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Reader Advisory
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Some events described in this book involve sensitive and traumatic material, including physical and emotional abuse, neglect, addiction, chronic substance use disorder, sexual abuse, and intergenerational trauma. While it may refer to public figures or deceased individuals by name, it is not a work of investigative journalism. It is not intended as a legal record or academic text. The purpose of this memoir is to share truth as the author experienced it and to honor the humanity, struggle, and resilience of those who raised her and those she has raised in turn.

This book is based on the author’s personal experiences, observations, and research. It is offered for educational and informational purposes only. It is not intended to provide medical, psychological, therapeutic, or professional advice and should not be used as a substitute for care from a licensed clinician or healthcare provider. Readers should consult qualified professionals for support related to mental health, medical concerns, trauma, or safety.
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Author’s Note on Names
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This book contains true events drawn from my life and my own family history. To protect privacy, I have changed certain names and identifying details. In many situations, I use pseudonyms, nicknames, or relational descriptions such as “a relative” or “a wife,” even when it was not strictly necessary or when family dynamics made direct disclosure difficult.

I have kept the real names of some deceased relatives when doing so honors their memory or preserves historical accuracy. A small number of people appear under their real names because they gave clear permission or explicitly requested it, or because their mention is brief, factual, and not deeply personal. Public figures and individuals already widely known in connection with particular events are named as well.

Out of respect, I made good-faith efforts to notify many of the people who appear in these pages and offered those connected to sensitive parts of the story the opportunity to request minor adjustments, even though the law does not require permission to write about my own life. Some responded with support, others did not respond, and in a few cases contact was not possible. Every person included appears only because they were part of my lived experience, which I have a legal right to share, and each is represented with care.

Nothing in this book is written with the intent to defame, harm, or invade anyone’s private life. Events involving others appear only where they intersect significantly with my own experiences or where their actions had a direct impact on my development, safety, or understanding of the world, and where I have a legal right to tell my own story. Descriptions are true to the best of my ability and reflect my perspective at the time.

This is my story, told through my memories, documentation, and lived experience. My aim is to share it honestly while balancing truth, respect, and protection for all involved.

Every memoir is, by nature, a single point of view. This one is mine.
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Dedication
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For my sons: my brightest treasure. The gift of being your mom is the greatest honor of my life. 
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Epigraph
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What isn’t named can’t disappear, it roots itself in silence. —Elaine L. Guinn 
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More Than A Memoir 
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When I set out to write the story of my life as the daughter of a homeless alcoholic father, I didn’t really think through what I was getting myself into. I figured I’d just tell the truth. What I didn’t understand was how it would feel to walk back through some of the darkest chapters of my life on purpose. It wasn’t scary because I’m ashamed of my story. It was scary because digging through trauma doesn’t come with a map or a warning label. And because where I am in my healing today won’t be where I am in another five or ten years. I worry I’ll look back and cringe, not because I regret telling the truth, but because I’ll see how little I knew at the time. That’s how it goes when you’ve lived through complex PTSD, childhood sexual abuse, domestic violence, and a thousand emotional landmines.

You grow a little. Dig a little. Grow some more. Dig deeper. Eventually the digging knocks the wind out of you, and you fall apart in ways you were sure you had already outgrown. When the dust settles, things start to flow again. You can’t muscle your way through it, and I learned that the hard way (don’t we all).  I started this book in 2018 and didn’t finish until 2025 because I had to stop twice for intensive therapy to work through more layers of my emotional onion. It’s been a long road, but I’ve carried people with me along the way. Many of them are my family, not necessarily the ones this book focuses on, but the ones who matter most.

This book doesn’t dwell on the worst people in our story. Yes, there’s mess, sadness, and horror here. There are people who shredded lives with the kind of evil that still takes my breath away if I think too deeply about their actions. Some people aren’t mentioned but their deeds aren’t exposed. Some aren’t mentioned at all. That’s intentional. They don’t get the spotlight.

The people I wrote this for are the ones who fought to change. The ones who battled addiction, owned their mistakes, said they were sorry, went to therapy, stumbled, got back up, raised their kids, made more mistakes, raised grandkids, and kept growing. They might not show up on every page, but I carried them  with me all the same, through every word. I wrote this for them.

And I wrote it for you.

You, the one who’s been on a quest. The one who’s been through hell and still got back up. Maybe you had to walk away from people you loved, even if they were the ones who hurt you. Maybe they were the takers, the abusers, the ones who hollowed you out and called it love. And maybe walking away meant walking alone. That’s the hardest place of all, the in-between. Not quite them, not quite you, just trying to figure out who you are, who you’ve been, who you’re becoming.

That space is brutal. It’s the place where, if you stay, you die. Spiritually, emotionally, sometimes literally. Nothing grows there. Everything good in you goes there to die. So you leave. And leaving means isolation so deep it swallows your voice for a while. Still, you keep going. You may have cried your way through it, but those tears watered your face and helped something new take root. Something alive.

More than anyone in the world, I wrote this book for you. Because every tear you’ve shed pulled a thread through pain and memory, and somehow, over time, you began to weave something strong enough to carry you.

My hope is that our story can also serve as a tool. Something useful to educators, social workers, and service providers who want to understand how early adversity actually feels from the inside. I want it to be a window into lived experience, paired with reflection questions, Early Childhood Adversity Questionnaires, and insights that help people see the human side of the data. But even more than that, I want it to reach adults who survived chaotic childhoods and are still asking questions, still doing the work, still trying to understand.

I wrote this for us too.

My goal is to see this book used in classrooms, professional trainings, college courses, and book clubs that explore trauma, resilience, and how what surrounds us shapes us. What you’ll find here is a blend of memory, lived experience, and reflection. I’ve done my best to tell these stories truthfully and responsibly, knowing memory shaped by trauma can be both vivid and deeply subjective.

Some parts of my history involve people who were not safe, even when they appeared loving on the surface. I don’t name them here. Their actions mattered because they shaped my life, but they don’t need a stage. Their impact is felt in the narrative without giving them power or recognition.

Names and details have been changed when needed to protect privacy or honor complexity. This is my life as I lived it, supported by documents, research, and the perspectives available to me at the time. I have the legal right to tell my story, including the ways other people influenced my development, safety, and understanding of the world. Anyone who appears in these pages does so only where their lives crossed mine.

Every memoir is one perspective shaped by memory and experience. This one is mine.

I owe deep gratitude to Thomas W. Clayborn II, our family genealogist and historian. His meticulous work documenting our lineage and preserving our history gave this book its historical foundation. Tom’s research has long been trusted, both within our family and by genealogists worldwide. I’m honored to share part of that legacy here.

The stories, reflections, and exercises in this book come from my lived experience, my work as an educator, and the research that has shaped my understanding of trauma, resilience, and human behavior. I am not a licensed therapist, clinician, psychologist, counselor, or medical professional. Nothing in these pages is meant to diagnose, treat, prevent, or cure any medical or mental health condition.

This book is not a replacement for therapy, medical care, crisis intervention, or professional guidance. The practices and tools described here are offered for educational and reflective purposes only. People respond differently to trauma-informed concepts, and what feels grounding or helpful to one person may feel activating or uncomfortable to another. If you are experiencing significant distress, trauma responses, mental health symptoms, or concerns about safety, your own or someone else’s, please seek support from a qualified professional.

If at any point you feel overwhelmed while reading or using the exercises, pause. Take a break. Reach out to a trusted clinician, physician, or support person when needed. You deserve care that is tailored to your specific history, context, and wellbeing.
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"Scout"

At some point, you’ve probably seen a stray dog scrounging for scraps, maybe pulling food out of a tipped-over trash can. Picture that dog now.

You’re standing in an alley, just a few feet away. She sees you. She doesn’t run, but she’s thinking about it. One paw twitches toward escape, yet she doesn’t want to leave that bone behind either. You can almost feel the tension vibrating in her body.

Let’s call her Scout. Her ears are flat, her tail is tucked, and she watches you with the kind of wariness that says, “I’ve seen too much.” Even though she’s hungry, her brain is busy doing something else, calculating threat.

Deep in Scout’s brain, her amygdala is firing, scanning for danger and preparing her body to bolt. It’s fast, automatic, and entirely unconscious. And your brain? It’s clocking her too. In milliseconds, you register her dust-matted fur, her missing collar, her guarded eyes. You don’t need a backstory; you already know one exists. Something happened to Scout. You don’t know who hurt her or how, but your nervous system does. It whispers, be gentle, don’t chase.

This instinctive understanding, the recognition that pain leaves a mark on behavior, is something we often extend to animals, but not always to people.

What happens when we erase Scout and replace her with a woman named Bonnie in that same alley? She’s hungry. She’s tense. She’s watching you with the same guarded posture. Do you feel the same pull to approach gently? Or does your brain shift to judgment?

It’s interesting because when it comes to people, we tend to ask, “What’s wrong with her?” But with Scout, we asked, “What happened?”

And that question, the one about what happened, is the one we need to be asking more often. It’s the difference between shame and compassion, between dismissal and understanding. Because here’s the truth: Bonnie and Scout, biologically speaking, aren’t that different. Both have mammalian brains shaped by experience. Both rely on the amygdala, hippocampus, and nervous system to detect threat and respond. But while Scout’s reactions seem natural to us, we often expect Bonnie’s brain to behave differently, more rational, more controlled.

The difference is that Bonnie has a larger, more complex brain, especially in the prefrontal cortex, which can reflect, reason, and speak. But here’s the catch: trauma can short-circuit that higher reasoning. Just like Scout, Bonnie’s fear responses can override thought. Her brain might be wired for conversation, but when it feels danger, even when there is none, her body goes primal.

Scared Dog Energy isn’t merely about having something happen in our lives that gives off an energy that others pick up on. It’s about having learned early, maybe even before you had words, that the world could turn on you. And your brain, in its genius, knows or adapted.

This book is about what happens when the brain remembers danger long after the danger has passed. It’s about how those early adaptations shape how we love, work, trust, and survive. And it’s about how we begin to rewrite the story, starting with the right question: What happened?
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Part One
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Living The Questions

We’re experiencing what people have been calling a therapy speak backlash. Everywhere you look someone is diagnosing a breakup as trauma or calling someone not fully paying attention to them “gaslighting.” A server disrespected boundaries simply because they said no to some ridiculous request. A lot of this is noise. Some of it’s people trying to sound insightful. But underneath the memes and the therapy language overuse, something more interesting is happening.

We’ve started inflating the word trauma until it barely resembles what trauma is anymore. Ordinary stress gets treated like catastrophe. Hard days at work get labeled like full mental health crisis events. And when every uncomfortable moment becomes a crisis, we slowly lose the muscle it takes to withstand real life. Not the life people post online. Actual life with its long hours, bosses with expectations, bills that don’t care about your feelings, babies who keep you awake all night and you still have work the next day, and the kind of stress that shows up even when you’re doing everything right.

None of this means people don’t deserve compassion. They do. But compassion isn’t the same thing as crisis. It doesn’t mean we blur the line between discomfort and real danger. Somewhere along the way we lost that distinction. And when you lose that, you lose your sense of your own strength. You forget that you can do hard things and keep going.

I’m not here to tell anyone to toughen up. I’m not selling grit as a personality trait. I’m even exhausted with the grit movement. What I want is for us to get our balance back. A balance where we can acknowledge our pain without making it our identity. A balance where resilience isn’t a punishment but a way to breathe a little easier, knowing you can meet life without falling apart every time it gets loud. A balance where we aren’t just reciting positive affirmations waiting for abundance to fall in our laps, but putting action behind our mindset and getting out and sending hundreds of resumes if that’s how many it takes to land that job.

You can’t build resilience if you never push yourself or let yourself sit inside discomfort long enough to learn something from it.

Before we talk about trauma in the body or kids melting down in classrooms or families trying to hold themselves together in hospital waiting rooms, we have to start with what trauma actually feels like from the inside. Not the internet version. The real version.

While my family’s story is only one story, I’m sharing it for a few reasons. It’s an example of a family experiencing poverty and homelessness, and it’s also an educational tool. What you will find are lived moments. Layers of stress that accumulate until a child’s nervous system becomes permanently tuned to danger. I’m not sharing these stories to sensationalize anything. I’m sharing them to give context, because behaviors people label as dysfunction almost always have a history beneath them. This is the part people don’t see. I’m writing this book for more than just telling a story. I’m using our story to educate people about what is happening in the brain and body when we’re experiencing overwhelming stress and what early childhood stress does to development.

When I worked in schools and shelters and agencies, I saw the same pattern over and over again. Caseworkers, people who came from stable homes, had no frame of reference for what they were seeing. They didn’t understand why kids laughed in the middle of chaos or why a family might argue with a caseworker one day and bring them cookies the next. They didn’t understand that loud, messy homes can hold more loyalty and love than some picture-perfect ones in the suburbs.

They would whisper, why are they like this. I don’t understand why they do this. 

And that question became my work. While I can’t explain everyone’s “why” (that’s not my place” sharing my families story can shed light on some of the why. 

In Part One, I’m not offering metaphor. I’m offering my life. These stories put you in the back seat with no seatbelt and no guarantee that the map leads anywhere safe. They’re not designed to make you pity anyone. They’re meant to help you understand what sits underneath the surface, what drives behavior, what fear teaches a child long before they have language for any of it.

Memory is messy. Trauma doesn’t sort itself into tidy chapters. People can live through the same event and walk away carrying completely different realities. What you’re reading here is mine. My hand on one part of the story, one part of the truth.

I didn’t write this to accuse anyone or shame anyone. That’s not the heart of this book. The point is bigger than that. I want to hold up a mirror for people who grew up in chaos so they can finally see themselves clearly. I want to offer understanding for the people who love them. And I want to help build a world where trauma and healing are understood in ways that actually help people grow instead of trapping them in labels that flatten everything they’ve survived.
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“This Homeless Lookin’ Dude”
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Bottle in his Boot

“Hey Elaine, it’s Tennyson here.”

Several seconds passed as I shifted my mind from one task to another. My brain wasn’t making any connections as the voice on the other end of the line continued, “Security desk?” A flash of recognition connected the dots (lobby security guard Jerry) and the realization, after knowing him for three years, that his last name was Tennyson because everybody called him Jerry or just “T.” All this time I had it in my head as Thompson. Only then was I able to respond with a quick and questioning, “Oh, yes! Hey Jerry!”

“Um, hey,” Jerry said, cupping the receiver with his hand. It amplified his breath, causing his next words to sound startlingly loud and strange. “I don’t mean to bother you, but there is this, uh... well, um, I guess you could call it this homeless-looking dude down here asking to see you.”

Acting only slightly interested, I asked, “What’s his name, Jer?”

Jerry, audibly surprised by the sound of a sharp breath in before he covered the receiver again, asked loudly, “Es’cuse me, sir, uh, sir? What’s your name?” That’s when I heard a familiar clearing of the throat, and instantly I knew, before I had even heard the voice, that the one who followed was someone I hadn’t heard in more than a year.

“Um, yes sir, it’s uh, Orville. Orville Guinn, sir.”

Before Jerry could say another word, I responded, “Be right down.”

I hung up and quickly turned to Diana, just on the other side of the back-to-back credenzas that separated our office spaces, which were positioned out in the open in a wide hallway with desks situated outside of the people we assisted. “Diana, my dad is here. I’ll be right back, okay?” Diana, on the phone and jotting notes between a series of “uh-huh,” “okay,” and “got it,” knew my situation. She nodded during a perfectly timed pause and gave me a knowing, sympathetic look and mouthed an “okay” at me, the signal for “I’ve got your phones while you’re gone.” She never missed a beat with her client on the phone.

Diana was amazing to work with. Not just because she had the patience of Job while training me (and I was basically all seven plagues), but because she was a top-tier sales assistant and flat-out hilarious. One minute we were polished professionals clacking away on our typewriters (because we’re living in 1997 right now), and I’d spin around mid-sentence, lock eyes, and say, “You stink.”

Without missing a beat, she’d look away and say, “I hate your dumb ugly shirt.”

Which, translated loosely to “Your perfume is fabulous” and “Love your shirt.” It was beautiful. Employee of the Month, obviously.

I walked quickly down the hall and out a side door without saying another word.

I soon found myself in front of three sets of mirrored double elevator doors just outside the employee-access-only hallway I’d exited and pressed the button to call the elevator to the 31st floor. There were three elevators but it could take as long as 10 minutes for the elevator to reach our floor depending on the time of day.

I looked around the entryway and hallway. To one side is the entrance to the main office. To the other was a single wooden door I had just walked out of since my desk was on the opposite side of the main entrance. To re-enter, a person needed a security key card to slide through a reader that would flash a tiny green light, followed by the whirring sound of the lock releasing. The door was made of solid wood, and even though maintenance had tried to adjust the spring-loaded hydraulic device that gave a little hiss upon opening, it would slowly begin to close, just before finishing with a loud slam that echoed across the office. Diana would jump and swear under her breath every time someone let the door slam. It was pretty obnoxious. Luckily my desk was positioned around the corner, so it wasn’t the shotgun-level blast she would get, but it was still annoying to everyone down our hall. Knowing this, I’d gotten good at stopping the slam by pausing a beat, bending a knee, and letting the door thump gently against the black rubber heel of my shoe. A closer inspection of the threshold revealed hundreds of small black marks from others like me, hurried and using the same quieting trick.

I checked my watch hoping the elevator would come soon, I didn’t want to be gone too long. I thought I would just pop downstairs and pop right back up as soon as I could. The corporation I worked for was committed to making sure every call was answered by a live person. The firm was a financial consulting brokerage and dealing in stocks and bonds wasn’t “I’ll call you back tomorrow” business. If someone was out of the office there was someone else to back them up or a branch manager to handle an order from a broker calling from outside of the office. To manage that the receptionist kept a close watch and made note of those who was in and out. She would be upset if someone missed stopping by her desk, or worse, caused a client to call back asking why no one had answered their call or returned their message. Sneaking out for an unapproved smoke or your fourth cup of hangover coffee could draw the kind of attention no one wanted. So you learned not to slam the heavy door and slid just out of view of the receptionist, standing a few feet closer to the elevator out of her view. As a closet smoker, I had mastered this technique because I couldn’t possibly ask for phone coverage every time I ran downstairs for 4 minutes. I could be back at my desk faster than it took most brokers to “read the newspaper” in the men’s room (some of whom were extremely slow readers).

Starting to feel a little anxious about how long the elevator was taking I look around making sure I don’t see anyone heading my direction and my eyes wander through the glass double door entry through the glass windows beyond.

While I had called this office my job for three years, I hadn’t been there long enough to grow tired of the view, and oh, what a view it was on that sunny day. Keeping just out of sight of the receptionist, I could see through the postmodern floor-to-ceiling glass walls and floating glass doors that wrapped around the 31st floor of the tallest building in Indiana, now known as the Salesforce Tower. At one time there was an observation area on the top floor that was open to the public, but that’s no longer available. As a lifelong resident of Indiana, the view was something extraordinary to me, breathtaking, peaceful, and oddly centering. I feel some sadness, now today, knowing that most Indiana residents will never get to experience that view unless they work inside the building. Unless they work for Salesforce. Indianapolis has the tallest structure in the state, and yet its beauty and stillness is kept from the public. I suppose that could be said of much of art and architecture these days, its power quietly absorbed by corporations, like everything else.

The front entry of the office had a marble landing that broke from the usual corporate carpet, leading into enormous floating glass doors. Offices were encased in floor-to-ceiling glass, with high ceilings and natural light flooding through the wrap-around windows, which in 1990s Indianapolis was ahead of its time. Indianapolis, affectionately called “Naptown” for its small-town-in-a-big-city feel, had its share of tall buildings. But this was the tallest, at 49 stories. Unlike others, it was constructed directly on what we locals call “the Circle,” the heart of downtown Indianapolis.

To a native Hoosier, the Circle feels like it belongs to us, not just to the people inside the buildings that surround it. If you’re from the Midwest, you probably know that most Indiana towns have their own little squares, often housing the courthouse, post office, or local diners and shops. They serve as historical hubs, built as settlers moved north from the Ohio River toward the state’s center. In that way, the Indianapolis Circle is the main square. From the center, streets radiate outward in the four directions, 100 block by 100 block, making Indianapolis and much of Indiana incredibly easy to navigate (as long as you know your direction).

While the elevator area and the surrounding inner hallways of each floor were standard, typical walls forming a cube around the building’s core, the office where I worked was an open concept. Glass walls defined each office, giving nearly everyone a panoramic view of the city. You could also see what everyone was doing. This wasn’t by accident; it was designed to promote a sense of transparency and trust. After all, we were handling large sums of client money. There was privacy, but there wasn’t. Not really. Everyone could peer into offices. Little could be hidden, and that was the point. Sales assistants were expected to report any impropriety, and brokers were expected to do the same with their colleagues. Each assistant sat just outside their assigned broker’s office, which lined the exterior of the floor, all of them surrounded by floor-to-ceiling glass. From most desks, clerks could look up and take in the stretch of cityscape beyond the glass. For anyone stepping out of the elevators and facing the office entry, it was possible to see all the way to Crawfordsville on a clear day. That view never got old.

That day, I turned toward the elevator doors, I caught sight of my reflection in the mirror beside the elevator call button. I instinctively met my own eyes, smoothed my shoulder-length hair, and gave a small nod of approval. While the wait was never long, I grew impatient anyway. I adjusted a short floral neck scarf and smoothed the front of my knee-length jacket that rested over matching wide-legged pants. I was glad I had chosen the pastel lavender suit that morning; it felt like spring. The sun had finally broken through after weeks of Indiana winter. I rocked slightly back and forth on the chunky square-toe Mary Jane pumps that peeked out beneath my pant hem.

When the elevator doors opened, they greeted me with my reflection again in the mirror that covered the back wall. If I hadn’t gotten enough of seeing myself already, I could just turn around and find my full-length reflection on the back of the elevator doors themselves. The doors closed with a soft whoosh, and the office sounds were muffled by the cushy maroon carpet inlaid with tan diamonds and bordered by real wood panels. I watched the numbers light up one by one as the elevator lowered me to the ground floor.

Stepping out, I took broad, confident strides down a sunlit white-and-gray marble hallway into a sprawling, three-story all-glass lobby. Live plants and trees grew directly from the floor. To my left, four middle-aged white men lounged behind newspapers in worn leather chairs while a smiling older Black man made light conversation during a one-sided joke-telling session (a seven-dollar shoe shine).

Ahead, Jerry’s face pointed in my direction, already anticipating my arrival from the middle elevator bank. The security desk sat beneath a floating marble staircase that zigzagged up to the second and third floors. If one of those chunky men in shiny shoes suddenly wanted to appear sporty, they might sprint up those stairs pretending it was a workout just before ordering a large plate of biscuits and gravy in the restaurant on the second floor.

I’ve thought about that day back in 1997 many times. Mostly, I wonder what Jerry was thinking as I stepped out of the elevator. From my view, the scene was almost comical. Jerry had left the enclosure of his security desk and now stood with his legs wide apart, arms crossed high and pressed tightly over his chest, eyeing a pitiful-looking man who couldn’t have weighed more than 140 pounds with boots and bag in tow. Even that was a stretch; the man was probably 130. Jerry’s body language was saying loud and clear that he was prepared to pounce if needed. Which was hilarious, honestly, given that Jerry was at least seven inches taller and outweighed this man by 80 pounds or more.

Jerry was someone I’d shared countless smoke breaks with over the past three years. We talked often, though never deeply. Our exchanges were casual, easy, just two people sharing a moment. A typical conversation might go something like this:

Me: “Hey Jerry, how are ya? Bird-watching again, I see.”

(As I slide a cigarette into the corner of my mouth and flick my lighter, shielding the flame with my hand.)

Jerry: [chuckling] “Yeah. I know, I really need to quit these things.”

(He mirrors my movements, cigarette between his lips.)

Me: (laughing) “You and me both. You. And. Me. Both.”

Then we’d both light up, performing that sacred rite passed down by every smoker before us, savoring that first slow draw and slowly blowing it out. After that initial exchange, we might smoke in silence and people-watch. Other times we’d talk about an upcoming holiday or toss around some meaningless small talk. Nothing was ever deeply personal. That’s just how it is; talking in a downtown area isn’t something people typically do. Not on the bus. Not at stoplights. Not with strangers at lunch. Outside of saying “excuse me” or “fuck you,” people just don’t speak to each other. It’s like, out of thousands of people, everyone is still alone.

So Jerry and I had this relationship where we knew each other well by face and name, yet we didn’t really know each other. I wonder if he was thinking, In all these years, she never once mentioned knowing a homeless guy. It’s funny to guess what people think about us, what they believe they know, when in reality we often don’t know much about each other at all.

Even after spending 30 or 45 minutes together every day, five days a week, for three years, Jerry didn’t know me. Like so many others, he likely judged me based on my appearance. I didn’t “look” like someone who would know a man living on the streets. He had an idea of who I was, and the version he did have didn’t include homeless dudes. I had my own impression of Jerry, too. His stance that day was exactly how I imagined he would be outside the job: guarded.

What Jerry couldn’t have known was that I passed out cigarettes on my lunch break to people sitting on the sidewalks with cardboard signs and tattered bags in tow, trying to spark conversations. I had ulterior motives, of course. I was trying to find my dad. Some people were willing to talk to me, while others wouldn’t even accept a cigarette, because even that required trust. That’s why I asked for a name when Jerry called. I had been building my own little messaging network throughout downtown Indianapolis, handing out smokes and collecting bits of information. This was the social networking system of a homeless man and his daughter in the late 1990s. Before social media or Google, we searched for people and waited for messages the old-fashioned way: letters in the U.S. mail.

Just a few weeks earlier, I’d struck up a conversation with a moderately intoxicated woman sitting on a ledge outside a coffee shop. The truth is, most people experiencing homelessness are so lonely, all it takes is eye contact to get things going. That day, we were laughing together in no time. Sometimes a conversation would naturally drift away, but if things felt right, I’d share that my dad had been staying around town and ask if they happened to know him.

“I know ole Orvi,” she said. “He’s been staying down under that old train bridge down there,” she added, pointing to what was known as Five Points on the near south end of downtown Indianapolis (under a bridge that no longer exists). “He was there just a few weeks back with a bunch of ’em in a little red tent. Haven’t seen ’im there lately, but that’s where he was stayin’ for a minute. Maybe three weeks. They say the city done sold that land, so these people keep trying to run folks off for trespassing. Might nobody be there now. Orvi’s supposed to go and stay with Butch and Carole, thinking they needin’ some help. Says Butch got the cancer.”

I understood the unspoken message. My dad would probably help Butch and Carole with food stamps or in other ways in exchange for a place to sleep. We sat in silence for a while as I absorbed the news: she had seen him recently. She didn’t know where Butch and Carole lived. She thought it might be some kind of apartment through a shelter but didn’t know which of the seventy-five or so units they stayed. I wished she did, but it was okay. After hearing nothing but “no” for so long, this was a near miracle. Just having a lead meant everything. I considered parking my car across from the shelter and waiting. Maybe I’d spot him. No one in my family had seen Dad in over a year. It’s hard to explain that kind of experience or the sadness it brings. My new friend drifted into her own thoughts while I sat there feeling this strange, immediate connection to her. Oddly, I didn’t want to leave. It was as if, if I could just sit in that moment long enough, I might feel my dad, maybe even hear his voice. Just weeks ago, she had seen him. So close. He was alive, or had been.

“You sure remind me of my daughter, Annie. Beautiful girl, just like you. Well, she a bit darker ‘en you, but she got your build and smile.” (now looking at me more intently)

“I ain’t seen my Annie in a long while,” she added, her voice softening as she drifted somewhere far away in thought. Then came a long pause. I had a feeling what was coming next. “Say, you wouldn’t have a little change I could get off ya, would ya?”

Silence settled between this daughterless mother and fatherless daughter.

“Girl, you know I was just waitin’ to bless somebody today, you didn’t have to ask, I was planning to already,” I said, shaking my head in mock fun, as I palmed a ten-dollar bill from my inside pocket already waiting. I knew I might give somebody something today. I also knew she was about to say this was too much, and I didn’t want her to feel bad about it. So I placed it right into her hand, gently placed her fingers down over it, covering it, and gave it a soft double hand-hug with a single gentle pat. It was an unspoken gesture we do in my family. A silent language that means: There. Now, don’t argue with me about it. You don’t need to see it. You don’t need to say anything. Don’t argue with me about it. Just keep it. And I love you.

“That’s all I got, babe.”

She opened her hand and her eyes widened. “Oh, well... no! You don’t need to go an’ do that. I was just thinkin’ you’d just gimme a dollar or change or somethin’!” she said, lighting up with a big smile, waving her hands in that classic “no, no” motion, the kind people do when they’re surprised and trying to be polite, even though you know they don’t really mean to say no.

“Naw, babe, you just keep it. It’s no big deal. Not even a little,” I said. “I enjoyed talking to ya, and I tell you what. How ’bout you can just pay me in a hug.”

We both knew where the money would go, and this was my way of saying I didn’t care what it’s for, just gimme a hug and we’re good. When I met with different people like this I didn’t know how to be other than myself and other than I would be with my own family. So I was just going to treat her like my own.

After a few seconds of silence passed, I sort of patted my leg and said, “Well, I guess I better get going now. You think you can let me give you that hug?” She just opened her arms wide and grinned, and I gave her a hug before walking away, saying, “I hope I get to see you again, ok? You take care of yourself, got it? If you can, try and grab you some bananas from O’Malia’s to keep you healthy. I always say that to Dad, so I gotta say it to someone today.”

The last thing she said was, “I sure will, sweetheart. Lord willing, I sure will.”

I turned back quick and said, “Hey, I didn’t get your name.”

“It’s Bonnie, but you can call me Boonie, that’s what your daddy calls me. Little Miss Boonie, it’s our joke.”

“Boonie you will be then!” I said.

“And yours?”

“Oh, gosh... Elaine. I’m Orvi’s Little Miss Elaineious.”

“Well, ain’t that cute. Miss Elaineious it is then.”

We both nodded and I started to walk away. I looked back twice and she was still watching me and waved, just like I was a visitor at her house and she was on her front porch watching me until my car was fully out of sight before she walked back inside. I hated leaving her like that. I wanted to sit with her all day, hoping somehow my father might show up. This was the closest I’d been to finding him in over a year, and it was hard to accept that this might be as close as I’d get.

My dad lived right on the edge, every single day. There was no guarantee of his safety. To say I had to let go of my dad doesn’t do justice to what that really meant. I had to shut down. Numb out. Redirect my mind, again and again. There is no peace when someone you love is missing. Your mind is in a constant state of searching. Even in quiet moments, it drifts to where they might be. I had called jails, hospitals, even the morgue, with some regularity. That pain flashed through me as I sat beside my new friend. But I only had fifteen minutes left on my lunch break, so I waved goodbye one last time before I rounded the corner, with a lump in my throat, and I never saw her again. I hoped she had found her Annie.

You may wonder why I didn’t try to “help” her, or save her in some way. Why I just handed her money without asking questions or demanding she do something specific with it. It might seem contradictory, especially from someone who, years later, would direct a homeless shelter.

But I’ve always believed that everyone, even my dad, has the right to refuse treatment. The right to live how they choose, where they choose, with whomever they choose, in whatever way helps them feel okay enough to keep going. Until someone decides they’ve had enough of something, a job, a relationship, a habit, they won’t give it up. No amount of pressure will change that.

For me, giving has never been about control. It’s about dignity. It’s about respect. It’s about understanding that, in that moment, a person is doing the best they can with what they have. To imply they need to be “fixed” or changed, not because they’ve asked, but because we think they should, that’s not compassion. That’s control dressed up as concern.

Some people call it finessing the situation. I think it’s patience. Care. Waiting until someone decides for themselves that they want something different. I’ve learned not to take responsibility for another person’s inability to meet my expectations. Those expectations are mine, not theirs.

Trying to fix someone, especially someone in crisis, usually says more about our own discomfort than their actual need. And truthfully, it rarely helps. In fact, it’s often when we start listing what someone should or could be doing that we do the most harm.

When I give without strings attached, when I show up again and again if they need me, that has been far more powerful in helping someone face addiction than any demand I could make. I’m not a guru; it’s been studied. On average, it takes about eighteen months of consistent interaction for someone who’s been long-term homeless to trust enough to even consider a shelter or a clinic.

Demands don’t save lives. Caring does.

I didn’t always feel that way.

In the early days of Dad’s homelessness, I tried everything: rules, ultimatums, yelling, guilt. I tried to control him and questioned everything he did. I said things like, well if you weren’t choosing alcohol you wouldn’t be in this situation now would you. Which is exactly why I hadn’t seen him in over a year. But eventually, I joined a support group for people who love someone struggling with addiction. That changed everything. It was during that time I realized I didn’t care anymore whether Dad drank or did drugs. I understood he couldn’t not do those things without help, without people. We don’t thrive in isolation. And if I wanted to be part of his life, if I wanted him in mine, we were both going to have to change the rules, and it took years of counseling for me to get to that point.

That day in the lobby, as I walked toward Jerry, I didn’t see the people I’d worked around every day for three years in that stacked-up, cubed-in, forty-nine-story high-rise. I didn’t think about what Jerry might be thinking. I didn’t try to figure out how Dad knew to find me there. The only person I saw was my father. I can only imagine what Jerry Tennyson, and anyone else watching, must have thought, seeing a blonde-haired, blue-eyed, twenty-seven-year-old woman dressed in a lavender Ann Taylor business suit and navy Nine West pumps walking directly up to a homeless man. What did they think when she raised her arms with tears in her eyes and said,

“Hey, pop,” in the shaky voice of a small child, and hugged him with a big squeeze?

When she simply ignored his horribly stained and wrinkled burgundy shirt, the smell of cigarettes, alcohol, and his rank unwashed body; his filth-covered arms; the long, mangled beard and disheveled hair tangled with rolling paper bits, tobacco, and food; and the tattered locking briefcase he was carrying? I wonder if anyone even noticed. And if they did, how long was that thought even held in their minds before the next task on their to-do list replaced it completely?

This was hands-down the absolute worst state I had seen him in, before or since. He had been run off from just about every single family member and friend that he knew, or he had left of his own will due to feeling uncomfortable with how others might get in the way of his drunk. He just wanted to be left alone (so he said). I knew this because those were the last words he had spoken to me the last time I saw him. The moment my father’s arms, layered with filth, wrapped around me, I closed my eyes and sighed in relief. A strange internal conflict battled within, one part helpless child, the other protective mother. One is the still-needy child; the other is my inner protective adult who knows her father is only coming to see her out of sheer and complete desperation and in utter despair.

“I heard from little Miss Boone you was looking for me, and hun,” his voice begins to quiver, “I was just so glad.”

Dad was the first to speak, and no other words needed to be spoken. He had a way of expressing things that was both simple and profound. His sober voice was always meek, gentle, and so kind, like a warm hug to your soul. In that moment, I remembered how very much I loved my dad and how much he loved me too. I pulled away and looked into the same eyes that sang “You Are My Sunshine” to me as early as I could remember. I pulled back to take him all in. I could tell that my dad had tried really hard to smooth his naturally curly hair down (even though his balding left him with a hair loop from temple to temple) and tuck in his shirt to see me. That right there, in this moment, was his best. I was so happy to see him that I seemed to have lost all of my senses, in particular my sense of smell.

And oh, dear God, did he smell. Up until that day, my dad had been homeless for around five years. He had been living in his van starting around 1994 until it caught fire. He eventually found himself on the streets on and off after that.

Over the course of the next fourteen years, Dad tried several halfway houses. He slept in cars, under bridges, in a tent city next to a river, a shed behind a friend’s house (because he was so drunk most of the time he was waking their kids in the night), in a van, on couches, behind gas stations and bars, behind day labor buildings, and in park shelter houses. He also lived with several family members and friends for varying periods. A couple of times, he got a job, rented an apartment or a house, but these usually didn’t last long and were most often leased under another person’s name. One good binge with drinking or an arrest and Dad would be back on the street again. He usually wore out his welcome wherever he went. I was usually the person called to pick up his belongings, and over time, I had acquired quite a collection of Dad’s things. During that time, Dad also spent long periods in hospitals and jails for things that are ordinarily short-term or quick fixes.

For instance, one of the many criminal misdemeanors Dad faced was public intoxication after refusing to leave a local bar. He refused because he had nowhere else to go, and he wasn’t very intoxicated (0.10% BAC, just 0.02 over Indiana’s 0.08 legal limit for driving). He didn’t have anywhere to go; it was cold out. From what I later learned, it sounded like he just didn’t want to leave the bar to go out in the cold, and he was arrested and ended up having a warm place to stay for the night. He failed to appear in court thirty days later. A warrant was issued, and when he was pulled over for something minor in a friend’s car, like failure to wear a seat belt or a loud muffler, he was arrested on a warrant and held without bond. If he had a car, it was usually impounded and never retrieved due to massive towing and storage costs. If his belongings were in the car, he had to start over again. An arrest would set off a snowball of new problems. If he’d been paying someone weekly for a room (or a couch, or a shed, or a spot on the floor), the leaseholder would usually find someone else to fill the gap while he was in jail. When he got out, the person would simply ask Dad to see the reasoning behind their having to replace his part of the rent and him having to go.

We accept that a scared dog needs a stable, loving “forever home” to thrive. Yet, for reasons rooted in stigma and politics, we struggle to extend that same compassion and common sense to human beings.

On the day he showed up at my job, I was still uninformed, still holding onto the hope that Dad could just stop drinking and go back to being the man he was for the first forty years of his life. I think everyone in our family carried that same hope. So when I brought him home, gave him some pizza, got him a shower, washed his clothes, handed him one of my gray sweatpants and hoodie sets, and set him up on the couch with blankets, I was as hopeful as ever. It had been so long since I’d seen him; I wanted to believe he was reaching out for help.

The next morning, I woke to find Dad sleeping on the floor, the way he might outside on the ground, having left the couch, blanket, and pillow I’d laid out for him untouched. He was curled beneath his military flak jacket, using his arm as a pillow. His whiskey bottle stood upright in his boot beside him. That’s when I knew. He hadn’t come for help. He came because he knew I was looking for him, and he didn’t want me to worry. He wasn’t here for help; he was doing this for me. He didn’t ask for money or for help. He wanted to make an appearance so I wouldn’t worry. And all along, I thought I was doing something for him. He was gone before I got back from work that evening.
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“Man Stabs Woman In Leg For Not Getting Out Of Bed.”
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—Headline, FOX 59 News, Indianapolis (July 12, 2013)

Fourteen years later, I hang up my coat by the door and drop my keys and purse on the nightstand just as my phone rings. I slump my shoulders, already bracing for a work crisis before I’ve even exhaled. When I see Aunt Sharon’s name on the screen, I hit accept with relief.

“Well, hello there, Aunt Sharon,” I chirp.

“Honey, I’m calling with news about your daddy,” she says, her voice heavy with emotion. “Are you able to talk?”

Realizing this isn’t a work fire I have to put out seconds after walking through the door, I wedge the phone between my shoulder and ear and move through the apartment. I wriggle out of my sweater, walk to the kitchen, and pick up a bottle of wine with the finesse of a server taking a party of twenty’s drink order while sidestepping a rogue toddler, then still deliver a tray of sizzling fajitas without breaking eye contact.

“I can talk. I just walked in the door though. Hold on a sec while I put my things down.” Both hands now free, I pin the wine bottle between my knees. Shit. The auto opener will be too loud. No good. Old-school corkscrew it is.

“Sure, hunny, I can wait,” she says.

I time a bright, slightly loud, “Ok, thanks so much,” right with the pop of the cork, yanking it out with the precision of someone who clearly majored in Advanced Bottle Opening. My brain sprints off to design a syllabus: Advanced Bottle Opening; UQLC 495, University of Questionable Life Choices. A senior seminar covering corkscrews, twist-offs, emergency screwdriver push-throughs, and the emotional preparedness required when you left your tools at home. Lab fee includes wine. Then I drag my attention back to the call after my attention was hijacked and I had to return the PhD in bottle opening I had just earned in an alternate universe.

“I just need a couple seconds to take off my coat,” I say, buying myself a breath. Without looking, my hand shoots to the wine-glass cabinet. I grab the biggest glass I own, the kind that could double as a birdbath in a pinch, fill it to the brim, and think, “Tall pour my ass. This is a certified bucket o’ wine, ma’am.” Writing this, ten years sober, I had a good laugh at my own absurdity.

I take a quick sip right there on the counter, purely for spill-prevention. Classy as hell, I know. I lift the glass, take another small sip to lower the flood line, then shuffle toward the couch like I’m carrying a goblet of liquefied gold. Every step is a negotiation to keep it from sloshing, because obviously I poured it like I was prepping for battle, not conversation. If it had been work calling, the wine could have waited. This was family. And being the good Guinn that I am, I can handle any news with the right amount of alcohol poured over it.

I brace for the worst, ready to hear that my dad has died. Instead she tells me my father’s mugshot is all over the news and he’s been accused of stabbing a woman. He is being held without bond. Instantly I feel like the cabernet is about to stage a dramatic comeback onto my lap. Worse than death, my father had hurt someone. Stabbed a woman? Stabbed? My dad? My dad stabbed somebody? This is surreal. He was never violent. He hardly even spanked us as children. Not really. Maybe once. I’m eighty percent sure it was once. Well, then there was the time my brother and I walked through a completely burned-out house. So, maybe twice. I’m sixty-two percent sure he only spanked us twice. Either way, he just wasn’t violent.

Sharon, the sweetest human, says she wanted me to hear it from family before I turned on the TV and got blindsided. Even though I had fully shifted to streaming and never watched the news on TV, I appreciated the warning. She is, and always has been, one of the most thoughtful people in my life.

“He looks real bad, honey. Real bad.” I thank her, too stunned to say more, fully knowing that “real bad” means blazing drunk. That is how we talk in my family. We don’t say, “Man, your dad was stumbling drunk.” We say, “He looked bad.” The reverse is “He looked really good,” which means he has been sober for weeks or months. If he looked bad, he was probably wasted when the mugshot ran.

I flip on the TV and catch just enough to regret it. Sharon is right. He looks awful. The report makes the whole scene sound depraved, like some unhinged nightmare scrawled across the local headlines. He doesn’t look like the man who raised me. He doesn’t even look like someone I would pass on the street. He doesn’t look like anyone I know or want to know.

He looks like a rage-filled, wild-eyed, red-faced stranger, the kind of man people whisper about and cross the road to avoid. Gone is the handsome dad who lifted me onto his shoulders, who played “doggy” in the living room, chasing me and my brother in circles as he pretend-gnawed our toes while we shrieked with laughter. Gone is the man who held my mother’s hand in church, who said grace every night at dinner. In his place is a man who, according to the report, stabbed a woman in the leg because she passed out in his bed.

The grief that washes over me is not tidy or poetic. It wraps around your ankles like wet cement and pulls. It’s sinking and dark. It doesn’t care how long it takes to process.

When you grow up chased by the gnawing need to survive, you don’t learn how to stand still and feel. You learn to brace. To pivot. To distract, to numb, to fix. So when real grief hits, it doesn’t only hurt. It exposes how unequipped you are to sit with pain without trying to outmaneuver it.

Adults like me, the ones raised in the high-alert fog of early trauma, don’t cry gracefully into tissues. We hold our breath, dissociate mid-sentence, or pour a drink and hope it drowns what is rising. When it sneaks up anyway, the tears aren’t always about the moment at hand. They are the thousands of unfallen tears from a dozen other moments we survived. They break loose at once and crash through walls we didn’t know we built, pouring out old and new grief in the same breath. I curl up on my couch, sobbing silently for longer than I care to admit, a glass of red wine playing the role of friend, therapist, and only witness. I am not responsible for what my father allegedly did, but the story I tell myself is that I will be judged for it anyway. Plenty of people already struggle with my rough edges and blunt way of saying things. Now they will have more fuel, or worse, pity. “Poor Elaine. Bless her heart,” they would say with careworn eyes and tones that don’t soothe. It lands like a verdict. Pain. Like I am someone who can’t manage her life. I don’t want their pity. I don’t want any of this. I never asked for it. But this is the lot I was handed.

Over the three years leading up to that day, I went from being homeless myself, living in an RV with no running water and nothing to my name, to renting a three-bedroom apartment on sheer determination, lack of sleep, and nonstop work. I was clawing my way back after ending a relationship overnight, when I learned my live-in boyfriend of two years had been virtually cheating with three women online the whole time. It was devastating. I had moved to a different city and was at a loss. My own sudden homelessness, and the time I spent with a nonprofit family homeless shelter, is quite a story. When I began to write this memoir, I started to tell it and quickly realized that story alone deserves its own book but it wasn’t high on my list.

Like so many moments in my life, this is another earthquake I never saw coming, an aftershock from a fault line formed in childhood. I feel it in my body before I can name it. The spiraling loss of control. The urge to flee. The childlike longing to curl up in my mother’s lap and disappear. I don’t want answers. I want safety. I want someone to press pause on the chaos and tell me everything will be okay, yet I am too guarded and too closed off to let anyone comfort me when I most need to feel safe. Not then. Not yet.

This is what trauma in motion feels like. It doesn’t make sense to someone who hasn’t moved more than forty times, or witnessed violence, or lived through domestic violence, and on and on. What seems mildly upsetting to a well-adjusted person from a quiet, stable home can feel life-threatening when your nervous system has a black belt; in chaos.

Even as a grown woman, a mother, the do-gooder in the family, I still carry the wiring of a child who spent a lifetime managing the emotional fallout of others. As the daughter of an alcoholic, I became the caretaker, the planner, the one who held everyone together while unraveling in quiet corners. It is a script I know by heart. Make sure everyone else is okay. Never ask for too much. Carry the weight with a smile. Now that script is colliding with the reality that my father has become the very kind of story homeless shelters existed to respond to. That kind of irony doesn’t inspire laughter. It inspires a different ache, the one that comes from doing everything right and still not being able to stop the bleeding.

At the time, I had been the executive director for one year, though I had been with the organization since it opened two years earlier. I was there when the first resident walked through the door. I was not quiet about my father’s homelessness. I shared snippets, light stories, the kind
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