociates, they are disconnected from their body. By focusing on how your body feels or on your senses, you can become connected to your body. Connected to the present.”

Nicole asked me more questions about the trauma of finding my mother after she had overdosed. She helped me to grieve the loss of my 9-year-old’s sense of safety and security. She helped me to express all sorts of feelings that were attached to that day. We talked so much about it that our session lasted longer than an hour. When the session was over, I did not feel upset with talking about such an awful thing. I felt like a weight was lifted off of me. I was finally free from the secret.

My therapy homework was to become aware of when I dissociate. Nicole said I didn’t have to do anything more at this point. I just had to be curious and notice when I was not present in my life. Based on the past few years, I had a feeling it would be a busy week.

Several days later, Fiona made it to school late. She had to stop at the office to get permission to go to her class. When she walked into our math class, in a huff, I looked up at the commotion. Yep, I had been dissociating again. But honestly, I think the entire class was. Who can focus on this stuff?

When Fiona hurried to her desk, next to mine, I took the opportunity to stay connected in the present and said quietly, “Are you okay?”

“I’m fucking great!” spewed Fiona in an angry whisper. “My foster dad got drunk again last night. I had to stay awake all night just to make sure he didn’t do anything stupid.”

“The fucker,” was all I could think to say in response. Fiona liked that a lot, perhaps because I don’t often swear, and her laughter caught Mr. Fleming’s attention.

“Girls,” Mr. Fleming admonished. “Please stop whispering and pay attention. Geometry is hard enough if you pay attention. Are any of you paying attention?”

The classroom was filled with giggling and some blank stares.

“Eyes on me, everyone,” said our persistent math teacher. 

After math class, Fiona and I walked to our locker. We have shared a locker since Grade School and the arrangement suited us fine. We didn’t have to worry about the locker getting too messy since neither of us had a lot of things. We tired of our classmates who had all the latest electronic toys and gadgets. As juniors in High School, Fiona and I were lucky to have cell phones at all. But they were not just any cell phones, they were old cell phones, with none of the latest features. So, we didn’t quite fit in with the other kids, but that didn’t bother us much. There was no way that either of us could compete with the expensive cell phones, clothing, sneakers, gaming systems, and piercings that everyone else had. We were different from them in many ways. 

“What are you going to do about your foster dad?” I asked my best friend.

Fiona pulled her history book out of the locker and slammed the door. I knew she was not angry at me. She just needs to blow off steam sometimes and let out her anger. I have always understood and respected that. I don’t mean to make excuses for her, but Fiona has been through a lot of bad things in her life. The death of her parents because of a car accident was unexpected and traumatic. That definitely took most of the light out of Fiona. But when no one in Fiona’s family would agree to raise her, no more light remained within her. Even at the age of six, I was able to see that Fiona had changed from the carefree Kindergartener and First Grader that she had been. 

As we walked through the crowded hallways to history class, Fiona explained, “There isn’t much I can do about my foster dad. When the caseworker visits, I don’t plan to tell her about his drinking. It can always be worse, you know? He doesn’t drink every day. And my foster mom is setting some hard boundaries with him. Like if he is drinking, he can’t sleep in their bedroom. That’s great she is setting boundaries but it is not necessarily good for me. I can’t sleep not knowing where he is going to end up sleeping. You know what I mean? The last time I was in this situation, it didn’t end too well for me. But my foster dad does seem to want to sleep with his wife and to make her happy. He seems to be drinking less. So, there is that.” 

I nodded and offered, “You know you can come to my house anytime.”

“Yeah, Gianna. Thanks. You and your family have been great with saving me in the past when I really needed it. I don’t want to overstay my welcome at anyone’s house so I’ll wait until it is an emergency to come over. But it is nice knowing that I can. Thanks bestie. I love you!”

Fiona thumped her arm around my shoulder and we walked side by side to history class. We walked past the lively band room. The sound of poorly played musical instruments, along with teenage talking and screaming in the hall, cause my head to hurt. 

Out of nowhere I heard a voice say, “You are a lovely young lady.”

“Did you say something?” I turned to Fiona, confused. My throat strained to talk loud enough for her to hear me.

“No,” she screamed over the loud clamor. “But how the heck could you hear anything with all the noise in this hall?”

Yes, she had a point. What was happening? Who said I was a lovely young lady? I heard it as clear as can be. But Fiona is right. The noise right now is overpowering. It doesn’t make sense that I’d hear anyone say anything. For the rest of my classes, I felt a bit unnerved every time I thought of what I had heard. But more importantly, I wondered how it was even possible for me to hear it at all.

After school, I walked to the market so that I could get GG’s car. My session with Nicole was at 4pm so I had a few minutes to waste. I hung out at the check-out line that GG was running. When she did not have a customer to greet and scan groceries
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