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To all the little girls who are afraid of the dark.
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FOREWORD

Trauma leaves its mark, even when it cannot be seen. Our ways of coping after experiencing trauma in key developmental years can become so habitual that we no longer notice them as coping, and they instead become our normal. Remaining activated and guarded in our bodies, or in chronic fight or flight, is an example of this process. We pay a tax for it over time. The constant activation of the sympathetic nervous system (SNS) affects how the body attempts to regulate itself. The SNS perceives danger and prepares the body to respond. It is designed as a temporary escalation of our nervous system to promote survival. When a threat never leaves, the body works to continue to protect us. Our bodies become fatigued and worn down and begin to show signs of wear and tear. Pains develop. Sleep suffers. And we still are not regulated. Emotionally and relationally, we pay a different price. Powerful and intense negative emotions arise, often without external support, such as trusting supportive relationships and internal resources, to help work through or control them. We can experience difficulties developing trust in relationships, unhealthy attachment patterns, or destructive behavior. As you read Ashley’s story, you may begin to recognize the marks of trauma. Slowly, as more information comes to light, the story rewrites itself from a trauma-informed lens. What once was labeled as “dramatic behavior” takes on new meaning.

Ashley and I met in 2017, when I walked into a urology clinic room where she had routine outpatient care addressing chronic bladder and urinary symptoms. Ashley, having been treated for interstitial cystitis for nearly two decades, was surprised to see a psychologist. She joked with the nurse practitioner, whom she knew extremely well. She was a comedian with a dry, quick-witted, and sometimes dark sense of humor. Over the course of forty-five minutes, Ashley openly discussed her bladder condition and its varying levels of severity. During unpredictable symptom exacerbations, the pain had her bedridden or urinating every fifteen minutes. She was warm and engaging, and at the same time did not believe her pain could improve. Her resignation was understandable. At the time, she had a device surgically implanted to help with urinary symptoms, which in fact did not help. She was actively engaged in physical therapy and psychotherapy, made dietary changes, meditated daily, and took medicines as prescribed. Ashley had been through just about every available medicine or procedure at that point outside of having her bladder removed entirely. Through flashes of hopelessness, she expressed a commitment to try anything that might help her pain—even guided imagery and relaxation-based pain interventions.

To Ashley’s complete shock, reducing physiological tension through these interventions helped. It helped so much that at times she had no pain. She was not cured per se, but better. This sparked a mix of curiosity and disbelief. Twenty years of pain. Did she really carry that much tension? What causes it? How does it go away? Is it reversible? Ashley spoke more openly about traumatic experiences she endured as a young adult. Ashley discerned that as her stress increased, her symptoms worsened. And sometimes, her symptoms would worsen completely out of the blue and become quickly debilitating. Her condition was difficult to manage and frustrating, particularly because when she experienced some relief, she wanted more. To understand. To help her body. She worked her way out of a difficult relationship and symptoms further improved. This led to a yearslong internal journey to better understand how traumatic life experiences and relational dynamics could affect her health and bladder, even decades later.

Recently, missing pieces of Ashley’s story emerged. As you will learn when reading, finding missing pieces of our past rewrites our whole life narrative. We see ourselves in a new light and understand our behaviors differently. As the reader, you will reflect on earlier parts of Ashley’s story and rewrite it together, developing both compassion and respect for how and what she survived. Ashley’s journey took extreme courage and bravery to learn about what happened, face it, and now share it with the world.

Per Dr. Judith Lewis Herman, one of the most influential trauma psychologists of our time, trauma recovery generally follows three phases: The first involves creating a sense of safety in the body and stabilizing one’s world. Second comes remembering what happened and processing traumatic memories. Doing so is often accompanied by overwhelming grief and sadness, both for what happened and for what was lost or missed out on in life. The third phase is reconnecting with people, meaningful experiences, and oneself. At this point, trauma becomes integrated as a part of us—not something we can forget, disavow, or run from (however hard we may have tried). One challenge that integration poses is deriving meaning from one’s experiences. Meaning making can take shape through giving back or trauma advocacy. To transform her suffering and give back to others, Ashley chose to write.

There are some experiences in life filled with such horror and evil, there aren’t words to describe them. We label them as “unspeakable.” Ashley has found a way to walk you, the reader, through places where there are no words. Through humor, empathy, and relatability, she has given voice to the unspeakable. As the modern psychoanalyst Michael Eigen wrote, “Deep lines cut by trauma provide access to depths that are otherwise unreachable. In such instances, nourishment follows trauma to new places. We wish things could be otherwise . . . easier. But we have little choice when illumination shines through injury.” In illuminating her story, Ashley continues to heal, brings connection to survivors, and may inspire others to find the courage to keep going and never stop searching.

Lindsey C. McKernan, PhD, MPH

Associate Professor of Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences

Vanderbilt University Medical Center





“I have endured a lot of abuse in my life. It began in my childhood. I am beginning to believe that throughout my years of counseling, I have missed a memory somewhere or that the Lord hasn’t revealed it to me yet. There still may be a rock left unturned. My previous relationships teach me that. If I were completely free from abuse, I don’t believe abusers would find me so appealing.”

Ashley Brooke, July 19, 20211





PART 1

BEFORE I REMEMBER





CHAPTER 1

THE GREAT ESCAPE ARTIST

“It’s Alzheimer’s,” my mother abruptly announces to me over the phone.

I stare into my laptop; my mind goes blank . . . so much blankness. We found out in September that Dad had dementia. Today I find out it is Alzheimer’s. I want to believe it is only dementia, just plain old dementia. Alzheimer’s sounds like more of a death sentence. It’s like the difference between varsity and junior varsity; one you take a little more seriously.

“Okay, Mom. We’ll get through it,” I reply.

“Alright, I’ll talk to you later,” she said, hanging up.

I feel a knot inside my stomach. It swells, reaching up to my throat. My nostrils flare, and the knot comes out of my eyes in the form of tears. I am hysterical and angry. I have been telling her for years he was showing the signs. She would call them “senior moments,” but I knew these were more than moments.

My father’s mother had Alzheimer’s. I never knew her without it. She lived in a nursing home in Pennsylvania where we would visit when I was young, and she was a large woman confined to a wheelchair. She would swear her roommate, Dorothy, locked her into her closet at night. It was the first time I watched someone believe their own lie.

My father would say, “Mom, where’s Dorothy now?”

To which she would laugh and respond, “Dorothy is in Oz!”

And then she would pet a stuffed cat on her lap and stare at my father as if she had no clue in the world who he was. From outside her room, I’d hear wailing and yelling from the other residents. I would pray, “God, please don’t ever let this happen to me.” And now it is happening to my father.

Within months of his diagnosis, we move my father into memory care. He settles in nicely at first, convinced this is his new place of employment. When I call, he rushes me off the phone like he did before he was sick. Some days when I visit him, he is exasperated and overwhelmed by his “meetings.” He becomes an escape artist. He breaks out of his unit and one day makes his way to the other side of the parking lot. Another time, he makes it outside and sits on a bench. When he’s found, he insists he is waiting for my mother and me to pick him up from work. Another time, he is caught coming off the elevator. Like a felon, he is given an ankle monitor. He’s always been incredibly sneaky. The Alzheimer’s doesn’t change this. I, on the other hand, feel very, very sick.

Despite how I feel, I drag myself out of bed to take my father to chapel. I am running late and struggle my way off the elevator and down the hall to get my father. I open his door.

“Come on, Dad. Let’s go. We are late,” I say, gasping for air.

“Where are we going?” he asks.

“Chapel, Dad. I take you to the chapel here every Sunday.”

“Okay, let me grab my hat.”

“Does anyone have any prayer requests?” the preacher asks. Desperate, I raise my hand. “Please pray for me. I am having health problems.” I open the Bible and follow along with the preacher’s teaching.

My father stares vacantly at the church program in his hand. “I gotta go pee.”

“Okay, Dad. Let’s go pee.” I take my father down the hall to use the bathroom and wait for him outside the door.

We return to the service, and he complains, “Let’s get out of here.”

“We’ll leave when the preacher’s done.”

I feel like I’m raising a five-year-old. The service finishes, and I take my father back to his unit and into his dining hall. Like always, I go into his apartment to wait for him to finish his lunch. This time I take a nap in his bed. I am in a deep sleep when I hear the doorknob turn and my father’s footsteps. I shoot straight out of the bed. It alarms me how quickly I jump awake. “Ashes, you can go back to sleep. It’s okay.”

“No, that’s okay, Dad.” Sleeping in his bedroom with him in the other room feels uncomfortable to me. I sit down on his couch and listen to him complain about my mother. Today, he is convinced she has a new boyfriend. Last week she was dead, and the week before that, she was a lesbian.

I cut the TV on, and Golden Girls is on. I listen as Rose tells Blanche to “never ever give up on your dreams, even when they’re doused in sorrow, because even though they seem far away, they could come true tomorrow.”2 I understand Blanche’s pain. I wish my dreams would come true too. I wish I was on that TV and not in this memory care. Then again, if my dreams did come true tomorrow, I would probably need a cortisone shot to get me out of bed. I have a choice. I can let the pain in my heart break me, or I can break through.

Later that week, I get a text message from my good friends, Dusty and Hannah, congratulating me. I have been voted one of the top three comedians in my city by a local magazine. This is unbelievable. I’ve been performing standup for twelve years, and I finally have my first credit. All those hours of performing in empty bars and responding to strange men in DMs (direct messages) on social media are paying off. I can’t wait to celebrate and buy myself some new shoes.

As with every high of my life, there is a low. I’ve received recognition, but I also feel so sick I can hardly move. Not again. I’ve spent my entire life sick and heartbroken. The doctors prescribe their medications, they run their tests, they do their surgeries, and everything always comes back normal. There’s never an answer as to why I become so ill. My immune tests always come back intact. There’s something very wrong with me. I know it. I pray to the Lord to reveal what it is. I feel deep in my spirit that it’s not something the doctors are going to find. It is something I will find, and once I find it, I can break through.





PART 2

AS IT WAS HAPPENING
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CHAPTER 2

THE QUEEN OF SHEBA

Little girls should be playing hopscotch and jumping rope, having fun without a care in the world other than picking their favorite ice cream off a truck. Little girls should be on playgrounds, not in hospitals and clinics, like me.

The first time I have surgery, I am five years old. Plagued with bladder infections, I’ve been wetting my pants and my bed consistently for two years, despite being fully potty-trained. My mother takes me to a urologist, who wants to perform a surgery and look inside my bladder. The nurses are so nice. Everything is hectic, and everyone moves around very quickly, but I feel safe and special. I feel seen. “You are going to go to sleep for a little while, and when you wake up, we will be here waiting for you,” they tell me. I feel something cold press against my body. I feel a mask come toward my face, and I can smell its plastic.

When I wake up, I am told I must pee before I can leave the hospital. It burns. I do not like this at all and want to go home. My mother begins giving me medicine every morning. I hate it. I figure every child must take medicine, and one day, we don’t need to take it anymore. I don’t see myself as any different from my friends.

School is an exciting concept for a little girl. Little girls dream of becoming big girls, and big girls go to school. School is a rite of passage for a five-year-old girl. First, it’s school, then it’s marriage. Easy peasy. I start kindergarten in Catholic school. My mom packs me an extra pair of panties, some tights, and a jumper every day in case I have an accident. She always calls it an “accident” when I wet myself. I can never control it. It just happens.

My kindergarten classroom has a big bathroom in it. There is plenty of room for me to change comfortably on the accident days. There are two doors to the bathroom. One leads to my classroom, and one leads to another classroom. Sometimes I get nervous someone from the other door is going to open it and see me naked. Other than this, I love kindergarten. I love my cubby, and I love my backpack. I have a desk that looks like a table. My name is printed out on a card and sits in front of me, so everyone knows who I am. I get to sit by the teacher’s desk. I feel safe close to her. Sometimes she turns toward me and gets a sad look on her face.

At night, my dad teaches me my letters. He lifts my shirt and draws letters on my back. I guess the letters, and we both get happy when I get the right letter. I never want him to stop.

My mother sits downstairs in our den watching TV. She loves the TV. My dad loves his computer. My sister, Laura, who is sixteen years older than me, loves to sit in her room and play her guitar. I love to sit in my room and play school with my dollies.

Before I go to bed, my father comes into my room to check on me, and as he leaves, he looks at the doorknob, then back at me. “Keep this door unlocked,” he says to me. Confused, I nod my head.

Every family has secrets, and mine is no different. Our secret is that I am a very sick little girl, and no one seems to know why. I still get a lot of bladder infections, and I go to the doctor a lot. I call him “the pee-pee doctor.” He pulls my shirt up and presses on my belly. I get nervous. He asks me if it hurts when he presses on my belly. Sometimes he will ask my mother and me a question: “How is everything at home?”

“Oh, it’s good. Very good,” my mother will tell him with a smile.

I miss a lot of school because of my infections. Nurses start coming into my house. I sit in my mom’s big chair in our den. The nurses put a needle in the back of my hand, and a long tube comes out of it, connecting to a bag above me. They come to our house several times a week for a while.

Because my mother is a nurse, she gives me the IV medications herself when she is home. The nurses tell me I am strong even though I don’t feel like it. I don’t feel any different from other little girls. I only get a lot of bladder infections and I hurt sometimes, but it will go away when I grow up.

One of the boy nurses says to me, “You look like the Queen of Sheba in that big chair.” I like him. I feel special—seen.

My mother wants a bigger closet, so my parents move their bedroom downstairs and turn part of their garage into a closet for her. My mother gets everything she wants. I want to grow up and have big closets too.

My parents move me and my sister into different rooms upstairs, and my old bedroom becomes my dad’s computer room. I don’t like being upstairs at night without my parents. I am afraid of the upstairs, and I am afraid of the dark. The house makes loud noises. “It’s settling, Ashley,” my mother reassures me.

I am afraid to sleep in my room at night. I stare up into the hallway from the bottom of the stairs, and my heart races. The stairs creak as my feet step on each one. I feel a heaviness exuding from behind each door of the bedrooms in the hallway, including my bedroom.

I can’t sleep in my room; it scares me. There is something in my room, and it wants to hurt me. It comes into my room at night when I am asleep, and it wakes me up and scares me. Even with my nightlight, I am still afraid and cannot sleep.

I start sleeping on the couch in our den. I think this “thing” can still get me, so I sleep in a sleeping bag on the floor of my parents’ bedroom. Eventually, my parents get an extra bed and move it into their walk-in closet for me to sleep in. There is something terrible happening up those stairs.





CHAPTER 3

THESE ARE THE DAYS OF MY LIFE

The day is easier than the night, but I don’t like the days much either. The days remind me I am alone. I often feel trapped like an animal in a menagerie. I know there is a big world outside of my parents’ house, but I don’t know how to access it. They don’t leave the house much, and my mother regularly tells me no when I ask to go to a friend’s house. I sit in the bay window of our living room and watch cars drive up and down the hill that faces our house. I don’t know where the cars are heading, but I wish they would take me with them.

Catholic parents get very excited when their children reach second grade. Second grade is when Catholic children receive their First Communion. All us kids fill up the church and stand in line to have a priest hand us bread and wine. It sounds illegal, but it’s not. It’s like a giant party for kids, but the kids don’t really want to be there. We would rather be watching cartoons or playing Nintendo. I have a The Little Mermaid Nintendo game waiting for me after this.

My mother dresses me up in a white dress and a large crown. I look like a princess—a sleep-deprived princess like in the Princess and the Pea. My parents take me to get my picture taken. I ride in the back seat of my mother’s gray Buick Skyhawk as we pull up to Sears. She parks the car, and I feel a wave of emotion hit me. I don’t know what it is, but sadness consumes me. I feel something has changed in me; I am no longer a little girl. Something happened, and life will never be like it was before this day.

I am getting sicker. Sometimes it’s a bladder infection, sometimes it’s a sore throat, sometimes it’s a belly ache, and sometimes it’s a headache. “How’s everything at home?” the doctor will ask my mother and me. “Everything is good. Real good,” she will reply with that same smile.

My mother is a great pretender. She has two faces—either smiling or scary. She’s always nice when she wears her makeup; then she’s a good mommy. When I am sad and I cry, she holds me and pats my back. “Let it all out,” she will say to me as I sob uncontrollably. Little girls cry. It’s what we do.

Sometimes, she will let me sit in her chair with her, and she’ll say, “The day will come when the two of us can’t fit in this chair anymore!”

“No, Mommy! Never. I can’t imagine a life where we aren’t side by side.”

But, when her makeup is off, she screams. She yells at me and calls me a “wild woman.”

“ASHLEEEEEEYYYYY!” I can hear her yelling for me from the bottom of the stairs. I hold my breath in fear. “I’M COMING UP THERE,” she threatens. I hear her feet stomp on the stairs. I start to hide. The door flings open. “WHERE ARE YOU?!”

“Mommy! No,” I plead. There is no stopping her when she is this mad.

She grabs me, throws me on the floor, and sits on my back. “TELL ME YOU ARE SORRY,” she demands.

“I’m sorry, Mommy. I’m sorry. I can’t breathe,” I cry, in between gasping for air. I don’t always know what I have done, but I’ll tell her anything she wants to hear so I can breathe again. She finally gets off me, and I struggle to catch my breath, sobbing uncontrollably as she leaves the room.

I don’t understand why she gets so angry with me, and I don’t understand why my father will not help me. He ignores the screaming and crying, burying his mind into his books.

I cling to her at times, desperate for her love. “Ashley, come on. Let me breathe a little. My God.” She says she can’t breathe, but I feel the only one dying is a part of me, who believes one day I will be good enough for my mother.

I think my mother hates me. I don’t know why she hates me, but I know this isn’t normal. As I get older, I fight her back. I “get fresh” with her, as she calls it.

Sometimes she locks me in my room. Other times she shuts down and ignores me. I sit on the floor next to her chair crying for her, begging for her to listen to me. She turns her head away from me. Her silence hurts.

Once she starts ignoring me, there is nothing I can do. I can’t win her over. She leaves her chair, goes into her bedroom, slams her door, and locks herself in her room. I stand outside of it and beg her to open it and forgive me.

One day, I get a bright idea. I write her a note telling her how sorry I am and slide it under her door. She likes that. I am thrilled when I hear the door crack open. Now she is a good mommy.

Some mothers have other mothers watch their children after school. My mother shuffles me around from one classmate’s house to another. I never like it. I feel like I’m outside looking into someone else’s happy family. Some of the mothers watch Days of Our Lives and The Young and the Restless. I love to watch the drama. I want to grow up and be on that TV.

One of my babysitters has a daughter and a son, and I befriend her daughter. We play school and dress-up in her room. One day, she leaves me in her room as she runs to the kitchen to grab some snacks. While she is gone, her older brother comes into the room and corners me onto her bed. I try to get away from him and head toward the door, but his friend stands in front of it, blocking me. They laugh at me as I try to break away. I know he wants something bad from me, and I feel very afraid. His sister comes back into the room, and the two boys leave.

When I get home, I cry and cry. I tell my mother what happened, and she accuses me of lying. I stay up all night, distressed. As I make my way into the bathroom, sobbing uncontrollably, my sister wakes up and holds me, telling me I am safe.

My mother storms into the bathroom, and she’s definitely not wearing makeup. “Mom, she’s not making it up. Something happened. She’s scared,” my sister says.

“Fine. I will call the babysitter tomorrow,” she says, with steam coming out of her ears. The next day before school, I expect her to tell me I don’t ever have to go back to that horrible babysitter’s house, and I can watch soap operas by myself. Instead, she informs me she talked to the babysitter, who assured my mother she would talk to the boys, and it would never happen again. I promise her I will be a good girl if she lets me come home from school, and instead, she makes me go back.

There is some fun in my life—it’s not all bad. I am enrolled in dance, where I get to be a ballerina, a tap dancer, a jazz dancer, and an acrobat. In my dance class, I am mostly trained to dance to Phil Collins’s songs and Michael Jackson’s “Rock with You.” I first perform onstage at dance recitals, and I feel like a star.

In our town, we have a theme park where I go during the summers with my friends.
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