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Introduction

The wheels made music through the long morning. Sunshine, a hazy, lazy stream of light, filtered into the train. The cars rocked from side to side. The moist air smelled faintly of air freshener, and more convincingly of cigarettes and fried chicken. A small black girl dropped a deck of cards in the aisle. They slipped and spilled under bags and packed sandwiches, fell and slid over men's loafers and women's pumps. I gathered them, crawling toward the child. She moved quickly, leaping from pile to pile. I was nineteen years old, and this was a fine diversion, this slipping of cards, cascading of expectations. Our eyes met and she started to laugh. I took it up and we giggled, breaking the silence. Alesha was eight years old, traveling with her grandmother. We played cards: war, hearts, war, hearts, and double solitaire. We ran through the cars the length of the train—fourteen cars to the front. Then we ran four cars to the dining area, and two cars beyond that to the caboose. When we returned, Alesha's grandmother brought out iced tea from a cooler and thick ham and mustard sandwiches for all three of us. All afternoon we played. We were taking a three-day journey from St. Louis to New York City.

The funny thing was that Alesha didn't say much. In fact, she hardly spoke at all, only things like “C'mon” or “Your turn now,” little hints about how to navigate the train and her games with her. In the evening she and I stood out on a little “porch” behind the caboose, the tracks trailing out behind us. Here the wind was wild, taking out long strands from my braids, roughly tousling her short tight curls. Night gathered in the houses and silos and barns and animals from the fields, pulled the horizon in tight, tighter. We sang whatever songs came to mind; her Baptist church songs, my summer camp songs, and a few Christmas carols we both knew filled the warm July night. Her voice was unbroken, and I tuned my singing to her vocal range, leaving the highest notes to her. Down came the blue bowl of sky, a colander studded with bits of light. Far away and high up—the cosmos was peering in, listening.

Alesha told me that her parents had died in a car wreck, and that she was going to New York to live with her auntie, whom she'd never met. I didn't have any idea why she told me this, unless it's that children, too, find in a stranger on a journey someone to whom it's possible to speak. I told her my father died when I was a child, and then we didn't say anything. When we began to sing again, all of our songs sounded like laments, even the joyful ones, even the funny camp songs.

I fell asleep beside Alesha and traveled through the Arctic in a small canoe that rocked in the water. It was light all day and all night and you couldn't tell time because time had stopped—as it does in a dream, as it does in trauma, and always in madness. From the shore, Eskimos called out in a tongue I didn't know. When I went ashore, one of the women was serving hot, strong tea. I didn't know the language and couldn't even thank her. A small raccoon, drinking tea, asked in English, “Where are we going?”

“Out, out into the cosmos,” I answered.

I wakened to the clanking of the wheels. Alesha's grandmother was reading an old National Geographic, an ancient one, circa 1966. Beside her sat Alesha and beside Alesha a stuffed raccoon (I must have noticed it) and beside the raccoon a grape Nehi soda, unopened and cold—you could tell by the amount of sweat on the aluminum. Alesha's grandmother handed me the can and a straw and went back to reading. In forty-eight hours we were in New York City. I never saw them again.

I wasn't a child therapist when I met Alesha. I was emerging from a second mental breakdown and hospitalization, traveling with the wary permission of my mother and my doctors. That meeting with Alesha made a connection to another human being that was beyond my voices and visions. Perhaps because she didn't talk much, Alesha had a lot to “say” to me; I had a feeling about her, even before she told me her parents had died and she was moving to meet her auntie now. In some sense we were both living between worlds. We were each going “out, out into the cosmos,” she to an unknown relative and I to look at an art school and see friends in New York. We each carried our private anguish on that train, and yet those few hours together changed something, if only lightly, slightly, also memorably, at least for me.

I later became a child therapist, a college professor, and a writer. I became, in short, what I was becoming already: someone who liked to draw and paint, someone for whom time could hold still in the presence of voices, someone who heard certain stories of suffering with a sense of awe for the child speaking.

This book grows out of twenty years of treating children and follows my development as a psychotherapist. Some of the children I met eventually spoke directly about a story of suffering, as Alesha did, and yet their stories remained beyond their words. Most of the children I saw did not speak plainly to me, and many had to find another avenue, another expression, to discover their way into speech. Almost from the beginning I heard something more puzzling in their words— an unconscious plea or signal for help, as if these children were crying out urgently to be heard. And it seemed to me that this cry was muted: difficult or impossible for adults to discern.

In my first ten years as a psychotherapist I saw children who had been abandoned, who had been physically and sexually abused; these were children who were nearly unreachable, children who were trying to enter time and were called “developmentally delayed.” I saw boys as well as girls, and my earliest psychoanalytic work was with young boys. I remember an eleven-year-old who burned down a barn with horses in it, a boy who told outrageous lies, to convey the horror of his sexual abuse. There was another little boy who ran away twenty-two times before the age of eight—and the first of these times he was just three—to escape being raped by an uncle who was a priest. At nine this child couldn't stop running. Sometimes we went outside so that he could run the bases of an invisible diamond, yelling “Home run, home run!” But was he running toward home or away from it? The stories I tell in this book are not unique to girls, and yet I focus on girls.

In my meetings with both boys and girls, I tried many ways of listening and responding. I began working with teenagers, trying to give them a means of expression, a voice, through the creative process of making things. I also treated children and adolescents in individual psychotherapy, using a psychoanalytic approach that was fairly eclectic and included a focus on trauma. I learned about an unspeakable and lasting terror through the details of my relationship with each of my young patients. Gradually, finding a limit in this relational approach, I turned to something new—a particular form of psychoanalysis and a structure for listening created by the French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan.

Lacan was a brilliant psychoanalyst who lived in Paris from 1901 to 1981, but few people in America, including psychoanalysts, understand his work. He is far better known in Europe and South America. This is due, in part, to the fact that he draws from French philosophical and cultural traditions, as well as surrealist art, the classics of antiquity, and linguistics—and refers to all of these ideas as though his listener is also familiar with them. He makes a radical return to Freud in his work, and many American psychoanalysts, trained in ego psychology, object relations, or relational psychoanalysis, find this peculiar. Finally, Lacan's writing (drawn from oral presentations) is itself a play with language, including multiple references, puns, and word resonances best appreciated in French. Until recently few translations were available.

It is hard to know where to begin. I suppose the best place is how I came to Lacan. I had been interested in Freud and in psychoanalysis since I was an adolescent. My doctoral clinical internship was supervised by a child analyst, although the rest of my training was not psychoanalytic (this intellectual tradition has all but died out in psychology departments). In the course of treating traumatized children and adolescents I became interested in that quality of knowing that is present in speech, and also eludes recognition or elaboration. In my attempts to understand this dimension of language I began to read literary theory and, through a network of references, found my way to Lacan. Two of my closest friends and colleagues, Meg Turner and Pierre Johannet, were my first guides into his texts. One does not simply sit down, read, and understand Lacan! When I came to the sentence “The unconscious is structured like a language,” I was enthralled. I had searched the world of literary criticism for ideas about how to name what I'd been hearing in sessions with children, but here was someone who had a way of explaining it to me in psychoanalytic terms! In this book I tell stories of learning to listen in a Lacanian way, albeit in my own particular and peculiar way.

While the stories in this book are true, I have changed the names of my young patients and their families and friends, as well as any identifying details about them. This book reveals specific aspects of my work toward one end: to write history where silence reigned, where silence was broken by an undeciphered cry that went unheard. When all the traces of history have been erased and the body itself is inscribed with an unknown language, how does a child begin to speak? How is it possible to listen so that the child comes to know something vital, and speaking freely becomes possible, so that living inside one's own body is no longer a nightmare? These are the questions that would guide my listening.

This book carries stories of terrible anguish girls have lived. They are stories of how something real impinges on us and marks us in our bodies. This thing—I'll call it trauma—enters our speech as if by stealth, through the back door, in the night. Then it sounds as though we are speaking in code to one another and to ourselves, and that code is both the mark of trauma and is, itself, traumatizing. Why girls? In no small measure because “our” is not a turn of phrase for me. While each story I heard was unique to a single girl, the lines crossed with my story; a pattern formed, as though it was written in plurality on our bodies. This book includes my story, not only as a psychotherapist, but also as an adolescent girl who was hospitalized twice.

Although some see me as an “expert” on trauma, I'm not. Trauma is bigger than expertise of any sort—it's in our midst, in our language, our wars, even the ways we try to love, repeating, repeating. No one is an expert on trauma. And I'm not an authority on girls either, though I've been construed this way, too. The knowledge girls have of themselves is the only real ground of their own authority, which for me always remains elusive, stubbornly unwilling to fit this or that theory. Insofar as I talk about theory here, and I do, I'll even say that it's a rather poor translation of Lacan. This particular version of his theory is only that: my own path toward how to listen to my young patients through one enigmatic, maddeningly obscure psychoanalyst's ideas.

Part One opens into the world of my adolescence, a place of shattering and beginnings. Part Two tells the story of learning about Jacques Lacan and what he had to offer by way of listening to patients. Part Three is a single case, a story of intergenerational trauma, and my tacking my way toward listening as an analyst. Part Four explores the stories of four girls who repeated their trauma by molesting or violently hurting younger children as a way of trying to bring history into speech. In Part Five I revisit my own adolescence from the present, showing the refracted truths of a girl who could not speak.





Part One
JOAN OF ARC


Language is a house with lamplight in
its windows, visible I across fields.

— ANNE MICHAELS
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Istood on the porch. Dark mesh screens rose fifteen feet high, divided by thin black iron poles that parceled the sky into parallelograms. Above me a ledge stuck out its tongue, dark and square, and made a long shadow all along one side of the porch. I had not spoken for over a month. I stood on the porch and saw everything in sharp relief. The silence pressed in on me and opened up with sound: keys in a remote hallway, feet shuffling on linoleum, a squirrel's scuffle across the bare ground into leaves three stories below. Nothing was expected of me. I lay down on a battered couch and studied the sky.

Going into St. Vincent's Hospital was like walking into a dream— first you notice something you assume is only an inconsequential detail, but it turns out to be what is most important. The hospital's entrance was a stone arch. Inside, a fountain in the center of the foyer rose and fell. I heard angels singing in that fountain and was cheered. I called myself Joan (but answered to others calling me Annie) and knew myself to be Joan of Arc. I was glad that my messen- gers were here with me. In that moment my name faded out and hers remained on the screen, like a film credit.

I did not expect locked doors. I stayed on the adolescent ward for a couple of weeks before being transferred to 2 North, the ward for the “crazies,” “chronics,” and “psychotics” in the hospital. I didn't have the slightest idea why, and I noticed I was the only young person there. I was a patient in a private psychiatric hospital now, the kind of place you only have nightmares about—red brick, far from the road, bars on tall windows. It even had high turrets. It was there, as a sixteen-year-old girl, that I stopped speaking for five months, from October to February. I realized that whatever I might say could be misconstrued and used to create a version of “reality” that would be unrecognizable, a kind of voice-over of my truths I could not bear. I embraced silence as though it were both protest and protection. As though, because in the end it was neither.

It was early and still dark when the nurse entered my room and injected a burning stream into my thin upper arm. The routine was familiar. Within ten minutes my mouth was dry, my tongue enormous and clumsy. Then there was the long walk in my blue robe (a present from my mother) through the hospital tunnels with another nurse, who crooked her arm in mine as though I were her guide. And then we were there. The tunnel opened into an underground waiting room, lit with lamps, a relief from the fluorescence of the tunnel. At first I thought, “Here are the grandparents,” because everyone there seemed unspeakably old. Then I saw that it was because they were all folded in on themselves, heads bent, chests concave, and breathing shallow. It was a waiting room, with magazines stacked neatly on a coffee table, but no one, no, not one person, was reading. To read is to be drawn away from the confines of the body and the present moment into another time and place. But everyone here was imprisoned in the immediate anguish that superseded the tedium of waiting, which might have, at another time, been relieved by reading.

Minutes later I lay down on a gurney in a small room and surrendered my St. Christopher's medal from around my neck, assured that it would be returned later. Then came the tourniquet's pinch, my hand going numb even as I was told to “make a fist.” A prick into vein, and then the tease, “Count backwards from ten.” But the dizziness at seven and the solid blackness at five or four made it impossible. The first time I went for ECT, they strapped me down with surprising gentleness, attaching the electrodes to my scalp. I was ready to be a martyr but at the last moment struggled with such ferocity that the procedure was abandoned.

I didn't have a word for my anguish, not even a signal, unless it was this unexpected struggle. If this was my cry, it was so mute that no one could hear it.

I wakened with my mouth drier than before, if that was possible. Someone led me to a table where there was butter-soaked toast and a cup of orange juice. I didn't know it then, wouldn't know it until I returned to the world, to music classes and to school. I didn't know that a little electricity to the brain in weekly doses adds up to oblivion. It adds up by subtracting all recently learned systems of notation and language. Gone, the capacity to read music (to play classical guitar and sing), along with algebra, geometry, and drawing in perspective. I could no longer read Virgil or even decipher my own coded alphabet. I couldn't remember any French, and Latin, too, was gone. These things had fled, all to the same place—words for a lost city, street names, music, lines of poetry.

Joan drank the orange juice with relish. She savored the toast.
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Once, in Latin class, my messengers spoke to me from the inside of a book cabinet. I threw my books off my desk, shouting, “Stop!” I'd meant to stop the girls’ voices around me so I could hear my voices more clearly, but class ended abruptly and everyone filed out. Sister Stanislaus brought me to the health room (an empty room with a cot and a crucifix) and locked me inside until my mother came to get me. Everyone, my family included, assumed I was on drugs. Only I knew that Michael the Archangel had assigned me a task: I was to find a way to translate the voices of angels for the world, to find words and an alphabet that would put an end to human suffering.

By swallowing every pill, tablet, and caplet I could lay my hands on I thought I'd make a start at dying without being burned at the stake. Then, just in case this was a laughable beginning, I opened up my wrists with a blade, as if I could open time itself. I didn't expect so much blood. Under the skin, within the geography of my own body, I wanted to find the IGA at the corner of Tamm Avenue and Berthold, taste Wonder bread butter-and-sugar sandwiches, hear the chanted counting as everyone took off running in a game of hide-and-seek. I wanted to run in a pack of bare-armed children, run with endless energy, stung by mosquitoes as fireflies increased in glass jars. The sink filled with blood as I watched with disbelief.

I felt quite dizzy. I called the convent and spoke to my English teacher, Sister Bianca. I could not keep track of what was happening in this conversation. Sister Bianca brought my biology teacher along with her to the apartment. It was Sister Peter who tore up the pillowcases to staunch the bleeding (what would my mother say, I wondered). The arrival of an ambulance seemed overly dramatic. Just before the doors closed Sister Bianca leaned in and addressed me. “I think you did this because you wanted to live.” I did not respond. I sped into silence in an ambulance screaming through the night.

In the emergency room, the burning of a nose tube in the back of my throat triggered the thought that I was already on fire. I fought to get up, but the doctors prevailed and pumped the pills from my stomach with alarming indifference. Then there was the strange tug of needle and thread while being sewn up (as I'd sewn my own stuffed animals).

I was sent to a ward for public patients, my bed in a large room, on the fourth floor of the St. Louis City Hospital, an old building with clanging radiators. I thought that the effort to die would change me in some fundamental way, or change the world. But nothing had changed. I lay in bed with an IV drip, wanting to pee almost constantly. The green walls whispered, hummed, and spoke strange syllables. Angles tilted and tables became flat, yet things didn't drop off as they should have. In an open ward with rows of beds, in that public and very large space, the walls crept closer to my bed and enclosed me.

Hours later two psychiatrists came to see me. They asked me why I'd tried to kill myself, and then they guessed. “Is it that your boyfriend left you?” “Were you doing drugs? Flunking out of school?” “Maybe you wanted someone to notice you.” I decided I would not speak again until someone said something at least intelligent enough for me to try to answer. And so I entered silence with an attitude of insouciant power that belied a terrible vulnerability—it was the exaggeration of the teenager's shrug, the ubiquitous gesture when speech fails.

Crossing over into silence, I was La Pucelle, the virgin girl guided by voices, the girl who would fight and win, and this time would not be killed.
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Released finally from the constant companionship of my IV, I lay in bed and punched out a visual hole just above the light switch at the far end of the ward—and lined up the ends of iron bedsteads all down the row in one-point perspective. I turned to the other side of the room and shot a bullet hole through the window on the same horizon and had two points. To line up the beds in two-point perspective, however, I had to imagine being in a third space in the room where I could see both points at once. Try as I might, I couldn't quite imagine this view, so I got up out of bed to see. When I did, I noticed the wheelchair down by the windows. It was an old one, high-backed with wooden platforms for the feet. The seat and back were an intricacy of cane work gone nearly white with age.

I spent hours and days looking at that wheelchair from my bed. Depending on the time, it was all honeycomb and lace, little hexagons of light against dark and light against brighter light. The verticals and horizontals switched places in a moment. It was a repetition of moving hexagons, a metric, all rhythm and syncopation. At night it was dark against darker dark. Its shapes stood out and it became all plane, arc, and infinity. One night I moved out of my bed and walked up to it. I sat in it. The seat edge hit my legs just below the knee and my legs dangled out like a child's—it was that big. It was a home with an open roof and open walls. It was time itself and it was beyond all time.

I grew bored with the hospital routines. I took the wheelchair out for a little spin, as other kids might borrow the family car. At first I stayed on the ward. The old people smiled a little as I traveled up and down between the rows. I didn't dare smile back, in case any of them wanted to make it an obligation to speak to them. Then, when everyone became used to seeing me in it and none of the nurses were around, I took it out into the hospital. In the corridor I found a group of men in white coats, all foreign doctors, waiting by the elevator. They smiled, as if charmed by the sight of a girl in a wheelchair, and the elevator opened and let them, and me, in, and leapt up for a moment and swept down, signaling each floor with a little “ching.” I got out in front of the gift shop, on the ground floor. I could have walked out the front door, but this did not interest me. I was content to roll around in the lobby, as if out on a ride, and look at the people, almost all black and visibly poor, chatting with one another, calling out to children who laughed and skipped over the tiles. With my bandaged wrists and wheelchair and dressed as I was in the costume of a hospital gown and robe, I imagined that I looked like someone who had a physical illness. I took refuge in this idea, turning the chair this way and that, smiling with a private pleasure. I was happy enough to be in a world in which I played no real part, knowing I had a part in another world that no one knew about.

This is my last memory before going into St. Vincent's, waiting for signs from another world in which I had a part to play. My messengers had temporarily forsaken me, but I knew it was only a matter of time before the roaring became whispering and the whispering shifted to clear voices. The old, familiar sense of vastness and infin- ity was all around me, in ordinary things, most memorably in the wheelchair. I felt near to my own death, too, not because I'd tried to kill myself, but because I sensed that unseen others wanted me dead. The nearness of death made it imperative that I live in a world that did not follow the logic of linear time—so time skipped and jumped and ran backward into infinity.
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What can I say about being in the hospital? Almost nothing. No more than I have said already.

It was May, in what would have been my junior year in high school, and my psychiatrist, after nine months of treating me, had finally arrived at a diagnosis: schizophrenia. When he told my mother that he was planning to transfer me from St. Vincent's to Malcolm Bliss State Hospital for an indeterminable period, she put her foot down, saying, “There's nothing so wrong with her that can't be righted by coming home.”

Nothing had changed, yet everything had changed. I could see, as I climbed out of the art-room window onto the roof of Rosati-Kain High School, that I would have to jump or swing out to the nearest branch to get down. If caught, I could be suspended. Since I had just returned from the loony bin, maybe this sojourn on the roof would be forgiven. “I don't want to be here,” I thought. “But I don't want to go back to the hospital either.” I climbed back in through the window, took up my notebook, and tore out a page and began a letter. I wrote it to my father, dead since I was five, and addressed it to The Dead Letter Room, St. Louis, Missouri.

I don't remember the letter. As an adolescent I barely remembered my father. His facial features and the sound of his voice had faded over the years. He was a familiar ghost, a present absence. I imagined him and my response to his death because I couldn't actually remember him.

This is my father: He is tall as a windmill and his eyes are sky blue. There's wind in his shirt, wind in his hair, and he stands with his hands behind his back. The growing corn and my father rising above the corn are silhouettes against the high sky of an Illinois summer. Corn blowing, clouds blowing, and he's perfectly still. He comes home to me and my sister and our mother each night on the train. Its long whistle smokes up the sky. I look out the window. Clouds gather, flimsy summer pajamas. The round clock ticks. Our mother sets the table and makes another clicking, ticking sound with her tongue—the sound of impatience.

When will he come? My chin, at windowsill level, quivers. I still my face and the tears do not fall. He doesn't come home, yet the whistle goes on, saying that he will, at any moment, burst through the door. I feel him scoop me up into dizzy heights and whiskered kisses. I can dance on his shoes, ride a horse on his knee, and make his hands into a building. “Here is the church, here is the steeple,” I chant, entwining his fingers and lifting up the first finger of each hand to make the steeple. I open his palms wide and see his fingers making two rows, and intone: “Open the doors, and here are the people!”

We are not allowed to attend the funeral. “He's gone to heaven,” our mother repeats every night. By the picture window I listen for the train, its whistle brief and forever. In swaths the rain comes down. My mother calls me to my supper.

My father had been a roofing salesman and put in many miles on the road in his pink Chevrolet. When he “died,” it was unthinkable that he was in “heaven,” as my mother insisted. It seemed much more likely that he'd gone on a very long road trip. All through childhood I wrote him letters, at first putting them in hiding places for him to find, and later burying them behind the garden.

I had always been attracted to heights—tall rocks, fire escapes, trees, and precipices. As I teetered at the edge of the school roof, I did not know that my father had actually committed suicide. He'd jumped and fallen five stories to his death. And stranger still, he'd done this when he was a patient at Malcolm Bliss State Hospital. There had been a new experimental ward without barred windows, and he'd leapt out into the clear blue to the rising pavement's sudden grave. My mother finally told me this after the art teacher called and informed her of my sojourn on the school roof.

This didn't put Joan off heights, though—it drew her to them more insistently. From a height she could see more, hear more, and make her plans accordingly.
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My celestial messengers gave me three ways to understand time. The first was a calendar in which time ran into infinity by going backward as well as forward, the second was a place in which dejä vu moments could be extended as they were happening, and the third was a message that time passed only in our waking moments. Although I could die while sleeping, I could not grow older in dreams. This new information explained a lot, not only about time; it also explained why I looked so much younger than my peers and why clock time was so awry.

I didn't remember slipping out of the gate of my body, any act of unlatching or tiptoeing out. But I went out so often that my most vivid memories of childhood were of coming back to whatever it was I'd missed while I was away. I didn't know where to put the cups and saucers I'd just dried, and everyone thought I was playing around— I'd been putting them away for weeks. Another time I didn't know what to do when my turn came to do something with a pink rubber ball against a brick wall. There I was, suddenly in a line, in a game, and what was I supposed to do? Who were these children? But the most familiar feeling of missing something happened in school. I sat with one leg tucked under me in a school desk, the other dangling. Here was the spelling book blank, the map unfinished, the long division problem undivided, the passage of Virgil untranslated. Familiar though this was, I was surprised each time. I tried to get myself to stay in my body, but it seemed I was always taken away.

Where did I go? From where did I arrive back? I didn't have any idea. To ask what had happened would have been preposterous. The challenge was to reenter the stream of events as if you had not been away at all. It took not only imagination to achieve this, but also a belief that imagining what had happened and what was expected next was tantamount to having an ordinary life.

I got some jingle bells and tied them to my shoes, to signal myself to stay in my body. Sometimes this worked.

When I came out of the hospital, I noticed that something odd happened with space, too. After several mornings of trying to ride my blue bicycle to school and getting lost, arriving late, I gave up this mode of transportation. But walking didn't get me there either. The five blocks to school—North Court to West Pine, down to Euclid, cross the street, down to Taylor, cross the street, down to Newstead, cross the street and go left and cross Lindell—was a route I had traveled for three years. But now I couldn't manage it, however hard I tried. It was as though someone cut out that section of city blocks and made a big sheet of it and shook it hard so that everything flew up and came down rearranged—not once, but several times—as I walked to school. I didn't see this happen, but then I missed a lot of things.

After the second week of my getting lost Miss Mason, a librarian and neighbor who lived on the third story of our apartment house, volunteered to take me to school each day in her little yellow Volkswagen Beetle. I did not know how this had been arranged but was too relieved to raise questions with my mother. It was not long after this that I was invited up to Miss Mason's apartment for tea. Books crowded out of bookcases and were stacked everywhere in wobbling towers. On the upper walls and across the ceiling I followed an intricate papering of aluminum foil. In her neat blue skirt and blouse, a cloud of gray curls around her smiling face, Miss Laura Mason handed me a plate of cookies and explained how this “shield” kept out the intruders from the galaxy who audaciously intercepted messages she needed to get from another planet.

Any other teenager would have run out, knowing Miss Mason was mad, or, as my mother would have put it, “barking.” But, finally, I was at home in the world outside the hospital. I loved the books Miss Mason lent me: the wordplay in Gertrude Stein, the horror in Joseph Conrad, and the heady hypothetical I struggled to understand in Kant, Kierkegaard, and Nietzsche. But what made me feel at home was Miss Mason's unspoken kinship with Joan of Arc. I knew that Miss Mason's aluminum shield was necessary, even though, and perhaps especially because, it worked so imperfectly and many messages were “stolen” before she could get them deciphered. My messengers were a secret, but they were real, as real as the cookies I was eating, the warmth of the tea fading now as I drank. I found solace in Miss Mason's books (and her commentaries on them), in the rides, the teas, Miss Mason's austere company, but mostly in knowing that Miss Mason, too, had messengers of some kind.

But despite these pleasures it puzzled me that moving through space could become so mixed up. And, even more than this, what troubled me in the weeks and months after I'd left St. Vincent's were improbable snatches of memories and dreams.

I remembered little of the previous months, just vivid shards as if I had wakened from a long and quite scrambled dream. I remembered my mother bringing a green-and-white scalloped skirt and a white blouse, because I thought it strange. I wore only jeans and overalls on the ward. I remembered early-morning shock treatments, as though I'd had to keep track of myself at the edge of losing conscious- ness. I could barely remember the face of my psychiatrist, a middle-aged man with a balding head.

But I remembered him announcing that I had to “learn to act more like a girl.” I remembered the phrase and thinking, “What's that got to do with anything?”

I remembered putting on the skirt, walking before him into a room right off the ward, my mouth dry with dread. In this small room where other patients met their doctors daily Dr. Santano asked me to assume various “feminine” poses. He moved me into the various positions. I could feel his stubby fingers moving over my body to test the “correctness” of the poses. I was incredulous when he lifted up my skirt to “examine” a pose. I wondered, was this a standard part of treatment? Was it particular to me? Was it some punishment for not being a girl well enough, for wearing overalls, reading too much, causing so much trouble and worry to my family? I did not tell anyone. I wasn't speaking during this time anyway. And if I had spoken, who would have believed me? How could I tell this story, when Dr. Santano's “treatment,” along with the shock therapy, was meant as a correction for doing the whole girl-becoming-a-young-woman thing so badly that I was living among the “mad”?

This memory vanished yet remained, a fragment of something with a strange doctor. It was like those conjugated Latin nouns that surfaced after I'd forgotten most of my Latin following the shock treatments. Had I ever read this language? Was I ever the girl felt up by her psychiatrist? I didn't know when I came out of the hospital, and to this day I do not know.

I remembered, clearly, that I'd run away.

I had “grounds privileges” and I simply followed some railroad tracks partially covered in snow just beyond the hospital perimeter. I found myself in a cold stream in my bare feet. I dried my feet with my scarf, put on socks and shoes (left on the bank), and walked to the local mall to get warm. The police picked me up there. I was afraid that they would use their flashing lights and take me to jail. But the officers gave me a cup of cocoa and took me back to the hospital. I remembered their kindness, and now, released from the hospital, I was tempted to run again, not so much to leave my family as to reinstate kindness.

Living at home again, I was having terrible dreams. In one dream I was perhaps four, and I went out into the snow in my bare feet. Then I was in a dark field. My feet didn't feel cold, but my sister came running out with my red rubber boots. In another dream my father was rubbing my feet and legs, which felt like they were on fire. He touched my inner thighs and rubbed up and up and I couldn't move. In yet another dream I was tilted back in a car and terrified because the tilt was too steep. I was in a bathroom and at the same time in a car wearing a sunsuit pulled down around my ankles. My small body was in my father's lap, so that my head was tilted back. I saw the sky through the windshield. Then I was running away. I ran into winter woods and down a slope into cold water.

Joan wakened with her legs numb, gasping for breath, her heart pounding. “This is not real, this is not real,” she repeated over and over again until she was calm. “Besides,” she remembered, “it can't be real—time doesn't pass when you're dreaming.”


6

Iwas afraid to go into a church, and I avoided Sunday mass. My mother did not force the issue. My high school was just across from the St. Louis Cathedral. With its great dome and massive wooden doors, it loomed as I came and went, and it frightened me. Although this fear was particularly intense, I'd been afraid of the church for a long time. It had begun years earlier.

I remembered that that particular evening was cool and smelled of wet pennies after a brief rain shower. I'd gone into the chapel to escape the cruelty of Jane Smythe. Jane was a tall fourteen with breasts and hips. I was a small thirteen wearing a size 26AAA mesh hammock over my flat chest and breast buds. I didn't understand what drove Jane to single me out for such disdain, especially when we'd recently been friends.

Inside the chapel my red sneakers made an irreverent squeaking on the marble. I tiptoed into a pew and sat down, still fuming. Incense, wax, and the scent of Murphy Oil Soap combined to lull me into a quiet state. A dog barked outside. I heard the kids called into the dormitories and birdsong replace their voices.

For nearly four years I had been living in a children's home. By a court order (I always thought of royalty) my sister and I had been taken from our mother and placed here. I thought of my mother now, wondered if she was still alive and where she was living. Suddenly the air felt charged, and as I looked down the rows of pews, I saw that they were coated in a sheen of light, as if covered with maple syrup. In the air up by the altar little dots of amber moved in swirls. I felt a bit dizzy. In horror I saw other changes. The eyes of Jesus on the cross turned yellow and moved forward, out of their sockets. His skin was tinged green. All around Him, in the sacristy, little green faces gathered. Evil, I thought, and with that single word my lungs burned for fresh air. I wanted to leave but could not stir, could not turn my back to this. But what was happening?

And then, as quickly as it began, the faces faded, and Jesus looked, well, more like Himself up there. The rush of wings caught me off guard. A whole chorus of voices sang in sweet, high harmonies, as if crowding the space. Three angels came and sat on the steps beyond the Communion rail and wept, then left without a trace, saying nothing by way of explanation. The hard pew returned. There was the confession box with its worn red velvet curtain. My ankle socks and sneakers were wet, my feet cold. I got up and slipped back to my dormitory.

In bed that night I lay awake. Sister Mark, my housemother, sat on my bed and asked where I'd been when the other girls came in. I said I'd come back on my own and gone to bed. Sister leaned over and felt my forehead. “You might have a low fever, but you'll be fine in the morning,” she announced. But in the morning I wasn't fine—I had a fever of 102, and all day I tossed in the sheets, shivering and burning. My best friend, Pam Dowd, came to see me after lunch, but I was sleeping. After dinner my basketball coach came to visit, too. This was Sister Angela, the young nun from New Orleans all the girls loved and practiced imitating. “Now, y'all are gonna beat the socks off that otha team, y'all heah me?” But only I went to Sister Angela's classroom (the littlest kids had her for a teacher, the lucky devils) to hang out and talk about things I couldn't say to anyone else. I wanted to tell Sister Angela what had happened, but the words wouldn't come.

Three days later I got up and went to mass, as everyone did every day of the week. There had never been any question about my going to Holy Communion before this. Everyone went—all two hundred nuns (the home housed the novitiate for the order) and forty-nine children. I sat on the pew and stayed. After mass Sister Mark yanked me out of line. “What was that about? What do you think you are pulling?”

I looked right into Sister Mark's eyes. “I may not be in a state of grace,” I said, and then looked away.

Sister Mark sighed, “All right. You can go to confession on Saturday.”

After school Pam coaxed me away and we stole off into the grotto. She was dying to know what was going on and I, unable to make sense of the week's events, told her the whole story, sparing no detail.

“Are you making this up?”

“No,” I said. “I wish I were.”

I went to confession on Saturday and tallied up my minor sins for the priest and did not mention my experience in the chapel. For two more weeks I skipped Holy Communion. I knew that she must have cornered Pam because suddenly Sister Mark knew all about what had happened. Keeping me after the others were dismissed, she said, “I've heard everything, young lady. Don't you understand that this is evil? There is evil in you.” When I said nothing, Sister Mark declared, “You must go to confession at once.” So Father O'Rourke was called out in the middle of the week, breaking up his evening for one confession. I told him nothing and he was irritated with Sister Mark.

If I was evil, perhaps I was a witch. Yes, the idea seemed quite possible, and it grew on me. I went to the library and began to look up material on witches. The school library had nothing, so I looked in dictionaries and history books. I found a reference to interrogating witches called The Hammer of Witches. I asked Sister Angela about this book the next day, explaining that it was for a history paper. Sister Angela smiled. “You are not a witch, you are not evil. I've heard all about this from Sister Mark, and in this instance Sister Mark is wrong.” She paused and put an arm around my shoulder. “Sometimes people have visions with a high fever, did you know that?” And I nodded, wanting to believe her.

This time I was cleaning the baseboards all along the corridor of the first floor, “crawling around,” as the girls called it, because that's what you did, crawled around on your hands and knees with an oilcloth. I thought someone was playing a record at first, but the voices grew stronger and more beautiful, and soon they were crowding the whole corridor. This, surely, was not evil. The next day in the library I found the book I needed: Joan of Arc: A Biography. “This is a sign,” I thought. “I'm Joan of Arc returned. They will think I'm a witch, and I am going to burn for it one day.”

Four years later, out of the hospital and living at home, I had managed to escape that fate and was still alive. Those angel voices still sang to me. My fear of the church made sense when I remembered my experience in the chapel. And later that week it was clarified further. We were making batik prints in our art class, and when I went to the store to buy the dye, I noticed the label: “Ritt Dye.” I thought it was a sign: I would die, by Cardinal Ritters order. Now, whenever I went near a Catholic church, or went inside, my arms burned intensely, as though I would catch fire, as though the Church hierarchy were keeping tabs on me and planning my execution.

It didn't matter that Cardinal Ritter was dead already; in fact, Joan didn't know he was dead. But it didn't matter. Her time and my time overlapped in timeless repetition.


7

Iremember returning to music school, opening my guitar case, and looking at the music on the music stand, astonished that I could not read it. I had not anticipated this and felt myself ashamed before my music teacher, Mr. Mote. I remember opening my Latin book, too, privately this time, and the heart-stopping realization that I couldn't pronounce the words, let alone read them. What happens to you when something you knew suddenly disappears? You must keep track of things in a new way. You cannot trust the knowledge of books, or take anything in the world for granted— not that it is a particular day on the calendar, or that you are a particular age, or that anything is as it appears.

I wanted to regain what I'd lost, not just time, but knowledge. Yet, as much as I tried, I could not teach myself Latin again, or to read music. I did teach myself algebra, geometry, trigonometry, and even elementary calculus—all of my high school mathematics—during my senior year. I didn't have any problem with abstraction, per se. But I had problems with reading at first. In those initial weeks at home I could not read a whole sentence and remember the beginning of it. When I managed to read something, it became so real that I fell into it, into something created by the words, and I lost the drift of the author's purpose. I realized this only as my reading began to improve. This reminded me of the time when I was first beginning to read. I was five and my sister six, and as our mother read to us, we recognized some of the words. But, at least for me, this recognition did something to the world; the words made the immediate world change.

Here is how it happened: Our mother sits at the big kitchen table and opens a pack of Camel cigarettes as if opening a precious gift— first the little gold runner around the cellophane comes off, then she gingerly folds back the aluminum foil until a little square of brown appears. Then she taps out a single cigarette, which appears by degrees, and pulls it out in a long stroke, and lights it with the quick strike of a match. “The Queen of Hearts, she made some tarts, all on a summer's day,” she reads, puffing over the book splayed out on the table.

Her hair is dark brown, graying at the temples. “My salt ‘n’ pepper,” she calls it. The skin around her mouth puckers a little, very much like crimped pastry dough. She has a burn scar from her knees to her neck, so she can't sweat, and she has to drink a lot of water, especially in this “godforsaken heat” of a St. Louis summer. Her eyes are deep brown, the part of her face I love most. She looks out the screened back door and waves to our milkman, Tom, who clinks down two sweating glass bottles on the doorstep. “The Knave of Hearts, he stole those tarts, and took them clean away,” our mother expounds, one eyebrow raised. My sister and I lean in on either side to see the picture and point out the words we know.

“Where were they?” Mary asks.

“Hmmm?”

“The tarts?” she asks, a little insistent now.

“Oh, out on the windowsill, cooling,” our mother says, and points to our kitchen window, opened, and its concrete sill. I can see him out there, sneaking around in green tights, wearing a waistcoat of red velvet.

Later, our mother stands at the kitchen stove, frying white bread and slices of bologna in butter. This, along with grape Kool-Aid, is our favorite summer lunch. But by nightfall she is silent, her face as still as a photograph—gray, grainy, and immobile—and I know that the Knave of Hearts has stolen her away. She doesn't eat with us or say much to us. He's put a knife under her pillow and made her afraid, afraid to speak to anyone, to go out on the porch, even to move. We stay up late to keep her company, and though we are sleepy, we both know that she needs us now. My sister, Mary stands on a chair at the sink and makes her a braunschweiger (we call it “brown-swagger,”) sandwich, with mayonnaise and olives from ajar. I get her a fresh glass of water, so that she doesn't burn up, because she can't sweat. The Knave lurks in the shadows, and the brown-swagger doesn't give her any confidence at all.

When my mother fell into such spells, my sister and I kept things going, and my sister bore most of the burden for this, both because she was a little older and because I got lost in time, in words, in worlds she did not see. She sensed I wasn't entirely reliable. We bought the groceries, cleaned, ran errands, prepared meals, and kept our mother company late at night. This did not seem strange in the least to me. Other children ran errands, did chores; these were daily, irksome interruptions that adults made on your time. We grew used to our mother's isolation. When we came in from playing or from school, she was always in the same place, sitting at the kitchen table, looking out beyond the fence in summer and beyond an invisible horizon in the room in winter. Her lack of friends or any adult company did not concern us—she had us, didn't she?

From around this time and a little after, I remember being fascinated by letters and words.

Alphabet soup. I am six years old. I fish out the slippery letters and arrange them on the side of my bowl: S, N, P, O, F, V. I whisper “leaf and “leave.” I like red leaves, wet in the snow. Snow, though cold, can burn. It isn't the hot hurt of fire and smoke. There are places where a cigarette had fallen from its perch on the big glass ashtray and marked the tabletop. These are my mother's dark thumbprints. These marks break apart if I tap hard and then I can see unvarnished wood beneath the tiny cracks. I slip down into them and arrive back late at night, without trying. The white shades on the bedroom window collect shadows. The wind stirs and they make a sound against the sill: “fff, fff.” I lie awake. I'm certain something will break into the room.

When I was six, I missed the mother who went outdoors, who walked into the world with me, who sang and lifted me up and swung me in wide gleeful circles on a green lawn. I also knew I was safe only when my mother was still and vacant at the kitchen table. When my mother began to move and speak, I grew edgy. A burning line broke out down my back. Sometimes I would be kept home from school, or in from playing. Then my mother kept moving, talking, moving and gathering things—the enema bottle, the soap, the clothesline, talking to herself all the while. She filled the sink with steaming water, and I could never keep track of what happened. I might return to my body later in bed, aching, or sometimes, though rarely, on the table, my rectum full and burning. I might come back to my mother holding me on the bed, or alone, in the bath, sometimes with circles of red marks on my ankles and wrists. This must have happened frequently, because I missed so much school in third grade that I was nearly left back. It took me a long time to learn what this was—not a necessary medical treatment at all, but a repetitious and terrifying sexual molestation. And, even now, that does not cancel out my mother's love, or all her efforts to be a good mother.

Even as a child, I knew something was not quite right about words. I had been put in an advanced reading class and then returned to my regular class. I could spell complex words easily, but sometimes I could not spell even the easiest words. I could not keep track of time or the names of my classmates. In the third grade we read a poem about a boy who flew. He made wings of wax and feathers and flew up to the sun. This was my first encounter with Icarus, the boy who went too close to the heat, and his wax melted and his wings fell apart and he fell into the blue sea. I stood on the garage roof and flapped my arms and fully expected to fly. The children watching below laughed. I was eight years old and should have known better. I did not. Icarus. His name reminded me of the guardian angel of my childhood—Telesphorus. The boy flew and fell, but my angel flew and didn't fall. I wanted to stay aloft, too. I waved my arms and leapt into the air. My feet hit the pavement below with a stinging smack.

It was not a question of gravity or not knowing how gravity works. I was a child who continually experienced confusion about language, the way words and sounds can suddenly call up something out of the ordinary, play on your body, and remake the world. Words affect children at two and three and four like this. But I was almost nine.

If this confusion about language cleared up, and it did, it did not go away entirely. Decades later I sit among the second sopranos, opening my music. It's early March 2003, and snow swamps the path up to the Episcopal church where we rehearse. We are beginning to practice new music for a concert still three months in the future. My voice can't reach the highest notes—I tilt off into flat chirping. I try to skitter over even the notes in range because I can't connect voice to notes or notes to time at all now. The music is gibberish, and there is a sense of dejä vu in this experience. I am frustrated and shaken. I've already sung in one concert, and here is Vivaldi's Gloria in my hands. My heart opens to vastness hearing it, then shrinks to a little melting sorrow as the notes fall away into nonsense. If I concentrate, I can almost follow along through the voices singing around me. But tonight my concentration is broken; I lose my place as we repeat parts and skip around in the music. The room is filled with electricity and searing light; the walls hum with static. The notes arrange themselves in longing. I look at Sara, a seventy-year-old woman who has conducted all of her life. She pronounces the Latin vowels and shows us where to eliminate the consonants—cum sancto sfiritu becomes cum sancto “speedy-too.” She asks Kate at the keyboard to play the alto, second soprano, and first soprano parts separately, and says to us: “Look at me; I'll tell you when to come in.” Kate chews gum, turns the page, and plays flawlessly. I listen with my whole body, and then, in rhythm with Sara's baton, I sing.

As I sing, joy rushes all through me, pure unadulterated happiness. While we keep time in the music, clock time melts away. When I walk out into the late winter night, to stars bright in a clear sky, the music we've just sung carries an edge of evanescence and loss. Music can be stolen away. Time can pleat up so you have to begin again. Perhaps because Sara's “speedy-too” stays with me, I sing “In excelsis” and I hear “In eggshell sees.” What does an unborn, unfolding, little being see or know—of the world, of us, of time, or the universe, or a voice before words, or God?

For all of my confusion about time and language, I know a few things, too.

My father leapt from a hospital window to his death when I was five years old, and teetering in an inept balance, I spent my childhood and adolescence on ledges and heights, without knowing why. My mother smoked almost all of her life, and she molested me and made my body burn. Yet as a child I loved her and missed her terribly when I was placed in a children's home in the middle of fourth grade. “Love,” like “fire” and “falling,” is a placeholder for the unsayable. The unsayable marked my body, my dreams, and my language with indecipherable codes—alphabets of the night, letters written in vanishing ink. These were signal fires, an urgent cry for help no one could hear, least of all myself.



Part Two
THE UNSAYABLE


What if I told you the truth? What if
I could?

—ROBERT PINSKY
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Imet Jamie Nolan in the autumn of 1982 at Malcolm Bliss State Hospital in St. Louis, during my first year of graduate training in psychology. A thin thirteen-year-old girl with long dark hair, Jamie sat in the corner of the dayroom and drew with the colored pencils I'd brought to the adolescent ward of the hospital. I was a practicum student at the time, not yet even an intern. I had been assigned to do testing, intake interviews, and group work. For the group work part of this experience, I'd gotten permission to create a series of art projects. The kids circled around me gathering materials—paints, clay, rubber stamps, scraps of fabric, feathers—endlessly talking to one another and to me. Jamie's remoteness and silence were striking.

Jamie did not speak to me or approach me in any way. She left her drawings in the pad of paper she returned to me each week. Her work was disturbing. She drew knives, and the face of a girl with her mouth sewn shut, her eyes covered. I did not ask her questions, feeling this was futile, nor did I dare interpret. I gave her paper and pencils each week and wandered by to see what she was doing. That's all. Her silence and remoteness were too familiar to me to make me uneasy, too potent to placate. But her behavior drew a stream of comments from others. To the staff she was “manipulative” and “resistant” and to her peers she was “weird.” Technically she was diagnosed with “elective mutism.” She had no neurological or speech disorder; she could speak, but she wouldn't. Yet, for all these judgments about her, Jamie's silence bought her an edgy respect on the ward.

While we were encouraged to set up groups in which people met to speak about their lives, I had little faith in this approach with teenagers. I'd visited one of the groups already offered to the kids. The boys and girls were mixed together and they posed for one another and staged a drama, barely under the surface, of undoing the purpose of the group—i.e., to talk openly and seriously about their behavior. Throughout the session they slouched, groused, shrugged, and laughed off most of the facilitator's questions. It would have been a nightmare for me to try this format with them and I knew it. On the other hand I loved to make things. I decided I would invite the kids to learn something about themselves through a creative process that they could not predict (and therefore outwit), a project I hoped would become so engrossing as to overcome self-consciousness and resistance. So I created a group art project with the kids we called “House-Body-Animal-Airplane.” I didn't even know, at the start, that I was offering a way of speaking.

Jamie joined the group because it was perhaps just too hard not to join. The project was not a success at first. In fact, it grew organically out of weeks of fairly disorganized efforts to make a structure for the kids to play freely with art materials and words. They had been stuck fast in the muck of self-disparagement about every effort they made to draw, and the only alternative for them appeared to be copying (exactly) anything new I tried to introduce. How might they start to play and make things without drawing, and without me starting the process? I didn't know, so I made it up as I went along. First we made houses from boxes (oatmeal, cereal, and animal cracker) and filled them with images and objects and words to make a home for our memories. Then we made life-sized cutout shapes of our bodies, and stood them up against a cardboard backing and stand, and cut out little windows in them (like the windows in an Advent calendar) that you could open to find new (and often unlikely) images or stories. In late winter we made papier-mäche animals and nested little boxes inside them with scrolled dream narratives. Finally, in the spring we took balsa wood airplanes and painted them bright colors and glued “found poems” on their wings.

When I say “we,” I mean that if you looked at this group working together, you wouldn't see at first that I was not one of the kids. Small and slight of frame, I have always (almost uncannily) looked considerably younger than I am. But if you stayed and watched us carefully, you'd know I was the one guiding the process. I moved among the kids, dispensing materials, offering new bits for inspiration, inviting them to wander and look and inspire one another, too. I made no comments about what I liked or didn't like and after a time they stopped making comments, too. But there was a lot of scattered teasing, edging in to look, off-key singing, and, laced through the air, “Who's got the scissors?” “Where's my brush?” Sometimes, though rarely, everything stopped. Fourteen-year-old Jeremy, waiting for a court date for assault, created a contemporary suburban exterior for his cereal box. When he sliced open the box and took out a side panel, displaying a jail cell in the interior, eighteen-year-old Saman-tha, hardened (we thought) from her own violence, burst into tears that set off tears in Jeremy. We all stopped in a state of wonder so raw that when we went back to work, our hands lifted and pushed and brushed gently at whatever we were doing and we spoke in hushed tones. And Jamie, within the confines of her silence, was impeccably one of us in the emotional and artistic rhythm of that day.

House. Jamie made hers from not one but three cereal boxes cut apart and glued together again so that I couldn't tell if she intended to make a big exterior or a vast open interior space. She cut images from magazines into puzzle shapes and pasted them almost, but not quite, together on the outside of the structure. When you went by, you saw a flash of window squeaky clean, the golden crust/freshly baked pie, the sanctuary of a dormer, yet none of these things were ever quite there, but constantly emerging or disappearing at the edges. She painted sheets of paper in red and black tempera on both sides and shredded the paper and stuffed the interior. She cut a small door in the front and made a little latch from a paper clip and rubber band. She added a tilted roof. Read a house, it seemed to say. Read the intimacy of the outside, with its evanescent images of wanting and wishing for something like home, and if you dare, open the door, go into the jagged rawness inside.

I didn't want to go into that unforgettable house, but I did anyway, through a door I didn't expect.

One evening Jamie became so terrified that she actually spoke a few words. When I arrived on the ward, she was pacing “the quiet room” in only a T-shirt and her underwear, walking right up to the four padded walls and crying out, “You can't kill me!” I couldn't tell if she seemed so vulnerable because she was talking or because she was so clearly terrified. I got someone to unlock the door. I went in and sat down on the floor to outwait Jamie's fear. I did not know how to reach her; she paced as though I were not there. At last, her pacing became a slow lope. Exhaustion set in, or perhaps the sedative she was given earlier finally overtook her. She lay down on a mattress on the floor and let me cover her. I took her hand, and her breathing grew slow and deep and she slept.

The terror so evident in her body was not something she could make sense of for herself. The next day, I asked her what had happened. She shrugged. And then, as if it were the most natural thing to speak, she added, “I don't know. I don't know what set me off like that.” With that gesture and those few words, her silence became layered. I knew that she carried a story she could not relate to me or to herself, even with words.

Jamie did not all of a sudden continue to speak after this. Her silence became all the more powerful, in fact, because I could never determine if or when she might say a few words.

Body. Jamie glued to the crown dark brown yarn that hung down to the shoulders and painted a red dress on her cardboard likeness. Everywhere on the skin, and on the visible openings—eyes, mouth, nose, ears—she added the little doors, just like those on an Advent calendar. When you opened those doors, you had the feeling of being in a tunnel, everything happening fast and too close. Open a door, there's a bucket of water flung out at you. Open another, there's a mother calling from a doorway at dusk. Open a third, discover hands caked with flour. And another, find a Hostess cupcake. I couldn't make them cohere. Then, down near the feet: Open a door, there's a fire inside. Another, the fire still rages. Another, it's burning there, too. And the red dress suddenly seems as if it's in flames. And the flung water makes sense, and the mother calling, the floury hands, the cupcake bursting with sweetness—little comforts in a body on fire, starting at the feet.

How can you make a dream body so slim and beautiful and a body of horror in the same breath? Jamie did this without words. The air surrounding the body she'd made was parched with terrible heat and the sweetest longing. Soon after finishing, Jamie wandered aimlessly among us watching other bodies take on their own fantastic-accurate shapes. Without my noticing she unwound the looped wire of a paper clip and began to scratch her inner arm. David spotted this and signaled me with a nod of his head in her direction. I surprised Jamie when I snatched her weapon away and she in turn surprised me by fighting to grab it back. Within seconds we were wrestling in the day-room, and though she was almost as tall as I, I was fierce about my intention in a way that she wasn't. A nurse rushed at us with a needle, but I saw this coming and waved her away, assuring her I was in control of the situation. I was amazed when she walked away and Jamie went limp in my arms and, for the first and only time in our relationship, started to cry, her tears dissolving into great racking sobs. I sat on the floor and held her.

I didn't ask questions, nor did I interpret her representation of her body for her. I knew already that you could injure someone with the wrong words. And I didn't have the right words—I had only art materials and the solidity of my own bodily presence. After this day Jamie shadowed me, staying close by rather than finding a corner. I noticed this and others did, too, and we all felt it was a good sign.

Even then I had a reputation for reaching “unreachable” children. And now, almost twenty-five years later, I don't know how to explain this very well. There is a small psychological literature about how novice therapists sometimes successfully treat people who are unreachable. As inexperienced therapists they don't know not to try. This was certainly true of my early work. But the novice theory of clinical work doesn't tell me much about myself, because I've not changed very much with experience. If a child is suffering, in that quiet invisible way children really do suffer, I am drawn to find that child and make contact. Maybe I am going back to myself as a child, as an animal will seek its own kind snared in a trap. I simply won't be turned away. I watch for the smallest sign of communication and respond with a small sign, too, and then I wait for the next sign, hoping I can read it when it comes.

This was how it was with Jamie. She carried a story she could not relate as a narrative. Instead she cut her arms with a paper clip, with the tab from a soda can, with a shard of glass. The poet Audre Lorde tells us that “poetry is the way we give name to the nameless so that it can be thought.” Were the marks on Jamie's arms a kind of poetry of the nameless written on her body? She hurt herself in my presence to see, I think, if she mattered. Would I stop her, and in stopping her, help her know that she was alive?

Animal. I read the kids descriptions of fantastic animals from myths, fairy tales, legends, and passages of Carlos Castaneda. I explained how an animal could be a guide, not merely a pet. Jamie made a papier-mache dog-turtle. It was about four feet long and the front part stood three feet from the floor. She made the head of a dog with pointed ears that curved in at the tips, a long snout, and marble eyes made winsome by the scruffy eyebrows sprouting above them. She constructed a torso with two front legs and paws and covered all of it with paper shredded to look like fur. The rest turned into shell—the geometry of paper plates cut into rounded squares and covered with varnished tissue paper made an enamellike gloss as if this surface had been helped by fire. After shell overtook fur there was nothing; or rather the legs and tail were all tucked inside, so that the shell itself was braced in fine balance against the floor at the back end.

I could readily imagine her identification with the turtle and see the turtle in her. In a moment Jamie could retreat into a fortress or behind a continuous wall of silence. The kids imagined the turtle inside as soft; Jamie looked at them as if they were crazy. I felt she was right. What is soft about the power to retreat and make your absence felt? Here was an animal that desired the subterranean life and could enter it at any time. It was the dog that surprised me—the open face and inviting fur of it—not a dog barking at the entrance of a home, but a friendly dog. Almost, nearly wanting out of the shell altogether. And as Jamie stayed a little closer to me, I could imagine that, too—a little dog wanting something from me, in the air near me, its shell dragging behind like so much dead weight.

Inside the animals we nested our dreams. I had the kids write out their dreams, and if they could not remember any dreams, make up dreams as though they could remember them. I had them imagine dream landscapes, dream time (faster and slower and more jarring than ordinary time), dream journeys, and words spoken that made no sense but held a mysterious power just because they came from dreams. Jamie didn't tell us or read us her dreams, so I don't know what she wrote on the scrolls that she tucked inside her dog-turtle.

It was February and the hospital was still encased in snow. Jamie, who by now had grounds privileges, walked out into the expanse with me. We lay down in the cold and made snow angels and rose and dusted the snow from our coats, clearing each other's collars as much as we could. Walking back to the hospital with the lights winking in the distance from the brick buildings, as if from a Victorian prison, Jamie asked me something that stunned me. “You're never going to leave me, are you?”

It knocked the words out of me, this impossible question. I finally said, “Not now, I'm not.” But that was no answer at all to the enormity of this inquiry. My relationship with her became layered with the silence of things I couldn't say—“Yes, I'll leave in four more months, and then your old turtle self is going to be of no use to you at all, and your little dog self is going to hurt like hell.” And why could I not say this to her, or something like it? I couldn't imagine it as something to say first of all, and then more deeply, I abhorred the person who would have said such a thing even if she'd had the words.

Airplane. I would like to say that we designed them and cut the shapes from balsa ourselves, but I wasn't ready to have the kids handle X-Acto knives, and it wasn't likely I'd be allowed to do so anyway. I bought kits, all alike, of the Jetfire glider (an oxymoron to me, but the kids were thrilled). The kit consisted of the body of the plane, with a metal-tip nose and a wing piece bent to a wide angle that you slid carefully into the body. There were also pieces you punched out of very thin balsa—the rudder and canopy that made the tail. It should have taken all of a minute or so to put it together, but the kids took much longer, skipping the directions altogether and working it out by trial and error, and sometimes crushing the finer balsa tailpieces. I was glad I'd brought extras.

I was ready to set up paints and begin to shape the next phase of our art project, but the kids were having none of that. They wanted to fly the planes, indoors and out. These were teenagers, not little kids, but they'd never put together or flown such a plane. Growing up in poverty, most of them knew the chaos of moving somewhat unpredictably among family members, institutions, and the foster care system. They were uncertain of what might be expected in the next school and were more familiar with wanting than having the material things middle-class children took for granted. So we flew the planes. You could adjust the wings in relation to the front and back of the plane. We were instructed to “slide wing forward for loops and circles” and “slide wing back for long flights.” The long flights were very short, even inside in calm conditions. Outside in the wind, it hardly mattered how you adjusted the wings—the little planes looped about every which way. Jamie flew her plane as the others did, in repeated flights—expecting it to do far more than it could deliver.

The kids wouldn't give up on flight, so I went back to Martin's Variety Store on Euclid Avenue and bought another batch of planes for our art project. At thirty-five cents each this stretched but did not break my student budget. I also brought in a can of varnish and old magazines, as well as multiple copies of some of my favorite short stories and poems. I talked about the idea that the mind, like a plane, could take flights into the past and future, through the imagination. I knew already that writing was anathema to most of this group because their schooling had been so patchy that the logistics of writing were tiresome and unrewarding. As they set about varnishing the balsa, I cut up words (or phrases) and arranged them in new ways on the surface of the table, showing how they could use others'words to create their own messages. This experiment in “found poetry” predated the Magnetic Poetry refrigerator magnets that came along later. Once they got over the shock of “found poems” the kids were intrigued by the idea of making messages of their own from the words and phrases others had already written.

Jamie, still reluctant to talk, sifted through her pile of words endlessly, looking for what she was willing to let others know she wanted to say. When she was finished, days later than the others, I wrote down her words in my notebook. They were surprisingly few and very apt. Reading from one wingtip to the other and back: “Surgeon general's warning: A design secret has been kept by the Vikings far inland. Reader beware: You will have to jump back to the Ching poets in China. After dark during rush hour, moving traffic seen from above: lighted lines of spaghetti. Same picture: many stories. New York to New Haven railway timetable: Off-peak tickets are not valid for travel in shaded areas.”

Five messages, each divided by a colon. “Same picture: many stories” made me feel the futility of any easy interpretation. In print, as in speech, Jamie would not be pinned down. But it was, and it still is, hard not to hear these words as keys to Jamie's inner life. There is a warning, a secret, and a second warning. From an unusual angle appearances can change. Even an official document, like a timetable, may contain a warning about something that's not valid. I didn't speak with Jamie about these enigmatic messages. I didn't know what to say.

It was spring and we sat outside in a courtyard drinking cold grape sodas. Without touching and without her ever looking at me directly, Jamie sat in silence. I was at ease with these spells of silence and did not press her to speak. And then one morning without any preamble her story came tumbling out of her. Her stepfather beat her with a belt buckle that left welts and bruises all over her body. He touched her breasts and fondled her “all over” and raped her one night. She ran away the next day and after an exhausting two weeks on the road was raped again in Los Angeles in a park where she'd spent the night. When she stole some food and got “caught,” she was brought back to St. Louis and eventually to this hospital.

I sat and listened to her until her words ran out. I'd waited seven months for this story—and yet when Jamie told it, it was so short, so spare. Listening to her was like sitting under a sky huge with stars and hearing every one of them calling out with something to say. The sense of closeness and distance was enormous. Even as I was drawn to hear the details, to know the exact names for things, to feel the rhythm of her telling in electric recognition, I wanted to flee. Yet I'd made room for this story—all year inventing activities through which I hoped such stories could emerge.

I come back to my relationship with Jamie over and over again as I think about girls at adolescence making an urgent plea to speak. Some experiences make an imprint, a kind of signature on clinical work, and this was one of them for me. With Jamie I saw that letting children lead the process of therapeutic work was crucial. I trusted her knowledge more than anything I thought I knew about her and more than anything anyone told me about her. I saw that she knew how to test me, how and when to speak to me, what to say and what not to say. This trust in my patients to show me the way remains a hallmark of my work. That said, I did try to provide a structure for Jamie and the other kids. I began by making a space for words and images that could surprise them, opening up a new avenue for “speaking” things that might have otherwise remained unsaid. This penchant, to invite in the unexpected and listen to the unsaid, still characterizes my work.

For all of the “progress” that Jamie made in nine months, as I think back I realize that I also failed her in many ways. Although she moved from muteness to speaking, and from guarded expressions to telling me one part of her story, I never quite knew what to do with her words. In 1982 and 1983 we were at the very beginning of understanding that sexual abuse, far from rare, was a pervasive experience. People believed that it was going to be enough to remember abuse, to tell a story and have it witnessed. But it was clear to me even then that telling a story was not enough for Jamie to expel the terror from her body. Her terror remained.

I saw that what is so terrible about trauma is not abuse itself, no matter the brutality of treatment, but the way terror marks the body and then becomes invisible and inarticulate. This was the case even when someone could tell a story or reconstruct a memory. There was always something unsayable, too. In my early work with Jamie I saw that whatever was terrifyingly present in her body, yet unsayable, took a coded, symbolic form in her art, her speech, and her actions.

It has taken me many years to learn to decipher this coded poetry of the unsayable and find a way to translate it back to girls themselves.
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One day when I was cleaning up the art room, Jamie asked if I would do something with her. She wanted to play out her own funeral. I was frightened by this request, not knowing what it might mean to her. My part was seemingly simple. She took me to her room and asked me to make a funeral for her after she “died.” Then she turned out the lights and lay down on the floor, becoming completely still. My heart beat against my ribs watching her. I wondered if allowing this play, which seemed suddenly too real, was a huge mistake. I called her several times and she did not respond. Then, rather than behaving as though she had died, I began to pray aloud for her, keeping my voice calm and steady, as if she were terribly sick but still alive. I prayed that she would know how beautiful she was to me, that she would know she was loved, for her heart to flutter and beat and go on beating. There was a long silence after I stopped, and I sat on the cold floor noticing the cold and the stiffness in my legs for the first time. Jamie sat up and stated quite simply, “I guess I really am alive.” She paused, sniffing the air, and commented (on a more mundane level), “They're making pizza without us!” Any discussion of what had happened for Jamie was cut short as we joined the ward staff and adolescents, for they had indeed just finished making pizza.

Jamie appeared almost in a trance for several days after this. When she was late for our group art session two times running, I wondered what was going on and cornered her. She was embarrassed to tell me that she'd been washing out her sheets, having wet the bed. I asked Jamie when this started. It had first happened the morning after she played out her funeral with me. I wondered what the linkage might be. “I don't know,” Jamie mumbled. I asked if she had heard me call her name and she said, “No, but I did hear you praying. I was far away, but I could hear you praying.” Quiet, musing, she added, “I was relieved that she didn't just leave me there, dead.”

“She?” I asked.

“I said ‘you,’ “ she replied, looking confused.

“No, you said you were relieved that ‘she’ didn't leave you there, dead.”

“Oh, I meant ‘you,’ “ Jamie said, averting her eyes.

I might have taken this at face value, but because she looked away as if to avoid the question, I asked, “If you were relieved about someone else not leaving you dead, who would it be?”

She shook her head back and forth, as if to violently shake off what came to her, and paused. “I don't know. My mom.” She paused again, trying to choke off her tears. “She'd be better off without me around, you know; maybe if I'd died, she'd, you know, have some peace in the house with him.”

Jamie had been terrified that her stepfather would kill her. She knew this, and I knew it, too, and I assumed that playing out her funeral might put to rest this fear. But it didn't work that way. Another symptom emerged and I didn't know what to make of it. What had vanished from any conscious awareness was the unimaginable fear that her mother would be “relieved,” happily trading off Jamie's life for an imagined “peace” with her husband.

And then Jamie stopped wetting the bed. I didn't understand why. I asked her about this. “I don't know why. I just stopped.” I didn't see it at the time, but I now think that “relieved” found its proper place— in Jamie's speech, not in her body. The fear that her mother wanted her dead (real or imaginary or a mix of both) was no longer a fear that could haunt Jamie once it was spoken, and this particular fear moved out of her body. I realize only now, all these years later, that to be relieved also means to have emptied the bladder, and what could be a more unconscious way to do it than to wet the bed?

This was the bare beginning for me of seeing how trauma can become mixed up with something that is unthinkable, and therefore unsayable. Jamie's unthinkable fear took the following forms: first an unconscious thought that her mother might wish her dead (apparently triggered by her funeral play), then this unwanted thought turned into a physical symptom (wetting the bed), and finally, through a chance slip of the tongue with me (“she didn't just leave me there, dead”), the unthinkable came into words. A symptom and an idea she didn't want to speak about were joined, condensed. I didn't have any framework for understanding what happened between us, so these linkages seemed uncanny, something I could not grasp: Now you see it, now you don't.

My experience with Jamie raised questions I couldn't answer. Do unwanted thoughts mark the body and then become invisible and inarticulate? When this happens, does the body “speak” in symptoms, and are there other ways of “speaking”? I couldn't elaborate on these questions in my early work with Jamie. I didn't even hear the word “relieved” as both a physical symptom and a fear. But ten years later, with a little African-American girl I call Tasha, I could see and hear such connections much more readily, and I had an emerging sense of how to respond.

I met Tasha Carter in the autumn of 1992. By then I'd finished my doctoral degree, as well as a psychoanalytic internship working with children. Tasha came to my play-therapy office at Harvard, where I had just joined the faculty. Because I had a full-time academic salary I could treat several children for fees their families could afford. This was important to me because I knew that many families (like my own) simply would not be able to pay regular fees at all, or would have to use insurance policies that would allow only up to ten or twelve sessions—and I could not work that way. In my space at Harvard, which also functioned as a research room for interviewing children, I'd set up a little wooden table and child-sized wooden chairs. A bookshelf, stocked with art materials, a foldout dollhouse (and doll families of various races), clay, small plastic animals, and a row of stuffed animals and soft hand puppets, stood against one wall. I also had a desk tucked into one corner.

When I first met Tasha, she was seven years old, a small, lively girl with colorful cornrows of beads all through her hair. She was referred to me because she was anxious and withdrawn. She'd been upset in her classroom and had crawled into a cupboard and refused to come out. Tasha walked into the playroom and looked at me, as if to say, “Well, what now?” I explained to her that she could play as she wished for the next thirty minutes (the session time I found worked best with young children), and that she would come to see me every week. She took to this arrangement like a duck to water, making up conversations with the puppets, coloring and painting, sometimes involving me in her play and sometimes just playing in my presence. Her play was usually creative and rich. She didn't appear in the least withdrawn or anxious. Unself-conscious and uninterrupted, she liked to hum and sing as she played.

But one aspect of her behavior was quite rigid, even compulsive, and for a long time I did not see it as part of playing at all. She liked to tug on my telephone cord from time to time, and this annoyed me because I thought she could break it. No matter how many times I asked her not to do this, at least once during every session Tasha seemed to find a way to wander over to my desk and give a good pull on the telephone. I began to see this as significant but didn't know what it might mean.

Puzzled by her behavior, one day I brought in a toy telephone, hoping she might elaborate on this enigmatic part of her play. Tasha did play with the phone, making up wonderful conversations with God, among others she phoned. And, like in every other session, she pulled at my real phone. I asked her, “Don't you want to pull on my play phone, too?”

“No, this one,” she replied. It was one of those moments for me of feeling utterly stupid, unable to understand her.

“Why that one and not the play one?” I asked.

But Tasha did not answer me. Instead she posed her own question: “What would you do if I broke your phone?” She was not looking at me but kept on with her tugging.

I asked back, “What do you think would happen if you broke my real phone?” She stared at me.

“You'd whup me?” she said. I explained that I don't ever, ever hit children.

She wrinkled her brow. “How, how do you get bad things out of them?” she said.

I asked, “What are bad things that need to come out?”

She stood frozen and began to cough, then to choke and to gasp for breath. I knew that she struggled with asthma and asked her where her inhaler was. She pointed to the door and I got her mother to bring it in from the waiting area for her. I then sat with Tasha as she regained her breath.

Here it was, finally, clear evidence of her anxiety. I did not know what she was trying to tell me, but I recognized in her play a sequence that functioned in place of speech. Her play was a language that needed translation to be understood by Tasha herself. Just as an adult, coming to a place of difficulty, can break off speaking and respond physically to an association or a question from the therapist, a child's play can stop suddenly, too. But if you listen to a play sequence as though it were a language, as if actions and bodily responses, as well as spoken words, could be translated (from the Latin for “carried across”), then it's possible to raise questions about what is going on at such a stopping point. Tasha's play took the following sequence: tugging at the telephone, a fear of being hit, “bad things” that needed to “come out,” and a struggle for breath. How did these fragments connect? And what was so unsayable for Tasha that she began to choke when I inquired about the “bad things”?

The problem was that after this session Tasha stopped tugging at my phone and did not pick up the toy telephone. Instead she retreated to easier themes of playing, and her play was more subdued. I have seen other children retreat in this way, and I trusted Tasha would return to playing out whatever it was that was causing her trouble when she was able. I did not press her or push her; timing in this work is just about everything. I was curious to discover what I could in the meantime and I asked her mother about her telephone play, hoping for some clue, but her mother did not seem to understand any more than I did.

Several weeks later Tasha began to play out a second sequence that was connected to the first. Her older sister was pregnant and Tasha wanted to understand how babies were born. I asked her to show me what she was thinking. She made a picture of a baby coming out of the mother's mouth. “Is that where the baby comes out?” I asked. She shook her head no. “No?” I asked.

“That's where the baby gets in,” she clarified.

I said, “Show me how the baby gets in.”

She asked for my help in creating a large paper doll (about four feet long) “with two sides, a back and front.” I obliged, very curious. She then asked me to put tape all around the doll and make “a cut,” an opening, in the doll's mouth. I did so, quite carefully. We sometimes used cotton to make things in the playroom and she drew out a large wad of it and started to stuff it into the doll's mouth, at first carefully and then more roughly. She reached for the baby bottle I kept in the playroom, a toy she'd never used before, and began stuffing the doll's mouth with the cotton, using the nipple. As she did this, for the second time she began to cough and choke.

I connected her choking with the moment when this happened the first time and asked, “What is the bad thing that needs to come out of the dolly?” She removed the nipple and stopped stuffing the doll's mouth. “Is this the bad thing?” I asked, pointing to the nipple. She nodded and burst into tears. I felt a chill on my arms as I wondered if a bottle nipple could be used to symbolize a man's penis. “Did someone do this to you?” I asked. She choked. “Tasha? Can't you tell me?”

“Nobody will ever love you,” she cried, “and you will never have a baby.”

“If what?” I asked.

“If you tell,” she said.

When I spoke to her mother again, I learned what had happened to Tasha. Her mother had once lived with a man who had beaten Tasha with a telephone cord. Her mother did not know whether or not he had sexually abused Tasha, too, but suspected he had. I asked her why she didn't tell me this before. Her answer was realistic and bitter. “I'm sorry I didn't, but I thought maybe she could still be taken away from me, that you would tell someone and I'd lose my baby.”

“But you aren't living with this man any longer,” I offered, “so why would anyone want to take Tasha from you?”

She sighed deeply. “I don't know why white people do some things, and I guess I just didn't trust you.” She'd had plenty of real reasons for her mistrust as it turned out. But, importantly, after this meeting we joined together in piecing together Tasha's story.

Neither of us ever spoke directly with Tasha about our conversation, but soon after this Tasha insisted that her mother come into her sessions. Tasha then made up a new play that involved herself and her mother. She put bandages on her mother's belly, and bandages on her own belly, saying, “This will make you better.”

I asked, “Is that where the cord was cut?” In response she bent over, as if in pain, and bandaged up her own mouth.

Her mother then did something really wonderful. She took the tape from her daughter's mouth and said, “You can tell me. I am strong enough to hear you.” Tasha ran across the room and back to her mother and leapt up onto her lap, then slid off onto the floor and stayed by her feet. She climbed back onto her mother's lap and her mother held her close. Again she slid off onto the floor.

“Are you coming out of your mother and being born now?” I asked. Tasha climbed up again on her mother's lap and her mother let her fall between her legs to the floor. “Yes, that's right, that's how a baby comes out, but usually there's someone to catch her.” Remembering how Tasha bandaged bellies just a few minutes previously, I added, “And that someone also cuts the umbilical cord between the mama and the baby.”

“Unbitable?” Tasha asked, looking confused.

“It's the place the baby grew from—it's called the umbilical cord. Here, let's make our own.” I pulled out a length of yarn from the art supplies and gave one end to Tasha's mother to hold. Tasha held the other end in her fist. I attached the yarn to Tasha's belly with masking tape. She taped the other end of the skein to her mother's shirt. Then Tasha climbed up onto her mother's lap and slid off to the floor into my arms, yarn still intact. I welcomed her to the world and cut the yarn with a flourish of scissors. The session ended in a lot of giggling.

In this way Tasha found a way to make a new story in her body and in relation to her mother's body, a story of love and birth. In retrospect, I can see that I led the session too much, rather than waiting to see how Tasha herself would shape her fantasy. But something worked nevertheless. For several sessions Tasha insisted on her mother's presence, understanding that revising her story of trauma had to include her mother. Although Tasha and I continued to meet for nearly a year after this, it was clear to me that this play with her mother was central to all the subsequent playing we did together. Even before I came to this clarity, I trusted Tasha to show me and tell me fragments of her story. For my part, I attended to Tasha's unspoken pain in relation to the metaphors of her play and responded in the language of her play when I could not grasp the connections to a wider story. This way of listening, in conjunction with her mother coming into several sessions, allowed Tasha to connect the disjointed pieces of her trauma, creating a new ending, literally the birth of herself.

As I look back on this case, two things are striking to me: First of all, Tasha did not need to tell the story of her trauma (in its literal terms) in her play with her mother. When her mother said, “You can tell me. I am strong enough to hear you,” rather than telling what had happened to her, Tasha ran across the room and back to her mother and leapt up onto her lap, beginning a sequence of play about being born. Someone else might have redirected Tasha, but I have learned to trust what children choose to say and do as what is necessary. While I do not doubt for a moment that she was badly abused, Tasha needed to sort out her fears and rework some terrible ideas about birth in her therapy.

The second thing that is striking to me is how elegantly the unconscious selects particular words or actions to convey what cannot be known or said directly. Tasha's use of the telephone cord was elegant in this way. Telephone contains the sound of the word “tell,” and telling about her abuse for Tasha had been linked with “not being loved.” When her sister explained that it was through “love” that one could have a baby, “not being loved” for Tasha suddenly meant not ever having a baby. The telephone cord was an instrument of a terrifying punishment for Tasha, but it was also the cord of birth (and the seeming impossibility of birth). That cord, when cut, also signifies a crucial separation, the distinct boundaries of a child's body and her mother's. To put it another way, “telephone cord” was a phrase that carried condensed meanings.

First with Jamie, and then more clearly with Tasha, I gradually learned that trauma follows a different logic, a condensed psychological logic that is associative, layered, nonlinear, and highly metaphoric. Trauma is a letter written on the body in vanishing ink, a character of the alphabet that seems to stand alone as it emerges into view. As one letter collects other letters, a message emerges that demands to be read, to be known. I saw that this message quite often entwined the actuality of trauma with unconscious ideas and fantasies. Both the actuality of terror and the power of fantasy have effects on the body.

Working with this new understanding of trauma allowed me to help my young patients to tell me about terrible things that had happened, elaborate on those fantasy elements that had become entwined with terror, and revise a story of terror in the body through imaginative play.
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When Tasha was eight years old and I'd been seeing her for over a year, she enjoyed playing board games and drawing with me more than imaginative play. It surprised me then when she brought an old rag doll into her session. Tasha carried the doll in her backpack. She pulled it out by its head rather roughly and put it in a chair and then ignored it for several weeks. She insisted the doll stay in my office. I tried to initiate some conversation about the doll, asking its name, its life with her before coming here to stay with me, but Tasha said the doll had no name, and answered everything else in monosyllables, so I let it drop.

One day another child had been playing with the doll and had put it in a shoebox, covering it with a blanket. I did not have time to put it back in its usual place before Tasha's session, and when she came in, she saw right away that it had been moved. She snatched it none too gently from its bed and put it on the chair. “Somebody moved my doll,” she said in a huff. “I don't want her in that bed,” she added, “so why did you let somebody put her in there?”

I'd told Tasha at the beginning that having the doll in my office meant that some other children might play with her, but I did not remind her of this then. I said, “Why don't you want her to go to bed?”

Tasha looked at me. “What?” she said.

“What's so bad about her being in bed?”

Tasha said, “She might dream,” and went to get the oil pastels and paper from the bookshelf.

As she began to draw, I could see that she was quite upset. She drew a large box and put a kitten inside. She drew a bigger cat walking away from the box. The parallel with boxes was clear, so I asked, “You don't want her to dream about boxes?”

“I don't want to talk about her dreams,” Tasha stated.

In our next session the doll sat in her chair, but Tasha decided to put her back in the bed-box. “You can see how she's cold. Her mother doesn't feed her and she doesn't cover her up, and then she just goes off.”

“Her mother doesn't take care of her very well,” I said back.

“Yeah,” Tasha admitted, “and that's that.”

“That's that, but it's not all—she has bad dreams, doesn't she?”

Tasha walked around the playroom. “I don't want to talk about it,” she said again.

“If you talk about a dream, does it feel more real to you?” I asked.

She turned and looked at me. “Yeah, and I want to forget it.” She brought out the checkers and played without concentration and lost.

Two weeks later when Tasha came in, the doll was covered with a blanket. She ripped off the blanket. “Can't you see she's hot?” she said, very upset.

“I'm sorry I left that blanket on her. I didn't know she was feeling hot,” I said.

“You don't know nothing about what she feels,” Tasha said back.

I sat in silence, wondering what was happening. Who was Tasha addressing here? Me, yes, but she seemed to be talking to someone else, too. “She's afraid of having bad dreams, that much I remember,” I said.

“They go on and on and she can't get out of them,” Tasha said.

“What happens?” I asked.

“No, if I talk about it, it's gonna get worse.”

I paused. “Do you remember, Tasha, that there was a time when you thought if you told someone you were being beaten and abused, no one would love you?” Tasha shook her head no, looking away. I waited. “You don't remember?” I asked, very gently.

She looked up at me, her eyes angry at this reminder. “You didn't care when it was happening, and it went on and on and on.”

“I'm so sorry, lovey but I didn't know you when it was happening.”

“Anyway, you're not my mama, so you can't make me remember.”

“No, I'm not your mama, and you're right—I can't make you remember.”

And then Tasha was in tears. She took the doll from its bed-box and threw it on the floor. “You good-for-nothin’, you always wantin’ something. You are just a lot of trouble,” she shouted. And she sat down at the table, put her head in her arms, and sobbed.

I pulled my chair close and waited for her crying to subside. “You are afraid that you're nothing, and you want too much, and you're a lot of trouble.”

She turned her head, still resting on her arms. “Why won't the bad memories go away?” she asked me.

This was the beginning of a long period of revisiting her abuse, this time through her doll and the doll's dreams and memories. She tacked back and forth between resistance and speaking and I saw that it wasn't simply that she didn't want to speak or remember. Tasha wanted to speak and to avoid speaking (and remembering) simultaneously. I began to hear the “unsayable” as something that moves toward speech and away from speech at the same time.

If you follow this movement in play and speech, sooner or later you will hear a contradiction. In Tasha's case it emerged when she called her doll “Val” about five months into the sequence of playing with her. Tasha told me that she was named for Valentine's Day, a day “for loving,” she explained, and that the doll had been a gift to her. I was surprised to learn it was given by the man who had abused her, the man who threatened, “If you tell, no one will ever love you.” At the time I was seeing Tasha, I did not know how to work with this contradiction in her therapy, while still letting the child lead the way and set the pace. I wasn't even sure of what I was hearing—just that something contradicted the story of trauma played out thus far.

I decided to begin a research project with girls who had experienced sexual trauma in childhood, but who were also a little older than Tasha and might be able to think with me about some of my questions. I chose Ely-Brooks, a therapeutic school for girls with a very good reputation. Initially I wanted to understand how girls made sense of experiences of trauma through a guided, reflective process, hoping they could tell me more than my young patients could. But almost from the start I was in the presence of the unsayable again, and I began to hear unconscious contradictions.

The school was nestled in a residential suburban area. I parked on a street lined with trees alight with autumn colors, just beginning to bald at their crowns, looking a bit like men in early middle age. I went up the stairs into a white New England clapboard house, black shutters flanking the windows. Inside, the director, John Berkeley, welcomed me warmly. He gave me the grand tour, a rambling walk through the four dormitories (in old houses). It looked like a private school, albeit a little old, a little shabby. The girls were in classes, so my first glimpse of them was only in passing. I returned to John's office and told him about my project. I showed him my interview questions and explained that I wanted to meet with girls who wanted to be part of this research. I also said that I preferred to talk to girls who had established a good relationship with a therapist in the school, since I would not be here as a therapist. And, over the next several weeks, I arranged to meet some of the girls, ages ten to eighteen.

The first girl I interviewed was twelve-year-old Camile Williams.

Wearing a black jumper with spaghetti straps and a white T-shirt, Camile's hair falls around her light brown face in a neat oval. Bringing a Snickers candy bar to her interview, she gingerly unwraps it— taking care not to harm her long red nails. I ask her to tell me about herself and what she would like to do when she grows up.

Camile says, “Urn, I don't know. I don't think about the future.” She pauses, eating her candy. “What do you want to know?”

I want to make it clear that I am not “fishing” for something particular. “You can begin with anything you want to tell me about yourself.”

“Okay, I like talk shows and mystery novels, and I want to be in the CIA when I grow up.”

“That sounds pretty neat. What appeals to you about those things?”

“Urn, you could say I like to know what's going on. I like to know about secret stuff.” I have the sense that I am sitting with a girl who is full of secrets but wary about letting me in to know them with her. I am a stranger to her, after all, and a white woman.

I ask Camile what she can tell me about her past, and she sits perfectly still in her chair. After a long pause, she offers, “I lived with my cousin and my aunt for a while, and that was a good time.”

“What did you like about that time?”

“Urn, I was away from, well, urn, it was better there than… I had a lot of fun with my cousin.”

Here I have a choice to ask her more about having fun or leave the phrases (“I was away from;” “it was better there than”) and the comparisons she has not said, dangling. I hedge and say, “You liked being with your cousin.”

“Yeah.”

“Was she older or younger?”

“A year older than me.”

“When you say ‘it was better,’ can you tell me better than what?”

“I was going to school and stuff, and, and I had fun with my aunt and my cousin. We would go shopping together and do nice things.”

Camile evades my question, so I try again: “Can you tell me what your life was like before this?”

Camile sighs. “I don't want to talk about that,” she says, and looks down at her nails.

Once she has drawn a line around this silence, I am ready to reassure her, but also want her to know that I wish to understand her better. “Okay, you don't have to talk about anything you don't want to talk about with me, but I wonder if you can tell me what you do with things you can't say.”

“Huh?”

“The things I don't talk about do not disappear. I'm guessing that they don't vanish for you either.”

Camile sighs again. “I just wish that you could understand that someone could really know me without me having to remember stuff and talk about it.”

“That's hard, isn't it?” I say.

Camile shrugs, as if to signal that her feelings don't matter very much to her, then adds, “I can give you some stuff I wrote on the computer if you want to read it.”

After her interview Camile gave me two pages of typed notes, complete with misspellings. She begins, “When I was about 11 my uncle from jamaca came over to visit he used to touch me on my but and try to take me to his room, and if I didn't he said he would tell my Mom that I stole some mony from his room. I ran down the stairs but later he got at me when we were alone in the house.” It was striking to me that she was able to write about her abuse (although not in detail), when she could not speak about it. When we met again I thanked Camile for her written story and told her how brave I thought she was for writing it and giving it to me.

As I continued my conversations with Camile, the room filled with a thousand little silences and evasions, rather than a refusal to talk at all, as was the case with Jamie initially. Camile left a trail of crumbs, allowed sentences to dangle. Her hesitations and negations piled up and became a haunting sense of the unsayable in her life.

Listening for the unsayable directly required another shift in my thinking. I was used to thinking of silences as long pauses or refusals to speak about something particular. However, to hear the unsayable I had to consider words as revealing both a conscious narrative about experience and an unconscious one.

I began to hear in a new way. Every sentence we speak is continually surrounded by what is not said and may in fact be unsayable. Ironically you can only hear the unsayable through what is said. I then began to underline negations, evasions, erasures, and omissions in transcripts, making notes in the margins, listening for another melody within the spoken story.
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Iwas interviewing girls at the height of the controversy about the veracity of memories of sexual abuse. The media at the time cast the issue in black-and-white terms. One side argued that vulnerable young women in therapy were being convinced they'd been sexually abused when this had never happened, and were developing “false memories” with alarming frequency. A cry of outrage was the response from the other side: Sexual abuse was rarely, if ever, remembered inaccurately, and the vast majority of such memories were real.

While each of the forty-eight girls in my study had a documented record of sexual and physical abuse, the controversy in the media highlighted questions about memory. My question was not about which of the girls’ memories were “real” or verifiable, but about how remembering itself might be an expression of something unsayable.

I was surprised by how many things the girls could not recall about their lives, ordinary things like where they'd gone to school, where they'd lived. I invited each of the girls in my study to create a river map, marking major life events and changes, beginning with birth, along the bends of a river. (This is a time-line exercise that I learned with a theater group, Shakespeare & Company.) I'd hoped the river map would help the girls remember and organize a life story. I would never have discovered how much they could not remember, how many of the place markers had vanished, if I had not used this method.

Camile sifts through the colored pencils and sketches quickly a river enclosed by two wavering blue lines. She fills her river with purple waves and sets about making a time line of the events of her life, sometimes stopping to inquire about spelling. After she completes her river map, I move my chair next to hers so we can look at it together. With just a few words she's created a shorthand for anguish: “abused,” “brother died,” “left family.” I start near the bottom of her map. “Can you tell me about this time here [between ages six and ten] where you've marked ‘abused’?”

“I don't remember things that hurt me,” she says succinctly.

I back off, feeling I've been much too abrupt. “How about other memories during this time?”

But Camile continues as if she is still responding to my first question. “I remember there were bad feelings and not knowing where they came from. But I have no bad memories.”

“There were just bad feelings and no memories then,” I comment, and she says, “Mmm. I don't want to talk about it.”

“Is this very hard to do?” I ask. She nods.

But Camile hands me new material from her “autobiography.” “Do you want me to read this later or now?” I ask.

“You can read it now.”

I feel her eyes on me as I read: “My brother he came into my room and he was confuz. He was drunk. He thought I was his girlfriend. I scream at him to stopit and he stik a pillow on my mouth to shut me up.” The story goes no further. I know to tread gently and move slowly. “How old were you, Camile?”

“Eight or maybe seven.”

“And your brother, how old was he?”

“I'm not sure. He was a teenager.”

“Is this the brother who died?” I ask.

“No, that's another one.”

I hand her the pages and thank her for letting me read them. I'm surprised when she says, “You're supposed to make a copy, so you can put it in your book.”

“Are you sure, Camile?” I say, and she sits up tall and poised now.

“Yeah, I'm sure. I want others to know this. Because it is shocking to remember.”

“Shocking,” I practically whisper.

“Yeah, you think you are a nut because you don't know what to think. It comes to me in sudden surround sound, like at the movies, and I hate it.” She pauses. “And the reason I don't want to talk about it, is because, ‘cause then there's gonna be more of it. I just want to forget it.” She is silent.

I ask, just to be sure, “And you want me to use these pieces of your autobiography, to copy them and keep them?”

“Yeah.”

It is time for lunch and on this day I stay to have lunch with Camile and her friends.

When I meet with Camile again a couple of weeks later, we continue our conversation about memory. I ask what she forgets and remembers. She says, “I remember little bits from each year, I guess.”

“Even from the years when you were being hurt?” I ask.

She sighs. “I say to myself, ‘I don't want to remember,’ but I, I sometimes do remember little bits.”

“Can you tell me some bits you do remember?”

“Well, my mother was working and some guy ran me over, on the sidewalk. I was about two or three, I don't know exactly, and I had to go to the hospital. It was a bike, he ran me over with a bike. I remember laying on a table-type thing, but that's all.”

“How do you know about the rest of it?”

“My mother told me.”

I wonder about things in her life she remembers by herself, not a story she's been told. Camile looks off into space and begins a wistful memory of her own. “I went on a trip with my grandmother when I was three or four; we went to a hotel, and, oh yeah, when I was little I liked to sleep in her clothes. I remember sleeping in her sweatpants. I was like on a full-sized bed and I remember the sweatpants, and they were huge, like a big comforter. Like my whole body would fit in half of one leg.”

“That sounds like a lovely memory. Can you tell me how you remember something like this, how it comes to you?” I ask.

Camile says, “I don't know how I do it. I don't know if I go back, or just there is some stuff that sticks out.”

Catching her in a moment of wondering, I add my own thoughts. “I wonder why people remember certain things and not other things.”

But Camile asks me a question in return. “Why don't I remember so much?”

“What do you mean?” I ask.

She continues, “I don't know. I just think about some things and just try to realize what exactly did happen. And then I, I don't want to know, so I just stop thinking about it, and I forget about it.” Here Camile captures powerfully a process of resisting knowing that results in forgetting so effectively that even when she does “try to realize what exactly did happen,” she must ask herself, “Why don't I remember so much?”

As I listen to Camile, I begin to hear a back-and-forth movement in what she says. Responding to questions about her river map, Camile resists my question about a time in her life when she was being “abused” (her word), saying, “I have no bad memories.” And then she hands me a story that reveals abuse and wants me to keep it. At first I think I'm imagining the alternation of resistance and revelation, but I hear it repeatedly.

What strikes me over and over again is the counterpoint of resist- ing remembering with revealing terrible memories. When Camile says, “I don't want to talk about it,” the word “it” points toward an entire unspoken realm of memory and feeling. Rather than responding, “It's okay with me if you just forget everything,” I listen as if Camile simultaneously wants to flee into silence and to speak. She hands me her unfolding “autobiography” because to speak is to invoke terrible feelings. The pages she gives me fall between the contrasts in her language, into a place where speaking is possible. These stories are spare and stark, rather than detailed or evocative. They end before they have really begun.

In Camile's interviews I can hear how the unsayable sounds when a girl consciously resists remembering. Memories girls actively resist become unsayable—difficult to remember, to know, yet they are still registered on the body and revealed in speech.

What about when girls know little about what has happened and desperately need to know?

Fifteen-year-old Sarah Jo Thomas was such a girl. She was a friend of Camile's, and the second girl I interviewed in the school.

Looking down at her river map, Sarah Jo says, “The first seven years of my life I don't remember much.”

“Can you tell me what you do remember?”

She runs a hand through her short brown hair and shifts in her chair. “I remember bits and pieces. Like when I was little I remember crawling into bed with Grandma and Grandpa ‘cause I didn't want to sleep at my house. I don't know why. I don't remember why.”

“Soon after seven, like around eight, nine, do you remember those years?”

“I remember a little bit more of them, more details, but it is weird. I remember my eighth birthday, and my ninth, and not my tenth birthday. I don't seem to remember anything from those years, just people coming and going. Urn, I remember my twelfth birthday all right; that's when I got my period. I was living with my godfather, and he had been having sex with me for two months, and then I went into state custody.”

I feel the horror of this time for her and say simply, “What a terrible time for you, Sarah Jo.” She nods and leans over to retie a shoelace. “And when you think of your life as a whole, here on your river map, how do your memories fit together?”

“It's like, it's almost like I'm missing pieces, not all the pieces are there. There's something missing I should know about my life, but… it's almost like somebody's not telling me something, but I don't know what it is.”

Over time I saw that every one of the girls I spoke with experienced problems with remembering some things in the past, but few girls spoke about lost time in daily life. Sarah Jo was one of these girls: “I'll look at the clock and it says two thirty-five and I will think it is about three, we're just out of school, and it's really five, and what happened? It's just like, I don't know, I don't have any idea.” When speaking about her life, to make matters even more confusing for Sarah Jo, it was not possible for her to say definitively, “This is what actually happened to me.”

Although Sarah Jo remembered some experiences of abuse quite vividly, she did not know how to think about her dreams and the questions they raised. A year later, when she was sixteen, she told me about a confusing dream: “I remember dreams I used to have when I was living with my dad, and my dad would come in, and that's where the dream would stop. And the dream, it would pick up when he leaves, and it always left me crying. And it scares me because I don't know if one person, my godfather, abused me. I might not know about a lot of things. I mean, I just want to know what happened to me, just so that I don't have this big empty place where things happen and I don't know it. I remember my godfather hurting me, but not my dad, and now, I would have never thought that my dad could hurt me, sexually, you know. He used to beat me, but, you know, that's all. But now I have these dreams again.”

Sarah Jo was removed from her original family for physical abuse by her father, yet the possibility that her father may have “hurt me, sexually” is something “I would have never thought.” Talking with her family increases her confusion. Sarah Jo says, “I'm not getting any answers from anybody. I'm not getting any answers from my mom. She disagrees with me about people I've said have hurt me, but then some of these people are her relatives and friends. And my grandmother, she's my dad's mom, and she, you know, she tells me what she remembers, but nothing about him ever abusing, even hitting me….” Sarah Jo's voice trails off in confusion. She trusts and loves her grandmother, yet because her grandmother denies even the physical abuse, Sarah Jo cannot be sure her grandmother would tell her the truth about sexual abuse. Her dream clearly upsets Sarah Jo but leaves her in the dark about what actually happened.

Sarah Jo tells me a second dream, which I understand immediately as an elaboration of the first dream: “I have one set dream that just keeps coming back and coming back, and my godfather is the main part of it, I remember that. But, urn, it's just real weird. There's a baby, and I don't know who the baby is, urn, and it always happens that the baby keeps crying and crying. And I get hurt, and, urn, my grandmother just comes up to get the baby, but she doesn't notice that anything is really wrong. Urn, I'm older than I am now; I'm pretty old because I have an apartment by myself, with my, with the baby, I don't know whose baby it is. Maybe I had this baby with my father. The baby is screaming and everything. I had another version of this dream one time where my dad took the baby. I don't know where it is. I don't know where he took her. Maybe that was my godfather.”

Sarah Jo's dream captures the entwined confusion about who has hurt her sexually and what she imagines about her past and future in an intergenerational family drama. As she dreams of herself in the future, she asks questions about her past. “Maybe I had this baby with my father…. Maybe that was my godfather.” But she speaks of the baby (the next generation) in the present: “I don't know where it is. I don't know where he took her.” In the absence of clear knowledge about who has abused her, Sarah Jo imagines the present and future in this dream in relation to the baby she dreams about: “I have an apartment by myself, with my, with the baby, I don't know whose baby it is.”

I ask Sarah Jo what she thinks about her dream, and she tells me, “I've sat there and thought about it, and I don't know what it is about.” She pauses. “But I've always told myself I'm never gonna live alone, I just don't feel safe. I'm gonna live with a bunch of people. When I was in my last placement, I would get up and check the doors and windows and make sure they were closed and locked, and I wouldn't be able to go back to sleep. I don't know why he took the baby and everything, but the baby's not there.”

In this musing Sarah Jo imagines a future in which she will not be alone (in contrast with the dream of being alone with a baby) because she wishes to escape the fears and anxieties of the past. Her narrative of checking doors and locks in sleepless anxiety in the recent past flows seamlessly into searching for the baby again. Given Sarah Jo's confusion about what happened and the denials of abuse by her mother and grandmother, it is nearly impossible for her to know exactly what happened and imagine a future without the terror of the past. It is impossible to know from her dreams if her father sexually abused her, to feel in the dream what that would have been like. The first dream itself is blank here, yet it leaves her crying. Does the baby in her dream represent her infant self, or a child whose very life points to the actuality of incest?

Sarah Jo is pensive, quiet. I ask her what she is thinking about now. “I'm thinking about my conversations with him [godfather] about having a baby, and, you know, we were planning on having a kid and everything.”

“You were twelve?” I ask, a bit shocked.

“Yeah, and I didn't see that he was hurting me or anything…. I mean, he loved me. He took me in when my dad was beating the crap out of me. And I sometimes feel like this is gonna actually happen—

I'll have a baby with my godfather—because a lot of my dreams, they've actually come true.”

In the seeming normality of planning to have a baby with her godfather, I wonder if the baby is an imagined future Sarah Jo is mourning now because she has irretrievably been cut off from her godfather. I do not know, any more than she knows. Her past is alive within her and repeats itself in dreams, which she understands as predictive of her future.

Sarah Jo marks her improvement and freedom from fear in a poignant way. She tells me she gets up “ten to twelve times every night, because here I do feel a little bit safer, and so I don't keep getting up and checking, you know, every ten minutes. I'm just getting up to pee or get a drink or whatever, normal stuff.” But despite her wish to know what really happened and to live a life relatively free of fear, Sarah Jo repeats her trauma. In the absence of truths she can trust, Sarah Jo, who has already run away from Ely-Brooks multiple times, runs away and this time she is raped on the run.

She does not tell me this herself. I find it out from the person who is helping me set up my interviews, when Sarah Jo doesn't show up.

When I see her again, it is just days before she will be transferred to a locked hospital ward. She is wearing socks and explains that you have to give up your shoes if you try to run away. “Did you try to run again?” I ask.

She nods. “I really wanted to see my godfather” was her surprising answer.

“Why did you want to see him so much?” I ask.

“I wanted to get some answers. When he was tried, they wouldn't let me in at the trial.” (Her godfather had been tried when Sarah Jo was twelve.) “I had to testify to the grand jury and everything, and I begged to be able to talk to him.”

“Why does it feel so important to talk with him now?” I ask.

“I don't want to upset him or anything. I love him, and I just want to say to him, ‘You really hurt me,’ and I wanted to ask him, ‘Why?’ You know, why did he do this, and what was his motive. What did he want to get from it? And I'll never know. That is what is hardest now. I just sit here and think, ‘I'll never know, will I?’ He loved me and I'll never know why he hurt me.”

After Sarah Jo had run away many times, the staff at Ely-Brooks made a contract with her, a written promise that she would not run again. Yet despite her conscious intention, “I'm not gonna run again,” she was not able to stop herself.

In the face of fractured memories, her family's denials, and disturbing dreams, Sarah Jo's most pressing question was “What really happened to me?” She did not make up what she assumed must have happened. In fact, she never fully admitted what had happened, what was in the record, that her godfather raped her (she used an easier word, “hurt,” a word that could mean almost anything). If sexual abuse by a cruel man (her father) was hard for Sarah Jo to imagine, rape by a kind man, or a man who “loved” her, was unthinkable. “Rape” was the word Sarah Jo never used, and yet it was everywhere—in the enigmas of her dreams and in the records of her past. There was no possibility of sorting out fantasy from reality in memory. The world of her dreams, in other words the unconscious, bled into the world of the real, the actual.

Then she repeated the unsayable—a rape. She didn't choose to be raped. I don't think that for a moment. But in the logic of the unconscious she was seeking knowledge she desperately needed, and she discovered her missing knowledge with uncanny accuracy. Sarah Jo ran away and found an older man who was “kind” to her, who fed her, gave her money and a bed, who held her and let her cry, who treated her like the frightened child she was, and in his house, in his bed, raped her. In this way, I believe that Sarah Jo unconsciously repeated her trauma to fill in an unknown history “so that I don't have this big empty place where things happen and I don't know it.”

I was heartsick when I learned that Sarah Jo would go to a locked hospital ward. This arbitrary barrier to running would not help her to understand what was at stake for her in running. What could not be known and spoken had been staged in action.

I thought back to Jamie and her bed-wetting. I remembered Tasha pulling the telephone cord. For each of these girls, their symbolic actions represented something they wanted to say and could not say. Something unsayable had insisted on another expression.

It was becoming clearer and clearer to me that the unsayable could be “spoken” through unconscious reenactments—but at a terrible cost.
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Returning from an outing, I drive along the highway with a happy sense of tiredness in the company of three eleven-year-old girls. Carrie Boyd, sitting beside me in the front seat, draws a picture of her friend Jennifer Miles in a green bathing suit. Rachel Shreve, seeing the drawing, reaches over from the backseat, snatches Carrie's journal, and quickly scrawls “Jennifer, in her skimpy bathing suit.” Carrie, Rachel, and Jennifer all find this hilarious. The drawing triggers their laughter again and again. Later, when we are alone for a few minutes, Jennifer mentions buying a lime green bathing suit for the coming summer. “It comes up above my thighs, like this,” she says, pointing to her hip bones, “and down in the front, too. My mom wanted me to take it back and get another, ‘cause it's too ‘showy’ ”

“Is that her word or yours?” I ask.

“Hers,” Jennifer says, rolling her eyes.

“And you don't agree?” I ask.

“Oh no, I agree, but, like, there is nothing wrong with that—I picked it out to look showy. I don't know why my mom is so upset about it.”

“If you could guess, what would you guess?”

“She doesn't want me to get hurt, I'd guess,” Jennifer replies, looking down.

At eleven these girls create a world of ideas and wishes about their changing bodies in line with cultural images of beauty and sexuality. Underneath their excitement and laughter, as their bodies begin to change, they are aware of potential dangers, but they do not speak as though these are actual, real dangers. Here is the edge where conscious awareness begins to blur with not wanting to see, to know, or to feel the implications of knowing.

Blair swings herself up to a tree branch, then falters and falls. She, too, is at an edge of knowing and not knowing. At eleven, she is slender and gangly, the tallest girl in her class, and while she is quite popular, she says less than she knows. Blair, as well as her friends Carrie, Jennifer, and Rachel, belongs to a Theater, Writing, and Outing Club for Girls. This is a project designed to strengthen girls’ voices at a time in their lives when they commonly stop saying what they really want to say.

I was one of the adults associated with the project, along with Carol Gilligan and Normi Noel, a psychologist and a theater director, respectively. During this time, from 1989 to 1992, we met regularly with two groups of girls to consider questions about how girls move from childhood into adolescence, the gains and losses of this time in development.

On a rainy day in early summer we took Blair and her friends to the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston and invited the girls to be reporters and write about how women and girls appear in the museum. They had just finished the sixth grade.

Blair makes a list: “nude, focusing on private features, thoughtful, obedient, focusing on breasts, dead, deformed, big behind, sleeping, disturbed, at one with nature, peaceful, naked, as beautiful as an eagle, free, elegant, sad, queen like, sympathetic, beautiful, lovely, motherly, interested and obedient [crossed out], relaxed, has a lot of free time, simple, stern, set in her ways, unflinching, lost.”

To be sure, this world of women has a few positive characteristics, but it is not the world Blair wants to join. She tells me so, saying with pride that she is “a tomboy.” She gathers her long brown hair into a ponytail and adds, “I don't want to change,” as though she could stop time.

Blair writes in detail about one portrait in the museum: “In the painting ‘Reverend John Atwood and his Family’ his two oldest daughters have no expression. They're just staring straight ahead, but one of them looks like she's going to burst out laughing. His middle daughter looks as though she is just glancing up from her reading. His youngest daughter is just finishing up one paragraph in her book, to find a stopping place so she can glance up too, and his wife looks worn and tired. This painting is done by Darby, in 1845.”

Blair's description captures her view of a progression into womanhood. It begins with a sense of life interrupted by demands coming from the outside: the younger girls are “just finishing up,” “glancing up,” and the two older girls have “no expression,” yet one might “burst out laughing.” The only woman, the mother, is “worn and tired.” Less consciously Blair repeats “glance” twice—to glance is to look without fully looking, but it also means to take a blow. What is the blow Blair sees coming?

The following year, when Blair is twelve, we take the girls on an outing to Mount Sunapee in New Hampshire. Climbing the mountain, she leads a group of girls off the path. Wielding a long stick as her sword, she declares, “I'm Blair of Arc,” and takes off running through the woods, her long legs flying.

Later, in her journal, she writes about this experience: “In the spring of my sixteenth year I developed a great ambition: I wanted desperately to explore the deep seas, rolling fields and lush forests…. I wanted to see these things but most of all I wanted to be adventures [sic] and do all the things that most men did. I always dreamed of carrying a sharp sword in my belt and leaping over rocks to my awaiting enemy where I would draw my sword and join in battle.”

Projecting herself four years ahead in time, Blair answers the question “What does it mean to be a woman?” by making herself into a man. From her play on the mountain, we see that she also considers being a woman disguised as a man, someone strong, a fighter, someone who must be taken seriously.

But as Blair continues to write, she begins another story in a “small peaceful village,” where she is “interrupted by grandmother's shaky voice” and her “haughty grandfather” stomping in his “old war boots.” Neighbors are coming to visit and her grandmother sends women to “touch me up” a bit. Blair writes: “They never spoke a word except little phrases such as ‘now turn your head that way dear so am [sic] able to fasten up this side’… or ‘this might hurt, but my, your hair is tangled!’ For about an hour I was pushed and pulled and prodded like a small girl's doll.”

As Blair goes on with this scene, the women make her into someone she barely recognizes: “My thick raven black locks of hair were wound around my head into a tight black bun that was then fastened down with small golden hair pins and I was turned around to look into the gleaming mirror that smiled back at me. The tall one, so called ‘Marilda,’ filled a big blue basin with numbing cold water and then diped [sic] a starched cloth in, the whole time muttering to herself in an unknown language. The rough cloth was pressed onto my face and scrubbed every spec [sic] of so called ‘dirt’ off of me. By the time they were finished I didn't even feel like myself anymore. My grandmother came to escort me to the courtyard where…”

The story ends abruptly. Perhaps Blair did not have time to finish it, but it's striking to me that she left the last sentence dangling on the word “where.” Where is she going to go from here? What does it mean to become a woman? Even as she is “pushed and pulled and prodded,” the girl in the mirror “smiled back at me.” Who is this dop- pelgänger, this look-alike poser? At twelve Blair captures a feeling many girls experience—a sense of being erased, as if she isn't able to be herself anymore—and the solution, to create another self, a stand-in for the girl who has ceased to exist fully as herself, in her own body.

Nancy Mairs, in her memoir Remembering the Bone House (1989), tells us that the Anglo-Saxons knew the body as a dwelling place and named it banhus (bone house) and lichama (body home). Yet for many girls and young women (those with and without a history of sexual abuse) the body is not a “home,” cannot be fully and easily inhabited.

At twelve Blair can still shout and run up a hill full tilt. But she's also begun to turn in her shoulders to hide her small breasts and to tuck her head down a little, perhaps because she is conscious of being so tall. These may seem like small compromises, these little ways of fleeing womanhood and the body. Yet for Blair, as for each of us, knowing, speaking, and sexual desire are equally entwined in being fully alive in our first home, the body.

The question of what it means to be a woman, to inhabit a woman's body, is particularly fraught for girls who have been abused sexually. The girls I knew at Ely-Brooks School consciously grappled with how to be themselves and live in their bodies, a seeming conundrum.

When Sarah Jo was fifteen, just a few months before she ran away, she “came out” as a lesbian. She cut her hair short and wore loose clothing that reflected a trend to wear the baggy pants popular among teenagers. She decorated her shoes with MILK in blue Magic Marker, in reference to her hero Harvey Milk, the murdered gay activist she'd read about for a history project. Unlike other girls who had access to getting tattoos or body piercing from a professional, Sarah Jo wrote her fledgling new identity on her body in ballpoint pen tattoos. She created her own version of piercing, a line of holes along one ear, using a frozen potato and needle, by herself.

One day I saw that she was quiet and upset. As soon as we sat down in my little room, Sarah Jo began to tell me about trying to come out as a lesbian to her grandparents, the only relatives with whom she could live after she finished her treatment program.

“I have been lying to my grandmother, saying, like saying I had a boyfriend and everything,” Sarah Jo begins. “And last night I was thinking about it, the pros and cons of coming out to her, you know. And I know that my grandmother despises anybody who isn't heterosexual. And I also know that she loves me, and I love her.”

Sarah Jo pauses and her eyes fill as she hears her own words. “So, she called last night and I was like, ‘I'm doing just great,’ cheery little voice, like, you know, fine, fine. And I had been crying right before that, and it's just, I don't know how I am gonna tell her and I feel terrible not telling her.”

“What things do you worry about?”

“That she won't hear it the way I want, but then, she is pretty old; she has some set ideas. Maybe she will need some time with it. So I should tell her now, because it's almost two years before I will be leaving here, and she can get used to, she might want to think about it, get used to a new idea about me. But the worst of it is that I don't know how my grandmother's gonna react. If she doesn't want me, or my grandpa doesn't either, I've got no place to go.”

Sarah Jo consciously covers over her distress and tears by representing herself as “cheery… fine, fine.” As she considers coming out, she contrasts the love she feels from her grandmother with her perception that her grandmother “despises” homosexuals. Sarah Jo then imagines an alternative to being despised, creating a picture of her grandmother's subjective, inner life, “she might want to think about it, get used to a new idea about me.” In this way Sarah Jo gathers courage to tell her grandmother the truth. She also realizes that she doesn't really know “how my grandmother's gonna react,” and fears that she will have no home to return to if her grandmother and grandfather do not understand and accept her.

As she falters and struggles with her fears, Sarah Jo tells me she can't “be a liar” to someone she loves. I ask her why and she explains, “I don't know. I think it kind of drives me outside of myself and I start pretending and things get really weird.”

“I think I may know what you mean, but I'm not sure. Can you tell me what you mean about being driven out of yourself?”

“Yeah. After I talked to my grandmother and was all cheery, I went to my room and got out a nail I'd hidden away and cut myself with it, up and down my arms.”

“Because you felt driven out?”

“Yeah. I can't explain it. I wasn't trying to kill myself or punish myself, the things staff think you are doing. I felt so out of it, so completely not me, and I was just trying to get driven back into my own body.”

Sarah Jo, who has real problems keeping track of events in time and who cannot tell me her life story because there are so many gaps, knows intimately what it is like to feel “driven out” of her body. She realizes that lying to someone she loves means a separation from herself, a kind of dissociation of self from body. Her wish to be honest is bound up with staying in her body by staying true to herself. I have heard this before. It seems to be a pervasive struggle for girls during adolescence.

But there is another layer in her speech that Sarah Jo doesn't hear, and I don't hear until several weeks later when she tells me about the first time her godfather molested her. “He took me out for a drive and we were going to have a picnic. After we'd driven way out and far from everything, we found a place by a river and that's where it happened. I don't remember much except it hurt and I was bleeding. And then it was strange because I remember when I got home I went to his woodshed and I stepped on a nail and I didn't even feel it. It wouldn't come out and my godfather took it out for me and he was so gentle and kept saying ‘This must hurt.’ But I didn't feel anything. It was driven in me and I didn't know it, you know?”

“Driven out,” “driven in,” “bleeding,” “nail”—had I heard Sarah Jo use these exact words before? I went and looked at my transcripts to check.

Yes, I was right. But what did this mean, if anything? To hear these words and phrases and mark their significance required a shift in my thinking. It was not enough to hear girls consciously struggling to know what to say (and what not to say) and actively grappling with how to be in their bodies (or how to escape, at least temporarily). There was a place in her speech in which Sarah Jo did not hear herself.

I had just begun to read and study the work of Jacques Lacan, the French psychoanalyst, to explore how the unsayable appears in words, in language. Lacan wrote about two levels of speaking, one in which we know what we are saying (even when struggling with something difficult or contradictory) and another in which we have no idea of what we are saying. In this second level of speaking there are repeating words, phrases, and even sounds that function as magnets of unconscious meaning, condensing multiple scenes, times, and ideas. He called such markers in speech “signifiers.” I began, gradually, to hear them in unexpected ways.

Listen again to Sarah Jo talking about the first time her godfather molested her: “He took me out for a drive and we were going to have a picnic. After we'd driven way out and far from everything, we found a place by a river and that's where it happened. I don't remember much except it hurt and I was bleeding. And then it was strange because I remember when I got home I went to his woodshed and I stepped on a nail and I didn't even feel it. It wouldn't come out and my godfather took it out for me and he was so gentle and kept saying ‘This must hurt.’ But I didn't feel anything. It was driven in me and I didn't know it, you know?”

As I listened, I realized that to be “driven out” of her body and to “come out” were layered for Sarah Jo. She described the experience of dissociation (with her godfather) and what she did to prevent dissociation (after talking to her grandmother) using the same words and phrases. She also used these words when she described cutting herself with a “nail.” “I felt so out of it, so completely not me, and I was just trying to get driven back into my own body.”

These words and phrases have at least double meanings that fit two scenes.

As a result, intentional injury and accidental injury, and the nail that does the damage, resonate with each other and carry multiple meanings. By cutting herself, Sarah Jo can be the girl wounding and the girl wounded, the girl offering kindness and the girl using her body as an object, the girl dissociating and the girl escaping dissociation. Among these girls, which ones will Sarah Jo choose as she grows toward womanhood? Among these girls, which ones might shape Sarah Jo's life unwittingly but nevertheless profoundly?

During adolescence girls make both conscious and unconscious identifications as they answer the question: What does it mean to be a woman, to live in a woman's body? If we listen only for conscious knowledge, we will miss everything going on behind the scenes—the movement of props, making up of faces, changing of costumes, the whispered final instructions—in short the whole preparation for the play we see, in adolescence and beyond.
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Iwent to Ireland to continue and extend my interview study with sexually abused girls. In America I'd been talking to girls in a therapeutic school, a context in which they were encouraged to speak about their abuse. What emerged most clearly from these conversations, however, was the pervasiveness of the unsayable. I was struck not so much by silence or a fear of speaking, as by the way words both revealed and concealed unconscious connections. In Ireland, too, I would meet adolescent girls, like Sarah Jo, for whom words expressed something other than what they believed they were saying.

From September 1997 to August 1998 I took a sabbatical from Harvard and went to Ireland as a Fulbright Fellow. The house I lived in was in an old part of Dublin, an urban village called Stoneybatter, and I had an office in the psychology department at Trinity College in the city center. It was a forty-minute walk or quick bus trip, dependent on reading the sky for rain. Dublin is a medieval city with Viking foundations. In its backstreets and lanes time passes slowly. It's the capital city—teeming with pedestrians, faces of all races and places—and mad traffic. Turn a corner and time holds still; you are caught in the seventeenth century. Turn another corner and things are changing right under your nose. From our house on Murtagh Road I counted fourteen cranes remaking the cityscape immediately around us. Yet, even in the late 1990s, I would listen for horse hooves coming up the road in the early morning, the ragman making his rounds, or someone delivering coal. I had the same sense of living in time that could pleat abruptly into the distant past at Trinity. My office was located in a modern building, all concrete and glass, with squared shapes, yet when I stepped outside, there was cobblestone and vaulted stone arches. When I first climbed the steps to the senior common room (where you can have tea or sherry after lunch), I felt a little dizzy from the unevenness of the stone stairs, built when? Well, a few centuries ago.

During the 1990s I moved in and out of Ireland, visiting. I read the newspapers, listened to the radio and watched television, and met new colleagues. Although the Irish Association of Social Workers had identified a need for a study of child sexual abuse as early as 1983, sexual abuse was scarcely recognized at that time by the general public in Ireland. A sea change in awareness came as a result of the investigation of a priest, Father Brendan Smyth, who had sexually abused children for over three decades in Ireland. The handling of this case by the Catholic Church and the attorney general's office resulted in the fall of the coalition government in 1994. I was shocked to learn that a government could fold over the issue of child sexual abuse. Media reports of further cases of abuse in Ireland quickly followed. An unprecedented awareness and public outcry swept the country.

During the year of my sabbatical the McColgan case (in which four children in a family in County Mayo were brutally abused, both physically and sexually, for two decades) came into public discourse.

This case was covered in depth in the news, and the details of this story angered the public and made the protection of Irish children a key political issue.

It was in this context that I met fourteen-year-old Aoife Donahue. She lived outside the city in a sprawling estate (public housing project). I walked up a littered field at the edge of the estate after I'd parked the car. Aoife met me at the local newsagent's (also the purveyor of high-priced groceries, sweets, and cigarettes) and took me through a maze of streets to her home. Her mother greeted us in the hall, called out to her father to come down and say hello, made us hot tea, and set out a plate of biscuits (cookies) admonishing Aoife not to eat more than five. We took the tray into the sitting room, where I met one of Aoife's friends, a gangly boy with dark hair, and her little sister. With a “See ya later” to her friend and a “Get out” to her sister, we were alone.

Aoife brushed back her long blond hair, curling from the misty drizzle we'd just come through, and said immediately, “I don't remember anything at all about what happened when I was little, is that okay?” I told her it was fine—I wanted to talk with her exactly because she didn't remember what happened. She smiled and told me a little about the boy who had just left. “He's a friend, not a boyfriend. I don't have one, don't want one. Kevin's a brilliant friend. We walk to this old graveyard to talk, and if he buys a bag of crisps, he always brings me one, too.”

“How did you meet Kevin, at school?” I asked.

“No, we had a friend who died from drugs. She was thirteen and we met at her funeral. I'll take you to her grave later if you want; we can walk to it from here.”

I said I would like to see it. And later that day I did. The grave was new, so new it did not yet have a headstone, and it was covered by mementos collected by Aoife and her friends. A teddy bear (under plastic to protect it from rain) sat alongside a can of Coke, a package of Taytos, and a small stack of CDs. “That's what she loved doing here, so we think maybe, I know it sounds kinda daft, but maybe there's some way she can use them up in heaven,” Aoife explained.

I knew already (from the Irish Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children, where I recruited children into my study) that Aoife had been abused by a neighbor man when she was two to three years old. She had been medically examined at the time, and the perpetrator confessed to using objects to penetrate her both vaginally and rec-tally. Aoife had been in therapy briefly when she was three, but she did not recall any of this. During the year I interviewed her, she was fearful much of the time, slept poorly, and had a bleeding ulcer serious enough to warrant hospitalization.

In this first interview with Aoife, I begin with a question I've asked every child: “How far back in your life can you remember?”

Aoife asks me to repeat it. “I don't know. Me sister, she's the one to remember everything. I can't. I don't remember much.”

I rephrase the question: “What is your very first memory?”

There is a long pause, while Aoife considers this (about twenty seconds). Her voice drops. “I remember some things that happened last summer,” she says uncertainly.

“You don't remember much about your childhood, just the more recent past?” I ask.

“Yeah.” She looks away, blushing.

“What is that like for you?” I say more gently.

“It's funny, because me mates remember all sorts of things I don't.” As I continue to ask her questions about what she can remember, she can recall one or two events quite vividly, particularly an incident in which she was accidentally scalded by hot tea when she was only three.

Like Sarah Jo, Aoife remembers little of her life. But whereas Sarah Jo had gaps in her river map, when Aoife tries to make a map of her life, she can't write much down at all. She's embarrassed and says she'll get her mother to help her do it. As her mother prepares tea for us at our next meeting, she says, “Aoife remembers things only with a lot of reminding, only if we remind her of everything, even little daily things you'd think she'd know to do.”

When we settle again in the sitting room, I ask Aoife what it is like to be reminded of things. “I don't mind it at all. My friends think I'm daft with forgetting, but, you know, I don't mind my family telling me things.”

“Telling you things?”

“Yeah, like turn off the bath water, or, I don't know, close the window when it's raining, stuff like that, that I forget to do.”

On her river map, she's written in that she was “molisted” before she started school. I ask, “How did you find out that you had been abused as a little girl; was it through Margaret [her child support worker] or through your mother?”

“It was me mam.”

“What did you think when you heard this?”

Aoife pauses here. “I knew it was true; she wouldn't say something like that if it didn't happen.”

“What did your mother tell you?”

“She said I had to go to hospital, I was examined and all. I went to counseling then.”

“When you were three?”

“Yeah. She says I played with dolls, doing awful things to them, I did, because your man, your man, she said, he'd put lolly sticks and things in me private parts.” Aoife twists the rings on her finger.

I ask, “Do you remember any of that, or is it like a story someone tells you about yourself?”

“Yeah.”

“Which, a memory a bit, or completely like a story?”

“A story, but you know that it's true.”

“How do you know that?”

“Your man, he lives around here, he did live around here then, not now.”

Not sure that I understand, I say, “Can you explain to me what it's like for you to know, but not remember, you were hurt?”

Aoife traces the top of her teacup with one finger, thinking. “Sometimes I would like to sit down with your man and say, ‘Why did you do that to me?’ and sometimes I want to ask me mam everything she knows about it, but I also don't want to know.”

“Maybe when you are really ready to know, you will be able to ask her; what do you think?”

“Yeah, I think so. But then when I think, ‘Mam, what happened?’ I don't want to ask her at all. I'd love to sit down, but maybe she will give me only vague answers and I'll never know, or maybe something very bad happened and it is better not to know that it did.”

She picks up another Kimberley biscuit and nibbles its edges. I ask, “What would be ‘very bad’?

“That he touched me.”

It was hard for me to imagine how he had not “touched” her, so this answer surprised me. Her voice was very soft, and I knew we were on fragile ground. I asked, “Why is that so frightening to you?”

“‘Cause now, with boys my age, I don't want them to touch me. It makes me sick to think of it, it makes me sick to my stomach.” She pauses, then looks far off, as if she is trying to make sense of a very difficult puzzle. “It's funny, what I don't know. Me sister remembers everything. I hardly remember anything.”

In place of remembering, Aoife reacts as if she is in danger in the present— “I don't want [boys] to touch me.” She also develops a physical symptom in place of knowing—she feels “sick to my stomach.” During our first interview Aoife said that she could remember something that happened last summer. Now, on her river map, she's written, “traveler man,” so I ask her what happened.

During the previous summer, when she was thirteen, she went out with new friends and spent the entire night away from her family, who did not know where she was. During the night an older man made a pass at her, and Aoife was terrified. She explained her lingering fear. “After the man said stuff about ‘you're getting a fine figure, you're getting nice breasts,’ and that, I couldn't sleep ‘cause I kept seeing his face all around me whenever I fell asleep. You know, could he get at me?”

“So was it like being haunted by his face, and not wanting to go back to sleep into that?” I asked.

“Yeah, exactly.” She paused. “I'll tell you something else, too. Sometimes when I am upstairs, on the top of the stairs, I get an awful fright. Like someone is there, behind me. It's not a dream. I walk up the stairs, I'm fine. My heart starts going and I have to run down the stairs to get away from what's up there. Nobody outside my family knows that.”

“Why does no one else know?”

“‘Cause they would think it's for nothing; I've got no reason to be scared.”

Here is the unsayable, where words are spoken, yet fall into disconnection with what they point toward. Aoife does not connect her experience of spending a night out with placing herself in danger, or her inexplicable fears with her earlier abuse. She is ashamed of her fears and can't connect them with her experience: “I've got no reason to be scared.”

I was curious to know how girls like Aoife, who could remember so little, would think about memories, stories, and dreams—how they would read the world for hints about what might have happened.

I ask Aoife to tell me the difference between a story and a memory. She pauses and replies, “A story can be true, or it can be made up. A memory is always true.” I ask her if someone can remember something mistakenly. “No, I don't think so,” she says. I ask how a dream is different from a memory. “Oh, that is hard. Well, a dream can be real, about something that happened, and so is a memory.”

“Are they the same then?”

“No. When you wake up a dream goes away.”

“And a memory doesn't go away?”

“No,” says Aoife, “not even if you want it to.” I pause and sip my tea. Aoife spontaneously offers a new set of distinctions into our conversation: “Me mam and me can always tell when the other is not telling the truth.”

“How can you tell?”

“If I say something that isn't the whole story, urn, to get out of trouble, she will know it. And if she is telling me something that isn't everything, I will know it, too.”

“What might you know, for example?”

“When me mam was so upset about me being with the travelers [last summer when Aoife spent the whole night away with older adolescents], she kept saying, ‘You could get hurt, you could get really hurt,’ and I didn't know what she meant. I had a feeling she wasn't saying something, so I said, ‘Did you get hurt?’ She said she had, when she was just a little older than me, but then she wouldn't say what.”

“What do you think, Aoife?”

“I think some man probably hurt her very bad, very bad it was, if she can't say what.”

Aoife's memory in general has been affected by her early sexual abuse, though she can recall some events from early childhood vividly. At fourteen, she is ambivalent about wanting to know what happened to her: “Maybe something very bad happened and it is better not to know that it did.” This ambivalence makes it impossible for her to ask for further information from her mother. And while Aoife can tell me the story she has heard from her mother, this story is safely not part of her own memory.

Tracing the associative structure of Aoife's story, I can make connections that she does not see. Aoife tells the story of not remembering her abuse alongside her more pervasive problems with memory unwittingly. She reveals the story of abuse her mother knows, but this part of her narrative is replete with contrasts between wanting and not wanting to know what happened. The disconnection from really taking in that she has been badly abused is clearest when Aoife says she is afraid that her abuser “touched me.” She follows this comment with feeling “sick” at the thought of being “touched” by boys her age, and refers back to her puzzlement about her bad memory. Throughout four interviews with me, Aoife herself does not connect any of these associations, and they are left dangling, as though they are non sequiturs. If I were her therapist, I would work to help her make such connections, but I am not.

Despite this lack of coherence in her life, Aoife is an astute girl. She can consciously read and interpret silences or omissions in a story, and wonders what they mean. She implicates her mother's incomplete story with something painful: “Very bad it was, if she can't say what.” Like many shrewd teenagers, she reads stories as complete or incomplete, as whole or partial truths, and she considers the feelings and experiences of the teller in light of the incompleteness of a story.

Like Sarah Jo, Aoife unconsciously stages what she cannot know but must know. While she has no memory of her early abuse, she stays out all night with friends (young people she has not known for very long because they move around from site to site in Ireland). Aoife does not tell her mother where she is, even after she has been threatened by the older man and is quite frightened. Unconsciously she puts herself in a situation of danger and cannot extricate herself.

It seems to me that Aoife is also unconsciously identifying with her mother's unspoken history. When Aoife asks about her mother's experience of being hurt, her mother doesn't answer her. How will Aoife make sense of what it means to be a woman if her mother cannot speak with her daughter directly about this experience? I see not only the lay of the land—the fields around the estate, the little graveyard where Aoife's friend lies buried, where she meets Kevin to talk— but also the lay of what is happening psychologically. Will Aoife continue to stage the unsayable by putting herself in a dangerous situation, repeating her own unremembered past and her mother's past as well? If this seems an unlikely scenario, I assure you it is not. I've seen how trauma moves in this way, without anyone's conscious knowledge. The unconscious, with its own quirky associative logic, insists on knowing the truth, even if the truth is a shocking and costly retrospective that crosses generations.

From the time I began working with children, I was drawn to the unsaid and unsayable in their silences and spoken words, as well as in their play, art, dreams, and bodily responses. The longer I listened to girls, and especially girls who had experienced trauma, the more I realized I did not have a framework for understanding what I was hearing. I had a way of listening and responding to the unsayable. The relational psychotherapy framework (which guided my work at the time) didn't have much to say about the unconscious, however. In fact, the tendency among therapists was to focus on the patient's conscious narrative as a connection to the lived past.

Ten years ago I met a psychologist with many years of clinical experience, a man brimming with questions. I'd given a paper about listening for the unsayable at a psychological conference. He came up and introduced himself to me as Dr. Charlie Hersch. I remember that meeting because his face was so alive, and he said, “I don't know what you've done here exactly, but I keep thinking of a young woman I've not been able to help.” I didn't know how to reply, because I didn't know what I'd “done” either. About six weeks later he called me and asked if he could meet with me to consult on his case. I laughed and told him he was far more experienced than I, and that I didn't know what I could offer. He said he'd buy me lunch, and so, not knowing him or understanding his request, I met with him. He said, simply, that he had been listening for the “unsayable” and in doing this, his patient was changing, emerging from a terrible depression, but he had no idea how to proceed.

Charlie and I met regularly, and each time he told me a little more and I spoke about my own work and my questions. He wanted to understand if his patient had been abused. I didn't know, but in our mutual questioning (and our resistance to being the “experts”), something was dawning. We realized that to hear the unsayable and to respond to our patients crying out in such maddeningly indirect ways would mean, to a large extent, stepping outside the current paradigm of thinking about trauma. Many therapists we knew would attempt to help someone like Charlie's patient to access memories and tell stories about these memories, despite all the pitfalls of remembering sexual abuse. Ironically, these reconstructions do not respond to the logic of the unconscious. In order to hear the sound and sense of the unconscious, you have to stop listening to the conscious story, stop listening for memories per se (many of which can never be verified), and do something else. In the logic of the unconscious, words are not isomorphic with memory (or its inverse, false memory), but are placeholders for the unsayable. And the unsayable repeats in its own terms, in its own form of truth.

During this time Charlie kept asking, “Yes, but where is the unsayable? How does it transform? Where does it go?” We talked about negations, dreams, substitutions, unintended acts, and still the question “Where does the unsayable go?” remained. I was just beginning to read Lacan, and I didn't yet have the language to answer this pressing question.

Many lunches and conversations later I brought Charlie a book on Lacan and a new term—“signifiers.” I explained, with some excitement, that here was the theory I'd been waiting to find. “The unsayable speaks through signifiers, Charlie; that's where it goes!”

“Signifiers?” he said, both eyebrows raised, looking doubtful.

“Yeah, according to Lacan, signifiers are repeating sounds, words, and phrases that are embedded in the stream of speaking. I am just barely beginning to hear how this happens in a session, and it's amazing. Signifiers express what we can't say or know. They come through our dreams and elaborate what's been unsayable. That's how the unconscious reveals its truths.”

“Show me how this works,” he challenged. “Show me so that I can hear it.”

I couldn't show him then, not in any detailed, convincing way.

Now I see more clearly how signifiers appear in repeating sounds. These sounds (and words) begin to connect with one another and with life events, and they surprise us with a new logic. The unconscious creates a resonating chamber of sounds—and a logic in which all our memories are shaped by fantasies, in which the actual lies in the realm of the imaginary, and in which the real disturbs us so deeply we have no way to represent it. Yet what we say and stage and dream and repeat can be understood through this logic. Lacan's famous statement, “The unconscious is structured like a language,” provides a way to enter and respond to what up to now I've called “the unsayable.”

In the next section of this book, I tell the whole story of a single case. Over the period of a seven-year treatment, I learned to hear surprising sounds of the unconscious—and their connections to vital truths. It has taken so long to learn to listen in this way, and to find, at last, a response to the unsayable, spoken so urgently and with such ingenious disguise. Part Three of this book is my answer, Charlie.



Part Three
SURPRISING SOUNDS


Speech, functioning to the full, includes the discourse of the Other in the secret of its cipher.

—JACQUES LACAN
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Had I been able to anticipate the horror of her story, I might not have been so willing to begin. It was winter when I first met Ellen Wechsler. I remember her sitting in a chair, shaking a glass globe filled with water and artificial snow. She did not look at me or speak to me. She sat watching the snow come down on a tiny New England village. A small girl with dark curls and blue eyes, beautiful and remote, she tilts the globe, absorbed. Time sculpts new shapes under a relentless snow of hours, but years can pass and some things remain the same. Trauma is so much like tipping a globe and watching the snow descend on the same scene in the same way. Whatever is unresolved and unsayable repeats.

A few days earlier I'd met Ellen's parents in my office. Helen and Joseph. I liked them immediately. Her mother was a doctor, her father an artist. Their eyes were alight with pain and intelligence. Both were just graying at the temples—her mother's dark hair fading, her father's light hair brightening and thinning. The poise of introductions faltered within two minutes. They were distraught. Their eleven-year-old daughter had just told them that a neighbor boy had been doing horrible things to her for three years. Helen explained, “These were good friends of ours. Their son babysat Ellen when she was little, up until about two years ago.” She shook her head, eyes brimming.

Joseph continued where she faltered. I could see, as he spoke, that he was reining in a terrible anger. “We trusted Ed; he was like a son nearly. We all went to his Bar Mitzvah, and that must have been around the time he started… “Joseph stopped, as if he could gather himself by holding back the most terrible of thoughts. He took a long breath. “Only a few weeks ago we had a good-bye party—they were moving to Texas. Noah had a new job. We hated to see them go.” He rolled his fingers into a fist and unrolled them, this gentle, soft-spoken man.

Helen continued, “Ellen didn't tell us, I suppose, until she was sure Ed wasn't coming back here. It all happened when she was six to nine years old. Three years! I can't imagine what it was like for her not to tell us all that time, and two years after it ended—five years altogether. Why couldn't she tell us?” Helen closed her eyes, and tears ran down her face.

I waited, and when this question hung in the air, I said, “You know, children can be terrified of telling. They believe threats. They get mixed-up notions about what will happen.” I realized only years later that it was a mistake to respond to this question. I should have let it be; it was, crucially, Helen's question to answer.

Joseph sandwiched his wife's hands between his palms. She tried to smile, but the smile wouldn't stay.

“Can you say what happened?” I asked them.

Joseph said, “I don't think we know entirely. She told us he made her undress. He touched her. He made her play games and punished her when she lost, punished her sexually, we think. Ellen could hardly get the words out.”

Helen added, “That was only three nights ago, and now she absolutely will not answer any questions. And she refuses to see anyone, but we felt we had to find someone for her—right now. What should we do, drag her in here?”

Joseph asked the question Helen had forgotten in her urgency. “Do you have time; will you see her?”

I nodded. “I will see her, if your daughter wants to see me, even if it means that this first time, I must come to her, uninvited by her.”

I suggested that although it wasn't my usual practice, I would come to dinner at their house so that Ellen could consider seeing me, or not. Helen offered the coming Friday evening. I asked Helen and Joseph to tell Ellen I did not expect her to talk about what had happened.

On Friday night I walked up a cleared path to a large clapboard house in suburban Boston. A dog barked inside. Joseph met me with a firm hand on the collar of a big black Labrador. “He's harmless, a big softie; aren't you, Blake?” When he introduced me to Ellen, she was sitting on the sofa, tipping her globe, and wouldn't even look up at me. “Ellen,” he said sternly, “that's rude.”

She glanced at me and I smiled. “It's all right,” I said to Joseph. “She can just look me over tonight. That's why I came.” Ellen's baby brother, a galloping three-year-old, rushed in and grabbed his father's knees.

Ellen did not speak with me during dinner. But she peeked at me. I saw resemblances; she had her mother's dark hair, her father's blue eyes. Her brother, Max, claimed a space in the conversation, but Ellen made no such claim. And as I sat talking with her parents over coffee, she stayed downstairs, playing with her little brother. When Helen took him up for his bath, Ellen took out a checkerboard and sat playing both sides.

Two weeks later Ellen chose to see me and came to my office at Harvard. I remember that day clearly. Ellen was wearing blue jeans and a red sweater. She had a pair of hand-knitted red-and-white mittens she held and fiddled with. She did not say one word. She was a bit tall for my child-sized table and chairs, but she chose these rather than sit across from me in the two chairs arranged by a lamp in the corner.

I told her that I would try to listen. “You can do whatever you want with this time. You can talk or not talk, or play with the toys, or draw, or just sit with me if you like.” She put her mittens on her hands and took them off. She veiled her hands, and then revealed them, three times. I would not understand this gesture, or how her hands would find an answer to the problem of her trauma late in her adolescence, and yet here it was: the first gesture, her first form of language, this little bit of play with her hands.

Ellen glanced up at me and turned around to see what was behind her. She went to the third shelf of my bookcase and sorted through papers, crayons, pastels, paints, clay, ribbon, glue, scissors, and fabric. She brought paper and oil pastels to the table and drew a gray house with red windows. Ellen worked silently, her head bent over the paper. She tore it up. She drew another house, nearly identical, with yellow light in the windows. She tore this one up, too. She made a window, a face looking out, a red wall behind, and a little dog on the porch. She tore that one, too. And then, just as I said, “You've got just a few more minutes,” she shuffled through the wastebasket and carefully taped that last picture together. I said, “Whatever is happening in that house, it happens over and over. You want to get rid of it, but you have to go back and make it appear again.” She looked at me, a look of surprise. She left her picture on the table.

In this first session I did not ask Ellen to speak. In fact, I invited her to do exactly what she wanted. She didn't use words, but she wanted to “say” something. I didn't comment on her pictures as she was drawing, so we sat in silence. She was immersed in something I did not understand. But at the end of the session I wanted her to know what I was seeing. The houses Ellen drew in her first session were uncannily similar: a gray house with red windows; another, nearly identical house with yellow light in the windows. The close-up of a house: a window, a face looking out, a red wall behind. The only addition in the last painting was a black dog. She'd torn up each drawing and hastily taped the edges of the last one. I'd said, “Whatever is happening in that house, it happens over and over. You want to get rid of it, but you have to go back and make it appear again.” What was the “it” that I referred to? I didn't know, and neither did Ellen. Whatever it was, it couldn't be said in words, and the attempt to represent it in images required a process of making and remaking it appear, adding elements to a repeating image. I verbally underlined what I saw happening so that Ellen herself would notice what her hands had done. The intention was to stir things, to make an opening that would push the unsayable toward fuller expression.

Ellen came back the following week and sat in the little chair and seemed completely at a loss. I might have suggested something, but it's vital to let the child begin, to listen and look for what a child does when it's up to her to speak or not to speak, to play or not to play. So I waited. Ellen took her coat off and her mittens. She put them in a little heap on the floor. She stood in front of the bookcase and was so still for so long that I wondered if she was going to do anything at all. She bent and pulled out the game of checkers and set it up on the table. “Do you want to play with me?” she asked.

“Would you like me to?” She nodded.

She played without words and without a sense of play at all—a grim kind of silent play. I played and lost. She seemed to take no pleasure in winning. She said, “Do you have chess pieces, too?”

“Hmm, yes, in that box underneath the clay tools.”

She bent again and brought it out, this box of wooden chess pieces, hardly ever used, and set up both sides of the board correctly and with remarkable speed. Again, she said, “Do you want to play with me?”

“Do you want me to play with you?”

“Yeah, I do.”

Her opening move was what is known as “the Petroff.” It was clear to me that she knew chess even as she set up the board. I had not played in many years, but I knew the Petroff. It's a move beginners learn, but experienced players use it, too, because it gives Black a safe way of working for equal chances in an open game, while avoiding White's predictable, and sometimes strongest, lines of attack. Ellen had chosen a solid, safe beginning, one that opened up chances equally on both sides. Did she want me to have a chance to win? Ellen made safe, almost passive, moves and kept making little concessions to me. She played without pleasure, without speaking, and in the end the game was a draw. Had she set it up that way?

She played as though she was trying to draw, but why would she do this? A draw negates winning or losing. Drawing also refers back in a pun to what she'd shown me in the act of drawing in the last session.

She'd started to set up the board again, but I said, “For today, our time is up.” She looked startled at this and scooped up the pieces, returning them to their box and the box to its place. She bent to pick up her coat and hesitated a moment. As she was leaving me, Ellen turned at the door. “I don't want to talk to you about what happened,” she said, her voice unreadable. And then before I could reply, she was gone. In this way, Ellen evoked what had happened to her, even as she denied wanting to speak about it.

Ellen speaks and doesn't hear what she is saying. We all do this, of course. We speak and mean to say something, revealing something more, or something that falls far short of what we wanted to say. Ellen says twice, “Do you want to play with me?” This is a question about my desire, not hers. From the beginning she must make herself an object of my desire in order to address herself to me. But even as she speaks these first words, she repeats them, exactly. And for me this repetition is a giveaway that the unconscious is involved. We repeat what we can't bear. So I hear “Do you want to play with me?” as Ellen's best unconscious guess about my desire. Will I be her companion in playing is her conscious question. Will I make her an object and “play with her” sexually or manipulatively is her unconscious question. I put her question back to her, wanting her elaboration on it. I thought I'd hear her answer in the next session, but I don't have to wait that long.

The day before her daughter's appointment, Helen called to tell me that Ellen had been having terrible headaches and had stayed home from school for several days. She didn't know if Ellen could make her appointment with me. I said, “Encourage her to come.”

Whatever it was that was unsayable that Ellen evoked at the end of the last session, it seemed to be leaking out in a physical symptom. I knew the havoc that the unconscious could wreak on the body. Ellen complained to her mother about headaches. The boy who had molested her for several years was contained in this physical symptom and verbal signifier—Ed aches. His name was Ed.

This was only a tentative hypothesis in my mind, a question about how her body was speaking, just as the hysterics of the late nineteenth century spoke to Freud through physical symptoms. But I didn't know what her headaches expressed for Ellen.
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Ellen came back to me and, still in her coat, brought out the chess pieces. Rather than covering her hands, as she had in the first session, she kept her whole body covered, I noticed. Again, quickly, expertly, she set up the board for both of us. This time she played as if she wanted to win, getting control of the center of the board with major pieces, but having to share it with me, too. Then she seemed to lose concentration and made several mistakes. As I began to collect her pieces, she became listless.

She rested her head on her palms and leaned on the table. “My head hurts,” she said so quietly I was not sure she'd spoken.

I whispered slowly, “Ed”—pause—“hurts.” Ellen pulled her hands from her head and cupped them over her crotch. She flew off her chair, knocking over several chess pieces, and went out the door. I was stunned, and by the time I moved to stop her, she was gone. She ran down the stairs. Although her mother and I both ran after her, we were no match for an eleven-year-old.

Helen called Joseph, and then she and I searched the building and immediate streets. I spoke with the security guard and gave him my home phone number. Eventually Helen went home, distraught. Joseph called to let me know Ellen had come home on the T just after Helen arrived. I asked if he could arrange his schedule to bring Ellen back to me the next day, and he took the appointment I offered.

The next day Ellen sits again in silence. This time she does not set up the chessboard. After a few minutes of just sitting, she looks at me. “What happened?” she asks.

I say, “What do you remember?”

“We started a game and I got up and ran away. You said something that made me feel awful.”

“Awful?” I ask.

“Yeah, like something awful was going to happen, and my heart was pounding.” She looks up at me, and squints. “What did you say?” she asks.

“I said something you said first, but I said it in a way that connected things. Maybe I did it too suddenly,” I add.

She nods. “What did you say?”

“I took the ‘h’ sound off of ‘head’ in ‘head hurts,’ “ I say, so she can absorb it slowly.

She says, in a whisper, “Ed hurts?” Again her hands fly to her crotch.

I move near her. “Yes, because he did hurt you,” I say gently.

But these words, whispered and gentled, are terrible. Ellen jumps up from her chair but does not leave. As she hovers near the door, I speak with some firmness: “I want you to stay in this room, because staying is the only way to get through this now.” She looks at me and paces by the door. She licks her lips and looks out of the corners of her eyes. With her in this state of animal terror, I do not want her to leave. I say, “Where are you, Ellen? Talk to me.” She licks her lips again and slumps down to the floor at the door. “Talk to me,” I repeat.

“The door is locked,” she says. “I'm in a dark closet and the door's locked. He's going to come in and get me and I, I.” But here she bursts into tears and repeats, “The door is locked.”

“And I?” I say.

“I peed. My head hurts from trying not to pee, but I peed on myself,” she says, tears streaming down her face.

“Peed on yourself?” I say gently.

“Yeah, I mean no; he peed on me. He's done it already.”

“It?” I ask.

“Peeing, you know, in, in little gushes, spurts?” she says.

“Yes,” I say. She shivers. “Are you cold, Ellen?” I ask.

“Cold, yeah, I haven't got any clothes on.” She buries her head in her hands. “I don't know if he will do it again when he lets me out.”

“When he lets me out?” I ask.

She nods and again shifts her hands to her crotch. “Hurts,” she whispers.

“Does your vagina hurt?”

“Yeah,” she whispers, flushing.

I remember this repeating motion and say softly, “Like a headache?”

“Yeah, it throbs down there.” She sits very still, then rises slowly and turns the doorknob. I'm ready to spring, but Ellen doesn't leave. She just tries the knob and says, a little surprised, “It opens.”

“Yes,” I say, “my door opens.” She wipes her face and sits at the little table. Our time is up, but I get her a cup of cold water and sit with her.

She drinks from her little cup and blushes and says, “I peed on the way home yesterday, when I was almost in the door.” I wait, not knowing what this means. “Why?” she asks.

“I don't know, sweetie; that's something we'll find out together.” She looks at me and holds my gaze. “Would you like to come here two times next week, rather than once? I think it might help right now.” She nods and gives me the shadow of a smile.

When I go out to meet Helen, I say, “She's worked hard today. Do comforting things tonight. Whatever feels right to Ellen, okay?” Then I make two appointments.

After a session, it's my practice to take notes. I try not to schedule appointments too close to one another so that I have time to write for about twenty minutes following a session. I went back to my office and wrote, the only way at times that I can get clear about what happened.

What happened in these two sessions? Ellen played chess, a game whose importance I did not fully appreciate at the time. Something had happened in her first session with me that led to the emergence of a bodily response, a symptom, headaches. “Headaches” was a sig-nifier, a word that condensed meanings and pointed to unconscious connections that Ellen did not hear or understand. Her body was responding to something unbearable, which Lacan calls “the Real.” For Lacan, the Real isn't reality or actuality, but something that can't be said or represented in any way. Where does the Real go? Into the body, into a symptom, an expression of what cannot be said.

In the session before this one Ellen said “My head hurts” as she was starting to lose our chess game, and I said, “Ed hurts.” Then Ellen heard something of her trauma in her own words, and she flew from the room. It wasn't because the idea that Ed had hurt her was unbearable; she knew this very well. It was because without her knowing it, my door had turned into another door, a closet door, and she reen-acted a scene without knowing what it was she was staging. In other words, the particulars of present reality didn't matter to the unconscious; in fact, in the unconscious the sequence of time as we know it gets jumbled quite a bit.

Here I must explain that the unconscious isn't what lies under the surface of awareness, which can often be called into consciousness, interpreted, and then incorporated into some kind of narrative. Freud's unconscious is something else altogether. Expressed in associations, repetitions, failed or incomplete acts, forgetting, dreams, slips of the tongue, symptoms, and fantasies, the unconscious can be known only in retrospect. Freud's famous dictum “Where it was there shall I be” can also be understood as “Already there, you will be what you have already been.” Anticipation presupposes memory. This is Lacan's “future anticipatory,” the time sequence for experiences of unbearable anxiety. When Ellen ran away in the previous session, she was jolted back into the closet, but she did not know this consciously. In the next session Ellen experienced herself as if the past were taking place in an ongoing way in the present, and she was anticipating what would happen next (which was already past). My door became another door, and she experienced a younger child's perception that an ejaculation is pee. She wanted out of the closet, yet anticipating what would happen next, she also wanted to stay put. She reached this scene by association as she slumped by my door.

In this session, her third, Ellen enters the treatment by wanting to know something she does not know. First of all, she wants to know what I'd said before she ran away. At the end of the session she wants to know why she peed on herself on the way home. In the first instance, I told her it was her words I was hearing. In response to her second question, I tried to communicate to her that we would learn about her experience together. Lacan describes savoir as knowledge based on the experience, and in a psychoanalytic psychotherapy this knowledge comes from the unconscious. So it is crucial that Ellen is able to raise her own questions and wants to know what is going on.

In Lacanian work the therapist does not interpret the content of what is being said in the way most therapists do. Rather, she or he listens and responds to the patient's speech in the following ways: by underlining signifiers—repeating them so that the patient can hear them—and by intervening in such a way that the patient can make connections among signifiers, as well as between signifiers and symptoms.

I listen and respond to Ellen's unconscious only two times in this session. I underline her words, “Ed hurts,” in response to her ques- tion. And near the end of the session, when her hands move to her crotch and she whispers, “Hurts,” and I ask, “Like a headache?” Ellen begins to hear these phrases and makes the connection between what is happening in her body and what has already happened to her with Ed. I hear more than this but don't say anything. Some part of my hearing is hypothetical. I don't know enough to respond to her and don't want to close down a delicate process by imposing my thoughts on her.

For example, let's go back to “My head hurts.” I hear this phrase two ways: “Ed hurts” and “my Ed.” When I hear it the first way, it points toward a story of victimization; the second points toward ambivalence, if not love, for her abuser. This does not mean, let me hasten to add, that I think Ellen wanted to be abused or was to blame in any way. I do not think so. Yet as her therapist I must be able to hear what is expressed unconsciously from all angles, including the possibility that her relationship with Ed may be quite complex and conflicted. I say nothing. Ellen will show me where to go next. Yet if I ignore these possibilities, then I will listen to Ellen only as a victim, as someone so radically innocent that she has no unconscious life at all. This stance erases subjectivity, morality, choice, complexity, and the capacity to transform suffering into strength. Furthermore, if I do not accept that Ellen's unconscious is at work in her trauma, then I will certainly fail to hear the surprising sounds in her speech and bring them to her attention.
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Ellen came twice weekly now. I learned that Ed played cruel games with her that looked at first as if he were teaching her to play ordinary games of checkers and chess. I'd had no idea of this as Ellen played a game of checkers against herself the first time I met her, in her house, and as she played chess with me in the office. So often the first several sessions point toward the work of an entire treatment, but, of course, you don't know how at the start.

When Ellen lost to Ed, she told me (and this was often, given their age difference—seven years), she had to “do something Ed said to do.” The first time, she had to “take off all my clothes,” and Ellen remembered, to her horror now, “I just giggled. I was only six, and I wasn't embarrassed or anything. I didn't know what was going to happen.” She explained that Ed told her if she told her parents about this, “I won't get to see you ever again.” At the time, Ellen wanted to see Ed. He was fun. He threw her up in the air and caught her. He took her out, riding his shoulders, with his friends, even with his girlfriend. She felt, as many young children would feel in her shoes, “spe- cial” to him, this tall, gangly teenager who seemed to her “almost like a grown-up, but more fun.” The next time she lost the game to Ed, he had her undress and turn around, and touched her bottom. She ran from him, “laughing, like it really was a game.” Ellen remembered clearly the progression from “fun to not fun at all.” Repeating the same game, the same sequence, Ed ran after her, scooped her up as she ran, and spanked her. “He hit hard, and it hurt. He just hit a few times, but it hurt a lot and I had red marks there later. I cried, I was so surprised.” I asked if she knew something was wrong with this. “No, because later, he was fun again, as if nothing happened. I, I didn't know what to think. He said this was the best way to learn to play checkers, and then we'd play chess, and I'd be really, really good at it.” She paused and frowned. “It wasn't that I wanted to be good at those games, I just wanted to be good for him.” This seemed to puzzle her and I ended the session there, with this unresolved.

It did not come as a surprise to me that Ellen had wanted to please Ed, and that she'd wanted his company, his admiration. She was able to tell me this as a conscious, albeit anguished, memory. But I wondered about two things during this time. First of all, what was so missing in her experience at age six that she wanted Ed's affection and attention this much? And second, why didn't she tell her parents what was going on after she was spanked the first time?

Ellen came for her next session with glad news. She'd joined a swimming class and found that in the water, like nowhere else now, she felt “great.” I was relieved with this news, knowing how stirring up trauma can be terribly hard on the body. Ellen sat at the table and traced little circles with her index finger. “Can I just do something fun in here today?” she asked.

“Fun,” I said, and heard it echo with what was and then wasn't fun with Ed.

Ellen went on, “Yeah. And I don't want to go back there, you know?”

“You don't want to go back there,” I said.

She got up and found some Fimo clay on the bookshelves and brought it back to the table. She rolled it out and began to work it into little rounds, sticking a pencil through each round to make “beads for a necklace.” She looked up. “Can I keep it here when I'm finished?”

I said, “Yes, you can. I have a place where I keep your drawings, and we can put it there, if you like.”

Ellen worked with the clay, talking about her new swimming class. She shaped beads and made holes in them with a sharp pencil and carved designs in them with the point of the pencil. At the end of the session she said, “I keep having dreams. I can't get them out of my mind.”

“Maybe you can welcome them in,” I suggested.

She said, “No, I don't think so,” but she smiled as though something about my words pleased her or intrigued her.

I did not have to wait long. Helen called me the next day to tell me that she'd woken in the night to go check on Ellen, because Ellen was having nightmares. Ellen was “bunched up at the head of the bed, a pillow between her legs, rocking.” Helen paused. “She didn't seem to hear me when I spoke to her, and I couldn't tell if she was, urn, masturbating or what.” Helen sounded horrified. When she spoke next, she was poised again. “I thought you should know, because it took me a few minutes to wake her and get her to look at me. I've never seen her like that.” I wondered if I should meet with Helen and Joseph again. They would need to understand what was going on for Ellen so that they weren't too frightened themselves. But first I wanted Ellen to know that I would meet with her parents.

When Ellen comes again, she sits at the table and does not look at me. She sighs and says, “I'm getting worse.”

I reply, “What is worse right now?”

“What my mother told you, and worse than she knows, too,” Ellen says.

“Your mother told me she found you rocking yourself and you didn't seem to hear her.”

“Yeah,” Ellen says.

I wait. “What's worse than she knows?” I ask. Ellen says nothing, playing with a loose thread on the cuff of her sweater. “Ellen,” I say, “I've never explained this to you, so you wouldn't know, but when I meet with parents or take phone calls or talk with them to let them know what they can do, I don't ever tell parents what goes on in here. This is your place, your time, and it's confidential, unless I feel your life is in danger. And then it isn't. Unless you want to talk about your sessions with your parents, of course that's okay. Do you understand?”

Ellen looks at me. “I know that already, about confidential stuff. I just don't want my mom to be upset. She was really upset last night in my room.”

“And that worries you?” I ask.

“No, yeah, urn. I don't want to be the one making a lot of, making her life harder.” Ellen pauses and turns away from me, picking up the clay and clay tools, as if the subject is closed.

“A lot of?” I ask.

Ellen hesitates again, her hair falling to make a curtain between us. She says, “I don't want to hurt her.”

I offer, “Do you think that you can keep her from hurting?” Ellen is silent.

Why this protection of her mother? I am fumbling in the dark. I don't know whether to ask what she knows about her mother and go down that path or go back to her own distress. I ask, “Did you remember a dream?”

Ellen says, “I remember one dream.” She picks up my stuffed brown dog, a dog she's named Fred, and holds him in her lap. “In this dream I am in a house with too many rooms. I am trying to guard it or something, and I can't go everywhere. Someone is breaking it, I mean, breaking in.” She looks confused. “I go into a dark room and play with a little girl. She starts to make too much noise and I cover her with a big sheet that turns into a cushion.”

“Breaking it?” I ask.

“I meant ‘in,’ into the house.”

“What do you think of when you hear me say ‘breaking it’?”

“I broke one of my father's sculptures playing in the basement yesterday. What's that got to do with it?”

“I don't know, honey; it's just a way of listening to you, the dream and the way it connects to your waking life.”

“I thought he would punish me,” Ellen adds.

“He?”

“My dad wouldn't, but Ed would have.”

“Ed would have done what?” I ask.

Ellen squirms. “I don't know.”

“You really don't know?” I ask.

Ellen looks away. “When I was little and was running from him, urn, I ran by a table and hit it, and, urn, I upset a glass of Coke that was there and it broke.” She catches her breath and stops.

“It broke?” I ask.

“Yeah, and I was barefoot; I didn't have my clothes on or my shoes, and I cut my foot. And he, he took me into the bathroom and cleaned it out and bandaged it and he was… really sweet. I started to relax and think, ‘Oh, it's over now.’ “ Ellen stops, blushing, squirming.

“Oh over,” I say, repeating two similar sounds in her speech. She takes the clay and moves it into the other hand and slaps it. I say, “Did he do that to you?”

Ellen looks at her hands. “He spanked me, but this time, but he, but he… I can't say it.” She bursts into tears.

“But?” I whisper.

She looks at me, her face streaming. “What?” she asks.

I say it again. “But?”

“He put something, a finger or something, something slipped up into, you know, my hole.”

“Your vagina hole?”

“The butt hole,” she whispers.

“Your butt hole,” I say. She takes the clay and throws it on the table, then puts her head in her hands. “Did that slip into your butt hole make your head hurt?”

She nods. “And, and it made my hole hurt, too.”

“Throb?” I ask. She nods. “And now, does it hurt now, Ellen?”

She nods and adds, “Hurts up there.”

“Up there?” I ask.

“Please make it stop hurting, please,” she sobs, “make it stop.”

And before I can say anything, she curls up on the floor and takes the stuffed dog and pushes it like a pillow between her legs and rocks. I sit on the floor, waiting. She moves the dog around. It truly looks like masturbation. After a few minutes of this she is still and then begins to tremble. In just a few minutes she breathes evenly and takes the dog away. She puts her face in her hands. “I can't believe I'm here.”

“Ellen, what you were doing with that little dog is beyond what you can say to me.”

She keeps her face in her hands. “I have to.”

“Ellen, it's okay. If it feels like you have to rock like this now, or in your room at night, it's pretty scary, I know. But you will find words for it.”

She shakes her head and peeks at me. “I thought he'd stop the punishments, that I wasn't trying hard enough, I wasn't trying to learn chess or whatever he was teaching me. I was bad and stupid.”

“Whatever he was teaching me,” I repeat. She nods. I say, “Whatever overwhelmed you. He hurt you; he used you and made you feel things you had no place to go with.”

She nods and says, “And the worse thing is, I still feel those feelings.”

“Those feelings?” I ask.

“Like I'm gonna die,” she whispers.

“And now you do something—you rock, and it's out of control, and then you come back, from the edge of death.” Again, she nods.

I sit with her, ask her to feel her feet on the rug, her body on the chair, her hands on the table, to look around the room and at me, and tell me what happens next in her day. As she leaves me, she picks up Fred from the floor and puts him carefully back up on the shelf among the other toys.

Fred. I didn't hear it before this gesture. Ed in Fred, the dog she'd named. Head (ache) and (hurts). Checkers, chess, Ellen. Even her name contains the “short e” sound, twice. These phrases, words, and sounds that repeat in speech are potential signifiers. Right now they are what Lacan would call “floating signifiers.” They repeat and get staged in actions because their connections are not clear to Ellen.

Lacan showed us that a signifier points to something beyond, something that can't be said or represented. What is signified is always “slipping beneath the signifier.” Signifiers repeat and connect with one another and can be heard only retrospectively. Even as you construct and hear one signifier, another emerges, and the chain of signifiers always points toward a lack, something that can't be represented. Because they are embedded in ordinary words (and sounds in words—“oh,” “over”), signifiers are usually disguised. As I began to track similar sounds in Ellen's speech, I wondered about the underworld geography, the cavernous structure of sound the unconscious hears that resounds in speech, dreams, and actions. This chain of sounds, where will it lead us? I don't know, and Ellen doesn't know either.

I begin with the “Ed” sound connected with a physical symptom and a memory—head aches, head hurts. The first time I spoke this to Ellen, I was abrupt and she fled. She enacted or staged what she could not represent as she fled. According to Lacan, it is the analyst's desire to know that eventually constrains such staging and leads to the production of signifiers. My desire to know did lead to more signifiers. Ellen moved back and forth between signifiers and a partial or more constrained staging of what had happened. Ellen told me about being locked in the closet after she ran away and peed on herself. She rocked herself with the little dog Fred in my office after she had told me she had “upset” her mother.

Working retrospectively, I can hear the chain of signifiers that links this entire sequence. In telling her dream, Ellen slips. When she wants to say “breaking in,” she says “breaking it.” This leads to the memory of breaking her father's sculpture, anticipating punishment from Ed (not her father), and remembering another time when she accidentally broke a glass with Ed in pursuit of her. This time Ed was kind to her and bandaged her cut foot. And then when she did not expect it, he spanked her. Ellen says, “He spanked me, but this time, but he, but… I can't say it.” I pick up on the sound “but” and repeat it. She continues, “He put something, a finger or something, something slippery, up into, you know, my hole.” “Your vagina hole?” I ask. “The butt hole,” she whispers. “Your butt hole,” I clarify. Here is the chain of sounds: “oh,” “over,” “hole,” “but,” “butt.” After Ellen flips the clay over and throws it on the table (a small staging), she puts her head in her hands. I connect these two gestures with the words “head hurt” and “butt hole.” I ask, “Did that break into your butt hole make your head hurt?” She nods. “And, and it made my hole hurt, too.” “And now, does it hurt now, Ellen?” She nods and adds, “Hurts up there.” We have a chain of words that ends here: “head (Ed) hurt,” “oh, over,” “hole hurt,” “hurts up there.” This chain also refers back to “upset.” “Upset” is a signifier, too—it refers back to her mother's upset and also to upsetting the glass of Coke.

“Up there?” I ask. But Ellen can go no further. She is desperate to have me (not as me, but as an imaginary other who can work magic) do something. “Please make it stop hurting, please,” she sobs, “make it stop.” Before I can say anything, she curls up on the floor and takes the stuffed dog and pushes it like a pillow between her legs and rocks, enacting what she cannot represent in words. Fred (Ed) rocking, pain and sexual overstimulation and fear of death—and Ellen's deep shame about these feelings still at work in her body.

When we experience something that takes us beyond the here and now of reality, something that pushes us beyond the limits of what keeps the organism in balance, this is what Lacan calls jouis-sance. Jouissance is not pleasure, or within what Freud called “the limits of pleasure,” but rather an excess that takes us into a state of being out of control, where the next limit for the organism is felt to be death. Immediately I realize that for Ellen this jouissance and her rocking is connected to Ed, and that she needs to move through a whole sequence of being out of control and then becoming calm, in counterpoint to the sounds in her speech and the terrifying sensations in her body.

I notice now the directions I did not take in this pivotal session. Ellen spoke about her mother's distress and began to talk about her mother's life. I didn't know where this might have taken us, but this was Ellen's therapy, not her mother's. Intuitively I felt I must know what was happening for Ellen at an unconscious level. So I chose not to focus on her mother but to ask about a dream. As soon as Ellen introduced her dream, she picked up Fred, and a whole chain of sig-nifiers emerged until she couldn't go any further, and then she enacted what was beyond words and beyond her control. If I had stayed with her conscious concern about her mother's upset, we would not have gotten to any of this material.

At this time I notice, too, that maybe I avoided further talk about her mother. Why had her mother sounded so horrified on the phone? I hadn't expected that of her and was disappointed by it. I didn't want Helen to feel this way or to express it to me. I didn't know why, but I did know that my own reaction was worth noting.

After this session I met with Ellen's parents. It was the first time I saw them as a couple since I'd begun treating their daughter. They wanted to know how she was doing in her therapy, and what was going on that she seemed, if anything, “much worse.” I explained that I could not talk about Ellen's sessions; these were confidential, and for the process to work they had to remain confidential. I clarified that I could talk with them about their questions. Helen said, “She wasn't responding to me; it was as if I wasn't there.” I nodded. “Is she going crazy?” she asked.

“No,” I said. “Children who have been abused get into states in which they are not fully aware of what is happening—it's a response to the trauma.” Helen shook her head. Joseph held her hands, as if to guard her from something terrible. I marked this moment with unease but could not explain my feeling. It's not so unusual for parents to feel uncomfortable about their child masturbating, especially in connection with sexual abuse, yet I couldn't explain what I was seeing and hearing. I did not understand at this time that the second question Helen posed to me—“Is she going crazy?”—was also hers to answer.

It was not so much a question about Ellen as a question about someone else. But that is another part of this story that does not become clear until Ellen is sixteen years old.
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Late winter's slush and rain finally broke into a brief New England spring, and then it was summer. Ellen came in shorts and sneakers, her skin smooth and tan, her hairline showing fine grains of sand. In this season of leaf canopies, crickets, summer camp, sand castles, and ice cream, in what should have been a season of joy, she was wrenched apart by a story so huge, it was a nightmare to tell it to me. During this time I simply let her speak (rather than inquiring about dreams, underlining signifiers in her speech), since her story needed telling. It was as if our early work cleared a way for this story. And nothing got in the way of her speaking for a long time.

Ed had invaded her in every conceivable way. He'd not only continued to spank her regularly, he inserted his big adolescent fingers and other objects into her vagina and rectum. As I write these lines, it may seem as though it was simple for Ellen to tell me these details. It was not. She shivered when she spoke, she felt dizzy, and yet she went on. All summer long, twice a week, Ellen came to my little office bravely. Her abuse had gone on for several years. Ellen had tried desperately to learn what she could do to avoid this treatment, or at least endure it, anything and everything except telling her parents.

She never ceased to believe in Ed's benevolence, in some limit of pain that he could inflict on her, and in the justice in his acts. At first she buoyed up this belief by learning to play checkers and chess. And then she tried to please Ed in other ways. She was always polite, always ready to smile, to be kind to him, hoping he would stop and become the boy she had known.

When Ed threatened to kill her beloved dog, Blake, if she told, Ellen still could not see Ed as harmful and instead started to believe that Blake was the problem.

At six and seven and eight years old, Ellen could depend on this distortion to reduce her fear and pain only to a point. Ellen did what so many children do—she fled internally, vacating her body, watching from above, but she could never flee very far. Part of what Ed demanded was that she feel terror in her body without appearing terrified. He could permit crying, but not screaming or leaving the scene entirely. Once, when Ellen fainted, he taught her “how to endure” by prolonging increasing pain and terror for several hours. His was a torment without exit, and Ellen learned that the most dangerous thing she could do was to incite any flicker of guilt in him. And so she reversed things; he was innocent, and she was the guilty party.

Ellen constructed Ed, invented him from the materials of her experience, as someone he was not. We all do this. We invent the people we love, or love and then hate, rather than really knowing them. And they invent us, too—out of images and ideas we know nothing about. Lacan calls this creation of a dual relationship in which each person misidentifies the other “the Imaginary.” Ellen's imaginary Ed was benevolent and innocent, even when inflicting great pain. Ellen had to distort what was happening to believe this. In order to know what to say to him, Ellen had to imagine Ed as some- one she could address. We each create the person we address as someone who might receive us—so that we know what to say. To do this with Ed, Ellen had to reinvent herself as the object of his desire. She learned what Ed required her to be for him: a girl who suffered but could endure, a girl who cried and still believed in his goodness, a girl who was guilty in his place, a girl who was loyal to him and would not tell.

And then, suddenly, at the beginning of the fourth grade, just after she'd turned nine, Ellen told me, she found a way out. Her friend Abby had an older sister who watched her younger sister and her sister's friends (frequent visitors) when their parents were out. Ellen asked her parents to hire this young woman, explaining that she was really too old to have a “babysitter,” but it would be okay to hang out with Abby and her older sister. Besides, she argued, it would be better to leave her baby brother (Max was then nine months old) with a girl—because girls were better with babies. The day Ellen told me this part of her story, she seemed incredulous of it herself.

She looks up from the clay pot she is making and says, “It was so easy, I can't believe it. I told them [her parents] about Sam [Samantha, the older sister], and they just stopped hiring Ed. I'd see him sometimes in a car or with his friends on the street, and he'd wave to me or say something nice to me or my parents, as if, well, it was like nothing ever happened.” Ellen rests her chin in her hands and blows out a little puff of air. Her arms are covered with goose bumps. She shivers.

“When you saw him, what did you see in him?” I ask.

“What do you mean?” she says.

“Did you remember that he'd hurt you?” I ask.

Ellen looks out into a distance far beyond this little room. “No, I wanted to forget everything. At first I was shocked that he could be so kind, all the time. But I never forgot, I guess. I'd like, kind of like freeze whenever I saw him. I could talk and act like everything was okay, but my stomach was this frozen stone. I'd try to act friendly so he would know I wasn't going to tell. I must have been afraid, but I didn't feel afraid.”

“But I didn't feel,” I whisper back to her.

She shakes her head and squirms. “Yeah. I didn't feel very much of anything.” She pauses.

“But?” I ask.

“But what?” she says. I look at her, and she says, “It's nothing. I don't want to think about that now.”

“Nothing?” I ask, in disbelief. Exasperated with me, she turns back to her clay and to her silence.

The minutes pass. “After a while, I know this sounds crazy, but I heard these big crows. They'd come in my backyard. Or they'd fly up out of a tree, and they'd kind of warn me when he was going to show up.”

“They had something to crow about?” I ask.

Ellen laughs. “Yeah. They knew.”

“What did they know?”

“You know, that nothing was something.”

Big crows. They'd come in my back. Fly up. He was going to show up.

And so her torment goes on, even when Ellen believes that it has stopped because she has finally told her story. Her suffering is not over—because telling the story of trauma isn't enough. It is necessary, but seldom enough.

Toward the end of the summer Ellen went away to camp for two weeks, the first time she'd been away from her family for this long. She returned to therapy a month later, after a family vacation, having turned twelve and at the start of seventh grade.

Ellen came back to me with something new. She'd made a good friend at camp, a “best friend.” Katie lived in New Hampshire, but the girls got together to visit a week after camp ended. Like many twelve-year-old girls, for the first time Ellen was more preoccupied with the intimacy of this friendship with a girl her age than with anything else. This friendship took center stage in our sessions.

Ellen sits in a small chair, opening a box of soft pastels to draw. “She is like nobody I've ever met in my life,” she says with excitement.

“Nobody?” I ask.

“Nobody. First of all, she's small, like me, and that's nice. She can dance; she can dance really, really well. And yet she doesn't care about flirting and stuff, not at all. She'd much rather do the stuff I like to do. Swim, climb a tree, talk. I can talk to her, but sometimes, you know, we don't have to talk.

“Sometimes you don't have to?”

“Yeah. I can just look at her and know what she is feeling. One time, at camp, this other girl said something nasty to her, and I wasn't there, but I just looked at her face at lunch, and I knew she was hurt, without her saying anything to me. And she knew I knew.”

“Why didn't she say something to you?”

Ellen wipes her chalky hands on her pants and picks up a new color. “‘Cause the other girl was sitting right there!” I nod. “Katie likes to talk, though. She likes to sit up late and just talk about everything that comes into her head, you know?”

I smile. “Everything that comes into her head, hmm?”

“Yeah.”

“Do you tell her what comes into your head, too?”

“Yeah. Well, no, not completely. Some things, I can't say, because I don't want to spoil everything.”

“Everything would be spoiled?”

Ellen purses her lips. “No. I don't want to think about that. I want to have one really good friend.”

“A good friend that you hold things back from”—I pause— “because everything would be spoiled?”

“No, I don't mean it like that. I mean, I don't know, just I want to have… can't I just not talk about some things?” I wait. This is her question to herself, not my question to answer. Ellen scribbles over her drawing and stops. She looks frozen for a moment, a little dazed, and then the moment passes. She sighs. “I want to have friends now. I want to put the past behind me.”

This is the tenor of our conversations. She comes in bubbly with good news about Katie or some other girl at school, but her words run out or turn us toward a darker side of friendship that we never seem to get back to talking about. Ellen is simultaneously more alive and full of chatter and more brittle and unwilling to explore what comes into her mind, not just with friends, but with me.

There's a turn girls sometimes take (right at the edge of adolescence) toward a particular way of talking, moving, and engaging with other girls. It's a seductive, powerful, almost magical—because unspoken—mutual understanding of what's expected, and it bonds girls together. Yet I have the sense that the bubbling chatter and new gestures (pushing her fingers through her hair, widening her eyes, talking in accents) are an imitation for Ellen, as if she can't quite get the act down pat, perhaps because it's broken by moments of immobility. But maybe that's the point—it's an act, an imitation for everyone, this censorship in the guise of closeness that feels like friendship, like trust, and that must be made believable.

During this time, from about late May to early November, Ellen leads me into her memories and conscious story of suffering during the years Ed was her babysitter, and then into an unfolding story about the intensity of new friendships.

In her memories of childhood she seems entirely unaware of a process of creating Ed as an invention of her own. But such an invention requires distortion and censorship, in addition to the layer of silence imposed by Ed's threat to harm Blake. Ellen is aware of these layers of silence—because she brings them to me through her narrative—but her awareness is tacit, not explicit. Her silence in relation to her parents barely enters the narrative at all. Clearly Ed worries that she will tell, but Ellen never opens the possibility of actually telling in the story she brings me.

Then she heads off to summer camp, leaving her family for the first time and involving herself in the intricate world of girls’ friendships. She comes back to me with an intensity and excitement I've not heard in her earlier. What she enjoys so much about her new friend, Katie, is the possibility of addressing herself to another human being in a new way. First of all, she does not need to say everything to be understood, nor does Katie; they can read each other's faces and “know.” And second, what Ellen enjoys so much about Katie is that she speaks completely freely. I doubt that this is the case, but it is Ellen's construction of Katie as one who can say “everything that comes into her head” that interests me. You would think that such an example would give Ellen courage, that Ellen might construct Katie as someone who can also receive anything that she, Ellen, Katie's “best friend,” might say. But Ellen does not imagine Katie this way— quite the opposite. If Ellen says the wrong thing, it will “spoil everything.” In this way Ellen addresses herself as if to someone who does not want to really know her. Ellen becomes aware of a process of self-silencing, but she isn't willing to explore it further. As she leaves the world of family and childhood, she begins to construct a new ego, a new identity, saying, “I want to have friends now. I want to put the past behind me.” And so she tries to be a girl who has friends, a girl who has to be careful of what she says and who is not haunted by the past.

I stay with her conscious narratives (both in the story of trauma and in the story of girls’ friendships) because as she speaks them to me, she does not stage a repetition or come in with physical symptoms. She is a child becoming an adolescent; all of her energies are caught up with this process, and I follow her and listen to her through it.

But I hear more than Ellen hears in her own speech, and perhaps you do, too. Katie, according to Ellen, can “talk about everything that comes into her head.” “Head” refers to her friend's mind here, but “head” was originally the word that held “Ed” in disguise. “I want to put the past behind me,” Ellen declares. But “behind” is also a part of the body where she has been traumatically hurt. “I don't want to spoil everything,” she protests. What, in her fantasy, could she say or do to spoil everything?

The unconscious elements in her narrative recede during this time—but they do not disappear.
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Isit in my apartment with a stack of student papers and a cup of tea, looking outside the bay window to see the snow outside go from white to lilac at dusk. Joseph's call is entirely unexpected. He gives no introduction, but says, “I'm in the hospital with Helen. Something horrible has happened.” His voice breaks, and he coughs. He goes on. “We went out, just for thirty minutes or so, to get a few things. Max has been sick, and Ellen didn't want to go with us. We thought it would be okay.” He stops. “And?” I ask.

“When we came home, Max came running to us, completely distraught. ‘Blake,’ was all he could manage, and he pointed. Ellen was up in her room, the dog cowering in the corner. She jumped away from him when we came in.” Again, Joseph pauses and coughs. “I went to the dog and saw that he kept trying to turn around. There was something sticking out of his rear, one of Max's Tinkertoys, you know, those long wooden sticks. I took it out, very slowly, while he whimpered. He was bleeding a little, I think. I don't remember. Helen fainted and hit her head. This is the first time I could call you.”

I ask, “Where are the children now?”

“In the waiting room, here.”

“Can you see them?”

“No.”

“Go to them now, and call me later, when you get home.”

I put down the phone, shaking. How could I not see this coming? I think of the houses Ellen drew in her first session, and the appearance of the dog in the third drawing. I remember Ed's threat that he would kill Blake if she told and her impression that the dog was to blame for her not being able to tell anyone about Ed. I try to read my stack of papers, but can't concentrate. It takes me some time to realize that Helen is in a hospital, and that Joseph didn't say anything about how Ellen was—his focus was on Max, the dog, and Helen.

Joseph calls back three hours later. He says, “I hope it's not too late to call.”

“No, I've been waiting to hear from you,” I assure him.

“We're home. I've sent Blake to the vet with a neighbor.” He sighs. “They gave Helen something so she could sleep. She didn't have a concussion, anyway.”

“And the children?”

“They're in bed. Helen was frantic, almost incoherent. She kept saying something about her sister. I didn't know she had a sister. Maybe that was just nonsense.”

“How are you?” I ask him.

“Exhausted, but I couldn't sleep for anything now.”

“Is Ellen asleep now?”

“She looks like she's asleep, but I can't tell for sure.”

“And Max?”

“He fell asleep on the ride home.”

I've had three hours to consider what to say: “Joseph, you've been through hell tonight, but I'm going to have to ask more of you. I want you to keep checking on the children tonight.”

“Oh,” he says, startled by this. “You don't think she'd try to hurt him?”

“I don't know. He told on her, and she did not tell on Ed for five years. I don't want to risk it.”

“Okay, I see your point.”

“Is Blake coming home tonight?” I ask.

“I don't know; I assume he will.”

“If he comes home, put him in to sleep with you, okay?”

“I don't think she'll do anything…” Joseph begins, and stops.

“How is Ellen? What have you said to her?”

“Urn, she's pretty dazed, not saying much to any of us, except to ask if Helen is all right.”

“I want to see Ellen, right away. Can you bring her in tomorrow morning?”

“If I can leave Helen.” He hesitates.

“Bring Helen with you if you must, but I should see Ellen. Can you do that?”

“Sure.”

I arrange to meet Ellen at 10:00 A.M.

I hang up, and though I've been calm with Joseph, I feel anything but calm now. I sit and write out our conversation, or what I can recall of it. I've seen this before and don't understand it. Joseph and Ellen are both protective of Helen. Why? What is going on? Whatever it is, the result is that Joseph was not quite able to be a father tonight. I remind him to stay with his children and to protect them in ways he does not consider. Most of all Ellen herself seems to be almost missing from the evening's events, once she sets them in motion. I can't help but wonder if I have been ignoring something I should have seen or known.

I sleep uneasily and waken early.

I'm talking on the phone and my office door is open. I see Ellen and her parents take seats outside on the periphery of my vision. When I hang up and turn to look, it is like seeing a photograph I know I'll remember later. Even in winter coats, their gestures are a map of something gone awry, a family in trouble. The father looks at the mother, who looks away. Her face is covered in tears. The daughter slouches and looks down at the carpet, her face unreadable. I say their names, “Ellen, Joseph, Helen,” and only Joseph looks at me. “Ellen, come on in,” I say, and after another moment of immobility, she gets up and comes into my office.

She sits in her red coat, very still, in one of the little chairs, not looking at me. I can see dark circles under her eyes. I move another little chair near hers and say, “Ellen, what is going on?” She does not move or speak, but her chin trembles. I take my chair and move it so that we are nearly touching knees. I pick up one of her mittens, remembering suddenly how she put them on and took them off in our first session. “When I was little, my sister and I made up a song about our mittens,” I say. I tap Ellen's mitten on her knees. “We'd tap one another with our mittens, and sing… Oh, what was it? I can't remember the words.” I am only making a bit of space for us to be, making a little room so that silence doesn't swallow us whole. “It was a song we made up,” I muse, tapping her knees with the mitten.

Ellen whispers, “I didn't mean to hurt him.”

And, as if we are having an ordinary conversation, I repeat, “You didn't mean it,” tapping her knees. She is quiet again. “Ellen, can you tell me what happened?”

“I don't know where it starts,” and she shudders.

“Anywhere is okay to begin,” I offer.

She sits still, as if gathering the story. “My family hates me now,” she says.

“Hate is a very strong feeling. I don't think they have any idea what is happening inside you.” She is quiet again. “What happened?” I ask.

“I was coming home from school and I heard the crows, and I thought I saw him, Ed, but it was just another kid.”

“Ed is in Texas,” I say.

“I know, but I forgot, and even though it wasn't him, my heart was racing.” She hesitates. “When I got home, I didn't want to go out again, and Max was sick, not very sick, I thought, but enough not to want to go, too, so my dad said, ‘Can you stay with him?’ and I said, ‘Yeah, no problem.’ “ I continue to tap her knees with her mitten. “When they left he, he sat in front of the TV. He just sat there, not running around or making any noise, so I thought, ‘He's really sick,’ so I, I thought maybe he had a fever and I felt his head, like my mom would, and he was kinda warm. I went upstairs because I couldn't do anything to help him.” I continue to tap her knees. “And I saw into his bedroom, these Tinkertoys all over the floor, and I, I went in and I picked a red piece up.” I still tap her knees. “I went downstairs.” I tap her knees. She shudders again. “I saw Blake, and I thought I could play doctor with him. I could play doctor with Blake. So I called him and took him upstairs.” She stops.

I tap her knees and say, “How did you play doctor with him?”

“I put some lotion on the Tinkertoy to make it slip, slip better, and just kinda got him into a corner, and I did it.”

I tap her knees. “Uh-huh. What did you do?”

“I put it into him, under his tail.” She puts her hands over her face.

I tap her knees. “And what did he do?”

“He whimpered and kept trying to get away, but he couldn't.”

“He couldn't get away from you,” I say, tapping.

“And then Max came into the room. I didn't hear him, but he came in and I yelled at him to leave. Then my mom and dad are there and my mom's screaming at me, and she falls; she faints.”

“What did you yell at Max?”

“Get out, go away!”

“What did your mom scream at you?” Ellen just cries. I tap her knees. “Do you remember?”

“ ‘Slut. Whore. You're no daughter of mine. You're disgusting.’ And then she faints and hits her head.”

I tap her knees. “Has she spoken to you since then?” I ask.

“Yeah. This morning she said she was sorry, she didn't mean it, but I could tell, when she said it, she meant it.”

“I could tell,” I say.

Ellen says nothing. She repeats, “Yeah, I could tell.”

“Tell?”

Ellen whispers, “I could tell that I was disgusting, that she hated me.”

What can you say at such a moment? I knew that she was caught in her mother's words, so much so that she could not hear or think about her own words, “I could tell,” and the example she'd just seen of her little brother telling—not waiting, but telling right away.

Ellen broke the silence. “What's going to happen to me?”

“What do you think?” I ask.

“I hurt my own dog. I hurt Blake. I hurt him. My mom hates me. My dad can hardly look at me. Max, I don't even know what Max thinks.”

I sit apart a little and ask her to look at me. She raises her face. My God, she looks exhausted. “You know what you've done to Blake is wrong, Ellen.” She nods, glances away from me quickly. “Here's what's going to happen right now. I'm going to ask your parents not to leave you alone with Blake. I'm going to see you again in two days, okay?”

She gets up and hesitates at the door. “Do you think I'm disgusting?”

“No,” I tell her. “I think you're trying to say something you can't say any other way.”

When Ellen goes out to her parents, Joseph looks at her, but Helen does not.

I sit at my desk and make notes. I notice that Ellen's story contradicts her father's version of events in two ways: He'd said, “Ellen didn't want to go with us,” and she'd said her father asked her, “Can you stay with him [Max]?” This is significant because in Ellen's version she is put in the role of Max's babysitter, however briefly. It is unthinkable to Joseph that Ellen might unconsciously identify with Ed, her former babysitter. The second difference is that Joseph left out the detail that Helen screamed at Ellen and said terrible things to her, just before his wife fainted. Perhaps he was too embarrassed by what Helen said to mention it to me, or didn't want to take it in, to hear it himself. But her mother's words were devastating to Ellen.

Two days later I see Ellen again. This time Joseph alone comes with her.

“He cringes,” Ellen says even before she takes off her coat. I sit down at the little table. She turns toward the bookcase and takes Fred down, holding him briefly, then putting him in front of her on the table. “Blake cringes when I go near him, and he moves away if I go into a room with him in it.”

“He cringes,” I repeat.

Ellen frowns. “And everyone watches me to see what I will do.”

“What do you do?”

Ellen sighs. “I just try to stay away from him.” She turns and picks up the Fimo clay and begins to roll a wad in her hands, shaping and reshaping it. I wait, uncertain of where she needs to go next.

Ellen says, “My mom is going to see someone, a doctor, a psychiatrist, I think.”

“She is?” I ask.

“Yeah. And she cries a lot. I know because her eyes are red.”

“Red, like the Tinkertoy?”

Ellen looks up sharply. “I don't want to talk about that today.”

I've moved too fast. I sit back and wait while she plays with the clay. She makes a little animal, a dog or cat, I can't tell. She makes a tail, which falls off. She shoves it back on. I say, “You want that tail to stay on.”

She pulls her hands away suddenly. She jiggles her foot and looks at the clock. “I don't know what to do,” she says.

“Did you have a dream?” I ask. She looks at me as if this is the strangest question. And I suppose from a twelve-year-old point of view, it is.

“Did you have a dream?” she repeats, her voice heavy with disbelief. I wait. “I did have a dream, but what good is that?” Angrily she adds, “I'm disgusting; everyone's watching me. Max cringes every time I go near him.”

“Max?” I ask.

“No, Blake. I said ‘Blake,’ “ she says, as if I have misheard her.

This is new, this edge with me. I say, “I know it seems pointless to you, but what did you dream?” She mashes the animal she's made and sits in silence.

And then, after several minutes of silence, she tells me her dream: “I am in the tropics, and it is real hot out; the temperature must be one hundred degrees, or more maybe. I am riding a horse, and a little child—someone I don't know—is riding a little horse. There are alligators after us. They can run really fast, and they come up alongside us and try to knock us off with their tails. The little horse goes down and that child gets caught. I get away. Then I wake up. Well, what does it mean?” she asks.

I laugh. “I don't know. Do you want to know?”

Ellen hesitates. “Yeah, I want to know.”

“Okay, let's start with ‘one hundred degrees.’ What does that remind you of?”

Ellen looks at me, again as if I am very dense. “Just that it's hot out,” she says.

“Anything else?”

“No,” she says, and then adds, “Max had a temperature. His forehead was hot.”

“Yes,” I say, “that's a link.” Ellen looks at me. “How about the horses?” I ask.

“They were just horses, one bigger than the other.”

“And the little child. Was that a boy or a girl?”

“A boy.”

“Did you know the alligators would get the little boy first?”

“Yeah, I felt it.” She pauses. “He could have been my little brother.”

“Tails,” I say. “What does that word make you think about?”

“Tailbones. Something like your spine goes into a tail. The alligator tails had spikes on them, like…” Ellen stops, puts her hand to her mouth.

“What?”

She shudders. “The spikes have silver on their tips, and they look like, like big thermometers.”

“And they got your little brother,” I say softly.

“I couldn't save him.”

“Save him?” I ask. She shakes her head. “When you said the other day, Ellen, that you went upstairs because you couldn't help him, what were you thinking you could do to help?”

She bites her fingernail and frowns. “I thought, just for a moment, I could take his temperature. Under his tongue, though.”

“Not under his tail?” I ask very gently.

Ellen looks up and angrily says, “No, I'd never do that to Max; no, that's disgusting.”

“Disgusting?” I ask. “Is a passing thought or impulse disgusting?” Ellen sits in silence. “Maybe you hurt Blake to save Max.” I add, “To protect your little brother.”

She shakes her head. “I'm disgusting.”

I counter, “You yelled, ‘Go away, get out!’ to him.”

She says, incredulous, “I did want him to go away, to get away from me.” And then she begins to cry in earnest, her body shaking with sobs.

I look at the clock and decide we will go over the session time.

When her sobs have calmed, I say, “Ellen, listen, it's going to take a while to sort out what happened. But I want you to know two things right now: First of all, big sisters sometimes have the thought you had, of wanting to play doctor or take a little brother's temperature. It's sexual; they know it's wrong and don't do it. You knew it was wrong to touch Max, and you didn't do it. The second thing is this: Someone else had invaded your tail end; you'd just been reminded of Ed, with the crows. You were babysitting your little brother. Something got stirred in you again, something too big for you to handle. I think you cornered Blake and hurt him as Ed had hurt you, to save Max.” I pause. This is a lot for someone just twelve years old to take in. I wait for a few moments, and add: “And I think you made sure that you would be caught.”

Ellen looks at me sharply. “I did?”

“Well, your parents said they were going out for a very short time, right? Did you close the bedroom door?”

Ellen says, in disbelief, “No, I didn't close it. It was open a crack.”

After she's gone, I sit and make notes about the session. Her dream is nothing short of amazing to me. In the dream the unconscious problem (still unresolved) for her is presented again. Someone is going to get hurt—that's a given—and she can do nothing to prevent it, yet she must act. The dream reveals who is most in danger by placing the younger child on the smaller horse and also disguises the form of the danger in the alligators. Yet once Ellen begins to associate to the dream, we both know it's temperatures and thermometers that pose the danger, and why. Once Ellen acknowledges that the little child on the smaller horse “could have been my little brother,” and that the spikes on the alligators’ tails were silver-tipped, like thermometers, the whole dream makes sense. Ellen says two things that further clarify the dream: “I couldn't save him [Max]” (implying she'd wanted to save him) and “I could take his [Max's] temperature. Under his tongue, though” (implying that there was another unspoken way to do it). The dream works exactly as Freud described it over a century ago, through condensation and displacement. The alligators condense tails and spikes and thermometers. The little boy substitutes for Max. The dream also reverses what happened in reality earlier in the week; the little boy gets “caught,” while Ellen gets “away,” disguising the whole notion that she might have wanted to get caught.

As I head into my day (meet with students, have lunch with a colleague, check my e-mail), I keep thinking of Ellen. I wonder if she feels a little less “disgusting,” and if she is able to wonder about why she wanted to get caught. And then, when I am not thinking of her at all, while passing a parking meter nearly buried in snow, I hear something in a new way: mom meter. “Thermometer” holds these words, these sounds. I've been anxious to hear from Helen, and she hasn't called me. I've seen her daughter reacting unconsciously to her mother's words (“horse” sounds like “whore”) and feeling terribly anxious. Mom meter, indeed. But these are my associations, not hers. And while these new linkages shape my thinking, I have to remember they did not come to me from Ellen.

I go home through the streets, concentrating on traversing brick sidewalks covered in ice on Oxford Street. I go in, pull off my boots and leave them by the back door, hang my coat, turn on lamps, and all the while I wonder if I should call Helen. I heat up soup, make a salad, slice bread, thinking, thinking. I light a candle at my table and sit to eat, still lost in my thoughts. If I call her, do I signal the entire family that the focus should be on Helen, not Ellen? Besides, Helen has already sought help for herself. And Ellen is my patient. If I thought Ellen was in danger, because she is a child I'd call her parents and meet with them. But Ellen isn't in any immediate danger. It is my practice to see parents of children under thirteen at regular intervals, to check with them about what is going on at home and let them raise their questions—unless there's a crisis.

There has been a crisis. But I've already spoken with Joseph. What else is there to say to Helen?

I take my dishes to the sink, put the kettle on for tea. What would I say? I hesitate here, even in my thoughts, lift out the tea bag, stir in milk, honey, lick the spoon. I want to know about the “sister” Joseph mentioned. I want to know why Helen fainted (as though she could tell me), and why she said such terrible words to Ellen, and whether they were even, really, addressed to Ellen. I put two chocolate cookies on a plate and take them and the tea to my desk. These are not questions I can ask Helen; I'll have to trust that she will find a way to ask them herself, in her own therapy, and in her own time.

I'm left uneasy, even angry. It would be so easy to lay blame— someone must be held responsible. But who? Ellen, for abusing Blake and thereby becoming, herself, a “perpetrator”? Joseph, for inviting his daughter into the role of babysitter without thinking it through? Helen, for upstaging Ellen with her own crisis? Ed, for the damage he's inflicted, without my knowing his story?

But even if I could single out someone to blame, assigning blame would only mire down my work with Ellen. Stories about “perpetrators” and their counterparts, “victims,” are conscious narratives, however accurate or inaccurate. It's what is at stake in the unconscious that Ellen and I need to know now.

What is it like to know something unconsciously, something beyond words, and respond nevertheless because it's all too real? A person might then say things, or do things, that are at odds with her or his morality and self-regard. This is closer to my sense of what has happened for Ellen, for Helen, and perhaps for Joseph. But what is it that everyone is responding to? I don't know.

Everything the unconscious reveals happens in retrospect.
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It would be several years before Ellen and I again spoke about how she'd hurt Blake, its connections to Max and to Ed. I explained to her parents that it would be best not to ask Ellen to babysit for her little brother and, in fact, not to encourage her to look after other children. They agreed to wait until Ellen asked to babysit. Ellen didn't ask.

Helen and Joseph wondered if Blake should be given a new home. But Ellen “made up” with her dog through sheer persistence. She brought him treats and sat near him (but not too near), and gradually he allowed her to get closer and then to pet him. He did more than forgive her: He waited to greet her after school; he followed her everywhere he could; he became her dog more than the family dog.

Ellen's anxiety about her mother became more muffled again, or, more accurately, it shifted to anxiety about new friends at school, girls she loved, girls with whom she found, for a time, a (circumscribed) freedom.

I came to know them well: Lydia, Carrie, and Sara. Ellen got to know Lydia first.

One afternoon Ellen comes to see me, her cheeks bright after her soccer game. “She looks like a girl who does not need a therapist,” I think. She's put her long, wavy hair up in a ponytail. Now she shakes it out, regathers it, and pulls out a few wisps, as if arranging herself for me, or biding her time.

“I can't believe Lydia spoke to me!” she begins. “She came up after the game and said I'd played really, really well, and, you know, she's not a girl I would expect that from.” I nod. “Lydia's someone I've always admired,” Ellen says. “Once, last year, I said something to her in the lunchroom and she just looked right through me. That was the most awful feeling, as if I wasn't even there. I was nothing to her. I couldn't say anything to her after that.”

“Ellen,” I said. “Help me out here. Why do you admire someone who made you feel like you were nothing?”

“Maybe she didn't hear me that day, or she was thinking of something else. Everyone loves Lydia! She's beautiful, and she's good—not sickeningly good, because she's always getting into trouble—and she's smart. If she likes you, you're in; I mean, nothing bad is going to happen to you in school.”

“Why is that?” I ask, somewhat dubious.

“Everyone wants Lydia to like her, and she doesn't have to do anything for us. She doesn't have to suck up to anyone or pretend she's not mad when she is, you know.”

“Someone who is ‘sickeningly good’—do you know someone like that?”

“Ethel. She tries too hard. She tries to be smart, but she isn't, and she tries to get us to like her, but, well, she just tries too hard. You want to get away from her. It's like she's contagious, almost.”

“Contagious?” I ask.

“Yeah. Bad-breath Ethel. She has braces and doesn't brush her teeth. If you hang around her, you'll have her bad breath, too.” Ellen laughs. I must appear startled, because Ellen retreats: “I know that sounds mean, but you don't know what it's like. If you sat next to her, or talked to her, when you didn't have to (‘cause sometimes you do have to—when the teacher is there), then the whole class would turn against you.”

I don't know what to say to this. I could respond by saying her words and actions do sound mean to me, yet I can appreciate what a precarious position Ellen is in, and I can imagine that this is actually the class dynamic. Before I can think of how to say this, Ellen continues. “It's awesome that Lydia spoke to me. I just know this is going to be good for me.”

“Not sickeningly good?” I can't resist.

Ellen sighs, rolls her eyes. “No. And don't twist it around like that.”

This is just the beginning of a rather rocky time in the world of friendships with girls, but even though I can see its darker side, at her age Ellen doesn't. At thirteen I opted out of peer friendships, seeking out adolescents who were years older, or playing sometimes with children who were much younger. It's a mark of health that Ellen wants to have friends her own age.

A few weeks later, Ellen introduces Carrie, or rather Carrie and Lydia.

For the first time, Ellen sits in a chair in the corner of my office, the corner where I sit with adult patients or with graduate students. I sit in the other chair and comment, “This is a change.”

She smiles. “Yeah. That table over there is nice, but it's for little kids.” She pauses. “I'm not really a little kid, and it's weird to sit there all the time now.” I nod. “There's this girl, Carrie,” she says, “who's new in our class, and at first I wasn't so sure of her, but now I really like her. She was in the other seventh grade, and then she got moved to our class last week; I don't know why. She's very, very funny.”

“Funny?” I ask.

“If you walk a little funny, she can imitate it; or talk with an accent, she can talk back in the same accent. And all the boys, even the boys, like her. The teachers don't like her much, but that's a plus with the kids. Lydia looked a little upset for the first day or two, so I just stayed close to her, showed her I would always be her friend.”

“How did you show her that?” I wonder.

“I was nice to Carrie, but with Lydia I just said little things, like ‘Carrie's hair is a little stringy; I mean, it's beautiful, but not perfect. Yours is perfect.’ Stuff like that, so that Lydia would know she's still the best.”

“Why is that important to you, Ellen?”

“Hmm, I'm not sure.” She pauses, crosses one leg, jounces in the chair. “Lydia makes me feel safe.”

“Safe?” I ask.

“Nobody will mess with you if Lydia likes you. I don't fool myself. I'm not Lydia's best friend, and I'm not even part of the group she eats with, but she likes me, and just because ofthat, nobody will be mean to me.”

I nod. “Who would be mean to you if you didn't have her?”

“Someone like Carrie, probably. Maybe. Carrie hasn't been mean to anyone, actually. I just think anybody who comes in new can upset everything. You can find yourself on the outside without even knowing what happened.”

“Are you afraid of that?” I ask.

“No, not really, ‘cause of Lydia.” Ellen bites her lip. “I feel I have to be careful around Carrie, though.”

Ellen can't say much more about why she feels this way about Carrie. She talks about her upcoming Bat Mitzvah and her preparations instead.

But Carrie recurs in Ellen's sessions, or rather Lydia and Carrie. “I don't know what happened,” Ellen begins another story. “Carrie is suddenly best friends with Lydia, Lydia who has never had just one best friend. Carrie just assumed that all Lydia's other friends wouldn't mind, but they do mind. Amy and Megan and Eliza are really upset. They think, like, Lydia's punishing them for something on purpose, rather than she just wants a new friend.”

“Upset,” I repeat, knowing this is Ellen's code word for her mother's anxiety, too.

“I don't care that much myself. I've never been that close to Lydia, but now she, when she's upset with her old friends, she comes and talks to me.”

“So you are safe?” I ask.

“Better than safe.” Ellen smiles a wistful little smile. “Lydia confides in me. She trusts me. She is best friends with Carrie, but she trusts me. And she wants to be with me.”

“She trusts you,” I repeat, not knowing where this story is going.

Ellen slouches in her chair. She looks over to the little table. “It all looks different from here. It's hard to think that I sat over there just last week.” I smile. She's caught the suddenness of change you feel as a young adolescent so well. “What was I saying?” she asks.

“It's hard to think,” I prompt.

“It's hard to think about Sara. Sara's in my Hebrew school. She's a year younger, but she's very, very smart. She's, urn, I like her at Hebrew school. Sometimes we wait to get picked up together on the steps outside, and we talk about things. She has these really awesome ideas, and I like her. But I don't want to talk with her at school. In school she comes up to me when I'm trying to talk to Lydia, and I just want her to go away. Lydia could really hurt Sara if Sara butts in.”

“Butts in?” I ask.

“Sara is the kind of person who would butt in and not even care who I was with. So I pretended that I didn't see her, I didn't know her, to Lydia, which was pretty bad, I guess.”

“Let me ask the obvious, Ellen: Why not say to Sara that you'll talk later?”

“Well, the whole point is not to know her, not to be able to talk to her, when we're at school. And how do you say that to somebody like Sara, who doesn't even see school as a different kind of place?”

“Different?” I ask.

Ellen looks at the ceiling. “You used to understand everything I said, even things I didn't say. Why are you being so, so”—she casts about for a word—“difficult now?”

“Believe it or not, everything I understand about you comes from you. Then and now. It just feels difficult now because, as you said, ‘everything looks different from here.’ ”

“I'll say it does!” she says, and we both laugh.

In the following weeks I've never seen Ellen so happy, so alive and confident. I don't quite trust it, though. As the friendship between Lydia and Carrie stabilizes, the other girls around them find new alliances. Lydia's former group re-forms around Eliza. Around this time both Lydia and Carrie begin to increasingly ask Ellen to join them as a third friend. They want her to help out with a science project at the last minute. They want her to meet them in the mall on a Saturday “so that they can meet boys, but tell their parents it's me they are seeing.” There's not a trace of irony or hurt in Ellen's voice as she tells me this, no sense at all of being used by her friends. In wonder she adds, “They asked me to eat with them. At school!” Ellen is ecstatic, but under her happiness I sense a growing anxiety.

Though this anxiety stays under the surface, it is there in session after session.

In late March Ellen comes in and tosses her light coat on the little table. She is wearing a short skirt, striped tights, a sweater that reveals small breasts, and ankle boots with heels. She turns around and says, “Do you like?”

I smile. “Do you like?”

“Yes,” she says, flopping down in a chair near mine. “My old clothes were pretty immature. My mother bought them. She's always bought my clothes. And this time I told her I wanted to get my own clothes, with my friends.” She smiles and jiggles her foot. “Lydia picked the skirt and sweater, and Carrie picked the tights. They wanted me to get my hair done, too, but I ran out of time.”

“Did you want to change your hair?” I ask.

“Yeah. Cut it short again. Carrie says that I will look ‘chic,’ not ‘shaggy.’ ”

“What do you think?” I ask.

“Oh, I agree!”

As if all these changes are a bit too much, though, Ellen goes to the toy shelves and finds the Fimo clay and brings it back to her new place in my office. “Is it okay to make something over here?” she asks.

“Of course, anytime you want.”

She unwraps the clay and softens it in her hands. “Carrie has the most awesome music. I'd like to have her whole music collection! All the music we have at home is boring. My mom and dad don't have a clue about music.”

“Is it a good thing or a bad thing that they don't have a clue?”

“Both, I guess. Good, because I don't want them listening to the same music, and bad, because… I don't know.”

“You really don't know, or it's just hard to find the words?”

“Hard to find the words.” She pauses. “They are old, but sometimes I feel so much older than they are, and smarter, like I'm ancient, because they're so clueless.”

“What clues are they missing?”

“It's not like that. I don't want to give them any clues. I just want them to grow up!”

“To grow up?”

“Yeah. Lydia says to her mom, like when her mom wants to borrow her clothes, ‘Why don't you grow up?’ and that's it—that's what I want: Grow up and leave me alone.”

“Leave you alone?” I ask.

“Not alone alone,” she says with exasperation. “Are you deliberately being dense?”

I smile. “Yes, I am a little.”

“Butt out of my life, a little; you know, stop telling me what to do all the time.”

“Butt out?”

“Yeah. Lydia will actually say that to her mom: ‘Butt out, woman!’ “ Ellen laughs. “I wouldn't say that to my mom. She'd kill me.”

“Kill you?”

“In a manner of speaking. Not really. Where was I?”

“Butting out,” I say.

“That's it. I want to say to her, ‘Get out of my life, not all the way out, but give me my life back, just for myself.’ And my friends, of course.”

“ ‘Give me my life’—can you say that?”

“No. My mom's… I've always been part of her. Take me away from her, the me she sees in herself, and where would she be?”

“The me she sees in herself?”

Ellen sighs. “I can't just say these things to her. She would just cut me off or ignore what I said. And I can say things to Lydia and Carrie, well, more to Lydia, so I want more time with them, not with my mother, and suddenly, she, my mother's there all the time.”

“She would just cut me off?” I pause. “The me she sees?”

“That's the problem—she doesn't really see me.”

“The me she sees in herself—this isn't you?”

But Ellen doesn't want to go there. She says, laughing, “If my friends knew what I talked about in here, they wouldn't believe it, or they'd think it was hilarious!”

“And you?”

“I think, sometimes, it's pretty hilarious, too.”

And so the weeks go by as her seventh-grade year comes to an end and Ellen prepares again for summer camp.

At this time in my work with Ellen, my listening moves back and forth between hearing signifiers and following Ellen's conscious narrative.

After years of listening to girls talking about their relationships, I can hear the joy and anguish in Ellen's stories about her friends. As a postdoctoral research associate I worked with Carol Gilligan and her students who comprised the Harvard Project on Women's Psychology and Girls’ Development in the late 1980s and early 1990s. Listening to girls in annual interviews, we heard a developmental crisis emerge in adolescence. Preadolescent girls spoke about their connections with others quite candidly, including details of conflict and disappointment. However, in early adolescence, these same girls began to actively silence themselves. They hid their real thoughts and feelings, they explained, to protect themselves from being dismissed or ostracized, because they'd seen this could happen so easily. Their stories were filled with the phrases “I don't know” and “I can't say,” marking an active process of repression.

I can hear this process of self-silencing in Ellen's sessions when she is twelve years old. Relationships with girls, less crucial before now, take center stage in her daily life. Throughout her seventh-grade year she worries about inclusion and exclusion. She reports on the changing configurations of closeness and power among girls in her class (who knows what is going on, who chooses whom, and who is able to get angry and speak freely). Ellen, like many girls her age, wants to be open with her friends, but the dynamics of the relationships make this virtually impossible.

As I listen and respond to her within a relational framework, I can hear her conscious knowing and the edge of repression. Ellen knows that she wants Lydia's protection from the cruelty of others, and then she comes to like Lydia, and Lydia's friend, Carrie, whom she distrusts initially. Once taken in, Ellen wants to be included so much that she's willing to become a new person—new clothes, new hairstyle, former friends forgotten. It's hard for Ellen to see that her new friends can use her for their own ends. She tries, and yet it's difficult for her to speak freely to them. And she doesn't know what to do with girls like Sara, who can't or won't follow the unspoken rules of girls’ relationships.

As I listen and respond to Ellen's stories during these weeks and months, I follow her conscious preoccupations. I question her actions and her perceptions sometimes, but all the while she and I are both engaged in listening to her conscious “I voice” narrative, or what Lacanians call “the ego narrative.” In this narrative the material that is repressed, marked by the phrases “I don't know, I can't say,” slips in and out of Ellen's awareness. I have only to raise a question to get a conscious, and quite astute, response. I feel the necessity at this time in Ellen's development to support her struggle to know consciously what is going on in her daily world of relationships. But here's the rub: The more I engage in this “I voice” narrative, the more I am actively involved in asking about its content, the less I am able to listen to and respond to Ellen's unconscious—because it's very difficult, maybe impossible, to do both well at the same time.

You may have followed signifiers related to Ellen's trauma in these sessions. I did, too. For example, when Ellen tells me about not wanting to talk to Sara from Hebrew school, she says, “Lydia could really hurt Sara if Sara butts in.” I pick up on the signifier (and double meaning of her words) and repeat, “Butts in?” Yet at this point we have both been engaged in a conscious story, and Ellen just clarifies my question in terms of her story: “Sara is the kind of person who would butt in and not even care who I was with. So I pretended that I didn't see her, I didn't know her, to Lydia, which was pretty bad, I guess.” I don't think this is necessarily a good thing, so I rejoin her in her conscious story, saying, “Let me ask the obvious, Ellen: Why not say to Sara that you'll talk later?”

It's no real surprise, then, that when Ellen speaks about her mother, even when I try to flag signifiers, we have been too engaged in conscious meanings for her to “tune in” at this level.

During adolescence young people shatter their world of childhood illusions to build their own truths (only much later acknowledged as illusions, too). For Ellen this process is already under way by the time she is twelve. Teenagers form a new kind of address to their parents. Not always, but often, parents are invented as hypocritical, if not entirely inadequate, in the world of love. It isn't uncommon for the young adolescent to discover some arbitrary use of authority that can be (legitimately) questioned or disobeyed. What is so difficult for parents is the dual sense that their teenager is uncomfortably close to the truth and, at the same time, that she or he misjudges them by a wide mark.

At twelve Ellen wants to make a space within her family in which to play out such a drama with her parents, but she can't quite do it. While Lydia might say “Butt out” to her mother, Ellen reports that if she said this, her mother would “kill me.” Ellen tries to imagine what she would like to say to her mother: “I want to say to her, ‘Get out of my life, not all the way out, but give me my life back.’ “ But she can't really say this either, because “I've always been part of her. Take me away from her, the me she sees in herself, and where would she be?” The implication is that her mother would be utterly lost, and so she concludes that her mother “doesn't really see me.” Ellen backs away from saying this, too. “I can't just say these things to her. She would just cut me off.” While there is to some degree a conscious struggle to find a space in which she can speak, Ellen does not hear the words in her speech that signify the possibility in her mind of being murdered, “She'd kill me,” or abandoned, “She would just cut me off.” Yet both horrific outcomes are associated with speaking, “She'd kill me…. In a manner of speaking” and “I can't just say these things…. She would just cut me off.”

Working by implication, I construct the mother Ellen now invents and addresses. She is a mother who can kill in the face of what Lacan calls “full speech,” a mother who can cut her daughter off, if she says the wrong thing. These are the unconscious rifts in Ellen's speech that betray a less than conscious struggle with her mother, and that point to what I imagine is for Ellen an unbearable anxiety. Whatever it is Ellen cannot speak to her mother now, however, has a long history, one with roots in childhood.

When I try to explore these ideas seriously, Ellen comments on the hilarity of our sessions. I know I will have to wait until she leads me back into the drama of this crucial relationship with her mother, in her own way.
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It's a clear day in late September. I cross the Cambridge Common, returning to my office after going to Helen Vendler's poetry class, where I sat for an hour among Harvard undergraduates, listening intently. In this context I revisit poems I've read before, mostly when I was the age of the students around me. With a kind of relaxed virtuosity Professor Vendler reads a poem, speaks about its structure, then riffs to older poems, to show us the art and the history of the one at hand. I come out of the dark auditorium blinking. The sky is opalescent blue, and every leaf seems to twitch on its stem, on the verge of sleep, at the edge of falling. I have not seen Ellen all summer, and now the early weeks of autumn have flown, in the flurry of her new schedule as an eighth grader.

Her mother brings her to me, and I greet them both warmly. Ellen goes into my office. I see that she's grown taller than I. She sits at the little table, in a small chair, laughs, and goes to the corner with the two chairs and lamp. She is very thin, lanky, yet full in her face, as if her adult face is emerging from a boy's body, it is sensuous, nearly but not quite sexual. “I'm in a play. Did you know that?” she says.

I nod. “Your mother told me,” I reply.

Ellen tells me the play is a musical, “something so old my parents know all the songs—West Side Story. Do you know it?”

Right from the beginning, she's asked me twice if I know something. I answer her simply. “I do know it, but not what it's like for you to be in it.”

“I'm a dancer, and I'm part of the chorus, too.” Ellen talks about how everyone is involved in the play, how they all work on the set, on selling tickets, and how much time it takes up in her life. I don't notice, until nearly the end of the session, that she hasn't mentioned Lydia or Carrie. I don't notice, until she's gone, that I feel as though I haven't seen her at all. I chalk this up to a long separation and her need to reenter the space of being with me gradually.

Yet in the early weeks of seeing her again, as front steps fill up with pumpkins and the leaves brighten and begin to fall, Ellen seems both more animated and curiously beyond reach. She comes to see me only once a week and skips a week here and there. When Helen calls to cancel a session, I ask her to have Ellen make such calls. Ellen phones the next time, saying that with the amount of homework she has now, and the play, her time is gobbled up. I let her be. There is no point in pushing her to see me unless it comes from her desire. Intensive psychotherapy extended over time has its own pace and rhythm.

In late October, Helen calls and quickly says, “I know you'd rather speak directly with Ellen, but she won't pick up the phone.” I can hear distress in her voice.

“It's all right. I just wanted her to take responsibility for canceling,” I say.

Helen goes on, “When I was changing her sheets yesterday, I found blood on them. At first I thought she'd had an accident with her period, but the blood was at the foot of the bed. I asked her about it, but she won't talk to me.”

Since I have a scheduled appointment with Ellen the next day, I ask Helen to be sure Ellen comes for her session.

Ellen walks into my office saying, “I don't want to talk about it.” She flings her coat on the little table, finds some clay, and sits in her regular chair.

I comment, “You couldn't have chosen a better way to rouse my interest than to refuse to talk about what's going on.”

“Hmmph,” she says, her face sullen, the smallest hint of a smile. But, true to her word, Ellen doesn't talk about her confrontation with her mother about her sheets. She speaks as if nothing much is going on.

Near the end of the session I decide to be direct. “I just need to know one thing: Have you been cutting yourself?”

“That's not a fair question…” she begins.

“Maybe it isn't, but in here you have to talk about what's going on. It's how therapy works.” She sighs. “So, have you been cutting?”

“Yeah.”

“Your legs?” I ask.

“No, urn, feet.”

“Often?” I persist.

“I really don't want to talk about it.”

“Can you tell me why you'd rather not talk?”

Ellen gathers up her coat. “I don't know. I just don't.”

I decide to wait her out—a mistake in retrospect. It is Joseph who calls next. “I'm in an emergency room again,” he begins. “Ellen has a broken leg, but she's going to be all right.”

“What happened?” I ask.

“I'm not sure yet. She fell, from a height. Something her friends dared her to do, she said.” He pauses and adds, “You know, kids don't think sometimes.”

“And Helen, how is she?” I wonder.

“Oh, she's fine; she's worried, but she's fine. She's with Ellen now.”

Sensing that something more than a dare and an accident might be at stake, I ask, “Can you bring Ellen in tomorrow? I don't want to wait the weekend to see her.”

“Sure, I can bring her after school, if she even goes to school.”

But Ellen refuses to see me. Fifteen minutes into her appointment, Helen calls me. “She's not going to come. I don't understand why, but she just won't.”

“Would you ask her to talk with me on the phone,” I suggest. But again Ellen refuses.

It is three-thirty If I left now, I could beat rush hour and drive out to her. I say, “I rarely do this, but I think I should come to see her. I can be there in about half an hour.”

When I enter Ellen's bedroom, the first thing I see is Blake, sitting up like a sentinel stationed at her bedside. Her hand dangles down to stroke him, and then I see her crutches. Ellen bursts into tears. “What are the tears about?” I ask.

“That you would come out here, that you are here,” she says. She adds, with an edge of bitterness, “I'm fine. I'm going to heal and be just the same as I was before.”

I say, “I took your refusal to even come to the phone as a clue that you weren't fine at all.” This brings another storm of tears. I sit beside her. She cries and says nothing. I say, “You don't know this, but when I was about your age, I took some terrible risks. I wanted, more than anything, for someone to know that I wasn't fine, not really.” She wipes her eyes and snuffles. “Ellen, I need to know what is going on. I can't force you to tell me, but I'm worried, okay?” She nods. “Are you cutting yourself still?”

“Yeah.”

“And what else?”

“I don't eat lunch, and sometimes not much breakfast. It's a contest at school to see who can eat the least. If you eat, everyone says— no they don't say, but they say to each other—you know, that you're a slob, and you're gonna get fat.”

“Lydia and Carrie?” I ask.

She makes her face still. “No. Nobody says anything.”

“Ellen, just tell me; what happened yesterday when you broke your leg?”

“It was my fault. I was stupid. It was just a dare, and I took it. I, we found some equipment for rappelling, you know, for the climbing wall in the gym, and I said I could do that off the roof. I wasn't scared.”

“Who dared you?”

“No, I can't tell you that.”

“Was it Lydia and Carrie?” She hesitates and pulls her quilt up as if to protect herself or hide. I speak slowly, “You know, this isn't like it was with Ed—you're not little, and they aren't going to hurt you for it.”

“Oh no?” she says. Her chin trembles, as if she might begin to cry again. “It was my idea. They said I had to make up for something stupid I'd said to a boy, but it was my idea to rappel.”

“And if next week you were told you had to do something else, would you do something dangerous again?”

“It wasn't really dangerous, but, yeah, I guess I would.”

It was my turn to sigh. “Thank you for your honesty. I'm going to ask your parents not to send you to school on Monday and Tuesday, until I see you on Tuesday afternoon.”

“Why? Why does it matter to you?” she asks, again with an edge of bitterness.

“Because I think you could get hurt, even more than you are now, and I think you don't know why you are doing this.”

I lean over and lay my hand on the dog, next to hers.

Ellen comes the following week. She sits in her chair, crutches on the floor, very still. “I don't know what to say,” she says.

“I know, and that's okay. Let me ask you something. Rappelling, was that your idea?”

“Yeah, it was.”

“What gave you that idea?”

“I don't know. They said I was stupid, and a coward. I was supposed to tell this boy that I liked him, but I didn't even know him, so I went up and said it was supposed to be a joke, that I liked him. My friends were mad at me when they heard I'd said that. So, I, I had to do something to make up for it. We went by the gym, and I just saw it—the rope and equipment and stuff. I guess Mr. Marconi didn't have time to put it away yet.” In this short beginning, Ellen's eyes have glazed over a little—she is back in the situation.

“I'd like to do some playing with words with you. I don't know if it will help or not, but I think it might.” I take a pad of paper and write “rope” in the center. “What do you think of?”

“Nothing,” she says.

I write down “nothing.” “Rope. What else do you think of?”

“Daddy's boat.”

“Okay. Keep going.”

“Strong, hanging, holding, letting go.”

“Anything else?”

“No, unless you want to count ‘nothing’ twice.” We laugh.

“Did the rope break or come off from above?” I ask.

“No,” she says, shaking her head, the faintest line of puzzlement about it between her eyes.

“Do you remember letting go of the rope?” I ask.

“You mean going down the side?” I nod. “No, I slipped, my foot slipped; actually I slipped and then I got flustered, and I, I let go.” Ellen looks surprised.

“You had no backup rope?” I ask.

“No.”

“You weren't wearing a seat harness?”

“No. The whole idea was to just do it,” she says.

“Why might you let go?”

“I don't know.”

“If you did know, what would you say?”

“What do you mean, if I did know?”

“If there were a little bird inside you that chirped up and said, ‘Hey I know,’ what would he say?”

“ ‘You wanted to fall and get hurt’?” she says, half incredulous.

“Very good, Watson.” I smile.

“Hey, who says I'm Watson—let me be Sherlock, Watson.”

“Okay, Sherlock, why might you want to fall and get hurt?”

“‘Cause they wanted me to?” she says uncertainly.

“They put you up to this, or you chose it yourself?”

“I don't know; I guess I chose.” She pauses. “I wanted to be strong and brave, stuff like that.”

“Stuff?” I ask.

“I thought I wanted them to like me again.”

“And do you?”

“I don't know. No, not really; they're a pain. There are other girls I like a lot more this year.” She shifts in her chair and settles again.

“How about another word clue, Sherlock?”

“Okay,” she says.

“Pain,” I say, writing it down.

“Pain in the butt,” she says.

“In the butt,” I say. She is quiet. “What else?”

“Falling, free, flying, all alone, not alone anymore.”

“Was it freeing to fall?”

“Yeah, like giving up.”

“What were you giving up?”

“In a way being alone, I guess.”

“Being alone?”

“Yeah, ‘cause everyone was there suddenly.”

“What?” I say, not expecting this at all.

“Everyone there saw it happen. And then there were more people.”

“So a lot of people saw you in pain?”

“Yeah.”

“Was that a good thing or a bad thing?”

“Good mostly—isn't that weird?”

“No, not to me. Not if you've been feeling pain a lot, and no one was seeing it.”

“Why weren't they?”

“I don't know, Ellen. Maybe because you were being so careful to hide that you were hurting, like cutting your feet in secret?”

“Why would I do that when I wanted someone to know?”

“That, Sherlock, is a fabulous question.”

Ellen pauses, sucks in her breath for a moment, poised at an edge. It is the end of our session. I ask if she would write me a letter, telling me why she might want to hide hurting herself when she wanted someone to know—just making good guesses if she didn't know. I wanted her to stay engaged with the puzzle of what she's done.

When we meet again, I ask Ellen if she wrote the letter. “Oh, I forgot it!” she says, and I can tell from her surprise that she has forgotten.

“Did you write it and forget it?” I ask.

“Yeah, no, I forgot to even write it.” She leans over and scratches the toes that extend outside her cast, and kicks off the shoe on her other foot.

I am struck that she's taken off her shoe. The foot with the cast is covered with a sock. I say, “Ellen, now that you've taken off one shoe, do you want to take off your socks and show me your feet?”

“Show you them?” she says, looking a little panicked.

“Yes, so I can see your pain, written on your feet. So I can see.”

She hesitates and then leans over and takes off both socks. She lifts her “good” foot and I can see it's been cut, and cut again recently, at the tender instep and at the toes. She lifts her cast with both hands so I can see that those toes have been cut, too, but not recently. I see no signs of infection. “Does it hurt when you cut?” I ask.

“At first, and then not at all.”

I catch a smile, a very small smile. “It pleases you, the pain, and then no pain?”

“Yeah. It feels good. And I like to clean the cuts later, to make them better.”

I think of Ed and the incident that began in the basement.

“What's the link between your feet and cutting?” I ask.

“I don't know. I cut my feet.”

“And your feet slipped on the side of the building, too, and you fell.”

“I don't know why,” she says, now definitely wary.

“What do you use when you cut yourself?”

“A piece of a glass bottle I broke. I cleaned it, and it's sharp.”

“Do you hear this as I do, Ellen? Why do you think you use a piece of broken glass?”

“I don't know.”

“Do you remember telling me that with Ed you ran and accidentally knocked over a glass? And you cut your bare foot?”

She nods and looks up at me. “I'm afraid.”

“I know you are. Just stay with me. Your foot slipped on the side of the building. You used that same word a couple of years ago—Ed slipped his finger into your rectum when you were little. After he'd been kind to you and cleaned your foot. Remember?”

She sucks in a little air. “You mean, this, this is all about Ed?”

“I'm not sure yet, Ellen, but they seem connected, don't they?” She sits in silence, taking short little breaths. I can see that she is terrified. I say, “Ellen,” to call her back from her terror.

“Everyone at school wants to have sex, you know,” she says.

“And you?”

“They want to suck a boy's penis, or go all the way, do it.”

“It?” I ask.

“You know, have sex.”

“With a boy's penis inside a girl's vagina?” I ask.

“Yeah.” She hesitates, and adds, “I don't want to, but Lydia and Carrie, you know, they want me to, and I had to tell this boy I liked him.”

“Oh, Ellen. Did you think he would want to put his penis inside you?”

“I didn't think it. I was too scared to think it. But I didn't want to say I liked him.”

“You'd rather fall and break your leg and make it impossible to have sex?”

Ellen looks at me, her eyes brimming. “Is that what I was doing?”

“What do you think you were doing?”

“Something like that. I was saving myself, even though I could have been hurt.”

“Could have been?”

“Okay, I did get hurt.”

“No, Ellen, you didn't ‘get’ hurt—you'd rather smash yourself to smithereens than have to have sex.”

Her tears flow over. “That's it. I would rather die.”

I wait until her tears abate. She sniffles. “The weird thing is, Lydia and Carrie don't know that I like another boy; I really like him.” She seems so young to me at this moment, a moment when the discovery of “liking” a boy should be wonderful.

“And that frightens you?” I ask very gently.

“I don't want to, I don't want to like, or love, or have to do things, and I'm going to be, I am already, so alone in that.”

What can I say? Her aversion and fear of sex will put her on the edge of many social groups at school. This is what matters to Ellen at fourteen.

She shakes her head, as if to shake herself out of this fear. “I'll bring the letter the next time,” she says. She puts on her socks, and shoe, and gathers her crutches to leave. She hesitates at the door, hops on her crutches, and doesn't leave.

I say, “You know, all this work we do here, this is for your life, and being able to love fully.”

She looks back. “You think I will be able to love?”

“I think so, or I wouldn't be doing this hard, hard work with you.”

She opens the door and heaves herself through it.

I sit in my office, thinking, making notes. I hope that this day's session has made enough conscious linkages between the present and her past that she will not need to put herself in danger.

I notice that I have been quite active in responding to Ellen, beginning with her fall. I went to see her at home, and when she returned to my office, I asked to see her feet—to see the damage. I don't know if these are the right things to do or not. I know that I'm anxious about her at this juncture—for good reasons—but perhaps for my own reasons as well. After all, my father fell from a height when he killed himself. I've begun to respond to Ellen a little outside my place as someone who listens. I even try to reassure her that she'll be able to love. But how could I know this? I see that something is getting in the way of just listening. This is my anxiety, and it's my job to see it clearly for what it is—or it will become an impediment in Ellen's therapy.

On the other hand, following her associations to word games, and picking up on the similarities between her story about being coerced into saying she liked a boy at school and the words she used to describe what had happened with Ed—these ways of listening and responding to her—take me right back to the world of her signifiers.
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Ellen returns the following Wednesday, listless and unfocused. She sits in her chair, playing with the Fimo clay without making anything. “I'm getting worse. Coming here makes me feel worse,” she says finally.

“How are you worse?”

“I don't know; I'm just… I don't know.”

I say slowly, “Maybe that's what feels worse just now. You are on the edge of knowing something you want to know and don't want to know.”

She shrugs, the teenager's ubiquitous shrug. Then she bends down and searches her shoulder bag, taking out a loose-leaf notebook penned with the names of boys, the names drawn in capital letters. I don't know if they refer to real boys or boys in a band, which seems more likely in such a public display. Ellen lifts out a sheet she's folded over several times and hands it to me: “My letter, a week late” (as if handing in a school assignment).

I open it and read her large printing between faint blue lines:


Dear Annie,
I don't want to write this letter. I'm afraid someones [sic] going to find it. I might lose it and someone might find it. I'm not being stubborn, I'm afraid.

Love, Ellen



“I wonder who you are afraid might find it. Who would care about your very good guesses about why you are hurting yourself and hiding it?”

Ellen slouches, impassive. “I don't know.”

“When you really want someone to see your pain, you don't know?”

“Anyone,” she says, a bit irritated.

“Anyone? Like a stranger on the street?”

“No, maybe someone in my family.”

“Hmm,” I say. “Can we play with words again, just you and me, Sherlock?”

Ellen bites her lower lip. “All right.”

I get a pad of paper and two pencils, handing her one. “This is called a ‘line poem’ because we make it line by line. I write down a line and hand it to you—and you write a line and give it back to me. Back and forth until it's finished or we run out of lines on the paper, okay?” She nods.

I begin, picking up on her affinity with crows, her belief since childhood that crows know what is happening and can warn her of danger. Here is the line poem we created:


(Annie) Were he to say, the crow knows this
(Ellen) and he will fall out of the sky just to tell
(Annie) how much, how much he loves the tall world
(Ellen) of flying shadows and singing trees
(Annie) and he wonders, too, if you will ever know
(Ellen) if you will ever see me
(Annie) my cut-up feet, my flying heart
(Ellen) won't you ever know what is there
(Annie) under the rim of my cup, when I am falling
(Ellen) when it is right under your noses?



Ellen hesitates. “What?” I ask her.

“I wanted them to see, but I didn't,” she says.

“Who is that, sweetie?”

“My parents, my mom and dad.”

“What did you want them to see?”

“My cut-up feet, except that I couldn't explain it to them.”

“I have just thought of something, Ellen. Do you want to guess about what else you wanted them to see?”

“Ed?” she asks, her chin quivering.

“Ed and all that pain. For five years they knew nothing.” Ellen breathes hard, as if she is running a race. “Ed and all that pain you endured for years,” I say, really wanting her to take this in.

“How could they love me and not know?” she asks, her hands in fists.

“That is a terrible, and necessary, question.”

“They must not love me all that much,” she adds bitterly.

But her anger quickly gives way to tears. She sits and cries, her face in her hands. I wait until her tears subside and ask, “Do you ever wonder—are there things they can't afford to know, for their own reasons?”

Ellen looks up. “Huh?”

“Can you imagine that your mom and dad might be afraid of things you don't even know about, things that got in the way of their seeing and your being able to tell?”

She stands, as if our time is up. “I feel a little dizzy,” she comments, and sits again.

“It's a dizzying question,” I comment.

“They don't love me. They don't really even know me,” Ellen says.

“That's too easy, Ellen. Besides, practically everyone feels their parents don't know them as a teenager.”

She scowls at me. “How can they love you and be blind to what's happening to you?” she asks.

“That is the question, isn't it? And though you've addressed it to me, it belongs to them: ‘How can you love me and have been so blind to what was happening to me?’ ”

“Isn't our time up now?” she asks.

I look at the clock and it is just time for her to go. She's anxious to leave. “It's easier to feel you are not loved than to wonder what your parents were afraid of,” I say. “And, yes, our time is up.”

She leaves me quickly and, clumsy with cast and crutches, trips on the rug and falls down. She gets up, crying. I say, “Ellen, come and sit with me for a minute.” She returns to her chair.

When she sits in her chair again, I say, “Ellen, listen. You don't have to go on falling now. You can ask questions. You will be able to bear the answers, too, when they come. The worst is not knowing, and hurting yourself in order to know.”

She nods. “I want to fall and have you catch me. That's why I fell. I want to have someone be there and catch me.”

“This is my catch, calling you back,” I say. She smiles. “But your mom's catch, your dad's catch, I think that's what you really want to feel.” And then she goes, more slowly, out of my office.

When Ellen returns the following week, she is, for the first time I've known her, disheveled—which seems to be a “look” as well as a state. Her hair looks uncombed and unwashed. She has dyed a streak of purple in it and acquired a ring that pierces her lower lip. She settles into her chair by slouching and nearly disappearing into her sweater, several sizes too big. She begins, “I don't remember everything from last time, except that I fell when I was leaving. This week I had to go out and do something new, make myself into a new person or something.”

“Who is this new person?” I ask.

She shrugs. “I don't know, sort of not me.”

“Have you fallen out of yourself and into someone new?”

“Yeah, that's it, fallen out with myself, though.”

“With yourself?”

“Yeah, no longer friends, you know. I hate myself, the way I was.”

“Hate?” I ask. “What was there to hate?”

But Ellen doesn't answer. She gets up and goes to the toy shelves, looking at the art materials. She picks up a toy snake, quite a realistic snake, and puts it down. She sits down on one of the little chairs, stretches out her cast, and turns a plastic house around in her hands. “I'm probably about done coming here. I think I'm pretty much all right now.”

“Hang on there, Ellen. You've just asked one of the biggest questions of your life, about what your parents could and couldn't bear to know when you were little, about the limits of their love, and you come back having changed yourself because you hate the old you and then tell me you're all right?”

She sighs and counters, “You only see me because you have to, because my parents pay you to see me.”

“Supposing this were true, and it isn't entirely false, what would that mean?” I ask.

She draws a little invisible circle with her finger on the tabletop, over and over. I wonder if she is thinking, or this is her answer. “You're not my mother,” she says finally.

“And if I were?”

She sighs again. “You would have been better at it.”

“How would I have been better?”

“I'd have told you about Ed, and even if I didn't, you'd have known something was really, really wrong.”

“Maybe that's true and maybe it's not, Ellen. I would want you to feel you could tell me anything, but I think your mother wanted that, too. She was horrified that you hadn't been able to say anything, for years.”

“She was?” Ellen asks, her eyes brimming.

“Yes, she was horrified. She brought you to see me or, more accurately, me to see you because you wouldn't talk to her or your father. Do you remember?”

“Yeah. I remember your coming to our house.”

“Do you remember not talking to your mom and dad, once you told them about Ed?”

“I didn't want to upset them,” she says, somewhat on the defensive.

I pause, because this doesn't seem entirely true. “You think not talking didn't upset them?”

Ellen looks down. “Whose side are you on, anyway?”

I smile. “I can say with full confidence: yours.”

And with this her tears brim over. She wipes her face. “Did you know I can't even cry in front of her?”

“No, I didn't know that.” We are both quiet, taking that in.

“So I come here and cry with my shrink, who gets paid to see me.”

“If it weren't your ‘shrink,’ who would you cry with?”

“Nobody. That's it. I'm so messed up I wouldn't cry in front of anybody.”

“No body. Any body. A change of body is needed,” I say.

“What?” Ellen finally looks at me.

“You asked some of the hardest questions about your family last time. You went away and changed your body—hair, clothes, even your mouth. You come back to me saying you're a new person, not the old you. And you want a new mother.”

“So?” she says.

“So?” I ask.

“What?” I laugh. She breaks into a small smile, but it doesn't last. She looks around the room. “Can I come here more often?”

“Like moving in with a new mother?” I ask.

“Yeah, a little like that,” she says, perfectly serious.

“No, you can't come more often for that reason. Because I'm on your side, I'm on the side of you asking your mother these hard questions you're bringing to me.”

“I could never do that,” she says, “never.”

And without further comment she gets up and goes to the door. I say, “Ellen,” but she doesn't stop.

I could follow her down the hall, out into the dusk, the early dusk now falling. I could try to be a mother to her, reach into the heart of her longing to get someone to do it right this time. I could try to undo the damage that she's experienced. I love this girl and have no child of my own. Her fantasy could fit neatly into my wishes. But I know already that it wouldn't work. The breaking of a mother's love and limitations, and the repair, will be with her own mother, whom she loves, and hates now, too. If she were my daughter, she'd equally hate and love me, probably for different reasons, but nevertheless. I get the edge of her ambivalence, for just an hour a week. It isn't my place in her life to be a substitute for her mother or father—my place is to listen in such a way that she goes back to the source of her difficulty with them.

I look at the clock. She's left exactly on time, not early. Somehow this is reassuring. I think of the logic of it. If you are going to flounce out on your “shrink,” don't go ahead of time, or not much anyway. Otherwise, your parents are not getting what they've paid for, which is, after all, a professional relationship.

Payment. It came up twice in this session. If I am getting paid, I'm not her mother. Yet I am getting paid in another way, the same way she pays her mother back for not paying attention, for not being there. I felt its edge all through this session—Ellen's resentment, her withholding words and secrets. I know the ways she can endanger her life, cut and starve her body, tell nothing as she suffers; I know all this as she leaves me abruptly. I know the anxiety it kicks up in me. And certainly Helen knows this anxiety more acutely and more persistently.

I'm not entirely surprised when Helen phones me on Sunday. She leaves a voice message: “Ellen was out very late on Saturday night, and she's back home now, but she won't say where she was or what is going on.”

I call her back that evening. She is clearly very worried. “We don't know what to do, or how to protect her if she does this kind of thing again,” she begins.

I say, “Speak with her about it. Don't let her get away with this.”

“Can we come meet with you?” she asks.

I pause. “You know, I think this is the sort ofthing you have to sort out with Ellen. I'll meet with you together if she agrees to it.”

Helen pauses. “I thought you could just tell us what is going on,” she says, somewhat wary now.

“No, I can't. Ellen's sessions are confidential, unless her life is in danger.”

“But her life could have been in danger; we don't know that.”

“That's part of what she wants you to get—that you don't know what's going on.”

“Will you ask her then, if we can come?”

I am stunned by this question. “Helen. Keep your own voice in this with her. You ask her, tell her, insist that you have to know what is going on. You and Joseph can tell her you want to talk with me, with her there.”

“Oh,” she says. “Suppose that she says no or just won't talk to me at all?”

“You're her mother!” I say. Helen laughs, pure nervousness. “You're her mother. Don't let her turn you away.”

The following Wednesday, I come out of my office and there is Helen, waiting alone. “Where's Ellen?” I ask.

Helen purses her lips. “She's down in the car, with her father.”

“Helen, I can't see you alone during your daughter's appointment time. Can you show me where the car is, and I'll talk to Ellen?” I can see this is a surprising change of plans, but Helen leads the way to the elevator and out to the edge of the Cambridge Common, festooned with lights in the late afternoon, lights and snow.

I knock on the backseat window and Ellen, startled, moves over. I sit in next to her. “Hi Joseph,” I say. “Would you mind if I stay a while here? Can you and Helen go get coffee?”

He smiles. “Sure.”

I turn to Ellen, who faces ahead, as if on a long car journey. Her leg cast has been removed and she has no crutches. If you get rid of one kind of evidence of suffering, you have to create another, I think.

“You wanted them to know something was wrong. Staying out Saturday night, it really worked,” I comment. Ellen says nothing. “So now you won't talk to them?” I wait.

Minutes go by. The sound of traffic is loud in the silence. When it's clear Ellen isn't going to speak, I say, “You know, there's a point when you become implicated in your own suffering, when you set the scene and play a part that hurts you and makes others suffer, too.”

“You think I'm playing?” she says, her voice heavy with accusation.

“No, not playing as in making up something that isn't real, but playing a part, making something happen again and again; yes, that's what you are doing.” She turns her face away. I decide to finish: “You scare your parents. You let them know you can cut yourself, starve yourself, fall off a building, stay out all night, and then refuse to talk. You fill them with worry and make them suffer by shutting them out.” I can feel Ellen getting angry. We wait in silence.

She says, “So what?”—the taunt of a child.

“So, you are making them pay for not seeing what was happening when you were little. It's not satisfying enough, though. You want them to feel more of what you felt—shut out and in pain and scared to death.”

Ellen pulls open the door and runs across the Common. She stops in front of a line of traffic. I feel she could, and would, run out into it. I don't know whether to go after her and chance that she'll run farther, or stay, and chance she'll feel unprotected. For a few minutes she stands still. Then she turns back toward the car and walks as far as halfway back. She kicks at the trunk of a tree. I get out of the car slowly and walk even more slowly to the place where she remains standing. “Thanks for waiting for your old shrink,” I say. We walk back to the car. We lean on the hood, and I put an arm around her skinny frame. She begins to cry now. I just hold her, until her parents come back. I say, “Not now. Ellen's not up to this, yet.”

It wasn't the first session I'd held outdoors with a young person, but as I think back on it, I wish we'd been in my office, and that I'd said less, listened more. I still don't know if I did the right thing by confronting Ellen in the car. Yet something turned here. Helen and Joseph returned looking somehow calmer. Ellen went on crying. That in itself was a turning, those tears that did not abate, that she did not try to hide. I said, “I'll see Ellen next week, and then we'll go from there.”

I saw Ellen the following Wednesday, without her parents. In fact, I waited two years before Ellen brought her parents with her to see me. I spoke with Helen and Joseph during that time, in brief bouts, but did not consult with them alone in my office. I felt, and still feel as I write this, that to do so would have been a mistake. Ellen had to begin to speak directly to her parents. Helen and Joseph had to find a way to trust themselves to know what to say and do, to hold their authority in the force of that stormy long season of adolescence.

I knew from Ellen's sessions, and I learned from Helen and Joseph, too, that Ellen was doing something new: She was fighting with her parents. It was oh so wonderfully right. They fought over the predictable things: her clothing, her loud music, her late nights out, her choice of friends, and what she would and would not eat (a real issue, because Ellen remained very thin). And during these fights, especially with her mother, Ellen often broke into tears, as if the purpose were to get to that soggy, falling apart state. Helen changed as a result of these tears, or at least her daughter thought so. She became more affectionate, as Ellen said, “more huggy” and she softened into laughter more often as well as toughened into fierceness about Ellen's eating. I was a sideline player, the “shrink” who heard the recapitulation of the week—“I said, she said, he said…,” variations on fighting and reparation, from Ellen's side mostly. During these two years, Ellen did nothing any more dangerous than remain thin (though never so thin as an anorexic). Persistently she'd also arrive home an hour or two later than was required. She never wanted to talk about being late, but her parents finally had the courage to be furious with her lateness and her refusal to talk to them. Ellen told me, “I don't have any real secrets from them now. I just want them to think that I have.”

Yet I sensed that all this fighting was, so to speak, a long rehearsal.
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The final part of this story begins in the autumn, the season when Ed began to abuse Ellen so many years ago. When she was sixteen, she'd taken up horse riding. She loved the feeling of being on those big animals, their mystery and their earthiness, and I was delighted that she'd found something that made her feel so alive in her body. During a long weekend in October a friend invited her to go away with her family to ride. Ellen left in a flurry of excitement and returned a day early, calling me to see if she might come for an appointment on Monday. I had the time, so I said, “Of course.”

When she comes into my office, I see immediately that something is wrong. She sits down in her coat, looks at the floor. She is silent, and I say, “Don't go away from me now that you're here. What's happened?”

She whispers, “I can hear the crows again.” It is like turning time back five years—she sounds eleven.

“When did this happen?” I ask gently.

“When I was away,” she says.

“Is that why you came back sooner?” I wonder.

“No,” and then she stops, shudders, pulls her coat closer.

I return to my first question. “What's happened, Ellen?” She tucks her chin and bites her lower lip. I sit in silence dense as fog, as if in a car careening too fast, without any clear sign of what's ahead. Her silence is familiar, a retreat in the face of distress. I ask, “What are the crows saying to you?”

She is startled. “First it's just the caw, caw, only louder, and then it's words, ‘Aw, aw, awful, awful, you better get out of here.’” She pauses. “I don't know if they say it or I just hear it that way.”

I offer, “You don't know if you're crazy or just vividly imagining something?”

She looks around the room. “It slips back and forth, crazy and imagining crazy.”

“It slips back and forth,” I repeat.

“Yeah, how I hear the crows.”

“Now that you're home, too?”

“Yeah, at night I hear them.” She hesitates. “Am I crazy?”

“It slips back and forth,” I repeat.

“Yeah, crazy, not crazy, like that game with flower petals.”

“He loves me, he loves me not?” I ask. She nods. “Ellen, talk to me. What happened while you were away?”

She sits in silence again, her face still, barely breathing. I think she's going to remain closed off to me. And then she begins to speak, so softly I must push my chair closer to hear her.

“Heather [her friend] has a brother who came with us. Actually we arrived on Friday and he came on Saturday morning, from college. We three, we became three, and it was like having a brother, I mean, an older brother. He was incredibly funny, and fun to be with. He kept teasing me, sort of tweaking me, not in a mean way, as if to say, ‘I'm noticing you.’ “ Ellen hesitates. “But it felt so completely brotherly, and so much part of us three. He teased Heather; they knew how to tease each other so well.” Her face crumbles now, but she does not cry, and continues. “Saturday night we went out to pick up take-out Chinese, just Jim and me. He drove the Jeep. And on the way back, just before we got out, my seat belt was stuck and he leaned over, you know, to release it, and he, he kissed me.” She shudders again. “I pulled away like he was going to hurt me or something. I completely freaked.” Ellen wipes her face with her coat sleeve, and I hand her a Kleenex. She stops her story here.

“And then what happened?” I ask.

“Then, the rest of the evening was miserable. I couldn't even look at him, so I went to bed early. He came and knocked on my door in the middle of the night, and I, I was so scared, I actually jammed a chair against the door. He just whispered, ‘I'm sorry’ and then he went away. He was gone the next morning, and I just wanted to get home, even though it was just another day, because by then the crows had started, and I was a mess.”

I lean forward in my chair and say slowly, “It slips back and forth. What does that remind you of?”

Ellen hears, finally. “Ed?” She shudders, and shakes her head. “But I liked him, and he wasn't being mean to me.”

I remind her, “You liked Ed, too, and he was sort of like an older brother to you, and you had fun with him and wanted his attention, when he began to abuse you.”

“But Jim is nothing like Ed.”

“Ellen, that may be so, but you didn't wait to find out. Once he kissed you, you responded as if he were just like Ed.”

She blows her nose. “I know. I am so messed up. And you know the worst part? When I took a train home and got my dad to pick me up at South Station, and I couldn't say what really happened, I lied to him, and to my mom. I said Heather and I got into a fight, which was not true. Heather was worried about me and I couldn't take it. I couldn't take it that she really wanted to understand me. Her brother was already gone, but I had to get away from her. Am I going to be crazy like this all my life?”

“Like this?” I ask.

“No, please, tell me what you think,” she says.

Such a huge question for sixteen-year-old to ask, I think. I say, “Most people who are ‘crazy’ can't actually ask that question. Did you know that?” She shakes her head. “But since you have asked it, I wonder if this specter of being crazy is linked with repeating history, over and over, in a way you can't control.”

“That's it—you know, the crows, Ed, sex, even if I like a boy I can't stand the idea.”

“We can work on all of that, you know. But, Ellen, how about beginning by telling your parents what really happened?”

Her face, literally, goes white. “I can't do that. I can't,” she says.

I push. “How about here with me? What if we got the ball rolling here, so to speak?”

She sits, thinking. I imagine she's going to say no, and then she says, “Yes, okay. Will you ask them?”

I think, God, she's said yes; I can do this for her, but I say, “No, you ask them. It's crucial that you ask them, Ellen.”

She sighs. “I knew you were going to say that.” She gives me a very, very small smile.

But she does ask them and calls me the day before her session to leave a voice message: “I've done it, and we are all three going to be there.”

When they come into my small office, we choose our chairs: Ellen takes the one near mine, an adult-sized chair, and her parents sit on two children's chairs, pulling them away from the little table into a circle with us. We laugh at this, and Ellen offers her dad, a big man, her chair. “No, honey, if that's where you usually sit, you stay there.” I was glad of a little light relief before starting.

Then we tumble into a long silence. Joseph is the one who breaks it, saying, “Well, now that we're all here, who's supposed to begin?”

I turn to Ellen. “Since this is your session, with your parents, how do you want it to go?”

Her eyes widen and she shakes her head. “Hey I just got us here.” We all laugh at that, knowing how long it's taken her.

Helen says, “I think Ellen has done incredible work with you, but frankly, I'm tired of fighting and worrying about her secrets; that's why I came.” So the fray is begun.

Ellen immediately counters, “My secrets! What, not telling you what I'm doing when I'm a little late? Not saying what I ate for lunch? Not letting you read my diaries?” She laughs. “What about your secrets, yours and Dad's from me!”

I interject, “So we know we're all on the same page now—this session is about secrets of all kinds.”

Joseph says, “I don't have any.”

“Right,” Ellen says, in her most sarcastic tone.

“But you are here for something?” I ask him.

He looks at his feet, reminds me of his daughter now.

“The family peace,” he says. Both Ellen and Helen laugh, and even Joseph grins.

Helen explains, “He's our peacekeeper, has always been, but now it's a diplomatic necessity.”

I raise my eyebrows. “Maybe it needn't be, at least for this session. Maybe Joseph can just speak if he wants to say something for himself, never mind the peace.” This comment returns the family to silence.

And it is Joseph, again, who begins. “You don't have to tell us, but I really want to know what happened to make you so upset when you came home from the Dewars’ early.”

“I told you; I got in a fight with Heather,” Ellen says.

Her father, his voice soft, says, “Okay but I don't believe you. I'd rather you said ? can't tell you’ than make up something.”

Ellen sits still for a moment. “Okay, I can't tell you.”

Again her dad says softly, almost a whisper, “When did all this start, the feeling that you couldn't tell me things? Did I miss something?”

Ellen laughs bitterly, and says, “Oh yeah. You and mom missed a lot.”

“What? What exactly did we miss?” Helen says, her voice edgy.

Ellen immediately withdraws. “Never mind,” she says, and turns to me. “See, this is how it goes.”

“I see this little dance of reaching out and moving away from one another, but it's only a little dance you've all gotten used to. Yet I sense your dad wants to make real contact with you, and your mom wants to understand why she is so worried. And you? You've brought them here.” They are quiet, and I see that Ellen has withdrawn a bit further. She slouches in her chair and studies her nails.

Helen says, “Yes, and I can see nothing's going to happen; we're not going to be able to say anything that needs saying, are we?” She looks at Ellen as she says this. Ellen shrugs.

Her mother picks up her handbag and begins to ruffle through it, taking out a note. “What is this note about?” she asks Ellen, her voice loud now.

“That's not to you. That's to Jill; it wasn't for you at all. So butt out!” Ellen shouts back.

“I will not butt out. You write this note about meeting some strange boy on Saturday, and leave it on the hall floor, and say it's for Jill's eyes only?”

“Yes!” Ellen shouts.

Here I jump in. “Hold on, Ellen, your mom has a fair point. If she finds this note, she can ask you about it. Otherwise it's like muzzling her, telling her she can't ask questions when she's worried.” Ellen glares at me. I go on, “On the one hand you keep saying, ‘Stay out of my life; leave me alone,’ and you also keep saying, ‘I've got reasons you should be worried, but I'm not going to tell you about them.’ ”

Ellen, in tears of rage, shouts at me, “You are not getting it. They are the ones who flaunt their secrets and won't tell them.”

I look at her parents. “Is that true?”

Helen shakes her head no and Joseph shakes his head yes. Helen says, “As her mother, I'm supposed to know what is going on. She is the child. She doesn't need to know what worries me.”

Ellen, still furious, says, “Right, Mom. I just get to know you go to see a psychoanalyst three times every week. I just get to hear you crying in your room or catch you crying over the vegetables. I just get to see you faint. But I'm a child. I don't get to ask questions.”

I ask, “What's the reward in this family for suffering silently, but making it known indirectly? What do you get?”

Joseph says, “They get me. I'm the unwanted present.” His statement stops us all. I wonder what he feels he must sacrifice to be wanted, and if he's ever said this to his family before.

After a silence Ellen counters, “That's not true, Dad. You're not unwanted, you're just clueless.”

“Of course, I'm clueless, when you don't tell me anything.”

“You wouldn't get it anyway,” Ellen says.

“Try him,” I suggest.

Ellen looks down. “Okay. You and Mom were talking about something you want to say to me when I'm older. I know, because I overheard you. Why not tell me now?” Joseph glances at Helen, who visibly stiffens. He is silent. “See?” Ellen says to me.

“I do see. There's a lot of fear in your family about saying things, and a lot of hints all around you about things that need to be said. You, too, contribute to them.”

And so the session goes like this, round and round, until the very end. I sum up, “I think Joseph asked the key question right from the start when he said, ‘Who's supposed to begin?’ Who's going to break all family rules and be first to be honest and see what happens then? We have to stop today, and I don't want you to try this on your own. Ellen, can we meet all together here next week, too?” She shrugs.

“That won't do. It's your time. You either want your parents here and can say it, or they shouldn't come next time.”

“Okay I want them here,” she says.

After the session I have a headache and realize my jaw has been clenched. I wonder what I am not saying. I wonder what Ellen has overheard. And then it comes to me—I want to ask about Helen's sister, if she even exists. And I know, immediately, how Ellen feels. This is forbidden territory. How do you speak about something terrible, or even something that just worries and upsets you, in the face of such silence?

When the three return the following Wednesday, I sense a change has taken place. Helen begins, saying, “We didn't do what you suggested. We didn't wait to come back here to talk. Ellen and I got into a huge fight the other night.”

“What happened when you fought?” I ask.

Helen makes a wry smile. “Something new. I slapped her. I just was so tired of her yelling at me, and so upset, I did it before I really thought about it. And then I saw my mother slapping me and felt so ashamed.”

Ellen adds, “When she hit me, I felt like she was really there. I don't know how to explain it, but I just started crying and saying, ‘You've never really loved me.’ “ Ellen looks at her mother. “It was like she was there and she could take hearing that.”

“Could you?” I ask.

“Well, yes. But it's not true. I've always loved Ellen.”

“I know it isn't true,” Ellen adds, “but it felt true. It's like you and Daddy are off in your own little orbit, and I can't talk to you because you're not really there.”

“Who is there?” I ask.

Ellen says, “I don't know. I mean, I know this is them, but…” and she trails off.

Helen looks at her daughter, a long look of appraisal. “There is someone who has been there. I've been thinking all week of saying this, not saying this, and I guess I should. I had an older sister, eight years older, that I've never talked about.” She sighs. “I thought I could forget her, because my family forgot her.”

Ellen says, “I have an aunt?”

“You had an aunt, but she's dead now. She died a couple of years ago.”

“Did Dad know about this aunt?”

“No, not until recently.”

Ellen shakes her head and gets up, turning to me. “See, they keep me out; they have their secrets,” and she goes toward the door.

Her father, surprisingly agile, grabs her arm. “No, you really need to hear this,” he says.

Ellen struggles and whines, “You're hurting my arm.”

“Then sit down and listen to your mother.” Ellen sits, furious, trying hard not to cry.

Helen says, “I didn't think you needed to know this story. I wanted you to live without it, you and your brother both.”

Helen's story was a bare-bones version of her mother's and sister's terror, yet this story ran all over our bodies and left us damp with grief and filled with a horror too big for words. Helen's mother, Helene, had her sixteenth birthday just before the Nazis invaded Paris. She could not understand the danger facing the family. Night after night she stayed out late, going to parties. Night after night her parents begged her not to go. Helen did not know all the details, but the night the family left France, Helene was not with them. Not long after this the Nazis invaded and Helene, like so many others, “was taken.” And with these words everything stopped. No one moved or spoke. And writing it now, everything stops with these words. I fall into a long silence.

Helen's voice, quiet though it was, exploded into fragments. I've carried some of them into my notes: There was an arrival at the door in the dead of night, long-awaited, false papers handed over, a taxi arranged at another place, one opportunity for the family to leave, under cover of night. The daughter was out at a party, missing. Helene was barely sixteen, and beautiful. Did she stay in the apartment alone? Did she have money? Did she have friends who took her in? We don't know. All we know is that the Nazis found her—not that night, but some time later—and handed her over to a lieutenant. All we know is that the lieutenant did not send her to the camps, but kept her, as his mistress. What did she want? What was her experience? We know even less about this, but we all feel her life was at stake, and her body, her beauty, saved her—if rape could ever be called being saved.

After the war Helene was carrying a child, and it was much too late to abort it, so the child was born: a girl, Helen's older sister. A few years later mother and child moved to New York. There Helene met Joshua, a survivor of the camps. They married and had their own child: a second girl, Helen. The first daughter was then eight—and when Helen turned eight, her older sister, then sixteen, went “crazy.” She was given a diagnosis, “schizophrenia,” and put into a state institution. Helen concluded, “I was told to forget her, to live my life as though she were never born. She died a couple of years ago, but for me she has been dead all my life.”

I look at Ellen, who is white. Helene, Helen, Ellen—three generations of women. Ellen is now sixteen and staying out late, not telling her parents where she has been. It takes my breath away, so Ellen asks the question I can't quite dare: “What was her name?”

“Edna,” Helen says.

Ellen begins to tremble. I can actually hear her teeth chattering. Helen gets up and goes to her daughter, pulls her out of her chair, and holds her in her arms. I can't say what comfort there is, or isn't, in this. It is as if, seeing her daughter's terror, Helen finally knows some- thing she's tried all her life to put aside: the enormity of her mother's horror and her sister's madness. Helen begins to cry, and Ellen just goes on trembling. Joseph comes and puts his arms around them both, and there they are: a statue of horrified grief, arms around bodies, encircling something still nameless.
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Ellen calls me on Sunday evening and asks if she can see me earlier in the week (her regular appointment is on a Wednesday). I arrange to see her the next day, at 4:00 P.M. She comes by herself, and sits before me as if in a trance. After a long silence she says, “What happened?”

“What did you hear in your mother's story?” I ask her.

Her voice is pleading. “No, please tell me if you know what is going on first.” She is so young, and she wants me to say what only she can know in this moment. She wants me to fill the space of her not knowing, and her tremendous anxiety, with my knowing.

I find a compromise. “I have a map for this work we are doing here, but the direction we take on that map depends on you leading us into what you know and don't know.”

“But I don't know anything,” she says, her voice still edged with anxiety.

“You do know some things. Tell me what you heard in your mother's story.”

Ellen pauses, chews her lip. “I've never told you this, because I never thought it was important, but all my life, as far back as I can remember, I've had nightmares about being taken by the Nazis. When I wake up, I'm terrified. I always thought it had to do with being Jewish.”

“And now you have a new thought about that?”

“Yeah. I keep feeling that it was real. I was the ghost of her in my dreams.”

“Her?”

“You know, my aunt. And what's even weirder now is the feeling that I was the ghost of her in my waking life, too. Which is why it was so great when my mother slapped me—because I felt solid, real. It hurt, and she looked so completely taken aback, so present and so sorry.” Ellen's eyes fill, but she doesn't cry.

“You have been like a ghost, dreaming and waking, insubstantial and not yourself?”

“Yeah. Do you believe in reincarnation? Could I be her reincarnated?”

I know Ellen is not actually asking me about my religious beliefs here. “I think that someone who has been cast out from a family and forgotten can affect someone in the next generation. What do you think, Ellen?”

“I don't know. All weekend I was lost, and I kept falling into these deep holes. I kept thinking, you know, I stayed out late, too; I am sixteen now and wondering if I will go crazy, too. And then I realize she's in my dreams, even. It feels like we're mixed up, no, more like mixed together.”

“Mixed—can you say more?”

“Mixed up together, like it explains my life, and that is a relief, but it's strange.”

“It?” I ask. “Can you take that a little further?”

“That's what is so weird. One moment I feel clear and the next like I'm imagining stuff. I don't know what it is. I mean, I really don't know.” And with this she gets up and walks around the little room. She picks up Fred and puts him back on the shelf. She turns to me. “I can't say it—I just feel afraid.”

“Where is that fear in your body?” I ask.

“I don't know. I keep feeling dizzy.”

“Where does it start?”

“In my head. Kind of a swirling in my head.”

I hear what she does not hear: Fred, my head, Edna (the name unspoken). I don't know if she can bear me saying these words in succession, so I ask her, “What is the connection between your head swirling and the name of your aunt?”

“Swirling? Swirling head, Edna. Oh my God!” She sits down at the little table. “No, this can't be about Ed. No, please tell me this is not about Ed.”

I think of the story her mother has told us. Submitting to sexual violation probably saved Helene's life. The evidence ofthat violation, Edna, was banished—effectively killed. Was Ed meant to save Ellen by forcing her into sexual submission? And if so, in whose story? I don't say any of this.

I come and sit in a little chair near hers. “Ellen,” I say. “You did not make Ed harm you. Do you hear me? But you are hearing what I was hearing, too. And it's important to know what that is, so it doesn't dictate your life.”

And here, overwhelmed, she begins to cry. Her tears become sobs, and she cries hard for a long time, perhaps fifteen or twenty minutes, until her sobs abate. I make little noises of sympathy, but I don't try to comfort her, nor do I interpret, nor do I say anything. This is her grief, for a life lived thus far dictated by something she does not yet understand. She is beyond words, in the Real of her body.

She is damp, like something newborn, and the session is over.

As she leaves, I say, “If you find yourself in tears, it's okay, Ellen, and if you can remember a dream, it will help us now.”

A dream works on trauma—it interprets the Real in the body—so I want Ellen to dream. A dream will give us new signifiers, a path into her unconscious, so that she does not have to stage a drama of some sort, or keep the trauma in her body, in the form of symptoms, like dizziness.

Ellen returns to me at her regular appointment time, on Wednesday of that week. For the first time she has driven herself to my office. She tells me this, and how hard it was to find a parking space, but despite this complaint, she looks pleased with herself. I smile. “You look like the cat who's swallowed the proverbial canary,” I say.

She opens her mouth into an “O” and purses her lips. “Tweet, tweet!” she says. We both laugh.

She sits in her regular chair near mine, shuffling through her book bag. She brings out a blue notebook. “I brought a dream,” she says, as if offering a present. She begins to hand it to me.

“Can you try to just tell me what you remember?”

“Okay. I'm babysitting a little girl. She is about two years old and is dressed all in white. She bends over and picks up a stone, and before I know what is happening, she swallows it. I am walking with her down a street and the street sign says ‘No End.’ She runs down the street, to the end of it, and I call her name, ‘Nadia, Nadia,’ from the corner. She doesn't come back.” Ellen waits for me to tell her what this means. “Well?” she asks, impatient in my silence.

“Remember, you are my guide. Especially through your own dream,” I say.

“I don't know how to understand it, though,” she says.

“What stands out about it?” I ask, taking up a sheet of paper and moving my chair beside hers, so we can both see the paper.

“That the little girl I was babysitting swallowed a stone. I wasn't watching.”

I write down “babysitting” and “stone” and circle these two words. I draw a line to the words “wasn't watching.” “How do you know she swallowed a stone when you weren't watching?”

“Remember once I said, I remember, I think I said, ? felt this frozen stone inside me’?”

“Yes, you said that, about seeing Ed on the street,” I say.

Ellen explains, “I felt it in her body, so I knew she swallowed it.”

I link “stone” with “her body” with “Ed” on the sheet. “Anything else about the stone?”

“Headstone. I went to a cemetery yesterday to talk with a friend. There's a cemetery behind our house.”

I draw a line from “stone” to “headstone” to “cemetery.”

“Oh,” Ellen says, “she's dressed all in white, like a little ghost.”

I write “white” and connect it to “ghost.” “Ghost?” I ask.

“I said, last time, I felt like a ghost.”

“Ghost of?” I prod.

“Edna, my dead aunt? Is the little girl that ghost, or is she me, when I was little?”

I write, “Edna, dead or not, her or me?” Ellen looks completely bewildered. “Does your dream answer your question?”

“The street sign says ‘No End.’ That could mean there is no end of all this, but I can see the end of the street.” A little frown appears between her eyes.

I connect (to the question “Edna, dead or not, her or me?”) the new question “No end, or an end?” “What do you think?” I ask.

“No, Ed!” Ellen shouts. “It says that, if I take out the ‘n.’ “ She grabs the paper from me and does a little hopping-up-and-down dance of joy. She gives it back and sits down.

I write now, by itself, the letter she's removed, “N.”

She looks at it. “ ‘N.’ Who is Nadia?” she asks.

I laugh. “Ellen, I don't know. Who is Nadia?”

“I don't know. I called her, twice.”

“Call her now,” I suggest.

“Na-dia, Na-dia,” Ellen calls. She pauses. “Oh, Naa—di, Na—zi? There was a girl named Nadia that I used to know. I could have been her friend, but I ignored her, like she wasn't there. I guess she was a ghost to me.”

“Nazi and ghost and Nadia,” I say, writing these words on my pad. “How are they connected?”

“Oh God, she's their daughter. Is Nadia really Edna?” Ellen looks shocked. I don't say anything. This is her question. “Na—Nazi, and Helene, my grandma. Ed—na. I think maybe Nadia is all three of them, that little family. And she doesn't come back.”

“What is a street that ends?” I ask.

“It comes to an end; I can see it. She goes there and doesn't come back. That's a good sign, isn't it?”

“That's a good question, about the sign,” I say.

Ellen cannot call to mind the name for a street you can see down that ends: “dead end.” I don't make this connection for her. We finish the session, and as she leaves, she says, half incredulous, “Wow. I didn't know a dream could say all that!”

She is finding a knowledge, “a savoir,” as Lacan calls it, based on the unconscious. And this knowledge, I believe, will allow her to find a place inside herself for the story her mother has revealed.

I work with her dream here in a way that is both familiar and new to Ellen. It's familiar to create wordplay on paper with me, but not with a dream. As I ask her to make associations to various elements of the dream, I draw the connections on the page, so that she can begin to make her own linkages. I also encourage her to pose questions, to make of the dream a puzzle with its own hidden answers. While this is not a conventional way of treating a dream, it is a Lacan-ian way. And Ellen is able to play with her associations, form questions, and become interested in what dreams might offer her.

Ellen comes back to me with her hair whipped by the wind, on a mild day in early December, unusual in New England. She looks around the little room and goes to her regular chair. She stands and takes off her coat. “First of all, I have to tell you, I went to a concert this weekend with my parents. I don't know what happened to me during the concert, but something happened to me,” she finishes, breathless.

“Something,” I say.

“Yeah, and I didn't even want to go. But my parents’ friends had these tickets for us, and so we went to Symphony Hall—my parents, their friends, and me.” She makes a little grimace. “Something happened,” she repeats.

“What did you hear?” I ask.

“Bach's Cello Suites, and, and there was this gorgeous sound. I got caught up in it. I thought I'd be bored and I never felt so, so… I don't know how to say it.”

I smile. “It was a good thing that happened to you?”

“Yeah. Absolutely!”

“Did you remember a dream?” I ask.

She bends to get her notebook but stops midway. “Oh, you're going to want me to tell it to you, right?”

“Yep,” I say, “right.”

She tells me this dream: “My mother and I are in a cottage—no, a house by the sea. It's stuffy and dark, but there's a screened-in porch. My father is outside, in the sunshine. I try to unhook the latch on the door, but I'm too small to reach. I call out to my father, who isn't far away, but he can't hear me.”

I get the pad of paper I'd used the previous week and move my chair alongside hers. I ask her to tell it again, and write down the dream. She tells me the dream and adds to its ending, “He hears only the waves.” I wait for her to begin.

She smiles. “Okay, I know how to do this. I pick something, anything, right?” I nod. “Urn, the house by the sea. I called it a cottage, but it wasn't really, just very small and dark, too small.”

I write, under the dream: “house—sea—cottage—small and dark.”

“I want to be outside, on the beach.”

“Does small and dark remind you of anything?”

“Once we went on vacation to Cape Cod and my mother made me stay inside because of something I did. I was maybe four or five. I'd done something wrong, but I don't remember what, only that I wanted to be out.”

I write, in the next line: “Cape Cod—four or five—I'd done something wrong.”

“I don't know what that was. Like the dream, though, I wanted out.”

I take that word “out” and circle it.

“I am not in or out in the dream. I'm between the house and the outside, on the screened-in porch.”

“Not in or out?” I ask, writing down that phrase.

“Screened-in,” she says. “I'm there, but I'm not outside. Not in the world. There's a latch, but I can't quite reach it.”

“Does that remind you of anything?”

“No, well, yes, in a way. We stayed at the concert, and I kept thinking about the person who played the cello. I kept seeing her bend over and latch the cello in its case. I didn't see it; I just imagined her doing it.”

I connect “latch the cello” with “unlatch the screen” and put a parallel beside it: “I kept seeing, I didn't see.”

Ellen looks puzzled. “No, that's not quite it. I kept calling my father in the dream, but he didn't hear me.”

I write in a row: “Kept calling—not hearing, not seeing?” “Does your dream answer this question?” I ask.

Ellen laughs. “I don't know.”

“What made you laugh?”

“Kept. I kept all the secrets I could keep. That's like being screened-in.”

I smile. “Yes, it is, isn't it?”

“If you are screened in, you are neither in nor out. And I kept calling out, but it was like I wasn't there.”

“Kept.”

“My grandma was a kept woman, I guess you could say. But she was kept alive.”

I write: “kept woman, kept alive, screened-in—calling out?”

“He couldn't hear me, even though he was nearby.”

“Does that remind you of anything?”

Ellen looks blank. “No, nothing. Oh, yes, I was crying once. Not crying, just kind of whimpering. My dad picked me up and he said, ? can't stand to hear you cry’ I think he gave me a candy.”

I write—“Calling out, crying, I can't stand to hear you, candy.”

“I called louder and louder in the dream—I was almost screaming—but he only heard the waves.”

I write: “I called—he heard—waves.”

“Like I'm waving good-bye, not screaming for him to help.” Ellen pauses. “Why couldn't he hear me, when he was nearby?”

“That is a very good question, and it's bigger than the dream, isn't it?”

She nods.

And this is where we end the session.

Ellen doesn't ask, “Where is my mother? Why does my mother not hear me?” I wonder about this missing question, but it isn't her question. The question she ends with really is directed to her father.

And then, in the week following this session, Ellen asks her father if she might have music lessons and learn the cello. He is skeptical, Ellen tells me later, reporting that he says, “It maybe too late to start playing. Realistically, most people who play begin early, at seven or eight.” But Helen wants her daughter to have this chance, sensing perhaps, as I do, that something was riveting to Ellen about the music she heard.

In the following weeks it is Joseph who enrolls Ellen in a local, very fine school of music. It is Joseph who pays for the lessons, and it is he who, within a year, buys her a cello of her own, following her first recital, where he sat listening and weeping.

I can't tell you exactly what happened in music for Ellen. Her music took her beyond words and into a voice. From the beginning it was as though she chose to live her life for her music. Once, I asked her directly what it was about playing the cello that she loved. She sat for a long time in silence. “I don't know, really. It is like having a beau- tiful voice come from inside me (even though the score isn't my creation), a voice coming from something I do in the world. I can never play it perfectly the way I want it heard, so I have to keep trying.”

I saw her for eighteen months more. During that time she stopped staying out late, and though she remained slight, small, she did not keep secrets about what she ate and didn't eat. In short, secrets had no real allure. She didn't tease her family with her suffering and her secrets.

We didn't continue to work with dreams, not beyond the two I've recorded in detail here. In her sessions Ellen spoke about school friends, her family (ordinary squabbles), and worries about her ambitions and college—which music school might take her? She fell in love with a young man who played the violin. Stephen was Korean American and equally devoted to his music. Ellen told him that she'd been abused as a child, and that she only wanted to kiss, and nothing more, and as far as I know, that's what they did. For another girl this might have been repression, but for Ellen it was speaking what she wanted—not to be frightened away from loving. In less than two years she became so accomplished as a cellist that she won several competitions and was later accepted into a reputable music conservatory.

In early May of her senior year of high school, with the summer in front of her, Ellen decided it was time to stop seeing me. She'd been building up to this, coming only twice a month since November, and now she wanted the time for her music.

I remember our last session well. She told me what she wanted, and it was not really a question. “I started to see you in the real world and that's how I want to say good-bye. Not in this office.” I nodded. “I know that it isn't usual, but I want to say good-bye to you at a recital. I'm having one on May nineteenth, and I am playing two Bach pieces, one easy piece, Sonata no. 3 in G-minor (that's for Edna and my grandmother Helene), and one hard piece, the first of his six Cello Suites. That one's for you, for what we did here. I want you to hear it, and when I take my bow at the end, I am saying good-bye to you.”

How could I argue with such clarity?

What was left unfinished for Ellen? Many things, certainly. She was wary and moving very slowly into the sexual realm that others her age had inhabited much earlier and more easily. She touched Fred's foot as she left my office that last time, as if to say, “Fred, Ed, and feet” are not finished. She did not know the unconscious fantasies that had guided her life up to that time, or the drive that had directed her now into music and the cello.

I heard some signifiers she did not hear in her speech, tracing them from our first sessions when she was eleven. I heard them move into a new form, a new subjectivity in which she was no one's object: Playing checkers and chess became playing the cello. Crying, even screaming for help, when she was made to bend over to someone else's anguished drama. “Oh over” became music from the cello. Her name, Ellen, and not telling, were also in her instrument: cello. Her calling out to her father and not being heard became a drive to play the music so that it might be heard as she wanted it heard. He, Joseph, certainly heard something, and wept, and supported this new voice.

But it was Helen who wanted her daughter to have a chance, a new life-chance, and argued that she should begin to study music. It was also her mother who gave Ellen a story that had crossed two generations already, a story Ellen needed to free herself from a ghost that had, in some real sense, inhabited her dreams and her waking life.

I went to hear Ellen play, and all I can say is that she was radiant. She played to the dead and then to our work together. And the music was, as she'd said, “a beautiful voice coming from inside me.”
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What makes it possible for a child to speak and be truly heard when speaking has been impossible in the family? At the start of Ellen's treatment Helen's very first question to me is, “Why couldn't she tell us?” And we realize that this is a central question for Helen only much, much later, years later. Joseph asks, “Will you see her?” Their unspoken question is implicit in their request that I see their daughter: “Ellen won't speak to us now—will she speak to you?” My answer is to let Ellen see me, to find out what she wants. I make no demand on her but wait to see what she will ask of me. Her speaking depends upon my hearing and, even more critically, how she hears me hearing her. It's Lacan's idea that when we speak to someone, we're actually hearing ourselves through them.

How does this happen with Ellen? She comes into my office and she makes three drawings—variants on the house, the window, the red wall, and the dog—and we don't know what any of it means then. I don't interpret her drawings, offering myself as someone who knows what neither of us knows then. After she's torn up the three drawings and taped the last one together, I comment that she's gone back to make something appear. My words allow her to see what she's done. This is so she can imagine me as someone to whom she might speak, and through me begin to hear herself, and be able to speak more and more fully.

It's striking that Ellen is eleven years old when she makes her one attempt to tell her parents about Ed's abuse. Why then? In part because he and his family were safely out of her life, having moved to another part of the country. But perhaps there was another reason. The time just before adolescence, especially around ages ten and eleven, marks a particular moment in girls’ development. In my earlier research with Carol Gilligan, Lyn Brown, and other members of the Harvard Project on Women's Psychology and Girls’ Development, we saw that just before adolescence girls resisted conforming with the feminine ideals of their particular culture. It was as if they sensed or knew these ideals were, in fact, dangerous to them, and that conformity would snuff out their liveliness, their outspokenness, and their resilience. Their resistance manifested most clearly in an effort to speak the truths of their experience in the face of opposition. So I'm not surprised that this was the one moment in all of childhood that Ellen chose to speak to her parents. Her effort to say what happened to her required what I've called “ordinary courage”—going back to a thirteenth-century definition of “courage”: “to speak one's mind by telling all one's heart.” But Ellen couldn't sustain speaking to her parents for reasons she didn't understand, and couldn't know, without access to the unconscious.

When I begin to work with her, I create a relationship with Ellen intended to open up access to the unconscious for her, so that she can speak to me, and eventually to her parents, and in this way sustain the truths of her experience. To do this I introduce certain constraints, and foremost is confidentiality. I listen and respond to her parents’ questions during the first couple of years, and I tell them in a general way how the therapy is going without disclosing the details.

And then, once Ellen is an adolescent, I stipulate that she should be the person to call me if she wants to cancel an appointment or arrange to see me at a different time. And though I'll still take phone calls from her parents, I won't see them or discuss their daughter without Ellen's presence in the room. For me hearing Ellen speak is all about listening to the unconscious within these constraints I've agreed with her and her parents.

In my relationship with Ellen, I had to reconsider how I thought about the unconscious. I'd always thought of the unconscious as a place where things that have been buried must be dug up again: a Freudian reference to archaeology that stayed with me. But, for Lacan, the unconscious is not a name for some part of the mind that isn't conscious—it's not a storage place for everything we can't bear to think about. The unconscious has to do with language, as you've heard throughout this case. In Lacanian theory the specific way a child encounters and uses language provides a map of earliest conscious and unconscious experience. Bear with me because this digression will make certain things clearer about what happened for Ellen in her family.

At first words are babbling streams of sound. And though very young children play with words and sounds in turn-taking rhythms with others, they don't use language with the purpose of communicating. But as a child begins to see that words can make things happen, can call forth specific responses from others, she is able to make what Lacan calls a “demand.” This is a request for recognition of what she means and for a response that affirms she is loved. Lacan distinguishes between the physiological needs of our earliest infancy, which, of course, must be met for the child to survive, and the ideas of a demand. Provided with food and warmth, yet without recognition or any evidence of love, a child will become lethargic, stop growing, and even die. The capacity to make a demand for something, and make herself understood, is crucial to a child's sense of being loved. But making a demand requires a risk; the other person may not understand, or may understand and say no.

Picture a child sitting in a grocery cart. She points to a box of animal crackers on a shelf, perhaps attracted by the box itself, and says, “I want.” Her mother says no and moves the cart along. The child whimpers and points to a box of Jell-O, then to a box of cereal, then to anything at all, crying and then wailing, “I want.” Her mother tries to ignore this, then hands her something already in the cart. This drama isn't about her child needing animal crackers or anything in particular; the child may not even be hungry. Hers is a request for recognition, for a sign of love, from every specific thing she's drawn to. It doesn't work to simply accede to the child's demands. Even if her mother handed her each item, the child would go on at intervals pointing to something else and saying, “I want.” The child seeks the fullness of love through a series of things that can't give her, once and for all, the feeling that love is a settled question. In fact, she, and every child, has to experience a “no” or its equivalent: no answer. But, from the child's point of view, a “no” creates anguish. To make her request successfully (and avoid anguish) she will increasingly try to imagine the person she's going to speak to. When she does this, she has to formulate her words by imagining what can be heard, what will evoke the response she wants. As soon as she does this work of formulation to address someone, she has to censor other things—things that won't make sense and things that can't be heard. The child represses what can't be received. This isn't a conscious process, but it has an immediate effect. Whatever it is she's repressing creates the unconscious, not as a secret place in the mind but as sounds and words. The child becomes split within. Speaking to others, she is unaware of what she represses to optimize being heard, and she also doesn't hear the sounds and words that return in her speech and begin to sprinkle her language with signifiers of the unconscious. This process begins when a child makes a demand with words.

An encounter with the unconscious, even later in life, begins with a demand, the use of words or gestures addressed to another as a request for recognition and a sign of love. Ellen didn't want to see me at first, so I had to wait for her demand. The fact that her parents wanted me to see her would not be enough to access her unconscious. Ellen's first demand was the series of drawings, but she didn't use words and I didn't know what she was asking. Her first verbal demand was the question “What happened?” after the session when she ran from the office and peed when she was almost at her house door. I said, “That's something we'll find out together,” because I wanted her to understand that she knew, that she would be the one who would lead the work. Very early in our meetings, I'd heard in her words, “Head hurts,” that Ed hurts, and when I said it, she heard it, too. But she ran away, staged something she could not say anything more about. Running home was a rupture from the unconscious, and what she'd done didn't make sense to her. I recognized her by giving her the first signifiers I'd heard—in response to her question “What happened?” She then connected her head throbbing with the boy who had hurt her, and our work together was truly launched.

During the time I was seeing Ellen, and even more so now, I worked against the grain of how many therapists think about trauma and how to treat it. It wasn't a matter for me of listening for signifiers and beginning to hear the unsayable through their connections, while leaving intact a relational approach to psychotherapy. If you focus on the doctor-patient relationship as a clue to past relationships, and stay with conscious narratives in empathic connection with your patient, you are likely to keep going over the same material. I know this because I've done it. It's my experience, too, that listening through the diagnostic criteria of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), you will begin to hear symptoms described in detail, but these painful litanies do not really change anything, although they do often give the patient some temporary relief in naming them. You can try to alter symptoms through cognitive reframing or some other method known to be effective—but in their place other symptoms are likely to emerge. Why is this? While a patient says she wants to be free of whatever it is that troubles her (headaches, sleepwalking, nightmares), she is also curiously attached to the symptom itself. And this is for a good reason! Each symptom is the body's attempt to speak what can't be known or said. The body is versatile in terms of creating symptoms because the unconscious will insist on being heard.

I think it's safe to say that a lot of my colleagues would have seen Ellen and diagnosed her with an anxiety disorder and PTSD. They may have referred her to a psychiatrist to get her medication for anxiety and then proceeded to help her change her thoughts or her behavior, for instance through some kind of cognitive therapy or behavior-charting system. But these methods of treatment, and their focus on a diagnostic disorder (with known brain and behavior correlates), are not psychoanalysis. Post-traumatic stress disorder, for example, connects predictable symptomatic responses directly with a known (or uncovered) traumatic event, without the filter of the unconscious at play in all of human affairs. What is considered unconscious by many therapists is simply what is not in awareness at any given time. Insight into what is not in awareness also isn't psychoanalysis. Psychoanalysis offers something that is, in my experience, different and distinctive.

In my practice I want to hear children in a way that invites them to say more, to find words for the unsayable—and this necessarily means listening to the unconscious. This includes Freud's unconscious, as well as Lacan's unique insights into how the unconscious works through language. Freud's unconscious isn't simply what we don't think about, can't bring to mind, or have forgotten. Freud specifies a logic of the unconscious that's entirely unlike conscious thought. This logic is the logic of “another scene” (as he originally called it), a scene where time stands still, words function as puns, forbidden ideas find uncanny disguises, and dreams are riddles or puzzles, not stories with particular meanings. The logic of Freud's unconscious links language, bodily symptoms, slips of the tongue, and failed or incomplete acts—to “say” things the conscious mind didn't want to know anything about. Lacan builds on Freud's unconscious, showing how language shapes both consciousness and the unconscious. Repressed signifiers return through the unconscious, and all speech carries the effects of unconscious signifiers. I've tried to catch a whiff of how this process actually sounds in practice through my work with Ellen. And I've come to believe that to listen to anything less than the logic and language of the unconscious is, in effect, to put a lid on what is emerging and to silence the unconscious.

Of course, it's possible to treat young people as though they are no more than victims of unfortunate horror, biological disorder, or family psychopathology A child can seem to be the end result of a process she played no part in. In this way she becomes an object of pity or remediation, but never a subject, never one who plays a part and chooses—yes, chooses—something, even when she's been thrust into terrible circumstances beyond her control.

I don't address Ellen as a victim or “survivor” but as a subject. She is the subject of her own unconscious, and, as a subject, she knows where to lead me, and she can become responsible for the havoc and suffering and choices of her own unconscious life. Even as a child, when she's eleven, this process of listening to the unconscious and becoming responsible can begin. From my point of view she is responsible for not telling, which doesn't mean that she's to blame. But she has a response to Ed—she creates him in her mind in a particular way—as benevolent, when he is not. She has a response to his spanking her; she doesn't tell her parents what has happened after the very first time, before Ed has made any threat. Why not?

Ellen doesn't know why not, and I don't know. But, by the end of our work, we both understand in different ways that she could not speak because her parents, both parents, could not hear her. Not about this kind of horror, which was sexual. Ellen realizes, through her dream about calling out to her father and not being heard, that her father couldn't hear her or bear her crying, not even at age four, two years before the abuse started. We see her father unable to be a father at crucial moments in her life, because he's entirely focused on his wife, her pain and anxiety. He doesn't know why, or even that he's stepped back from being a father. This means that Ellen cannot speak to her father about her suffering. So in the end his daughter changes and finds a solution; she finds away to make her voice heard, through the cello, not just heard by own father, but by a whole world of music and musicians.

During the last year of her treatment, Ellen stops showing her parents that she is suffering (cutting herself, starving herself, staying out late) while not speaking to them. She also tells her boyfriend what she wants, rather than reliving the terror of being made into a sexual object every time a boy makes a sexual invitation to her. She becomes responsible for her life. From the start I see her as someone who is able to be responsible. Treating her as a subject, as one who can lead the work that we do together, and as someone who can be responsible, allows these possibilities to flourish.

It's human to look for reasons, to want to blame someone for Ellen's suffering. Ed is the obvious person, but we know virtually nothing of his story, and certainly nothing about what drove him to harm Ellen. Ellen's parents knew nothing during the time she was abused, but her mother becomes implicated over time. Is it therefore possible to blame her mother? It may seem as though it was mostly her mother who made it impossible for Ellen to tell anyone what was happening. But we learn that Ellen's reluctance to speak is much, much bigger. It's there, as a trace, in names of the generations of Ellen's family: Helene and the Nazi without a name, who produced Edna, locked away at sixteen; Helene and Joshua, who had Helen and erased Edna; and Helen and Joseph, who had Ellen and Max and continued to erase Edna.

Lacan's most fundamental position is that we are all born into language. In this sense, because Ellen was given a name and born into a line of names and signifiers that had already affected her parents, she was assigned a place in language even before she was born. While every child is assigned a place in language by being given a name, and every child is born to fill what Lacan calls a “lack,” an unconscious hole left by a previous generation, the lack Ellen was required to fill was born of horror. Her very name, its “el” sound, pointed back to Helen and Helene. Ellen arrived to fill a hole or lack in her mother, passed down from her mother by her grandmother, a teenager at the time she was violated by a man, the German lieutenant who could have killed her easily. Helene carried this trauma in her body over to America after the war, and into the next generation. The child of the lieutenant's violation, Edna, was diagnosed as schizophrenic when she was sixteen. Helen was then eight years old—she saw that you could be (effectively) killed, made never to have existed, by your own mother. She couldn't hold that in her mind, so indeed she tried to “forget.” But, as Freud showed us, what is repressed returns. Helen carried her mother's, her sister's, and her own trauma into the next generation. Repeating a trauma, for Lacan, is linked with jouissance, and it's always “the jouissance of the Other.” This sounds enigmatic, but it explains a lot about what happened in Ellen's family.

Jouissance is not pleasure or enjoyment, common French meanings. Lacan has given it a special sense. Jouissance is a drive in human beings that takes us beyond the limits of what our physical organism can bear. Far from pleasure, jouissance, in fact, is a degree of discomfort or anxiety that pushes us into a state of being out of control. We experience jouissance as an excess in the body, as a form of psychic pain (even if there is some element of unconscious pleasure). Originally, jouissance comes from something imposed on a child. When you are very small, initially you create what Lacan calls le grand Autre, “the big Other,” denoting someone you cannot predict, cannot please, and your life depends on knowing what is required. You create an idea of your mother, and this is never who she actually is. Because you have to go through her for the satisfaction of your demands, and she isn't predictable (you can't know her response before it happens), you have to go through the requirements of her demand of you. When your mother's demand is spoken, you are not entirely lost. But a small child also senses that her mother wants more than she says. “What does she want?” is a crucial question, and it's powerful precisely because it refers to an unspoken thing, a lack. What is lacking, for Lacan, gives rise to desire. Desire isn't about sexual lust or about wanting this or that object. Desire pushes toward something impossible, something always receding. In contrast to a demand, in which a child asks for something specific, and may, in fact, receive a momentary recognition of what she wants, a fleeting sense of being loved, the desire for love can't be filled through words or another person's particular, momentary response. So the child is forced beyond the specific requests inherent in a demand into a realm of seeking something lacking, always receding. Paradoxically, when you have what you desire, desire itself disappears. But desire comes alive in the face of a lack.

How does a little child respond to her mother's lack? She tries to guess what's required of her in order to be loved; she tries to be the one who perfectly fills the lack in her mother: the corporeal, actual epitome of her mother's unspoken desire. For instance, she might attempt to be a stiff, eerily quiet child in response to her mother's unspoken desire to be reunited with a child who has died. This failing, the living child may try to be an entirely unselfish child, to make no demands of her own that might displace her mother's lost child. But whatever she tries to be, the child has to go through the jouis-sance of the Other. In this instance Lacan refers to an old definition of jouissance as the use of something we own and therefore have a right to use. Unconsciously, parents often have children to fill an anguished lack in their lives. And though it's rare to consciously use a child as an object in this way, our unconscious use escapes us. But, nevertheless, the child feels the jouissance of the Other, experienced as an excess of anxiety, terror, or pain, imposed on her—at the moment when she is overwhelmed by something unspoken. This is the price of the child's guessing her mother's desire. As a small child, you try to make yourself an object of an impossible, unspoken desire, and because your survival is at stake you are often uncannily accurate.

Here's how it worked for Ellen, theoretically—based on the details of our work together. Ellen experienced her mother's jouis-sance and became an object of her mother's desire, without either of them consciously knowing it. On the one hand she became someone abused sexually and capable of abuse—a whore and a horror to her own mother. On the other hand she became a solution to her mother's unspoken horror—a way to “treat” the hole in her mother made by her forgotten, crazy sister. In this sense Ellen was a child that her mother could not know was harmed—sexually. If Ellen had told her mother that she was being abused, she would have directed her mother back to her own mother's abuse. And she would have pointed her mother back to what neither Helen nor Ellen's grandmother could bear—the life of a child who was the evidence of violation by the Nazi: Edna. Ed was the name of the boy who abused Ellen. Ellen was uncannily accurate in keeping him a secret in response to her mother's unconscious and unspoken desire. Lacan says that speaking “includes the discourse of the Other in the secret of its cipher.” Ellen's speaking (including her repetitions and dreams) contained the signifiers of her mother's unspoken secrets.

Does that mean that Ellen's suffering was her mother's fault? No. None of us can know the enormous immediacy of Helene's anguish, or Helen's response to it as a child. Even those among us who actually lived through the horror of the Nazis cannot know the particularity of this family's suffering and unconscious response. So, you see, it's impossible to fault Ellen's mother—we are all marked by language, language itself is a trauma we're born into. But it's sometimes necessary to know how we are marked by language, how our lives have been cast in a mold—and this was certainly the case for Ellen.

Why for some of us and not for others? Shouldn't we all need psychoanalysis? This depends theoretically on the father, who has a central role to play in a child's development. For Lacan it's critical to clarify the difference between the biological father and “the paternal metaphor.” The paternal metaphor is the “no” of a third party (outside the mother-child duality). In French, nom du fere works as a homonym, referring to “no!” and to “the name” of the father. The paternal function says no to the child—no, you cannot be the desire of your mother, you cannot fill her lack, because it's impossible. The paternal function works through the discourse of the mother, who reminds the child that her lack cannot be filled—so, in short, the message is “Give up trying.” She, crucially, carries the “no” to her child. The child, then, theoretically, turns to the “name” of the father and enters the symbolic realm of language, a world in which desire itself is symbolic and out of reach, a world of limits that apply to all people, in which no one can fully be the desire of another. The biological father, when he is present, plays the crucial role of a catalyst for creating a psychological separation between mother and child in the family. If he isn't present, any third party, even the third of society itself, can fill the paternal function. But what happens if the message of “no” carried to the child doesn't quite work or isn't quite clear enough? This is a linchpin question in Lacanian theory. When the paternal metaphor doesn't quite work, the child becomes structurally neurotic. She or he accepts the “no” resentfully and not entirely, and will secretly cling to the possibility of perfectly filling the unconscious lack in the mother, or in someone else.

Ellen is, as I'll explain, neurotic. It's important for me to know this because it guides me in how I listen and respond to her. This doesn't mean that she's a caricature of worries. It means that she has a place in society from which she is heard and recognized. She knows what to repress—because she “got” the paternal metaphor in some form. But she has a problem, too—she's the stand-in for her aunt, without her knowing this, without either of her parents knowing it. Ellen's life enacts this central problem repeatedly. Her father is a good father— he isn't arbitrary or cruel, and he knows what is and isn't accepted in our society. He is outraged about Ellen's abuse when he learns what happened. He speaks to Ed's father, and it's he who, in the end, chooses not to take a case against Ed—because his daughter cannot speak about what happened and it will cost her too dearly. Yet Ellen's father has his blind spots. There were moments when he was unable to protect Ellen, to hear, to see, and to act on her behalf, and to tell his wife “no” about her lack, her anguished lack, in relation to his daughter. He danced around Helen's anguish and didn't think about his children on the night that Ellen abused Blake. I wondered why this was so and didn't ever really know. In the family meeting Joseph said, “I'm the unwanted present.” This statement had the sound of a fantasy—and also the implication that he must do something to stave off being unwanted. Perhaps, in his own fantasy of being unwanted or abandoned, he looked to Helen to save him. But this is sheer guesswork, of the kind I've learned to be wary about, because often it's just a projection or the analyst's fantasy! But, if I were seeing Ellen today, I'd invite her father to see an analyst, if he were willing to go. It was my blindness that I didn't do that at the time. Her mother, too, went to an analyst independently of me. And I'm glad she did.

My own unresolved trauma came into Ellen's treatment, though not in ways that derailed our work together. When I became anxious, I spoke too much, I interpreted more than I needed to interpret; I spoke in order to calm, cover, and assuage what was emerging because it frightened me. Almost always this happened in connection to Ellen's mother, not her actual mother, but the m(Other) of my unconscious. Fortunately, my mistakes in this case were relatively rare. I knew the difference between my signifiers and Ellen's, and between my anxiety and hers. Her signifiers, her anxiety, guided me for the most part, and in this process, I learned to treat nothing coming from the unconscious as coincidental. This included my own unconscious.

Although unconscious life is anything but random, its logic isn't always clear. In other words, you find its logic only through associations and in retrospect. By the end of Ellen's treatment, we see this logic in the signifiers that cross the generations in Ellen's family, and in the name of the boy who abused Ellen, too. The way these sounds enter words, connect with bodily symptoms, with actions taken and not taken, with repetitions, with other sounds and words in dreams, all this builds toward an understanding of what was at stake in Ellen's life.

As a result she changed and her parents changed. Not according to my plans, my advice, or my desire, but coming from the creation in Ellen of a huge resonating chamber of sounds, bodily feelings, names, and in the end something mysterious and nameless: an irreducible lack. Lacan calls this lack the objet petit a, or “object a,” and says that it is by definition “an object that has come into being in being lost.” This lack is something we all have, something we still can't represent. The “object a” is the cause of desire—always a particular cause. Ellen's parents could not hear her, even before her trauma with Ed. That's why Ellen goes on playing the cello—trying to find a sound for that!

Last year I met Ellen for the first time since she finished her work with me. I wanted her to consider this case study of herself, so I mailed her this section of the book. I asked her to read it and then arranged to meet her, when she was home over Thanksgiving. We met at my office in Cambridge. She was wearing a long beige coat and leather boots. She was beautiful, and she inhabited her body with grace (in the way that you can in your twenties, and not in your teens). She'd brought me a sketchbook, though how she knew that I drew is beyond me! When we sat down, she said she was amazed to read her own case. She said she'd heard something as a whole, a way of explaining her life and her treatment, that she hadn't really taken in before. She was moved by it, and her parents were, too.

Ellen now lives in another part of the country. She still plays the cello, and she's learning to compose. She's also involved with a man she hopes to marry. She pointed out to me that his name contains no “ed” syllable. This doesn't mean that she is without struggle or fear.

She has a life, though; she has the joyful work of music, and a love she hopes will continue.

Could Ellen have come to this point in her life through another kind of therapy? I don't know with certainty (you don't get to try out variations and see), but I think not. Hers was not an adult analysis, but it was a Lacanian psychoanalysis nevertheless—rather than a cognitive or behavioral therapy, or even psychodynamic psychotherapy. If I'd focused on her narrative as a story, or offered her a relationship with me as a corrective for her early relationships, or attempted to shore up her ego (all components of good psychodynamic psychotherapy), I would not have heard the signifiers of her unconscious. Of this I am certain. And I do not think that Ellen would have found a lasting answer to her trauma, and to her family's trauma.



Part Four
REPETITION


It is the world of words that creates the world of things.

—JACQUES LACAN
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It's early spring, and the trees are wearing their first fine dresses of pale green. I get out of my car, briefcase and tape recorder in hand, in front of the clapboard buildings that comprise the Ely-Brooks School, in a residential neighborhood in suburban Boston. I have come back to this therapeutic school for disturbed girls to interview again. The wind is New England sharp, indifferent to blue skies and new leaves.

Working with Ellen created a puzzle for me about the passage through adolescence, especially for girls who were abused over a significant period of their childhood. How does it then become possible to find desire and begin to shape a life by that desire, as Ellen had begun to do at the end of her treatment? It struck me by contrast that trauma repeats, and its grim repetition blocks desire. This is what interested me. Although the majority of sexually abused girls do not repeat their trauma with other children, I was drawn to speak with those who did exactly that.

I wanted to know what was at stake in the unconscious in their repetitions. Whom were these girls speaking to (without knowing it) as they repeated their trauma with a younger child? Would it be possible to discover not only who was being addressed, but also what was being “said” (what plea or demand—for love, recognition, justice)? And if the girls discovered a desire that supplanted dangerous repetitions (as Ellen found with the cello), how did this desire begin to reshape their lives?

At thirteen, Lori Richards is tall and lanky, with long blond hair that falls around her face. She seems anxious and rarely looks at me. She's brought Silly Putty to this interview, and now she softens the gray mass in her hands. She sits in a wooden chair, jiggling her foot. Unlike a clinical situation, here I am expected to lead the process of the interview with my questions. I ask Lori to tell me about a time when she felt understood, if there ever was such a time. She does not hesitate. “Catapult was my horse, and when I first got up on him, I was like, ‘I'm not getting off.’ ‘Cause, you know, him and me, we understood each other right off, without any words. And my new foster parents, they were like, ‘Well, you have to come down sometime. You have to eat and go to bed.’ But, up there, I could talk to him”— she slips into present tense—“I can say anything, and I'm, like, home. Up on that horse, I am happy, I'm not hungry, and if I get tired, he is like a bed. You know, you are not always gonna be safe in your own bed, so my new bed is up on this horse.” She smiles as if to herself.

I wonder about this connection to her horse and ask her, “Can you explain how you understand him and he understands you?”

“Animals speak a language to me. It's not like French, English, Japanese, or anything. They speak another language I can understand.”

I say, “What about with people?”

“People? You may as well not even try. I don't think people want to understand me.”

“But your horse did?”

“Yeah. I could say anything to him, or not even use words at all.”

Lori imagines her horse can receive any communication from her, with or without the use of words. He also satisfies her completely— she is not hungry or tired when she is on his back, and, most crucially, she feels safe. She never questions if this is possible or if it's something she's invented. Since her horse can hear everything, he is the ideal against which people come up woefully short. He symbolizes what Lori has lost: the promise of being loved and known and satisfied fully. He sounds to me like Lacan's “big Other,” the mother of infancy—that magical being who provides the perfect loving response. Such perfect understanding means there is no need for words, as if you could bypass words.

The next time we meet I ask Lori to talk with me about things she can remember well and things she doesn't remember so well. She remembers “every time I was almost killed, or my brothers and sisters got hurt—I remember their faces.” She doesn't remember “stuff like my teachers’ names, and where I went to school, and things I should know by now.”

“Things like?”

“You know, like the multiplication tables, and facts that you learn in school.”

I pose a question I ask all the girls, to get a sense of how they think about memory: “Why do you think some people remember some things very well, and other things not so well?”

Lori looks directly at me: “Some people choose not to remember; they don't want to know.” She looks down at the plastic animal she is holding and twists it around in her hand.

“Can you tell me about that?” I ask.

Lori takes a deep breath and lets out a sigh. “When I was in the third grade, no, second, I got into a big fight on the playground with this kid and got my nose bloodied up. I guess I was getting an attitude even then. Anyway, I got pulled into the nurse's office. She sees the blacks and blues all over me and asks what's going on. I told her I got in a fight with my cat and fell down, and, urn, a pack of lies, and she just says, ‘Oh, honey, you better be careful now; you could get seriously hurt.’ Like I wasn't getting the shit beat out of me every day.”

“And you wanted her to know what was really happening?” I guess.

“Yeah, I did. How can people be so stupid?” She grimaces and turns her head to look out the window.

“But you didn't tell her?” I ask.

“No, I, I loved my dad. I hated him, too, but I just… I couldn't outright say—but I did want someone to see.” She hesitates now, and adds, “It was, it was that I wanted to tell her by not telling.” Again, she looks out the window.

“What do you mean, ‘tell her by not telling’?” I ask.

“Well, for one, if he [her dad] found out I'd told, he'd kill me. I've seen him take out a knife. Once when my sister was having a seizure, he cuts her right here [Lori points to her upper arm]. It's a sharp knife, and he tells her to stop bawling, and to get up, and then he starts hittin’ her.” Lori stops for a moment. “So I was pretty scared to tell, but I wanted someone to see what was happening, before any of us got killed.”

I think of the enormity of her fear of her father—as someone who can kill. In the face of such fear, she relies on the imaginary, on a world of images and seeing. When words fail, she wants people to see, without her having to use words.

“Was there a time when someone found out what was going on?” I ask her.

“Yeah. Urn, actually, my neighbor. I never told her, but she kinda, she kinda liked me, and every week she kept calling the police, week after week, and every time they came, I couldn't say a thing. And then I got hit by a car and the doctors saw all my blacks and blues and they took me into custody. And then my mother got me back and my father moved back in with her again, and I went through it all over again.

And I went back to school with my black-and-blue eyes and they'd say, ‘What happened?’ I'm like, ‘Oh, I just got into a fight with my cat.’ And stuff like that. And they were like, ‘Oooh.’ My neighbor, she reported again, and then I went out, out of my home for good.”

This conversation stayed with me for days. “Telling by not telling” meant that Lori had to imagine her neighbor (and the police and various doctors) in a particular way. She took a huge risk by depending completely on these people to see through her lies, to take in the visible markers of her abuse, and to read them correctly without her speaking, in order to stop her father's beatings. This imagined construction of her helpers (even the “neigh” in neighbor) was not far from how she imagined her horse. Lori constructed a world of imaginary others who could see what was going on, and protect her, without the necessity of words.

It would be another year of knowing her, coming and going from her school, before Lori would speak of her father's sexual abuse and her best defenses against it.

Rain lashes against a closed window and the little room where we are talking is warm, even stuffy. Lori is fourteen now, a little taller and no heavier, and she has painted her nails bright purple. She tells me she is ready to talk about her father today. As if to sum up how she got there, she adds, “You know, I can endure the worst things and not shed a tear. It's kinda weird that you can become so immune to things, and think about them and talk and stuff, and it's just like, ‘Oh well, I can endure worse things,’ and you can't turn time back and change it anyway.” She pauses and adds, “He beat up on me all the time, and he even killed my cat, but sometimes he behaved like a dad.” I wonder what that meant to her. “You know, he'd bring me my favorite music, or a hamburger, or he'd take me out in his truck.”

“That was fun, was it?” She nods. “And was it for yew?” I ask.

She squints. “I don't know. Probably not, not really. My dad, well, I was just a tool that he used, to feel better, like—oh, this is what a good dad does. Or, I don't know, I was just a thing, not a person, to him. I see that now.”

I think of her despair, and I ask, “Is there anyone here, anyone for whom you are a person?” Her silence is so long I wish I had not asked this.

“No, they don't care. They have this points and levels system. You carry a card and every fifteen minutes you get points added or subtracted for how you are behaving. No, I'm not a person to them.”

I push further. “To nobody?”

“Nobody, unless you want to count Satan” is her surprising response.

“Satan,” I say, as if we have just mentioned an ordinary friend. “How did you first come to know him?”

“I was little, maybe eight. I would be curled up at the bottom of my bed, covered up, like that would keep my dad from getting at me, and waiting and hearing every little sound. Scared shitless. And I started to chant to Satan then, in my mind. I'd say, ‘Satan, come to me,’ and I used to feel him there. I was kinda in love with him, like he could really protect me. I would have 6-6-6 written all over me in lipstick. I cut it into me; I cut it into my arm right here.” She shows me the faint outline of numbers, a fine red tracing, so I know this wasn't so long ago.

“Do you know what you were trying to do by chanting to Satan and cutting yourself now?”

Lori sucks in some air. “I was, I was trying to get away from all the abuse, and, and, I guess, control the evil.”

“The evil that visited you every night,” I say in nearly a whisper.

Lori gets out of her chair and sifts through a pile of music tapes. I wonder if I've said too much, if it's too difficult for her to take in my words. She sits on the floor. “I would have this weird feeling that Satan was there. And my body was burning up, with like… I felt I was on fire, but this was better, more powerful, than just waiting.”

“And if you didn't do this?” I ask.

“Then I had to distract myself somehow from what was going to happen. I'd take chunks of hair out, or chunks of skin off, biting myself, or I'd dig into my head with my nails.”

“Oh, Lori,” I say. “What about God, or any spirits of goodness?”

She laughs bitterly. “Oh, I prayed and prayed, but God, he's got no power, not like Satan. And I used to believe in a guardian angel, but if there ever was one, he didn't do no guarding of me.”

I look at her, this girl sitting among a pile of tapes, telling me this story, dry-eyed. “You don't believe you are evil, do you?” I ask her. In the long silence I say, “I'm sorry I asked that. It just came to me.”

“No, the thing is I really wonder about that.”

“You do?” I ask.

“Yeah.” She stops here and I just wait. Then she goes on: “There was this one time I was high and I was supposed to be taking care of my little sister and I knew, if she did anything wrong, I'd get the crap beat out of me. She was pouring some juice, or milk or pop or something; she spilled it all over the sofa. She was three, and she should have known I'd get into trouble for that. And I beat the crap out of her. I started to slap her, and then punching her in the face, and kicking her, and I don't know. I felt so powerful. I just couldn't stop.”

I ask, “And what happened then?”

“My brother pulled me off of her. That night, well, my dad, he seemed a little in awe of me. But it didn't last. He didn't leave me alone.” She pauses. “I don't think you can do something like that to your little sister and not be evil.”

I don't know what to say to that, so I just sit with her. And then I ask, “Where is your little sister now?”

“She's in foster care somewhere. I haven't seen her for about two years.” And here, at this moment, Lori's eyes fill. “Shit,” she says. “I don't care.”

And finally, I know what to say. “You do so care, and someone who cares this much isn't evil, not in my book.”

She takes one of the tapes and slides it, like a puck, across the floor. It bangs against a radiator and then the room is quiet again. “I should have protected her, not hurt her,” she says, crying. She adds, as if in afterthought, a bitter addendum: “Who was there to protect me?”

After this interview I wonder if this was a question posed to me or to someone else. Whom was Lori addressing? It seemed that she was asking pretty directly—“Who was there to discover I was being abused? Who could see what was happening, without my having to tell?” And more implicitly—“Who will treat me as a person, and not an object?” When she was chanting and calling out to Satan, was this actually her father? She waited and hoped that the power of evil could stop the evil of what was happening to her. It is clear to me that at one point she identified with her father—she used the same phrasing to say what he'd done to her and what she'd done to her little sister: “I'd get the crap beat out of me;” “I beat the crap out of her.” Lori barely mentioned her mother at all, and I wonder where her mother was in her story.

The next time we meet I ask about her mother. Lori squints, looks off into space, and says, “You know, she's a crack addict. My brother used to get it for her, because, you know, she had nothing else. My father used to pull her all over the apartment by her ponytail and hit her all the time. She couldn't do anything for herself, and she couldn't do nothin’ for us either.”

I ask, “Do you know why she stayed with him?”

“She wanted him to love her. She said that all the time.” I'm startled for a moment. While I'm thinking of this, Lori continues. “Catri-ona was a child. We all had to take turns taking care of her.”

I'm a bit lost and ask, “Your sister?”

“No, my mom.”

Later, I sit at my desk, poring over the transcripts of these inter- views. When I read her words about her mother, it's as if I enter a little trance: “Catriona was a child. We all had to take turns taking care of her.” I feel something hit me that I didn't hear before. Catriona, Catapult, and then there's the cat. Lori lied about the cat, the cat who scratched her and made her black and blue, to the school nurse. She's told me that her father killed the cat. Suddenly her mother's name is everywhere. If Lori's horse is the big Other, the mother of Lori's infancy (who she imagines can understand her without the necessity of speech), how does this connect with “cat”? I don't know, but as a signifier, “cat” connects her mother to her horse, Catapult (named by Lori), and to her father pulling her mother around by her “ponytail.” I can take it no further, but it's clear from Lori's story that her mother wants a brute to love her and wants her children to take care of her, as if she were the child. Where does that leave Lori? At the mercy of her father's cruelty but also unconsciously identified with him. And it leaves her in an imaginary relation with her mother as the Other of her infancy. But this is not where Lori's life stays, fortunately.

In my last meeting with her, a few weeks later, Lori's just turned fifteen. She is wearing a new dress. She crosses her leg, twirls a strand of hair, and says, incredulous, “My foster parents actually want to give me a home. They want to adopt me.” I learn then that they have visited every week for over two years and have met with social workers at the Ely-Brooks School. They have been making plans to have Lori return to live with them.

Lori says, “They aren't perfect.”

“What does that mean?” I ask.

“You know, they don't understand me completely. They don't get some things about me, and I have to say things over and over, and, well, it's pretty hard. But they want me. They want more for me than my own family.”

Speech is premised on giving up the promise of complete satisfaction, facing into the irrevocable loss involved in having to use language, which can never be entirely understood. “I have to say things over and over,” Lori says. Desire is not for an object, or for a person you can have, keep, possess, someone who will understand you completely. Lori seems to stand now at the edge of knowing this. Desire is for something always out of reach, but you live for it. She says of her foster parents: “They want more for me.” In that “more” she places her incredulous hope.

The necessity to believe in language, to use speech (even with all of its pitfalls) to make herself heard, have become part of Lori as she leaves the Ely-Brooks School. Her foster parents, “Jim and Maria” (only now do I learn their names), have been steady about coming to see her, and now they're offering her a different life. They can't give her the absolute power of Satan, or the complete understanding of her Catapult, but, crucially, these two people put Lori on a path toward speaking. I see that they have replaced the photograph of her horse on her bedroom wall.
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Amonth later, in early May, I met Casey Curtis. Casey changed in some fundamental way during the year I knew her. I still wonder exactly what happened. There was a crisis and a long silence and then Casey told me the story about what had happened in the interval.

Casey is fifteen, but she seems older, perhaps because she's tall, taller than I am by several inches. I meet her outside her classroom, where she has been studying algebra. She grins and says, “I'm glad to get out ofthat!” I smile at this. When we sit down, the first thing she tells me is, “I'm a tough, bully-type kid.” She adds, “Not many people want to know my whole story.”

I ask her, “Who are the people who have not wanted to know?” She looks at me, as if sizing me up. “Just about everybody,” she replies.

I don't assure her that I can hear her whole story, because I don't know if that's possible. Instead, I ask her to make a river map of her life up to the present, writing down the big events of her life along the bends of a river. I show Casey an example of how this time-line exercise works. She takes up the markers I've brought and works steadily for about fifteen minutes.

When we look at her map together, I see that she was taken from her family when she was six years old and then lived in four foster homes and a group home, before coming to Ely-Brooks. Six moves. I comment, “That's a lot of being moved around for any kid.”

She shrugs. “Most of the kids here have been in lots of foster homes—it's no big deal.”

“Oh,” I say, not posing any argument, because I sense she wants to argue more than she wants to speak, or maybe to argue in order to speak.

She looks at me. “Yeah. That's normal here.” After a silence she goes on: “What's different for me is that I got abused in every single place, even the group home.”

“Abused,” I repeat. “Such a little word that holds so many experiences.” She nods. I offer, “This is our first meeting and you don't have to talk about that, unless you want to.”

She comes back with, “You mean you don't want to hear it?”

“No, but you'll have to see how much I can, and can't hear, over time. After all, you've said most people don't want to know your story.” I wait and the silence grows large.

Casey says, “No, I don't want to talk about all that, not now, and maybe not ever.” The lunch bell sounds and we leave it there for the day.

Later I think about this interview, wondering if Casey will want to meet again. In the beginning I'm someone she distrusts, someone (perhaps) that she wants to argue with, and someone she believes doesn't want to hear her story—not really. There's an implicit challenge in her speech. I know better than to take this personally. I've spent a lot of time at the school, and I've seen Casey with staff members. Repeatedly, she invites someone to engage with her (listen to her, argue with her, make her do something) and accuses her or him of unfairness or misunderstanding. I've dodged such invitations, but then it's easier for me. I'm just someone who comes and goes, interviewing the girls, sitting in on their classes, seeing them in the gym, going to their plays and art exhibits, sometimes eating a meal they've cooked. I don't have any authority in Casey's day-to-day life. I don't even know what is really going on for her in these conflicts with staff.

But I get a glimmer into what might actually be at stake for Casey when I meet with her just a few weeks later. She's coming away from a “time-out room” for threatening a staff member. Casey is fuming when she comes into the interview with me. She begins, “They were taking points off my card for saying something I didn't even mean!”

“What did you say?” I wonder.

“I said I was gonna kick Sonia's butt, but, you know, it's just an expression—I wasn't gonna do anything. I don't know why they had to take it so serious.” Casey looks at me as if daring me to challenge this.

I want to learn more, so I ask her, “Do things like this often happen to you—where someone overreacts or misreads what you've said or done?”

She sighs and slouches in her chair. “Yeah, they do.”

“Can you tell me about another time?”

“Yeah. The worst time this happened, I was thirteen. I was in my last foster home. I got in a fight with another kid, one of the other fosters. He went and told what I did.” Her face flushes with anger. Casey is outraged as she continues: “My foster mother told me if that kid I hurt was one of her kids, she would have killed me. I was like, ‘Oh yeah, and us fosters don't count, just your real kids. Well, bitch, I don't need you anyway'And like, ‘You don't know my story, so you don't have any right to say I am a horrible person, someone you think you can kill.’ And then she told her whole family what I did, like it was some gossip column. And she goes, ? want this one out of my house now.’ “ I see that for all her toughness, Casey is fighting back tears. I give her a Kleenex, which she balls up and holds in her hand.

“What happened with the other child?” I ask.

Casey replies, very matter-of-factly “I put his head in the toilet.

He was saying bad stuff about me, and I went and held his head in the toilet.” She adds, “There wasn't anything in it but water.”

“How old was he?” I ask.

“I don't know,” she says. “About six or seven.”

“What did he say about you?”

“That I was no good at stealing stuff, and he was better at it.”

I don't push this further because I find the logic of her statement so incomprehensible that I don't know what to ask. “And what happened when you left that foster home?” I finally say.

“I wouldn't go to another, so they sent me to this group home. I wasn't a behavior problem there—I was just defeated, so I was a real pushover.” She paused. “And when I think of her [the foster mother] now, I just think, what right has she got to judge me and condemn me, when I've gone through things she can't even imagine? No one can judge me like that!”

“How dare she judge, without knowing,” I say.

“Yeah.”

I remember Casey telling me that she was abused in all of her placements, so I say, “You were abused in that foster home, too?”

Casey looks confused. “No, not that one—that was the only one where I wasn't.”

And then I ask what I can't bear not to ask: “Did you love her?”

From the look on Casey's face, I know that I've touched a raw truth. She clenches her teeth and says quietly, “No, I didn't love that bitch. Never, ever.” Casey stands up, short of breath, actually panting, and goes to the door, saying, “Excuse me, I gotta go.”

I watch her and then I hang out in the hallway for some time, talking to staff, wondering if she might come back. But she doesn't. I meet with another girl and then wait until lunchtime, when I can see Casey. I walk up to her. “Casey,” I say softly at her shoulder. “I shouldn't have said that, and I'm sorry.”

She glances down at me. “It's okay. It didn't hurt me none.” Of course I had hurt her, in a way that I couldn't comprehend at the time.

After this interview I didn't know what to think, but two new things struck me. First of all, it seemed that Casey's own suffering occluded and justified her violence toward other children and her threats to harm them. I wasn't sure of this impression, but it stayed with me. It also seemed to me that in her stories Casey tried to make someone else at fault, perhaps so that she would not be held accountable. I felt that not only had I disappointed her in this respect, but I'd also raised the specter that she has loved someone who has judged and rejected her—in the only home in which she was not abused.

I worried about her. In fact, I went back the following day, hoping just to touch base with her briefly. But Casey was on the locked unit of the school for hitting a staff member in the face, breaking her nose. I wondered what had happened, and if it was, in any way, connected to Casey getting so upset in her interview earlier. But it wasn't possible to speak to Casey, and I had an agreement with the girls that our interviews were confidential (unless they told me they were planning to harm themselves or someone else). And Casey hadn't said any such thing to me. So I didn't speak to anyone else.

A couple of weeks later Casey was back in her regular dorm, but she didn't want to meet with me. I told her this was her choice, but if she ever wanted to talk to me, to let me know. I came and went, and weeks passed and then months. Gradually, I let go of my worry. Then one day, the following autumn (this was about five months later), I went to interview another girl in Casey's class, and Casey came up to me. “I want to talk to you again,” she said simply. I had some time the next week, so we agreed to meet.

It's a sunny autumn day, a magical day of golden leaves against cobalt blue. When she enters the room, I see at once how tall and strong she's become. Something about her seems different. She sits and gives me a shy smile. “Two things have happened to me since I last talked to you,” she begins, as if reading questions in my eyes. She takes a deep breath. “The first is the hard one, so I'm gonna get that over with. That day, after we talked, I felt really bad. I was kind of, almost like, in a trance. In the evening we were all playing our radios, and usually I don't like to mix with the other girls when I'm getting ready for bed. But this time, I was, I don't know, kind of lost, or scared, or something. I left my door open. And I was playing one station, and they were playing another. I turned mine up, so I can hear it. And then the whole dorm, all of a sudden it seemed, switched to my music. I felt suddenly not so lost, or alone.” She smiles, remembering this moment. “Then this staff person comes storming down saying, ‘Ladies, turn down those radios.’ And I didn't want to, and I said, ‘No. We ain't doing anything wrong; we're just enjoying ourselves.’ She said, ‘Turn them down, or there will be consequences.’ And I just lost it and started throwing the radio, and other things, too. Another staff person, Karen, who I really, really thought liked me, comes in. And I just lost it and started hitting her. I hit her in the face and broke her nose.” Casey comes to a stop here. We both know what happened next. She continues, “So, you know, I got sent to the D ward, not ‘cause I'd hurt her, but because I wanted to kill myself.” She licks her lips. I offer to go get water for her, but Casey says, “No, just let me tell you this.” So I stay with her.

“After that, Karen tried to work with the younger kids here, and then she got another job somewhere else. First, she came to see me, though. She told me it wasn't my fault, but it was my fault. I didn't believe her—she was just trying to make it better for me. And then, I had loads of time to think, and it hit me—whenever I have the feeling that someone likes me, I have to go and ruin it. I thought about every kid I hurt, and every adult, too, and each time, I felt that they liked me, maybe even loved me a little bit. And that felt so strange, because I have always been looking for a home, and someone to love, all my life.” She looks at me. “When you asked that question, remember that question?”

“About loving your foster mother?” I ask, to be certain.

“Yeah. It was so bad because I really thought she was gonna be that one person.” I nod. What can you say in the face of such eloquence and realization?

Almost without pause Casey begins another story. “You know my teacher, Angie?” I do, so I nod. “Angie came to see me. She just brought school stuff, and she came every day, like, urn, like life goes on. She came and she would hang out and tell me funny things that happened that day. She didn't have to do that. I knew she knew I was at the bottom. And when I came back to school, she was just her regular self.” Casey smiles. “Every week she looks for something she's gonna tell you that you've done well. She makes this box of prizes, and hands out prizes. A couple of weeks ago she gave me a set of markers and a prize for kindness. Kindness! Like you gotta be kidding. And then, in front of everybody, she told them about three kind things I did that week. I had done them, too.” And Casey, all toughness gone, asks me, “How do you stop loving someone? ‘Cause I'm afraid I'm gonna jinx this now.”

“Let me ask your question another way,” I say. “How can you allow yourself to love and not destroy its possibilities—yet again?” Casey nods. “Well, how?” I ask, as if she has the answer.

Her brow furrows into a frown. “I don't know,” she says.

So I ask the obvious question, “Well, how have you jinxed things in the past?”

“It's like breathing. I don't know how I do it. If I noticed someone even liked me, I'd go after them, do something to scare them or make them hate me. I didn't think about it at all.”

I wait. When Casey doesn't go any further, I ask, “Can you remember the very first time you felt that you could jinx love?”

She's very quiet. She shifts in her chair. “When I was little, my mom and dad were living together,” she says. “I don't remember when it started, but my mom would lose it and beat me. She'd throw things at me, and hit me with her fists, and my parents fought all the time, and my dad was always threatening to leave her. It wasn't a secret that he wanted out. He left when I was seven. And then, to stop my mom practically killing me, I'd bring her things that I stole, as little gifts. It worked for a while. But then I, I got caught stealing. It was a silk scarf, and I put it on under my T-shirt, but I forgot to tear the price tag off of it, and, well, I got caught. The store person told my mom. I thought I'd get the beating of my life, but no, she just called DSS or whoever, and then they came and took me away. A little while later, she signed over all her custody rights.”

It's so unusual for a mother to do that. I look at Casey, and she seems so young. I call her name, twice. Finally, she says, “So, see, I jinx things; even my own mother can't love me.”

I don't know what to say. I finally say, “When your mother gave you up, maybe she knew she couldn't control herself.”

Casey shrugs. “Maybe, I don't know. I never saw it that way.” She pauses. “Anyway, after that I started to make trouble, and to hurt anyone who even liked me.”

I speak softly, “You'd rather jinx any possibility of love, than not be able to stop someone from just walking away from you?”

“Yeah.”

I know her teacher. I've seen Angie with the kids, and we've had our own conversations, too. She's one of those solid, honest people who are just good with kids. I say, smiling, “For what it's worth, Casey, I don't think Angle's love jinxes all that easily.” Casey remains quiet, looking down. I add, “It doesn't mean you can do anything, threaten her with anything. You know, you do have the power to hurt people, Casey. We all do. Me, too.”

She smiles at me. “You?” she says, disbelieving.

“Me. I've threatened and hurt people who love me, more than once.”

“Like I've done?” she asks.

“No, my own way.”

She shakes her head. “How'd you stop?” she asks.

I laugh at that point. “My way isn't a blueprint for your way. You may have already done the hardest part. You know that you actually did hurt Karen. You know that when you start to feel love, your urge, like breathing, is to jinx it—and you can connect this with your mother's rejection. When you know those things, really know them, something has already changed about loving.”

She gets up to leave, and I wonder if she is okay. I stand up to turn off the tape recorder. Casey heads out the door and then she steps back into the room and, to my utter surprise, hugs me. This is our last interview.

When I think of Casey now, I see her in so many situations—in her classroom, in the gym playing basketball, storming down a hall after arguing with someone—but mostly I remember her in that last interview—the fragility of her new knowledge made her anything but a “tough kid.”

Casey repeatedly enacted a scene with children and with adults. She violently hurt any person who might “like” her, because she couldn't risk being loved, ever again. In the beginning of our relationship she didn't know this, and neither did I. Casey was a girl who provoked others and then accused them of unfairness or misperceiving what she did. She couldn't bear to be “judged” herself, and consciously justified her own actions in light of what she had suffered and what she assumed others couldn't “even imagine.” Then something happened that contradicted her experience of herself. I asked whether, and by asking implied that, she'd once loved her foster mother, the person she accused of judging and rejecting her. And I knew that I'd hit a raw nerve.

She told me later that she felt “lost… scared” and “almost… in a trance.” In the face of that doubt, or terrible anxiety, about love, Casey did what she'd always done—“jinxed” a relationship with someone. She hit Karen in the face and broke her nose. Then Casey wanted to kill herself because she'd shattered yet another possibility of love. For her, death and love were linked. This repeated in her narrative: She felt her mother could kill her, her foster mother threatened to kill her, and after she hit Karen, Casey wanted to kill herself.

But something changed for her. When Karen came to visit her on the locked ward to tell Casey that it wasn't her fault that Karen was leaving, Casey knew this was not true. To me, this wasn't a moment of taking on too much guilt or too much responsibility—but of Casey taking responsibility, maybe for the first time. Then something new happened for Casey. Her teacher, Angie, came and went, bringing schoolwork and stories, clearly wanting just to see Casey. She didn't console, condone, or judge—she just came and went. And Casey began to love her teacher, even though she feared what that love entailed—the repeating drama of jinxing it, which she didn't understand.

I think Casey's question about love changed during adolescence. When I met her, it was something like, “Who can bear me, and even love me, at my worst, when I can do anything, threaten anything?” When she left me, it was a new question, a new demand for love: “How do you love someone, and not jinx it?” She addressed this question to Angie. She formulated it with me, but it was not a question about me; the address was to Angie, with whom she hoped she could do things differently.

Something happened between us. She wasn't in therapy with me, yet my interviews were an intervention in her life. I don't have access to the signifiers, not even enough to know if “jinx” actually works as a signifier for her. I know that she was driven to be a “tough kid,” to withstand pain, and to steal and give things to her mother. I don't believe that she ever thought this out consciously, but she remarked on these attributes in herself as though they were unquestionable. She introduced herself to me, saying, “I'm a tough, bully-type kid.”

And what drove her to put a seven-year-old child's head in a toilet? He'd said that she wasn't good at stealing. Did Casey have a fan- tasy that her mother wanted her to be a kid who was good at stealing things for her? Did she feel her life depended on pleasing her mother in this way? I don't know, but it does seem as though Casey carried this impression (it's in her narrative) and it became the trigger for her abuse of the little boy. I don't have any idea why it took the specific form that it took, of putting his head in the toilet, and I don't know if his life was in danger. I only know that the girls I met had all violently hurt younger children, and I don't think Casey will do this again, and I don't quite understand why I think this.

And I'll have to leave it there. Something surely changed and in changing made something new emerge for Casey that has to do with love.
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It's difficult to write about Amanda Lee because her story is disturbing and it doesn't have a good outcome. I think we need to hear stories like hers, though. And no matter how I might try to wrest hope from it, hers remained a grim struggle.

When I meet Amanda, she has just finished a “debate” in her classroom. My first impression is that she has remarkable confidence. She's a little older than most of the girls, eighteen or nearly eighteen. She shakes my hand like an adult and says, “That class was great! I love to debate.” She sits back in her chair and smiles. “I am just like a baby lawyer; I mean, I love to argue.”

“What do you love about it?” I ask.

“You know, the other person says what they need to say, and I say what I need to say. There is nothing getting in the way. That's a good argument.”

I wonder if there is something about the structure of a debate that works as a safeguard for the free expression of differences—or if this girl is just sure of herself and outspoken in all of her relationships. I ask her, “Does it always work out that way, that people listen, when you argue in everyday life?”

“Well, no, ‘cause if I'm in a rage, and I'm blowing the other girl off, I'm not even giving her a chance, and that's different.” She crosses one leg, as if settling in.

I say, “I think I get what you mean, but can you just say more about how it's different?”

“I can be real cruel, and so she would just attack me, too.”

“Then what happens?” I ask.

“I usually win—I just know the other person's hot spots, you know?”

“I think I know,” I say, and try to rephrase it: “When you are close to someone, you also know what hurts.”

“Un-huh. Some people I'm so close to, it scares me; you know what I mean?”

“I've lost you there. Tell me.”

“Like I'm in a rage, and they just see the vulnerable, the hurt, in me. Cindy, she's only thirteen, and she gets on my nerves sometimes and I'll lash out at her, but she doesn't attack me back. I know that she feels the hurt inside me, with me.”

I introduce the idea of making a river map, but Amanda interrupts: “I think it's easier for me just to tell you about my life, if that's okay.”

“Sure it is,” I say.

“Well, my mother died when I was ten. She died of an overdose. I just loved that woman. She was an addict, and she abused me, and she hated my dad. But he was a loser anyway. And she was such a brave, strong, good woman. She had me. After all her other kids had been taken away from her by people who didn't even bother to understand her at all, she still had me. And I wish she were still alive. I wouldn't be in here, that's for sure.”

“What was your life like when your mother was alive?” I ask.

Amanda admits, “It was awful in one way—we were always on the run, always moving, trying to stay together.” She pauses. “And in another way it was perfect—I did everything I could do for her as a kid. I'd beat up anyone who would even think of harming her. I'd clean house and listen to her and warn her if my dad was coming around.”

“Did your dad abuse her?” I ask.

“No, he just wanted to take me away from her, get custody and stuff, but I didn't want to go with him. He was so weak and afraid of anybody, even afraid of me in a way.”

This puzzles me. “Amanda,” I say. “I don't get one part of this. You said your mother abused you?”

She nods. “Yeah, that's what they call it here. She would get high and get me high, too—and she'd snuggle me and have sex with me. Do you think that's always bad? Is that always traumatic for the kid?” And before I can say what I think, she adds, “Because I don't think so. She loved me.”

Is this a necessary illusion? Something I can't understand? I have the impression that Amanda is inviting me to agree with her. After an awkward silence I say, “I'm sure that you did feel loved. But love itself can become pretty confusing when the person you love uses you in some way, no?”

Amanda bristles at this: “No. She didn't use me. I wanted to be close like that.” I don't know what to say to her at this point, and it is time to go to lunch, so we end our first conversation on this disturbing note.

I come away with a sense of Amanda's intelligence and her honesty, but I was a little on edge through this interview, and I feel confused about why Amanda has chosen to speak to me.

The next time I meet with Amanda, she tells me about her life after her mother died. “I went to live in a family and I adored this family. There was no dad, but I had a mother again, and I had three new sisters. But it didn't work out.” I notice that Amanda doesn't refer to this family as a foster family. “If anyone ever tried to hurt my mother, or any of my sisters, I'd go after them. I would definitely hurt them.” This phrasing repeats Amanda's statement about her biological mother in her first interview: “I'd beat up anyone who would even think of harming her.” I heard this as an idea in that first interview, rather than an action.

Now I ask her, “Was there ever a time when you hurt someone to defend your new family?”

Amanda grins. “Yeah. There was a time when my little sister—she was about twelve then—was afraid of this boy.”

“Did she tell you that she was afraid?” I ask, wondering how the story unfolded.

“No, I just knew it. I didn't ask her no questions, but when he came around I just started kicking his ass—bam, bam, bam, knocking his head against a car. And when I finished, he was bleeding. And I told him, ‘If you ever try to hurt one of them [sisters] again, you will hurt. Worse than this.’ ”

I hesitate a moment here, wondering how to frame my question for her. “I'm not sure how to ask this. Let me try it this way. How do you distinguish between defending someone to stop something really bad from happening, and when you might get out of control, you know, cross a line and hurt someone more than you intended?”

Amanda looks stunned at this question. “I don't figure that out. If someone is going to hurt someone I love, then anything goes as far as I'm concerned.”

On the one hand, this sounds like taking a kind of retributive justice into her own hands, not defining any limit on that justice, and I think that she is unable to draw a line, or even explain the source of danger she's confronted. On the other hand, I don't know whether this is a kind of heroism I can't quite get—or something else altogether. I keep shifting my impressions of Amanda. I meet with her three weeks consecutively, and in the third interview something finally becomes clear.

Amanda comes into the room speaking. “I've been reading about a fascinating man, Ted Bundy,” she says.

There's a good deal of information about the world I just don't take in, so I ask, “Oh, who is he?” Amanda exclaims, “You don't know who Ted Bundy is?” She dashes out the door and runs down the corridor to her classroom, shouting, “Annie teaches at Harvard and doesn't know who Ted Bundy is!” She returns, breathless, with a green book in hand, bookmarked with little scraps of paper.

Amanda describes what Bundy did to his victims in detail. I feel a little sick. I can see that she is right—he fascinates her. This is one of the few times when I am actually chilled in an interview. Amanda goes on to create an imaginary scenario in which she interviews him. She begins, “I'd say to him, ? don't want to down you. You hurt enough. I just want to interview you, you know, see where you're at.’ ”

“What would you ask him?” I wonder.

“What was it like when you molested and killed those women? What did it feel like?”

I know that Amanda has hurt a younger child, but I don't know her specific story. The girls I'm interviewing are in a program designed for girls who have violently attacked or molested a younger child. As yet Amanda has not spoken with me about these experiences. Now I wonder if her fantasy of being able to interview Bundy is a way of asking me to inquire her about her own feelings.

I decide to trust this idea. “You haven't talked about what it was like for you when you hurt a child. Do you want to talk about that now?”

She looks surprised. “Sure, but you know, my situation is really different. They wanted to have sex with me, you know.”

“They did?” I ask. “How do you know that?”

“Because they agreed with me about it. And people like Ted Bundy or Hitler, they didn't ask. They just acted.”

“They just acted” sends me right back to her story of protecting her foster sister without asking any questions first. I'm completely speechless. Amanda sees this and says, “Hey, we have a little time left. Can I play my drums for you?” I have to leave for another meet- ing, so I arrange to meet with her and hear her drumming the following week.

I'd asked each of the girls to use another way to show me something that would help me understand what they were trying to say—art, or music, or anything really. And because Amanda was such an enigma to me, I had been looking forward to this. Yet I had to admit, I felt some relief that I had another obligation that day.

But then we didn't meet again for almost two months. The person who'd helped me set up the interviews told me that Amanda was deeply depressed and suicidal, and that it would be better to wait to resume the interviews. I saw Amanda when I came to interview other girls, and she looked exhausted. When anyone spoke to her, including me, she answered with a single word or phrase. She'd been so outspoken that this seemed out of character to me.

A few weeks later I was told that I could meet with Amanda again, and I came ready to continue, only to find that I'd have to delay talking to her again, until she “stabilized.” I was concerned about her and asked what had happened. I was told that she had molested a younger girl in her treatment program. Apparently the two girls had climbed under a table in a crowded recreation room. Amanda thought everything that happened was mutual and did not understand that the younger girl was traumatized by the experience, and was still terrified. I learned that Amanda was forced to sit alone whenever she was with a group, and that she had a staff person assigned to her, to supervise her at all times. I ached hearing this—she was now an outcast among girls who had hurt younger children, themselves outcast.

I was not allowed to talk with her for another month. And then one day, it was possible again.

Amanda is alone, riffling through a magazine, and I ask her if she wants to come talk to me. She nods. When we sit together in our lit- tie room again, she sighs. “The staff here judge me—every day they judge me,” she says bitterly. She sighs again. “But she wanted to do it with me.”

We are already in the middle of her story. I ask the question I asked before. “How did you know that she wanted to?”

“Because she agreed.”

I want to understand this, so I ask, “How did she agree?”

“I said, ‘Let's go play where nobody can see us,’ you know?”

“Uh-huh.”

“And then she went under this table with me. I could see in her eyes she wanted me.”

“Did you ask her?”

“I didn't have to. She knew what I meant when I said, ‘Let's go play where nobody can see us.’ She wasn't stupid.”

“And now, what is going on that she's so afraid of you? How do you understand that?”

Amanda looks away. “Look, if I've done something wrong here, I'm sorry. I keep saying ‘I'm sorry'to staff and it makes no difference.”

“Are you sorry?” I ask.

“Yeah, I am. But, you know, no one has ever been the slightest bit sorry about what happened to me.”

“I'm sure you are right, Amanda. The people who harm us hardly ever say they are sorry.” She nods. “Later today, will you do your drumming for me?” I ask.

“Yeah,” she says. “I've been wanting to do that.”

When she takes me down to the basement, I expect one drum. But, no, there are three drums, and cymbals. Amanda puts on a music tape and takes up the drumsticks. They fly through her hands, blurring the air, exploding with sounds as various as a deep thrum, a light patter, and a rush of ocean waves, a rhythm that is in my body, in my heart. There is no warning, no defense against this sound; it is in me, immediately. I come away with the sense of having been invaded by something wildly beautiful. This is something I've waited for, something I've agreed to, not knowing its impact before the moment of hearing. In a small way, what is at work in my body I feel has been at work in Amanda's body for much longer, in a much more pervasive and constant way. Her drumming is truly an art; something that has invaded her now invades and sustains us together—in sounds I can only call arresting and beautiful.

The alarm I'd felt in my body when Amanda began describing Bundy's actions was the same alarm I felt in response to the first minutes of her drumming. But while I was repelled and even a little frightened in the first instance, in the second instance I had to find words for something that was truly stunning. Amanda forced me into the Real of the body. Each time I met with her I'd felt a trace of something disturbing or alarming or chilling, or even terrifying. I couldn't name that trace, and it still eludes me, but I felt it.

I've thought of Amanda so many times since this meeting, our last one. Shortly after, she was moved to a “more secure facility.” What has become of her? I don't know. It's heartbreaking to think of her locked up when no one truly understood her.

Amanda spoke about her father's weakness, and the triumph she and her mother experienced as they fled his pursuit of Amanda's custody. Amanda showed me quite clearly the uselessness of her father, both as someone she might love and as someone whose love or law mattered to her. Her perception of her father seemed in every respect identical to her mother's perception of him.

It has taken me a long time to guess at what I sensed from the beginning—that Amanda was speaking not to me, but to a silent witness—her dead mother. Throughout our conversations, Amanda remained a captive object of her mother's desire. Just as her mother made Amanda an object of “love” outside the law in an incestuous relationship, Amanda repeatedly molested younger girls, seeing no harm in her mother's behavior, and none in her own.

Amanda also took the law into her own hands in situations where she felt that someone was in danger, especially a girl or a woman in her family. She reacted with violence before asking any question about what was going on, before making any real inquiry. Another way to say this is that Amanda seemed to experience complete certainty in her reading of these situations, and it did not cross her mind to formulate a question or make a request, to try to discover the other person's perception or choice.

If this erasure of another's perception was evident in a perceived situation of danger, it was even more striking in the situation of making an erotic overture. Amanda consistently made verbal and even nonverbal agreements to eradicate the other person's choice and subjectivity. In other words, once Amanda made a proposition that appeared to be understood and accepted, the other's right to protest or claim any harm vanished. From Amanda's point of view, I think there was already perfect complicity and agreement in a moment of mutual understanding. Amanda was genuinely baffled by the younger girl's fear of her after they had “agreed” to have sex under the table, something expressly forbidden in this therapeutic school.

Amanda repeatedly demonstrated how to live outside the law and how to eradicate subjectivity and desire in the other. It seems that these demonstrations were directed to Amanda's dead mother, as if her mother were a living witness of Amanda's perfect loyalty to her. And yet Amanda also wanted to get inside the logic of harm and, even more, inside the feelings of men who had done great harm—Bundy and Hitler. Their capacity to torture and kill was so great that most people can only call them evil. Yet, above all, Amanda did not want to judge them; she tried to imagine herself as an interviewer (someone in a parallel role to mine with her) who did not judge. Perhaps her heart and mind are bigger than mine. I do judge these men, and despite my effort to understand Amanda, I also judge her. And it's a terrible thing to do, because she is right that no one has ever been sorry for all the harm she's experienced. And ironically this lack of acknowledgment began with her mother.

For all of the grimness of this story and my exploration of it, Amanda's music was another kind of demonstration for me. She invited me to hear her, and I accepted. Her music acted directly on my body—it forced me to feel something I would never, ever have felt otherwise—a wild, invasive beauty of sound. I call it arresting and beautiful. These are my signifiers, not Amanda's, and I want to bring them back to her. Arrest: to be stopped by a law beyond yourself. Beautiful: to be known through another's experience of your beauty, and to love by knowing their desire. These are my words for her sounds working on our bodies at the same moment.
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At seventeen, she has a sprinkling of freckles across her nose. Jessica MacCarthy has braided her long red hair and woven blue thread through her braids. When we meet, she tells me that she wants to be a painter. Later I find out that she has already won several art competitions. She hesitates before speaking and then speaks at some length. She strikes me as a girl who needs words, exactly the right words, to say what she wants to say.

The eldest child of four in her family, Jessica has been moved from place to place since she was two years old. I ask why she was moved the first time. “I don't know why. I don't remember. I went to my nana's until, urn, about seven or so. Then my mom married again and I was home until I was nine. After that I got moved to a group home, then foster home, then a hospital, and then here.” She sums all this up as if her life has been nothing out of the ordinary.

“Do you remember living with your nana?” I ask, wondering where memory begins for Jessica and how she remembers her early life.

“Yes. I remember that she had a woodstove. I loved the smell of the wood, and also she could use the top to make things, like a griddle, only flat. She'd make pancakes, little doll-sized ones for me, because sometimes I couldn't eat.”

I nod. “What else do you remember?”

“Grandpa wore flannel shirts. I remember the first time I painted at the big kitchen table. He put one of his shirts on me and it covered all of me. And he'd cut the sleeves out of it, so it was like a big soft dress. The colors I'm painting and being in his shirt run together, as if I must always be in that shirt when I am little and painting. It is my happiest memory.” She smiles, remembering this. No wonder she likes to paint.

“Is there a sad memory from that time?” I ask.

“Yeah, sad, but not terrible. I remember my parents coming to visit and I'd go out to this big field and lie down, try to just hide until they left. It was huge, that's how I remember it, and had lots of tall grass, so finding me wouldn't be easy. Then my grandpa would come to get me. He knew just where to find me—every time. I remember once I was crying. He picked me up and held me. I wanted to stay with my nana and grandpa forever, but even when I was little, I knew that it wasn't going to last.”

It was immediately clear to me that Jessica loved her grandparents. I ask, “And you didn't want to go back to your parents?”

“No. But then my dad got into a car accident and he died, and my mother married someone else and they wanted me with them.”

“You were seven, so do you remember that?”

Jessica frowns. “No, strangely, I don't remember leaving at all.”

When we meet again the following week, Jessica comes with a drawing. “This is my nana,” she says. “I did it from a photo.” She's drawn a dumpy little figure with wild, short hair and eyes that absolutely sparkle from the page.

I say, “She has such a gleam in her eyes!”

“Oh yeah. Nana didn't miss much.” Jessica is quiet then, almost uneasy for all her facility with images and words. “I want to talk about the abuse today, because I want to have time later to get to something else,” she says. She swallows. “Maybe you could ask me a question or two, to get me started,” she suggests.

“Okay, but if it's not the right question, you just tell me. How about starting with where it began?”

She nods. “It started just a little while after I went to live with my mom. My mom married a man called Rick. Can you change his name if you write about this?”

“Yes, I can. I will change your name, too, and a lot of things.”

“Good, ‘cause I don't want him to know this is me, in case he ever gets out of jail and wants to come after me.”

“He terrified you,” I say simply.

“Yeah. All of us. But I was the first one he picked, and for a while, I thought if I could just bear it, he wouldn't hurt the littler ones.”

“But it didn't happen that way?” I venture.

“No.” And again she is silent.

She sits in her chair as if gathering herself before going any further. “It started with spankings and having to stand in the corner. And then I had to stand on my toes and then on tacks and up on my toes, and if I came down, I'd get beaten with a strap.” As she says this, Jessica's legs begin to tremble.

“Jessica,” I say, “you are shaking—are you all right?”

“Oh, it's okay; my legs do that sometimes,” she says, as if puzzled by my concern. She looks at me. “When I was eight, he started to watch pornographic movies with me when my mom was out of the house. He would start to undress me and, you know, fondle me, and I, I hated the feeling of his rings on his hands. I would kind of move outside my body and go up to a crack in the ceiling. I don't know how I did that. I just did it. I don't think he ever penetrated me, but I felt like a rabbit with the skin tore off from the things he did to me. There was no crying allowed.” Jessica's face is impassive, her voice flat. She looks around the little room as if surprised she is there. She picks up a small stuffed elephant and holds it, turning it around to find a good fit on her lap. I don't know if this is for comfort or if it is a continuation of the story, showing me herself on Rick's lap.

I ask, “Where was your mother when Rick was making you stand in the corner, and beating you?”

“Oh, she was there, but she was so depressed that she didn't do anything. Besides, she was afraid of him.”

“Did he hurt her, too?” I wonder.

“I didn't see it, but I am absolutely sure that he did. He hurt everyone, even the animals. He put my baby brother out in the snow in a dresser drawer. He beat all of us kids. He beat the dogs, too.” Jessica looks at me. “Do you believe in evil?” she asks.

“Yes, I do. Do you?”

She sighs. “Yeah. He would do anything and he meant us to know it. I was scared whenever he was around. He'd come into the house and I'd feel cold at the back of my neck. And I couldn't do much for my little sisters and brother, especially the baby, because I could chase my sisters out, or send them to play somewhere else, but not the baby.”

“How old was he?” I ask.

“Matt was almost two. Kathy and Marie were six and five, always together.”

“And now, where are they now?”

“I don't know. I haven't seen them since I was nine. But, you know what, when I get out of here and I am old enough, I am going to find them. If they don't have really, really good homes by then, I am going to take care of them myself.” Her eyes are full of fire.

“I am sure you will try to do just that. Yet, I wonder, where are your nana and grandpa now?”

Jessica looks down at the elephant. “They died when I was nine. They found out that we were being beaten and they tried to stop Rick, and he, he shot them. That's how the police found out about us.”

“Oh my God,” I say.

“Yeah,” she agrees.

“And your mother?”

“They both went to jail. She was his, his, what's the word?”

“Accomplice?” I fill in.

“Yeah.”

“And still there are no tears?” I say, as gently as I can.

“No, and I want to cry,” she says.

“Does your body feel this in some way?” I ask.

“Yeah. Something is tight in my throat. I dream of a murder and I try to scream, but no sound comes. I dream it over and over.”

I go with her to her art class. I am reluctant to leave her that day. I watch her in the group, making a poster. She outlines letters and the other girls paint them in. She cuts out pictures to add to the group collage. She stands in a line with her card to have points added or subtracted, her face impassive. When the group returns to the poster, she says, “Don't hog the glue,” to a girl who moves the jar to her corner of the table. There is no rancor in her voice, and the other girl slides the jar to the center of the table again.

I meet Jessica a week later. It is a bright summer day and since our little room is not air-conditioned, I open the window. “We didn't have any air-conditioning at my nana's house, and she would open all the windows and the doors, too. She had a big fan in the attic that, when she had it on, would whoosh all the hot air out.” Jessica smiles. “And Grandpa would make us Kool-Aid ice cubes and chop them up with a hammer so we could suck on them.”

“You remember so many things about them,” I say.

“Yeah. I try to keep those memories alive.” She adds, “I don't have a photo of Grandpa, though, and I can't really remember his face.”

“Do you remember the shape of him, how he moved?”

“Yeah. I can see that!” And she smiles at the image.

We are quiet then. Questions flood my mind, but I have the sense that Jessica is taking her own route through these interviews.

“He used to wear overalls,” she says.

“Your grandpa?” I ask.

“No, the little boy I hurt, I abused.” She lifts one braid and sucks on the tip of it, looking very young in that moment.

“What made you think of his overalls?” I ask.

“I don't know. He was such a beautiful little kid. Blond hair, stick straight. He was my little brother, in my foster family, I mean.”

“Was that where you went after your parents went to jail?” I ask.

“No, first to a group home and then there.” She pauses.

“Okay, I'm sorry I've interrupted your thinking.”

“No, it's all right,” she says, and resumes. “I went into that foster home when I was eleven. I was sixteen when this happened, and I'd been there for, urn, about five years.” Jessica picks up the elephant from the week before and puts it in her lap. She sits in silence. I just wait.

When she begins to speak again, her voice is barely audible. “He was pretty new in the house, just there for a couple of months. I loved having a little brother again. I don't know why I hurt him so much.” She chews her braid.

“Can you say how it got started?” I ask.

“Yeah. He was little, maybe about four years old, and I saw him being held by my foster mother. Alice. She was nice to all of us, but when I saw that, I just felt—I don't know how to say it—like that's how it should have been for Matt, and for all of us. And it took me by surprise, how much I hated Sam in that moment. I didn't want to hate him, and I tried not to hate him.” She hesitates. “And then, I realized that the only time I wasn't hating him was when he got hurt. The first time was an accident. He fell, running, and my hate went away. I went to him and picked him up and kissed his knees.” Jessica hesitates. “And then, the next time I felt burning up with hate, I pinched him, hard. It hurt and he looked shocked at me, and he cried. But my hate went away, for days it went away.” She stops.

“You were burning up with hate?” I ask.

“I'm not sure. I don't think hate's the right word, exactly. I just couldn't bear to see him so happy, all his needs met, feeling all the love in the world…” and her voice trails off.

“You wanted to make a break into that?” I ask.

“Yeah, I did. I had to hurt him a little bit worse each time, to make it work.” She stops.

“To make it work?” I echo.

“I have to understand this; I don't want to say it, but I have to know why I did it.” Again, she stops. Again, I wait.

“I saw him on Alice's lap one day, and he was in his overalls. She was adjusting one of those little straps, you know, the straps and the buckle kind of thing?” I nod. “She was pulling them up a little. And he had this faraway look in his eyes, like nothing, I mean, nothing, could burst his bubble of perfect happiness. And I, I just couldn't take it. So I said, I said… It was evening and I said, ‘Let's go get your bath,’ to him. And I took him upstairs. I filled up the tub. I took off his overalls, and again, he had that look. And I touched his penis and started to rub it. He began to cry, so I put him in the bath and said to him, to stop crying. I put him in and kept touching him, and he went on crying, so I pushed his head down under the water. Then I realized what I was doing, and I stopped.” Jessica is shaking now. I go sit nearer to her.

“He really started to bawl then, and then I loved him all over again. I lifted him out and put him in a big towel. I said to him, ‘If you tell, I won't be your big sister anymore.’ He didn't tell, and all the next day, every time he saw me, he looked terrified of me. I knew what that was like. I'd become just like the man I hated the most in the world. So, I, I tried to kill myself.”

“Jessica, what did you do?”

“I took every pill I could get my hands on, and I passed out.”

“And then, when you awoke?”

“I was in a hospital, and my foster mother was there, and she was so kind to me. I hated myself and I told her so. And I told her what I'd done to Sam. She pulled back from me, right then, and she walked out of the room, and I knew I'd ruined everything.”

“She walked out?” I ask, as if I've heard this wrong.

“Yeah, she pulled away from my bed and sat back in her chair. She didn't say anything mean to me, or anything at all, but she walked out and I never saw her again, and I never saw Sam again.” Jessica runs one hand over the elephant. “Not that I blame her.”

We sit through a long silence. I am aware of how close I am to her, and yet I don't reach out to her. There is a dignity in her in this moment of reckoning that precludes any comfort I might offer. “You were with her for five years and you don't blame her for walking away?” I ask, finally.

“No. I knew she was right to leave me there. I'd done something so wrong, she couldn't stay in the room with me, or she'd be saying to me that it was going to be okay, and she could take me home again, and you know, she couldn't. Because she loved Sam.”

“Yes, I think you are right; she loved him. But who loved you like that?” I ask.

“My nana did. My grandpa did. And if they'd had a foster kid who did what I did, that kid would be out of the house.”

“You know what love looks like and feels like, and that love can say a merciless wo?”

She nods. “Yeah. But why did I do it?” she asks me, looking up. “We are supposed to talk about that here, but how can I talk about it when I really don't know?”

“What don't you know, Jessica? Because you've been really clear about what you felt and what you did.”

She hangs her head. “I don't know. I was hoping you'd know.”

I sigh. “Not anything that you can't know much, much better. I can only listen, and learn from you.” She frowns. This is not what she wants. I offer, “Maybe something will become clear in your art, or in a dream.”

Two days later I return to interview another girl. I walk down a corridor and go by an open room with a mat on the floor. Jessica sits there cross-legged, sobbing, her head bent. I can see that someone is there with her. I go to my little room and begin another set of interviews. About twenty minutes later I can hear Jessica screaming. It is a long howl, repeating. It sounds like the end of the world. I end the interview early, all concentration lost.

It's almost two more weeks before I see Jessica again, and when I do, I almost don't recognize her. She has cut her hair into a long bob, and it hangs neatly around her face. She wears a light blue sleeveless dress. She waves and tells me that she's heading out to have “lunch.” She joins a couple, a man and a woman I've never seen before.

A few days later, finally, she comes to my little room for her last interview. She sits down with a folder on her lap. “Before I show you these, I have to tell you something. You know those people you saw me with?” I nod. “I am going to have a room in their house. I'll be eighteen in a few months, and I've been planning that when I leave here, I would just be out on my own, in an apartment with some other girls, or something. But my therapist and I decided that wasn't such a great idea. They aren't going to be foster parents, or any kind of parents, just friends. Sarah and Carl. I am going to live in their house and go to art school, and maybe later, I'll have my own place.”

I'm delighted for her. I learn that Sarah is an editor with a local publishing house and Carl a graphic designer. Their own children have recently left for college. They've been doing volunteer work at the Ely-Brooks School and have actually known Jessica for about eighteen months.

She opens the folder on her lap. “I made the first one almost right away after we talked.” There are two drawings, both in pencil. “This is Sam, and I remembered him pretty well, and Alice—well, I can't recall her face, so that's why you can see his and not hers.” The woman's head is bent toward the child, but the boy faces directly out, toward the viewer. He looks as though he is in a trance, or entranced.

“When I drew him,” Jessica says, “I noticed that he looks just like me, just the way I looked at that age.” She takes out the second drawing. “This one is me with my nana,” Jessica continues, handing me the second drawing. She's drawn her nana's face, looking forward, and under her chin, facing down and frowning slightly, is a little girl who looks a bit distracted.

“Did you have a photo of yourself?” I ask.

“Yeah, just one, though. I'm not actually with my nana. I drew her face from another photo and put them together, with me on her lap. But in the one of me, I'm sitting on a chair, by myself, and I think I'm maybe five there.”

I see it right away. She says that Sam looks like her, but he doesn't. “You don't really look just like Sam,” I say.

“No, he looks just like me,” she corrects me.

This leaves me puzzled, because I don't see this resemblance in her drawings. “Tell me about making them,” I say, at a loss.

“I knew hate wasn't the right word for what I'd felt, whatever it was. I wanted to see for myself what it was. And when I was drawing him, I realized I'd wanted to be him, be inside him, and to feel so loved.” She stops. “The next day, I saw myself in the mirror, just before going to school. I hated my face, my hair. I went to class, and out of nowhere I started crying. I couldn't stop, and my therapist came and got me and took me out and just sat with me. I made some awful noises, I cried and cried, and then I felt clearer, lighter, than I've been in ages!” She smiles.

“I was here that day, Jessica. And I heard you crying,” I say, not wanting to hide this.

“You were? You heard me?”

“Yes. I remembered what you said about dreaming of murder and not being able to scream in your dreams, and I felt maybe this was good.”

“It was good.” She pauses again. “Then I made the second drawing, that evening, and I slept really deep, not waking up to every little thing like I do.” I smile at this. Jessica hesitates. “I wish I could explain what happened to me.”

“It's okay; you've brought me what you've seen—how he seemed to look just like you, and then how he wasn't you.”

She looks at her own drawings. “Oh my God! I didn't see that.” Her eyes overflow.

“What are your tears for?” I ask.

“When I hurt him, I think I was trying to get to myself, get back to me through him, and then my nana would be there again. I know it sounds crazy.” She looks at me.

“Impossible, yes,” I say, “but not crazy, not to me. We're all trying to find something lost, something we have to search for, even though it's impossible.” I'm not sure what she understands of this, so I ask, “What do you think?”

“I keep thinking, ‘What have I got now?’ And I don't know. I feel empty, like I have nothing.” She places her folder by her chair.

“You have your art,” I say to her, pointing to the folder of drawings. She picks it up, puts it on her lap again, and holds it.

How often I've thought about Jessica beyond this, our last meeting. I felt that our meetings together created a space for her to know something new. In the interviews, I was struck by her bravery and her need to know what had compelled her to harm little Sam. Two questions stayed with me: What was at stake in the other scene, in the unconscious, in Jessica's abuse of Sam? And how did she create a symbolic space with her art in order to know her trauma more fully?

In telling me the story of abusing four-year-old Sam, Jessica revived the scene of the unconscious. In her narrative, some things repeated. Repetition is the signature of trauma, and of Lacan's Real—what is impossible to represent. The clearest of these repetitions for me was the word “lap” and the things Jessica took into her lap. She never said that Rick held her on his lap as he “fondled” her, but she picked up the elephant, a toy left in the room, and put it on her lap at two precise times: when she spoke about Rick's sexual abuse, and as she began to speak about her abuse of Sam. She also described Sam sitting on her foster mother's lap as the immediate trigger for her abuse of him: “I saw him on Alice's lap one day, and he was in his overalls.” The lap is a part of the body that stands for something else. I don't know what that is, but it seems to be a place where longing and sexual trauma meet in a terrible way.

The word “strap” also repeats across the story of Rick's abuse and Jessica's abuse of Sam. She says of Rick: “It started with spankings and having to stand in the corner. And then I had to stand on my toes and then on tacks and up on my toes, and if I came down, I'd get beaten with a strap.” And she says of Alice: “She was adjusting one of those little straps, you know, the straps and the buckle kind ofthing? She was pulling them up a little. And he had this faraway look in his eyes, like nothing, I mean, nothing, could burst his bubble of perfect happiness. And I, I just couldn't take it.” The strap is connected with trauma (Jessica's legs tremble when she says this word), and with longing to be loved, as Sam was loved—perfectly, Jessica imagined, in that moment.

In telling me the story of abusing four-year-old Sam, it seems that Jessica revived this unbearable longing. Sam was, without Jessica consciously knowing it, a mirror image for herself. The image of him with Alice was the illusion of an image of perfect happiness, complete love. In his Confessions, St. Augustine presents the image of a child sucking at the mother's breast, an image of envy for the child watching. Jessica was right—it wasn't hatred she was feeling. It was envy. This is what Augustine called “the invidia”—a moment when we're captured by an illusion. As small children we think it's possible to return to paradise, to Eden. And later, once we know we can't have that paradise of perfect love, we're in thrall of the illusion that someone else has it. And this feels unbearable. I think that Sam represented the invidia for Jessica. She never questioned his perfect happiness, which was a torment to her. She could love him again only when he was hurt, or when she hurt him, and he experienced her betrayal. But why preserve the illusion of perfect love in this way?

We create a world in what Lacan calls the Imaginary, a world of images and imagoes (ideas about images), to survive. As a child, even as an adolescent, what if Jessica acknowledged that perfect love couldn't exist? Then, I think, she would have been assailed by the Real, by something beyond all words or representation: the murder of people she loved. She alluded to this Real in her repeating dream in which she tries to scream.

I wondered why she drew Sam's face so it didn't look like hers and thought that his face was nearly identical. It was amazing to me that she couldn't see this.

I go back to that part in the transcript, riffle through the pages. Here it is. When I said, “He wasn't you,” Jessica saw what was obvious in her drawing. She then said, “I was trying to get to myself, get back to me through him, and then my nana would be there again.” Through him. That was her mistake in seeing, and her motivation for abusing him, I think. It wasn't just to recall her nana, but to recall her nana as one who could rescue her from abuse.

And if Jessica had seen her double in Sam, she treated him as Rick had treated her. This was her horror and the reason she tried to kill herself. “I'd become just like the man I hated the most in the world.” Rick was someone who, in all probability, saw himself doubled in her—though we don't know how or why.

I wonder, too, about the process of making drawings, which Jessica did quite spontaneously as an accompaniment to her interviews. In her first drawing of Sam with Alice, Jessica thought that she had the same face, his face. I wonder if it struck her when she looked at her own image in the mirror the next day that her face wasn't his face. I don't know if she thought this and have no way of knowing. I do know that she told the story of looking into the mirror following the drawing, and that I heard her wailing cries the day she looked into the mirror.

When she made the second drawing, after crying with her therapist that day, Jessica replaced Alice, who had no face, with her beloved nana, whose face she could remember. And she drew her own face so it did not look just like Sam's. It was amazing to me that she could not see this. When I said, “he wasn't you,” Jessica then saw what was obvious in her drawing. As if to explain her mistake in seeing (as well as the abuse of Sam), she then said, “I was trying to get to myself, get back to me through him, and then my nana would be there again.” Once she said this out loud, she knew it was impossible, or “crazy.” This is a second, and smaller, shattering of the invidia, with me. I underscored it, telling her of its impossibility. It is no wonder she felt then that she had nothing left.

The world of her Imaginary had collapsed, leaving behind the Real—a howling cry for something already lost, something that couldn't be represented. It's as if Jessica had to find an image for this Real, because immediately she made a second drawing. No longer in thrall of the illusion of the invidia (and the possibility of repeating abuse through this dangerous illusion), she felt “empty.”

Something crucial had happened in the process of treating her trauma in the symbolic space of making images. Jessica placed Sam again on Alice's lap, and herself on her nana's lap. She even held the drawings on her lap, put them on the floor, and took them back into her lap. Now there was no repetition of abuse, though, or none that I could discern. In order to create art, Jessica had to imagine another set of eyes, someone who would see. Each child looked out toward the viewer. In imagining the person who would see her art (me, but not me personally, me as the Other of her own unconscious), Jessica sought unconscious knowledge in the images she created and in others’ responses to those images. I imagine this process will continue for her.

I wish that I had been able to give more to this girl, because I think she would have been able to learn so much from her own unconscious. After the world of the invidia collapsed for her, what came in that second drawing may have been related to a fantasy—but I can't know anything about a fantasy without her dreams. And I didn't have access to her dreams and her associations. Yet I think the therapeutic school saved girls like Jessica by giving them a safe haven for a couple of years, a clear set of rules to live by, and a place to create art and to speak about their experiences. It didn't offer psychoanalysis in any form, and this makes me wonder still about what might have been possible for each of them, if they'd had that opportunity.

But, sometimes, as a young person, it's enough to speak and to find a voice that answers yours.
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Isit in my study with a cup of tea and biscotti, looking out to the Holyoke hills on the horizon. They truly appear blue from here, though, of course, they are not. Still, I love the blue, more than the details of the slopes up close. I feel the need of a wider view, a panorama of what I've studied and learned. My interviews with the girls (and immersion in Lacan's theory) have given me a new way to think about traumatic repetition. What drives a repetition? What modifies or halts it? I don't have access to trauma itself, or to the girls’ inner anguish, only to the trace of their words, and in their words, repetitions.

The four girls I spoke with violently attacked or sexually molested younger children. Each of them showed me something about the repetition of trauma. In each case what became clear was that the repetition of trauma was linked with an illusion. And not one of the girls could articulate this illusion consciously.

Lori thought she did not have to speak to be understood. This illusion was dangerous because it kept her fused with her mother. This illusion became linked to her horse, Catapult (carrying the name of her mother, Catriona), and to Satan—both imagined as having power—to fully satisfy her and to protect her. Captured in the original fusion of the unbarred big Other (the mother of infancy) and terrified of her stepfather as a man who could kill, Lori didn't want to speak. She thought she could bypass words and be understood. She'd been made to feel responsible for her little sister's actions, and Lori felt her sister should have understood how to behave without having it spelled out. I believe Lori was acting as if she didn't need to speak when she brutally beat her little sister. In contrast to her family, the couple planning to adopt her visited her reliably—and they represented imperfection and the necessity of speaking to Lori.

Casey persisted in being the “tough kid” who could steal things for her mother, as if this could protect her from abandonment, even after her mother had terminated all custody rights. When Casey put her foster brother's head in the toilet and held him there, she did this because he claimed that she was no good at stealing. When she struck out at Karen and broke her nose, Casey was warding off any possibility of being loved. This incident followed Casey's realization (through my question “Did you love her?”) that she had, in fact, loved her foster mother. And her foster mother, too, had abandoned her. But something changed for Casey when she realized that she was setting up love's failures, and this realization, especially in relation to her teacher, opened up a path to being able to love without “jinxing” it.

Amanda's illusion involved a repeating drama in which she demonstrated that it was possible to use people, even hurt them— without any responsibility for harming them. To do this she'd had to believe that she could know what others were thinking and what they wanted without consulting them. She replicated exactly this pattern when she sexually abused the younger girl in her school. It seemed to me that her dead mother was her witness to this pattern, because it replicated so perfectly what Amanda experienced with her mother.

Jessica's illusion was the idea that someone else could have per- feet happiness, perfect love. Her impulse was to make little Sam suffer, to rupture and destroy what he appeared to have: “all the love in the world.” This had been unbearable in the face of her own anguished suffering and yearning for love. But, more specifically, she created Sam as an identical double, which pointed back to Rick's identification with her. Her use of the words “lap” and “strap” pointed to an illusory overlap between terrifying, traumatizing erotic experiences and her yearning for love and protection.

If these were some of the illusions that drove the repetition of trauma for these girls, what seemed to modify or halt those repetitions?

For Lori, the wish to speak, and an acceptance of imperfect understanding through language, emerged in relation to the people who wanted to adopt her. This change certainly didn't vanquish all traces of terror from her body. During all the time I knew her, Lori had a hard time even sitting still.

Casey became willing to risk loving someone again: her teacher, Angie. I think her conversations with me were a catalyst for this change, in ways I don't fully understand. Casey had lived her whole life as if she could fill her mother's desire, and though this had not saved her from rejection, Casey acted as though she could prevent others from rejecting her—by pushing them away first. But she did this in such a way that she traumatized them. In the end I think she knew that though risking love is terrifying at times, it's also a human necessity.

Amanda took justice into her own hands, without questioning what she was doing or what was going on for those involved. In doing so, she terrified others, most often younger children. In Amanda's case I don't have any evidence that she moved beyond this pattern. From her story it's clear to me that retributive justice—revenge— almost inevitably drives the continuation of trauma.

Finally, I learned from Jessica that despite all the trauma of her life, all its real horror, she had to learn to live outside paradise, out- side any form of perfection, and stop seeking an Eden that never existed. This meant putting aside the idea that someone else experienced perfect happiness or love. Jessica moved away from this illusion and felt terrible remorse for the harm she'd done to little Sam. She also found a creative form for the unsayable, and her art challenged the specific illusions that had driven her repetition.

I take hope from these four girls, yet the nature of trauma is that it repeats, and the discourse of the unconscious itself is repetition. The repetition of trauma is human history writ large; it's everywhere. We're all implicated in this repetition, simply (and terribly) in our humanity.

But what is trauma? For Freud, experience becomes traumatic through a demand on us, which by its nature is an excess of what we can manage or bear. Our response is entirely individual and does not inhere in any event; two different people can experience the same thing and for one it will be a trauma and for the other it won't be. Of course, there are some traumas, like war, that affect a whole group or culture—because aspects of that experience are beyond words—for everyone. For Freud, the excess that defines trauma is an inability to say what is happening at the time, and later to say what has happened in any fully accurate or complete way. In other words, the excess of trauma is given a wordless burial. But trauma repeats, almost inevitably. Freud calls this “repetition compulsion.”

How does this happen? What comes in the place of a wordless history? We evoke trauma repeatedly—through uncanny, disconnected impressions, feelings others carry for us and we can't feel, ideas and fears that seem without reason yet persist. Unwittingly, we live in the continual presence of ghosts, whom we address (yet don't even know). In the absence of history we reenact trauma (the unbearable excess without words), staging the unspoken elements of experience. Trauma wrenches us outside of time in timeless repetition.

But in all of this I'm assuming that trauma is something that hap- pens to us, something unbearable and utterly beyond our capacity to cope. For Lacan, the excess of trauma is in language, and this is a different point of departure altogether.

Lacan's most fundamental and radical point is that we're born into language. The trauma of language creates a parceled body, a sense that the body is in pieces. Language divides the subject from the organism. It breaks into our bodies and writes on our flesh, in the form of signifiers, well before we begin to speak. Language in this sense is a trauma; it marks us from the start. When we begin to speak, we speak on two levels, on the level of what we intend to say and hope others will understand we mean, and on the level of saying things that we don't intend and can't hear ourselves saying. Therefore, part of language is always unconscious, and what is unconscious insists, or repeats.

Language is traumatizing and carries trauma across generations, repeating as signifiers—linked with symptoms and reenactments, as we saw so clearly in the case of Ellen. In fact, signifiers are primary. They exist in our parents’ words, long before we even know the world to which they refer. Lacan says, “It is the world of words that creates the world of things.”

But it's more complicated than this. What is traumatic does not inhere in events (no matter how brutal or terrible), or in words and what they signify, but in both and beyond both. Trauma is evoked through what Lacan calls the Real, something unbearable that is impossible to represent. When the Real erupts in our lives, we dream a response. Our dreams find signifiers for the Real, for something traumatic, giving us words and connections impossible to find in any other way. It's possible to find these connections through psychoanalysis and sometimes through art.

But here's the rub: There will always be something that can't be represented in dreams or a symbolic process of making art, something that escapes the network of signifiers and therefore must keep seeking a form. This something, the Real, will seek expression in the body.

In other words, there is no way around or beyond the trauma of language. Language is incomplete and faulty when it comes to saying what is most vital.

Interestingly, the people who feel this most acutely are psy-chotics. And this brings me, full circle, back to my own life.



Part Five
TOWARD DESIRE


The objet petit a is by definition an object that
has come into being in being lost.

—JACQUES LACAN






30

I‘d just told the Dauphin of France, “Leave off delays, and let us raise the siege,” when I noticed a mailman transfixed in the hallway, looking at us, and then he started clapping. Looking back, what was a mailman doing inside a theater building? Was he actually there? And who was I, as I was playing this scene?

I was not an actress, nor did I have talent of any merit in the world of theater. Yet I was attending a monthlong residential workshop for professional actors and actresses offered by Shakespeare & Company at Wellesley College. As one of two academics in a group of ninety theater professionals from all over the world, I felt like a fish out of water. I'd wanted to explore connections between my physical voice (I was, and still am, very soft spoken) and the capacity to speak, to have a voice that might be heard. I'd also wanted to make a bridge between the richness of Shakespeare's language and the language I hadn't been able to translate.

When we arrived at Wellesley for the workshop, we moved into dorm rooms for the month of January. Outside a narrow latticework window, the pine trees and the grounds were covered in snow. I chose the upper bunk of someone's room and placed my Riverside Shakespeare, a black journal, a little painted wooden rabbit, and my tape player with a single tape, Verdi Cries, on the small desk. That evening we were divided into groups of eight. We were to speak one of Shakespeare's sonnets we'd chosen and memorized before coming. After I'd heard several people speak their sonnets, I knew that I couldn't possibly begin with the one I'd chosen. If you've ever heard someone speak Shakespeare with a full, resonating voice, you'll know what I mean. I did not have a voice that could bring Shakespeare's words alive in the room.

So I chose to begin with a poem I'd written and knew by heart: “From the porch, when dark stole / the colors of childhood from the very sky, / the voices came… / They were in the loosening bud of my body… / ‘Go and lick the blue metal ice that tears / ragged a layer of tongue,’/They rang out, cracking from the sky.” It took the better part of an hour to find enough breath to say these words so that I could be heard.

In the following days we were each assigned a character and a scene, and in this way found ourselves paired with another person playing another character in that scene. I was to be Joan of Arc, paired with the Dauphin of France (in the guise of a gentle Italian man, Fernando, or Nando for short). I was pleased but surprised by this assignment, because no one knew I'd ever been Joan of Arc before this. We formed a group with others who were playing scenes in Henry VI and read the play aloud. We were told not to memorize our scenes. Shakespeare & Company has another way of connecting characters with their lines, a process called “dropping in.”

And so at two in the afternoon on Friday of the first week, I found myself with two theater directors and Nando in a room with long windows. Nando and I sat on folding chairs facing each other. We were placed so that my knee hit the chair between his legs and his knee hit my chair in the same way. Tina and Kevin sat beside us, each with the play on their lap. They put their palms against our abdomens to make sure we were breathing deeply. Tina began with my lines, asking me to listen to her questions and not to answer them. She began: “Where is the Dauphin? Come, come from behind.” I stopped breathing. “Breathe,” she said. “Have you ever known someone was hiding? Where were they? Come—is that a command? An orgasm? From behind— has someone come up to you this way? Surprised you? Behind. Were you ever behind everyone else? Is that a part of your body? What is it like to be a peasant girl meeting a prince? And do you know where he's hiding already? Have you always known things others didn't know? Now repeat after me: Where is the Dauphin? Come, come from behind. / I know thee well, though never seen before. / Be not amaz'd, there's nothing hid from me.” I breathed and spoke.

Tina took me back to my village and my parents and my sheep, to my visions and voices and the sureness of my task. I listened to her questions and spoke with complete assurance: “God's mother deigned to appear to me /And in a vision full of majesty /Willed me to leave my base vocation /And free my country from calamity. / Her aid she promis'd, and assur'd success; / In complete glory she revealed herself… / Ask me what question thou canst possible, / And I will answer unpremeditated; / My courage try by combat, if thou dar'st, /And thou shalt find that I exceed my sex… .”

I can't tell you exactly what happened in our three hours of “dropping in” about a hundred lines of this scene. My body burned and my voices returned. I know that there was a point when we took a break and I was shaking. I remember that Nando looked at me and said, “I don't doubt that you are Joan of Arc.” I didn't answer that. What could I have said? We knew all of our lines after this, having never rehearsed them, and there was never a need to “memorize” them. Nando's final line was the last line of our scene: “No prophet will I trust, if she prove false.” I took this line to heart. I learned to fight Nando physically, and with the help of a class in stage combat, to throw him over one shoulder. I learned to speak so that I could be heard in a theater. I was playing a part and simultaneously I was not playing a part. Being Joan of Arc, this time outside a hospital, made me feel alive and sane and full of purpose. But my voices did not return again after our “dropping in.” Every night I fell asleep hoping that they'd come back. By this time they were not my sole company and reason for living. I didn't want to reenter the terror of a psychotic break. But I wanted them back to see if there might be another way to approach the translation of a universal, celestial language.

In their absence I turned to Shakespeare and his art. Six days a week, from early morning until about eleven in the evening, we worked on our scenes. Immersion in our scenes was complete, broken only by meals, classes on voice, stage combat, dance, and formal rehearsals. On the seventh day we “rested,” literally slept in late, and then got up to do laundry or go out into the world briefly. We were encouraged to learn as much as we could about our historical characters. Toward this end I acquired a book by Marina Warner on Joan of Arc and read it on Sundays.

It's odd that I'd taken so little interest in her historically before this, but I hadn't. As I read about her short life, her trial and death, some things made sense to me and made me trust my own experience of having been her, albeit in a new way. The historical sources seem to agree that when she was burned at age nineteen, Joan was still a virgin. It was also said that she did not have her menses during the time she fought her campaigns, and this marked her as different. I'd had my second major crisis and hospitalization at age nineteen, had refused a sexual relationship throughout my adolescence, and long after. I'd stopped menstruating twice in adolescence, during my hos-pitalizations.

I was stunned to learn that Joan had a mother who was alive when Joan was burned at the stake, a mother and father both. It was Joan's mother who protested her trial, which led eventually to her daughter's exoneration. But when I was Joan of Arc, her mother was dead. I was surprised to find that Joan was illiterate. But, more than anything else, the records of her answers during her trial were riveting to me.

When she was questioned about whether her voice was an angel or a saint, she'd said, “This voice comes from God; I do not tell you everything about it because I am more afraid of failing the voices by saying what is displeasing to them than of answering you.” She was asked if she saw a light, not once but twice. The first time she'd given no answer. The second time she'd said, “The light comes in the name of the voice.” Finally, asked if she saw her voices “corporeally and in reality,” she'd replied, “I saw them with my bodily eyes as well as I see you; and when they left me, I wept; I would have had them take me with them, too.” To put it simply, these glimmers into her history spoke to my history. But I did not identify with Joan of Arc as a fighter, as a heroine, as many young women do. I was Joan of Arc in a way that was entirely idiosyncratic.

To explain this I must first go into my interest in codes, particularly in the years between my first vision at thirteen and the system I used to explain my voices by age sixteen. When, in my first vision, Christ was transfigured into something evil, and green faces appeared and dissolved around him, followed by exquisite singing, I'd had no ready explanation. In the days and weeks that followed I wondered if I were saint or witch and was leaning toward the idea of witch when I realized I must be Joan of Arc, returned. Once the idea was there, I didn't elaborate her much as a heroine. I waited to see what would be required of me. And for a while I didn't know what that was.

When I was fourteen, I began to be afraid that someone would read my journals, and in doing so, that she or he would learn about the fact that I was hearing voices and learn what the voices were saying. A friend and I had invented a code for the English alphabet so that we could pass notes in class that no one could read. I used that code in my journals. One day I found myself altering it, making it “say” more by creating characters (rather than letters of the alphabet) that corresponded to phrases said by my voices. Each character could evoke a secret knowledge.

At this time I was afraid when walking alone, especially in the evening. In part I thought that I'd get lost, and in part I feared being physically attacked or kidnapped. I felt burning under my skin and knew that I'd been taken away when time went blank. I thought that someone from the Catholic Church had implanted splinters under my skin that burned. Around this time I experienced a roaring in my ears that would coalesce into voices. Sometimes I could understand them, and sometimes I couldn't. I didn't know what this was at first. They seemed to be bringing me a code, sometimes clear, sometimes not, and in that code was a way to translate what I came to call “celestial language.” By the time I was nineteen, I'd begun to see things around me as part of this code and to listen carefully for instructions about how to “translate.” I was so intent on this work that I missed the ordinary details of teen culture and the time I was growing up in. It was unthinkable that I might tell anyone about this. I knew that until I had a way to listen to and translate the voices entirely and perfectly, I could not deliver this code to someone who could use it. I didn't know who that should be; I only had a vague idea of a world leader who was truly good or a spiritual leader who was a real divinity.

As Joan of Arc, I had a problem of translation, rather than the salvation of a country. I feared that I'd be burned before I could deliver the code. What I didn't have as an adolescent was a psychoanalyst, or anyone for that matter, to whom I might have spoken these ideas, not even those I loved most deeply.

In my twenties, following one of my worst psychotic crises, I found a gifted analyst. I saw Dr. Blumenfeld into my early thirties. This analysis changed everything for me; it gave me a ground of sanity on which I could build a life. But now, in the middle of my life and career, engrossed in this book and its cases, my dreams send me back into the details of being Joan of Arc, back to the thoughts and fears I experienced at age nineteen.
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Three dreams took me back to late adolescence and to being Joan of Arc.

This wasn't immediately apparent in the first dream: There are little hot dots of wax falling on the sofa arm. I wonder if it hurts, except it is covered in armor. The address is 6250 Oakland Avenue.

It is only three lines long, this dream. I begin with its elements, the specific details of the dream, and my associations. It's not possible to guess the meaning of this dream; in doing so, you only verify what you already know. But if I follow my associations to the particular words the dream has provided, treating each phrase as an independent element with its own logic—this may lead somewhere new. My purpose is to open up a connection to my own history or to discover something surprising, something I hadn't known before. To do this I must find the impossible, the thing that makes no sense in the dream, what Freud calls “the navel.”

“Little hot dots” remind me of a crayon or candle wax. I see them falling on a sofa arm in the dream. I single out “arm,” and what comes to me is surprising: arms and legs and heads floating on a river. I see them. I hear their cries. The dream specifies “armor.” It makes no sense that a sofa is wearing armor. And, in fact, it's not!

“Arm her,” I write out, and think of Joan of Arc. She is put into armor—because she can't do this by herself. Is there anything I am put into? My clothing. My mother dressed me, as a young child. I think of clothing as a covering and see the fabric on a sofa: slipcovers. Suddenly, I imagine that the sofa's arms hurt. What an odd thought.

I return to the dream. Why does it focus on the sofa arm? I remember cutting my arms as an adolescent and covering them. I remember trying to get out the splinters the Church (through an archbishop) implanted there, splinters that could be used to set my body alight. I also thought that the Church had implanted a grating on each side of my head, in the temples, to intercept messages from my voices. Why did I think this?

I go back to the dream again. The sofa is strange; it's a thing, but it is also alive. I see its arms as though they can be detached from a human body. I remember a plastic doll. I could take off and put back on its arms, legs, and head. When you took them off, they left a little hole behind.

A little hole? I think of the holes on the kitchen table, the marks of my mother's cigarettes, fallen from her ashtray. I see them as her fingerprints. This takes me back to the dream: The address is 6250 Oakland Avenue.

In my sophomore year in college I lived for a short time on the other side of the city from my mother, in a little room over a shop. During those months I did not know my address or phone number. Someone once asked me for these details, and only then did I realize I didn't know them. I resided elsewhere.

What have I skipped? The particular address: 6250 Oakland. Was something burned there, leaving my mother's fingerprints as evidence? I think of the ways she made my body burn—the enemas made with hot water and soap. But her voice, her presence alone, could make my arms sting and burn. I think of her burn scars, a map of anguish from her knees to her neck. And I think of Joan of Arc, burning: how much I feared this fate, daily, at nineteen.

During this time in my life I trusted my voices, though they could be cruel. They had chosen me and commanded me to do something I alone could accomplish: to listen for and translate a celestial language for human beings. I didn't have many friends during this time, at least not among people my own age, but I went to college, I spoke with my neighbors, my sister, and my mother. But for me they were not in the real world. They lived unwittingly at the whim of the things they didn't see and couldn't know. I knew dangerous things, heard and saw things that they couldn't see or know directly. People lived around me in the shadow of a danger they couldn't fathom. If I'd tried to tell them, they wouldn't have believed me. I could only try to save them.

Looking back to my adolescence, I can see that I experienced my body in a specific way—as if it had been taken over by external forces. The burning I experienced seemed to come from the Catholic Church—it controlled my body, quite literally. My voices inhabited and controlled the universe, including my body. Arms of a sofa were alive and could hurt; representatives of the Church had implanted my arms with splinters of wood. Armor meant a command from God “to arm her.” These experiences were connected to an unseen world—seen and known only by me. The odd thing is, I didn't connect any of these experiences with my mother.

The second dream: We are moving into a beautiful three-story house. There is already a big family there, lots of children, a mother and a father. But before that there was a woman who lived there with two boys. There was a small room with no windows. She could close the boys in and do anything she liked, even kill them or leave them there to die. That family is there, too. I want to move back in, but I'm not sure it is the right house. If I leave, I might not be able to find it again, because it doesn't have a number, an address of any kind.

When I waken from this dream and write it down, my right eye begins to rain sparks. I find this distracting and try to ignore it, but it persists. I turn to the house in the dream. As a child I didn't live in a house. Oh, yes, I did. We lived in a house in Litchfield, Illinois, when my father died. But it was only one story.

My dream shows me a big family with many children. As Joan of Arc, I came from a small family—only my father and me. As children my sister and I played a game that we were part of a big family with a mother and a father. Part of this play always involved designing a house in detail. It was always big. But we never lived anywhere big.

I consider the small room. No, there was no small room like that in my life. Joan's tower, though, had a cell, one small room with a high window, too high to be able to see out. What else was too high? I think of the room where the woman lives with her two boys. My mother always had to live on a first floor, because she was afraid of heights and fire and especially the fire and heights together. I consider disguises in dreams. If my dream were about a woman with two little girls living up too high, then what? I don't know.

I close my eyes and the sparks intensify. I see that they are little v's of light. They look like check marks. The window in the room in my dream is small and high, like the window of “the quiet room” in the psychiatric hospital. People can look at you, but you can't see them looking. The sparks rain down and I can hardly see now.

Where was I? In a place where someone could see me, and I couldn't see her or him. Who was that? I think of a nurse in a hospital. I think of someone in the Church, an archbishop maybe, someone high up, watching me. I felt this daily as an adolescent. The sparks, too, are familiar.

And this reminds me of a particular evening with my mother.

I dreaded the time when dinner was over, when the dishes were cleared and cleaned and my mother said, “Will you go get me a pack of cigarettes? You can have a Hershey's bar, too.” In early January it was cold and pitch dark in the evening. I didn't want to go, but I knew that I had to go.

On this night I explained, “I'm afraid. Someone was following me earlier today.”

My mother raised her eyebrows and exclaimed, “Following you? Don't be ridiculous! It's only two blocks, and you go right by the lighted hotel.” I took the money from her and went to get my coat.

On this short journey there was only one turn, and I reminded myself of this as I left. I walked quickly, almost running, and then slowed down. I didn't want to be noticed, and running causes notice. The uniformed man in front of the hotel said, “Good evening, miss,” as he had always done. Perfectly polite, but he could be a bishop, even a cardinal, in disguise. I nodded and went inside the drugstore, and bought the pack of Camels and a Hershey's bar, and headed back into the darkness. I had to wait at the light. The ground tilted and little sparks danced in front of, no, to the side of, my right eye.

I remember this quite clearly. I stepped to one side and held on to the lamppost for a minute. What was going to happen to me? I took my chances, crossed the street, ran by the hotel, fumbled with keys, and opened the outer door. Inside the hall I climbed the stairs, opened our door, shut it, and turned the bolt lock. Safe. “See, there's nothing to it,” my mother said. I took my Hershey's to my room and opened my books. It would take me several hours to read one chapter, because the dancing sparks moved in front of the print again and again.

When I went out for my mother's cigarettes, she'd said to me, “You go right by the lighted hotel.” Then, while I was out, my right eye began to see sparks—literally a light to my right. Words did this to me, and I have to admit, at times, they still do, though now only very rarely.

I remember that night because the sparks falling and my arms burning filled me with terror. And then the voices came, too many to follow, and speaking too fast. That night I made another suicide attempt, which precipitated another hospitalization, though relatively short, not nearly as long as the previous year's hospitalization. During these years of my life I inhabited another world that made me blind and deaf to people and things in this one. I didn't know the names of pop singers or movie stars, or what was going on in the news, unless it was pointed out to me. In my current life it's still the case that I don't take much interest in popular culture or politics, and for the most part I don't follow these references in conversations. But at nineteen I searched the world for clues to my project and for ways to outwit my executioners, so much that I was oblivious to the world and to the worry I caused in my own home. This was not an exaggeration of a teenager's solipsism, but a question of focus.

If you'd asked me at nineteen if my mother loved me, I would have said no. Yet it was clear to everyone, even to me, that she'd done the impossible for her two girls. That was plenty of evidence that she loved me. She'd gotten herself out of a boardinghouse and appealed to the courts for our custody again, after my sister and I had spent over three years in a children's home. She'd found a job, rented an apartment in a good neighborhood, and applied for scholarships for both of us to attend the best Catholic high school for girls in the city. She'd bought us school uniforms, and shoes and new coats. For Christmas there were blue bicycles and a record player and records. More recently she'd gone to the board of directors of St. Vincent's Hospital to ask them to take me as a charity case, since we had very little insurance. And she'd begged psychiatrists to treat me, rather than have me consigned to the state hospital as untreatable.

And yet something was wrong. I would sit in company and listen to her telling funny stories all evening, seeing that everyone else was entertained. During these times my body was burning, her voice a torment to me, so much so that I felt relief from it only when someone else spoke at length. If the evening went on for too long, I couldn't keep track of anything very well. My mother's wishes were commands that could not be questioned, though they appeared quite reasonable to others, I think. When she spoke to me directly, I had the sense of being a ghost, not really being there. And, rather than feeling loved in her presence, I felt uneasy and even tormented.

I didn't connect her to my voices and visions. Just as my mother didn't enter into the realm of my studies, she didn't enter that world. In it she wasn't my mother and didn't even know my name.

Only now do I realize that in the dream I recorded the room had no window, not a high window, but no window at all! There was no escape from being used in whatever way an adult might choose, even to the point of being killed. That's the impression of the dream. Why does this come to me now?

I remember a little boy, Ben, a child I treated some time ago and have written about. In his play he evoked a mother in a house on fire and a baby left to die. In his own past this had happened to him. It had been covered over and taken out of his records, but he'd actually been the baby left to die in a small room when the house of his foster family caught fire. And I remember my mother's story of catching her nightgown on fire when she was twenty-seven years old. She'd rolled on the floor, burning, and called the fire department. I was telling this story to a very good friend recently, and she'd asked, “Did your mother have any children at this time?”

“No,” I'd said, and then, “Yes, she'd had my older brother, Mel. He was a baby. But she never mentioned him in this story about being burned.” But I picture a baby in a crib, in a dark room filling with smoke, left to die. Maybe the dream was accurate: two boys, Ben and my brother, Mel.

The third dream: We are at a Cardinals game, my mother, my sister, and I. I am trying to translate something from German, or is it from Latin? I'm not sure. My mother's face becomes a weasel's head. She has rabies and she bites me, and so I have it, too, even though I was wearing a coat of arms. There is only enough medicine for one of us, so she is going to get the injections. They are a poison that will save her life. My time is up.

Cardinals. Immediately I think of the Church and my impression for so long that the cardinals were corrupt. As a teenager I thought they were trying to put an end to my life. Of course, the obvious association is the St. Louis baseball Cardinals. I used to get free tickets to games for getting straight A's, and I'd go with a book to read. I had a book in the dream, too. Actually, it was a sheaf of papers, not bound. Anyway, as a child I'd look up from time to time and could never really tell what was happening. If the other kids got up and cheered and yelled, I'd do that, too. I'd imitate them.

In my dream I can't be bothered with trying to pay attention at all, though. I'm just translating. Maybe that's why my mother bites me, to make me pay attention. It's not clear what I'm translating: German maybe, or Latin. I'm not getting very far. I'm not very good at languages. I think about French, how I'd like to learn French, but I'm not sure that I can. I just know a few French phrases, and some songs, but this is pure memorization, not knowing the language.

Wouldn't Joan of Arc know French? I wonder. This question is disturbing. I suppose that she did, all those centuries ago, but by now I've forgotten a lot of it.

I consider the head of a weasel and I'm jolted back to the dream image, ghastly. It's where my mother's face should be. She still has her own body and the rest of her head. The rest of her looks normal. I can see her gray hair, short and straight. Her neck is shorter than usual, too, because she's scarred there, and her ears look like my mother's: one whole, the other partly gone, from when she was burned.

Here we are, back to my mother in a fire. For the first time I ask myself, How does your mother being burned connect with your arms burning and the threat that you would be burned at the stake? My whole body begins to tremble and does not stop.

And this is not the worst question. I see myself trying to translate and read both Latin and German. Even before my first hospitalization and the electroshock therapy that wiped out all of my Latin and music, I'd “read” Latin by painstakingly making a translation in English, written in pencil above the text we were studying. This took hours! Then I'd speak the Latin lines and memorize the pencil version of each line. This is what I relied on to “read” Latin in class. And German. I didn't even know that German had three cases until recently, when a neighbor was describing its structure one day! I'd memorized German like mad—but this had its limits. Without a framework for making sentences, I couldn't speak it. I am simply not very good at languages.

Joan of Arc was French, yet I can't speak or recognize French. It is a little like being a baby and all you hear is sounds you can imitate, memorize and imitate. All you can do is guess at what's happening, because that's all you have. How could I have been Joan of Arc returning and not know French? And not be able to learn French, or any other language? And I have to imitate and memorize music, too, in order to sing, yes, even now. And yet I was chosen to translate the most crucial language of all, the language of angels? I was the worst possible person for this, and yet it was given to me! Why?

I write this out and sit at my little desk shaking and crying. Why should it matter to me now? I have not lived in the world of Joan of Arc for a very long time now, so why should it feel as though everything is being destroyed? Why do my dreams direct me this way? I've only selected three here, yet they go on and on, taking me back to the time when I was Joan of Arc. And through my associations, I make connections to my history that I never made in psychotherapy, and not even in my analysis.

What do my dreams tell me about this book as a project, my relationship to the girls in it, and who I have been with them, listening to the unsayable?
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In my early thirties, following my experience of psychoanalysis, I found myself entirely free of psychotic symptoms. I thought then that I'd become more or less neurotic. And though I only half-believed this, I became enamored of the idea because it protected me from the possibility of any future psychotic break. When I began to read and study Lacan seriously, I saw that what he thought about psychosis was unlike anything I'd encountered before, and his ideas unsettled me. First of all he made a clear distinction between a psychotic structure and a psychotic crisis. He argued that someone could be highly functional in daily life for most of the time and for years on end and still have a psychotic structure. While this idea made sense to me and made sense of my life, it also frightened me and I found myself protesting these ideas. This was when I began to record the series of dreams in the previous chapter. As a sequence those dreams took me back to the time when I was Joan of Arc and, more important, showed me details of my structure I hadn't reckoned with before. I've said very little about psychic structure so far and find that I must return again to theory, to explain who I am and what guides my listening now—which have to do with my structure.

The girls I've introduced in this book share an experience of sexual trauma in childhood with me—but, as you've seen already, our responses to sexual trauma were not the same. In part this has to do with differences in structure, because the structuring of psychic experience literally creates different worlds.

According to Lacan, each and every person has a specific psychic structure, a way of organizing the body, language, and all of conscious and unconscious experience. Our structures are determined relatively early in our lives (by age four or five) and are not, in themselves, pathological, though each can manifest as a distinctive form of psy-chopathology Lacan identified only three psychic structures: neurotic, psychotic, and pervert. It will be helpful if you can lay aside any immediate responses to those three words, especially if you are a clinician. Your structure isn't determined through symptoms alone. For example, if a person hears voices, or experiences paranoia, or even has a break with reality, it does not mean that she or he is necessarily psychotic. And on the other hand, as I've said, you can have a psychotic structure and live without symptoms of psychosis, even for long periods. Likewise, someone can be neurotic and suffer such anguish that her life is in danger. But if psychosis isn't determined by the phenomena of symptoms, or by severity, what is it? And what is neurosis and perversion?

To explain, I must take a long route, clarifying Lacan's variant of Freud's Oedipal crisis in human development. Lacan builds on but revises Freud's theory of what happens in the resolution to the Oedipal crisis in the child's life. Lacan agrees with Freud that this time in development is decisive for the individual structure of the psyche. Freud talks about the feared loss (for the boy) or noticed absence (for the girl) of a biological organ, the penis. But Lacan sees the Oedipal crisis as a purely symbolic struggle instead. He understands this crisis in terms of what the child wants most: to be the desire of her or his first nurturer, usually the mother. You'll remember this from my final discussion of Ellen's case, but I'm going to take this theory much further here.

Let me first reiterate Lacan's central ideas about desire. In the first years of life, Lacan argues, the child attempts to fathom what it is her mother desires, so that she can make herself a fully satisfying object that answers her mother's unspoken desire. The mother is still an “unbarred Other,” experienced as one who can love or kill her child at a whim, the omniscient mother of infancy. So guessing her desire is not a matter of passing interest for the child—rather, she confronts the mother's unconscious desire as an enigma that evokes unbearable anxiety. The child works very hard to guess what to be in the face of this enigma. She attempts to translate her mother's desire and become that thing. During the first years of life, for both boys and girls, the mother is more powerful than anyone. In this sense she holds an imaginary power over the child, and everyone else. But the child also gradually realizes that her mother is also lacking, and because she is lacking, the child seeks something to fill her lack. Therefore the thing the child attempts to be is what Lacan refers to as a phallus (and this is not the penis). The phallus is the signifier of the mother's desire, plus the idea of lack. I wish Lacan had chosen another word because phallus so strongly calls to mind, well, something phallic! He meant the phallus to stand as a neutral term, having the same place in an unconscious scenario for both boys and girls.

It is the renunciation of the promise of being the phallus for the mother, being the mother's sole desire, and not the fear of losing or having lost an organ (the penis) that is central here. Lacan adds a new term to Freud's Oedipal triangle specifying the three positions of the mother, child, and father. For Lacan the key positions are the mother, child, and phallus, and the father comes in to intervene in the child's imaginary process at this crucial juncture. The mother's imaginary power, plus the idea of a lack that can be perfectly filled, is what Lacan refers to as “the imaginary phallus.” The father not only says no to psychological incest, but also offers the child a substitute for being the imaginary phallus of the mother in the form of a symbolic phallus—and the phallus then becomes a symbol of loss. Lacan calls the realization that it's impossible to be the thing the mother desires “castration.” Again, I think this is an unfortunate word choice, but here, as in many places, Lacan borrows Freud's language to say something new. The important point is this: Castration is a good thing in Lacan's usage. It's crucial for the child to see that the desire of her mother, too, is subject to and limited by a Law that includes everyone. “Castration” is acceptance of the Law, the social ideals and mores of a particular culture, through the Name of the Father.

The process of going through the Name of the Father changes the child's relation to language. Let me review: When the child speaks and makes a demand, the particular object she wants fades in importance in relation to the wish to be recognized—the object becomes a sign of love, and this supersedes any need for the object. Remember the child in the grocery cart? Love isn't answered once—you go on and on looking for love, especially in the face of a frustrated demand. Desire arises where a demand is not answered, and it's saturated in the signifiers of the Other's language. Lacan reverses our intuitive understanding of words and things. It is not so much that the thing is waiting for the word to represent it; rather, it's the word that creates the thing. Initially, the mother names the world, bringing things into being, and in this sense she creates the only world the child knows. When the child accepts the Name of the Father, words and names find another origin, beyond the mother—and this entails a loss. The “symbolic phallus” is the term Lacan uses as a signifier for the loss entailed as a price of full entry into the symbolic realm. When words function as symbols, a new world comes to light—a world of concepts, ideals, positions in society, the value of symbolic exchanges, etc.—and as a result, the fullness of what is actually there falls away. The child with a neurotic structure will come to mistake the symbolic world for reality.

When the child enters the symbolic, the jouissance of the mother (felt by the child as her excess, whim, caprice, marvel, or magic) gets drained from words—and her words no longer have a direct effect on the child's body. This happens around age four or five for the child with a neurotic structure. But the child with a psychotic structure remains the captive object of her mother's jouissance, and the mother's words and actions continue to have a direct effect on her child's body.

The Name of the Father is a symbolic function, rather than a person. Lacan calls it “the paternal metaphor” and as a metaphor it makes a substitution. For the child with a neurotic structure, the symbolic father (a male or female “third”) becomes a spokesperson and delegate of the Law. What is allowable within a society becomes the only world conceivable to the child. What was there in its full nonsymbolized form is gone; what is actual is lost. The child with a psychotic structure, however, directly apprehends the Real (perceptions that are terrifying and beyond words) and mistakes the imaginary for reality. She wants language to convey all of her experience, including hallucinations.

To sum up, the Name of the Father works through the speech of the mother in determining all three structures. If the mother transmits the idea that something interests her beyond her child, something the child can't possibly fill, and she accepts that the Law of society prevents incest (psychological as well as physical use of the child)—the child follows her lead. Then the child gives up her attempt to be the phallus for the mother and develops a new desire in the shadow of that loss. In fact, the phallus becomes the symbol for loss, for a lack that cannot be filled. The neurotic position is to accept the whole realm of the symbolic and to repress and resist the loss of the phallus it entails. But let's say the mother recognizes but denigrates the Law against incest with her child. Then the child is likely to develop a pervert structure, the belief that the Law exists, but that the mother and the child stand outside the Law. The third possibility is what Lacan calls “the foreclosure of the Name of the Father.” If the mother neither recognizes nor accedes to the Law, then the child remains in the position of her phallic object, the captured object of her jouissance. This is the position of the psychotic, though the symptoms of psychosis may not be evident for years to come. I'll return to my own experience shortly to clarify how this theory actually works.

Each of the three positions holds the potential not only for certain forms of psychopathology but also for a unique savoir (knowledge from experience) that shapes different contributions to society. For example, people with a pervert structure are most likely to make groundbreaking changes in the arts and sciences, because they are most willing to stand outside the laws and conventions of their time and are able to sustain a radical stance. Neurotics are those among us who uphold and build the structures of society. And psychotics? They are our mystics and prophets and sometimes artists—focused on another realm.

Once you develop a particular structure early in life, you are not “cured” by taking on another structure. Lacanian psychoanalysis, as I understand it, is a process of hearing yourself. Only by hearing your own unconscious, learning what is most crucial in your life—that which has guided all your choices and all the failures of your life—do you learn the savoir of your structure, its unique possibilities for creativity, and its most pressing ethical imperatives. It takes a long time to learn this, of course, but not an indefinite time; a Lacanian analysis comes to a close with the discovery of the objet petit a, or object a, the object that causes desire and directs how you listen as an analyst.

I'll come back to the object a later, but first I want to become more specific about the theory I've been discussing and at the same time clarify the struggle of my own adolescence—in terms of a psychotic experience of the body, language, and an enigma that I couldn't solve.

Theoretically what is not symbolized in the psychotic structure returns in the Real—in hallucinations and their effects on the body.

The Real, emphatically, isn't “reality.” Unlike the everyday world of persons and objects, the Real stands outside these familiar identifications. It resists imposed definitions and leaves the subject with an excess of jouissance. When I was nineteen, for me the Church and the celestial realm of angels organized my body, took over body parts violently and invasively—my temples, my arms, my ears, and my eyes, in particular. For the psychotic the experience of jouissance is specific; experienced in the body, it seems to come from without. Something all-powerful and arbitrary pulls the strings behind the scene (of the entire social scene): the CIA, or aliens, or angels of God. When I was nineteen, I lived unwittingly in the shadow of my mother's jouissance. When I spoke to her then (and well into my twenties), I addressed something behind her—God himself and his messengers. Only now do I see that to break with my mother's jouissance (and to know her as a person), I would have had to acknowledge that I was a failure at the task assigned to me—because that task was impossible. I write these words, even now, with heartbreaking reluctance.

My mother's language played through me as Joan of Arc. This was pervasive, even as I tried to escape the bodily anguish I felt in the presence of the woman who'd given me birth, a woman whose joy and suffering were beyond my ken, the mother I also loved. From the beginning of time in my memory, words affected my body directly and in this sense made me their object. This is still the case, though now it is very rare. For example, in writing down my second dream in the previous chapter (something relatively recent), my right eye began to rain sparks—literally, not figuratively. As I followed the associations to the elements of the dream, I recalled an evening when I went out on an errand for my mother and she'd said, “You go right by the lighted hotel.” That evening, as I was crossing the street, these words produced sparks coming from my right eye, something so frightening to me that as it persisted, I wanted to end my life. This was true not only of words I encountered in my daily life, but of voices I heard as well. But throughout my life, I've played with words as a writer, starting at age eleven. I wrote poems and a play as an adolescent. This artistic wordplay was (and still is) a way of taming the jouissance in my body.

The celestial language I was seeking was not an art, however. It was given, not created. My task was one of translation, and I heard everything as a code, as a point of access for that translation. In this sense all of language remained an enigma—and the only certainty was the task itself. I don't mean that I couldn't understand what people were saying to me in conversations. I could understand what was said (as long as I knew the referents, and when I didn't, I learned to nod as though I did). I could follow agreed-on meanings of words, except when I was in a crisis. Then I couldn't keep track of anything and fell into silence or into “gibberish.” But quite regularly as an adolescent, even when I was not experiencing a crisis, my body reacted to words—to the idiom of everyday speaking—by burning or going numb. Sometimes words also evoked roaring in my ears or seeing everything coated in a liquid light—but it's harder for me to know how this happened. I listened to everything as a code pointing to something beyond this world. In that sense even English has been a foreign language.

The world of neurosis is a different and unique world, and to illustrate this point I'll return briefly to Ellen. I knew her longest and knew her in a treatment relationship—in which I learned something of her dreams, her bodily symptoms, and her pattern of signifiers. In the structure of neurosis the child represses the signifier of “the desire of the mother,” replacing it with the internalized authority of the Name of the Father—the ideals and morals of society. The paternal metaphor worked as a metaphor in Ellen's life, albeit somewhat imperfectly. Ellen did repress her mother's desire, but she didn't escape it in doing so—because what is repressed in neurosis reappears in the unconscious. In fact, Ellen unconsciously repeated the signifiers pointing to the horror her mother couldn't face. In repress- ing the signifiers of desire in the mother, the neurotic child identifies with the society as an “I,” an individual who upholds its standards. Ellen lived by the ideals and norms of her social world—she wanted to belong (and to be sexual as an adolescent), she wanted to have friends (though she had to censor herself to have them), she wanted to behave in ways that she approved (because everyone approved). She had to cast away what was not acceptable to the “I”—the impulse to sexually harm her little brother and the terror of signifiers at work in her life. To her credit she had the courage to face the things she didn't want to know, to find the truths that betrayed her own ideals.

Interestingly, Ellen heard the crows and interpreted them as a warning. Children who have been traumatized do this sometimes— they take something that they've heard or seen during an experience of trauma and reverse the sequence—to anticipate terror. While this time reversal was a distortion, Ellen lived in time in an orderly way. It's interesting to me that her experience of the crows saying “Aw, awful—something awful is going to happen” mimics the voices of psychosis, yet what they say to Ellen is perfectly understandable and in keeping with their role as guardians. They do not pose an enigma or act to trigger a delusional system that Ellen elaborates. Hearing the crows seems to stem from an unconscious identification with Edna, who became psychotic at sixteen.

Near the end of her treatment, Ellen begins to play the cello, finding her desire in a sound that she can never play exactly as she hears it in her mind. Desire itself is transitive, receding. Yet it emerges in response to two things that fit the structure of neurosis. Her desire arises after she's encountered the repressed signifiers of her mother's desire (and she is no longer trying to fill the hole of her mother's unspoken horror). Her desire is elaborated as a response to her father's gift of the cello, his payment for her music lessons, and his hearing her—responding with tears to her playing. I believe that her object a—the cause of her desire—is linked with music and the cello, because this particular form answers the trauma of her life.

But who was I, listening to her? Someone only beginning to learn some particulars of Lacan's theory, someone who listened easily to signifiers from the start, and, let's not forget, someone who was structurally psychotic. I'd been through my own analysis, and it had turned my life upside down and changed what was possible for me—in an entirely different way than Ellen experienced with me. At the time I began seeing Ellen I had not experienced a psychotic crisis in seven years.

Lacanian theory describes how it is possible to have a psychotic structure and not to experience a crisis (hallucinations and delusions) for years on end. While the foreclosure of the Name of the Father prohibits full access to the symbolic order, the psychotic has access to language and also some access to the symbolic use of language, but in a limited way. What's missing is the phallus as a signifier of loss, binding together the three registers of the Symbolic, the Imaginary, and the Real. Something else must be found for the psychotic subject. In 1975, Lacan stated that we can do “without the name of the father provided we can make use of it.” He then showed us how the writing of James Joyce creates a poetics that joins the three registers. Art, in other words, may work as a substitute for the phallus working as a signifier.

It's been crucial for me to have an artistic project of one sort or another, and mostly this has taken the form of writing or painting. But it's nearly impossible for me to see how these projects work in my life as a whole. My experience of playing Joan of Arc, however, was so out of the ordinary that I can see more clearly how I responded to it and how it changed me. Shakespeare & Company used a method of acting that joined the actor's personal experience with the character she or he played—and the connections were sometimes breathtaking, partly due to the richness of Shakespeare's language. Other actors around me were continually connecting bits of lived experience with their lines and characters. What was striking to me, though, was how the historical Joan of Arc was like me in some ways but also very dif- ferent in others. I didn't think to associate the character I was playing with details of my history; rather I saw her as a double—the double I'd actually been, because her time had overlapped with my time. There was only one point when my history came into a rehearsal.

The director that day asked two men to accompany the Dauphin when I walked in to meet him, and to see me, a peasant girl entering the castle unannounced, as someone they could exploit sexually. Within no time they terrified me, and I lost track of the fact that we were playing a scene entirely. I ran to the door, fell to the floor, and can't say what happened in any sequence. What I recall next is lying down on the floor on my back and, in response to the director's questions, talking about my terror of both my father and my mother, and then speaking my lines to the Virgin Mary. The director asked me to look at Nando, the man playing the Dauphin, to speak to him— because my lines were addressed to him. I felt instantly that I didn't want him, though; I wanted to speak directly to the Virgin. And I knew, in that moment, that I needed my voices: I'd chosen them (over humanity), and therefore it wasn't the case that they came to me entirely from without. This so contradicted everything I'd thought that it threw me to an open state, a state of questioning.

From that rehearsal I went to a class on stage combat and there, for the first time, I managed to conduct the move needed to use Nando's own weight to throw him over one of my shoulders. To do so, all I had to do was to let his body move over mine, but I hadn't been able to do this before. And something else happened that took me longer to notice. My physical terror of men went away and I began to see them for the first time. A few weeks after the acting workshop was over, I remember standing in line at the local post office and seeing the sculpted beauty of a man in front of me, enchanted by his form. This doesn't mean that I had any sexual interest—I didn't. And, to a smaller extent, I also found that I was more relaxed with women than I'd been before.

Whatever it was that happened through the art of acting Joan of Arc, something in Shakespeare's words and the connections I made that day changed my experience of other people's bodies. The Real of bodies changed—in concert with my seeing that I wasn't Joan's double (a change in the Imaginary), and that I wasn't meant to be speaking to the Virgin Mary but to the Dauphin (a change in the Symbolic), as an actor in a play. That's as clear as I can be, and the whole process still feels quite mysterious to me.

And now? How do I think of myself not only as an artist and a writer, but also as one who listens in a particular way, as a psychotic subject? The celestial language I worked so hard to bring to the world held something of my desire. And though I failed utterly as Joan of Arc, even now I am trying to translate Lacan and the experience of trauma, its repetitions and unconscious structuring, to say something I feel is crucial for us all to understand about being human. What I have been doing here in this book is only a transmutation of the original desire, and, I confess, I link it in my mind to the same necessity. If we don't understand how we are predators to one another through language—how our speaking sounds and resounds through the unconscious and determines our actions—we will certainly destroy one another and our fragile little planet.

The real unsayable of trauma is the trauma of language itself. Our use of language makes us human, and in our humanity we create the worlds we're bent on destroying. If you do not believe words create destruction and trauma, listen to the language of war, how we use the name of God, justice, goodness, peace, and reparation, all to justify endless violence. Think of the harm we do one another all the time, how we use words to cover it, as if we are not responsible. At this time in human history I think it's crucial to speak into the terrible puzzle of human torment and destruction that we perpetrate on one another with words, with the very way we name things—because our words precede and justify our actions.

This impulse to make words speak the unsayable shaped my life as an adolescent and became my answer to my own experiences of trauma. And if Joan of Arc was a delusion (something I created to explain hallucinations), and if her time in my life is truly over— leaving me alone to face the probability of our world's destruction— my language project remains. For me each and every word holds the unsayable—and all language requires translation. People speak to me and I think, “He has no idea what he's actually saying,” or “She doesn't know that she's not addressing me.” I'm not saying that I know more than the person addressing me, or that I have the answers. Far from it! Only now am I learning to respond so that people can begin to hear the truths that are already there, waiting to be revealed in their own words. Because language remains an enigma, it's easy for me to hear signifiers, to trace their logic in the sound-sense of the unconscious—to hear the poetry of the unsayable in everyday speaking.

That which made me Joan of Arc, that necessity to translate and carry voices through the enigma of language, still guides my listening and makes me who I am today.



A Note to My Colleagues

From the time that I began to practice, the nature of psychotherapy itself contained something impossible for me: It offered a professional relationship masquerading as a real relationship. It promised healing—through emotional closeness (coupled with distance), mutuality (with a focus on one person), and listening (with interpretive expertise on one side only). It seemed to me then, and still seems, more fraught with possibilities of harm (and the repetition of trauma) than with possibilities of real and lasting change.

Early in my career it seemed crucial to understand how the unconscious of the therapist inevitably came alive within a psychotherapy relationship and affected both people involved, for better or worse. I thought that knowing the therapist's story of trauma (including how it was enacted unconsciously in a therapeutic relationship) could work as a corrective for the problems posed in this peculiar form of relationship. I wrote about the unique nature of a “two-sided” healing relationship with a small boy, Ben, in my first book, A Shining Affliction, published in 1995. I think that what I wrote then was incomplete, and I wouldn't write it in the same way now.

What worked in my relationship with the child Ben was that I kept the focus on him, trusted him to lead the process of every session, and did not impose an expertise on him. But working with Ben touched off a trauma in me and brought my own psychotherapy to an impasse and a halt, which, in turn, triggered a psychotic crisis for me. Emerging from that crisis, I went to see a psychoanalyst—a man who gave me access to something that fundamentally changed how I saw the relationship with my former therapist, and with Ben, whom I returned to treat, successfully. That “something” was a way of listening to the unconscious, without the promise of love, healing, expert interpretation, or averting a further crisis. The result was the discovery of love in my life, lasting changes that have shaped my whole adulthood, and the end of psychotic crises (though with no guarantee for the future).

Coming to the world of Lacanian psychoanalysis, first with my friends and colleagues Meg Turner and Pierre Johannet (and the Boston Psychoanalytic Circle), and later through the Freudian School of Quebec, in Canada, I find myself in a strange place, speaking an odd and dense theoretical language that still confounds me. I'm surprised to find a home there—a first real home—in terms of an ethics and a guide to practice that I can embrace.

The world I'm entering requires a kind of courage that I find compelling, and I can only capture a whiff of it here.

The Quebec analysts speak French among themselves, easily, fluently, and English to us, more slowly, erasing all the “h” sounds. Willy Apollon, Danielle Bergeron, and Lucie Cantin bring to life details of a way of working that I've been searching for all of my life. They're precise about everything they say and do as psychoanalysts, and they expect us to become just as precise. Their commitment to their patients impresses me most of all. After just a few years of knowing them, it's clear to me that their theories continually change. And no wonder! What they teach us is based in their experience of the unconscious, the savoir or knowledge they learn from their analysands.

These analysts, and the Freudian School of Quebec they've created, are perhaps best known for their pioneering work with young psychotic adults. Over a period of more than twenty years, they've discovered in clinical practice how to successfully work with young people who have been deemed untreatable. They offer psychotic young adults treatment through psychoanalysis, a regular psychoanalysis lasting eight to nine years. More than 60 percent of them— formerly diagnosed as schizophrenic—decrease and stop taking antipsychotic medications, finish their analyses, and become contributing members of society, with jobs, engaged in the daily challenges of love and work, as we all are. I know of no other track record that comes even close to this.

What does it mean to become an analyst? It isn't about acquiring a piece of paper that gives you a title and it isn't about gaining a theoretical expertise per se. It isn't about having a couch and sitting behind it. To be sure, it is a long process that may not lead you where you think you are going. Willy Apollon says, “We are not a school of analysts; we are a school of analysands.” That's the heart of becoming an analyst: a long route through your own unconscious, and the courage that's required to experience anxiety and anguish as you face your own life's failures—before you sit behind a couch and pretend to be an analyst with someone else's suffering.

What does this entail and how long does it take? Your own analysis usually lasts eight to nine years, and then you must understand the logic of what's happened to you. You also study the logic of what is happening to a group of analysands, including your own, that you follow over time with other analysts. In the end you authorize yourself as an analyst, but you do not do this alone. A process that includes other analysts gives back to you a way of ascertaining exactly where you've come in your own analysis.

This isn't everyone's cup of tea, and I don't think that Lacanian psychoanalysis is the only way to discover the unconscious and to make lasting life changes.

I've written this book with the hope of making some concepts clear to any reader, but especially to people who have clinical practices and those who come to us to trust us with their suffering. And, in the end, there are at least three things to glean from this book.

The first of these is that in America we've watered down and neutralized Freud's concept of the unconscious to such a degree that we no longer know how to listen as he listened. What's taken its place is a practice that in fact closes down the unconscious and its great gifts to us. We diagnose, medicate, remove symptoms, change cognitions, change behavior, and understand relationships, and yet we ignore the unconscious—its otherness—because we're frightened of it and have no access to it in the way we practice. I hope my efforts here awaken an interest in Freud, the original, daring Freud, and his idea of the unconscious.

The second idea is close to the first: The unconscious insists, repeats, and practically breaks down the door, to be heard. The only way to hear it, to invite it into the room, is to stop imposing something over it—mostly in the form of your own ideas—and instead listen for the unsayable, which is everywhere, in speech, in enactments, in dreams, and in the body.

And the third idea is the simplest and requires the most courage: to befriend your own unconscious—its signifiers, symptoms, and quirky logic—or it will play havoc in the work you do with patients, no matter your intentions, no matter your degrees and qualifications.

If I feel I can say these three things clearly, I'm left with many, many more questions. Do I have what it takes to become an analyst? I truly don't know at the time of this writing; it's not the kind of thing you can know ahead of finding out. Will my own courage falter? Will I find an impasse in the work that is vital to becoming an analyst, or will I find a different desire as a result of that journey? And then I have questions about the theory that I have not touched on here much at all. What are the limits of Lacan's perspective? Am I capable of finding these and then able to let go of theory as ideology and press further, against the language I am now entering? And what will I make of Lacan's developmental theory as I learn more about it over time, especially when it comes to what this theory makes possible and impossible for girls and women? I don't know enough to be able to answer any of these questions. All I know is that I am likely to see new things, and to reconsider ideas I've written here, in even a few years’ time.

Still, I hope my book tickles your hearing, opens up new conversations, and creates a stir among those who wish to speak most urgently: our patients and analysands, including ourselves as patients and as analysands.

If reading this book has kicked up a protest in your mind, and even so you've read this far, and if you've had memorable dreams, and if your body in pieces has begun to speak, and if you are now brimming with words and their sounds—and you're no longer sure of what you're hearing or saying—even then, as you disagree with me, you are the one person I've written this for, the one to whom I entrust these words.
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