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INTRODUCTION

The third edition of Building the Bonds of Attachment follows the previous 
editions in trying to make Katie’s story more reflective of the continuing 

development of dyadic developmental psychotherapy (DDP). This edition 
describes the theories and research and the related principles and interventions 
that now guide this model of treatment and care. Major revisions reflect the 
further developments in our understanding of the impact of trauma, attachment, 
and neurobiology on children like Katie, as well as the experiences of many 
clinicians who have continued to improve this model of treatment and care over 
the past twenty years.

In this edition, I have integrated our new understanding of developmental 
trauma, which is due to intrafamilial and interpersonal trauma, and which has 
been found to cause much more severe effects on a child’s development than 
those caused by simple trauma. I have also introduced the concept of “blocked 
care” to describe the severe difficulties in providing care for a mistrusting child 
such as Katie. Throughout the book, I have presented the many developments 
and interventions in both treatment and caregiving that have evolved within 
DDP since the second edition was published. The attitude of PACE (being 
playful, accepting, curious, and empathic) is presented more fully as are the 
caregiving interventions that are secondary to attachment theory rather than 
social learning theory. My deepening understanding of intersubjectivity has also 
influenced the presentation of the interactions among Katie; Jackie, the foster 
mom; and Allison, the therapist, in this edition. There are many interactions 
between Katie, Allison, and Jackie throughout the book that were not present 
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in the prior editions and are consistent with the further development of both 
theory and practice.

Finally, as a clinician practicing in an area where “best practice guidelines” 
are still being developed, I have continuously reflected upon the interventions 
employed. I have spoken with friends and colleagues who also use DDP in their 
treatment of children with problems similar to Katie’s, as well as therapists who 
employ a variety of other approaches. My primary goal has been to remain faith-
ful to the empirical knowledge that has emerged from academic centers as well 
as from experienced clinicians and parents who are engaged in the “real-life” 
stories of so many children and youths.

This work attempts to describe the difficult journey needed to understand 
and help children who experienced severe abuse and neglect and who do not 
develop attachment security with their foster and adoptive parents. I chose a 
composite case study for this work to convey the story of many such individual 
children and families. Each child is unique and presents with a constellation of 
factors relevant to his or her life. The interventions that one child needs may be 
less valuable to another. I hope to be able to present the general principles of 
intervention, both at home and in therapy, for traumatized children who do not 
manifest attachment security. At the same time I hope that both therapists and 
parents can immediately recognize and identify with this story. I believe that the 
narrative format is best able to convey the affective tone and communications 
that are needed to make the interventions effective. I hope that the reader will 
find the basic principles of intervention that are relevant in this composite case 
study to be helpful in living and working with countless similar children and 
their families.

Katie, a traumatized child who does not trust her subsequent caregivers, 
exists only in these pages. The same is true for her caseworker, Steven; her 
primary foster parent, Jackie; her therapist, Allison; and the various second-
ary characters. But the great majority of events, experiences, relationships, 
thoughts, feelings, and behaviors described in this book have occurred, do oc-
cur, and will continue to occur in Maine, the nation, and the world. They will 
occur wherever there are traumatized children who do not know how to develop 
aspects of attachment security with their new parents, other caregivers, thera-
pists, and teachers. In my work as a psychologist, they have occurred countless 
times. Katie and Jackie are telling the stories of these living individuals because 
their stories must be heard, understood, and addressed. These children need 
our attention, our guidance, our love, and our help. They need to begin to live 
safely within the human community.
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Katie’s story represents the arduous journey faced by most traumatized chil-
dren with impaired abilities to trust their caregivers. Many have continuing his-
tories that prove to be far less successful than Katie’s. Many disrupt from place-
ments throughout their childhood and adolescence and enter adulthood without 
any relationships that provide them with a sense of being “at home.” Many then 
enter into further unsatisfactory relationships that lead to deceptions, divorces, 
domestic violence, substance abuse, and ultimately the abuse and neglect of their 
own children. The cycle of abuse is greatest among those adults and children 
who do not know how to form secure, meaningful attachments.

The character Katie Harrison is followed from birth until after her eighth 
birthday. Over her first five years she was repeatedly abused emotionally and 
physically. She also experienced profound emotional neglect from parents who 
ignored her, were indifferent to her, and had little place for her in their hearts. 
Over the following three years Katie experienced a series of foster homes. The 
damage done to her by her parents remained alive within her affective core and 
greatly impeded her readiness and ability to develop attachment security with 
her new caregivers.

THE THEORY BEHIND KATIE’S STORY

In healthy families, a baby forms a secure attachment with her parents as 
naturally as she breathes, eats, smiles, and cries. This occurs easily because 
her parents’ attuned interactions consistently meet her developmental needs. 
Her parents notice her physiological/affective states and they respond to her 
sensitively and fully. Beyond simply meeting her unique needs, however, her 
parents “dance” with her. Hundreds of times, day after day, they dance with 
her, in rhythms of vitality and joint meaning.

There are other families where the baby neither dances nor hears the sound 
of any music. In these families she does not form such secure attachments. 
Rather, her task—her continuous ordeal—is to learn to live with parents who 
are little more than strangers. Babies who live with strangers do not live well or 
grow well.

Fundamental to attachment security is personal safety. For young children 
the central purpose of developing attachments is to ensure their safety. Once 
safety is guaranteed, other aspects of childhood can proceed. The mind works 
best under conditions of perceived safety. Without safety, the mind’s almost ex-
clusive function is to reduce threat and create safety through variations of fight, 
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flight, or freeze. In making the split-second decision to reduce risk, the mind 
does not involve the later-forming parts of the brain—the prefrontal and anterior 
cingulate cortexes, where the more verbal/associative and regulatory functions 
of the brain are located. Once safety is ensured—because the child has learned 
to trust the care provided by her caregiver—the infant or young child is able to 
explore her world, involving all aspects of the brain in an integrative fashion. 
This central role of perceived safety as the foundation of all subsequent devel-
opment is made explicit by those at the levels of neuropsychological theory and 
research (Schore, 2001; Siegel, 2012; Porges, 2011) as well as by the applied 
research that rests on attachment theory (Cassidy & Shaver, 2016).

Certainly it has to be considered traumatic when a child is being hurt by her 
parents physically, sexually, verbally, and emotionally. It most certainly is also 
traumatic when a child experiences habitual neglect and/or is abandoned by 
her parents. This would be the trauma of absence. Trauma is considered to be 
the source of multiple symptoms of mental illness when it occurs within family 
relationships. Intrafamilial/interpersonal trauma is now classified as develop-
mental trauma (DT) by the major child trauma centers in the United States. 
DT describes the complex domains of impairment that are often secondary to 
interpersonal trauma (Cook et al., 2005).

DT is considered to place children at risk for pervasive impairment in the 
following seven domains of functioning:

1. Attachment: The readiness to go to specific adults for safety, for comfort, 
and for experiences of reciprocal joy. With DT the child’s attachment 
patterns are likely to be disorganized and place the child at high risk to be 
unable to manage all manner of stress.

2. Biology: The ability to identify and regulate various physiological states. 
With DT the child may have difficulty identifying and regulating hunger, 
sleep, pain, and states of arousal.

3. Affect regulation: The ability to identify, regulate, and express both posi-
tive and negative affective states. With DT the child’s anger may be rage, 
sadness may be despair, fear may be terror, excitement may be pervasive 
anxiety.

4. Dissociation: Represents the inability to stay psychologically present, 
open, and engaged when exposed to particular states of consciousness 
and emotion as well as in the presence of extremely stressful events or 
people or situations associated with such events or people.

5. Behavior control: The ability to engage in focused, flexible, and regulated 
behavior. With DT behavior is at risk to be impulsive and/or compulsive.
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6. Cognition: Development of a great variety of skills such as sensory inte-
gration, speech and language, auditory processing, reasoning, problem 
solving, attentional abilities, academic skills, and reflective functioning. 
With DT all are at risk for impaired development.

7. Self-concept: The sense of self as being continuous and worthy of un-
conditional care. With DT the sense of self tends to be habitually nega-
tive—embedded in shame—and/or fragmented, lacking continuity from 
one situation or relationship to the next.

Katie would have been classified as having a disorganized attachment pat-
tern in which she was unable to regulate stress either by relying on herself or 
relying on others. This pattern places a child at risk for mental health problems 
throughout life, those characterized by externalization (oppositional-defiance, 
ADHD, explosive outbursts) as well as by internalization (mood and anxiety 
disorders and dissociation). She also manifests affect dysregulation, dissocia-
tive tendencies, reflective functioning impairment, impulsive behaviors, and a 
fragmented and shame-based self-concept.

In our efforts to understand and integrate the findings of neurobiology into 
the treatment and care of children like Katie, my colleague, Jon Baylin, and I 
have introduced the concepts of “blocked trust” and “blocked care” (Baylin & 
Hughes, 2016; Hughes & Baylin, 2012). Blocked trust refers to the impact of 
abuse and neglect upon young children’s ability to trust that they can rely on 
their caregivers to meet their basic psychological and physical needs. Lacking 
this core sense of trust of their caregiver, they have to rely on themselves to 
try to meet their own needs. They make impulsive and compulsive efforts to 
provide for themselves by hoarding food and objects while at the same time 
focusing on manipulating or intimidating others to do things for them, hav-
ing no confidence that adults will naturally want to do what is best for them. 
Blocked care refers to the fact that it is very difficult for caregivers to reliably 
provide a full range of care for a child who consistently rejects such care. Car-
ing for a child is much more than a job. It involves neurobiological states of 
wanting to be near our child, experiencing pleasure in our time together, being 
very interested in discovering who our child is and who she is becoming, and 
experiencing special meanings in the routines and rituals that develop. These 
neurobiological states are designed for reciprocity. If the child consistently 
does not respond in kind to these caregiving states, they are very difficult to 
maintain. These challenges are separate from challenges that might be acti-
vated by aspects of the parents’ own attachment histories. Parents who have 
had excellent attachment histories themselves are still at risk for experiencing 
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blocked care when they are attempting to raise children who turn away from 
them as does Katie.

When the infant and young child are safe enough to begin to explore their 
world, their first interest is the interpersonal world. A central characteristic of 
such exploration—optimized in circumstances of attachment security—involves 
primary and secondary intersubjectivity (Trevarthen, 2001; Trevarthen & 
Aitken, 2001). By primary intersubjectivity, I am referring to the infant and 
parent’s discovery of each other, and also to the self in relation to the other. 
The infants discover who they are—their original sense of self—in the eyes, 
face, voice, gestures, and touch of their mother and father. Their self-discovery 
involves the discovery of the impact that they are having on their attachment 
figures. The parent discovers who he or she is—with respect to identity as  
parent—in the infant’s response to the parent. Primary intersubjectivity involves 
this here-and-now, person-to-person relationship.

By secondary intersubjectivity, I am referring to the infant’s discovery of the 
features of the world—people, objects, and events—through experiencing the 
impact of the world on both her and her parents. When the parent responds 
to a stranger or to an event, the parent gives meaning to it and provides the 
template for the meaning that the child will associate with the stranger or event. 
Secondary intersubjectivity involves a here-and-now, person-to-person-to-
object relationship.

Intersubjectivity has three aspects. First, affect attunement—shared af-
fect—involves matching of the affective states of both parent and infant. As 
the infant gives expression to her emotional/physiological state affectively (the 
body expresses the underlying state in facial expressions, voice prosody, ges-
tures), the parent responds with a very similar expression. It appears that the 
parent is imitating the infant, but attunement is more than that. The parent is 
responding to the underlying emotion/physiological state that the infant’s affect 
is expressing. Thus the parent’s response may express that state affectively with 
a different modality than the infant’s expression (with arm movements rather 
than vocal expressions) but still is conveying to the infant that her expression 
was recognized and responded to. Attunement may be considered a central way 
of conveying empathy for the experience of the other. The two other aspects of 
intersubjectivity involve shared attention as well as shared intentions. Not only 
are the parent and infant involved in a congruent state of vitality affect, but also 
their attention has a similar focus on who/what is important to them both at that 
moment, and their intentions are compatible (to notice, discover, and enjoy 
each other or an event/object of the world). By focusing broadly on intersub-
jectivity rather than the more specific feature of affect attunement, one is able to 
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comprehend how the parent-child dyad affects both the mind and the heart of 
each other. Through attunement, the infant feels receptive to and connected to 
his parent and also can begin to regulate his affective states through first coregu-
lating his affect with his parent’s affective state. Through the addition of joint 
attention and intention, the infant can also begin to reflect on her inner life of 
thought, affect, and intentions, as well as the inner lives of her parents. She is 
able to cocreate the meaning of the people, objects, and events of her life. She is 
also able to seek and enjoy cooperative activities with joint goals and interests.

Nonverbal communication represents the source of the initial decision as to 
whether or not to initiate an intersubjective experience and is a central feature 
of intersubjectivity itself. When the young child perceives anger or rejection in 
the face or voice of his parent, he is unlikely to enter an intersubjective state with 
his parent. He will be unwilling to learn about self and other at those moments 
since he knows that what he learns will involve shame or fear. Similarly, when 
the parent perceives her child to be angry or anxious, she may avoid entering an 
intersubjective state with her child if her child’s affect is making her uncomfort-
able. She will avoid that connection if it activates unresolved experiences from 
her attachment history and if it makes her vulnerable to thoughts that she is 
failing as a parent.

The parent needs to be aware of the impact of her nonverbal communication 
upon her child and attempt to regulate and direct it in a manner that facilitates—
and does not impede—intersubjective learning. Habitual annoyance, routinely 
avoiding interactions, and remaining ambiguous about the meaning of negative 
affective states all make the child who lacks attachment security more guarded 
and avoidant with respect to entering intersubjective states. Without such states 
the child will remain lacking in safety and trust as well as in the interpersonal 
skills necessary to develop a more positive and integrated sense of self. This 
child is likely to see anger when it is not there and to perceive negative motives 
in both the self (shame) and the parent (negative attributions) (Feiring et al., 
2002). This child is less likely to be able to perceive her parents as both the 
source of safety and the way to understand important qualities of self, other, and 
the world (Pears & Fisher, 2005).

To be intersubjective, this process must affect both the infant and the parent. 
Just as the infant is engaged in a process of discovery of self and other through 
the joint experience with his attachment figure, so too does the parent discover 
aspects of self and other through engagement in this process. It is inherently 
reciprocal. If the parent is not affected by his or her infant, the infant will be less 
affected by her parent. It is likely that in that situation—analogous to neglect—
the infant’s experience of self includes a core sense that “I am not interesting, 
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not special, and not lovable to my parent.” If the infant is not affected by her 
parent, the parent’s sense of self as parent will be damaged. When a child has 
significant difficulty engaging in behaviors consistent with attachment security, 
her parents are at risk of beginning to doubt their parenting abilities and of re-
acting negatively to their perception of their child’s “rejection” of them. When 
these doubts become chronic, they create blocked care where the parent has 
little experience of pleasure and satisfaction in providing her child with consis-
tent care, even though she may continue to be able to “do the job” of parenting 
(Hughes & Baylin, 2012). It is hard for parents experiencing blocked care to 
keep their hearts engaged with their child.

There are three neurobiological systems of relationships within the human 
brain. These are attachment (turning to your parent or another for safety), 
companionship (engaging with others intersubjectively for shared interests and 
enjoyment), and dominance (accepting the guidance and leadership of the other 
in order to achieve a goal). In homes where a child is securely attached, all three 
systems are working in a flexible, integrative manner where the parent provides 
care, friendship, and authoritative decision making for the child in a reliable 
manner. Children experiencing developmental trauma are likely to have great 
difficulty in all three ways of relating. They will reject being cared for, have a 
hard time developing and maintaining friendships, and greatly resist accepting 
others’ making decisions for them.

When the parent’s reaction to the child is one of anger, fear, or rejection, 
the child is very likely to avoid intersubjective experiences, since they are likely 
to elicit a great deal of terror and shame. She will not be safe in intersubjective 
states. Her resultant sense of self is likely to be very negative as well as very inco-
herent, with large gaps and inconsistencies. She is not likely to be able to utilize 
the primary means of learning about herself, others, events, and objects—the 
mind and heart of her parent.

I have made the argument that for a child to develop well, she needs to have 
a positive impact on the key people in her life—her parents—and in Katie’s 
case, her foster parents and therapist as well. Given the pervasive emotional/
behavioral problems of a child similar to Katie, the danger for the foster/adop-
tive parents of this child is that she will have a negative impact on them. Her 
anger, rejection, withdrawal, defiance, and indifference may activate within 
the parents doubts about their parenting abilities. Sensing that they are failing 
as parents, these parents are not likely to feel safe while with their child. Their 
worth, value, and abilities are being questioned continuously. These parents 
will be at risk of withdrawing from intersubjective experiences with their child. 
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They are at risk of becoming angry, tense, withdrawn, discouraged, and indif-
ferent to their child.

For this reason, each parent’s own attachment history is an important fac-
tor in whether or not the parent will be able to successfully raise a child who is 
very resistant to having parents who will raise her (Dozier et al., 2001; Steele 
et al., 2003). If the child’s behavior activates within a parent aspects of her re-
lationships with her own parents that were unresolved and poorly integrated, 
she is likely to react with anger or anxiety in response to her child. Not feeling 
safe herself, she will not be able to provide a sense of safety for her child that 
will be necessary if her child is to learn new emotional/behavioral patterns. A 
parent who has attained her own attachment security in the important relation-
ships in her life will be able to remain affectively present—sensitive, responsive, 
and available—to her child when her child is becoming affectively/cognitively/
behaviorally dysregulated. She will not react to her child’s extremely angry and 
anxious behaviors but rather will respond to the aspects of the child that lie un-
derneath those behaviors (loneliness, fear, shame, despair) and initiate intersub-
jective experiences that can facilitate resolution and integration of those states.
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GENERAL PRINCIPLES OF 
PARENTING AND THERAPY

The reader may prefer to read this chapter on the principles upon which the 
care and treatment of Katie is based after first reading about her early years 

of abuse and neglect (chapter 2) or just prior to reading about her going to live 
with Jackie (chapter 8). Others might find that the information contained in this 
chapter makes the most sense after reading the entire story of Katie’s journey. 
Still others might choose to simply read Katie’s story without reading what 
principles I held that guided me in writing her story.

PARENTING

The care provided by Jackie to Katie is based on principles of attachment that 
are presented in detail elsewhere (Hughes, 2007; Golding, 2013; Golding & 
Hughes, 2012; Baylin & Hughes, 2016). Many theories of child care are based 
on principles derived from social learning theory that are congruent with how 
most of us were raised. These involve having parents provide children with 
standards of behavior that are considered to reflect their values and those of 
their community. These standards are taught through modeling, coaching, 
direct instructions, and feedback. These are complemented with behavioral 
consequences that serve to reinforce the behaviors desired by the parents.

Attachment principles do not contradict those of social learning but rather 
represent the foundation upon which to base socialization interventions. 
While social learning emphasizes the evaluation of the child’s behavior, attach-
ment focuses on the unconditional acceptance of the child. Such acceptance, 
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which permeates all of our interactions with our infants, creates a strong sense 
of safety and confidence in the permanence of the relationship regardless of 
problems or conflicts. This safety enables the child to trust that his parents will 
meet his needs as well as trust that when his parents are setting limits on his 
behavior, they are doing so because it is best for the child, even if he disagrees 
with the parents’ choice. From this foundation, the socialization that is so 
necessary in raising a child tends to be much more effective; the child meets it 
with trust that it is important as well as a healthy desire to be like his parents 
and make his parents proud of his development.

Three of the most important things that we “teach” our children emerge 
naturally from the attachment that develops prior to socialization. First, 
children need to learn how to relate with other human beings in a way that 
is enjoyable and satisfying, while meeting the aims of both self and other and 
at the same time respecting differences and others’ perspectives. They need 
to learn the value of cooperation and sharing, experiencing both comfort and 
joy. The most basic way of teaching such ways of relating is relating that way 
with our children. This manner of relating is very clear in the attuned, recip-
rocal interactions between parent and infant. It continues in the toddler play 
characterized by “peek-a-boo” and many other joint activities of delight and 
discovery. It deepens when the child struggles to communicate his experience 
and the parent shows interest and understanding. With such a foundation, any 
formal instruction on manners and sensitive and polite behaviors comes easily 
and naturally through modeling and a few words.

The second important skill that children need to learn is how to regulate 
their strong emotional states, such as fear, anger, excitement, sadness, shame, 
and joy. Infants demonstrate a lack of such regulation, as is evident in their sud-
den, intense emotional swings to and from terror, rage, and intense laughter 
and sudden withdrawal, irritability, or sleep. Children learn to regulate these 
states through the active presence of the parents or caregivers who are coregu-
lating their emotions. The regulation of their sensitive and responsive parents 
enables the children to remain regulated themselves. The shifts from one emo-
tional state to the next develop a more gradual and integrated feature. When 
such “teaching” in the context of the attachment relationship occurs naturally 
over the first few years of life, children are much less likely to show explosive 
outbursts, states of despair, or paralyzing terror during the later years of child-
hood and adolescence. Such teaching is much more easily achieved in this 
manner than through stern lectures or consequences to make up for its lack. 
Telling (or teaching) children to self-regulate their emotional states is likely to 
be unsuccessful, and possibly even impossible, if the child has not first had 
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consistent experiences of coregulation with his attachment figures. Central to 
the experience of coregulation are the many moments of attunement between 
parent and child when their affective states are synchronized so that the emo-
tions that underlie the child’s affective expressions are being regulated by the 
parent’s congruent affective expressions (Stern, 1985). For this reason, some 
theorists and researchers consider attachment to be primarily a regulatory 
system for these emotional states (Schore & Schore, 2008). Jackie and Allison 
repeatedly coregulate Katie’s affective expressions of her underlying emotions 
by matching the intensity and rhythm of her expressions, often without feel-
ing the emotions (so that when Katie is angry, they match the intensity of her 
expressions of anger without being angry themselves).

A third important skill for children to develop is the capacity for reflective 
functioning. Infants experience global emotional/bodily states that come and 
go, often seemingly with no rhyme or reason. The infant’s impulses and reac-
tions are responded to by a sensitive parent in a way that helps the child to 
gradually be able to differentiate among these external stimuli and his internal 
emotional states in a way that helps the infant to gradually begin to make sense 
of himself, his parents, and his world. The young child’s parents are at her 
side during these experiences, serving as her guide in this process of making 
sense. The parents’ nonverbal expressions convey meaning and intention to 
what is happening. As the parent chatters with the infant, long before the child 
understands the spoken word, the child is learning about self and the world. 
Gradually the words themselves take on meaning, and sometime later the child 
is able to communicate with the same words his version of these experiences. 
As time goes on, the young child is communicating to himself—he is now 
thinking about what he thinks, what he feels, what he wants.

Since Katie has difficulty with awareness and expression of her inner life 
of thought and emotion, Jackie constantly has brief conversations with her 
that involve the expression of thoughts, feelings, wishes, fantasies, plans, and 
memories. Jackie initially does most of the talking, both about her own inner 
life and about what she thinks Katie might be experiencing. Jackie needs to be 
very patient, knowing that it will be months or longer before Katie is likely to 
make the conversations truly reciprocal. As Jackie responds—both verbally and 
nonverbally—to Katie’s expressions of her inner life, Katie gradually begins to 
notice her experience more clearly, to accept it more fully, and to discover ways 
of more actively expressing it herself.

Conversations that Jackie has with Katie also involve explorations of the past 
and future. Since shame-based experiences dominated Katie’s past, Jackie— 
by calmly mentioning those experiences—communicates that she knows and  
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accepts all aspects of Katie and her story. Jackie also shares aspects of her own 
past with Katie in an effort to help Katie to feel more a part of the continuity 
of the Keller family. By discussing the future with Katie, Jackie communicates 
confidence in their future life together, inviting her into family rituals and help-
ing her to manage her anxiety about the unknown by familiarizing her with 
guideposts that she will meet along the way. At times, Jackie wonders about 
the years ahead with Katie, expressing hopefulness about the person she will 
someday become.

All three of these crucial aspects of a child’s social and emotional develop-
ment—relationships, affect regulation, and reflective functioning—are compro-
mised within Katie because of her early years of abuse and neglect. For Jackie to 
facilitate their development, she needs to assist Katie through relating with her, 
coregulating her affective expressions, and facilitating her reflective functioning 
through reflecting with her, all in a manner that is similar to how a parent would 
relate with a younger child. Jackie keeps in mind Katie’s developmental age as a 
guide for how to relate with her, modifying the interactions to a degree because 
of her chronological age but consistently remembering not to expect greater 
relationship, regulatory, and reflective skills than Katie has attained.

As children are successfully developing their relationships (those involving 
trust and comfort as well as reciprocity), affective regulation, and reflective 
functioning skills, they are likely to respond relatively easily to their parents’ 
efforts to teach them core social behavior skills. They already see their parents 
as models for appropriate behaviors. They can regulate their emotional states 
when upset and are unlikely to react to situations with rage, terror, or despair. 
They are able to make sense of situations and are beginning to know what is 
best, especially when their parents are available as guides. When not sure, they 
are willing and able to ask for help. When they are making a mistake, they are 
likely to respond to their parents’ verbal and nonverbal cues as to what they 
might do instead. And when their behavior has natural, negative consequences, 
they are likely to accept them even when they are frustrated by them.

When children are raised in a home where they develop a secure attachment, 
they are likely to discover that in many ways they are like their parents (often 
these features are expected or desired by their parents, while at other times 
their preferences emerge without the thought of either parent or child). At the 
same time, they are likely to discover qualities about themselves, their interests, 
or their personalities that are different from their parents, and they and their 
parents enjoy these qualities too. These children are able to find a healthy bal-
ance between their individual preferences and interests and the preferences and 
wishes of their family. There is room for both. This balance in securely attached 
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children extends into adulthood. It is not surprising that the term for the se-
curely attached child, now an adult, is autonomous attachment. Autonomously 
attached adults are able to integrate their individual interests and desires and 
their wish for intimacy and interdependence.

When attempting to parent a child like Katie, foster and adoptive parents 
need to keep in mind the patterns of early child care that are so successful in 
raising securely attached children. During her first five years, Katie did not learn 
how to relate with others with trust, seeking comfort and enjoying reciprocal 
engagements. She learned how to mistrust, avoid vulnerable states and so not 
need comfort, and cope with interactions with others through vigilance and at-
tempts to control the other person. Katie did not learn to regulate her emotional 
states through experiences of coregulation with her parents. Instead she often 
become dysregulated and reacted impulsively to stresses with rage, terror, or 
shame and despair. She did not learn how to reflect on her inner life and the 
inner lives of her parents. Instead she would react to situations from her vigilant 
stance without any ability to make sense of things from the flexible perspectives 
that come from being safe.

Katie also did not learn appropriate socialization skills because she was not 
safe, did not have guidance involving consistent feedback on her behaviors, 
and did not have good role models. Nor did she experience the natural conse-
quences of her behavior. Any consequences were likely to be harsh and deter-
mined by her parents’ moods and their own self-centered needs rather than her 
behavior itself.

Given the deficits in her child-rearing during her first five years, Katie needs 
specialized care from Jackie that involves the following:

1. Safety needs to never be taken for granted. Katie needs to learn to trust 
Jackie. Katie may perceive routine frustrations, limits, and having to wait 
as due to Jackie not liking her, wanting her to be unhappy, or thinking 
that she is bad. Each stressful time might generate mistrust of Jackie and 
undermine any sense of safety. Jackie needs to be aware of the probable 
activation of shame, fear, and anger in response to these frustrations and 
assist Katie in regulating the distress while also keeping in mind its sever-
ity and source within Katie’s abusive past. If Katie does well one day and 
poorly the next, the reason might not be that she is not trying the second 
day, but rather that she feels safe the first day but not the second.

2. The attitude of PACE (playfulness, acceptance, curiosity, and empathy) 
greatly helps Katie to gradually begin to trust Jackie, while also helping 
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her to regulate her emotions and reflect on the meaning of the frustrations 
that occur in her relationship with Jackie. Playfulness, directly or in the 
background, conveys optimism and engagement, and at times enjoyment 
and delight. Acceptance provides Katie with the sense of unconditional 
love that is the foundation of attachment and is characteristic of healthy 
parent-infant relationships, which she had seldom experienced before. 
While all behaviors are certainly not accepted, Katie’s inner life of thought, 
emotions, and wishes is accepted. Such acceptance enables Katie to reflect 
on her inner life and gradually be able to communicate it to Jackie. Curi-
osity conveys a nonjudgmental interest in Katie’s inner life, including her 
experience of stress and her reaction to it. This attitude enables Katie to 
make sense of both her past and her present, including the connections 
between early experiences of abuse and neglect and her current challeng-
ing behaviors and mistrust of Jackie. Jackie’s experience of empathy for 
Katie conveys her affective presence, where she is sharing and being with 
her in her distress while at the same time understanding it. Empathy makes 
it more likely that Katie will remain regulated when facing stressful events 
and will be more able to make sense of them. When experiencing Jackie’s 
empathy, the burden of her past will not be so heavy. PACE is a way of 
being with Katie, not a technique to “make her be good.” Its presence is 
noted in all aspects of Jackie’s efforts to raise Katie.

3. Since Katie is likely to be vigilant about any possible signs of rejection, 
Jackie needs to try to be consistently open and engaged with Katie rather 
than defensive in response to her challenging behaviors. This attitude 
invites shared closeness and cooperation, whereas defensiveness tends 
to create conflict and power struggles (Porges, 2011). It is impossible to 
be open, engaged, and regulated all the time, but these conditions should 
be maintained the majority of the time. Jackie needs the support of her 
husband, Katie’s therapist, and others to assist her when Katie becomes 
defensive and to prevent the development of blocked care.

4. Katie is likely to experience routine conflicts, misunderstandings, misat-
tunement, and brief separations as reflecting a serious break in her 
relationship with Jackie, causing Katie to return to her sense of habitual 
mistrust. Jackie needs to be ready to initiate relationship repair with 
Katie whenever the relationship is stressed, by approaching her with 
the attitude of PACE as soon as Katie is likely to be receptive to it. The 
responsibility for repair is Jackie’s, not Katie’s, regardless of the source 
of the break. This does not mean that Jackie is apologizing for the break 
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(unless there are reasons for her to do so) but rather she is communicat-
ing that the relationship is more important than any conflict or reason for 
the break.

5. Jackie needs to remind herself routinely that correction of Katie’s be-
havior needs to exist in the context of a connection with her if it is to be 
effective. The primary underlying goal needs to focus on developing and 
maintaining this connection rather than developing effective corrections 
(behavior management techniques).

6. Jackie needs to provide Katie with a great deal of structure and super-
vision in her daily life. Being alone is likely to create anxiety for Katie 
and lead to misbehaviors that might be intentional or nonintentional. 
Structure involves a predictable routine with a variety of activities. It 
reduces Katie’s choices that consistently cause her anxiety and lead her 
into misbehaviors. Structure and supervision are not a consequence for 
misbehavior but rather a gift of caring based on her developmental needs. 
Supervision represents physical proximity to provide safety and an ex-
ternal source of regulation and meaning rather than to catch her doing 
wrong. Jackie will reduce Katie’s choices that are likely to lead to failure 
since she is not likely to learn from mistakes. Jackie will make sure that 
appropriate choices are available to Katie as soon as Katie is likely to make 
the correct choice as well as learn from her mistakes.

If Katie were responsible for making her own decisions about what to 
do, she most likely would first not be able to decide; and when she finally 
did decide, she might repeatedly change her mind. This would lead 
to ongoing frustrations—nothing she chooses makes her happy. When 
Jackie decides for her, it tends to lead to greater enjoyment and content-
ment and begins the process of learning to rely on Jackie.

7. Jackie will raise Katie based on her developmental age rather than her 
chronological age. She is likely to be criticized for being “overprotective,” 
though she is actually ensuring the likelihood that Katie will experience 
success upon which to build her sense of capability and worth as a person 
within a safe and supportive relationship that meets her various develop-
mental needs.

8. Jackie will certainly allow Katie to experience the natural consequences 
of her misbehaviors, but she will not assume that the consequences 
are the foundation of change for Katie. Frequently the primary conse-
quence involves a change in Jackie’s structure and supervision to make 
it more likely that Katie will act in ways that Jackie believes to be in her 
best interest. A closely related consequence will be increased efforts 
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to understand the reasons for the behavior, reasons that often have 
their roots in Katie’s abusive past. Simply providing Katie with various 
incentives and restrictions is not seen as central for leading her to sig-
nificant, consistent behavioral change.

Consequences are not central in Jackie’s discipline for Katie’s be-
haviors. Discipline means teaching, and if Jackie is to teach Katie more 
successful ways of acting, she needs to do so within the context of their 
deepening relationship. Katie needs to learn that at the core of their re-
lationship, Jackie experiences deep, unconditional acceptance for who 
Katie is, and within the context of such acceptance, limits on Katie’s 
behavior will gradually be more trusted and less stressful.

We are able to place less emphasis on consequences for guiding chil-
dren when we base our expectations on their developmental age rather 
than their chronological age. Frequently repetitive misbehavior is due to 
our expecting from the child more than she is able to achieve. We provide 
the presence and guidance that the child needs to be successful rather 
than assuming that she “should” be able to do something because of her 
chronological age. Second, we focus on helping the child to trust the rela-
tionship and learn that any stress on the relationship through conflicts or 
a lack of a sense of closeness will be repaired. The strong message to the 
child is that the relationship is always more important than the conflict. 
No conflict will destroy the relationship. Third, we help children learn 
how to better regulate their strong emotions. This is done by matching 
the affective expression of the child’s emotional state without the par-
ents becoming dysregulated themselves. Effective teaching also involves 
evaluating only the child’s behaviors without evaluating the child’s inner 
life, which led to the behavior. Finally, such teaching means guiding, 
coaching, and modeling the behavior that we want—all with patience 
and an understanding that learning new ways of acting can be quite dif-
ficult. Teaching that is done with intense anger, threats, or relationship 
withdrawal is not likely to lead to consistent behavior change, but rather 
is likely to create mistrust and shame.

9. Jackie will regularly invite Katie into experiences of delight, joy, and 
laughter; she is aware that such experiences are crucial for Katie’s overall 
emotional and interpersonal development and that she has had few of 
them in her early years. At the same time Jackie needs to remind herself 
that such experiences are likely to cause Katie to become anxious and 
reject them or to cause her to become dysregulated during or after them. 
Jackie must approach these experiences in small doses, while reducing  
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  her own natural expression of excitement and delight while with Katie. 
These experiences need to be unconditional and are not contingent 
upon good behavior.

10. Similarly Jackie will keep in mind how important it will be for Katie to 
learn to accept and eventually seek comfort when she is in distress. Since 
Katie is likely to reject comfort because of her strong desire to be self-
reliant, Jackie needs to be patient and to offer comfort in small, subtle 
ways so Katie will be less likely to reject it.

PSYCHOTHERAPY

Since the developmental trauma Katie experienced was caused by severe rup-
tures in her first attachment relationships, the foundation of her treatment is to 
awaken her trust in her primary caregiver. This treatment—dyadic develop-
mental psychotherapy (DDP)—attempts to enable Katie to experience qualities 
of an optimal attachment relationship with both Jackie and Allison (Hughes, 
2004, 2007, 2011, 2014; Hughes et al., 2015; Baylin & Hughes, 2016). These 
relationship qualities will enable Katie to begin to feel safe with Jackie so that 
she can rely on Jackie for the comfort and support that she needs to reduce her 
mistrust of caregivers. Then she might be able to rely on Jackie for the experi-
ences necessary to facilitate her neurological, emotional, psychological, social, 
and cognitive development.

The primary therapeutic activity of DDP involves providing Katie with the 
intersubjective experiences that so characterize the attuned, reciprocal com-
munications between parent and infant, now modified for Katie’s age. They 
represent the process of engagement between child and therapist and caregiver 
where they come to know each other, take delight in each other, and where the 
therapist and caregiver gently lead the child into new discoveries of self, other, 
and the world. These communications are primarily nonverbal, involving eye 
contact, voice prosody, movements, and timing, with each person influencing 
the other. In DDP this is known as affective-reflective dialogue as it involves 
both of these components expressed—nonverbally and verbally—in an inte-
grated manner.

In these communications the therapist and child or the parent and child 
are taking turns, from one moment to the next. One initiates and the other re-
sponds, which itself is an initiative to which the first person now responds, and 
on and on. At times the child’s response to the therapist/caregiver’s initiative 
communicates “No, that’s not quite right” or “I’m not interested in that” or “It’s 
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too intense.” The first therapist or caregiver then modifies his initial initiative 
until it is joined fully by the child. This is known as interactive repair and is cru-
cial to the transforming power of these interactions on the infant’s development 
as well as on Katie’s development through DDP.

But Katie is not likely to be receptive to these communications. That degree 
of engagement is likely to be frightening and confusing to her. It conveys a sense 
of interest and enjoyment that Katie has trouble experiencing. Her response 
then to Allison’s or Jackie’s initiative is likely to be one of rejection and refusal to 
engage. These reactions place Allison and Jackie in a dilemma. If they withdraw 
their initiatives because Katie says that she does not want them, they may never 
be able to become engaged with her in a manner that would create trust. At one 
level Katie does want to be left alone. If Allison and Jackie wait until Katie shows 
that she wants these reciprocal, attuned communications, they might discover 
that she never chooses them. Why would she choose them when she has so 
seldom experienced them as safe and delightful in the past? A second dilemma 
for Jackie and Allison is that if Katie refuses their caring initiatives for too long, 
they are likely to be at risk of experiencing blocked care and to stop trying. They 
might lose confidence that they can engage her, gradually reducing their efforts 
and leaving them frustrated and disappointed. All of this would cause Katie to 
withdraw even further, seeing their response as a sign that they are starting to 
reject her, and not as a consequence of her rejecting them. For these reasons 
the therapist does not simply follow the child’s directives but rather leads the 
child and then follows the child’s response to the lead. This is known as follow-
lead-follow and is crucial for generating the reciprocal dialogues at the core of 
successful DDP sessions.

DDP is possible only if both parent and child are safe in the session. To en-
sure that the parent is safe, the therapist meets with the parent alone (prior to the 
onset of sessions with the child, for one or more sessions, and prior to the onset 
of each session for ten to thirty minutes). The therapist is working to build trust 
with the parents that they are not being blamed, while at the same time helping 
them to understand what DDP consists of and what their place will be in the 
sessions. The therapist will also ask them about their own attachment histories 
to reduce the likelihood that their attachment history will create dysregulation 
or defensiveness in reaction to their child’s challenging behaviors. The therapist 
and parent together need to help the child to feel safe in the session, and if the 
parent does not feel safe, the child will not either.

The treatment sessions often comprise a wide range of affective communica-
tions. In one session, laughter and joy, sadness and anger, fear and comfort, sil-
liness and seriousness, affection and distance might all be present. If a particular 
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session seems to primarily contain discouragement and anger, shame and despair, 
the therapist needs to “trust the process” and not attempt to “push the positive.” 
Trusting the process means that the therapist needs to have confidence that if the 
parent and child are communicating in an open and engaged manner, with PACE, 
then a deeper story will emerge that lies under conflicts and detachment. This 
story is likely to contain a path toward resolution and repair, with an ability to see 
the child’s loneliness and despair, as well as her courage and persistent efforts to 
find a way to come closer to her parents.

DDP also leads to the development of reflective abilities within the child 
and the parent. PACE—so crucial in Jackie’s parenting Katie at home—is also 
central in the affective-reflective dialogue of therapy. PACE enables the child to 
safely explore aspects of her life that have been covered with fear and shame. By 
experiencing acceptance and nonjudgmental curiosity, the child is often able to 
wonder about the abusive events of his past as well as the challenges and misbe-
haviors of the present. Within the experience of the therapist’s and caregiver’s 
empathy, the child is able to remain regulated while exploring events associated 
with intense fear and shame. With repetition, the child often becomes able for 
the first time to communicate his inner life. The child becomes aware of what 
he thinks and feels and wants and how those qualities relate to his behavioral 
expressions. This is an important step in the child’s coming to develop a coher-
ent autobiographical narrative, which is crucial for having a secure attachment 
pattern and for his overall mental health.
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THE ABUSE AND 
NEGLECT OF KATIE

On Tuesday, August 4, 1987, in Augusta, Maine, Katie Harrison was born 
and Steven Fields spent his first day as a child protective worker with 

the Department of Human Services (DHS), State of Maine. While Steven was 
beginning to work with the abused and neglected children of Maine, Katie was 
becoming an abused and neglected child. Eventually she would be placed in the 
legal custody of the State of Maine. That day would not come for five years, one 
month, and nine days.

It’s an unusual reality—a child in the custody of a state. In the abstract, one 
might think that such a life would not be too bad for a child. Every adult citizen 
of Maine is responsible for Katie. If her parents will not raise her well, then 
we, all of the adults of Maine, will do it. But in reality, Katie’s reality, all of the 
adults of Maine are not what she needs to resolve her relationship traumas and 
develop into a healthy child. Rather, she needs one family. She needs to have 
this family provide her with safety, teach her to trust, to love, and to experience 
joy and delight. One family to help her to heal and resolve her countless traumas 
and develop an integrated self. Without such a family, she will not begin to feel 
worthwhile and she will not feel connected to others in the human community. 
All of the adults of Maine are not capable of raising Katie. Their responsibility 
is to ensure that she receives such a family, and receives professionals such as 
Steven who provide for her various needs. Often many of the adults of Maine 
do not take their responsibility seriously enough. Possibly this failing is due to 
not knowing Katie. Her story, which is similar to countless others throughout 
the world, might help us all to understand our various responsibilities for all 
children.
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* * *

On November 10, 1987, Katie was in her crib, where she had spent much of 
her first three months. It was getting colder in Maine, and she was now almost 
habitually cold, since her thin blanket was not sufficient for the weather. Being 
cold was unpleasant, as was the common soreness that she felt because her 
diaper was changed infrequently and she was bathed even less frequently. More 
acute and irregular discomfort came from her hunger. At times her cries brought 
food fairly quickly, while at other times she cried for long periods before being 
fed. Actually, sometimes she cried until she fell asleep, exhausted and still in 
pain. At other times, she heard frightening noises that made her cry harder. On 
those occasions, her mother, Sally, or her father, Mike, were not patient with 
her crying and they screamed at her as if that would calm her.

This day proved to be worse than average for Katie. She had not been fed, 
and she probably was crying louder than usual. Mike screamed at her and then 
shook her by the shoulders and slapped her across the head. The pain was sud-
den, unexpected, and acute. Katie knew no other response but to cry louder. 
Mike slapped her again and put his face inches above her and screamed. Katie’s 
world became total pain and chaos. Her arms and legs shook and flailed out, 
her back arched, and her cries made it difficult for her to breathe. Her eyes were 
wide and unfocused.

Sally came into the room and screamed at Mike to leave Katie alone and to 
never hit her again. She picked Katie up, spoke quietly, and rocked her. Sally 
continued to yell at Mike, and her tension made it even harder for Katie to relax. 
Finally, Katie began to drink from her bottle, but she fell asleep before drinking 
what she needed. After two hours of restless sleep, she awoke and cried for more 
milk. Sally was now sleeping and did not respond, so eventually Katie fell asleep 
again, still hungry, troubled, and frightened.

Sally Thomas was nineteen when Katie was born. She and Mike Harrison, 
who was four years older than she, had been together for eighteen months in 
spite of frequent conflicts and periodic separations. Sally wanted Mike to “settle 
down,” and when she brought her wishes to him, he generally left in anger. 
Over time, Sally kept to herself the resentment she felt about his lack of interest 
in working or getting married. He did get odd jobs, but she generally found that 
he drank more and stayed out more with his friends when he was working. As 
a result, she had mixed feelings about his having a job. Usually it just caused 
more fights.

Sally was initially excited to have Katie. Her own mother, Helen, and her 
older sisters seemed to be pleased that she was a mother, and she enjoyed her 
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new status as an adult. She also had hoped that Mike would take an interest in 
Katie and want to help out with her and maybe even provide for her. When the 
opposite proved to be the case and Mike became more withdrawn and irritable 
than ever before, Sally began to resent Katie’s constant demands. She found her-
self becoming increasingly impatient with her. She initially resisted this change 
in her attitude toward Katie, since she had always told herself that she would 
do a better job raising her children than did her own mother in raising her. It 
seemed to Sally that during her own childhood her mother either yelled at her 
or ignored her. There seemed to have been little else. She had been sure that 
she and Katie would be different.

Sally knew that now she did not enjoy Katie very much. Katie might look at 
her and Sally would look away. She felt at times that Katie just wanted too much 
from her! Katie never seemed to be satisfied. Sally tried not to think about it. In 
some ways Katie seemed to be dissatisfied with her just like her mother always 
was. She couldn’t please her mother and now she couldn’t even please her own 
kid! Sally was confused about Katie’s reaction to her. At times, she did not think 
that Katie liked her. She would play with her, but Katie would not seem to be 
interested. She would feed and bathe her, but Katie might cry thirty minutes 
later. She might cry when Sally held her or cry when Sally put her down. Sally 
did not feel that she knew Katie, and she did not experience much pleasure from 
caring for her. Being a mother wasn’t what she had expected.

Sally thought about telling the nurse at the pediatrician’s office that she re-
ally didn’t think she knew what to do when Katie cried. She wanted to tell her 
how hard it was and how tired she often felt. She wanted to tell her that being 
a mother wasn’t what she had hoped it would be. But how could she say those 
things? How could she admit that she couldn’t even raise a kid? Maybe she 
could ask for some help. Maybe someone could give her something to read. She 
had heard of a parenting class in adult ed at Cony High. Maybe she should take 
that. But who would watch Katie? Mike wouldn’t. Instead, Mike would be an-
noyed with her for going off and doing something on her own. Sally ended up 
not thinking about her doubts. It seemed to be easier to just do what she had to 
do and then try to relax in front of the TV. She felt too tired to do anything else.

Katie, at three months of age, was actually not rejecting her mother. Her 
energies were going toward feeling safe and warm, being full, and making sense 
of her world. Inner feeling states led her toward food, sleep, removing some 
discomfort, or noticing something new. She was especially interested in human 
faces. Sally was a significant part of her feeling states that best served to meet her 
various needs. Sally did not have meaning for Katie apart from those needs. At 
times, Katie fussed and cried and Sally was there, and Katie would feel better. 
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But sometimes Sally was not there. Katie would fuss and cry over some discom-
fort and Sally was not there to bring comfort. The discomfort continued and 
intensified and still Sally was absent. Katie could not experience comfort unless 
Sally was present. Katie could not bring comfort to herself, and since Sally more 
often than not did not provide her with comfort, Katie stopped seeking com-
fort. Without comfort, experiencing sadness was increasingly painful. So Katie 
stopped being sad. She was not safe enough to be sad! She also lost confidence 
in her world, since for so long it provided her with nothing but varying forms 
of discomfort that were driven by hunger; sudden, loud sounds; water that was 
too hot or too cold; or a habitual soreness that was developing under her diaper.

* * *

On February 14, 1988, Sally may have made her last extended effort to raise 
Katie right. Her father, Sam, who spent much of his life in the Portland bars 
and fishing boats, was coming to visit Sally with his new girlfriend, Tammy. If 
Sam held true to form, he was likely to settle down for a few months until he lost 
interest in Tammy. His trip to Augusta to visit his daughter and granddaughter 
was most likely to impress Tammy, but Sally didn’t mind. She would show her 
father that she was a good mother who was making something of herself. He 
might come again, enjoy her and her family, and even want to be a part of her 
life.

When Sally began the day with Katie, she felt happy and capable. She fed 
Katie her bottle and then bathed her. Katie seemed glad to be with her. She 
smiled and splashed and seemed to respond when Sally played and laughed and 
acted silly with her. Katie did like her! She was doing a good job, and her father 
would be proud of her. She put Katie down to sleep and got everything ready.

Katie was now six months old, and on most days Sally wished that Katie 
could begin to take care of herself more. Mike never helped, and he even re-
sented Katie when she took Sally’s attention away from him. Sally didn’t often 
enjoy Katie anymore, but she did what she knew she was supposed to do, at 
least most of the time. She took some consolation in knowing that she was prob-
ably doing a better job with Katie than her mother ever did for her or her sisters.

Katie was increasingly confused because a subtle need that had been gradu-
ally increasing over the past three or four months was not being adequately met. 
Katie had one magical and pleasurable feeling state whenever Sally and Katie in-
teracted in a playful and affectionate way. Katie would feel drawn toward Sally’s 
eyes, her smile, and the musical sound of her voice. When Sally was dancing in 
front of Katie’s eyes, Katie would feel arms around her and her body would rock 
and dance. At these times too, Katie would feel hands on her head and face and 
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body. Those touches brought such pleasure when they accompanied Sally’s 
face and voice! Katie more and more sought those feeling states that were deeply 
connected to her experience of Sally. But they were not happening often. Katie 
would search for those eyes, and smiles, and hands, and arms, and very often 
not find them. At times, they came along with the milk feeling state. But even 
then, more often than not, when Sally brought the milk she did not bring with it 
the playful and affectionate feeling state that would invite the reciprocal state in 
her that Katie wanted desperately to feel.

Katie awoke crying thirty minutes before Sally’s father arrived. Sally carried 
her, sang to her, fed her, and changed her diaper. Sally was calm and hopeful 
initially, but when Katie did not stop fussing, she became tense. Mike could 
not stand her crying, and she needed Mike to stay calm. If her father were not 
coming, Katie would be back in the crib to cry herself to sleep, Mike would take 
off, and she’d turn on the TV. That’s the only way they could get through the 
crying. But her father arrived and she had to get Katie to stop.

As usual, Sam and Sally were awkward together after not having seen each 
other for a year or so. Initially Katie was a distraction as her father and Tammy 
laughed at how loud she screamed, and they praised Sally for being able to raise 
her. Tammy, who wasn’t much older than Sally, made it clear that she never 
planned to have a kid. Hearing Katie cry convinced her that she was right.

Eventually Sam gave Sally some suggestions about how to quiet Katie. She 
was not sure if he wanted to be helpful or if he had had enough of the noise. 
Regardless, she didn’t want his help. She knew Katie better than anyone did, 
and if she could not get her to stop crying, then no one could. She took Katie 
into her bedroom and placed her in the crib.

Sam followed her and told Sally that she shouldn’t leave Katie in bed when 
she was crying. Their interchange flared, and the focus moved from Sally raising 
Katie to how Sam had failed to raise Sally. Finally, Sam exploded, “Instead of 
talking to me that way you should be taking care of your kid!”

“I do take care of her. It’s more than you ever did for me!”
“If you don’t want us here, we’re leaving! What’s your problem?”
“I’m a good mother. It’s not my fault that she’s crying.”
“Why don’t you go feed her, then? We’re OK here.”
“No! No!” cried Sally. “I’ll take care of her the way I damn well please! Leave 

it alone!”
“That noise is driving me crazy,” yelled Sam.
“Then leave. That’s what you’ve always done,” said Sally.
Sam and Tammy left. Mike said that Sally had not handled it well. Sally 

didn’t hear him. She could only hear Katie. She ran into her room.
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“Shut up! Shut up!” she screamed as she pulled her from the crib and threw 
her toward the bed. Katie hit the side of the bed and bounced to the floor, with 
her leg awkwardly bent beneath her. Katie cried in acute pain. Sally screamed, 
shook, and covered her face. Mike swore and yelled and paced. Finally, Sally 
was able to call an ambulance. Mike told Sally to tell the people at the hospital 
that Katie rolled off the bed while Sally was getting her milk.

At the hospital, Sally seemed to be in shock. She tried to care for her daugh-
ter appropriately, but she was emotionally withdrawn. She refused help when 
offered it by the hospital social worker. The hospital staff had reservations 
about the injury and the overall family situation but decided that there were not 
enough questions to warrant an investigation by DHS. There were no previous 
accidents or signs of significant neglect. They offered to make an appointment 
for Sally to see their mental health consultant, but Sally declined.

When she brought Katie home, Sally seemed to be calmer with Katie than 
Mike had ever seen. But she could not forget how Katie had ruined her visit 
with her father. Katie would not hurt her again. What little pleasure Sally had 
felt when she was caring for Katie now became even less. At some level, Sally 
knew that Katie wanted her to hold her, laugh with her, and play with her. 
She knew that her six-month-old found nothing better than having her mother 
act silly with her, sing and dance, fuss over her, and run her fingers over her 
belly, arms, and neck, but Sally couldn’t get herself to do those things very 
often. Katie was ruining her life, and Sally wasn’t going to go out of her way 
for her. Sally wasn’t aware of this decision. It was the way it was. Actually, it 
was the way it had been with her and her own mother. But Sally wasn’t aware 
of that either.

Sally was right. Katie’s entire being wanted to play and laugh and gaze at 
her mother. Katie’s emotional life was developing rapidly at six months, and 
it needed those experiences of reciprocal pleasure with her mother to fully 
emerge. If they were to develop, Katie’s feelings of curiosity and joy and excite-
ment were dependent on Sally having reciprocal experiences with her. Her 
emotional and neurological developments were interwoven and needed activa-
tion by Sally’s loving and sensitive frequent involvement with her. When Sally 
was absent, both physically and psychologically, Katie was lost and unable to 
proceed with her emotional and interpersonal development. Katie could not 
trigger these internal processes alone. She needed Sally to do it for her and with 
her. Increasingly, Sally did not. Increasingly, then, Katie stopped wanting those 
interactions with Sally. Increasingly she stopped seeking reciprocal joy and 
delight. Now she was no longer seeking either comfort or joy, and she was not 
safe enough to feel either sadness or delight!
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Katie would often lie in her crib, fussing and crying. More often, she would 
simply stare or engage in some repetitive hand and leg movements. She might 
fixate on some object in the crib or on the nearby wall, as if she were inviting it 
to interact with her. She wanted her world to respond to her feeling states and 
to share them. Getting little response, she began to overlook those states and to 
more often simply be tense, isolated, and desperate.

When Sally was present, Katie still had some awareness of wanting this 
special interaction with her. Anticipating that she would not get it, Katie would 
often look away from Sally or become more restless, as if she were trying to hide 
from herself what she was missing. Or she might become frantic, unable to in-
tegrate the intense affect that Sally’s presence was eliciting. At other times when 
Sally was particularly tense herself, such as after a fight with Mike, Katie would 
feel her mother’s distress, and she would fuss even more. At those times, Katie 
would actually feel calmer when Sally left. A profoundly sad reality for Katie 
was now developing. Unlike most infants who experience total delight in the 
presence of their mothers, Katie was very often anxious and ambivalent when 
Sally was present. She still hoped for something from her mother, but she an-
ticipated not getting it. Unlike most infants, whose emotional and neurological 
development was driven by reciprocal enjoyment with their mother and being 
comforted by her, such developments within Katie were occurring slowly, with 
significant gaps, and lacking in adequate differentiation and integration.

* * *

On September 19, 1989, Katie was over two years old. Months before, Sally 
had noticed that Katie never cried. She and Mike had thought it was strange, 
but they really didn’t mind much. Katie whined a lot now and followed Sally 
around, bugging her, but that was a lot better than her crying.

It had been eighteen months since Sally broke Katie’s leg. For the most part, 
Sally was able to feed, wash, and clothe Katie on a fairly regular basis. When 
Katie began to crawl and then walk, Sally generally managed to keep an eye on 
her, prevent accidents, and keep her from bothering Mike. Sometimes she really 
did not care if Mike was bothered. Then Mike would scream at Katie and push 
her away with as much force as was necessary. Mostly, though, Katie followed 
Sally wherever she went. She clung to her and whined when she learned some 
words. For a time Sally made a small effort to respond, even with a degree of 
enjoyment, but gradually she lost her sense of obligation to Katie and to mother-
hood. The seemingly constant barrage of demands led Sally to almost complete 
withdrawal from her daughter. Katie never seemed to be satisfied. She always 
wanted more from Sally. Sally had no more to give.
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If there was any minimal benefit to this situation, it was that Sally learned to 
emotionally deaden herself in a way that left her feeling little rage toward Katie. 
Mike could not do that. Katie could get him screaming at her in thirty seconds. 
Sally learned to ignore her whining and clinging and go on with her reading, 
eating, talking on the phone, or watching TV. Once in a while, Sally might push 
Katie away when she clung to her leg and whined too loudly, but for the most 
part Sally went about her life without feeling much of anything toward Katie. 
She knew that she would not abuse her again. She also knew that she would do 
her job so that no one would criticize her mothering. Katie would be fed, clean, 
and well dressed. That would have to be enough. Sally felt little emotion one 
way or the other toward her daughter. She had learned to dissociate from the 
maternal emotions that she used to experience so strongly.

That day in September started the way most days did. Sally got up with 
Katie, changed her, got her something to eat, and put her on the living room 
floor with a few toys while she got her coffee and toast and turned on the TV. 
Since Mike was sleeping and Sally did not want him yelling, she held Katie in 
her lap and made some effort to play with her puzzles and blocks while she 
watched her show. She explained to Katie how the puzzle went and picked up 
the pieces that kept falling to the floor. Eventually she noticed that Katie was 
deliberately throwing the pieces on the floor. Sally became angry, threw the 
remaining pieces and blocks across the room, and spoke harshly to Katie as she 
roughly put her down.

Katie then asked for crackers. Sally gave her some and returned to her TV. 
When Katie asked for more, her mother continued to watch her show. After be-
ing ignored again, Katie threw a puzzle piece that hit Sally’s arm. Sally screamed 
at Katie and threatened to hit her. Katie threw another piece, and this one hit 
her face. Sally leaped from the chair and slapped her daughter hard across the 
face. Katie then screamed and bit Sally’s arm. Sally swore and hit Katie again. 
Katie ran to the other side of the room, screamed, and stared at her mother with 
hatred. Katie no longer seemed to be afraid of her mother, nor sad at what was 
lacking between them. No, she seemed to feel only rage toward this woman who 
hated her.

Katie would soon begin to have frequent aggressive tantrums. Nothing that 
Sally or even Mike could do would stop them. She often got what she wanted 
when her anger was loud or destructive enough. She sensed that her rage would 
gain her some control over Sally. She liked seeing Sally get upset when she 
screamed at her. When Sally seemed frustrated and upset over her tantrums, 
Katie experienced a sense of power that felt good. She could have an emotional 
impact on Sally! Any impact, even a negative one, was much better than having 
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no impact. She no longer looked for enjoyment or nurturance from Sally. At 
some level, she sensed that she was bad and could not expect such a relation-
ship. Besides, she concluded that Sally was bad too. Sally was mean, and Katie 
was becoming good at finding ways to pay her back.

At the same time, Katie’s wishes seemed to change. She did not want atten-
tion or affection nearly as much as she wanted food or toys or other objects that 
she saw. If not objects, then she wanted Sally to do something for her. When she 
got what she wanted, she seemed to be content. If Sally did not give her what 
she wanted, Katie could get her upset, and that brought some contentment too. 
Having fun with Sally was no longer important to her. Life was simpler this way. 
And there was no reason, and little time, for tears.

* * *

On September 13, 1992, Katie entered protective custody in Augusta, Maine. 
She was now over five years of age. She had continued to change a great deal 
since she had begun her tantrums at twenty-five months. Before that, when Sally 
and Mike noticed that she didn’t cry much, they didn’t give it much thought. 
When they noticed that she didn’t try to cling to them very much, they were 
pleased. Not that it was easier to raise her now. She always seemed to be angry 
and complaining and threw herself on the floor for—what seemed to them—little 
reason.

They really had to yell and punish Katie if they expected her to be quiet. 
But that strategy had its price. Often Katie got even with Sally for punishing 
her or for not giving her what she wanted. She was less likely to pay Mike back 
for his treatment of her. He slapped her hard when he was angry. For Katie, it 
was more fun to get Sally upset. Once, Sally refused to allow Katie to have any 
dessert. The next morning all of the chips and candy were gone. Another time 
Sally made Katie sit on the couch while Sally and Mike ate dinner. Later that 
evening Sally sat on the cushion to discover that Katie had urinated on it. Sally’s 
hairbrushes were missing, the toilet was stuffed up, the shampoo was spilled in 
the tub, and her favorite CDs were broken. Sally could not catch Katie being 
destructive or stealing, but she knew she was responsible and would spank her 
often. What upset Sally most was that Katie didn’t seem to care. Sally would 
punish her more and more severely, and Katie would look at her with resent-
ment, indifference, or even pleasure. Somehow Katie seemed to be getting what 
she wanted no matter what Sally did. Somehow Katie was in control.

Mike would get tired of Katie and Sally yelling and fighting. Sometimes he 
would grab Katie, push her into her room, and slam the door. At times, she 
would be in her room for hours or even the whole day. At other times, he would 
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blame Sally for Katie’s behavior. Mike would find whatever Sally did to be lack-
ing. Then they would scream and Katie would seem to be pleased. Often Mike 
would just leave. He might come back late at night drunk and the next day have 
a hangover. Katie would be quiet then. She knew Mike’s unpredictable rage 
after drinking. Sally had trouble keeping quiet. Often Mike would hit her and 
she might hit him back. But that made him worse and Sally would get beaten. 
Katie would actually feel safer when her parents were fighting. If she stayed in 
her bedroom, she’d be left alone. Also, on the next day one of them might do 
something nice for her, if only to upset the other one.

Katie’s mistake on September 13 was in allowing herself to get even with 
Mike rather than focusing her anger on Sally. That morning Katie spilled her 
cereal, and Mike was in a particularly bad mood.

“You stupid ass,” he said. “Can’t you do anything right? Well, you’re going 
to lick it up. Put your face on the table and start licking.”

Katie yelled “No!” and tried to run from the kitchen. Mike grabbed her by 
her shirt, pulled her back to the table, and pushed her face down onto the milk. 
“I said lick it up!”

He held her face in the milk, and Katie screamed and fought. He held her 
more tightly, pushing her even harder against the tabletop. Then he began to 
wipe her face in the milk. “There, now you look like a pig, you little shit. Get 
out of here or I’ll mop the floor with your hair.”

Katie ran to her room, where she screamed and threw her toys. When she 
heard Mike leave, she was still enraged. She went back to the kitchen, took a 
carton of milk, brought it into his bedroom, and dumped it over his clothes in 
his bureau. She did show tears then, tears of anger and bitterness, not sadness 
or fear. Back in her room, however, she became frightened. She realized what 
she had done. Sally was not home. She knew that there was nothing she could 
do if Mike returned.

Ten minutes later she heard Mike return home with a man, Kirk, who lived 
nearby. From her room she could hear them talking about Mike’s stereo system, 
which Kirk wanted to buy. Then she heard Mike walking into his bedroom.

She heard Mike scream, “That goddamn little bitch! That little fucking ass-
hole! Where is she?”

He ran into her room, and she hid on the floor behind her bed. He kicked 
her. He then dragged her by her hair into his bedroom and threw his wet clothes 
on her. He kicked her again, spit on her, and began to urinate on her. She could 
not remember anything else happening but could hear Kirk yelling at Mike and 
then Mike slamming the door.
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Kirk left and told a neighbor, who called the police. When they arrived, Ka-
tie was alone. Based on her appearance and Kirk’s report, they took her to the 
hospital. They returned later and arrested Mike.

That night, Margaret Davis, a child protective worker, took Katie to her first 
foster home. Two months later, after a court hearing that Sally minimally con-
tested, Katie entered permanent custody. The next day, November 9, 1992, she 
was assigned a children’s services worker, Steven Fields, who had transferred 
from child protective services the week before.

COMMENTARY

Katie’s first five years of life featured specific incidents of physical abuse, verbal 
and emotional abuse, and long periods of emotional neglect. The endless acts of 
emotional violation to Katie’s heart and soul through looks of disgust, screams 
of rejection, and the deadly silence of indifference were what led to her losing 
her desire to form a secure attachment with her parents. The trauma of sexual 
and physical violence attracts well-deserved documentation. The “trauma of 
absence” that characterizes neglect is less obvious to many. The cycle of abuse 
that leads inexorably from one generation to the next is powered most forcefully 
by the inability to enter and maintain meaningful attachments (see Egeland & 
Erickson, 1987; Cicchetti, 1989; Schore, 1994). Regrettably, our society often 
overlooks the absence of crucial affective interactions between parent and child, 
considering it insufficient justification for forceful intervention in the life of a 
young child. As incredible as it may seem, there are reasons to be thankful that a 
child like Katie was abused by her parents, since that justified such intervention. 
The legal system minimizes emotional abuse and neglect despite their profound 
long-term effects.

Schore (1994), Greenspan and Lieberman (1988), Stern (1985), Sroufe et 
al. (2005), Siegel (2001, 2012), Cassidy and Shaver (2016), and others de-
scribe the crucial role of attachment in the psychological development of the 
young child. For Katie, five years of experiencing developmental trauma greatly 
disorganized her attachment patterns and made her unable to rely on others to 
manage her distress. She developed a self-reliant stance involving anger, con-
trol, and dissociation from vulnerable emotional states. She reduced her pain 
and conflict with her parents by neither crying nor seeking attention. However, 
her pervasive rage left her vulnerable to their rage at her and eventually to acts 
of abuse.
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Between the ages of nine months and eighteen months, Katie would have 
been ready to enter fully into the world of social engagements and expectations. 
The toddler’s behaviors organize increasingly as she integrates her own initia-
tives with her mother’s socialization limits and directives. During socialization, 
the toddler experiences shame, which is healthy and necessary for further stages 
of her development. The act of the mother saying no and limiting her toddler 
causes a healthy experience of shame during which the infant hangs her head, 
avoids eye contact, loses her smile, and is briefly motionless. During this experi-
ence, the toddler is in distress because she does not experience attunement with 
her mother, she is confused by the uncertainty of her mother’s intentions, and 
her expanding sense of self feels diminished. Within a secure mother-toddler 
attachment, the mother quickly reestablishes, or repairs, the intersubjective 
state with her child, and this enables the toddler to integrate this socialization 
experience, to regulate her experience of shame, and to remain in a secure, and 
even stronger, attachment with her mother. Early impulse control emerges, and 
gradually the toddler is increasingly able to resolve the conflict between her 
own wishes and the limits placed on her behaviors by her mother. Because her 
mother is able to maintain empathy for her subjective experience even while 
she presents an expectation and limit, the toddler is able to associate the limit 
with her behavior, not with the self. Shame experiences are contained. Feeling 
empathy for self, the child begins to feel empathy for others.

In conjunction with socialization and repair experiences, the toddler is 
engaged in increasingly complex cognitive developments. With language, the 
young child gradually is able to identify and give expression to her inner life 
of affect and thought, and she begins to reflect on herself. At the same time, 
she is aware of her parents’ wishes, affect, intentions, and behaviors, and her 
own inner life begins to resemble that of her parents. She is able to notice the 
effects of her behavior on others, and when she causes another distress, she 
is often likely to feel guilt, not shame. This movement from shame to guilt 
is an extremely important aspect of psychological development (Tangney & 
Dearing, 2002). Guilt correlates to empathy, whereas shame does not. Shame 
correlates to various symptoms of psychopathology, whereas guilt does not. 
Schore (1994) regards pervasive shame as the greatest impediment to the full 
development of a conscience. Sometime during the child’s third year of life, 
she is able to consistently engage in truly reciprocal, intentional interactions 
with her parents, and this skill continues to develop during the remaining years 
of her early childhood. This child has formed both a coherently developing 
sense of self and a secure, differentiated attachment to her mother. Katie was 
not such a child.
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In Katie’s first eighteen months, she experienced many fewer intersubjective 
experiences than were necessary for the development of her early sense of self, 
her affect and neurological development and regulation, and her attachment 
security with her mother. With an insufficiently developed sense of attachment 
security, she was ill prepared for routine experiences of shame and fear and their 
effects on these early intrapersonal and interpersonal processes. However, her 
shaming experiences were far from routine. The extensive rejection, contempt, 
and disgust that she experienced when “socialized” greatly damaged her few 
early positive self-experiences. These pervasive experiences of shame and fear 
were made even more traumatic to her development because they were not fol-
lowed by quick repair experiences that would bring her the reassurance needed 
to maintain any possibility of a stable and positive sense of self and a secure 
attachment. As a result, she denied the behavioral events associated with shame 
and fear and increasingly reacted with rage in response to these hostile and 
self-negating realities. She stopped seeking or responding to any intersubjective 
experiences that might become available. Rather, her life became one of increas-
ing emotional isolation from her parents, along with behavioral patterns meant 
to defensively control her environment, and early cognitive constructs that 
conveyed a sense that she was bad and that her parents did not value her and 
were not to be trusted. According to Schore (1994, pp. 458–459), the severe 
pathological shame Katie experienced greatly limited her capacity for internal-
ization that enables a differentiated attachment and greatly compromised her 
early schema of herself. Katie’s shame was a cancer that extended throughout 
her psychological self. It permeated every perception, experience, and behavior 
and left no air or light for her growth. For good reason, J. S. Grotstein refers 
to pervasive shame as the “black hole” of one’s psychic life (quoted by Schore, 
1994, p. 421). Kaufman’s excellent work, The Psychology of Shame (1996), 
demonstrates the devastating effects of pervasive shame on the development of 
first one’s affective life and eventually one’s very identity.

Katie’s path cut through a harsh and barren land. It began in terror, an in-
fant lying among noise, cold, and pain. As she began to comprehend this land, 
she moved into despair, a sadness that acknowledged what the core of her self 
screamed for and did not find. Terror and despair created her tears, tears that 
parched and cracked her heart but that caused nothing to grow in her land. She 
was not soothed by any presence and affection from her parents, and she did 
not develop the ability to soothe herself. She did not seek to please her parents, 
to learn about the world from them, or to become like them. She embarked on 
an isolated journey in which manipulation, anger, avoidance, and control—not 
love and autonomy—are crucial for survival. When this journey has become ir-
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reversible, it represents the death of the soul. At two years of age, Katie’s path 
was following that direction. It was not irreversible. In fact, professionals do not 
have the ability to predict when a person’s functioning becomes impossible to 
change. We can only continue to develop our knowledge and skills, get to know 
the person and her life, and then get busy.

Shame accompanied Katie along her path. Shame permeated her sense 
of self, and it left its scent on every initiative and interaction that defined her 
young life. Shame is not a warm companion. It turns her away from moments 
of joy as well as feelings of worth and contentment, holding her head down and 
away from the disgusted gazes of her parents. Shame etches its message into her 
muscles, her heart, and her mind: You are flawed. You bring no joy to others. 
You are bad and without merit.

But Katie’s shame, as is often the case, does not lie quietly, seeking not to 
disturb. Rather, it erupts in rage again and again. Denied a place in the sun, it 
screams to blot it out for all. Near the sun, for those who have no place, there is 
pain. It screams, “Yes, I have no worth. I am worthless. And so are you! I am 
hateful. And I hate you! I will not feel the pain that never leaves. I will give it to 
you!”

Katie was not safe. She could not follow a path—a path of childhood—that 
needs to be safe to exist. She was not safe enough to be comforted when scared, 
sad, or lonely. Nor was she safe enough to risk opening her mind and heart 
enough to be with others in the experience of joy. No, Katie experienced neither 
comfort nor joy.

Such was Katie, as she arrived at her first foster home. She could not, and 
would not, dance as children do. She felt only the rage that she used to medicate 
her shame, her terror, and her despair.
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RUTH DALEY, 
FOSTER HOME #1

When Katie entered foster care, she was placed in the home of Ruth Daley. 
Ruth lived in Sydney with her husband, Ray; two children of their own; 

and another foster child, three-year-old Dustin. Ruth had been a foster mother 
for a number of years, following a tradition started by her own mother a genera-
tion before her.

Katie’s children’s services caseworker, Steven Fields, had recently trans-
ferred from the child protective services of the department. Steven brimmed 
with excitement about the transfer. He would no longer be investigating reports 
of abuse and determining the initial service plan. He tired of trying to convince 
parents that abusing their child was wrong. He wearied of confronting their lies 
and absorbing their rage when he wanted to scream at them for violating their 
own children. He could not face more excuses, more blame flowing in every di-
rection, and more apparent indifference to the terrible physical, emotional, and 
mental scars that they left on their children. He could not muster much empathy 
for those parents, although intellectually he knew that they most likely had been 
abused themselves and had not received any help. Initially he did have empathy 
for them, but after repeated failures to make a difference the only energy he had 
left was to blame them for their actions. Certainly he was able to help some of 
the parents to accept responsibility for their actions and actively begin working 
to have their children returned to their care. But these successes were too few 
for him. Finally, he could no longer face the extreme doubt and fear that he felt 
whenever he decided to allow a child to remain in his home with the possibility 
that there might be further abuse.
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Now Steven would be working with the foster children who had been placed 
in protective custody. They would be in safe homes while he worked with their 
parents to see if they would reunite. If the parents were unable or unwilling to 
work, he would be able to ensure that the child received an alternative that could 
ultimately lead to their placement in a stable and loving long-term foster home 
or an adoptive home.

Today, Steven would obtain his first case assignments from his supervisor, 
Kathleen English. He didn’t experience the anxiety that he felt when he started 
in child protective services. He felt confident in his skills. He hoped that he 
would now have increased opportunities to use these skills to make a real differ-
ence in the lives of the foster children assigned to him. He liked Kathleen, who 
seemed to be very thorough and professional while at the same time sensitive 
and responsive to the foster care workers, the foster parents, and the children. 
His two closest coworkers, Al Fortin and Barbara Stevens, also seemed to be 
good people to work with.

Kathleen brought Steven into her office, which had an actual window and 
was simply a space half as large as that of her three workers combined, sur-
rounded by panels that went within two feet of the ceiling. She gave him five 
cases that day, suggesting that he read their records, discuss them with her, and 
then visit each child at his or her foster home over the next week.

The first case that Steven reviewed was Katie Harrison’s. He noted her birth 
date and looked at his curling, yellow paper, now pinned above his new desk, 
acknowledging his first day at DHS, August 4, 1987. They had something in 
common already. He felt drawn to her even more when he saw her big brown 
eyes; short, straight black hair; and wide smile in the photo under her name. 
What a delightful-looking five-year-old girl. He remembered her immediately 
as the little girl covered with bruises who had won Margaret Davis’s heart when 
she picked her up at the hospital. Margaret was determined that Katie would 
not get hurt again. She had worked overtime to get the case to court quickly.

Steven quickly reviewed her file. She lived with Ruth Daley, who had been a 
foster parent for ten years. Other workers found her to be competent and com-
mitted to the children in her care. Katie was now in a Head Start program. She 
had a therapist, Jan Temple, at the Mid-Maine Mental Health Center.

He discovered that Katie’s parents, Mike and Sally, were still together. Al-
though he tried not to be judgmental, he still couldn’t understand how Sally 
could stay with Mike after what he had done to Katie. Sally had weekly one-hour 
visits with Katie that were supervised by a homemaker from Catholic Charities. 
She had completed a psychological evaluation that expressed some concerns 
about her functioning and general parenting. Sally agreed to begin individual 
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counseling at the mental health center as well as to sign up for a parenting 
course. Mike faced pending criminal charges, and his attorney advised him not 
to talk to a psychologist until after his case was heard. He was also not interested 
in visiting Katie.

Steven called the mental health center and was fortunate to get through to Jan 
Temple. Jan indicated that she really didn’t know Katie very well yet, having seen 
her only twice so far. She would be spending some time getting to know her and 
establishing a relationship. Right now, she allowed Katie to choose whatever she 
wanted to do in her play therapy sessions. So far, Jan found her to be a delight 
to work with. Katie hadn’t said much of anything about her life with her parents.

Steven called Ruth Daley and arranged to go to her home and take Katie to 
McDonald’s for lunch. It was about a twenty-minute drive from his office. Ruth 
and her family lived in an old farmhouse surrounded by large fields that were 
still being worked by a neighboring farmer. Steven saw two dogs as he pulled 
into the driveway. He decided that Katie couldn’t have asked for a better home.

Ruth was a friendly, down-to-earth woman who had lived in Sydney most of 
her life. She met Steven at his car and showed him their small barn with a pony 
and two pigs.

“How are things going with Katie?” asked Steven.
“She’s quite a handful so far. We’re hoping that she’ll settle in as she gets 

more used to living here. She’s a strong-willed kid, probably had to be to sur-
vive. She does not like to be told what to do! She’s also plenty rough on Dustin, 
my three-year-old. I’ve got to watch her a lot.”

“How is she about the visits with her mother?”
“She goes OK but doesn’t talk about them much. She never mentions her 

mother at other times, either. She’s also likely to be a lot angrier and more easily 
upset for a day or so after the visits.”

Just then, Katie came running outside yelling, “McDonald’s!” Steven 
laughed and immediately liked this lively and direct child. Ruth introduced him 
to her, and without pause Katie asked Steven if he would take her to McDon-
ald’s right then. He smiled and said that he could. He walked and she ran to his 
car. Steven saw this as an excellent beginning. No worries now that she might 
be afraid of him. He even thought that she already liked him and was happy that 
he was her caseworker. He’d not let her down.

At McDonald’s Steven discovered the amount of energy that was required 
to supervise this five-year-old child. She did not hesitate to tell him what she 
wanted to eat, where she wanted to sit, when she wanted to play in the play area, 
and when she wanted her apple pie. He was only too eager to please her; she 
was so appreciative and enjoyable. She did fuss and complain when it was time 
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to leave, but what kid wouldn’t? Steven tried to explain to her what his job was 
on their way back to Sydney. She wasn’t interested. Nor was she interested in 
keeping her seat belt on. He had to tell her twice to put it back on. She paused 
and looked at him, but did what she was told. That wasn’t too hard. She just 
needed some time to listen to what she was told to do. One shouldn’t push her 
too hard; she’d eventually do it. He thought about making this suggestion to 
Ruth but forgot about it when he was meeting Dustin and her own older kids. 
When he left, he heard her hollering to Katie to put down Dustin’s truck. She 
kept yelling, a little louder each time, as Steven walked to his car. He would have 
to talk with her about other ways to approach Katie.

* * *

Over the next few months, Steven had gotten to know his first five children, 
and he had been given fifteen more. Kathleen indicated that he could expect 
five more in a few weeks so that he would have a full caseload of twenty-five. He 
was beginning to sense that Al might have had a point when he’d told Steven 
that it might seem like he needed to work seventy-five hours a week to be able 
to meet the many responsibilities of managing a caseload of twenty-five. The 
paperwork! The visitations between parents and children that he had to arrange 
and often supervise if there was no homemaker or aide available! The prepara-
tion for court! So many written documents to review, organize, and prepare for 
the assistant attorney general who would be representing DHS in court. The 
requests from foster parents also took much time and energy. Then there were 
the frantic phone calls from a foster parent indicating that a child’s behavior was 
intolerable and that she would have to move within a few weeks. Steven would 
try to resolve the problem, but his efforts were too often unsuccessful and he 
spent hours finding another home.

It was after his second failure to maintain a child’s placement that he got a call 
from Ruth Daley saying that Katie’s behavior was getting worse.

“It seems like every day she does something that I have to get on her about,” 
said Ruth. “Yesterday she threw Dustin’s little bike into the pigpen and we 
didn’t find it until this morning. What a sorry mess it was! The day before she 
stuffed up the toilet with some washcloths, and a few days before that she stole 
my bracelet that Ray had given me for Christmas. We still haven’t found it. And 
those are only the big things that she’s done.”

“How do you know that she took your bracelet?” asked Steven.
“She’s the only one who was upstairs alone that morning when I missed it. 

Plus she had shown a lot of interest in it.”
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“Is anything bothering her now?” wondered Steven.
“Nothing I can think of. The visits are hard, but they’ve always been.”
“Have you talked with her therapist?”
“Not about these most recent things. I usually fill her in on things before the 

therapy session. We’ll be seeing her tomorrow.”
“If it’s OK with you I’d like to sit in on the meeting,” said Steven.
“That’s fine,” said Ruth. “I’ll see you there.”
The next day, January 15, 1993, was busy, but Steven arranged his schedule 

to be at Jan Temple’s office by 10:00 a.m. He did not want to lose this place-
ment.

Ruth told Jan about the bike, toilet, and bracelet and added a few more inci-
dents that involved Katie swearing at Ruth, breaking her fifteen-year-old son’s 
tape recorder, and putting a nail in the pig feed.

“I’ve tried everything,” Ruth said. “I tell her not to do something and she 
listens fine and then does it anyway. When I catch her, she lies about it even if 
I’m right there when she does it! If I tell her to stop doing something she wants 
to do, that’s when she’ll swear and try to hit me. And when she gets mad at 
someone, that’s when she’ll find a way to pay him back. She was mad at Jack for 
telling me about her hitting Dustin, and two hours later his tape recorder was 
broken. Nothing seems to work: time-out, losing privileges, talking to her. We 
don’t know what to try next.”

Jan was an experienced therapist who had treated a number of foster children 
over the past ten years. She liked Ruth and had agreed with Steven that this was 
a good placement and needed to be saved.

“Katie has only lived with you now for about four months,” Jan said. “She’s 
still showing the signs of abuse that she probably received for four years. She’s 
still a very mad little girl, and she doesn’t trust anyone much. I know that she’s 
really hard to raise now, Ruth, but I’m hoping that if we can keep working with 
her, she eventually will begin to trust more and not be so hard. It will take a lot 
of patience, but I think that she can make it.”

“Have you seen progress in therapy yet?” asked Steven.
“Nothing significant. She’s an easy kid to work with. In therapy with me, she 

doesn’t present any of the problems that she’s showing at home. She is showing 
some of her anger in her dollhouse play. She can be quite aggressive in her play, 
with the parent dolls often hurting the children. I’m hoping that she can work 
through some of her fear and rage for how she was treated.”

Turning to Ruth, Jan added, “Catch her being good and let her know 
how pleased you are. Pick your battles, overlooking some of her less extreme 
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behaviors. Use time-outs, but only one minute for each year of her life. Use 
a timer and only start it when she is sitting in time-out without screaming at 
you.”

“What should I do when she breaks or steals something?” asked Ruth.
“If you’re sure she did it, give her a time-out and make her say she’s sorry. 

Try to get your kids to not leave important things around where she can get 
them. Make their rooms off-limits to her.”

“I’m afraid she’ll find a way to break something,” Ruth replied. “We can 
only watch her so much. She can be out of my sight for one minute and be into 
something.”

“Maybe you’ll have to put locks on the bedroom doors up high so that she 
can’t reach them. Only your kids or you could open the door then,” Jan sug-
gested. “Of course, don’t lock her into her bedroom!” They laughed at that, 
though Ruth admitted to herself that such an idea—though she’d never do 
it—was appealing.

Steven took notes of Jan’s recommendations. Her early suggestion that Katie 
needed patience seemed important, and he emphasized that to Ruth. He added 
that Ruth was important to Katie.

Ruth thought for a moment and then said, “So far I’m not so sure what I 
mean to her. If she left tomorrow, I don’t think that she’d give me or anyone else 
in the family another thought.”

Steven was not sure what to say. Jan broke the silence by suggesting that they 
meet again in a month and review Katie’s progress. Steven and Ruth left for the 
waiting room, and Jan went to get Katie for her session.

“Do you really think that Katie wouldn’t care if I moved her tomorrow?” 
asked Steven.

“I’m afraid I do,” replied Ruth quietly.

* * *

On January 27, 1993, Steven’s wife, Jenny, gave birth to Rebecca at home on 
their king-size bed. The midwife, Tina, had been there for three hours prior to 
the birth. Steven was busy coaching Jenny in her breathing, as well as running 
around the house for blankets, music, water, and anything else that he thought 
might justify his value. Every fifteen minutes he asked Tina if everything was 
going well. Finally, Jenny had had enough.

“Steven, if you need to do something, why not go out to the woodshed and 
split enough wood for next winter? We’ll call you when the baby arrives.”

Tina smiled and said, “In some ways waiting is harder for you than for Jenny, 
since you’re not doing the work. You can help Jenny the most by setting a  
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relaxed atmosphere. Focus on your own breathing and listen to the music. I’ll 
let you know if there is something more practical that you can do.”

As Rebecca was being born, Steven sat behind Jenny, held her hand, and 
held a wet cloth to her forehead.

“A girl!” said Tina with delight. “And so much energy! She’s going to be a 
fighter.” Tina checked her, weighed her, and placed her in Jenny’s arms.

“What beautiful brown eyes,” said Jenny. Steven too could only see her eyes 
as she gazed at Jenny.

“She’s really ours, isn’t she?” whispered Jenny. “She’s home now; she’s safe. 
Hi, Rebecca. What a cute baby you are. We’re so happy to meet you.”

Jenny was lost in wonder. “She’s so beautiful, so precious. She’s our 
daughter.”

Jenny looked over Rebecca’s body from her tiny toenails to her dark brown 
hair. She touched her and pulled her closer and slowly rocked her and spoke to 
her, welcoming her into the family. Steven could not make out what Jenny was 
saying to Rebecca, but whatever it was, it was right.

For the next week, Rebecca could not say or do anything that did not get a 
response from Jenny or Steven. Jenny’s mom had come, and Steven was happy 
to have her. Alice did most of the cooking and laundering, and she managed to 
keep the house fairly neat. She also brought an air of confidence. Her approval 
of how Jenny and Steven were caring for the baby was important to them. She 
knew kids in ways that they didn’t. She and Jenny talked more than Steven 
could ever recall. So far, she was becoming a great grandmother.

Since Alice would be staying with them for one more week, Steven was able 
to go back to work without too much anxiety. He was welcomed with streamers 
and balloons over his desk and a large mug with the word “dad” on top. Betty, 
Barbara, and Kathleen smiled and fussed and asked more questions that Steven 
could not answer. He finally agreed to make a list of questions to ask Jenny if he 
wanted to be accepted at work the next day.

Steven spent most of the day catching up on his cases. A message from Jan 
Temple needed a response.

“Hi, Jan, I just got back. What’s up?” Steven asked Jan.
“The last three weeks with Katie in her foster home have been as difficult 

as ever. Ruth seems to be wearing out. I’ve begun to talk with Katie about her 
behaviors at home, but she wants none of it.”

“Has Katie done anything serious?” he asked.
“No, unless you would call her constant defiance, anger, and destructiveness 

serious. We have a behavioral specialist here who could consult with us about 
developing a behavioral management plan for Ruth. That might give her some 
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tools that would be more effective than what she’s now doing. Do you want me 
to set up a meeting with him?”

Steven replied that it probably would be a good idea to develop a more effec-
tive way to get through to Katie. “Get it set up and let me know. I’ll make sure I 
can attend. I’ll give Ruth a call and offer her my support.”

When Ruth answered the phone, she spoke with Steven for ten minutes 
about Rebecca before he was able to ask about Katie.

“I just don’t know how to get through to her,” said Ruth. “She’s a great kid, 
but she does not want to be told what to do. If things are going her way, she 
does fine. But my goodness, that’s not the way life is all the time! She will not 
tolerate not getting her way.”

“Why don’t I talk with her?” asked Steven.
“That would be great,” Ruth replied. “When I talk to her I get nowhere. In 

fact, she seems to be thinking that she’s somehow winning.”
Steven told Ruth about the meeting with the behavioral specialist, and he 

arranged to see Katie the next day.

* * *

On February 6, 1993, Steven picked up Katie for their third trip to McDonald’s. 
He would let her buy what she wanted, and then they would go into the play 
area for a while. After having fun, she would be more likely to cooperate when 
he talked with her about her problems. As they headed back home, Steven told 
Katie about Ruth’s concerns. He asked her why she thought she was getting into 
trouble so much. Katie’s manner changed immediately. She seemed to be sul-
len and tense. He repeated his question and she replied, “Ruth isn’t fair to me! 
She’s always yelling at me but she never yells at Dustin. She likes him!”

Steven suggested to her that Ruth did like her. He suggested further that 
Ruth might get angry at her behaviors but not at her.

“Yes, she does!” said Katie. “She never lets me do anything. She’s mean 
to me!”

Steven did not know what to say. He did not think that arguing with her 
would change her mind. Maybe if he told Ruth about Katie’s feelings, Ruth 
could reassure her and try not to get angry with her so much.

“You’re in a good home, Katie,” said Steven. “I’ll try to help you and Ruth 
get along better. I want you to be happier with your foster mom.”

“She’s not my mom! I don’t like her anyway,” said Katie.
When Steven got back to Ruth’s home, she asked how it went.
“She thinks that you like Dustin more than her,” said Steven. “She seems to 

need reassurance that you do care about her.”



R U T H  D A L E Y ,  F O S T E R  H O M E  # 1

4 3

“I don’t know what else I could do to show her I care about her and want to 
help her,” said Ruth.

“When she does something wrong, could you tell her you do care about her 
and only are correcting her to teach her what is right?” suggested Steven.

“I’ll try to be more careful when I scold her,” replied Ruth. She did not seem 
too optimistic that Steven’s suggestion would help.

Back at the office, Steven asked Barbara for ideas: “She’s in a good home, but 
I don’t think she believes it. How can we get through to her?”

“She probably doesn’t know how to be ‘good,’” replied Barbara. “It can take 
a long time before it gets better. Some kids just never do.”

“Why not?” asked Steven.
“I wish we knew,” said Barbara. “If Ruth can hang in there, maybe Katie will 

begin to trust her. But if Ruth gives up on her, she may never trust anyone.”
Steven was troubled. What could he do? “It seems to me that Rebecca in one 

week trusts me and Jenny more than Katie trusts Ruth after five months. Why 
can’t Katie get it?”

“Rebecca was never abused and neglected. Katie has a lot of reasons not to 
trust. She needs more time. Your job is to help Ruth to give Katie more time so 
that she won’t have another reason not to trust.”

“Ruth isn’t sure that Katie really cares about staying with her,” said Steven.
“She must care. She probably doesn’t know how to show it.”
“Well,” said Steven, “she had better learn how soon or we may have a big 

problem.”
On February 11, Steven and Ruth met Bill Jenkins, the behavioral specialist, 

at Jan’s office. Steven liked Bill. He seemed to be a reasonable man who wanted 
to help Ruth and Katie. They all presented him with Katie’s behaviors over the 
past five months.

“I think we have to begin finding ways for Katie to experience some suc-
cess,” said Bill. “She’s in trouble so often that she probably has given up all 
expectations that she can do better. We should start with a reward system that 
is easy for her to succeed in and gradually build up the expectations. Why 
don’t we start by developing a list of behaviors that we want her to increase, 
behaviors we want her to decrease, as well as things that she likes that we can 
use as rewards.”

For the next forty-five minutes, Bill helped Ruth to identify very specific be-
haviors that needed to change in one direction or the other. He also determined 
from her what Katie really liked to do so that he could make these privileges con-
tingent upon appropriate behaviors. He identified three behaviors—no physical 
aggression, following directions, and asking for permission—that they would 
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focus on first. He broke each day into blocks of time and suggested that Katie 
receive one play coin for each of the three behavioral goals that she attained in 
every block of time. She could trade in her coins for rewards each day, and she 
could save her coins for larger rewards available each week. Bill suggested that 
Ruth start by making it fairly easy to get the rewards so that Katie would “buy 
into the program” through having early successes. They would review the suc-
cess of the program in two weeks. Ruth seemed to be very motivated to try the 
plan. She would explain it to Katie that evening and start the next day. Steven 
felt some cautious optimism that this plan would help.

Three days later Steven called Ruth to find out how the plan was working.
“So far so good,” said Ruth. “Katie seems to be interested in getting the 

coins. In fact, she is quick to remind me if I owe her some. She’s not so often 
aggressive and she is more willing to do what I tell her. She’s not spending them 
so far. She’s saving them to buy a doll next week.”

When they met with Bill, Ruth was not as pleased as she was initially. She 
said that Katie got her doll, but after two days she broke it. “Now she’s working 
to go to McDonald’s. She’s not getting the coins as fast as she did earlier, but 
she’s still doing better.”

Bill made some modifications in the program. Katie would have to spend 
some of her coins each day, rather than be able to save them all.

They met again in two more weeks, and Ruth was becoming somewhat 
discouraged. She indicated that Katie would still get coins, but again, not as 
frequently as she once did. She seemed to take some pleasure in the fact that 
she had discovered how to earn rewards while at the same time maintain many 
of her previous problem behaviors.

“Yesterday she hit Dustin and knocked him down. Ten minutes later, she 
gave me five coins to watch a video. She had a smile that seemed to be saying, 
‘Ha, ha, you have to let me watch it even if I did hit Dustin.’ I wanted to take her 
coins and throw them away, but I didn’t. She got her movie.”

Bill suggested that Ruth modify the program again, but not make it harder to 
earn rewards. He was reluctant to have Katie lose coins for certain behaviors out 
of fear that a negative cycle would emerge again. Katie also would get a special 
reward at the end of each day if she was not aggressive the entire day.

In March, they met again with Bill. Ruth was now even more frustrated.
“If she wants something a lot, she will follow the program perfectly. As soon 

as she gets it, she’ll be as aggressive and oppositional as ever. Or if for some 
reason she doesn’t particularly want any reward, she’ll do whatever she wants 
that day and not try to follow the plan at all. Then if she changes her mind and 
wants the reward, she’s as mad as ever at me for not giving it to her.”
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Bill suggested that Katie was learning that she did have to follow the plan if 
she wanted rewards. She was testing it now, and once she realized that Ruth 
would follow through with the plan and not reward her, she would be more 
likely to comply. He then suggested changing the value of the coins in order 
to increase their reinforcement for Katie’s behavior, which was of the greatest 
concern to Ruth.

By the end of March, Bill acknowledged that Katie’s behavior was not signifi-
cantly different from how it was when the program began seven weeks earlier. 
When she wanted something, she easily did what it took to get what she wanted. 
Nothing carried over after she got it. Bill still feared that if Ruth made it harder 
to get the coins or if Katie lost coins that she’d earned already, her motivation 
would be even less.

In April and May 1993, Steven and Ruth spoke three times each week about 
Katie. Mostly their conversations consisted of Ruth reporting something new that 
Katie had done. Steven initially would ask various questions, trying to understand 
her motives so that they would know how to prevent it from recurring. But why 
would she scratch the paint on the minister’s car when he came one afternoon for a 
visit? Why would she destroy her own mattress with a fork? He could begin to un-
derstand why she took crackers and cookies without permission. But why would 
she take dirt and put it in the toaster? Why did she scream and swear and kick at 
Ruth for telling her to put her clothes in the drawer? Why did she hide behind 
the door and jump out at Ruth or Dustin as they walked past? Once Ruth became 
frightened, jumped, lost her balance, and twisted her ankle. Katie seemed to like 
Aladdin. Why did she put the DVD in five inches of water in the sink?

Steven met with Kathleen, Al, and Barbara, along with Betty Norton, another 
experienced colleague whom he had come to rely on, to discuss what he could 
do to improve the situation.

“Why not try to be sure that Ruth gets respite from Katie one weekend a 
month?” Al suggested.

“She’ll be six in August,” said Barbara. “She might be able to attend a sum-
mer recreation program that would help this summer.”

“There’s a parenting program at the mental health center that might be help-
ful to Ruth,” said Kathleen. “You might offer it to her. She’d probably appreci-
ate the offer even if she doesn’t want to enroll.”

“You mentioned that Katie’s behavior is somewhat worse after visits with her 
mother. Ask Jan if she’d be willing to write a letter recommending that the visits 
be discontinued until Katie has begun to stabilize in her functioning.”

“But how do we get Katie to stop acting like she’s the worst kid in the world 
or like she’s in the worst home in the world?” asked Steven.
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“Steven, if there was something that you haven’t tried that might help, Jan, 
Bill, Ruth, or one of us would have suggested it by now,” said Kathleen. “I know 
how hard you want this to work. You’re doing the best you can. So is Ruth. She 
needs your support now. Just listen and reassure her that this is not her fault.”

Steven replied, after a long pause, “You’re right, Kathleen, thanks. But she’s 
just a little five-year-old. She can be so cute and friendly and helpful. Why won’t 
she stop the rest? I know she was abused, but it’s been eight months. Ruth has 
been so good to her. Jan’s a good therapist. When will it end?”

* * *

On June 17, 1993, Katie’s placement with Ruth ended. Katie and Dustin were 
outside playing at the swing set with Ruth watching them closely from the open 
kitchen window while she relaxed after lunch. They were chasing each other 
around the slide, laughing together more than Ruth could recall them ever do-
ing. Katie could have caught Dustin, but she was careful not to, and he laughed 
harder. Katie looked at Ruth, seemingly for approval that she was playing so 
nicely with Dustin. Ruth smiled and yelled that she’d get them each a Popsicle 
since they were playing so well together.

As Ruth opened the freezer, she heard a scream. She hurried to the window 
to see Dustin on the ground with Katie standing over him. In horror, Ruth 
watched Katie pull back her foot and kick Dustin in the head. Ruth yelled, “Ka-
tie, no!” and ran outside. As she approached, she saw Katie kick him again and 
then run behind the swing. Ruth went to Dustin, who was screaming and crying 
on the ground. She held him and tried to calm him. She looked toward Katie 
and she lost her breath. Katie was watching her and Dustin, with a smile that 
Ruth had never seen before. Katie seemed excited and pleased, not frightened 
or angry. Katie seemed happy!

Ruth took Dustin inside to tend to his bruises. She checked him over and 
held him until he stopped crying. Katie then came in and demanded her Pop-
sicle!

“You hurt Dustin, Katie,” said Ruth. “You’re not getting a Popsicle. Tell 
him you’re sorry.”

“You said I could have a Popsicle!” screamed Katie. “I want it. Get it for 
me!”

“No, Katie!” said Ruth. “Not after what you did to Dustin. Say you’re sorry.”
“I hate you!” said Katie. “I’m not sorry! I’m glad I hurt him! I hate you!”
Katie ran outside again, while Ruth continued to try to comfort Dustin. 

Finally, she went looking for Katie. She found that Katie had begun to throw 
rocks at the pony in the pasture. As Ruth approached, Katie ran toward the 
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road. Ruth hesitated, not knowing if it would make matters worse if she ran 
after her. She decided to return to the house and watch her from the windows. 
Her decision worked, and Katie slowly returned home in about thirty minutes. 
She walked past the kitchen where Ruth and Dustin were and looked angrily 
at them both. She was mad at them! Didn’t she have any awareness of what she 
had just done?

That evening Ruth and Ray decided that Katie would have to be placed 
elsewhere. The next day, Ruth called Steven and, with both sorrow and guilt, 
informed him that Katie would have to leave soon. Steven could say nothing. 
He knew that Ruth was right. He would have to find a home for Katie that had 
no small children. He finally reassured Ruth that he knew she had done the best 
she could.

COMMENTARY

What motivates a child like Katie often does not resemble the more normal 
motivations of childhood. For this reason, the usual reinforcers are not likely 
to be effective for any period of time. Concrete reinforcements and activities 
may work briefly, but most such external objects have little inherent motiva-
tion. Generalization from such objects to relationships is unlikely to occur, 
since relationships themselves have little reinforcing value. A series of good 
behaviors does not create a coherent and worthwhile sense of self. The typical 
reinforcers of the child with trauma/attachment problems are not common to 
most kids. They include being in control of the feelings and behaviors of others 
and winning every power struggle. These children also love saying, “No!” They 
strive to maintain their negative view of themselves and others. They also find 
it reinforcing to be able to need no one, and to avoid experiences of reciprocal 
fun and love. Being praised and asking for help make them vulnerable, so they 
avoid those experiences. Most often the stickers and M&Ms selected to direct 
the child into more socially appropriate behaviors are no match for these very 
powerful reinforcers that developed within them during the first two years of 
life. I often think that when parents present such children with clear and specific 
behavioral plans, they are making a mistake. They have told the child what is 
important to them, and thus he is now more able to know how to gain control 
and cause them distress. It is similar to having the coach of a football team pre-
senting the opposing team with his game plan prior to the contest!

I do not want to suggest that cognitive-behavioral interventions have noth-
ing to offer in the daily care and treatment of the child with attachment/trauma 
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difficulties. Rather, I am suggesting that prior to seeing any progress through  
interventions that are based on evaluating the child’s behavior, it is likely to 
first be necessary to facilitate the child’s sense of safety. As physical and psy-
chological safety develop, the child may begin to gradually develop a sense of 
attachment with his caregivers. Such attachment is going to be based on com-
municating acceptance of the child—for better or worse—even when the behav-
ior needs to be evaluated and addressed. From safety comes the opportunity for 
new learning, which includes features of intersubjectivity including reciprocal 
affective experiences. The manner in which those processes are developed and 
maintained needs to be understood and incorporated into the interventions. 
Also, I believe that one needs to initially focus on affect identification and regu-
lation, relationship factors involving reciprocity, conflict resolution, emotional 
communication, seeking comfort, attachment security, and reflective function-
ing. Once there is progress in these areas, more traditional cognitive-behavioral 
interventions are likely to be more effective.

Traditional play therapy often is not sufficiently effective in facilitating the 
development of attachment between a child and his parents. While play therapy 
stresses nonverbal interventions, these interventions tend not to be preverbal 
but rather involve nonverbal symbolic processes that really do not emerge 
within the securely attached child until he is eighteen months old. With many 
children who manifest significant attachment problems, they are not able to en-
dow the play objects with sufficient symbolic meaning through which to resolve 
past traumatic events. While play therapists stress that the therapeutic relation-
ship is the vehicle for therapeutic progress, many children who have significant 
attachment problems are not likely to be able to form a relationship in an hour 
a week that will have an impact on these profound deficiencies. Also, some 
play therapy tends to be fairly nondirective. Since children with attachment 
disorganization compulsively need to maintain control, they are often unlikely 
to relinquish that control when they have a choice. They will then be able to 
avoid indefinitely experiences of both intersubjectivity and shame. Finally, play 
therapists tend to leave the parent out of the therapeutic process with the ex-
ception of providing parent counseling in separate sessions. When we want the 
child to develop attachment security with her new parent, we should seriously 
consider bringing that parent into the treatment sessions. At the same time, I 
consider principles of empathy, acceptance, and meaning-making that I first 
learned in play therapy training to be crucial aspects of the intervention model 
that I will present. Play therapy interventions can easily be integrated into the 
model of treatment that I will propose in this work, though they may remain in 
a secondary role, especially initially.
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The symptom complex that Katie is beginning to manifest within Ruth’s 
home is common among foster children, though hers is more severe than 
many. One of the domains of impairment in developmental trauma involves 
problems forming organized attachments—attachment disorganization—which 
is considered to be a risk factor for the development of psychological problems 
(Lyons-Ruth & Jacobvitz, 2016). When the majority of children enter foster 
care, they are likely to manifest attachment disorganization (Lyons-Ruth & 
Jacobvitz, 2016). They are likely to manifest a high need to control the people 
and events of their daily lives. Their affect regulation is likely to be poor. They 
are at risk for manifesting problems of both externalization and internalization. 
They likely lack behaviors that are congruent with attachment security. Estab-
lishing and maintaining a secure attachment seems to be of low priority, if it is 
even considered. Ruth’s worry that Katie would not miss her if the placement 
were to disrupt is well founded. That does not mean that Katie would not suffer 
psychological harm from the disruption. It most likely would increase the risk 
that she would miss her subsequent “attachment figures” even less.

Many foster parents resemble Ruth. They are very committed to providing 
the foster children in their care with a family experience similar to what they 
provide their birth children. They often work for weeks and months with a fos-
ter child who is presenting severe problems that disrupt their family life. Most 
are eager for information, suggestions, and support. When they finally “give 
up” on an extremely difficult child, they often feel shame and distress over that 
child’s future.

For the foster care system to be adequate in providing stable and therapeutic 
homes for children with signs of developmental trauma, it needs to develop and 
maintain foster homes that are provided with highly specific recommendations 
that have some probability of success in assisting the child to resolve the do-
mains of impairment caused by developmental trauma. Foster parents quickly 
know that if they raise such traumatized children in a manner similar to how 
they raised their birth children, the results will not be the same. Principles and 
strategies needed for raising these children are often difficult to incorporate into 
a parent’s routine child-rearing initiatives and responses.

When Katie’s first placement ended in failure, it certainly confirmed in her 
mind that she was a bad girl and that no one would ever really love her. Ruth 
might have been nicer than Sally to her, but Katie would have to conclude that 
Ruth ultimately saw her as Sally did. Namely, she was a child who was not 
worth the effort.

Multiple placements are likely to prevent the foster child from establishing a 
degree of safety, consistency, and attachment security necessary to resolve the 
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effects of developmental trauma. In our foster care system, many children expe-
rience multiple placements. Thus, our system, developed to safeguard, protect, 
and nourish these vulnerable children, often can fail to meet their psychological 
and developmental needs in ways profoundly similar to the effects of the original 
family of abuse and neglect.

For the foster care system to be more responsive to the needs of our chil-
dren, it must be able to respond quickly and appropriately to these children’s 
placement needs for security and continuity. Each child should have only one 
temporary placement prior to moving to a permanent home, either back with 
the birth parents or into an adoptive home. The foster parents critically need 
sufficient training to be able to begin to understand the effects of abuse and 
neglect on the daily functioning of their child. They need to know how to most 
effectively raise this child, who may well have significant deficits in his affective, 
cognitive, and behavioral development. Foster parents also are at risk of having 
trouble maintaining an open and engaged mind and heart needed to care for a 
child who rejects their care, leading them to experience blocked care (Hughes 
& Baylin, 2012). Ruth, a competent and committed foster parent, did not have 
the knowledge, support, and intervention strategies that she needed if she was 
going to effectively engage a child as damaged as Katie, and lead her into the 
realities of attachment security and healthy family relationships.

Steven quickly found that he has monumental responsibilities in trying to 
provide his foster children with the comprehensive services that they need. 
These children often require various psychological, medical, educational, and 
social services, all of which need to be coordinated if their various needs are to 
be adequately met. At the same time, Steven needs to be working on the reuni-
fication plans with Katie’s parents. He has to monitor the services that they are 
receiving and ensure that the visitation arrangements are in place. He has to 
constantly communicate with lawyers and prepare reports for the court. If he 
fails to maintain adequate paperwork, he might hurt Katie in court much more 
than he might help her by spending time with her.

To provide truly effective services for children in foster care requires a great 
amount of time, money, training, and commitment from significant members 
of our society. If Katie could have been maintained in her home with Sally and 
Mike, through teaching her parents how to notice and respond to her develop-
mental needs; assisting them in resolving challenges from their own childhood 
as well as continuing to provide care for a child who rejects it; and providing 
Katie with psychological, social, and educational services, she would have had 
an easier time. Prevention services initiated at birth, early childhood education, 
and family support services all should be in place in order to prevent the need 
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for children like Katie to enter the foster care system. Given that, however, some 
parents like Sally and Mike either refuse or are unable to benefit from such 
services, we must have a strong and effective foster care system that is able to 
meet Katie’s developmental needs. We cannot endlessly attempt “family preser-
vation” programs while the children in such programs continue to experience 
emotional abuse and neglect and remain at risk for physical and sexual abuse. 
Living for months in circumstances of emotional abuse and neglect is causing 
significant psychological damage to the minds and hearts of these children. 
When legal, mental health, and social services providers refuse to recognize 
that reality, we all have little reason to hope that our society will ever take the 
developmental needs of these children seriously.
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KAREN MILLER, 
FOSTER HOME #2

On June 25, 1993, Steven went to Ruth’s home to take Katie to her new 
home. The most suitable home that he had been able to find was with 

Karen and Ken Miller, a fairly young couple who had become foster parents 
nine months earlier. They had had a few short placements that seemed to go 
well. There were no children in the home. Karen would be home most of the 
time. She had a part-time job with a local business, and she had necessary day 
care arrangements in place. They were excited about taking Katie because of 
her age and the likelihood that she would be able to stay with them for a while. 
When Steven spoke with Karen, she even suggested that she and her husband 
might be interested in adopting Katie if that became possible. Steven informed 
her that the plan was for Katie to eventually be able to return to live with her 
parents, if they were able to meet the terms of the service agreement.

When Steven had told Katie that she would be moving to Karen and Ken’s 
house, she immediately asked if she could bring the toys and clothes that Ruth 
had given her. In the most supportive way possible, Ruth explained to Katie 
the reasons for the move. Katie seemed indifferent to her support. She showed 
no emotion until later, when she seemed to be excited about moving and spoke 
about it as if it were an adventure.

During the drive to Karen and Ken’s house Katie spoke constantly about 
nothing relevant. When she paused for breath, Steven said, “I’m sure you’re 
sad about having to move.”

“No, I’m not,” she replied. “This is a better home because you said there 
are no other kids.”
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“But you’ll miss Ruth and Ray. You’ve lived with them a long time. Maybe 
you can visit them after a while.”

“I don’t miss them. Ruth was mean to me. This is going to be more fun.”
When they arrived, Karen and Ken were waiting on the porch. Steven in-

troduced them, and Katie gave them each a hug and called them “mom” and 
“dad.” She began asking questions about their home and was pleased over 
the tour, which was followed by a snack of cookies and milk. She immediately 
ignored Steven and spoke to her new parents. When Steven went to leave, she 
took no notice of him. Neither did Karen or Ken, who were enthralled by this 
charming child.

Later that week Steven called Karen to check on Katie.
“She’s such a good kid. We really enjoy having her,” said Karen. “Once in a 

while she gets angry when we tell her to come for dinner or to get ready for bed, 
but it’s nothing major. I think that she likes being here.”

“I’m glad it’s working out so well,” said Steven. “Any trouble with taking or 
hoarding food frequently throughout the day, or destroying things?”

“None at all,” said Karen. “You know, I think maybe Ruth was a little too 
hard on her about eating. We give her plenty of food at meals and snacks too 
and she doesn’t take anything to her room at night.”

“Well, again, I’m glad that she’s off to such a good start.”
“Maybe I shouldn’t say this, but I really think that Ruth just wasn’t the right 

match for her. Katie tells me how much she was yelled at and how often she got 
punished. She needed more understanding and patience than Ruth was able to 
give.”

Steven defended Ruth and indicated that Katie’s behaviors had been very 
difficult. Later he shared Karen’s comments with Barbara. They both agreed 
that Karen was minimizing Katie’s responsibility for her difficulties. Barbara 
expressed the fear that Karen might have to learn the hard way how serious 
Katie’s problems seemed to be.

Over the next few weeks, Karen continued to tell Steven how well things 
were going. He called Jan, who indicated that in therapy Katie was somewhat 
more resistant. In fact, she seemed to be complaining about therapy, and Karen 
had asked Jan if therapy might no longer be necessary. Jan suggested that they 
continue for another few months and then reevaluate it.

On August 4, Steven stopped by the Miller home to give Katie a birthday 
present. A big family party was under way, and Katie had no interest in Steven 
or his present. Karen was busily enjoying the activity, and Steven decided that 
things could not be going much better. He met Karen’s mother, Anne, who 
spoke with pleasure about Katie. As he talked with Anne, he discovered that 
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Katie apparently was demonstrating some behavioral problems that Karen had 
not told him about. The next day Steven called Karen to ask about the problems 
hinted at by her mother.

“Oh, Mom worries too much,” said Karen. “Sure, Katie is not perfect, but 
we’re managing well. She peed on the couch once and she was really sorry about 
it. She has had a few other problems like that but nothing major.”

Steven began to wonder about Katie’s placement but could not be sure if 
there were more problems than Karen was willing to acknowledge. With other 
kids on his caseload demanding his attention, he had little choice but to assume 
that Karen would tell him if she really had some problems with Katie.

On September 16, 1993, Steven decided that it was time to catch up on his 
paperwork. A day at the office with a large mug of coffee and the receptionist, 
Molly, holding his calls should help a lot.

At 10:30 a.m., Molly came with a note for him. This most likely would not 
help his paperwork. Jan was on the phone. She said that it was important.

“We have a problem, Steven,” said Jan. “Katie is mad at Karen for not buying 
her some candy when they stopped at Kmart before today’s appointment. She 
seems to have decided to get Karen in trouble for not buying her some.”

“Is she making up lies because she didn’t get what she wanted?” asked 
Steven.

“I don’t think they’re lies,” said Jan. “She said that Karen had tied her to a 
chair because she would not sit for a time-out. There are marks on her wrists 
that look like rope marks. She also said that Karen slapped her and scratched 
her face. There is a scratch mark. She gave other examples that have a ring of 
truth to them. Then she asked me if I would yell at Karen and tell her to get 
Katie some candy.”

“What other examples?” asked Steven.
“She said that Karen has called her a little bitch. She said that she was locked 

in a closet and also that Karen forced food into her mouth. But the scary thing 
for me is that Katie was really upset that I was going to call you. She does not 
want to move. She said that Karen is a great mother because she always buys her 
things and lets her do what she wants. She just wants that candy bar.”

Steven indicated that he would be right over. Jan said she would wait with 
Karen and Katie until he arrived.

At Jan’s office, Steven asked her to tell Karen what Katie had said. As Jan 
talked, Karen became upset and tense. She quickly said that the rope marks 
were caused accidentally when Katie was playing with some rope. Karen had 
never tied her up. As Jan continued, giving one example after the next, Karen 
began to cry.
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“Why isn’t she ever satisfied?” Karen finally asked. “We have given her so 
much. Nothing is too good for her. But she still wants more. And when I finally 
say no she screams at me and says that I’m mean to her. She’s never satisfied 
with me!”

“Did you slap and scratch her?” asked Steven.
“Yes, yes, and I’ve spanked her too,” Karen replied. “It’s just that sometimes 

I can’t take it. She’s always mad at me. She’ll only do what I ask if I’ll give her 
something. Sometimes I get so mad I just want to hurt her like she’s hurting me. 
I couldn’t stand it that day.”

“You could have asked us for help,” Steven said quietly.
“You would have thought it was my fault. I thought it would get better. I 

thought that someday she’d realize how much I love her. I just wanted her to be 
happy with us. I hated it when she told me that she didn’t want to live with me.”

“I’m sorry, Karen, that this has been so difficult. I wish that you had told us. 
Maybe we could have helped before it got to this point. I’m afraid with all that 
has happened, we’ll have to move Katie.”

“No!” screamed Karen. “I do love her and won’t do any of those things 
again. Please give me another chance.”

“Even if you were able to control your anger at Katie, and ask us for help, I’m 
afraid that so much has happened that Katie would not be able to change while 
living in your home. I don’t think that it would be fair to you or Katie to keep 
her with you, Karen. I’m sorry.”

Jan agreed with what Steven said and supported Karen. She then called in 
Katie, and they told her that she would be moving.

“No!” screamed Katie. “I want to stay with Karen. I lied. She hasn’t done 
anything wrong.”

“Yes, I have,” said Karen. “You don’t have to lie for me. You weren’t wrong, 
Katie. I was.”

“I want to stay with Karen. She buys me things and lets me watch TV. She 
lets me play more than Ruth did,” said Katie.

As Karen cried, Katie stared at her but showed no emotion herself. She 
eventually went with Steven with no difficulty, and when she got into his 
car she immediately told him that she wanted to go to another home “like 
Karen’s.”

At the office, Steven found some crayons and paper for Katie while he went 
to tell Kathleen about the crisis. She supported his decision to move Katie, and 
they began searching for a home. Kathleen recalled a foster child who had re-
cently returned to his parents’ custody, and she asked Betty if that foster home 
would be appropriate for Katie.
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“Susan Cummings is a good foster parent, Steven. From what you’ve said 
about Katie, I think that she could manage her. Why don’t I give her a call?” 
said Betty. She was back in ten minutes to say that Susan agreed to take Katie 
immediately and would consider keeping her indefinitely but wanted to learn 
more about her first before deciding.

Steven breathed easier as he drove Katie to Karen’s to get her things and say 
goodbye. Katie would be going to her third home.

COMMENTARY

Katie’s response to the move from Ruth’s to Karen’s home is not unusual for 
children who have difficulty forming secure attachments. Such children show 
little grief when they leave a home that they may have lived in for months, if 
not years. Their lack of emotion seems to reflect how their relationships with 
their foster or adoptive parents lack depth. Their foster parents’ function is to 
meet their immediate, concrete needs. Such parents are interchangeable. They 
become neither attachment figures nor the source of intersubjective enjoyment 
and interests. Their parental value is determined solely by the percentage of 
times that they gratify the child’s wishes. Since these children are never satisfied 
for long, they inevitably became dissatisfied with their current foster parents. 
They are usually quite willing to move to another home. At this time, Katie still 
preferred living with Karen because she experienced the benefits (toys, food, 
TV) to be outweighing the disadvantages (limits, anger, being hit).

One might speculate that Katie was hiding her feelings of grief from others. 
She might be pretending that her feelings were shallow in order to minimize 
the rejection that she felt. I do not believe that is an accurate account of what is 
occurring in the inner lives of children with features of developmental trauma 
when they move to another home. Katie might have felt a touch of discomfort 
over the uncertainty of where she was now going, but most likely she would 
distract herself from that just as she distracted herself from any vulnerable emo-
tion. Katie truly had not begun to trust and identify with either Ruth or Karen, 
processes that would have elicited significant feelings of loss and abandonment. 
Katie was an individual who focused almost exclusively on meeting her own 
needs, and for her these needs involved food and objects, not affection and com-
fort. She relied on herself, not on her foster parents. She had very little empathy 
for others and did not experience her parent as a separate person. She needed to 
be “selfish” because she was convinced that only she could meet her own needs 
and because her sense of self was fragmented, filled with gaps, and covered with 
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shame. She spent all of her psychic energy trying to find Band-Aids that would 
hold her self together, repair her wounds, and cover over her emptiness. Band-
Aids could not hold such a child together; she needed a mother, a mother who 
could “hold” her so that she would learn to develop her “self” in a differentiated 
and integrated manner. Katie’s attachment security with such a mother would 
be the mold from which to fashion her self. The joy and interests that would 
emerge from such an attachment were prerequisites if she were to be likely to 
give up her “selfish” preoccupations.

One of the saddest comments that I have ever heard from a child emerged 
from a nine-year-old girl who had been in her most recent foster home for over 
a year. I stated that her words and actions made me think that she might like to 
move from one home to the next every three months. She thought about my 
comment for a moment and then hopefully asked, “Can I?” I could not think 
of anything to say.

Katie’s immediate desire to call Karen and Ken “mom” and “dad” is not 
unusual either. Such comments do not reflect a favorable emotional response 
to her new parents. Rather, they are simply her efforts to establish control over 
these new caregivers. She is saying, “I really like you a lot. Now you have to be 
nice to me and give me what I want.” Regrettably, she does not know how to 
“like” someone. But she knows that parents want to think that they are special 
to their child, so she tells them that they are. Katie, and the actual children 
whom she represents, survive by trying to manipulate adults in new relation-
ships. They are able to be charming, polite, friendly, and helpful when they 
think that they will get something from such behaviors. Most adults assume that 
such behaviors, while being superficial now, will lead to something with deeper 
reciprocal affect. They are then likely to be extra nice to Katie, not wanting to 
jeopardize the “good” start. They want to “reinforce” their new child’s ap-
propriate behaviors. Karen waited quite a while for some reciprocity to Katie’s 
interactions. When it failed to come, in spite of her “doing everything for her,” 
she became enraged by Katie’s rejection of her as a mother. What she did not 
know was that Katie never thought of her as a mother. To Katie, Karen was an 
adult whom she had to control, not a mother.

There is a danger that when the foster or adoptive parent begins to observe 
the “manipulation,” the parent responds in anger at the deception. The parent 
views the child’s associated actions as dishonest and immoral. It is crucial to 
understand that the child’s utilization of “manipulation” developed as a neces-
sary survival skill because she had never experienced an adult doing something 
for her from a parent’s normal caregiving intentions. The child was responsible 
for meeting her own needs. Since she could not rely on her parents to do so 
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spontaneously, she had to develop means of inducing them to do so. Charm, 
manipulation, and intimidation are likely to be the best options available. These 
defenses should not be held against the child to induce even greater shame and 
need for even more pervasive defenses.

Many foster placements resemble Karen, although more resemble Ruth. 
These parents may or may not have the right motives in taking these children 
into their home. Children similar to Katie often elicit strong emotional responses 
from the adults who care for them. Foster children will often compulsively try 
to re-create the abusive situations that they experienced in their original home. 
They also often manifest extreme emotional and behavioral outbursts because 
of their poor affect regulation, self-control, and self-reflection. They often trig-
ger emotional responses that reflect their foster parents’ discouragement and 
“blocked care” as well as unresolved issues from their own childhood. When 
foster parents have significant unresolved problems, they eventually are at risk 
of maltreating the children in their care. When that occurs, the severe problems 
that the child had when entering their home are made worse by the maltreat-
ment that they subsequently receive from the adults chosen to keep them safe.

Caring for children with trauma/attachment difficulties is an extremely 
difficult, twenty-four-hour-per-day task. It requires a high degree of personal 
maturity, self-control, empathy for the child, and ability to tolerate long periods 
of stress. It requires that these foster parents manifest resolution in their own 
attachment histories. Excellent foster parenting requires that agencies maintain 
a high level of screening, training, and support. Even then, there remains the 
risk that a given child will prove to be too difficult for the foster parents. When 
that occurs, our solution to the tragedy of the abuse and neglect of children has 
only made the problem worse. We must reduce these system failures as much as 
possible. Our commitment must begin with the selection, training, and support 
of the individual foster parent. Without a qualified parent, the overall system 
will fail the individual child.
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SUSAN CUMMINGS, 
FOSTER HOME #3

Susan Cummings reminded Steven of Ruth Daley. She had a relaxed air of 
warmth and confidence. She clearly enjoyed her work and seemed pleased 

to meet Katie. Her husband, Richard, ran a local oil dealership and left her to 
run their home. She had two “grown” children—Beth, who was “away” at col-
lege, and Dick, who was living on his own and working for his dad. She had 
two other foster children, nine-year-old Jessica and twelve-year-old Dan. She 
was about to leave to pick up Dan at soccer practice, and she invited Katie and 
Steven along for the ride.

Katie did not waste a minute getting Susan’s attention. She jumped into 
the front seat of the car. Susan suggested that she get in the back with Jessica. 
Katie looked hurt, almost rejected. Still, she “bounced back” quickly. She 
was calling Susan “mom” as if she had known her for months. Susan enjoyed 
answering her questions about school, her room, and whether or not Susan 
liked McDonald’s. Katie also wasted no time telling Susan how Karen, her last 
mother, had abused her in various ways. Susan reassured her that she would 
not do those things to her. Steven was glad that Katie had addressed that is-
sue so directly with Susan. He was puzzled by how quickly she had begun to 
speak of Karen in such a negative manner. Steven interrupted their discussion 
to say that Karen had really tried to raise Katie but simply did not have enough 
practice taking care of kids to know what to do in hard situations. Katie turned 
to Steven and with a tone meant to end all debate, said, “She was mean to me 
and I don’t like her.”

Back home, Dan and Jessica offered to show Katie her room while Susan 
talked to Steven. Katie immediately replied, “I want Mommy to!”
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“Why don’t you go with Jessica, Katie? She’d love to show you around,” 
Susan suggested.

“I want you to do it.” Katie was almost tearful.
“OK, honey. You’ll have to wait a few minutes while I talk to Steven.”
Katie sat down to wait. Jessica and Dan left the room. Steven decided that 

he would call the next day to tell Susan more about Katie. When he left, Susan 
showed Katie her room.

* * *

Katie seemed to settle into Susan’s home fairly well over the first few months. 
She wanted to be with Susan a great deal, talking to her about anything and 
wanting to know everything. Only when Richard came home from work would 
she give Susan a rest. Richard immediately liked Katie. She was so friendly and 
affectionate. She tried to be helpful and was disappointed when he was busy and 
could not do something with her.

Jessica and Dan were much less favorably impressed with Katie. She did 
not want their help. She seldom played with them unless she needed them 
to do something for her. Whenever they went to Susan to talk or relax, she 
would try to get between them and Susan. If they hugged Susan, she would 
stop whatever she was doing and hug Susan twice. She would interrupt their 
conversations when they asked their mother for help and find things that she 
needed Susan for.

Susan initially asked Jessica and Dan to be patient. Katie simply needed extra 
attention until she felt comfortable with the family. Later, she would ask Katie 
to wait her turn: “I need to be with my other kids too.” She thought that Katie 
was beginning to accept her need to “share” Susan with the other two. Then she 
noticed that when she spent some close time with Jessica or Dan, Katie would 
take or break something of theirs. They would become enraged at Katie. Susan 
would calm them down and correct Katie. She thought that Katie would stop, 
but the pattern seemed to become stronger. Jessica and Dan did not like their 
“new little sister.”

* * *

On November 13, 1993, Dan was outside helping Richard finish raking up the 
leaves that they would later be spreading in the gardens. Dan hurried to keep up 
with his “dad,” always looking for Richard to nod and say, “Good job.” Never 
before had Dan had a father who wanted to be with him and appreciated his 
efforts and abilities. When Richard had managed to attend his last soccer game, 
Dan felt a degree of pride and joy that he could barely contain.
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Richard enjoyed Dan. He was a good worker. He was quick to learn. In some 
ways, Richard was closer to Dan than he had been with his own son, Dick, when 
Dick was Dan’s age—funny how that happened. Dick seemed to grow up so fast. 
They never seemed to have time to do much together. Richard was planning to 
go hunting with Dick for two days next week. That would be good. Dan wanted 
to go. In a year or two, Richard thought, the three of them might go together.

Katie and Jessica were playing at the swing set behind the house. That was 
unusual. They were together without fighting. Dan saw them too. He also saw 
Katie, now sitting at the top of the slide, playing with his Game Boy.

“Katie, I told you not to play with that,” Dan yelled. “Put it back in the 
house.”

Katie ignored Dan. He yelled again. Katie looked up, stared at him, and then 
went back to the game.

“Katie!” Dan screamed as he threw down the rake and ran toward her. She 
still ignored him. “Give me that!” he yelled as he reached the swings.

“No!” she screamed back, and then she suddenly threw it into the driveway.
“Katie, I hate you!” yelled Dan as he ran to his game. He picked it up, and 

there was nothing on the screen. He tried to get it to operate, but it would not.
Dan turned and ran at Katie, still sitting on the top of the slide. Richard 

yelled to Dan to let him handle it, but Dan did not hear him. Katie tried to es-
cape by sliding down, but Dan arrived at the same time and pushed her as she 
was halfway down. Katie fell over the side, landing on her back and letting out 
a piercing cry.

Richard watched Katie fall and ran to her, pushing Dan aside.
“Get in the house!” he yelled at Dan.
“But she broke my Game Boy!”
“Shut up and get out of here. I don’t want to see you!” Richard replied. He 

bent down and attended to Katie. She reached for him and he held her as she 
cried. Susan came out, they checked her to see that she was all right, and Rich-
ard went looking for Dan.

He went into Dan’s room and shouted, “Don’t you ever touch her again!”
“She’s always breaking my stuff!” Dan shouted back through his tears.
“I don’t care what she breaks of yours, she’s just a little girl, and you will not 

hit her again if you want to live here!”
Dan became motionless as if he were hit. He stared at Richard. Finally, in an 

angry voice, he said, “Maybe I don’t.”
“Well, it’s your choice. Let me know what you want.” Richard left him alone.
Susan later went to Dan to quietly explain that he was much bigger than Katie 

was and could hurt her. She knew that Katie sometimes did not treat him well, 
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but he had to control himself around her. If he were patient with her, maybe 
she’d start to treat him better.

“Mom, I can’t stand her. Ever since she came here, nothing is the same. Dad 
always takes her side and yells at me. Why does she have to live with us?”

“Dan, when you came here two years ago you had hard times too. Remember 
Johnny, who lived with us then? You were so jealous of him. He couldn’t stand 
you, either.”

“But that was different, Mom. I was never mean to him the way Katie is. And 
she just wants to get me and Jessica in trouble all the time. She doesn’t try to get 
along at all, Mom.”

“You just have to keep trying like we all do, Dan. Katie has had a hard life 
and she’s still a little girl. She needs our patience,” said Susan.

Dan stared long at Susan. “I had a hard life too, Mom.”

* * *

On December 18, 1993, the Cummings family was beginning their Christmas 
preparations. This was the most enjoyable season for Susan. Decorating the 
house, baking special breads and pies, and selecting just the right gifts were the 
activities that she truly treasured.

Richard and Dan had just brought in the tree, and they were standing it in the 
traditional spot in the dining room. The table was set in the corner so that there 
would be plenty of room for presents to be placed between now and Christmas, 
with most of them mysteriously appearing on Christmas Eve.

Susan had become concerned that Katie really was not “settling in” as she had 
expected. It was now three months. She was still very mean to Jessica and Dan. 
She would pout and complain whenever she did not get something she wanted. 
She had begun to take things from Susan. Just last week, her wedding band was 
missing from the sill above the kitchen sink. She found it in Katie’s backpack. Ka-
tie’s teacher had called to say that Katie was showing off her “new ring” at school. 
When she confronted Katie, she got no response. Katie seemed to “shut down” 
when confronted with something she had done. Susan would say what needed 
to be said, and Katie would wait until she was done and then walk off. Susan 
suspected that Katie was neither sorry nor committed to changing her behaviors.

Susan hoped that the Christmas season would help Katie begin to relax and 
be a regular, happy kid. Jan Temple had said that it wasn’t likely to happen that 
quickly. Jan thought Katie wasn’t likely to begin to trust for another year or two. 
Susan prayed that Jan was wrong.

Susan, Jessica, and Katie were unwrapping the ornaments and other tree 
decorations and placing them on the table, waiting until the tree was ready. 
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Each year Susan would give each child a new ornament. This tradition was an 
important part of Susan’s own childhood. She still had fifteen ornaments that 
her parents had given her when she was a child. Each ornament held its own 
memories. She had shared these memories with her own children, and they 
then treasured their own ornaments even more. Jessica received a lovely white 
ornament last year in the shape of a swan. Jessica loved it and had pleaded to 
keep it in her room rather than wrap it up with the other ornaments at the end 
of the season. Susan explained that not only would her special ornament be safer 
if kept in the box with the others but also would retain its magical Christmas 
quality if she could see it only during this season.

Jessica was thrilled to see it again. She carefully unwrapped it and placed it 
in the center of the table. She stared at it and gently touched it.

Eventually the tree was ready and they began the process of turning it into 
“The Tree.” Susan gave each child the ornaments, one at a time, and they found 
the place on the tree that was “just right” for each one. Jessica and Katie each went 
to put an ornament on the same spot. Jessica got there first, and Katie yelled. Su-
san told Katie to find another spot and she did, though only after her usual pout.

A few minutes later, Susan looked up to see Katie look toward Jessica, smile, 
and then drop a book on Jessica’s white swan. Susan and Jessica both screamed, 
and Dan and Richard looked up. Jessica ran to the table and lifted the book off 
her shattered ornament.

“Why did you do it?” Susan grabbed Katie’s arms and yelled at her.
“It was an accident,” Katie replied.
“I saw you do it. You did it on purpose. That was a very bad thing to do!” 

Susan continued to hold Katie by the arms and stare into her face.
“You’re hurting me! Leave me alone!” Katie screamed at Susan.
“No, I’m not! I’m not going to let you go until you tell me why you did such 

a mean thing!” Susan’s anger continued.
“You better let her go, Susan,” said Richard. “Maybe it was an accident.”
“It was not! I saw her do it!” Susan turned to Richard. “She’s going to tell 

me why!”
“You’re hurting me!” Katie continued to scream.
“You better let her go,” Richard said again. “You might be hurting her!”
“I am not!” Susan yelled at Richard. “Let me handle this.”
“Now you go to your room, Katie. What you did to Jessica was very mean, 

and you’re not going to have a Christmas until we deal with this,” Susan yelled. 
Katie screamed and ran to her room.

“Don’t you think you’re overreacting?” Richard asked. “Maybe she did do it 
on purpose but she didn’t realize how important it was to Jessica.”
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“She did realize it. She knew what she was doing and she enjoyed hurting 
Jessica. I saw it and you didn’t.” Susan was becoming annoyed with her hus-
band.

“Let’s just drop it, Susan,” said Richard.
“You can drop it, but I’m not. She’s going to face what she did.”
Richard dropped the streamer that he had been attaching to the window and 

left the room. They heard him slam the door. Susan by now was holding a cry-
ing and shaking Jessica in her lap.

“I’ll get you another ornament, Jessica,” said Susan.
“I want my swan!” cried Jessica.
“I’ll find another swan just like that one,” promised Susan.
Dan stood for a time by the tree. “She always ruins everything!” He ran from 

the room and went outside, looking for Richard.
During the next two weeks, the Cummings family celebrated the Christmas 

season with the same activities and traditions that they had always done. Susan 
was not able to get Katie to “face” what she had done. Susan stopped trying and 
instead worked harder to have a good Christmas for the family. She and Richard 
did not feel as close as they usually did at this time of year. Susan felt sad often 
during that time. She had lost something that was special to her. Katie got her 
presents and she seemed content. In fact, she almost seemed to be peaceful. 
This may have been the best Christmas that she had ever had. If she noticed 
the mood of the rest of the family, it did not interfere with her own. Actually, it 
might have helped her own.

* * *

On the morning of January 27, 1994, Steven sat at his desk planning his lunch 
break. Jenny had given him a list of things to bring home for Rebecca’s first 
birthday party later that day. Jenny’s parents were visiting, with their cam-
corder, piles of presents, electric blankets, and lots of advice and concern. Ste-
ven wanted to bring something home for Rebecca’s birthday that he picked out, 
something that would delight his daughter. Usually Rebecca’s joy and excite-
ment centered on her mother. Steven decided he needed a bit of help if he were 
to merit some attention from his daughter. He asked Barbara and Al for ideas. 
After hearing various suggestions, he decided that no one could compete with 
his in-laws for the newest presents. He would find something later.

Steven received a call from Susan. His anxiety rose just as it had done with 
every phone call over the past four weeks. Katie was not doing well at Susan’s. 
Steven and Jan had met with Susan. Jan had seen Katie for extra sessions. So 
far, there were no signs of progress. During the last meeting, when Jan had told 
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Susan that Katie had only been at her house for four months and that it took time 
for a child to begin to trust her new parents, Steven felt dread. He had heard 
that before, and he had said it himself. Katie had been in foster care for sixteen 
months and received therapy for fourteen months. Ruth and Susan were excel-
lent, experienced foster parents, and Karen had really tried to give Katie a good 
home. What could he do next? What was going to happen next?

“Steven, I’m losing it with Katie,” said Susan. “Lately she is getting up at 
4:00 a.m. The alarm on her bedroom door has stopped her from roaming the 
house, but she has discovered it to be a great way to get us. She deliberately 
sets it off when she awakens and the whole house wakes too. She always has an 
excuse. Either she has to use the bathroom, or she falls out of bed, or she has 
a scary dream. It’s hard for us all to get back to sleep. Even Richard is losing 
patience with her.”

“She really is giving you guys a rough time lately. Any ideas yet why she 
might be doing so poorly?” asked Steven.

“I really don’t. It seems like every day I’m trying to come up with a new ex-
planation for her behaviors. I try everything. Maybe I’m too strict, so I give her 
more attention and go easier on the consequences. Then I think that maybe I’m 
too easy and I tighten things up. Then I think I’m too inconsistent and I set up 
rules and routines to try to cover everything that happens. Whatever I do seems 
to have no impact on her.”

“Has there been any effect from the antidepressant medication that Dr. Veil-
leux decided to try?”

“Not yet. He did say it would take a few weeks and she’s only been on it for 
ten days. It just gives her something else to complain about. ‘Why do I have to 
take medicine when Jessica and Dan don’t?’” Susan replied.

“Do you explain that it’s not a punishment but simply a way to help her to 
be happier?” Steven asked.

“I do, but she doesn’t listen. I think that she would take medicine cheerfully 
if it were her idea. She always wants to be in charge! She would argue if I gave 
her ice cream and the other kids celery. She’d want both the ice cream and the 
celery and she’d want to decide what to give them. There’s nothing that hap-
pens that she doesn’t want to control,” Susan said wearily.

“I guess the honeymoon is over, Susan,” Steven said, for nothing better to 
add.

“I’m beginning to think there never was a honeymoon, Steven. Her ‘good’ 
behavior over the first few months seems to have been an effort to charm me 
and Richard. I think that she even thought that we might get rid of Jessica and 
Dan. All of her negativity seemed to be directed at them. Now she is sending it 
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toward us all, even Richard. Yesterday, Richard asked her to get his gloves for 
him when he was leaving for work. She refused to do it for him. He didn’t say 
anything, but he stared at me when he left. He seems to want me to fix her. Or 
he might be blaming me for her problems, I don’t know. We don’t seem to be 
able to talk about Katie without one of us getting upset.”

“How are the other kids managing things?” Steven asked.
“They avoid her. If anything, they might be doing better, since she’s been 

getting into trouble more with me and Richard. I think they might be relieved 
that we now see her for who she is. She’s not the sad and troubled angel that she 
first seemed to be. I probably give them more understanding than I did before 
over their anger at her. I still worry about Richard and Dan, though. They’re 
not as close as they were before Katie came,” Susan said.

“I’ll try to stop by later in the week. I hope you can hang in there. She’s 
bound to get better eventually,” Steven suggested.

“I hope so. But it sure would be nice to know when,” Susan replied.
As he had done many times, Steven updated Al and Barbara on Katie’s cur-

rent functioning. They both knew how important Katie was to him. She repre-
sented his hope that he could really make a difference with children who had 
been abused and neglected. He met her shortly after her fifth birthday. Certainly 
he could ensure that she received a good life. He tried not to think of Betty’s 
quote, “You can lead a horse to water. . . .”

On the way home that evening, he stopped in a local hardware store and 
glanced at their small toy section. There on the top shelf sat the largest, happi-
est, stuffed ladybug he had ever seen. That bug must have been two and one-
half feet round and eighteen inches high. It was bright red and had large black 
eyes. It seemed to watch Steven and smile. When Rebecca ripped off the paper 
covering his present later that evening, she squealed with delight. She hugged 
that big happy bug and tried to pick it up. She couldn’t; it was too big. So she 
lay on top of it with her arms wrapped tightly around it. Steven felt proud of 
his contribution to Rebecca’s first party. She insisted that the ladybug share her 
crib, and Jenny somehow found the space.

The first year for Jenny and Steven as parents had been busy, tiring, fulfill-
ing, and challenging. They had never worried so much before about anyone or 
anything. At the same time, they both felt no regrets. Rebecca brought so much 
to their lives. She needed so much, and they had to work out schedules so that 
they shared the responsibilities. But Rebecca had a way of making time vanish. 
Steven might play with her for an hour, making strange sounds and faces, crawl-
ing after her, showing delight and surprise at her countless gestures and move-
ments. He would hold her and carry her. She would chase him and grab his 
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feet. They would crawl around the dining room table, first one chasing and the 
other screeching, and then they would change directions and it was the other’s 
turn to howl. Their fun and excitement were mutual. Steven gradually sensed 
that Rebecca was tiring, and he intuitively slowed his pace and gestures and vo-
calizations. Soon Rebecca would fall into his lap, put her thumb in her mouth, 
and become quiet. He would wait for her cue that she had rested enough. She 
would then get up and generally wander to some other activity.

Steven had initially sat in awe of Jenny’s relationship with Rebecca. When 
they were together, nothing else seemed to exist. Jenny always seemed to sense 
Rebecca’s moods and intentions as they were being expressed, and she would 
respond in a way that meshed just right with her daughter’s emerging inner 
state. They would stare at each other for endless minutes, with Rebecca on her 
back on Jenny’s legs. They would smile, move their heads, and squinch their 
eyes and nose in time with some unheard music. Steven didn’t think he could 
engage Rebecca as intimately as did Jenny. At the same time, he didn’t think 
that Rebecca was as interested in engaging him as she was with Jenny. Those 
first twelve months seemed designed for Rebecca and her mother. Their union 
at birth still seemed to exist. Rebecca was becoming herself while dancing with 
Jenny.

* * *

On March 8, 1994, the principal at Katie’s school called Susan. Katie had re-
fused to return another child’s snack that she had taken. When her teacher went 
to take it from her, she kicked the teacher and ran from the room. The teacher 
and her aide eventually were able to carry Katie to the principal’s office, who 
promptly called Susan to come and take Katie home. The school suspended 
Katie for the next day as well. This was the principal’s first experience with 
suspending a first grader.

When Susan brought Katie home, she noted that Katie acted as if nothing 
had happened. She ignored Susan’s talk in the car about hitting her teacher. 
When they entered the house, Katie ran to the TV and turned it on. Susan 
turned off the TV and informed Katie that she needed to spend some time in 
her room before doing some schoolwork that the teacher had given her. She 
told Katie that since the other children were in school, she would have her 
schoolwork at home.

“No, I won’t. You can’t make me!” Susan was not surprised by Katie’s re-
sponse. Katie’s defiant attitude had become the norm.

“Katie, I want you to go to your room now,” Susan said and prepared herself 
to take Katie to her bedroom.
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Katie screamed at Susan, “I’ll kick you too!” Given warning, Susan tried to 
protect herself, but as she reached for her arm, Katie still managed to kick her leg 
hard. She spun Katie around and pushed her toward her room. Katie reached 
up and grabbed onto Susan’s hair. Susan’s glasses fell, and both she and Katie 
landed next to them on the carpet. Katie screamed that she hurt her leg. As Su-
san released her, Katie leaped up and ran toward the kitchen. Susan followed, 
yelling for Katie to stop. Katie grabbed the portable phone and threw it through 
the bay window. Katie darted outside. Susan followed, but Katie ignored her 
yells to return. She leaped in the car and locked the doors. She refused to let 
Susan in. Susan went for her keys and returned to see Katie’s look of hatred 
from the front seat. Susan turned the key and the door release popped up. Be-
fore she could open the door, Katie had pushed the release down again. This 
must have happened twenty times before Susan retreated to the kitchen. It was 
cold outside, and Katie did not have her coat on. After an hour of waiting, she 
tried to open the car door again. Katie again managed to keep the door closed. 
Finally, Susan became concerned about Katie’s health in the cold, so she called 
Richard from his office to come home. When he arrived, Katie remained locked 
in the car and refused to let them in. Richard and Susan had to open both front 
doors at the same time in order to get to Katie. Richard had to carry her to her 
room. She screamed and swore at him and managed to scratch his face. She then 
destroyed her bedroom.

Steven felt intense discouragement when he met with Susan at Jan’s office 
before Katie’s therapy on March 11. Katie had been with Susan for about six 
months, and her problems were worse than ever. She had been in foster care for 
eighteen months, and what had they accomplished? He turned to Jan and asked 
what they might try next.

“I wish I knew,” Jan replied. “We might consult with Bill again about another 
behavior plan. We need to try to get back a positive attitude toward Katie, or 
I’m afraid we’ll have a vicious circle that won’t do her or anyone else any good.”

“I haven’t given up yet,” Susan said. “What’s a bay window as long as Steven 
will pay for a new one? But we have to find some way to get through to her. 
She’s not like Jessica and Dan, who seem to want to do better. When they mess 
up, they seem a little sorry anyway and are almost grateful to do something to 
show that they are sorry so that it will then be over with. But Katie, she doesn’t 
care. It’s the rest of the family’s fault. If there is a natural consequence to what 
she has done, we’ll pay for it as if we have no right to be so cruel to her.”

“Did you ever see any effect from the medication?” Steven asked.
“No, Steven,” Susan responded. “And Dr. Veilleux has tried another that he 

thought might reduce her rage outbursts. That hasn’t helped either.”
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“Let’s meet next week with Bill. A new behavior plan might give us all a fresh 
start,” suggested Jan. Steven and Susan agreed, and Jan suggested that she meet 
with Katie and try to understand what’s going through her mind now.

In therapy, Katie would have nothing to do with processing her recent 
behaviors at school and at home. Jan knew that if she pressed too hard, Katie 
would insist on ending therapy early that day and they would lock in a power 
struggle over her need to stay until the session finally ended. Jan accepted her 
refusal and became hopeful when Katie chose to play with the dollhouse that 
she might nonverbally express her recent experiences. Katie’s play had its usual 
intense, driven quality. The child figure was quite aggressive. On this occasion, 
the child went further. She took the furniture from the entire house and placed 
the pieces in a pile in the living room. She left the baby upstairs. She then pre-
tended to set the furniture on fire and the entire house burned down. The baby, 
of course, died. Jan wondered if the baby represented Susan and her family or 
Katie herself. Probably both, she thought. When she suggested that to Katie, 
she received a “Shut up!” with more force than usual. Maybe she got through to 
Katie. If so, would it do any good?

* * *

During the next few weeks, Bill helped them to develop a behavioral program 
that focused heavily on the positive. Katie had various rewards available to her 
for maintaining fairly appropriate social behaviors. They overlooked misbehav-
ior or simply told her that the rewards would be available to her as soon as her 
behavior was on target again. Katie learned the system very rapidly. For a few 
days, she seemed to be responding favorably. Then Susan began to note that 
as soon as she got a reward, her behavior would get worse. Susan had been 
warned by Bill not to show too much excitement when Katie followed the rules, 
or Katie might do something to frustrate her. Susan tried to avoid anticipating 
anything after the reward, but Katie’s behavior still became more aggressive and 
defiant. Maybe Susan was communicating something negative to Katie without 
being aware of it. She tried harder, but nothing changed. She soon began to 
feel somewhat disappointed when Katie earned a reward. Somehow that wasn’t 
what was supposed to be happening.

Early in April 1994, Susan again met with Steven, Jan, and Bill. Katie’s be-
havior might be somewhat better, but for some reason Susan didn’t feel better. 
She tried to explain it.

“I think that Katie might be doing a little better because she’s able to get what 
she wants more now than before. She knows that when she does something 
wrong she really won’t lose out on anything that she most wants to do. It’s not 
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hard for her to hold it together enough to get what she wants, and then she 
doesn’t care for a while and does whatever she wants to annoy the rest of us. 
Then when she wants something again, she turns it on and gets another reward.”

“That’s a start,” suggested Bill. “She is aware of the connection between 
good behaviors and rewards. This is something to build on. If she does it 
enough, eventually she should start to take pleasure in doing good for its own 
sake. Be sure to verbally reinforce her good behaviors.”

“I’m careful to do that, Bill,” said Susan. “But so far I haven’t seen any sign 
that she cares about anything I say. She does it to get the reward. But only when 
she wants the reward. When she doesn’t care about it, she does what she feels 
like, and it’s often something that the rest of us don’t like.”

“But again, it’s a start,” said Jan. “Since things are better at home now, 
maybe eventually she will begin to want to get along better with the family so 
that she is liked and praised for what she does.”

“She never had these positive reinforcements when she was young, Susan,” 
said Bill. “It will take some time before she begins to associate the concrete 
reinforcers and then the social reinforcers with her good behaviors. Once that 
happens, you’ll begin to see that she is trying harder to please you and do what 
you’re reinforcing.”

* * *

On May 1, Susan was preparing for the annual early spring family cookout that 
had been a tradition in her home for a number of years. Dick and Beth would be 
home, and Susan and Richard’s parents would be over as well. Susan’s brother 
Mike and his family were also planning to come.

Susan hoped that Katie would be OK for the family gathering. While she 
really had not seen any improvements over the past few months, there were 
no outrageous behaviors either. She again thought that Katie was doing better 
because she was getting what she wanted more. She was still hurtful, opposi-
tional, and selfish. Susan did not feel that Katie was any closer to her. Katie still 
lied almost constantly and tried to get away with whatever she could. Susan and 
Richard were pretty good at biting their tongues and not reacting to these be-
haviors. When Katie did what she was supposed to do, they were able to praise 
her and she got her reward.

Katie was in a good mood that morning and even offered to help prepare 
for the cookout. Susan thought that she might be competing with Jessica to 
see who could be the most helpful. If that was her motive, it was all right with 
Susan! She’d have enough jobs for them both. She’d simply make sure that they 
worked separately.
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“Jessica, why don’t you vacuum the living room and TV room? After that, 
you can make the lemonade. Katie, I’d like you to stay here and help me get the 
food ready.”

Both girls readily agreed, and Susan began preparing the food. She had 
Katie wash the vegetables for the salad while she prepared the ground beef for 
hamburgers that her husband would use on the outdoor grill. Katie quickly got 
bored with washing the lettuce, and Susan could see that she’d have to do it 
over herself. She suggested that they trade tasks, and Katie again agreed. They 
worked for only a few minutes when Richard called Susan outside to inspect 
their garden.

Fifteen minutes later, Harold and Margaret Woods, Susan’s parents, arrived 
and joined them in the garden.

“It’s going to be a great summer. We figure we’ll have enough food to feed 
half the town,” Susan said to her parents. “Glad you’re both feeling well today.” 
Susan worried about her parents’ recent health problems. “Would you help me 
finish up in the kitchen, Mom? Your salads are the reason we have this cookout 
every year.”

“Sure. And if I believe that, I’d believe that Harold and I just won the lot-
tery,” Margaret replied as they walked toward the house. “How are all the kids 
doing?”

“So-so,” Susan said. “I still don’t think we’re doing much for Katie. You just 
can’t get through to her.”

“Well, you can only do your best. And your best is good enough for most 
kids,” said Margaret.

When they entered the kitchen, Jessica was making the lemonade and Katie 
was not there. “Where’s Katie?” asked Susan.

“She went to her room,” replied Jessica.
Susan went to check the hamburgers. She figured that she’d have to squeeze 

them harder than Katie could do. They looked like they’d fall apart before they 
got on the grill.

Susan took one in her hand and began to form it into a ball. Something was 
wrong. It didn’t feel right. It didn’t look right. She inspected it more closely. It 
smelled awful. Something was wrong with the meat. But she had just bought it 
fresh yesterday. She turned to Margaret. “Smell this, Mom.”

“Yuck!” Margaret replied. “That’s not hamburger.”
Susan had a bad feeling when she thought of Katie in her room. She took 

one of the hamburgers and walked through the house to Katie’s bedroom. She 
knocked on the door, entered, and immediately knew that she was right. Katie 
had that look about her that meant she had done something wrong.
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“What did you do to the hamburger, Katie?”
“I didn’t do anything!” Katie yelled.
“Katie, this smells awful. What did you put in here?”
Susan then became aware that the smell was much worse in Katie’s room. 

Also, it was now more familiar. She walked in and looked behind the bed. On 
the floor were Katie’s soiled underpants and a towel smeared with feces.

“Katie, did you put your poop in the hamburger meat?” Susan screamed.
Katie’s look removed all doubt. Katie was pleased! She had done something 

that would really upset Susan. She was enjoying Susan’s look of horror.
“Katie, you did!” Susan continued to yell. “Why did you do that? What a 

mean and disgusting thing to do! Why did you do it?”
Katie did not answer. She only stared at Susan. She didn’t appear to be 

frightened. If anything, she seemed to want Susan to yell at her and maybe even 
hit her. She wanted to get Susan to hate her!

Susan didn’t know what to do or say. Tears came to her eyes. She felt like 
rubbing the meat in Katie’s face. She wanted to drag her into the kitchen by her 
hair and make her clean it all up and tell everyone what she had done. Susan 
could not accept such feelings. She could not feel anything toward Katie. She 
was beaten. She had done what she could for this child for eight months. Now 
she could only cry. She left Katie’s room, saying nothing more to the child. Su-
san needed to be with her mother. She needed to grieve with her mother. Katie 
did not grieve. She was as content as she was capable of being.

* * *

When Susan called Steven to tell him that he would need to find another home 
for Katie, she did not feel anger or guilt. If she felt anything, it was sadness. She 
had failed. It didn’t hurt as much as it first did. Her mother had helped her to 
come to terms with it. But she was still sad for Katie. She was not yet seven 
years old.

Steven took the news with resignation. He was as upset over the meat in-
cident as Susan was initially. What was Katie thinking? Who could raise this 
child? What could he do with her?

He consulted with Kathleen, who arranged to consult with Dawn at the cen-
tral office regarding placement options for Katie. Susan had said that she would 
be willing to keep her to the end of the school year, which gave them four or 
five weeks.

The next day, Steven summarized the past twenty-one months in Katie’s life 
for the other workers and for Dawn. He had pulled together the various symp-
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toms that she had manifested in all of her placements. The more he listed her 
problems, the worse they seemed. He questioned his own experiences of Katie, 
which, for the most part, went fairly well. He was impressed with her energy, 
initiative, and general expressiveness. While she did seem pushy at times and 
self-centered, her behavior showed little of the oppositional and aggressive be-
haviors shown in her homes. For whatever reason, she wasn’t making it in the 
homes that they provided her.

Dawn asked if they had considered one of the therapeutic foster home pro-
grams in the area. Kathleen indicated that she was thinking the same thing.

“What’s different about these homes than our regular homes?” asked Steven.
“In general, the parents receive more training and support than the regular 

homes. They receive a higher board rating and are expected to be more actively 
involved in the child’s treatment. While many of our regular foster parents are 
as skilled and committed as are these parents, they are a resource that you might 
consider if you cannot find the right home among the regular DHS homes,” 
Dawn suggested.

“I’d support that, Steven,” Kathleen said. “We have to do everything we 
can to get the right placement for her. She can’t afford any more moves after 
this one.”

“I just don’t know what any home can give Katie that Susan and Ruth did not 
give,” Steven said. “Somehow we’re missing something.”

“Would you say that Katie has difficulty forming attachments with her foster 
parents?” asked Dawn.

“She sure has difficulty getting along with them, if that’s what you mean,” 
Steven replied.

“Does it seem to matter to her when she is moved, or does it seem that one 
home is as good as the next to her?” Dawn asked.

“I don’t think it matters. Ruth and Susan don’t think so either. Her other 
parent, Karen, thought she meant something to Katie, but the moment Katie left, 
she seemed to forget Karen.”

“Also, would you consider her to be manipulative and controlling? Will she 
always have an excuse, lie, and blame others?”

“That’s Katie,” Steven replied.
“Why don’t you have her evaluated by Allison Kaplan in Farmingdale? She’s 

done a lot of work with children who have difficulty forming an attachment to 
their foster or adoptive parents,” Dawn suggested.

“Some of my kids have seen Allison in the past,” Betty said. “She did a good 
job. Her therapy isn’t like what many therapists offer.”
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“What’s the difference?” Steven asked.
“Well, she tends to address the child’s difficulties more quickly and directly, 

though she does it in a very supportive way. She tries to make sense of their 
behavior. She works closely with the foster parents, has one or both of them in 
the sessions, and works on teaching the child how to accept nurturing from the 
mom. Why not ask her to evaluate Katie? She’s a psychologist.”

“Allison’s work might seem a bit unusual, though in my experience she has 
achieved some very good results with children with significant problems similar 
to Katie’s. I think that she is very direct with the children because she believes 
that they will avoid their difficulties indefinitely unless she asks them to address 
them. I’m confident that she does not push them harder than she needs to,” 
Dawn said.

“Well, why don’t I call her and talk with her about Katie? At least maybe she 
can see Katie and give us some ideas about the most appropriate placement for 
her,” Steven said.

“Sounds good. Let me know what you find out,” Kathleen said.

* * *

The next day, Steven was able to reach Allison Kaplan. She sounded interested 
in Katie and indicated that she would be willing to evaluate her. She asked for 
a summary of Katie’s history prior to and after she entered foster care. She also 
wanted to speak with her foster mother. Allison then asked Steven about Katie’s 
race and religion. Before answering, Steven asked why that was important for 
the purpose of the evaluation.

Allison replied, “Katie’s race and religion are certainly factors that you need 
to be aware of in choosing a placement for Katie, but they also are factors that 
I need to keep in mind when I am doing an assessment of her. If she is African 
American or Hispanic American and she was placed with a Caucasian family, or 
if she is Jewish or Islamic and placed with a Christian family, the lack of match 
between her race or religion and that of her foster family might have contributed 
to her difficulties in the placement.”

“In what way?” Steven asked.
“First, she might not have felt as safe initially or possibly for a longer time, 

living with someone who looks different than she does or who goes to a differ-
ent place of worship than she does. If her primary language is different, there 
might well be similar problems. There could easily be differences in food, 
clothing, rituals, and what is considered to be appropriate with regard to how 
a child communicates with an adult. Second, if the foster family does not keep 
these differences in mind, the foster family may not be sensitive to what might 
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be important to the child in a way that respects any differences and could help 
the child feel safer and more valued for important qualities of who she is. So 
I need to prepare myself as well prior to the assessment to be sensitive to any 
such differences so that I am more able to help the child be safe with me as well 
as more able to assess her and make sense of her behaviors as to whether or not 
they address these issues. Finally, in giving my recommendations, I am likely 
to address whether or not the race or religion of the foster parents should be 
central in deciding on her next placement.”

“Katie is Caucasian, Allison, and her parents stated that they were Chris-
tians, though I don’t know if they practiced much. I’m not sure if her race or 
religion would have a bearing on the placement that we give her, though, since 
I’m not aware of having any foster parents in our region who are not Caucasian 
and Christian.”

“Well, Steven, that might be so, but if she were African American or Jew-
ish, I might still strongly recommend that you place her with a foster family 
that provides a better match with who she is rather than with a Caucasian and 
Christian family. Even if that involved placing her in another region of Maine or 
making strong efforts to find such a family. I am not certain that would be my 
recommendation, but I am certain I would consider it. A match regarding race 
and religion might not be the most important factor, but it sometimes might be, 
and all things being equal, it most likely should be the preference. And when it’s 
not possible to provide such a match, I think we need to expect that the foster 
family where the child is placed is given training and education in these differ-
ences and how the care that the child receives is likely to have to be modified in 
some areas to reflect what is very likely to be important aspects of her identity.”

As he spoke with her, Steven felt hopeful that Allison might help him to 
understand Katie and what she needed. He was even more encouraged when 
Dr. Kaplan said she knew of a foster family that might be suitable for Katie. She 
had just finished working with Jackie Keller, a foster mother, and her foster son, 
Gabe, who recently had been placed in an adoptive home. Jackie was taking 
some time off now but had expressed interest in taking in another child soon.

COMMENTARY

Katie’s behavior toward Jessica and Dan did not represent the normal jealousy 
among siblings or even the jealousy of a child who doubted that she was as 
special to her parents as were her siblings. Rather, Katie wanted affection from 
Susan only when she saw her siblings seeking affection. She had no interest in 



B U I L D I N G  T H E  B O N D S  O F  A T T A C H M E N T

7 6

affection itself. As an infant, she wanted affection. Now the reminders of it that 
she saw in Jessica and Dan’s actions toward Susan elicited distress, which she 
wanted to avoid. She wanted to keep Susan available for meeting her needs. 
If Susan were attending to the other children, she would not be available for 
Katie. Katie also may have wanted to hurt Jessica and Dan. She knew what they 
wanted, and she worked to prevent them from getting it.

The same dynamic entered Katie’s perception of Susan and Richard’s mar-
riage. She wanted each parent to attend to her and relate to her, not to each 
other. Nothing would make her happier than to be able to create a conflict 
between Susan and Richard. Since Susan was the primary caregiver, most of-
ten Katie perceived her as being the “bad” parent and Richard as the “good” 
parent. When Katie had a conflict with Susan, she would immediately seek out 
Richard for sympathy. When she was able to cause them to argue over her, she 
would become as happy as she was capable of being.

In general, children similar to Katie have many conflicts with their new 
mother and then turn on their charm the moment the father comes home. Many 
are quite accomplished at inducing the father into thinking that the mother 
might be too harsh, hoping that he will encourage her to “lighten up” a bit. 
Nothing will discourage and infuriate a mother as much as seeing her partner 
so influenced and then turning to see her child smile at her behind her partner’s 
back. She then finds herself competing with her child for her partner’s heart and 
mind. Sometimes the foster or adoptive father has begun to think that his wife is 
actually lying to him about their child. Most often she isn’t, but at times she is.

Katie succeeded in causing conflict among the members of her foster fam-
ily. Many foster children equally succeed in creating discord among all of 
the professionals with whom they relate. A foster child’s cries for sympathy 
at school create disagreement between her teacher and parent. Her carefully 
placed comments make her therapist question the decisions and comments 
made by her caseworker. The caseworker, in turn, begins to second-guess the 
medication prescribed by the psychiatrist or the decisions made by the previous 
caseworker. When the child is really successful, many professionals eventually 
agree that the foster parent is probably the reason that the child has not made 
progress even when the foster parent has a commitment and skills similar to 
those of Ruth or Susan. Such divisiveness increases the difficulty of successfully 
assisting a child like Katie. The adults involved need to be aware of the risk that 
such conflicts may occur. They need to have developed open communication 
with and confidence in each other’s abilities, knowledge, and commitment to a 
particular child. If the adults differ, they need to openly work to resolve their 
differences, with respect for each other’s views. Since the parent is the most 



S U S A N  C U M M I N G S ,  F O S T E R  H O M E  # 3

7 7

important person in the child’s treatment, the professionals should share their 
recommendations and concerns and then accept the decision of the parent, un-
less there are exceptional reasons for not doing so. If parents receive respect, 
most often they will be very receptive to assistance and ideas when their own 
efforts are not effective. It is hard to fail when we want so desperately to make 
a difference in the lives of such troubled children. If we begin to blame and not 
support each other, we will have become like the children we are treating and 
will be of little help.

Generally, Katie’s first motive in interacting with others was to be able to 
convince them to give her what she wanted. If she got her parents to do what 
she wanted, she would be satisfied temporarily. However, the objects or activi-
ties that she wanted never brought her any inner satisfaction or enjoyment. She 
would then make her next demand, and her satisfaction with her parents would 
depend primarily on whether they again did what she wanted. The ten previous 
positive responses would be insignificant if they refused the present request. 
Sooner or later each parent realized that granting her request did not make her 
feel safer, happier, or more trusting. When they refused her requests, Katie 
began to respond with anger at how unfair and harsh they had become. In her 
mind, they caused her to be angry, and it was their fault that she was destructive, 
aggressive, sneaky, and defiant.

Katie and those like her are at risk of experiencing little remorse for hurting 
others. They have little empathy for others and little guilt for their behaviors. 
Empathy and guilt emerge within aspects of attachment security, within which 
the child increasingly identifies with his parents. Her parent is a person, not an 
object, and the securely attached child experiences empathy for her parent’s 
distress when she is responsible for it. Katie had not reached that developmen-
tal level. She remained lost in shame, an emotion that focuses on the self, not 
the other, and which—in well-functioning families—remains small, enabling 
the child to develop through socialization, identification, empathy, and guilt 
(Tangney & Dearing, 2002). With Katie, shame led back to her own worthless-
ness and to her hatred toward others who did not take care of her and so were 
equally worthless. Feces in the hamburger was to her an amusing representation 
of her contempt for the efforts of others to enjoy themselves. Mutual enjoyment 
necessarily excluded her, and she would not tolerate it.

As is often the case among those who try to live or work with children like 
Katie, Steven, Jan, and Susan would look at recent events in Katie’s life to try 
to understand what might have precipitated her symptoms. Frequently, parents 
and professionals spend a lot of time trying to identify the “triggers” as if that 
would enable them to help the child to better manage those stressors. This is 
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a reasonable strategy when the child has only a few triggers. When we are talk-
ing about children lacking in behaviors representing attachment security and 
manifesting unresolved trauma, they have many, many triggers that lie among 
the thousands of events that occurred during their first two years of life. We can 
work diligently on identifying and trying to limit every “trigger,” only to eventu-
ally become discouraged and begin to blame the child or each other. Profession-
als and parents need to recognize the deeper effects of the pervasive experiences 
of intrafamilial abuse and neglect, and then provide the child with the therapeu-
tic experiences at home and in the office that will address the developmental and 
attachment deficiencies that originated years before. We need to discover what 
lies under the symptoms, address those traumas and developmental deficien-
cies, and lead the child into restorative intersubjective experiences with his or 
her attachment figures. If we fail to do so, we may reduce this week’s “triggers,” 
only to have new ones appear next week . . . and the next.
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WHAT CAN BE DONE?

On May 12, 1994, Katie met Allison Kaplan when Susan and Steven took 
her to Allison’s office. They had not yet told her that she would be leaving 

Susan’s home sometime after the school year ended. Allison met them in the 
waiting room and directed Katie to remain there while she talked with Susan 
and Steven. There were various toys in the room, and Katie didn’t mind staying.

Steven immediately noticed Allison’s capable, relaxed manner. She ap-
peared to be a calm and comfortable person, and he sensed that she enjoyed 
her work. She wore gray slacks and a dark red pullover. She reminded him 
of many successful business and professional women. She seemed to be in 
her early forties and had an air of confidence about her with her graying, 
light brown hair, a few freckles, and a lovely smile. Her office reminded him 
of someone’s living room more than a professional space. There was a large 
couch that held a variety of pillows, some of which seemed to have fallen to 
the floor. There was a rocking chair near the center of the room and a large 
stuffed chair near the window. The drapes over the windows also made him 
feel that he had entered the warm home of one of his foster parents. A small 
desk was in the corner, as if to prove to the skeptical that she actually was a 
psychologist and this was her office. Two standard office chairs were by the 
desk, but if Steven were to sit in one of them, he would be quite removed from 
any conversation around the couch and comfortable chairs. After Susan and 
Allison sat, he chose the rocking chair.

Allison questioned Susan in detail about the past eight months. Steven noted 
that she was clearly not blaming Susan for the disrupted placement. If anything, 
she was expressing admiration for how hard Susan had worked to help Katie.
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“If only Katie had known how to respond to you, Susan, we wouldn’t be 
talking about her having to move,” Allison suggested.

“Let me summarize what you’ve told me about her. She’s an angry and 
controlling child who very frequently insists on getting her way. She often does 
mean and hurtful things, especially if someone ‘crosses’ her or if she has just had 
a lot of fun and excitement. She is affectionate when she wants something from 
you or if she has done something wrong. She’s frequently lying and stealing and 
generally she seems like a ‘dark cloud’ in your house. Originally she was able 
to create conflict between you and the other kids somewhat and then between 
you and your husband, who thought that you were too hard on her. You tried 
a behavioral plan that she seemed to play with—using it or not depending on 
whether she wanted something at the time. You don’t think that you or anyone 
else really means anything to her. You have to watch her around animals or 
younger kids. When you set a limit and consequence, you know that you’ll 
either have a fight on your hands then or you’ll pay later in some way. Does that 
about cover most things?”

“That’s Katie, Dr. Kaplan. I don’t mean to seem too negative about her, but 
that’s the way she really is,” Susan said.

“My impression, Steven,” Dr. Kaplan said, “is that her first foster mother 
had basically the same experience when Katie lived in her home.”

“That’s right,” Steven replied. “And it’s my impression that Ruth was as 
competent and committed to Katie as Susan has been.”

“Why don’t we bring her in now? You wait here, Steven, while Susan and I 
get Katie. I’d like you both to be present for the interview,” Allison said.

Allison and Susan went to the waiting room. Steven heard some commotion 
from Katie, but they all entered Allison’s office in a few minutes. Katie stayed 
close to Susan and sat near her on the couch.

“Katie didn’t want to stop playing with the toys,” Allison said in a relaxed 
and mildly playful tone. “So I told her that she needed to come in here with us 
and she had a choice. She could walk in or the toys would come into my room 
while Susan, you, and I would meet with Katie in the waiting room! Oh, she did 
not like to hear that! Either way—no toys! Well, she decided to come with us to 
this room, which I guess is more comfortable than the waiting room.”

Susan hugged Katie, who was pouting somewhat while still leaning against her.
Steven noticed that Allison was fairly direct as Betty had said, but in a nice 

way. He wondered if Katie would now give her the silent treatment as she did 
with him if he asked her to do something that she didn’t want to do. Allison 
quickly shifted gears and made a fuss about Katie’s shirt color. Katie responded 
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rapidly and positively when Allison brought over a stuffed cat that had the same 
shade of tan as was on her shirt. Allison let her hold the cat, and she told her 
that the cat could talk for her if she had trouble talking about something. Katie 
said that she’d like to play with the other stuffed animals and puppets too. Then 
Allison denied her request and Katie threw down the cat.

“You’re mad at the cat because I said no?” Allison asked. “Or are you really 
mad at me but aren’t sure if you want to tell me? No problem with telling me. 
Why don’t you say, ‘I’m mad because you won’t let me play with the animals. 
I’m really mad at you’?”

Katie didn’t respond, and she squeezed Susan’s arm.
“Since you don’t want to say it, have the cat say it for you,” Allison said.
Katie ignored her. Allison then took the cat and she spoke for Katie. This 

annoyed Katie and she put her fingers in her ears.
Allison turned to Susan and said quietly, “I see what you mean, Susan. It 

really is hard for Katie when she can’t do what she wants to do. Then she really 
doesn’t do what she’s asked to do. She just seems to get madder and madder.”

Allison then put the cat on Susan’s other side and asked her to put her one 
arm around it just like her other arm was around Katie. Allison then began 
talking to Susan about Katie’s hair. Steven noticed that very quickly Katie was 
talking with Allison again. Allison seemed to have a way to keep Katie relating 
positively even after there was a conflict.

After more small talk, Allison moved her chair closer to Katie and began to 
focus on Katie’s past life, without changing anything about her manner of relat-
ing or even her tone of voice.

“Susan’s been mentioning that you’ve had some hard times living with her. 
And Steven said that you had a hard time when you were living in Karen’s and 
Ruth’s homes too! But my guess is that the hardest time of all when you were 
living with your mom and dad, Sally and Mike!”

Katie immediately became tense and looked away. Just as suddenly she said, 
“They were mean to me. Mike hit me and kicked me. He even peed on me!”

“Oh, Katie, that must have hurt you so much! And you were so little! And 
they were your parents! And parents aren’t supposed to hurt their kids that way!”

Katie struggled for something else to say. She was not comfortable with Al-
lison’s empathy for her pain. “And they didn’t feed me! And they never played 
with me. They said I was bad!”

“They hurt you so much, Katie,” Allison said more quietly than before. “I’ll 
bet you were so sad you cried a lot.”

“I didn’t cry!” Katie exclaimed. “I hit them and was mean to them!”
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“I can see why, Katie, since they were mean to you and they were your 
parents! But you were so little. I’ll bet you wanted to cry a little bit once in a 
while.”

“I didn’t cry!” Katie said again.
“I’ll bet you found a way to stop crying, Katie. Good for you! Crying when 

you’re a little girl and all alone is very painful. I’m glad that you stopped cry-
ing. And it never should have happened, Katie. And they never taught you how 
to live in a good family. They didn’t teach you how to play with your parents. 
They didn’t teach you how to do things with them. They didn’t teach you how 
to have fun with your parents. No wonder it’s been hard for you to learn how 
to live in the good homes that you’ve been in since you moved away from Sally 
and Mike. They never taught you!”

Katie said nothing. Allison said, “It’s been hard talking about this, Katie. 
Why not take a deep breath and you might relax a bit?” Allison then put her 
hand on Katie’s chest and took a deep breath herself. Katie smiled and also 
breathed deeply. “That should be better now, Katie. Why don’t you tell me 
some of the things that have been hard for you to do while living with Susan?”

Katie hesitated and then said, “Sometimes Susan won’t let me have dessert 
and she makes me sit in the time-in chair.”

“But what is hard for you to be able to do, Katie? What don’t you know how 
to do well?”

Katie again said nothing. She did not get the sympathy for losing her dessert 
that she had sought. She didn’t know what Allison wanted her to say.

“You seem stuck, Katie. I’ll help you,” Allison said. “Is it hard for you to tell 
the truth when you have done something wrong and Susan asks you about it?”

“Yes,” Katie replied quietly.
“Is it hard for you to put away your toys when Susan tells you to?”
Katie again said yes, with a smile now.
“Was it hard for you to be at Jessica’s birthday party?”
“No, that wasn’t hard,” Katie said.
“But you started yelling and you knocked over your soda when you couldn’t 

have the piece of cake that you wanted,” Allison suggested.
“But it wasn’t hard,” Katie maintained.
“I’m a bit confused then, Katie. I would have guessed that if you were having 

a lot of fun you would not have cared what piece of cake you got.”
Katie again was silent. Allison rested her hand on Katie’s and slowly said, 

“Katie, my guess is there are many things that have been hard for you while 
you’re living with Susan because she’s a good mom and you don’t know how to 
really relax and feel safe with a good mom.”
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Katie seemed somewhat sad. She looked down and was motionless for a mo-
ment. Then she saw the cat, suddenly grabbed it, and smiled at Allison and said, 
“I want to play with the other animals now.”

Allison put her hand on the cat and said, “Not now, Katie, we need to talk a 
little more now.”

Katie pulled the cat away and yelled, “I want to play with them now.”
“My, Katie, how you got so mad at me again so quickly,” Allison said. “You 

must not like some of the things I was saying and you want me to stop talking. 
Why don’t you say that? ‘Stop talking, Allison!’”

Katie looked out the window and yelled, “Stop talking, Allison.”
“Yes, Katie! I knew you could do it!” Allison said with a smile. “I sure can 

understand why it is hard for you to live with a mom like Susan when your first 
mom, Sally, was so different. Susan never hurt you like Sally did. But you prob-
ably thought that Susan did hurt you sometimes when you were mad at her.”

“Shut up!” Katie screamed.
Allison turned to Susan and said quietly, “Katie has such a hard time talking 

about these problems. She probably thinks that you hate her when you tell her 
to stop doing something. She’s really mad at me now for not doing what she 
wants and talking about things that she’d rather not think about. She does get 
mad! And I think that she’s probably kind of sad a lot too.”

“I am not!” Katie yelled at Allison again.
“Oh, Katie, there’s nothing wrong with being sad. And I sure can understand 

why you might be sad when you’ve been hurt as much as you’ve been. Many 
other kids who have been hurt a lot are sad about it sometimes.”

Katie quietly looked away. They all sat without talking for a moment.
Allison turned to Steven and Susan and said that she’d like to talk with Katie 

alone for a little while. They went to the waiting room.
“I’m glad that she got to see some of Katie’s anger,” Susan said. “Often Katie 

is so charming with adults that people look at me strangely after they meet her. 
They think that I’m too picky or too strict.”

“Yes,” Steven said. “Hopefully Dr. Kaplan will be able to give us some good 
ideas about helping her.”

“She was firm with her, and Katie didn’t like that,” said Susan. “Usually 
when teachers or doctors first meet her they try to be nice to her and give her 
what she wants so that she is happy and will cooperate. Dr. Kaplan didn’t do 
that and Katie didn’t expect it.”

They talked quietly for twenty minutes until Dr. Kaplan returned with Katie 
and brought Susan and Steven back to her office. Katie again was content to play 
alone in the waiting area.
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“She certainly is a child who is likely to be very difficult to raise,” Allison 
said. “She really doesn’t have any idea of how to become engaged with good 
parents and depend on them. She is very controlling because she had to depend 
on herself so much that she just can’t trust enough to depend on you, Susan. 
She won’t let herself begin to trust and rely on you, and without developing a 
secure attachment with you she’s not likely to settle into your home, learn from 
you, accept your authority, or begin to enjoy herself, value herself, or feel good 
about having parents.”

“Why won’t she, Dr. Kaplan?” asked Steven. “Other foster kids do. She’s 
been in foster care for twenty-one months and she hasn’t seemed to change a 
bit.”

“Probably her first few years did not meet her basic needs both for safety and 
also for learning how to become engaged in a reciprocal relationship. I know 
that she was abused when she was five, but I would bet that she was abused 
long before that, and at least as importantly, she probably was neglected a great 
deal too. When babies and toddlers are ignored and yelled at all day they never 
really learn what a wonderful source of safety, comfort, and enjoyment their 
parents can be. They eventually stop asking for any nurturance and enjoy-
able interaction with their parents. And just as importantly, they often don’t 
develop in ways that children who are cherished do. They aren’t comfortable 
with physical comfort, which is central in the infant’s initial sense of self. Their 
affective development is poorly regulated and integrated. With rejection, anger, 
and abuse comes extreme shame that they are not able to integrate. Rather than 
routine feelings of brief shame being a vehicle for socialization, overwhelming 
pervasive shame destroys their self-worth. Such overwhelming shame is such a 
painful experience that it leads to denial and rage, and the resultant behaviors 
tend to be extreme rather than becoming more moderate and self-regulated. 
And they really never learn to notice what they feel or think. If they were able to 
feel anything, it would be shame and rage. Their inner life remains ignored and 
does not develop coherently. They don’t know how then to engage others with 
mutual enjoyment and interest. They don’t know how to assume the viewpoint 
of another; they cannot read their parents’ motives and so they simply assume 
the worst. They can only manipulate, make demands, and scream or withdraw 
when their ‘needs’ are ‘neglected’ again. And most importantly, she won’t let 
you comfort her! She is not safe enough to be sad, so she never needs or wants 
comfort. Katie has developed a life that reflects her profound mistrust of others, 
where she has to rely on herself and is convinced that she cannot rely on others. 
That’s why you’ve been struggling so hard for eight months, Susan, with few, if 
any, changes in Katie.”
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“That’s so sad,” Susan said quietly. “I wish I could say that I’m willing to try 
again with her, Dr. Kaplan, but I just can’t. The rest of the family can’t stand her 
anymore, and that probably includes my husband too. I don’t have the patience 
anymore for her and she needs a lot of it.”

“I certainly understand, Susan,” Dr. Kaplan said. “You’ve been through 
a lot, and you’re the only one who can say if you think that you can meet her 
intense needs or are even able to try again. You have had such an extremely dif-
ficult task. With healthy infants our intention is to relate to them with care, love, 
and delight without any need to begin the process of socialization that involves 
learning the impact of their behavior on others, separating right from wrong, be-
ing able to inhibit wishes to have or do things that are not good for them or oth-
ers. With these infants we build trust for ten to twelve months and then we begin 
to socialize them. With Katie, you have had to work to build trust—something 
that she strongly resisted—while at the same time socializing her, something she 
also strongly resisted. No wonder it was so hard for you—and for her!”

“What would you suggest that we do now, Doctor?” Steven asked.
“Well, you first need to be very careful about selecting a new home. If the 

foster parents have not had successful experiences with children like Katie, they 
should get some training beforehand so that they’re not surprised and discour-
aged when they get to know her. As I mentioned on the phone, I worked with 
a foster family and another child similar to Katie. The foster mom’s name is 
Jackie Keller, and she might be interested in working with her. Secondly, you 
should find a therapist who has some experience providing therapy that will 
get through to her. The more traditional therapies were really developed and 
are of benefit to children whose problems are not as severe as Katie’s. Many 
traumatized kids are more able and willing to rely on their foster parents than 
Katie is. They also are more able to enter into a therapeutic relationship with 
their therapist. I work with kids with severe problems similar to Katie’s and I 
can give you the names of a couple of other therapists who do too. I can send 
you my report with recommendations. You probably should discuss them with 
her current therapist, and then decide how you want to proceed.”

“Is there much hope that Katie will ever change?” Steven asked.
“Well, I don’t know her very well. But her age is a plus. And I was able to 

elicit some positive, reciprocal engagements, no matter how brief, although I 
wouldn’t make too much of them because right now Katie was taken off balance 
a bit. Also, there really isn’t significant research available on both understanding 
her symptoms and knowing how to parent and treat her. So one should be cau-
tiously hopeful, develop a comprehensive plan, and get to work. Her parents, 
therapist, and social worker need to have hope that she is able to change. They 
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need to be able to see her strengths that lie under her problems, respond to her 
strengths, and then help Katie to recognize them. She needs to discover and 
accept assistance in developing parts of herself that she is not ashamed of. She 
also needs to reduce the shame associated with other parts of herself that now 
contain it. And she needs to eventually be safe enough to feel sad, then to accept 
comfort, and begin to habitually trust her caregivers to do what is best for her.”

“What strengths do you think Katie has?” Steven asked.
“Katie is a fighter—which is difficult for her parents, especially since she is 

doing so much of it, but if we can help her to see what truly is in her best inter-
est, we might find that she fights just as hard to learn how to relate well in a good 
home. She is bright and resourceful. She has some readiness to look a bit at her 
past. Some children with Katie’s background are so passive they will go with any-
one, try to please this person this moment and another person the next moment. 
Some children seem to have some serious learning disabilities or neurological 
impairments that might be secondary to severe neglect. These children are likely 
to have a harder time than Katie might to learn a new way of living. I actually see 
her oppositional and defiant attitude to be something that might lead her toward 
health. She also shows some ability to relax and laugh. While that might only be 
for brief periods of time, when there are no conflicts, still some children have a 
great deal of difficulty doing it at all.” Allison spoke thoughtfully.

“What is her diagnosis?” Steven asked.
“I wish I could say with confidence, Steven,” Allison replied. “Some would 

say reactive attachment disorder, though there is still little consensus about how 
to make that diagnosis. Some would say posttraumatic stress disorder, though 
her symptoms are so pervasive and intense that her difficulties are likely to rep-
resent something more than PTSD as it is now understood with regard to chil-
dren. There is a classification called developmental trauma, developed by child 
trauma centers in the United States, but at this point it is not a recognized men-
tal illness diagnosis. It is caused by intrafamilial/interpersonal trauma, and most 
likely it would describe Katie well. For now I might say posttraumatic stress 
disorder, severe, along with oppositional-defiance and add that her symptoms 
might not be changing due to her history of trauma, probable neglect, and at-
tachment patterns that are consistent with the attachment disorganization classi-
fication. Attachment disorganization is a research classification that is common 
among foster children and is considered to be a risk factor for the development 
of significant psychological problems. She just does not know how to trust, rely 
on, and relate reciprocally with good parents and other caregivers. She only 
knows how to try to control everything and to avoid what she cannot control.”
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* * *

Steven left the office that night with more questions that he wished he had asked 
Dr. Kaplan. She seemed to make sense. She certainly described Katie when she 
listed the symptoms. But Steven really didn’t have any idea what a parent or 
therapist would do differently that would make much difference. Two of Katie’s 
foster parents had been excellent parents in their previous work with troubled 
kids. And her therapist, Jan, also had a lot of experience with foster kids. Maybe 
different parenting would be a little better, but would the difference be that 
significant? Maybe if therapy pushed her a little harder, she couldn’t avoid her 
problems. But if she really doesn’t know anything about love from a parent, how 
could she learn that? Steven decided that he would contact Jackie Keller, since 
she seemed to have space and since Dr. Kaplan recommended her.

* * *

When Steven arrived home, Rebecca greeted him, running merrily toward the 
door, waving her arms, smiling, and shouting, “Dada!” He dropped his brief-
case, swooped her into his arms, and shouted, “Becca!” They both giggled and 
he walked toward the couch in circles, holding her close to him and crying, 
“Weeeee!” until he flopped down with his daughter on top of him. She grabbed 
his ears and tried to bite his chin and he now cried, “Eeeeeee!” until her giggles 
made her lose her grip on his chin, and he picked her up only to lay her on the 
couch and pretend to bite her chin. He blew on her chin and neck and her little 
fingers dug into his cheeks and pulled his face to hers. He hugged her tight and 
swung her back up into his lap and said, “Home to my Becca!” She settled in 
for a moment and then pulled back and began to get down. She had an idea! 
She grabbed his finger and began to pull him toward the doorway to the hall, 
while pointing and saying, “Phone!” Knowing her plan, he walked with her to 
the play area in the corner of the dining room and sat with her on the floor. She 
reached for her play phone, held it to her ear, and said, “Hi, Dada.” He picked 
up a book to cover his face: “Hi, Becca.” She paused for a moment as she usu-
ally did. Then she said, “Home, Dada.” He replied, “I’m almost home, Becca. 
What’s for supper?” She jumped up and ran into the kitchen. He heard Jenny 
whisper to her. She ran back and again grabbed the phone: “Scetti!” He yelled 
back, “Spaghetti! Great! I’ll be home fast!” Her eyes grew wider as she watched 
and listened while Steven made loud “car” sounds from behind the book. Then 
he knocked on the book. She got up and pulled the book out of his hands. He 
exclaimed, “Becca, I’m home!” She smiled and grabbed him again. He picked 
her up and they went into the kitchen to greet Jenny.
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“Hi, sweetie, Becca tells me we’re having spaghetti!” Steven and Rebecca 
both kissed Jenny. She gave them each a piece of celery from the salad she was 
making.

“What have you and Rebecca been up to today?” Steven asked.
“Well, Steven, we were in the garden and we saw . . . crawling on the ground 

. . . some tiny, tiny . . .”
“Ants!” Rebecca said and smiled. As she remembered, she got excited 

and held out her hand to show her dad how she had held some. Steven then 
learned about a new library book they had read, Rebecca’s bath where the water 
swooshed over her belly, the banana and peanut butter sandwich, which was 
still partly hiding under the couch, and their play in which Rebecca wore mom’s 
jacket and hat and became “momma.”

After supper, they checked the garden to see if the ants were still there. It 
wasn’t very long until Rebecca was ready for sleep. After a little washing, find-
ing her pajamas, two songs, and a story, she was sleeping. By now, Jenny and 
Steven had also done the dishes and had time to talk. Jenny always had many 
details about Rebecca’s day. She needed to tell Steven about each one, and he 
needed to hear them all.

Later, Steven told Jenny about his meeting with Dr. Kaplan. “She left me 
more mixed up than ever, yet somehow I think she’s right. Katie just doesn’t 
have a relationship with anyone. Not a real relationship. Not like Becca has 
with us. I never thought about it before. Probably Katie never had as much fun 
with her parents as we just did with Becca the last couple of hours. It’s hard to 
imagine. It was always obvious to me what abuse would do to a kid. But it seems 
now that it would be just as bad if she never got much hugging and laughing and 
singing and talking.”

“From what Dr. Kaplan said, it might even be worse,” said Jenny. “Rebecca 
so much needs for me to be engaged with her for hours each day. I can’t imagine 
what it would do to her if I simply left her alone for long periods, ignored her 
movements toward me, and initiated nothing with her. I know it would hurt her 
a great deal.”

“When you and Becca are together, it’s like nothing else exists,” said Steven. 
“You two are so in sync that I almost can’t tell where one of you starts and the 
other ends. Like you’re one being.”

“I guess that’s what attachment is all about,” Jenny said. “It’s such a unique 
experience. Similar to but still different than you and me. I’m so aware of her 
feelings and thoughts and actions. Sometimes it feels like I experience them at 
the same time that she does. And I have a feeling of just wanting to help her to 
bring them out, to express whatever is going on within her, to let her know that 
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whatever she feels, it’s special to me and OK with me. To help her to discover 
the wonderful, incredible person she is—the person who has such a powerful 
impact on me!”

“Yeah, Jenny, I know what you mean. I feel that way with her too, though 
I’m not with her as much as you are. Right now she seems to relate with you dif-
ferently or more intensely than she does with me. Maybe that’s because you are 
with her more than I am. Maybe because you’re a mom and gave birth to her. I 
don’t know. Maybe both.”

They held hands and thought about their kid some more. Then Steven said, 
“I’m beginning to think I know what Dr. Kaplan was talking about. To deprive 
a kid like Katie of thousands of experiences like we’ve been talking about is 
nothing if it’s not neglect. No wonder she can’t live very well in a family. And 
she’s almost seven. All those years! During the first five, no one wanted to hold 
and hug her, and during the last two, she hasn’t wanted anyone to. She trusted 
her first parents and they violated her trust. Now she mistrusts all parents, even 
though they are trustworthy.”

Jenny hugged Steven and suggested they not talk of it anymore that night. 
Her relationship with Rebecca made it very hard for her to think of this little 
unknown girl named Katie.

COMMENTARY

Allison’s evaluation of Katie consisted of obtaining her distant and recent his-
tory as well as observing and gently addressing her interactions in the office. 
First she obtained from Steven a summary of her experiences of abuse and 
neglect as well as her placement history. She would want to know if Katie had 
any stable and positive relationships during her early years when her attachment 
history was unfolding. She would want specific details of her history in order to 
address them briefly with Katie and observe her response. Allison also would 
want to determine Katie’s most recent functioning with Susan. She would want 
to know her symptoms as well as her strengths. She would ask about her re-
sponse to light and enjoyable experiences as well as shame and stressful ones. 
She also would observe the interactions between Katie and Susan.

Allison related with Katie during the evaluation session in a manner similar 
to, although less intense than, her manner in a treatment session. She wanted to 
observe how Katie would respond to directives and challenging themes both for 
diagnostic reasons and for an estimate of how she would respond to therapeu-
tic interventions. How easily would she respond to empathy and playfulness? 
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Would she be receptive to Allison’s curiosity about her thoughts, feelings, and 
behaviors—and would she be open to new explorations about the meaning of 
her experiences? How would she express her anger, and would she resist being 
led from anger to the feelings of sadness, loneliness, and fear that were likely to 
underlie her rage? If there were a conflict between them, would Katie be able to 
accept aid to repair their relationship? Allison would observe and then attempt 
to develop a composite view of Katie that she could use for the purposes of her 
evaluation.

During the evaluation, Allison saw Katie alone for a while, something that 
she seldom did during her psychotherapy with children with significant attach-
ment and trauma problems if they had an available attachment figure. If the 
children did not have an attachment figure, she would see them alone, while also 
advocating the search for such a person. She wanted to see if Katie responded 
differently than she did when she was in the presence of her foster mother. Had 
she used her foster mother’s presence for any sense of security? Would she be 
more or less critical of her foster mother when her foster mother was not pres-
ent? Would she be more able to express various emotions? Would she express 
any guilt or responsibility for the problems in her foster home or express only 
excuses and blame the rest of the family? Could she access any sense of sadness 
about being so alone in the world and any desire to learn how to develop an at-
tachment with her parent? What psychological and physical boundaries would 
she have when speaking with Allison alone? How would Katie relate with her?

Steven and Jenny’s relationship with their daughter, Rebecca, demonstrates 
the contrast between how a healthy attachment develops and how Katie’s at-
tachment became disorganized, primarily through profound differences in the 
moment-to-moment interactions that are present or not. The specific acts of 
abuse of Katie certainly were traumatizing. But so was the moment-to-moment 
daily life that she lived with her parents. The routine, but magical, intersubjec-
tive experiences between Rebecca and her parents serve as the foundation for 
the development of both her sense of self and the world and also her present and 
future attachment relationships. Without them, a child cannot experience her-
self as being special and worthwhile. Nor will she trust her parents or identify 
with her parents and make them unique and special to her.
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CHOOSING A NEW 
APPROACH

Two days later Steven went to meet Jackie Keller. They had agreed that 
they should talk to help them to decide if Katie might be a good match for 

Jackie. Jackie lived in the town of Vassalboro, about ten miles north of Augusta. 
She lived in a gray Cape-style house with a large dining area built around a 
huge stone fireplace. Steven would have to visit in the winter to feel the warmth 
it must create. Jackie’s husband, Mark, was a science teacher at Gardiner High 
School. They had two birth children, Matthew and Diane, both in high school, 
and a foster son, John, who was sixteen and had lived with them for two years. 
John had suffered physical abuse at the hands of his father. He maintained a 
relationship with his parents but probably would not return to live with them. 
They also had a large, graying black Labrador called Whimsy, who licked and 
liked anything that moved.

Two months before, Jackie’s eleven-year-old foster son, Gabe, moved to 
an adoptive home after living with the Kellers for two years. She missed Gabe 
and still had some contact with him. In fact, there were some initial plans for 
him to visit from his adoptive home in Annville, Pennsylvania, sometime in 
August.

Steven immediately liked Jackie. She seemed warm and relaxed. Her home 
had a casual but organized and active quality. He imagined how it would sound 
when three teenagers returned from school. But in many ways Jackie reminded 
him of Susan. Would this be different? Would Jackie be able to give Katie the 
affection that she needed without being overwhelmed by her rage?

“Tell me about Katie, Steven,” Jackie said as she brought him coffee. 
“You’ve mentioned that she’s now in her third foster home. What’s she like?”
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“She’s an angry and controlling kid. When things are going her way she 
seems just like any kid, but if things don’t go her way, she immediately becomes 
outraged. Dr. Kaplan says that she has trauma and attachment problems similar 
to the boy who just left your home. That’s probably why she suggested that I 
call you.”

“So I might be getting myself in for quite a lot if I take her,” Jackie said. 
“Though I like the idea of working with Allison again.”

“Dr. Kaplan isn’t treating her. She just evaluated her a few days ago,” Steven 
said.

“I’m not sure I can take Katie unless Allison is her therapist, Steven,” Jackie 
said.

“Why is it so important that she see Dr. Kaplan?” asked Steven. “Katie has a 
good therapist, and she can address Katie’s attachment difficulties now that we 
know what they are.”

“I get that, Steven, but I don’t know her therapist,” Jackie said. “Just know-
ing that she has significant attachment problems doesn’t guarantee that a thera-
pist would be able and ready to treat those problems. But I do know Allison 
and how her model of working can make a difference with children like Katie. 
I really trust her, and I know from my experience that she knows how to con-
nect with kids who don’t want to connect with anyone. With Allison I would be 
part of the therapy. I went to all of Gabe’s treatment sessions, and I know how 
important that was for the progress Gabe made. Also, I completely trust Alli-
son and believe that she trusts me. I need that kind of relationship with Katie’s 
therapist, and such trust develops slowly. This is very hard work, Steven, and 
if I can’t work with Allison, I’m afraid I’m not ready to commit to start working 
with Katie. I don’t want to become her fourth disrupted home.”

“But she has worked with her therapist, Jan, for over a year and a half. It 
doesn’t make sense to me to break her attachment with Jan if we’re trying to help 
her learn to attach to people,” Steven said firmly.

“I get that, Steven,” Jackie said, “and thinking about how to say goodbye to 
her therapist would be important. But if Allison is right and she does have sig-
nificant attachment problems, Katie isn’t likely to have a secure attachment with 
her therapist. I’m sure that she is important to Katie in some ways, and Katie 
probably enjoys some aspects of her sessions with her, but my guess is that she 
does not trust her therapist any more than she has been able to trust her previ-
ous foster mother. However hard they both tried to make it work, the therapy so 
far hasn’t been enough to help Katie to change so that she can benefit from the 
homes you’ve placed her in. I really believe that in order for Katie to change, she 
is going to need something different from the individual therapy that she’s been 
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having. But I certainly know that you are her guardian and you must do what 
you think is best. I am sorry, though, that if you decide that she remain with her 
current therapist, I will not be able to become her foster parent.”

“Well, I’ll have to think about it and talk with Jan,” Steven said.
“That’s fine, Steven,” Jackie said. “I totally understand—this is an important 

decision for Katie, and you need to feel sure you are doing the best for her. Did 
Allison talk with you at all about how I would have to be raising Katie if she 
comes to live with us?”

“No, she didn’t,” Steven said. “Is it that different?”
“Yes, my guess is that it might feel quite different to you. I didn’t raise Gabe 

like I’m raising my own kids or even like I’m raising John. When I first started 
working with Allison, I had a hard time following her suggestions. I felt that I 
was being too protective and making too many decisions for him. But I came 
to see that the things Allison suggested about what Gabe needed from me, and 
how I needed to parent him, did prove to be necessary. If I hadn’t followed her 
recommendations, I know that Gabe would never have changed. So I’ll need 
to know that I have your support in the ways that I’ll be raising her before I 
can agree to become her foster mother and expect her to form an attachment 
with me.”

“Could you give me an example of what you mean?” Steven asked.
“Well, if you stop by to visit, you’re likely to see that I am giving her a lot of 

supervision. I’ll be keeping her very close to me, and to begin with I’ll be making 
most of the decisions and keeping choices pretty small for just about everything. 
She has missed out on so much of what she needed in her early years, and she 
will need me to be there for her in much the same way as I would be if she were 
a much younger child. Also, she has shown some desire to hurt others, Steven. 
Although I think the other kids can take care of themselves, I do have to be care-
ful about Whimsy. That dog will love her silly and will need my protection, or 
she is likely to be mean to him or maybe hurt him. Of course I don’t want that 
for Whimsy, but even more important I wouldn’t want that for Katie—and she 
will need my support and supervision with that.

“Also, to begin with I’ll have to ask you not to take her out and have a lot of 
fun with her. I want her to see you and for us to share with you, but I want her to 
turn to her family for comfort and for joy. She needs to learn about that security 
and trust with us first before she can get it from other important people like you. 
Right now if you came over and took her out, she’d probably just think that you 
are the nice one and her foster parents are the mean ones—it can be confusing 
for children who are learning to attach to have too many parent figures. She 
needs to connect with me first so that she can truly learn how to relate well with 
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others. I will be showing her how to have relationships and laughter and success 
within the structure and supervision that I provide.”

Steven didn’t know what to say. No foster mother had ever been so direct 
with him about the kind of support she wanted. Jackie seemed to be saying that 
she would be raising Katie the way she wanted and that he would have no say in 
how she raised her. He didn’t know if he could agree to this or even if he wanted 
to agree. He was Katie’s guardian. “I don’t know, Jackie. What am I supposed 
to do if I think that you’re being too restrictive with her?”

“Steven, I will not do anything that violates your basic department regula-
tions and procedures. If I did believe that she needs any form of parenting that 
steps outside your guidelines, I would get your permission first. What I would 
want is for you to initially accept my decisions regarding the care that I am giv-
ing her. You can talk with me and Allison about anything that I am doing and 
we’ll tell you why we’re doing it. But I would need you to support me and I 
would need to have Katie know that you support me,” Jackie said with certainty.

“You are her guardian,” Jackie added. “I know that you have to do what you 
think is best for her. By telling you now how I’ll probably have to be raising her, 
I want to avoid hurting Katie again by your removing her from my home because 
you disagree with what I’m doing. I want you to know as much as possible so 
that if you disagree, you can simply not consider me for Katie at this time and 
save putting her through another disruption. I know that some of the ways I 
need to parent Katie might feel different from what you’d expect. If they do, I 
want to see if we can resolve any differences now.”

Steven was beginning to sense that Jackie would not allow Katie to over-
whelm her. There was a strength about her and a confidence about what Katie 
really needed and what she would be getting from Jackie. Steven still wasn’t sure 
if he could accept Jackie’s having this degree of say in Katie’s care. It seemed 
that she was taking some of his responsibilities. She did say that she would fol-
low the basic foster care regulations. But within those regulations, she wanted 
him to discuss his concerns with her, and if necessary, defer to her judgment. 
He would have to discuss it with Kathleen.

“It might sound like I’ll be running an army boot camp for Katie, Steven,” 
Jackie said. “And you can be sure that she might think it’s a boot camp—where 
she can’t take the control that she so desperately wants to have over everything. 
But it won’t be. It will be a home that provides her with the structure and com-
fort, the enjoyment and care, the laughter and rules that good homes provide for 
their children. And when I’m with her I’ll have an attitude toward her that you’ll 
never find in boot camp. Allison calls it ‘The Attitude.’”

“What kind of attitude are you talking about?” Steven asked.
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“There are four qualities to The Attitude. They are being playful, accepting, 
curious, and empathic, and taken together we call them PACE. And they will 
all be expressed within a motivation based on my developing love for her. They 
will be a part of all of my interactions with a kid like Katie and they’ll make all 
the difference. Without this attitude, the firm structure and supervision that she 
needs to have wouldn’t be therapeutic at all. They will help her to experience, 
hopefully, that the structure and supervision is a gift to her, not a punishment. 
A gift that will bring her success, not failure.”

Steven thought about what Jackie said. “The Attitude” made the structure 
and supervision that Jackie thought Katie would need a little more understand-
able.

Before Steven left, Jackie also told him that she would like to talk with Susan 
and meet with Katie before deciding. She also suggested that before he and she 
made a final decision, they should meet with Dr. Kaplan to discuss more details 
about their plans for Katie. Steven left feeling that he would be losing some 
of his authority if he worked with Jackie. It made him feel uncomfortable and 
somewhat vulnerable. At the same time he knew that Katie needed a competent 
person who had the confidence that Jackie exuded and who would be with Katie 
moment to moment, making decisions for her that might help her to learn how 
to live in a good home.

* * *

On May 19, 1994, Steven and Kathleen met with Jackie and Dr. Kaplan at her 
office. Steven had anticipated that these two might request things that would 
require Kathleen’s OK, so he had asked her to be present.

“Jackie tells me that she’s still interested in Katie becoming her foster child,” 
Steven began. “She made it clear that she would want you to be Katie’s thera-
pist, Dr. Kaplan, so I discussed her request with Kathleen and Jan Temple and 
we agreed that if we decide that Jackie will be her foster mom, and you are able 
to see her, we would transfer her to you.”

“Great,” Allison replied. “Jackie and I work well together, and I am able to 
see Katie. I’d be more comfortable if you would call me Allison, since we’re go-
ing to be working closely and since that’s what Katie will be calling me.”

“That’s fine, Allison,” said Steven.
“Steven tells me that you and Jackie will probably be working with Katie in 

ways that he might disagree with,” said Kathleen. “It that why this meeting is 
necessary?”

“Yes,” said Allison. “DHS has custody of Katie. It is your call as to what kind 
of treatment and daily care is in her best interest. I don’t want to begin working 
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with her if you have any fundamental differences about my approach with her 
or Jackie’s way of raising her at home. It certainly won’t be good for her if six 
months from now you say that you don’t really believe in what Jackie and I will 
be trying to accomplish and you have to disrupt her again.”

“That’s fair,” said Kathleen. “Why don’t you tell us the general outline of 
your approach?”

“Good,” Allison began. “The first thing that I will stress is that if Katie is to 
ever change and begin to trust her mom and depend on her, she will need to 
reduce her pervasive need to control everything and become comfortable with 
Jackie being in charge of the major realities of her life. As you have seen, wait-
ing for Katie to voluntarily give up control will be a long wait and probably will 
make it too late for her to ever have the opportunity to be parented. She has 
lived for almost two years in three different homes and not shown any readi-
ness to be parented. As you know so well, Katie has a strong compulsion to be 
in control. Her fear of trusting others means that she avoids any experience of 
healthy dependency on her mother and she is not able to learn that such experi-
ences are pleasant and safe. And she is not able to develop in ways that require 
such experiences. Thus, Jackie will gently but firmly be in charge at home just 
as I will be in therapy. But we won’t do this in a mean way. We’ll give her a 
great deal of empathy and support for how hard it is for her not to have control. 
We will not become angry with her, and we will accept her opposition to our 
making decisions for her. And when she’s ready, we’ll begin to slowly give her 
some control back. We don’t want this control to be authoritarian. We’re taking 
it because right now she can’t manage it at all. Her being in control prevents 
her from developing a secure attachment, which is crucial if she is to develop in 
healthy ways. Actually, in homes where children are securely attached, no one is 
really ‘in control.’ Parenting is based on the parent and child knowing together 
what is in the child’s best interest and the child accepting the parent’s lead when 
they differ or when the child is unsure.”

Allison continued, “When I say ‘being in charge,’ it’s not about having a 
goal of teaching her to obey. Rather we will be showing her the nature of a 
parent-child two-way relationship where what she thinks and wants and feels is 
very important to us. At the same time we will be showing her that for now we 
have to make many decisions about her routines and activities because her deci-
sions—due to her terrible history—tend to not be in her best interests nor in the 
best interests of the family. When we limit her decisions to engage in behaviors 
that we think are harmful to her and others, we do so while completely accept-
ing her wish to engage in those behaviors and we will work hard to discover her 
thoughts and feelings associated with our limits.”
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Allison turned to Jackie. “Why don’t you tell Steven and Kathleen some of 
the specific ways that you plan to structure Katie’s life when she moves into 
your home?”

“Sure,” Jackie said. “Well, I’m going to begin the moment that she moves 
into my home. I’ll be letting her know right away what I expect and what the 
structure and routines are in my home. I’ll also be discovering what she likes 
and wants and then expressing delight that she is likely to have the opportunity 
to have some of those things while living with me while I express empathy that 
other things might not be possible, at least not for now. I’ll be telling her that 
it must be hard for her to have to learn how to live in so many different homes, 
but I’ll be glad to teach her. I’ll let her know that I’m aware of some of her past 
behaviors and I still want her to live with me. She’ll need help to learn to change 
those behaviors in my home. But if you were to hear this conversation that I’m 
having with Katie, Steven, you’d probably be surprised that it does not remind 
you of a lecture. It will not be a rational presentation of rules and expectations. 
It will be a light conversation about us getting to know each other and how it 
might be both hard and easy at times from day to day.”

“And if she poops in your hamburger?” Steven asked.
“Good question,” Allison said. “In fact I’ll be discussing that with Katie in 

an early therapy session.
“My first goal will be to prevent her from pooping in the hamburger in my 

home. That’s where the high degree of supervision comes in, as well as giving 
her choices and responsibilities that I know she can manage. However, if she 
does somehow poop in the hamburger,” said Jackie, “she and I would definitely 
want to understand what that was about with Allison and we’d do some work 
together to clean up. However, ideally I want to prevent it from happening so 
that she has success, not failure. Therefore, she probably will be supervised 
more closely in the kitchen for quite some time. I may tell her that she will be 
supervised fairly closely around food for now because of my concern that she 
might decide to poop in our hamburger, or soup, too. But I will not threaten or 
shame her. I would just calmly make her aware that I know of her past behaviors 
and my knowledge has led to this plan, to help her to be successful with us.”

“One reason we’d discuss it in therapy is to let her know that we know what 
she did and to help her to know some of the factors in why she did it,” Allison 
said. “Her knowing why she does her outrageous behaviors is not to give her an 
excuse, but rather to help her feel less profound shame for her behaviors so that 
she can gradually face them and make sense of them.”

“Do you really think she feels shame?” asked Steven. “Her other foster par-
ents say that she never shows any remorse for what she does.”
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“I know that can be confusing, but shame is not guilt, Steven,” said Allison. 
“Her sense of guilt is probably extremely weak since it is a more complex and 
developmentally more mature emotion than shame. But she does have shame, 
probably just about all of the time, and she just will not let herself experience 
it. The rejection and humiliation that she must have experienced over and over 
with Sally and Mike will have left her convinced that she is ‘just no good.’ Her 
frequent rage is her effort to both control others and maintain her precarious 
sense of safety, but also to block out the painful experience of shame. Her 
constant lying and denial of her behavior also show her intense effort to avoid 
experiencing shame. If she did access her inner life and try to make sense of 
why she has done things and how her behavior has hurt others, she would be 
overwhelmed by shame. Shame stops her from discovering who she is because 
all she can see and believe deep down is that she is a bad and worthless kid who 
no one could ever care for let alone love.”

After a pause, Allison continued, “In therapy I might be suggesting that fam-
ily gatherings like the one at Susan’s must be hard on her when everyone else is 
having fun and she doesn’t feel that she fits in because she really doesn’t know 
how to have fun. She felt a wish to ruin everyone else’s fun too. I’ll give her em-
pathy for those feelings and then tell her that it’s probably best for now that at 
Jackie’s she be supervised during the entire time of the family gathering. If that 
is still too hard for her, she will not be able to participate herself and Jackie will 
make other arrangements for her that make sure she is safe until she is ready to 
do family parties with Jackie’s support. But she will be told that she is missed at 
the gathering and that Jackie will work hard with her so that she will be able to 
successfully attend a gathering in the future.”

“But wouldn’t that make her feel that she’s not a part of the family?” asked 
Kathleen. “And slow down the development of the attachment that you want?”

“Great question, Kathleen, because it goes to the heart of this approach,” 
said Allison. “If we give her enjoyable experiences that she fails at, we will not 
be helping her to become securely attached. She will just be feeling more of a 
failure, her shame will increase, and she’ll be less receptive to further enjoyable 
experiences. It’s like taking a person who was lost in the desert for three days 
and giving him a gallon of water to drink. It feels right to give him a lot of water 
since he is dehydrated and seems to need that much water. But that much water 
won’t help him; it will kill him. He needs it in small, carefully supplied amounts. 
He cannot receive it more quickly than he can absorb it or it won’t help him. 
The same is true for Katie. If we give her a great amount of experiences that most 
children would find to be enjoyable, she will only become anxious and dys-
regulated and fail to actually enjoy them. She can’t integrate them. They’re too 
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exciting. They don’t fit her self-perception or her view of parents. It’s too great 
a stretch for her and it makes her anxious and uncomfortable and will elicit be-
haviors that will seek the rejection and anger that are more comfortable for her.”

“I’m still lost, Allison,” Steven said. “If her early years of deprivation are the 
source of her problems, how can depriving her of enjoyable experiences now 
cause the change that you want?”

“Our goals for Katie are the same as they would be for any kid having difficul-
ties. We want her to experience a loving relationship with her parents, we want 
her to have many opportunities for enjoyment and satisfaction in her life, and 
we want her to have the freedom to choose, among numerous options, what is 
in her best interests. However, with Katie, and with other children who have dif-
ficulty forming secure attachments, she has extreme difficulty integrating experi-
ences of fun, love, and freedom to choose. She cannot remain regulated enough 
to experience fun, she undermines efforts to love her, and her choices are in-
variably not in her best interests. Essentially, if she is to benefit from them, she 
needs a huge amount of support in receiving and accepting experiences of fun 
and love while learning to make better choices. Also, Katie’s pervasive shame 
has to be reduced. We intend to remove experiences of rejection, humiliation, 
and contempt from her socialization experiences by making sure we are working 
within her window of abilities. Most importantly, we will quickly reconnect with 
her emotionally after her experience of shame when things have gone wrong or 
she has made a poor choice or Jackie has set a limit that she doesn’t like. Then 
she will be able to sense her worth and feel the beginnings of security in her at-
tachment with Jackie even when she is annoyed over the limits that are present 
in the structure and supervision that Jackie is providing for her.

“We want what you want for her. But from her activities over the past twenty-
one months, it seems fairly certain that these goals must be long term. We must 
build up to them slowly, one step at a time, minimizing failure, and gradually 
showing her how to live well within a good family.”

“But how are you going to motivate her if she has nothing to work for?” Ste-
ven asked. “If you are that restrictive, why should she want to change?”

“Jackie and I really won’t be that restrictive, Steven,” answered Allison. 
“And we definitely won’t be angry and rejecting of her behaviors. More than 
anything else, we’re going to be going back to the parent-child interactions 
that she should have received during the first two years of her life. We will be 
patiently and persistently providing her with the countless experiences of ac-
ceptance and intersubjectivity that babies and toddlers should receive but that 
Katie did not.”

“What do you mean by ‘intersubjectivity’?” asked Kathleen.
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“Intersubjectivity refers to the early experiences of reciprocal interests and 
joy that the parent and infant have over and over during the first couple of years 
of life and that actually will never stop in a good parent-child relationship. It 
refers to those moments when the parent and infant are lost in their mutual 
eye contact, facial gestures, synchronized movements, and shared focus that 
eliminates every other reality when they are so engaged. The parent and baby 
are sharing their affective lives. They are sharing their attention. And they are 
learning about each other’s wishes and intentions. They are having an impact 
on the subjective experience of each other. Katie needs those experiences with 
Jackie, and she needs to receive them throughout every day, regardless of her 
behaviors. In fact, if Jackie has some success in engaging her at that level, Ka-
tie’s behavior is likely to become more oppositional and angry as she tries to get 
Jackie to stop. When she is providing these experiences for Katie, Jackie will be 
asking her to try again to have relational experiences that only brought her pain 
and shame when she tried to do them in her early months and years. That’s a big 
ask. Hopefully, over time as she begins to feel safer in their relationship, Katie 
will start to seek out these experiences and Jackie will be able to successfully give 
her what she needs—namely, the experience of mutual joy and interest with a 
person who loves her, and who will not reject her regardless of her behaviors. 
That’s the most motivating experience you can give to any child.”

Steven was now quite interested. Allison was talking about Jenny and Re-
becca! But he still couldn’t understand how Jackie could provide those experi-
ences to a defiant child almost seven years of age. “How can Jackie give Katie all 
of that lovely attention and all the rest when Katie is constantly getting herself 
into trouble?”

Jackie laughed and said, “With difficulty. But also with practice and some 
rest, and some support from Allison; my husband, Mark; and from you and oth-
ers. I will not correct her in anger. When I set a limit that upsets her, I see that 
as an opportunity to build the security of her attachment with me rather than as 
a hindrance to it.”

“How is that?” asked Steven.
“When we have a conflict and she becomes angry, I will first help her to 

regulate her distress over whatever she is upset with me about. PACE will help 
with this—I will be coregulating her affective state, and I can give you examples 
of how I’ll be doing that later if you’d like. I’ll give her empathy rather than an-
noyance when I limit her. Experiences of mutual acceptance and enjoyment will 
hopefully precede and immediately follow the misbehaviors that trigger shame. 
When there is a conflict that puts stress on our relationship, I will be aware of 
the need to repair our relationship as soon as possible after the correction or 
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conflict. I’ll be letting her know that it’s hard for her to make these changes and 
that I’ll be patient in teaching her how. Each time we resolve a conflict without 
Katie experiencing abandonment or abuse, her sense of safety will be enhanced 
in the context of her relationship with me.”

“You’re not going to get angry with her? Is that realistic?” asked Steven.
“I won’t say that I’ll never get angry, but I’m confident, after having raised 

Gabe for two years, that during those times when I’m angry with Katie it will 
be in order to achieve a goal with her rather than because I lost control. When 
Katie is able to ‘make’ me angry, I’ll know that she’s in control, so that both of 
us are losing. It was hard to develop this way of responding, but Allison showed 
me how important it is, and now it’s fairly easy to attain most of the time. Also, if 
I’m going to help Katie, I don’t think I have any choice. I know that sometimes 
I’ll get angry when I wish that I hadn’t. I am human. So I’ll acknowledge that, 
apologize if I think it is indicated, and again, repair my relationship with her.”

“Are you saying, Allison, that if a parent gets angry at his kid that he is dam-
aging him and hurting their attachment?” asked Steven.

“I’m not talking about healthy kids who have a secure attachment with their 
parents already,” said Allison. “Those kids are able to deal with their parents’ an-
ger without undermining their own sense of worth or their trust in their parents’ 
love for them. But with kids who have been abused and who do not have a secure 
attachment history, routine anger, or even mild annoyance when it is frequent, 
will damage our efforts to facilitate their ability to form a secure attachment. For 
these kids, anger often triggers a pervasive shame response with its related self-
contempt and mistrust of the parents’ intentions for the correction. Habitual 
anger directed toward Katie would only solidify her core sense of worthlessness.”

“I want to assure you,” Jackie said, “that although I will be firm with Katie 
and my standards for the behavior that she is developmentally capable of doing 
will be high, I will not be rejecting her and I am not harsh. I was fairly ‘easy’ with 
my own kids; it’s the way I prefer to raise kids. But Gabe, and I think Katie too, 
could not handle ‘easy,’ so I was forced to change my style to meet his needs.”

“But, Jackie,” Kathleen said, “how can you have high expectations if you’re 
going to ask Katie to change ‘one step at a time’?”

“If my expectations aren’t high, she won’t change at all. I will, however, be 
limiting her choices. I will not give her choices that will cause her to fail, even if 
other children her age are able to be successful with those choices. My expecta-
tions will be based on her developmental age, not her chronological age. Within 
the choices that I give her, my expectations will be high. But when she does not 
meet my expectations I will continue to accept her, not be punitive, and not be 
angry with her.”
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“I still don’t get it,” Kathleen said.
“Kathleen,” Allison said, “although Katie is almost seven, Jackie will have 

expectations for her that are more similar to a three- or four-year-old child. But 
she’ll be expecting her to do a good job at meeting those limited expectations. 
If Katie doesn’t do a good job, then Jackie will be asking her to stay with it until 
she gets it right, she might do more of it with her or for her, or she might lower 
the expectations to be more similar to a younger child, but ask her to do a good 
job at those. But she will not accept Katie’s failing in her behaviors. Katie does 
need to be socialized successfully if she is to ever live within Jackie’s home and 
our community. For example, Katie might not know how to share a family 
activity like playing a game together very well, as would be evidenced by her 
arguing over the rules, talking loudly, or cheating. Katie will not be given the 
chance to fail that way. Jackie will play games with her that are less competitive 
and stimulating. They will be more like the interactive, engaging games that we 
do with toddlers. But Jackie will not be correcting her a dozen times in endless, 
conflict-ridden games that are beyond her developmental age.”

Allison continued, “Repetitive corrections probably indicate that our expec-
tations are too high. They may be appropriate for her chronological age but not 
for her developmental age. We like the phrase ‘connection before correction.’ 
Our first priority is to build a strong connection with the child, and once it is 
developing well, it will give us a deeper knowledge of the child to know his 
developmental age. The connection will also provide the child with support to 
manage the stress of the correction, help the child to trust the caregiver’s mo-
tives, and make it easier to repair the relationship after the correction.”

“Allison,” Steven said, “Jackie told me the other day about an attitude that 
she’ll have with Katie. How does that fit in with what you’re talking about now?”

“‘The Attitude’ is another way of saying what we just described,” Allison 
replied. “The four qualities of The Attitude provide the emotional context in 
which Katie will be able to accept intersubjective experiences. They will enable 
her to tolerate the stress of our behavioral expectations and supervision, which 
might trigger shame. They will help her to reconnect with us after shame. In es-
sence, they will help her to see what a secure attachment is all about.”

“What Attitude?” Kathleen asked.
“Kathleen, over the past few years, some therapists, parents, and I have be-

come increasingly aware of how we actually are when we relate successfully with 
children with attachment difficulties. We identified four features, which actually 
are very similar to the attitude that a parent has when she is in synchrony with 
her infant or toddler. The features are being playful, accepting, curious, and 
empathic. We think that all four are necessary and that this attitude needs to 
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become the background atmosphere, both in the family and in therapy, if the 
child is to begin to respond to the interventions provided. When a parent like 
Jackie has developed this attitude to the extent that it’s an easy and natural way 
of interacting with her child, then it’s fairly easy to avoid angry, frustrated, and 
tense interactions much of the time. Once the parent is good at maintaining this 
attitude, for both reciprocal enjoyment as well as relationship repair after shame 
experiences, parenting becomes a lot easier, regardless of how outrageous the 
child’s behavior is.”

“Easy for you to say!” Jackie laughed. “No, really, Allison is right. When I 
lose that attitude, every hour is difficult. When I can maintain it, I actually often 
feel that raising this very tough kid is challenging, but rewarding and even fun. 
I can relax and enjoy her more. I don’t try to predict and control her behaviors. 
I’m curious and accepting about them, and that keeps me open to her and free 
to respond with empathy to her struggles. It helps me to really accept the way 
she is experiencing things, and that helps me to best meet her needs. I am able 
to separate her experience (which I accept) and her behavior (which I may need 
to limit). I can be playful and loving in my responses. She can’t control my 
emotions, so I can use them to remain emotionally engaged with her no matter 
what she does. This attitude does remind me of how I was with my birth kids, 
Matthew and Diane, when they were babies and toddlers. It makes raising these 
tough kids so much easier. It’s good for both parent and child.”

“Could you summarize for us what happens in your treatment sessions?” 
Kathleen asked.

“Certainly,” Allison replied. “I’ll meet with her at least weekly and the ses-
sions will last close to ninety minutes, though the first part of the session will be 
with Jackie alone. Jackie will always be present during the session. Her presence 
is needed because my goal is to facilitate a secure attachment with Jackie, not 
with me. Also, I do not want to meet with her alone because I will be sitting 
close to her and sometimes touching her in a comforting, supportive, or playful 
way. Because of her history of abuse, both Katie and I will feel safer if Jackie is 
present.

“At the beginning of each session, I will speak with Jackie alone about what 
has been happening at home to develop some ideas for interventions that I 
might try in the session. I also might give her some suggestions for interventions 
that she might try at home. I don’t want Katie to know what I am recommend-
ing until I know if Jackie agrees with me. Also, if Jackie is exhausted, angry, and 
tense, I will need to attend to her first. I can help Katie more by helping Jackie 
at those times. I also do not want to address with Katie issues associated with 
terror or shame, if Jackie is not able to manifest ‘The Attitude.’
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“Much of my routine in therapy is based on attachment sequences that oc-
cur in daily life in healthy mother-child attachments. I first want to establish 
a relationship with Katie in each session that has features of a shared affective 
state—attunement—and The Attitude that we discussed earlier. There is likely 
to be some chitchat—maybe laughter—about light events of the previous week. 
Then I’ll most likely initiate a discussion about an experience associated with 
shame from her current life in her foster home or her early life with her birth 
parents. One of our long-term goals will be to help Katie to develop a coherent 
narrative about herself and her life, and to do that I will want to know everything 
that you know about her early life of abuse and neglect. Finally, I will work to 
reestablish relationship repair with her if she has become annoyed with me or 
Jackie when we focus on some stressful aspects of her life. This will help her to 
gradually begin to reduce and integrate her experience of pervasive shame and 
also become more receptive to comforting and to discovering that her experi-
ences of shame will not hurt her relationship with Jackie or me.

“That sequence of establishing an intersubjective connection, experiencing a 
break in the relationship because of the shame, frustration, or conflict that might 
happen when we talk about a difficulty, and then reestablishing the relationship 
will probably occur one or more times during each session. From one session 
to the next I will be focusing on being with Katie in a way that shows my deep 
interest in who she is and my acceptance and valuing of her. I’ll be noticing the 
little ways Jackie takes care of her and helping Katie to notice them—I want to 
arouse Katie’s curiosity about that care and what it’s about and get under that 
pervasive belief of hers that she is bad and that anybody who truly knows her 
will also come to see her as bad and unlovable.”

“I’m having trouble picturing how you’ll be doing this,” Kathleen said. “Will 
you simply be sitting near her, playing with her, and then talking about her 
problems, before playing with her again?”

“The qualities of The Attitude will permeate all aspects of the sequences. 
Katie will be experiencing acceptance, curiosity, and empathy throughout 
every interaction. She will experience my intense curiosity about her inner 
life—about what she feels and thinks about everything—and she will often 
experience these interactions within a light and gentle, playful quality. While 
I will not be communicating that her problems are ‘funny,’ I will be showing 
confidence in her. I will be communicating that I see a healthy self within her 
that will not be destroyed, or even compromised, by whatever traumatic or 
stressful experiences that she has had. I will be ‘discovering’ within her the 
wonderful qualities that every infant and young child possesses and that her 
parents seldom saw. As I discover those qualities, I will communicate my 
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experience of her quite directly—both verbally and nonverbally—and Katie 
will then discover them too. When she can smile with us over her difficulties 
in learning to live in Jackie’s home, and manifest sadness when recalling her 
life with Sally and Mike while being comforted by Jackie, she will have taken 
a giant step in forming a secure attachment with Jackie while at the same time 
organizing a coherent sense of herself.”

After a pause, Kathleen said, “I think that we can and should give approval 
for you to work with Katie, Allison, and for her to move into Jackie’s house. I 
like what you’re saying, although I still will want to see how it works from day 
to day. Would you have any objections to Steven regularly talking with you 
about how the therapy is going as well as stopping by Jackie’s house on a more 
frequent basis than he otherwise would?”

“None at all,” both Allison and Jackie responded. Allison added, “Actually, 
if Steven would like to sit in on some sessions with Katie, Jackie, and me that 
would be fine too.”

“I’d like that,” Steven replied.
“Let’s try it, then,” Kathleen said. “You can be confident that we won’t inter-

fere with what you are doing even if we’re not sure about it being helpful. We’ll 
let you take the lead. We will expect you to be following department foster care 
regulations. If you think any regulations may need to be modified, check with 
us, and if we agree, we will see if we can obtain an exception from the central 
office. We will be committing to six months until the first treatment and place-
ment review with Katie. Is that sufficient?”

“While it may not be sufficient for Katie to make substantial progress,” Al-
lison said, “it should give us enough time to show you what we’re doing and for 
us all to see some initial changes that we’ll hopefully be building upon.”

“What are the rates of success in using this approach with kids who have 
such difficulty making progress in good foster homes?” Kathleen asked.

“I wish that I could provide you with well-established research findings,” 
Allison replied. “But there is very little research on developmental trauma and 
even less on therapeutic and parenting approaches to take for children with 
these severe difficulties. I can tell you about my own experiences over the last 
twenty-five years.”

“That would be helpful,” Kathleen said.
“Well, a rough estimate would be that about 40 percent of the children like 

Katie that I have worked with have made very significant progress, another 40 
percent made some progress that proved to be quite helpful, and a final 20 
percent made little or no progress. About all I have been able to accomplish 
in the 20 percent group has been to assist their families in learning to live with 
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them in ways that help to preserve the family, keep the child safe, and hope that 
in the future the child—or young adult—may be able to attain a better life. My 
goal then is to keep the consequences of the child’s problems within the child 
rather than having him or her hurt the other members of the family. And I help 
the parents explore the painful possibilities involving having the child placed in 
a group facility if that seems to be necessary.”

“I have to say that your results leave me somewhat discouraged,” Steven 
said.

“I understand that,” Allison said. “But they are much better than the results 
that I saw before when I used the various traditional therapeutic approaches in 
which I was trained. Back then, I would have had to say that for children like 
Katie, my interventions had little or no effect 80 to 90 percent of the time. Now 
I see positive effects four-fifths of the time, and in many of those cases the effects 
have been very significant. For that reason, I’m elated with the results that I now 
see, although I grieve for the children and families that I cannot reach. We need 
good research on creative and comprehensive approaches to these children. 
They have very significant psychological problems that do not respond to treat-
ment easily.”

“Are there any other approaches for these very traumatized, untrusting chil-
dren?” asked Kathleen.

“None based on research, I’m sorry to say,” Allison replied. “There are 
some positive research findings involving the treatment of simple trauma, but 
these traumas cannot compare to the damage done by developmental trauma. 
I am familiar with and support Theraplay, a treatment that is also based on at-
tachment principles and that complements my treatment—DDP—quite well.”

The four of them sat quietly for a few moments. They all experienced sad-
ness for every child who had been hurt or abandoned by their parents, and 
who lacked the ability to have a secure attachment with capable and committed 
parents when finally given the chance. A nightmare life.

“OK,” said Kathleen. “Why don’t we set a date for Katie to move to Jackie’s 
home?”

COMMENTARY

Allison and Jackie needed to present a detailed account of the way that they 
would be intervening in Katie’s life because it was crucial that their strategies be 
understood and accepted before she was placed in Jackie’s home, with Allison 
as her therapist. Some of the interventions at home and in therapy vary from the 
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traditional views of what constitutes appropriate child-rearing. Many of those 
other approaches stress the need to give the child choices and then let the child 
learn from the consequences of these choices, even if the child fails again and 
again. Too often the choices are based on their chronological age rather than 
their developmental age. Too often conflicts and limits that produce anger are 
avoided through lowering of the expectations so the child does not get upset, 
at the cost of not learning how to face frustration and attain more difficult ac-
complishments.

Allison and Jackie repeatedly stress the need to maintain a therapeutic atti-
tude of PACE if they are to be able to have an impact on Katie’s development. It 
is that attitude that makes the strategies employed therapeutic. If Katie requires 
restriction from a family party, Jackie must present this limit in the manner con-
veyed by The Attitude described above if it is to be therapeutic. Jackie will say 
to Katie, “I’m sad that you’re not ready to join the party with us. I can’t wait until 
you can handle having fun with us better so that you can be with the rest of us 
at times like this.” Such a statement is therapeutic. It is never said with sarcasm 
and it is only said when it reflects the true intentions of the parent. The child is 
not being punished in not attending the party. And the child is given alternative 
activities that are likely to provide fun and also be successful.

Contrast that statement with “You’re not allowed to be in the living room 
while we’re having the party. Until you learn how to act right, you can’t be 
with us!” Another comment to avoid would be “You never do what you’re 
told! It’s your fault that you can’t be with us!” Each of the three interventions 
involved restricting her from the party. The nature of the attitude conveyed to 
her determined whether or not the intervention was therapeutic. An equally 
destructive way of managing the situation would be to allow Katie to attend the 
party, with five warnings about how she had to behave properly, even though, 
in the last three similar parties, her behavior was very disruptive and aggressive, 
and there was no reason to think that this party would be any different. Then 
when she failed and had to be removed, she would be yelled at with “You had 
your chance! I told you what would happen!” Such interventions would not 
help Katie.

Too often, caregivers present children like Katie with dozens of chances to 
make the appropriate choice, even when they have failed on every occasion. The 
caregivers respond to each failure with annoyance, a lecture, and a “fresh start,” 
which would be more accurately described as a “stale repetition” of failure. This 
would be an excellent way to increase Katie’s sense of shame and worthlessness. 
If a child in the seventh grade can read only at the third-grade level, should that 
child endure a “fresh start” every day to read a seventh-grade book? Is it not 
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much better to recognize that he reads at the third-grade level, give him a third-
grade book, expect him to work at his level of ability, and encourage his small 
steps toward further development of his reading skills? Children restricted by 
developmental trauma do not function emotionally, cognitively, or behaviorally 
in appropriate ways. They need an environment that recognizes that fact, is 
sensitive to what the child is currently able to achieve, and is built on parental 
care, supervision, and expectations that support the child’s development from 
one stepping-stone to the next. If Katie is functioning with a level of skills that 
is more like a toddler’s level—and she is—then she needs the same degree of 
intersubjective experiences, supervision, and parental expectations that we 
might give a toddler. The Attitude of PACE will ensure that by treating her in 
that manner, the interventions will be therapeutic, hopefully successful, and not 
punitive or humiliating.
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JACKIE KELLER, 
FOSTER HOME #4

On Thursday, June 9, 1994, Katie moved into the home of Jackie and Mark 
Keller in Vassalboro, Maine. Still six years old, she had been in foster 

care for twenty-one months, and, counting her life with Sally and Mike, she 
was moving into her fifth home. As he had done in the previous moves, Steven 
drove her with most of her clothes to Jackie’s. Susan had told Katie about a week 
before that she would be moving to a new home that would be more able to meet 
her needs. Katie did not show much of a response. She certainly made no ef-
forts to change Susan’s mind. Rather, she was interested in what Jackie’s home 
was like. She had met Jackie a few weeks earlier but didn’t really remember her.

Jackie and Mark lived on a winding road a mile off Route 201 about ten 
miles north of Augusta. Mark had built a two-bedroom addition on the home 
five years earlier when they had decided to care for foster children. Katie would 
sleep in one of the two downstairs bedrooms. Jackie and Mark slept in the other 
one, and the three adolescents slept upstairs.

When Steven arrived at 2:00 p.m., Jackie and Whimsy were waiting for them 
in their large dining room. No one else was around. Jackie greeted Katie with en-
thusiasm. Whimsy licked her and immediately wanted to be her best friend. Ka-
tie patted Whimsy’s neck as she looked around the kitchen. Jackie then helped 
her with her suitcases and boxes and took them to Katie’s bedroom. Steven and 
Whimsy waited in the kitchen until they returned for some milk and crackers.

“Well, Katie, I’m pleased that you’re here. I’m glad that you’re becoming a 
member of our family. You’ll be meeting your new foster dad, Mark, and our 
other children before dinner. Now we’ll have some time for you to get to know 
me and what it’s like living here. Would you like some crackers and milk?”
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“I want some cookies. That’s what I eat in the afternoon for snack,” said 
Katie.

“I’m glad that you let me know what you want, Katie. I like cookies too. 
Here we have crackers and milk or fruit for afternoon snack. You might be sad 
about that, but I think you’ll get used to it after a while. Would you rather have 
the fruit?”

“I don’t like those crackers!” said Katie.
“Well, you certainly don’t have to eat them, Katie. You can just drink your 

milk if you want, or you don’t even have to drink it, if you don’t want. Or you 
can have the orange,” said Jackie.

Katie stared at her milk and crackers in front of her. She seemed to be pout-
ing. She didn’t seem to know what to do.

“I can see you don’t like only being able to have crackers rather than cookies. 
You might be thinking that I’m kind of mean. And you just met me! Goodness, 
and you might even be wondering if this is going to be a rotten home that you 
won’t like at all. That would be a hard start for you.”

“You are mean!” Katie exclaimed, and she suddenly moved her arm and sent 
the glass of milk flying. Most of the milk hit the table, and the rest went right to 
the floor. A fair amount of what hit the table seemed to actually bounce before 
falling into Steven’s lap.

Steven jumped back and up from his chair, grabbing his pants and yelling, 
“Katie, why did you do that?”

Jackie quickly moved between Steven and Katie, focused all of her attention 
on Katie, and said, “Wow, you really are mad! You’ve let me know straightaway 
how mad you can get when you aren’t able to do what you want. My guess is 
you wanted to say, ‘I don’t want any of your milk!’ I’ll bet that you wish that you 
had gotten the milk on me rather than Steven!”

Jackie turned to Steven and suggested that he might use a towel in the bath-
room if he wanted to try to dry his pants. She then turned to Katie again and 
bent down, placing her arm on the back of her chair. She quietly said, “Katie, I 
can see that this is hard for you. You’ve had to move so much. So many families! 
Cookies, crackers, fruit! Always something new to get used to. Wow, it must be 
hard.”

Katie only continued to stare at the table, where her glass of milk had been 
a moment earlier.

“I’d like to make it as easy as I can for you, sweetie. It’s so important for me 
to show you right from the start how we live here. It wouldn’t be fair to trick 
you into thinking that you can have cookies for snack, when here it’s crackers 
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or fruit. You probably think that’s dumb. ‘No cookies for snack.’ But that’s the 
way we all live here. Even I don’t get cookies for snack.”

She stood near Katie for a few moments while this six-year-old survivor 
seemed to weigh her options. Jackie was relaxed and accepting. Katie’s behavior 
might be very understandable if one could watch a videotape of the thousands 
of moments of parental anger and indifference to her wishes that she may have 
experienced during those early years of her life. Any refusal to grant her wish 
might now be felt as another sign of contempt for her and complete apathy about 
what she felt and wanted.

Katie might have sensed Jackie’s acceptance. She might have thought that 
she would take another approach, or she might simply have decided to wait for 
another day. Katie reached for a cracker, and as she raised it to her mouth, she 
quietly asked for some more milk.

“Oh, Katie, I wish you could have the milk now, but you threw it all over the 
table, the floor, and Steven’s pants. I’ll tell you what. After we’ve cleaned up the 
milk, I’ll get you something to drink with your crackers.”

“I want more milk now!” Katie screamed and threw her cracker across the 
room. It hit a cabinet, broke into a hundred pieces, and joined the milk on the floor.

Jackie reached down and removed the two remaining crackers. “I’ll save 
these, Katie. You are so mad at me! No cookies, no milk, and no more crackers 
to throw! You probably feel like throwing me, but I’m too heavy.”

Katie stood up and tried to grab the crackers in Jackie’s hand. Jackie held 
her hand away as she placed the crackers on the counter. “Now, Katie, I’ll get 
the bucket and sponge that we’ll need for wiping up the milk from the floor.”

Katie screamed and tried to kick Jackie.
Jackie took Katie’s wrist, and, escorting her to a chair, said, “Oh, this is a 

hard start for you, Katie. No fun at all.” Katie began to struggle as Jackie moved 
her to the chair with her hands on her shoulders so that Katie could not kick 
her again.

“You’re really mad at me now and I can see that you really don’t want to help 
to clean the floor now. Don’t worry, we’ll take care of it later. I can’t let you kick 
me. Wow! (Jackie is matching the intensity of Katie’s angry voice, without being 
angry herself.) You are sure showing me that you can get angry! Anger happens 
at times. Everybody gets angry sometimes!”

Katie sat with obvious rage. She looked away and slammed her arms on the 
table. Just then, Steven came back into the room.

Katie looked up and screamed, “I don’t want to live here! I hate her! Take 
me back to Susan’s!”
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Steven was speechless. Jackie quickly filled the silence. “Katie is really mad 
at me, Steven. First, no cookies. Then I wouldn’t let her have more milk now. 
Then I told her that we had to clean up the milk. And finally, after she threw her 
cracker, I took the other ones from her, then she tried to kick me, and she’s too 
mad now for us to clean up the milk and cracker from the floor and she probably 
still wants to kick me. And I still haven’t even told her yet that I’d like her to 
tell you that she’s sorry for spilling milk on you! Katie might not like me at all.”

“I hate you!” Katie screamed.
“I guess right now she even hates me! No wonder she doesn’t want to live 

here with me,” Jackie said. Then she spoke more quietly to Steven, though ac-
tually directed her words to Katie. “She probably was hoping that she’d finally 
get a mom that she’d really like. And now she’s afraid that I might be the worst 
mom that she ever had. This must be so hard for her.”

Steven sat down and spoke to Katie. “I’m sorry that you’re mad at Jackie 
now, Katie. I’m not taking you back to Susan’s, though. I know Jackie, and I 
think that once you get to know her too, you’ll like her.”

“I don’t want to stay here!” Katie screamed again.
“I’m afraid you have to, Katie. This is your new home and I hope that some-

day you’ll like it and Jackie,” Steven said, without much confidence in his own 
words.

“I never will!” Katie screamed.
“Steven, right now Katie is really, really mad. I don’t think that you’ll be able 

to change her mind. Maybe it would be best if you left now and Katie could start 
getting used to being here.”

“No!” Katie screamed, jumping up from her seat. She grabbed for Steven as 
he made his way to the door. Jackie managed to get between her and Steven, 
though Katie tried to push her away, screaming loudly. As Steven reached for 
the door, Jackie suggested that he call the next day, and she’d let him know how 
Katie was settling in.

Steven did not know what he could do besides leave as gracefully as possible. 
He could not think of anything to say to Katie that would help the situation, so 
he settled for “Goodbye, Katie” as he closed the door behind him.

As Steven drove down the driveway, Katie yelled some more and then sat on 
a chair with her back to Jackie.

“Oh, Katie, how hard this must be for you! You don’t even know me and 
now you’re all alone in the house with me. Steven left you here with someone 
you hate and don’t know. I know you might not believe me, but I can promise 
you that you’ll be safe no matter how mad you get at me. I’ll keep you and me 
safe while you’re being mad at me.”
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Katie ignored Jackie. Jackie quietly said, “I’m sorry that your life has been 
so hard.” Then she went to the counter and started to get things together for 
dinner.

Over the next fifteen minutes, Katie continued to ignore Jackie while Jackie 
started to prepare dinner. Then a car pulled into the driveway. A minute later, 
Diane, John, and Matt could be heard on the porch, and they bounced in 
through the door. They stopped and stared at their mother, an angry little girl, 
and a mess of milk on the floor.

“Kids, I’d like you to meet Katie. She’s living with us now,” Jackie said in a 
casual and relaxed manner.

“Hi, Katie!” Diane said. Her brothers followed with less enthusiasm.
“Katie is having a hard time now, but things are OK,” Jackie said. “If you 

want some milk and crackers you’ll have to get your own now. And don’t step 
in the milk.”

Diane came over to Katie. “Well, so you’re my new sister. I’m glad that I’ll 
no longer be the only girl. Looks like you and Mom are having a disagreement. 
What does she want you to do?”

“She says I have to help her to clean up the milk! And she won’t give me 
any cookies!” Katie said with both interest in Diane and annoyance with her 
situation.

“Too bad, sis. Well, after you and Mom work this out, I’ll show you around 
the place.” Diane left for her room and Katie followed her with her eyes.

“I’ll clean up the milk, and I don’t need your help,” Katie said firmly.
Jackie felt surprise at the suddenness of Katie’s mood change and her willing-

ness to do what she expected of her. The arrival of three teenagers might have 
simply broken the atmosphere. Maybe she wanted to impress Diane and did not 
want to start on the wrong foot with her. Diane and her brothers might be allies 
against this evil mother.

“It sounds like your anger is gone, Katie. But I don’t know you very well. Are 
you sure you’re ready to help with the milk?”

“Yes, I will,” Katie said evenly.
“Fine, Katie.” She took a small bucket and sponge from under the sink, filled 

it partly with water, and gave it to Katie. Katie took it and proceeded to wipe up 
the milk by herself, not wanting any help from Jackie. Just then, Diane came in 
and got an apple.

“You’re doing a good job, Katie,” said Diane. “Maybe now Mom won’t ask 
me to help her all the time.”

Katie smiled and continued her cleaning. She actually did a good job and 
gave the bucket to Jackie when she finished.
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“Diane, Katie is probably still kinda mad at me. Would you show her the rest 
of the house and the garage and swing set?”

“Sure, Mom.” Diane smiled at Katie. “Come on, sis. We’ll start with your 
bedroom and then I’ll show you mine.”

Katie walked off with Diane as if she had never been happier. Whimsy fol-
lowed them. Jackie was a little worn out, but Katie seemed to be full of energy. 
Jackie would never get used to how kids like Katie could move so abruptly from 
one mood and activity to another, with no signs of anything remaining from the 
last event. Jackie wondered briefly if that would make life easier—just move on 
and have no regrets. It was more likely, however, that would make life feel more 
fragmented, with less continuity and integration of the various experiences and 
the learning that life brings.

* * *

On the way back to his office, Steven had his doubts about Jackie and Allison 
and everything that they had said. It may have sounded good, but the real thing 
seemed to be different from the theory. Didn’t Katie need to feel welcomed 
and relaxed the first day? Why couldn’t Jackie have given her a damn cookie? 
What was the big deal? And then she had to make an issue of the spilled milk! 
Couldn’t she see that the kid was off to a bad start? Why did she have to push it?

* * *

Three days later Steven arrived at Allison’s office for Katie’s first treatment ses-
sion. He met with Allison and Jackie first while Katie remained in the waiting 
room.

“How are things going?” Allison asked Jackie.
“Things are pretty much going as I expected. Steven saw her first tantrum, 

which happened about five minutes after she arrived. She’s had a few more since 
then, but I mostly think that she’s biding her time until she has the lay of the 
land. She’s putting much more energy into trying to be nice to the other kids 
than she is trying to get closer to me. I suspect that she’s looking for weaknesses 
that she could attack at some future opportunity.”

“I was wondering why you seemed to want Katie to have a tantrum when 
she first arrived,” Steven said. “You probably could have avoided her tantrum 
if you had tried.”

“Maybe I could have, but I don’t think that would have helped her any. She 
wanted her way, and she was checking to see if having a tantrum would help 
her to take control in our relationship. But, Steven, I had no wish for her to 
have a tantrum. . . . I’d have probably preferred it if she didn’t. However, if I 
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had actively avoided it, I would have to avoid countless more in the days and 
months ahead.”

“With kids like Katie, Steven, it’s generally not a good strategy to try to avoid 
her tantrums. She needs to be working to avoid tantrums,” Allison suggested. 
“If she sees us doing the work, she’s likely to think that either we are afraid of 
her getting angry or that she is not able to manage routine frustrations. Either 
message is not what she needs. Jackie will certainly not set up situations for the 
purpose of causing a tantrum. She also will try to provide her with the right 
environment so that tantrums are less likely to occur. And Jackie will try to help 
her if she is getting upset by staying close and coregulating her big emotions 
through understanding and matching her affective expressions. But to avoid 
setting limits in order to avoid tantrums will not be helpful to her.”

“But the first minute she was there? Why not let her choose between cookies 
or crackers?” Steven asked.

“Then she would probably have searched for something else to justify a tan-
trum,” Allison responded. “She wanted to find out how easy it would be for her 
to take charge of this new family. She needed to see that if she wanted to have a 
tantrum, that was OK. Jackie would not reject her for the tantrum, nor acquiesce 
to it. If she had chosen to accept what Jackie offered her, that would have been 
OK too. Actually, Katie probably benefited more from having her tantrum and 
seeing Jackie’s response to it than if she had chosen to be ‘good.’”

Steven was still skeptical, but he decided not to push the issue further.
Jackie continued to describe the first few days. “Katie seems to be sleeping 

OK so far. Her appetite is OK too. She fussed over her some of her daily activi-
ties the first two days, but then she participated in them with me, especially the 
ones that she enjoyed more. She was annoyed that she couldn’t go out with the 
older kids a few times.”

After some additional discussion about Katie’s recent behaviors and strate-
gies for the next week, Allison went for Katie in the waiting room. Jackie and 
Steven heard Katie chat excitedly on the way back.

“What are they doing here?” Katie asked Allison upon entering the treatment 
room.

“Good question, Katie. You’re used to having therapy with Jan, and she 
saw you by herself, didn’t she? Well, in therapy with me your mom, Jackie, will 
always be with us and sometimes Steven will be here too,” Allison said calmly.

“I don’t want them here!” Katie yelled.
“I can see that, Katie,” Allison replied. “You sound kinda angry about their 

being here with us.”
“Make them leave!” Katie yelled at Allison.
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“You really don’t like them here! And I can tell that you want to decide what 
happens here,” Allison said. “Well, I’m glad to hear what you want, but I need 
to decide what’s the best way to use therapy to help you with the troubles that 
you’ve been having in your life for such a long time. And your mom really needs 
to be here.”

“She’s not my mom!” Katie yelled again. She was looking for something else 
to be in control of since her command that Jackie and Steven leave did not work.

“Wow, Katie, you really sound mad at me and at your foster mom. Things 
just aren’t going the way you want them now, are they?”

Katie did not respond. She was sitting on the corner of the couch looking 
away from Jackie and Allison. She was not a happy girl! She did not like the idea 
of therapy, unless she could control what happened there. She certainly didn’t 
want Jackie to be present. Allison wasn’t going to make Jackie leave, but she 
certainly couldn’t make Katie talk to her. Katie would ignore her!

Allison sat on the couch near Katie and said quietly, “It’s too bad that this has 
gotten off to a hard start for you, Katie. Your foster mom says that you haven’t 
wanted to talk much with her at home either. It must be rough having to get used 
to so many moms in six years! No wonder you don’t want another mom. No 
wonder you want to say to moms, ‘Leave me alone!’” Allison added emphasis on 
the last phrase to try to let Katie know that she understood her anger at having to 
have a relationship with Jackie. She went on, quietly, and more slowly, “You’re 
so tired of moms. They have hurt you so much. Especially Sally. No wonder 
at times you’d rather be all alone than to get close to a mom. No wonder you 
probably often want to say, ‘No more moms.’”

Katie was sitting motionless, withdrawn into a reality that she seldom at-
tended to. She normally didn’t let any feelings or thoughts stray into those ex-
periences that had caused her to give up on people. She wasn’t aware of where 
her thoughts were taking her or she would have been yelling about something 
else by now. Anger was always her safest distraction.

Allison could tell by her lack of movement and her distant and sad gaze 
that she was responding somewhere within herself to Allison’s words and to 
her empathy. She continued with her comments, even more slowly and de-
liberately than before, watching Katie for any clue of her emotional response. 
“You probably wish that you didn’t need any mom. You might wonder why 
someone else can’t give you food, and clothes, and a place to stay. Someone 
who isn’t a mom! Someone who you’re sure you won’t ever want to like or be 
close to.” Allison gently rested her hand on Katie’s hand, and then removed 
it before Katie could protest. She allowed a moment of silence before she 
continued.
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“Let’s talk about something else for now, Katie,” Allison said, changing 
her tone of voice and posture. “I hear that Diane is taking you swimming after 
therapy today!”

“Yeah! We’re going to a big lake. And we’re going to bring some food!” Katie 
replied with enthusiasm.

“She sounds like she’s going to be a neat big sister!” said Allison.
“Yeah!” Katie smiled.
“So I guess that you’d like it if we got this therapy over with for today so you 

can get to the lake with Diane,” Allison suggested. Katie looked at her, waiting 
for what was next.

“Well, Katie, I know that you’ve had some hard times and probably not been 
real happy with Sally and Mike and then in the three other homes that you lived 
in before coming to live with your mom, Jackie. Is that right?”

“Yeah,” Katie replied.
“Do you think that you probably had trouble with some things that made it 

harder for you in those foster homes? Do you think that it might be a good idea 
for me to be able to help you to be happier in this home than you were in your 
other homes?” Allison asked.

“Yeah.”
“Well, OK, Katie, but it probably means that you’ll have to work pretty hard, 

because you’ve had a lot of troubles for a long time. Is that OK with you?”
“Yeah.”
“Oh my goodness, that’s A LOT of yeahs—where have all those nos 

gone???” Allison smiled and took Katie’s arms in her hands. With a big smile, 
she went on, “Well, cut it out! No more ‘Yeah.’ Give me a few of those ‘No, I 
won’t!’ that I know you can say.”

Katie paused, smiled, and hesitated further, not sure what to say.
“Where are they?” said Allison and playfully looked behind Katie’s ear as if 

searching for a no.
“Yeah!” said Katie with her biggest grin yet.
“No!” said Allison with big eyes and a smile. She lightly touched her side for 

a moment and Katie laughed loudly.
“No, I won’t!” Allison said loudly.
“Yeah!” yelled Katie in reply.
Allison lightly touched her again, and this time added a quick hair rub. “No, 

I won’t!”
“Yeah!”
“No, I won’t!”
“Yeah!”
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“Katie, if you don’t say, ‘No, I won’t,’ you’ll be in big trouble!” Allison said 
with a exaggerated pretend frown on her face.

“Yeah!”
Allison wrapped her arms around Katie and gave her a quick hug. “You say 

that one more time and I’ll give you two more hugs!”
“Yeah!”
Allison again hugged Katie as she said, “One.” She released her, smiled into 

her eyes, and said, “Two,” as she hugged her again. “I thought you said that 
you wanted my help,” Allison said in the same tone of voice.

“Yeah!”
“Well, Katie, if I’m to help you you’ll have to agree to cooperate. OK?” asked 

Allison.
“Yeah!”
“Great, Katie! I know that I’ll be able to help you when you work hard with 

me. You get a big hug for that!” Allison squeezed her again.
“No!” Katie yelled while she laughed.
Allison then leaned over and whispered, “I can be a tricky therapist. You 

better watch what you say or you’ll be getting a million hugs.”
Katie looked at Allison, smiled, and said, “No, I won’t!”
Allison smiled and again leaned over and whispered, “You can be tricky too. 

That’s neat. We must be twins!” She hugged Katie again.
“No, we’re not!” Katie continued to laugh and yell. Her smile was genuine, 

spontaneous, and unexpected.
Allison sat back, breathing deeply. “Wow, this kid is smart. She knows 

what’s going on. It’s going to be fun getting to know her.”
Katie watched Allison without knowing what to say or do next. She was 

much more receptive to Allison than she had been initially. She’d had some fun 
in spite of herself. She’d had fun in spite of Jackie sitting near her and smiling at 
her. Had she done what they wanted her to do? If she had, she hadn’t intended 
to. Maybe she would have to watch that tricky Allison more carefully.

Allison alternated between small talk and playful interactions involving gen-
tle touching, imitating facial expressions, and one screaming hug. She seemed 
to establish an interaction with Katie and then leave it, again and again. Katie fol-
lowed her lead each time, and Allison did not want to maintain the connection 
beyond what Katie would accept. She broke it before Katie did, making it easier 
for her to direct the interactions and the overall affective tone of the session. She 
was pacing Katie’s ability to tolerate reciprocal, to-and-fro communication and 
enjoyment. Such interactions—so basic for healthy children—were a stretch for 
Katie. Allison recognized this and paced the session accordingly.
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Allison decided that Katie might benefit from being led into an area of her 
self that had not yet received attention. She knew that central features of Katie’s 
personhood were buried under shame. As long as these areas were untouched 
and unexplored, they would effectively maintain the barrier that separated her 
from others, especially from Jackie.

Shame! Shame would descend over Katie whenever she did anything that 
met with the slightest question, limit, or criticism. Shame would equate her with 
Bad, Worthless, Unlovable, and Unimportant. Shame would prevent her from 
accepting the reality of discipline as central for socialization into the human 
community. Shame would make her unable to understand how her behaviors 
connected to whatever consequences followed. And if shame were to remain 
entangled throughout her sense of self, she would never . . . could never . . . 
believe that she was special to someone. Shame would not leave room for mean-
ingful attachments; it would not allow a self whose features and sense of worth 
emerged from a secure attachment.

As she would throughout therapy, Allison approached the realm of shame in 
a calm, caring, and matter-of-fact manner. She wanted Katie to know that this 
area of her self and her life would be explored like every other. Her attitude and 
her emotional tone would not change. She accepted and did not judge this area 
of Katie just as she accepted and did not judge any other area.

“Katie, I hear that you had a hard time when you first got to your new home. 
You really didn’t like those crackers. You wanted cookies. And you thought that 
your mom was being mean to you for not giving you any! So you knocked over 
your glass of milk! Wow, were you mad! And it went all over Steven’s pants! 
And he got upset! And you thought that it was all your mom’s fault.”

Katie did not respond nor look at Allison. Neither was expected or encour-
aged now. Allison thought that they would be too difficult for Katie to do and 
still maintain some active emotional connection to Allison. She hoped that her 
empathy for what Katie had probably been thinking and feeling would enable 
her to remain quietly responsive.

“There are two things that I’d like you to do, Katie. I know that this might 
be hard.” Allison paused, and again gently touched Katie’s hand. “First, I’d like 
you to tell Steven that you’re sorry for getting the milk on him.”

Allison left her hand on Katie’s and calmly waited. If Katie would not apolo-
gize, she would accept the decision and do it for her, by pretending to be Katie. 
Since she didn’t need to have Katie respond, she was able to remain accepting and 
nonjudgmental. This attitude would make it easier for Katie to choose to do it.

After some delay, Katie looked up, looked out the window, and said that she 
was sorry for spilling milk on Steven.
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“Thanks for telling me, Katie,” Steven replied. “That was the coldest milk 
in Maine!”

“Way to go, kiddo,” Allison said casually. “Now I’d like you to tell Steven 
that the next time he comes to your home to visit, you’ll serve him milk and 
crackers without spilling one drop.”

Katie smiled and looked at Steven again. “The next time you come to my 
house I’ll get you milk and crackers and I won’t spill any.”

“That would be great, Katie,” Steven responded affectionately.
Allison smiled and gently pulled Katie toward her. She held her close and 

said, “Guess what happens if you spill one drop on Steven?”
“I don’t know,” Katie responded with some confusion and interest.
“Steven will tell me and the next time I see you, you’ll get seven hugs, four 

shakes, two nose squeezes, and three hair mess-ups. So you better be careful!”
Katie laughed, and Allison sat back. She turned to Jackie and said, “I think 

that Katie really was with us today.”
Jackie agreed. “It seemed that it didn’t bother her that I was here to share 

what she did with you. That should help me to help her better at home.”
“Yeah,” Allison said. “And she sure needs mom-help, although right now 

she doesn’t like it very much.”

* * *

After the first session, Steven was again uncertain about Allison and Jackie. 
What they did made sense. But didn’t they ever give Katie a break? He knew 
that Allison hadn’t pushed her too hard. But at the same time it seemed that 
she did. Was it really necessary to bring up the milk again after they’d had a 
pretty good session? Was it worth the risk? Why rub it in? She’s had such 
a hard life. Why make a fuss about something so small, that only happened 
once in Jackie’s home? Also, didn’t Katie have the right to ask that Steven 
and Jackie leave her session? If she’s more comfortable seeing Allison alone 
at first, shouldn’t her wishes be granted? Steven didn’t know what to think. 
In such situations, he talked to Betty Norton back at the office. Betty always 
had a gut reaction to things and, more often than not, her response made the 
most sense. He told her about the milk and crackers episode as well as the first 
treatment session.

“Let me get this right,” Betty said with interest, although she seemed to enjoy 
Steven’s struggles. “This kid threw a glass of milk on you and you wanted to 
wring her neck. Then you got mad at her foster mother, argued with her thera-
pist, and felt sorry for her. Then the kid had a lot of fun with the therapist, did 
what she was told, and told you that she was sorry. Am I right so far?”
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Steven was both uncomfortable with where Betty was going with this story 
and at the same time enjoying her pleasure over his doubts.

“And finally you get a promise from this kid to serve you crackers and milk, 
without spilling any, and you think that maybe things should be different. 
Right?”

Steven smiled and replied with difficulty, “Right.”
“Well, Steven,” Betty said seriously, “you have a good point. You should 

have held out for milk and cookies served by Jackie and Allison. How dare they 
get her to address behaviors that have gotten her moved from three foster homes 
while at the same time having fun with her!?”

Steven laughed.
“I think that they’re doing great so far. I don’t know if it’s going to help Katie, 

but I think that they’re on target so far. This kid has major problems. We can’t 
simply have business as usual.”

* * *

The next few days were fairly uneventful at Jackie’s. Katie wanted to spend her 
time with Diane, and whenever Diane was around, Katie was helpful and charm-
ing. However, when Diane was gone with friends or wanted to be alone in her 
room, Katie’s mood was more variable. When Jackie spoke to her, she might or 
might not respond. When Jackie engaged in an activity with her, she might or 
might not put her energy into it. Sometimes she seemed cheerful and friendly, 
sometimes indifferent and irritable. When Katie wanted something from Jackie, 
she was more friendly and “giving,” but not nearly to the degree that she turned 
on her charm for Diane. Katie might be looking for an edge, for a way to estab-
lish some control over Jackie. When she found it, Jackie would know who was 
actually in charge!

* * *

On June 20, Katie was eating her breakfast slowly. Jackie already knew her well 
enough to guess that this might be one of her “might not” days. Katie finished 
her cereal and juice, got up, and headed for her room, probably to see if Diane 
was up yet.

“Not feeling like putting your bowl in the sink today, I see. Well, sweetie, I 
can help you if you need some help,” Jackie said with a smile.

“What?” Katie asked angrily.
“What? You want to pretend that you didn’t hear what I said. You really 

don’t feel like putting your dishes in the sink!” Jackie continued in a relaxed 
and cheerful way.
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“What am I supposed to do?” Katie demanded.
“Sweetie, if I thought that you forgot, I’d certainly tell you if you asked in a 

nice and friendly way. But I know that you know. And you would have to ask 
me differently than you just did.” Jackie paused as Katie stared toward the table. 
“Why not ask in a friendly way, and I’ll pretend that you don’t know and I’ll 
tell you.”

“What do I have to do?” Katie demanded again, with almost as much rage 
as her last statement.

“That’s not what I’d call ‘friendly,’ sweetie. Do you want to try it again?” 
Jackie asked, continuing with her caring and accepting tone.

Katie decided that being friendly to Jackie now was the last thing in the world 
she wanted to do. She rushed to the table, grabbed the bowl and glass, brought 
them to the counter, and roughly placed them down. As she turned to leave she 
yelled, “I HATE YOU TELLING ME WHAT TO DO!”

Jackie maintained her relaxed and accepting attitude. She gave Katie one last 
look and said, “I thought that you did, Katie. You have a great grouchy yell!” 
She then turned back to the counter. Katie seemed to be confused, and she 
wasted no time leaving the kitchen.

* * *

Later that morning, after Diane had left to babysit for a neighbor down the road, 
Katie turned on the TV in the family room. Jackie had told her twice during 
the first couple of days that she needed to ask before turning on the TV. Jackie 
needed to know what Katie intended to watch. Jackie told her that she’d usually 
only be able to watch one hour a day. Jackie told her that TV was not something 
that the family watched much. Jackie explained that kids were better off doing 
active things rather than just staring at the TV.

Jackie made a point to know where Katie was all the time, so she was imme-
diately aware that the TV was on. She walked calmly into the room. “Katie, are 
you pretending that you forgot the TV rule?”

“I didn’t turn it on!” Katie yelled.
“It is hard for you to tell the truth, isn’t it? Well, turn it off, please.”
“Why? Diane turned it on before she left.” Katie was almost convincing.
“Then Diane will be grateful that you turned it off for her,” Jackie replied.
“I didn’t do it!” Katie screamed.
“It sure is hard today to do what I tell you, sweetie.”
“I didn’t do it!”
“I’m willing to turn it off for you, honey, but then you won’t get to watch it 

at all today.” Jackie remained calm. Her attitude indicated that she really didn’t 
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care if Katie turned it off or not. Jackie didn’t mind doing it for her. Katie stared 
at the TV, as angry as ever. Jackie waited a moment and then turned off the TV.

On the way back to the living room, Jackie heard the TV again. She stopped, 
chuckled to herself, and returned to the family room. “Well, I guess it REALLY, 
REALLY is hard to do what I tell you today. And you’re SO MAD AT ME!” 
Jackie turned off the TV and walked over to Katie. She sat down on the couch 
next to her.

“Katie, any idea what’s bothering you today?” Jackie asked.
“Shut up and leave me alone!” Katie yelled.
“So you’re angry today about the TV rule and the breakfast rule. Any idea 

why today?”
“SHUT UP!” Katie said more loudly.
“Really angry! But why today? Usually you fuss about it, but you don’t get 

quite so mad about it.”
“I said SHUT UP!”
“OK, honey, if you’d like to try to figure it out, let me know. I have some 

ideas. . . . But now it’s best for you to come with me into the living room. I’m 
doing some work there and it’s good that you stay near me. I’ll find something 
for you to do.”

“No, I want to go to my room!” Katie yelled.
“I know that you probably don’t want to be near me very much, but you need 

to be for a while. I’ll let you know when you can go to your room.”
Katie stomped into the living room. Jackie found some Legos and gave them 

to her, and then Jackie went to her desk to do some paperwork. She spent the 
next thirty minutes at her work, commenting on Katie’s construction, chatting 
about lunch possibilities, and humming quietly to herself. She wanted Katie 
to be aware of her calm and accepting presence without asking for a response. 
Their conflict would not damage their relationship. Jackie would be communi-
cating that to her more times than she would care to count.

* * *

At the second therapy session, Jackie informed Allison that Katie was relat-
ing with her in an unpredictable, moment-to-moment manner. She might be 
friendly, helpful, and seemingly content. Or she might be tense, withdrawn, and 
irritable. There seemed to be little connection with what was happening at the 
time. Katie appeared resigned about the daily schedule that Jackie developed 
for her. She had unleashed a number of verbal outbursts each day, and since 
her arrival she’d had to be restrained twice, though briefly, for aggressive be-
haviors toward Jackie. Generally Katie would respond with verbal expressions 
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of anger when Jackie would be empathic, matching her affect and accepting 
what she seemed to be feeling, and sometimes she even seemed to become a bit 
sad, though this would never last more than a moment or two, and she stopped 
herself from responding to any comfort that Jackie offered.

Steven asked if there was anything that she could do differently to avoid 
holding her.

“I don’t mind holding her if that’s what she needs to stay safe from hurting 
me,” Jackie said.

“But for Katie’s sake, isn’t it better to find an alternative?” Steven asked.
“I understand that restraints might worry you. I worry too when a trauma-

tized child is held because she is out of control. She is probably terrified because 
she cannot control herself and then frightened further by an adult controlling 
her. If she needs to be held for a little bit until she can get regulated enough to be 
safe, I feel that it is my responsibility to hold her.” Jackie remained firm, not will-
ing to follow Steven’s way of approaching Katie. Steven worried that restraints 
were a failure that must be damaging Katie; Jackie didn’t.

“Steven, I know that it takes some getting used to that we believe that 
sometimes Katie needs to be held in order for her to regulate and become calm 
enough to be safe and that this is acceptable and even beneficial for her,” Allison 
commented. “When it is done with a loving attitude, she is learning some very 
important things. First, she will not be rejected or hurt when she is enraged 
and aggressive. Second, she will be kept safe. And finally, she’ll experience 
that Jackie is so committed to her that she will get sweaty, tired, and possibly 
bruised, to give her what she needs. If Katie were held every day I wouldn’t be 
concerned about it as long as Jackie can remain loving and accepting. I certainly 
would explore whether we might do something differently so that she needed to 
be held less often. I might worry about Jackie’s health and stamina, but I won’t 
be worrying about Katie! She may really need to be held when she is aggressive 
now. We can’t avoid holding her if she needs to be held. I truly believe that 
at some point Katie will become angry and not aggressive and being held will 
no longer be necessary. But for now, she needs Jackie to coregulate her rage 
through holding her. At some point, Jackie will be able to coregulate her rage 
with a look of concern, with the empathy in her voice alone, or with a confident 
firmness in her approach to her. Then Katie will be able to inhibit her rage to the 
extent that she will not represent a danger to herself or others and so will not be 
held. Finally, Katie will be able to regulate her rage by herself.

“Of course, we will not ‘set her up’ to be held by giving her expectations that 
are just too difficult for her. We will try to structure her day and give her the 
supervision that will enable her to stay regulated better in both her affect and 
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behavior. But we will not avoid important situations for learning or run away 
from the ordinary limits that she needs in order to avoid the possibility that 
Jackie might have to hold her.”

Allison paused and then added, “Actually, Jackie is probably helping Katie 
to avoid being held by her own calm and accepting attitude. Holding the child 
unnecessarily occurs most often when the caregiver is tense and angry herself 
and her annoyed attitude is felt by the child. That’s not happening with Jackie.”

“You’re right. It does take some getting used to. I’ve spent a lot of time talk-
ing with parents and foster parents about avoiding conflicts, especially any that 
might get physical,” Steven said.

“And in many families that’s probably the safest course. Jackie is good at re-
ducing these conflicts with her Attitude and through her sensitive structure and 
supervision. However, when this has not prevented her dangerous physical ex-
pressions of rage, then Jackie deals with these outbursts in a way that facilitates 
the relationship and does not hurt it. With Katie, I really don’t think that she’ll 
learn to truly rely on Jackie if she doesn’t lose control of her affect and behavior 
at times and then experience Jackie as accepting the rage and keeping her safe. 
These are shame experiences for her, and she needs to be able to experience 
them without being rejected or humiliated, and she needs to sense that Jackie’s 
emotional support and empathy remain available to her. She also needs to see 
that Jackie is emotionally—and physically—strong enough to keep her safe when 
she is not able to control her own behavior,” Allison said.

“Anything else we should discuss before I get Katie?” Allison asked.
“I’ve noticed that she doesn’t sleep well at night,” Jackie said. “It takes her 

a while to get to sleep, and she’s restless. I never had that trouble with Gabe.”
“You might try tucking her sheet in on three sides,” Allison said. “That will 

keep some gentle pressure on her body and may help her to feel more contained 
and secure. Tinker with bedtime routines to see if any of them are more able to 
help her to settle down. Let me know if nothing helps, and we’ll explore some 
other ideas. Possibly she’s having some dreams or nighttime fears of abuse or 
abandonment that we might help her with.”

When Katie entered the therapy room, she was friendly and expressive. She 
told Allison that she was going swimming with Diane that afternoon. Then she 
began talking about how much she liked her new home. Allison fell in with her 
chatter, following her lead and asking more about the swimming and her new 
bedroom. Then Katie asked if she could play with the stuffed bears in the corner 
of the room. Allison could see that Katie had decided to try to be in charge of 
the session through her chatter and questions. If Katie could direct them toward 
playing with the toys, so much the better. Her angry orders at the onset of the 
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first session had not led to controlling the situation; maybe her charm would be 
more effective.

“Wow, Katie, you sure seem to feel like talking today. That’s what I’d like 
to continue doing now, and then at some point we can involve the bears in our 
talking,” Allison said cheerfully. “I’m interested in knowing more about why 
you like your new home.”

“Diane is my new sister. I like her,” Katie quickly replied.
“I’m glad that you have such a nice big sister, Katie,” Allison replied. “What 

do you think about your new dad, Mark?”
“He’s nice. He pushed me on the swings.”
“Great, Katie. Your dad does seem nice. How about your mom?”
“She’s OK,” Katie replied evenly.
“Is she a good cook?” Allison asked.
“Yeah, we had pizza!”
“Pizza!” Allison exclaimed. “No wonder you like your new home and your 

mom. Did you bring any with you? I’m hungry,” Allison asked with a smile.
“No!” Katie grinned and replied.
“No!” Allison looked shocked. She reached over and put her finger in Katie’s 

shirt pocket, “Maybe you’re hiding some. I have to find it.”
Katie laughed and pulled back, “It’s all gone!”
“All gone, and you didn’t save me any! Katie, how could you do that?” Al-

lison laughed too.
“She ate some too!” Katie pointed toward Jackie.
“Who did?” Allison asked.
“Jackie!” Katie replied.
“Oh, your mom! Well, that’s OK. Since she made it,” Allison said.
“She didn’t make it. We got it at Pizza Hut,” Katie replied and smiled.
“I thought that you said that she was a good cook? And she bought it? Are 

you sure she’s a good cook?” Allison smiled.
“Yeah, she made a chocolate cake!” Katie said.
“Well, Katie, I guess she is, then. For a second I thought that she really 

wasn’t a good cook. I thought that you just made it up so your mom wouldn’t 
get into trouble for being a bad cook. Sometimes daughters are that way in de-
fending their moms,” Allison said reasonably. Then she moved closer and low-
ered her voice, “Now I have a big question for you. I heard that Steven stopped 
in to see you yesterday. What about the crackers and milk?”

“I gave them to him and I didn’t spill any,” Katie said with a smile.
“You didn’t spill any!” Allison seemed surprised.
“Not any!” Katie was definite.
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Allison turned to Steven: “Is she telling the truth, Steven?”
“She sure is. And they tasted good too.”
“More proof that Jackie is a good cook!” Allison replied. Then she looked at 

Katie with a look of utter annoyance. “And you didn’t spill any! So I can’t pick 
on you like I said I would if you spilled some. Darn it. I wanted to pick on you 
and I can’t!”

“No, you can’t!” Katie seemed pleased and excited.
“Well, then I’ll just have to show you how happy I am for you that you didn’t 

spill any.” Allison reached down and removed Katie’s shoes. She took one foot in 
her hand and said with a large smile, “This little piggy went to the market. . . .”

Katie was taken by surprise. She seemed to be trying to remember something 
from her past, but she wasn’t sure what Allison was doing. Allison was going to 
do something unexpected, and Katie became alert.

When Allison began, “Wee, wee, wee, all the way home!” Katie screeched 
with laughter. Then Allison took the other foot and repeated the game. Katie 
screeched even louder.

“Well, Katie, you must wonder why this lady is teasing you and tickling you 
and playing silly games,” Allison said.

“Yeah,” Katie replied.
“Well, I guess it’s time to tell you,” Allison said as she smiled and squeezed 

Katie’s big toe. “You see, I want to be able to find ways to help you to relax and 
have fun as a kid in your new family. I know that you’ve been in THREE other 
foster homes and now you are in number FOUR! That is TOO many for a girl. 
Moving is TOO hard—new parents, new bedroom, new rules, new school, new 
friends. It’s just TOO much. NO MORE MOVING!”

Katie nodded yes.
“So I thought that I might be able to find ways to help you to learn to live 

in a good family.” Allison then leaned forward and said slowly and quietly, “I 
know that when you were very little you didn’t live in a good family. Sally and 
Mike did not take good care of you. They didn’t know that babies and little kids 
need to laugh . . . and be held . . . and be warm and fed . . . and be smiled at . . .  
and tickled. . . .” Allison smiled, lightly touched Katie’s toe until she smiled in 
return, and then went on, “So you never learned what living with a good mom 
and dad was like. Well . . . Katie . . . Jackie is a good mom . . . and Mark is a 
good dad . . . but it’s hard . . . so hard . . . for you to know that they are. How 
would you know that? It’s hard to tell a good mom from a not-good mom when 
your mom made big mistakes when you were a baby.”

Allison leaned back again, smiled in a gentle way, and then squeezed Katie’s 
toe again. Katie was very quiet and attentive. She lay motionless on the couch 
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with her legs folded and Allison at her feet. Her eyes locked on Allison’s eyes. 
Allison took a deep breath and quietly said, “It’s hard . . . so hard.”

Then Allison leaned forward and with a twinkle in her eye whispered loudly, 
“Look at Jackie, Katie. Can tell you that she’s a good mom by her black pony-
tail? No? How about that little dot on her cheek? How about those white sneak-
ers with the red line on the side? No? There must be something about her that 
will show you that she’s a good mom. Let’s stare at her for a while.”

Katie began to giggle and Allison joined in. Soon Jackie and Steven began 
laughing too. Finally Jackie groaned, “Oh, cut it out, you two. You’re making 
me feel embarrassed!”

“Well, Katie, I guess there’s no way of telling that Jackie’s a good mom by 
looking at her. So I’m going to have to teach you how to know for yourself that 
she’s a good mom. Once you know that, it will be so much easier to live with 
her. You’ll begin to . . . feel happier . . . and not mind it when she teaches you 
stuff . . . and want to make cookies with her . . . handpick corn in the garden 
with her . . . and even hug her when she helps you to find your special doll that 
you lost. OK with you?”

Katie nodded yes.
“So, kiddo. Katie kiddo. What a neat name! I’ll be asking you to say and do 

stuff here. And saying things for you when it’s too hard to say them yourself. 
And I’ll be suggesting that you and your new mom do stuff at home. I’d like you 
and your mom to agree to do the stuff that I tell you. If you both do, then you’ll 
be able to learn if Jackie is a good mom. If she is, your life should be a lot better 
than it has been for so long. Does that make sense, Katie kiddo?” Allison asked.

“Yeah,” Katie replied.
“Great, kiddo. In therapy I’ll have many suggestions for you and Jackie. If 

you both do what I suggest, things will get better faster. When you two don’t, 
they go slower. Sometimes you won’t want to do what I suggest. No big deal. 
No kid wants to do what she is told all the time. It’s OK for therapy to go slower 
too. Fast, slow. Slow, fast. Jackie probably won’t want to do some things too. 
Either way you get some hugs.” Allison smiled. “And Jackie does too! So, 
kiddo, ready to begin?”

“Yeah,” Katie said.
“There’s that ‘yeah’ again. Is that all you ever say?” Allison asked as she 

squeezed Katie’s toe.
“No!” Katie yelled and laughed.
Allison turned to Jackie: “Will you help Katie to learn whether or not you’re 

a good mom, Jackie?”
“I will help Katie to learn that,” Jackie replied. “And I’ll work hard too.”
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“Great. With both of you trying so hard, my job will be easy,” Allison said. 
“Now we need to do something to find out what Katie is going to learn.” Allison 
sat quietly, put her hand to her face, said, “Hmmm, hmmm,” looked around the 
room, suddenly yelled, “Yes!” and looked at Katie and smiled mischievously.

Katie’s eyes got wide, she smiled broadly, and she said, “What?”
“Jackie, I want you to take Katie’s left big toe. I’m going to take her right big 

toe. If my little piggy gets home first, then that means that you’re a good mom. 
If your little piggy gets home first, that means that you’re a great mom!” Allison 
said cheerfully.

Katie screeched and yelled, “Noooo!”
Jackie leaned over, grabbed Katie’s left foot, and shortly thereafter the piggy 

race began.
“She’s a great mom!” Allison yelled at the end of the race. She could barely 

make herself heard over Katie’s laughter, wiggling, and yelling. Allison contin-
ued, “What a great start, Katie kiddo! There’s going to be so much that you’ll 
be learning about your new home and new parents. I’m happy that after all those 
years you now have a chance to really know . . . what a great mom . . . is really 
like.”

Allison paused, took a deep breath again, and then continued, “Now I’d like 
to chat with you about living with your new mom—I heard that sometimes you 
do fun things together and sometimes ordinary stuff and sometimes Mom asks 
you to do things, and sometimes that makes you get very mad. . . . Is that right?” 
Katie nodded.

Allison went on, “How about if we chat with your mom a little bit about what 
it’s like living with her now? You can say anything you’d like, or I could talk for 
you if that would be easier.”

“You say it,” Katie said quickly.
“OK, and if I get it wrong, tell me what you’d rather I say, or if you’d like me 

to stop, just let me know.”
Allison continued, now talking as if she were Katie, “Jackie, I don’t know 

you very well and you don’t know me very well either. I’m Katie and you’re my 
foster mom and sometimes already I like living with you and sometimes I don’t. 
Sometimes I don’t like what you tell me and sometimes I get mad at you.” Al-
lison noticed how quiet and attentive Katie seemed to be to what she was saying. 
She changed her voice again, this time speaking very quietly. “And sometimes 
I don’t think that you like me.” Allison then nodded to Jackie to reply to Katie 
as if she had spoken.

Jackie said quietly, “I’m glad that you’re now living with me and the rest of 
the family, Katie. I know that sometimes you don’t like what I tell you to do. 
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And that you get mad at me. I know that sometimes you think that I’m a bad 
mom. It’s OK being mad at me and thinking that I’m a bad mom. I know that it’s 
hard at times getting used to living with me and following my rules. That’s OK. 
I’m going to work hard to keep finding ways to make it easier for you to trust 
me. And finally, Katie, I am so, so sorry that you have that feeling that I don’t 
like you. . . . It must be hard to think that your mom, who is supposed to care 
for you, doesn’t like you. . . . I do like you. I like you a lot. Even when you get 
mad at me and think that I’m a bad mom, I still like you then.”

Katie seemed to become anxious as Jackie spoke to her. Allison then spoke 
for Katie again, “Mom, it’s hard hearing you say that. I’m not sure if I want you 
to like me, Mom. It’s confusing if you do and a little scary. I don’t know why 
you would like me, Mom.”

Jackie replied quietly to Katie, as if she had spoken. “It must be hard to trust 
that I like you, Katie, especially when I say no to you. Sounds like it’s hard to 
feel that anyone might like you, and maybe you’re not sure if you are likable 
or not. Someday, Katie, I hope that you will know why I like you and that you 
will really, really believe it deep inside here” (gently placing her hand lightly on 
Katie’s chest over her heart).

“Now,” Allison continued, “Katie, we’re going to be having a number of 
talks like we just did. I know that talking is hard for you. Often, I think you just 
don’t know what you think and feel. Or maybe you’re just not sure if you want 
to say it. We’ll be talking about all kinds of stuff—hard stuff, easy stuff, fun stuff, 
scary stuff, silly stuff, sad stuff. When it gets hard I might suggest that you get a 
little hug from Jackie or sit close to her. I’d like you to be able to learn how to let 
Jackie help you during hard times. And how nice it might feel when she does. 
Or if you want her to cuddle with you during a hard time—or a fun time—just 
let her know and see what she says. My guess is that she will feel fine about it. 
Does this make sense so far?”

“Yeah,” Katie replied.
“Great, Katie. I’m going to talk now about all kinds of stuff. Are you ready?”
“Yeah.” Katie remained fairly passive, but not uncooperative.
“Tell me how many elbows you have.”
“Two!” Katie hollered and laughed.
“Now tell me how many fingers you have.”
“Ten!” she yelled.
“Now, tell me how many freckles you have,” Allison said.
Katie paused, surprised. “I don’t know!” she exclaimed.
“You don’t know!” Allison seemed shocked. “Well, we just have to find out. 

Jackie, count them!”
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Jackie proceeded to touch the freckles on Katie’s face and count quietly as 
she did. Katie initially laughed but then became quiet and eventually peaceful.

“Sixty-two! Wow, Katie, that’s a great number of freckles to have,” Jackie 
said with a smile. “That means that you are going to learn that you’re a special 
kid in a good family! If you forget that, just look in the mirror and see your sixty-
two freckles. They’ll remind you what you’re learning. Isn’t that great?”

Katie did not reply.
“Isn’t that great?” Jackie was now being quite playful.
Katie laughed and said, “NO!”
“No!” Jackie said with animation. “Say yes, kiddo!”
“No!” Katie continued.
Jackie seemed horrified and touched her side. “Say ‘Yes!’ Katie.”
“No!” Katie laughed and yelled. She continued to yell “No!” as Jackie 

touched her cheek, messed her hair, and gave her a quick hug. When she 
touched her neck briefly, Katie yelled “Yeah!” Jackie yelled “Yeah!” along with 
her and gave her another quick hug.

“Well, Katie, you already learned how to do this therapy! Way to go.” Alli-
son leaned back and took a deep breath. Often when she changed the tone from 
one of active engagement to one of just being relaxed and connected, she made 
it obvious. Katie so far followed the change in tone quite readily without being 
aware of it. Allison then engaged Jackie in some small talk to give Katie a break 
from the conversation and focus on her life.

After a bit, without changing her voice tone, Allison said, “Now, Katie, your 
mom told me how you got mad at her at home the other day because she turned 
off the TV. I wonder what made you so mad! I wonder what was so hard for 
you about that! What do you think?” Katie immediately appeared tense. The 
muscles in her face and body tightened up. Jackie gently stroked her hair and 
rubbed her shoulder and arm until Katie began to relax again.

“I don’t know!”
“That was my guess, Katie, my guess was that you really didn’t know why 

you got THAT mad when your mom told you to turn off the TV. Wait, Katie, 
why do you think your mom said that?”

“She’s just mean to me!” Katie was now raising her voice.
“Katie, now that makes some sense to me about why you got mad. You 

thought that your mom was being mean to you. Wow, Katie, that would be 
hard, if the mom who is supposed to keep you safe and help you to be happy, 
is mean instead! Very hard!”

Katie sat quietly, staring into Allison’s eyes, seeming to be stretching to make 
sense of what Allison was saying. Katie rarely thought about her rage outbursts. 
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She never asked why she might do something in anger. Most likely, if she were 
to think about it, she would assume that it was simply another example of how 
bad she was.

Allison continued, “I’m thinking, Katie, how hard that would be if you think 
that your mom wants to be mean to you. Why would she want to be mean to 
you? Why?” Allison’s voice grew more animated, suggesting her deep desire to 
understand something important, very important.

“She doesn’t like me!” Katie shouted out quickly.
Allison matched the intensity of her expression. “Oh, my goodness, Katie! 

That’s why you got so mad. You thought that Jackie did not like you when she 
turned off the TV! You thought that she didn’t like you! What a mother if she 
didn’t like you! No wonder you got mad, Katie! No wonder!”

Katie stared at Allison, and her face became soft and vulnerable. She looked 
so tired!

Allison paused for a moment and then asked quietly to speak for Katie to 
Jackie. When Katie agreed, Allison said with some intensity, “I did get mad at 
you, Mom. I did! You wouldn’t let me watch the TV! I just wanted to watch it 
and you said, ‘NO!’ And I think that you were being MEAN to me! Really mean! 
(now becoming quieter, expressed more slowly) And I think . . . I think . . . that 
you’re mean because . . . because . . . you don’t like me (even quieter) and that’s 
why, Mom, that’s why I was mad at you. I don’t think that you like me.”

Jackie squeezed Katie’s hand again and said quietly, “Oh, Katie, that must be 
so hard for you. When I say no, you think that I’m mean. And you think that I 
don’t like you! Now I know why you get so mad at me. Now I know. Thanks so 
much for telling me, Katie. Thanks so much.”

Allison responded, with a very gentle tone, “Jackie, I think Katie was so 
brave to tell you what she thinks and feels when you say no to her. So brave.”

“Yes, Allison, I agree. Very brave.”
Jackie took Katie’s hand, and she did not resist.
Allison leaned over and calmly said, “Katie, it was hard having us tell your 

mom what you were thinking and feeling. OK if I say a little more for you to 
your mom?” Katie nodded, and Allison continued with some anxiety in her 
voice, “I’m afraid, Mom . . . I’m afraid that when I get mad at you, you’ll get 
mad at me . . . and you’ll get so mad that you’ll think I’m bad and you’ll hit me 
and hurt me!”

Jackie squeezed Katie’s hand. Katie looked at her.
“Goodness, what a big, big worry for a little girl to have. . . . No, sweetie, no 

matter how mad you get at me, even if I do get mad, I won’t hit you and hurt 
you,” Jackie said gently.
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“Thanks, Mom, but it’s hard to believe you,” Allison said for Katie.
“I know it’s hard, sweetie. I hope that it will get easier for you,” Jackie said.
“I hope so too, Mom,” Allison said.
Jackie immediately gave Katie a big hug.
“Good work, you two!” Allison said cheerfully. “What a mom and daughter 

you two are! You two are really something together!” She smiled at them both.
For the remaining minutes of the session, Allison directed the discussion 

toward Jackie’s thoughts about Katie’s swimming abilities and asking the ted-
dies whether they thought Katie would be a good swimmer—they tested her arm 
muscles and decided that she definitely would be! She ended the discussion by 
saying to them both, “I’d like it if you would both do something before the next 
session. Katie, I want you to draw a picture of a time when you think that your 
new mom is being mean to you and another picture of a time when you think 
that she’s being nice to you. Jackie, I’d like you to draw two pictures too. I want 
you to guess what pictures you think Katie drew and draw those. Then during 
the next session we’ll look at all four pictures. OK with you both?”

Jackie and Katie both agreed. “Finally, Katie, I’d like you to tell Mark what 
we did in today’s meeting and see what he thinks about it. If you don’t remem-
ber it all, that’s OK. Your mom will help you.”

Katie agreed, and the session ended. Allison heard Katie talking excitedly to 
Jackie as they left the building. Steven waited for a chance to talk with Allison 
for a few minutes.

“That seemed great, Allison,” said Steven. “But did Katie really mean what 
you said for her?”

“What does ‘really mean’ mean, Steven? Would Katie have been able on her 
own? No. Does she feel what I had her say? To some degree. Her face showed 
that she was really engaged with what I was saying. I think those words reso-
nated with a small, deeply hidden aspect of herself that needs to develop if she’s 
going to make it. Hopefully those words raised her doubts and also a possibility 
within her awareness that there might be something special in her relationship 
with Jackie. I truly hope so,” Allison said calmly.

“You mean that if you tell her often enough about healthy parent-child rela-
tionships, she’ll begin to believe it?” Steven asked.

“Not simply ‘telling’ her. As you noticed, the words were always embedded 
in an interaction that was emotionally meaningful to her. She was alert, recep-
tive, and curious. Just giving her a ‘lecture’ or trying to persuade her to believe 
what I know to be true will have no effect. The words that she receives must 
naturally arise from an empathic, nurturing attitude from me and Jackie. What 
is being communicated is done mostly nonverbally. That’s the way language 
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develops in healthy infants and toddlers and that’s the way it has to be if it’s go-
ing to stay with her and affect her. Also, Jackie’s behavior toward her at home, 
hour after hour, day after day, will have to make those words real to her if she’s 
to begin to ‘feel’ what they mean and truly believe them. Jackie’s goal will be 
to maintain that playful and/or empathic and nurturing attitude throughout 
as many interactions with Katie as possible. Again, that’s how babies form an 
attachment with their mothers. Have you seen the special way that a mother 
interacts with her six-month-old infant?”

“Now that you mention it,” Steven smiled, “my wife, Jenny, and I have an 
eighteen-month-old daughter, Rebecca. And, yes, I know what you mean, al-
though I think you should include fathers in your description of the way parents 
interact with their babies.”

“Wonderful, Steven, and yes, I’m sorry for not including fathers,” Allison 
said. “So when you are with Rebecca, imagine that that’s the way Jackie will be 
trying to relate to Katie. And that’s the way I’m trying to relate to her here too.”

“Sounds easy, Allison,” Steven said.
“I wish it were. The problem is that Katie now does not want that way of 

being with her parents the way Rebecca does. She has so much that she needs 
to unlearn before she feels safe to connect. Also, her behaviors are tough and 
would push most people away. That makes it a lot harder for Jackie to maintain 
that attitude toward her. I promise you, this will not be easy.”

“I know that you’re right,” Steven said quietly. “I just worry a lot about that 
kid and I want her to make it.”

“We’ll just have to keep working at it, then,” Allison said with a smile. 
“Meanwhile it means a lot that she matters so much to you and to me and to 
Jackie and Mark.”

* * *

When she and Katie arrived home after the session, Jackie recalled that Allison 
had said that Katie might not do well. Katie had relaxed her efforts to control 
the session and had let herself be a little bit closer to her. Jackie expected that 
she might quickly do something to reestablish her idea of how their relationship 
should be. Katie might try to negate anything that she may have said or done 
during the session and find ways to push Jackie away.

When they got out of the car, Jackie stood on the walk leading toward the 
kitchen door, waiting for Katie. She looked back and saw Katie on the other 
side of the car. Katie bent over, seemingly to pick up something. She didn’t get 
back up.
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“Come on, Katie . . . time to go in the house,” Jackie said. There was no 
reply or movement.

“Katie!” Jackie said more loudly.
“What?” Katie yelled back, with an edge of anger in her voice.
“Come here, Katie,” Jackie said. She saw Katie stand up straight and walk 

quickly around the car. Something wasn’t right.
“What were you doing?” Jackie asked.
“Nothing!” Katie was now more annoyed.
“What were you doing behind the car?” Allison asked.
“I said nothing!” Katie yelled.
Jackie took her hand and said, “I need to check, sweetie. The way you’re 

talking makes me think that you did something that you shouldn’t. Maybe I’m 
wrong. We’ll see.” Jackie was matter-of-fact.

“Leave me alone. I didn’t do anything!” Katie was becoming upset, but she 
came along with Jackie.

Jackie went around the car and looked at the ground. Nothing was there. 
Nothing was wrong. “Well, Katie, I guess you were right and I was wrong. I’m 
sorry. Someday I’ll be able to know that you’re telling me the truth and I won’t 
have to check. But now I have to check.”

As Jackie turned toward the house, again she glanced at the car. She im-
mediately noticed a scratch, about six inches long, on the passenger door. She 
knew that it was new, and she knew now why Katie knelt down after getting out 
of the car.

“Katie, you scratched the car. I’m cross about that! In our home we don’t 
damage each other’s stuff just because we are angry at each other. I don’t like 
what you did! If you are angry with me you can yell and moan and groan . . . or 
tell me, but I don’t want you to damage something!”

Katie looked down and did not move. Then Jackie took a deep breath and 
spoke again, this time with her usual empathic and nurturing tone, “I know it is 
hard, Katie, learning to live with good people in a family. And learning that you 
fit in. We’ll get through things like this. I’ll help you. You’re part of the family 
and we’ll all help you learn these things.” Jackie gave her a quick hug, took her 
hand, and walked her into the house.

When they were inside she crouched and placed her hands on Katie’s arms. 
“Oh, Katie . . . it’s sad that after you and I had a good time together at Allison’s 
you needed to do something wrong. I guess you really wanted to get me mad at 
you. Well, sweetie, I was mad at what you did for a minute, and now it’s over. 
Let’s go into the kitchen,” Jackie said.
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“I didn’t do anything!” Katie screamed. She struggled to get her arm loose, 
but Jackie held her tight. “Let me go!”

“I need to have you near me now. I can see that you’re getting all worked up. 
I’m afraid you’ll get into even more trouble if you don’t stay near me.” Jackie was 
clear. Katie was going with her.

Katie was resigned, still yelling that she didn’t do “it,” but without much 
confidence that she was going to get her way. Jackie opened the door and 
brought her to the table.

“Sit here for now, Katie,” Jackie said calmly. Katie sat. Jackie went to the 
counter to begin preparing lunch. “I’ll be checking with Dad to see how much 
it’s going to cost to get that door fixed. Then you and I will find a way to help 
pay for it.”

“I didn’t do it!” Katie screamed.
“I’m fixing some tomato soup. We’ll have cheese sandwiches too.”
“I don’t want cheese!”
“No problems, sweetie, soup is a good lunch.” Jackie didn’t mind.
“I want baloney!”
“Only have tomato soup and cheese sandwiches today. But you don’t have 

to eat it,” Jackie said. She continued to prepare their meal when Diane and John 
came running in. They were dressed for swimming.

“Better hurry with your lunch, Katie,” Diane said. “My friend, Susan, will be 
here in fifteen minutes to take us to the lake.”

“I’m afraid that Katie won’t be going with you, Diane. She’s having a hard 
time now because our therapy session today was hard. She has to stay close to 
me the rest of the afternoon to keep her safe,” Jackie said with disappointment.

“I’m going swimming!” Katie screamed. It never had occurred to her that 
her scratching the door would prevent her from going swimming. This made no 
sense to her. She had been told at breakfast by Diane that she would take her! 
How could Jackie stop her from going? “I’m going swimming!”

“I wish that you could go. It would have been fun; it’s such a nice warm day. 
But I’m not going and you really need to be close to me now. The session got 
you feeling all kinds of hard things.” Jackie showed empathy for Katie’s rage 
and confusion.

“I’m sorry that you can’t go, Katie,” Diane said. “I’ll take you again when 
Mom says that you’re ready.”

“No!” Katie screamed, and she lifted the soup spoon to throw it. Jackie was 
standing near, and she knew to expect something like this. She reached over 
quickly and grabbed the spoon from Katie’s hand.
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“I hate you!” Katie screamed at Jackie, and she jumped up to try to run from 
the room.

Jackie stopped her. “You need to stay with me during lunch, sweetie. I know 
you’re mad at me! That’s OK. But you’re too mad to be alone now. You have 
to sit here.”

“No! I hate you!” Katie screamed again. When she tried to hit Jackie, her mom 
took her arm, pulled her to her, and sat down on the chair with Katie on her lap.

“Would you check the soup, Diane, please? And would you put the cheese 
away? I need to be with Katie now and help her with her anger.”

“Let me go! Let me go!” Katie struggled to get loose. But she needed to 
remain in Jackie’s lap for a while. When she calmed down, Jackie sat her in 
another chair. She then got her soup and sandwich and sat near her. “Do you 
want your soup or cheese sandwich now, Katie?” Katie ignored her. “This sure 
has been a difficult day for you so far and it’s only 1:00.” Jackie sat with her a 
bit and then went over to the sink. A short time later Katie was eating her cheese 
sandwich and her soup.

That afternoon Katie spent her time with her new mom. Jackie had beans 
to pick in the garden and Katie helped, reluctantly. Jackie estimated that she 
worked for about thirty minutes of the time that they were in the garden. Then 
they did the laundry together with Katie sorting the clothes. Jackie chatted away 
as if they were on the best of terms. Katie said little, and that with effort. Then 
they drew some silly pictures with strange-colored creatures, and they decided 
that when Mark came home he would name them. Jackie was pleased with 
herself. She was quite open and engaged. Her patience was there, as was her 
empathy. But she thought to herself that it might be a really long summer. This 
kid was not going to give up her way of living easily!

COMMENTARY

From the moment that Katie entered her home, Jackie related with her as if 
she had lived with her for months. Jackie did not want to be “nice” to Katie 
during the first day and ignore her misbehaviors. She needed to demonstrate 
quickly what life would be like in her home. She did not do that in an authori-
tarian, harsh manner. She simply commented on what was expected and then 
responded to Katie based on how she responded to her expectations. She also 
was quick to express empathy for Katie’s anger and distress, to remain accepting 
of her and in charge of her own emotional response to the “milk and crackers” 
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incident. Jackie wanted Katie to know what she might expect in the months to 
come. If she “gave in” to Katie because it was her first day, Katie would expect 
her to “give in” forever. Then when Jackie finally began to assert the regular 
routines and expectations, Katie would think that Jackie was getting stricter. 
She would conclude that as Jackie got to know her more, she liked her less, and 
therefore that Jackie was becoming more mean to her.

Various brief courses instruct parents and child care workers in techniques 
for safely holding children who need restraint. Many therapeutic foster care pro-
grams, residential facilities, and group homes for children and adolescents train 
their parents and staff in utilizing those techniques. The goal is to arrange for 
structure and routines that reduce the need for these holding techniques as well 
as to see early signs of the child’s anger that might be regulated more easily than 
by holding the child. Holding the child briefly with patience and care is better 
than the child having to move from home to home, or be frequently placed in a 
hospital, or, more likely, being restrained chemically with a significant amount 
of medication.

During the first therapy session, Allison established the general framework of 
the treatment. During the second session, she casually told Katie what therapy 
was like. Allison made it clear from the outset that Jackie would be present 
during the sessions. The reasons for Jackie’s presence are numerous. Jackie 
would be providing Katie with emotional support, and she would be having 
opportunities for mutual enjoyment with her. Her presence would also help 
Katie to differentiate Jackie from her birth parents and to carry over therapeutic 
experiences into the home. Allison would also use Jackie’s presence to support 
her parental authority, and her motives for setting limits, and also to commu-
nicate her confidence in Jackie’s parenting abilities and in her commitment to 
Katie. Finally, Jackie’s presence serves to provide psychological safety to both 
Allison and Katie, while they are engaged in these emotional interactions that 
will at times be very stressful.

During the first two sessions, Allison demonstrated that therapy would 
provide the setting for facilitating intersubjective experiences and for decreas-
ing shame. She would initially establish a supportive atmosphere characterized 
by playful, accepting, curious, and empathic interactions. At the heart of the 
work she was establishing a connection with Katie where she overtly demon-
strated both in words and nonverbally her pleasure and interest in every aspect 
of Katie. Later she would explore shame-related themes in a way that would 
reduce Katie’s sense of shame and make her more able to address and integrate 
these experiences. Allison initially spoke for Katie a great deal since it was most 
unlikely that Katie had the ability or motivation to speak for herself. In the first 



J A C K I E  K E L L E R ,  F O S T E R  H O M E  # 4

1 3 9

session, Allison focused most of the interactions on Katie’s response to her. In 
the second session, she was beginning to direct Katie’s attention and responses 
to Jackie more often.

As she would do throughout the course of therapy, Allison accepted Katie’s 
resistance whenever it arose. When she asked for a specific response and Katie 
refused to give it, Allison gave it for her or she accepted and explored somewhat 
Katie’s reluctance to become engaged. She wanted to communicate to Katie that 
she would remain engaged with her, doing this very difficult work, regardless of 
what Katie did to avoid engagement, elicit anger and frustration, or resist a ther-
apeutic theme. Allison would not become angry with Katie nor avoid exploring 
these important themes. She would lightly address a theme, explore it a bit till 
Katie made it clear that she would not become engaged or would no longer 
remain engaged with the dialogue about it, and then set it aside for another day. 
She understood the reasons for the resistance and she was patient. Throughout 
the sessions, she would be maintaining the same attitude in therapy that Jackie 
was maintaining at home.

Toward the end of the second session, Allison mentioned calmly to Katie 
and Jackie that the session might have been stressful for Katie and that she 
might find herself becoming angry and wanting to do something to get Jackie 
angry when they got back home. This happens frequently. As the child steps 
into an anxious way of relating and viewing self and other, she often seems to 
do something to suggest that she really does not want to change and that she is 
still the “bad kid” that she always was. By acknowledging that such a response 
may occur, it becomes less likely to occur or it may not last as long. Then the 
parent and therapist can calmly show empathy for the anxiety associated with 
change and make it clear that the progress that occurred during therapy or a 
home event was real. By acknowledging it, the meaning of the behavior is better 
understood as representing that the session had made the child vulnerable, not 
that the child “did not mean it.”

After Katie scratched the car door Jackie became angry briefly, focused on 
the behavior, and then repaired the relationship. Certain behaviors do require a 
brief angry response. Caregivers should express such anger with “I-messages,” 
which simply state, “I am angry with what you did.” This is followed by a brief 
reason and then an alternative behavior. For such a response to be effective, 
the parent needs to repair the relationship quickly, as the child is moving just 
as quickly toward shame. With shame, the angry response to the behavior will 
have just the opposite effect. The behavior will be likely to increase.

Jackie made a mistake by allowing Diane to tell Katie in the morning that 
she would be taking her swimming in the afternoon. Such long waiting periods 
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before something is to occur often create anxiety, and the child frequently does 
something to make it less likely to occur. Also, if disruptive or dysregulated 
behavior or an outside circumstance cancels the scheduled activity, the child 
often experiences something close to betrayal. At this stage in Katie’s placement, 
it would have been better to tell Katie that she could go swimming—if it was 
advisable to go—just before Diane was leaving for the lake.
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LIFE WITH JACKIE

By July 12, Katie had managed to settle into a routine a bit with the active 
presence and guidance of Jackie. She even was swimming with Diane some 

days. Of course she was supervised a great deal of the time. When Jackie or 
Mark was not actually watching her, they knew exactly where she was and what 
she was doing. They remained alert for any strange sounds or movements from 
Katie’s direction. Katie’s mood was unpredictable. If she wanted something, she 
was cheerful and helpful. Most of the time she was simply planning what to do 
next, while complaining about what she was doing now. She wanted to know 
everything that was going on. If Mark and Jackie were talking, she would be 
nearby. When the teenagers were around, she would constantly interrupt them 
or ask to be involved in their plans. She did not want to be alone. But she could 
not relax and enjoy herself when she was with any family member. Rather, her 
energy seemed entirely taken with finding ways to get something or take charge 
of the activity. When redirected, she would sulk and complain.

By now the teenagers were losing patience with her. Diane had given her 
some of her old dolls, and Katie quickly destroyed them. She also had taken 
some money from Matthew’s wallet and she had broken John’s watch. They 
had begun avoiding her, which meant that they spent less time with Jackie and 
more time in their rooms or out with their friends. Jackie had seen this happen 
before—just after Gabe had come to their home. His negative attitude soon af-
fected the whole family. The atmosphere at home had become tense and angry, 
and even she and Mark had begun to quarrel over numerous small things. They 
also had disagreed a lot over Gabe. Mark had thought that she was too strict 
with him because his misbehavior had led to days of a great deal of structure 
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and supervision. Jackie wanted to be sure that Katie was not able to ruin their 
family atmosphere too. If she could maintain her attitude of PACE, then Katie’s 
effect on the other family members would be less. Katie needed to become like 
their family at its best: friendly and helpful, relaxed and supportive. Each one 
in the family had his or her own space and interests. They also cared a lot for 
each other, and everything else occurred in that context. They did not need to 
become like Katie. There was too much rage, terror, despair, and shame in the 
world already.

* * *

On August 4, 1994, Katie became seven years old. Allison and Jackie had dis-
cussed her birthday in the last therapy session. They knew that Katie would 
find a way to ruin it. There had not been one happy and fun activity since she 
had been in Jackie’s home that had not left her tense and irritable. She would 
find something destructive or defiant to do either during the activity or imme-
diately afterward. Should Jackie give her the opportunity to do the same to her 
birthday? Would the brief “pleasure” of having a big party with nice presents 
be more beneficial than the anxiety and shame that were sure to follow, which 
would lead to doing something to ruin the day for herself and the family? Would 
the message conveyed by receiving the nice presents outweigh the shame that 
she would feel after she destroyed them? Should Jackie give her the chance to 
learn from the “natural consequences” of ruining her special day?

Jackie and Allison decided that she probably had experienced the “natural 
consequences” of destroying happy experiences and nice gifts and possessions 
dozens of times in her short life without showing any signs of learning from 
those compulsive, shame-driven acts. The odds that she would respond differ-
ently this time were extremely poor. Why set her up for failure at what should 
be a happy celebration of her life? Failure is of no value when one does not 
learn from it. It was hard to imagine that she could “celebrate” her life, given 
her self-contempt and her mistrust of everyone around her. Thus, Jackie and Al-
lison decided to have only a small recognition of Katie’s birthday. Possibly that 
would not be too great a stretch for her and she would be able to successfully 
integrate it. Steven was not convinced of the wisdom of their plan. But as usual, 
he deferred to their judgment. It was left to Jackie to tell Katie.

On the morning of August 4, Katie came down to breakfast to find a birth-
day card leaning against her cereal bowl. Katie had not mentioned her birthday 
to Jackie, though Katie and Diane had talked about it a few days before. Most 
likely Katie thought that Jackie would not remember it. Katie was well practiced 
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in avoiding disappointments. Jackie smiled and wished her a happy birthday as 
she was looking at her card.

“Well, Katie, today is your birthday. You are seven years old! I hope that you 
have a happy day!” Jackie said cheerfully.

“Am I going to have a party?” Katie said with her innocent, lovely facial ex-
pression that could melt the heart even of someone who hated kids.

“Yes, a family party at dinner. You get to pick the dessert tonight and your dad 
and I bought you a gift. And we’ll sing ‘Happy Birthday’ to you after dessert.”

“Why can’t I have a big party?” Katie asked. She seemed to be confused. Not 
really angry and certainly not sad. Just confused.

“Well, honey, your dad and I decided that you’re not ready for a big party 
yet with kids. I wish you were. We’d love to give you one and we’re sad that we 
can’t. It’s just that when you have too much fun you do get all mixed up inside 
and then you do things that mess it up. We want you to have a good birthday, so 
we decided that what we’re going to do would be just right for you now.” Jackie 
was clear and calm and very receptive to Katie’s mood.

“But it’s not fair! Every kid gets a party! I did last year!” Katie was becoming 
upset.

“I know you did, honey. And Ruth said that you screamed and threw things 
after the party and had to be held. And the next day you broke all of the pres-
ents! You must have been so sad when you did that. We think that it would 
happen again if we gave you too many presents and you had too much fun.” She 
believed what she was saying, but desperately wished that she could be saying 
something else.

“You don’t like me at all!” Katie yelled.
“Oh, Katie, it must be hard now if you think that I don’t like you. Wow! I’m 

your mom, and if I don’t like you, you would probably think that I won’t keep 
you safe and no one will like you. I do like you, sweetie. I want to give you a big 
party and I’m really sad that I can’t. I sure understand why you’re mad at me 
and think that I don’t like you. It must be hard for you to know that you’re not 
ready for a big party and a lot of presents.”

“I am ready!” Katie screamed.
“I wish you were, honey. It’s sad that you’re not ready yet,” Jackie said 

quietly.
“I am ready,” Katie said. Her anger seemed less. She seemed to withdraw 

into her thoughts. She did not seem to be planning to try to change Jackie’s 
mind or to strike out at her. As Jackie watched her, she wondered if this was the 
closest thing to sadness that Katie could feel or show. She thought that if Katie 
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were to begin to cry now, her resolve not to give her a party might evaporate. 
She’d be tempted to rush out and fill the car with presents and the biggest cake 
in Augusta. But it didn’t happen. Katie didn’t cry. She never did. And the car 
stayed in the driveway—which was for the best.

After their discussion, Katie acted as if nothing had been said and it was 
a regular day. As she usually did, she complained about restrictions and also 
about the activities that she did with Jackie that she didn’t like. Her dinner that 
night went well. She had picked chocolate cake for dessert, and she ate her piece 
as rapidly as ever. Katie could devour sweets faster than they could be served 
to her. She smiled at everyone when the family sang “Happy Birthday” to her. 
After she opened her gift to find a jump rope and a bright blue swimming suit, 
she thanked everyone and seemed content. That night at bedtime, Jackie sat on 
the edge of her bed as she always did and talked quietly about the day.

“I enjoyed spending your birthday with you, Katie. I’m glad that you picked 
chocolate cake. That’s one of my favorites too.”

“Can I have some more tomorrow?” Katie asked.
“Well, Katie, I know that there’s some left, so I’ll make sure some is saved for 

you so that you’ll have some if you eat your dinner,” Jackie replied. Then she 
added quietly, “You might feel mixed up about that jump rope and swimming 
suit, Katie. I know that it’s hard for you to accept presents, even if they are small. 
I’ll be happy for you if you don’t have to destroy them. That would probably 
make you sad. But they are yours, and it’s up to you if you keep them safe or 
wreck them. If you want me to keep them for you so that you don’t wreck them 
when you get angry, I’d be glad to do it for you.”

“Can I wear my swimming suit at the lake?” Katie asked.
“Sure, sweetie, if you want. The next time you go swimming,” Jackie replied.
Katie did not have anything else to say. She again seemed more distant and 

thoughtful than usual, but Jackie had no idea what she might be thinking or 
feeling. She did wear the swimming suit a lot that summer. The jump rope 
disappeared. It would be a long time before Jackie would know that it had not 
survived as a present that Katie could accept.

Jackie saw no signs of any consistent progress in Katie’s functioning dur-
ing the rest of the summer. She knew that she had to be careful not to expect 
continuous progress, but it was hard not to hope for signs of change each day. 
She had already made that mistake with Gabe early in the placement. When he 
did not show signs of improvement, she became discouraged and began doubt-
ing her ability as a foster mother. Every day she found herself judging her own 
success as a parent on whether or not he “behaved.” Allison had been able to 
help her to focus more on her own attitude and behavior, not Gabe’s. She began 
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to review how she had related with him and responded to crises and conflict. 
When she judged that she had cared for him in the way that he most needed for 
her to care for him, she was content regardless of his behaviors. By maintaining 
this outlook, she was able to be more accepting of him, and this was central to 
the progress that he eventually made. It also enabled Jackie to avoid following 
the mood and behavioral extremes that Gabe manifested. By remaining more 
stable herself, she was able to help him to reduce his extremes. This also pre-
vented him from gaining control of her emotional life. She hoped to maintain 
this attitude with Katie, and she generally was able to do so more often than she 
had with Gabe. Allison also told her about blocked care, and it helped knowing 
about it so it did not affect her so much. Allison said that it would also reduce 
blocked care if Mark cared for Jackie whenever she felt a need for a boost. So 
she made sure that he knew.

Early in the next treatment session, Allison focused easily with Katie on her 
daily routines as well as her moment-to-moment comments, facial expressions, 
gestures, sighs, and even the color of her socks. Without making demands on 
Katie, while at the same time relating with her in a light, gently teasing, and 
relaxed manner, Katie became fully engaged in the immediate interaction. Al-
lison’s goal was to simply have a meandering conversation with Katie and Jackie, 
something that sadly is very difficult for kids with developmental trauma to do. 
That amount of shared interest and reciprocal dialogue is often just too hard.

Allison led Katie and Jackie to her desk and indicated that she wanted them 
to show their drawing abilities. She placed a large white paper on the desk and 
asked Jackie to sit down and then place her cheek on the paper. Allison asked 
Katie to trace Jackie’s facial profile with a long pencil. On a second sheet of 
paper, Katie traced a second profile. She then cut out the two silhouettes and 
pasted one of them on a blue paper and the other on a red one. On the first 
silhouette, she filled in Jackie’s face, with a large smile. On the second, she gave 
Jackie an angry look. Then it was Jackie’s turn to trace Katie’s profile twice, cut 
them out, and fill them in with happy and angry expressions. Allison then taped 
the four profiles on the back of the rocking chair and she asked Jackie to sit with 
Katie on the couch.

“There you both are—and there are TWO of each of you,” Allison said. 
“Since BOTH of you can be BOTH happy and upset, I thought that we should 
be able to see what you look like both ways.”

Jackie briefly “complained” that her nose was not as large as Katie had 
drawn it.

“Now I’d like to look at the homework that I gave you both last month. Katie 
was to draw a time when her mom seemed to be angry at her and another of 
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a time that she seemed to be friendly with her. Jackie was to guess what Katie 
drew and then draw her guesses.”

When they were comfortably resting on the couch, Allison showed them 
the picture that Katie drew of a time when Jackie was being friendly with her. 
The picture was of Jackie giving Katie some paper and crayons. Both figures 
were smiling, but there was little detail. They discussed the picture and Katie 
acknowledged that she liked Jackie when she gave her something. They turned 
to the second picture in which Katie saw Jackie as being angry with her. In this 
picture, Jackie was taking a game away from her. Katie drew Jackie as a very 
large and menacing figure, with large eyes and hands. Katie was small and sitting 
on the floor. In spite of Jackie’s frightening posture, Katie appeared to be very 
angry, rather than scared. Katie told Allison that she does not like Jackie when 
she will not let her have something.

“Wow, Katie, Jackie really looks angry with you there! She really does! IF she 
gets THAT angry with you . . . if she gets that angry . . . why does she? Why 
would she get that angry with you?”

Quickly and strongly Katie replied, “She doesn’t like me!”
“Oh, Katie, it seems to you that Jackie doesn’t like you when she won’t let 

you have something that you want!” Allison expressed empathy in a manner 
that matched Katie’s affective expression. “How hard that must be for you if 
you think Jackie doesn’t like you when she says no to you. . . . Why do you 
think that when she says no to you it’s because she doesn’t like you? Why do 
you think that, Katie?”

“Because I really wanted to play that game! I really did! And she didn’t care! 
She still wouldn’t let me!”

“Ah, Katie, now I understand why you think that Jackie doesn’t like you! 
You really want to do something and when she says no to you—it’s like she 
doesn’t care what you want! Oh, Katie, that must be hard for you too! When you 
tell Jackie what you think about why she says no to you, what does she say?”

“I don’t know.”
“I’d like to know what she’d say if you told her that. OK if I tell her?” Katie 

nodded her head that she could.
Allison (imitating Katie’s voice): “I wanted to play that game and you 

wouldn’t let me! You said no! It’s not fair. I REALLY wanted to play it but you 
didn’t care! You don’t care what I want! What I want isn’t important to you! 
(then with a more subdued, sad voice) I’m not important to you.”

Jackie replied with animation as if she just realized something important 
about Katie, her thoughts, feelings, and behavior. “Oh, Katie, now I under-
stand! Of course you were angry with me if you thought that I didn’t care what 
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you want! That what you want is not important to me. That YOU’RE not im-
portant to me. Thanks for telling me that. It would be hard . . . really hard . . . if 
I didn’t care about what you want . . . or about you even.”

Allison (quietly, still talking for Katie): “Well, if you do care about what I 
want . . . why do you say no to me?”

Jackie: “Sometimes I think it’s because it’s important to do something else. 
Or what you want to do is not good for you right then. I feel sad when I say no 
about something you want when I know that you really want it. I feel sad when 
I see that you are disappointed that I won’t let you do something. I know that 
you’ve had many disappointments in your life before you met me, and I don’t 
like to disappoint you, but sometimes I think that it’s not best for you to do 
something—even when you want to do it a lot.”

Katie was now looking quietly at Jackie, seeming to believe her motives or at 
least wanting to believe her. It was a new reality—a mom who did not want her 
to be disappointed. Who did care about what she wanted, even when she said 
no. This was all so confusing. It was hard to believe that it was real.

Jackie softly touched her hand and whispered, “This must be hard to make 
sense of, Katie. I hope that you will trust me. But it will take a while, and that’s 
OK.”

Katie had reached her limit. She became uncomfortable and said, “Stop 
talking!”

Jackie pulled back somewhat and said, “I guess you’ve had enough of this 
for today.”

“I guess she has,” Allison said. Then she turned to Katie and added, “I think 
you were kind of surprised at what just happened and what you might have felt. 
I can understand why you want to stop now. What you just did must have been 
hard.”

“Stop talking!” Katie exclaimed again.
Allison continued to make motions with her mouth as if she was talking but 

no words came out. She did it a bit longer, seemed surprised, and then wiggled 
her lips as if she was trying to get the words to come out. Jackie began to giggle; 
then Katie followed. Then Allison joined in and sat back. They continued to 
laugh, with the three of them truly feeling merry all at the same time. This did 
not happen often with Katie.

Casually, Allison said as they came to rest, “You know, Katie, having a mom 
can get a kid—ALL MIXED UP. First she says yes; then she says no. She gives, 
then takes away. Yes, no. Yes, no. What’s a kid to think! It’s almost like she has 
two moms, but there’s only ONE! One, two, two, one, how confusing! You 
must have a Yes-and-No Mom!”
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“A Yes-and-No Mom!” Katie chuckled.
“That’s me!” Jackie exclaimed. “Your Yes-No-Yes-No-Yes-No Mom!”
“Makes it hard for a kid to figure out, doesn’t it, Katie kiddo?” Allison asked.
“Yeah.”
“Well, kiddo, that’s why we drew those two pictures of you both,” Allison 

said. “You see, you are both Yes-and-No People. When your mom says yes she 
probably looks happy to you and ‘good.’ When she says no she looks mean to 
you and ‘bad.’ And you, kiddo, when you feel happy, you have that smile and 
think you’re ‘good.’ When you feel angry, you have that look, and my guess is 
that at those times you might think that you’re ‘bad.’”

Allison allowed Katie to look at the pictures for a while. She then added, 
“You both did a great job with those pictures. We’re going to be looking at them 
some more times so that someday, Katie, you won’t be so MIXED UP about 
who you and your mom are.”

COMMENTARY

During sessions five through ten in therapy, Allison continued to engage Ka-
tie with PACE. She explored current experiences and wondered what Katie 
thought and felt about them. She frequently raised other possibilities about 
what she might have thought or felt, while showing empathy that a girl with her 
early experiences would most likely think and feel as she did. Anger emerged 
toward her and toward Jackie when she discussed some shameful experiences 
that Katie wanted to deny. She returned a number of times to how mixed up 
she must feel, having a “Yes-and-No Mom.” She suggested that Katie might 
also have feelings of sadness and fear, but Katie usually rejected those ideas. 
Throughout the sessions, Jackie touched Katie a lot. She also would briefly hug 
her, play with her hair, and make circles on her face. On a number of occasions, 
Allison gave Katie a hug. Katie was clearly more tense with Jackie hugging her 
than when Allison did. It was a beginning. At the end of some of the sessions, 
Jackie read her a story. On some occasions, Allison played quiet music that 
helped to set a relaxed, mutually enjoyable mood. For increasingly longer times, 
Katie followed the conversations being led by Allison and tolerated a bit more 
easily the exploration of shame-inducing experiences.

Allison also spoke more about Katie’s birth parents, Sally and Mike, in the 
therapeutic sessions. She would be exploring an event that Katie had with Jackie 
and then she would connect Katie’s experience of that event with an event that 
happened with Sally and Mike. Jackie’s “no” activated a memory of a “no” from 
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Sally or Mike that may have been abusive in one way or another. Allison also 
spent some time covering what the DHS records said about Katie’s first five 
years of life. Katie listened closely to the records, and she even asked Allison to 
read over again some of the reported incidents. But apart from the incident that 
actually brought her into custody, Katie seemed to remember very little about 
these crucial formative years. Allison, however, would be covering this period of 
her life some more in treatment, usually in small amounts unless Katie initiated a 
longer discussion. Katie would most likely gradually remember more about her 
years with Sally and Mike.

When Jackie informed Katie that she would be having a small party, not a 
large one, for her birthday, Katie’s response took her by surprise. Katie showed 
more sadness than rage over this restriction. Since Katie’s habitual response was 
to be outraged at the source of her frustration rather than to allow herself to feel 
sadness, Jackie rightly saw this as a step toward Katie learning to become aware 
of more of her inner life than just her anger. If Katie could begin to notice her 
sadness or fear, she might gradually come to accept those feelings as well as her 
profound vulnerabilities. She might also begin to allow herself to feel the shame 
that permeated much of her waking life. For Katie to begin to make some lasting 
gains in resolving the early traumas of her life she needed to be safe enough to 
feel sad. What a goal—to help a child to access her inner life of sadness, fear, and 
shame. But what an important step if Katie was to ever reduce her denial, avoid-
ance, and rage. If she could remain engaged in such painful work, she would be 
likely to turn to Jackie for aid and comfort. Jackie would not be solely her antago-
nist; she also would be her guardian. But one incident does not make a pattern. 
One pattern does not create a self. Jackie would have to be patient and continue 
with her therapeutic attitude, as Katie continued being whoever she was.

During the treatment sessions, Allison wanted Katie to begin to be aware of 
the inherent nature of ambivalence in healthy parent-child relationships. Jackie 
was a Yes-and-No Mom because she gave Katie both nurturance and discipline, 
acceptance, and socialization expectations. Given that, it was not surprising that 
Katie would like her sometimes and dislike her at other times. It was almost as 
if Katie had two moms, a good mom and a bad mom. This psychological reality 
is present often in the world of the toddler, whose developmental task is to in-
tegrate these opposing experiences and internalize a coherent relationship with 
her one mom. Toddlers show the success of the process of integration when 
their parent frustrates them, evoking anger, and then a minute later the toddler 
turns to the parent for comfort. This process is much slower for abused and 
neglected children. When Jackie frustrates her, Katie does not want comfort but 
rather to be left alone, or to frustrate her in return.
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Throughout most days, Katie engaged in “manipulative” behaviors. Parents 
often respond to these behaviors poorly. They experience themselves as “being 
used” by the child. They experience the child as being deceitful, and they ex-
perience the overall behavior as “bad.” It is helpful for parents if they are able to 
remind themselves that such “manipulative” behaviors were very adaptive when 
the child was living in circumstances of abuse and neglect. The child could not 
assume that the parent would naturally anticipate and meet the child’s needs. 
She could not assume that if she made a direct request for something that she 
wanted and needed, the parent would respond positively. As a result, the child 
had to devise strategies for “tricking” the parent into meeting her needs. If the 
child did not become proficient in “manipulating” or “intimidating” the parent, 
she might have suffered more severely. Keeping this in mind is likely to help 
the parent not to respond to “manipulation” with rejection and anger or conse-
quences. “Manipulation” is likely to decrease if the parent is able to respond to 
it with the attitude of PACE. As the parent is able to increase the child’s sense of 
safety and confidence in the good motives of the parent, the child will be more 
direct and open in her requests. As with many of their child’s misbehaviors, 
these manipulations are likely to decrease when the child is able to increase her 
trust in the parent and her motives. In the meantime, the parent might simply 
acknowledge—with acceptance—the apparent motive for the behavior and then 
grant or deny the hidden request. For example, a parent might say, “I notice 
that right after you gave me a hug you asked me for some candy. Well, you can’t 
have any candy now, but I’m happy to give you another hug.”
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THE QUILT

In mid-September, about two weeks after school had begun, an incident oc-
curred that made it clear to Jackie how far Katie still had to go. It was Satur-

day morning, which meant that everyone was doing a few chores. Since Katie’s 
readiness to do her work independently was still not evident to anyone, includ-
ing Jackie, she therefore did her work wherever Jackie happened to be able to do 
it with her. Movable jobs, such as sorting laundry, dusting, and tidying up were 
ideal now. Jackie also might have her practice some schoolwork or organize her 
bureau drawers. Katie’s complaints about the need for her to stay near Jackie 
were less. Jackie was starting to imagine that she might be accepting it.

About 10:00 a.m., Whimsy started to bark, and Jackie heard a car coming 
up the driveway. Judy Morris was stopping by. Judy was active on the Vas-
salboro School committee, and one of her kids was a classmate of Matthew. 
She had spent much of her spare time that summer working on a quilt that the 
school committee planned to raffle off at the Fall Festival that would start early 
in October. She was now bringing it to Jackie, who would be responsible for 
displaying it at various community gatherings over the next month before the 
actual raffle.

Jackie brought Judy into the living room where she and Katie were folding 
the laundry. She admired the quilt and showed it to Katie. They discussed the 
raffle and Jackie’s plans to show it. Judy could not stay long, and Jackie walked 
her to her car. They stood outside for a few moments to discuss a new after-
school program and planned to see each other the next week.

When Jackie returned to the living room, she wanted to admire the quilt 
again. Fear struck her immediately when she saw that it was not on the table. 
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Isn’t that where she left it? Of course it was. Katie! She looked over at Katie, who 
was sorting socks on the living room floor. “Katie, where is the quilt?”

“I don’t know,” Katie replied, her standard response to most any question.
As Jackie was about to address Katie again, she saw the quilt on the couch, 

folded neatly as it had been on the table. Katie must have just wanted to look at 
it! She went to the couch and picked it up. Something was wrong! It was wet! 
Fear returned. Jackie was horrified. She knew what she had to do, but she was 
afraid. She raised it to her face and smelled it. Urine! It was urine! Katie had 
peed on it!

Jackie was in shock. She couldn’t move. Tears came to her eyes. She wanted 
to yell and cry and erase the last ten minutes from her life. How could she have 
made such a mistake? How could she have left Katie alone with this quilt? What 
could she say to Judy? What could she do?

First, she needed to clean the quilt before the pee really sank in. She knew 
that Judy had made it for “rough wear.” She ran to the kitchen sink and soaked 
it in warm water. She held it with the water running through the fabric. She 
squeezed the water out and did it over again and again. Her own tears mixed 
with the water running through the quilt. Finally, not knowing what else to do, 
she laid it out on towels spread on the bed. She would wait to tell Judy until after 
it had dried and they knew if there was any permanent damage.

She finally returned to the living room. Katie was still sorting socks, although 
she could have been done long ago. She looked up at Jackie as if nothing had 
happened. “Can I have lunch now?” Katie said, without any hint of something 
being wrong.

Jackie got down on the floor, kneeling in front of Katie. She took her arms in 
her hands and leaned closer to her.

“Katie!” Jackie yelled. She was angry and Katie would know it. “I am very, 
very angry with you for peeing on that lovely quilt. That was a very mean thing 
to do to Mrs. Morris after all the work she did to make it. That was not fair to all 
the kids at your school who will not be able to do some special things if the quilt 
is ruined. And it was not right to do that to me since I’m responsible for it. I am 
angry with you. Members of this family do not treat other people that way! You 
are a member of our family. I am angry that you have done this to Mrs. Morris 
and to our family.”

Jackie was watching Katie’s response. She saw her usual guarded, resentful 
look that she often had when being confronted with her behaviors. But she also 
saw another look. Katie seemed to be both somewhat afraid of Jackie’s anger and 
also pleased that Jackie was mad at her. Katie got Jackie mad! She was in control! 
And Jackie was finally telling her that she was a bad girl.
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Jackie kept staring into Katie’s eyes. She took a deep breath. This would be 
hard for Jackie to do, but she needed to continue talking to her.

“Katie,” Jackie said in a much quieter voice tone, “I love you, sweetie. I love 
you a lot, and it’s very important that I continue to teach you how important it 
is not to do things like this to people. I know that it’s hard for you to learn this 
stuff, but since I love you, I’m going to keep teaching you until you get it.” Jackie 
continued to stare into Katie’s eyes. Katie now seemed to be more frightened 
than she was when Jackie was expressing her anger at her. Katie seemed lost 
and afraid. Jackie reached over and gave her a hug. She continued to embrace 
her while her own tears came. She pulled back, staring into Katie’s startled eyes. 
Katie was bewildered. She could not begin to understand or express the affect 
that now enveloped her. Jackie was crying just like her other foster mothers had 
done. But this felt different, and she did not know why. Katie sensed that she 
was not in control, and she was frightened. Jackie gave her one last hug. Then 
she got up and went into the kitchen.

Telling her that she loved her then was the hardest thing that Jackie had done 
since Katie came into her home three months before. It would have been so 
easy to keep yelling at her—and threatening her with having to move to another 
foster home if she ever did anything like that again. It would have been easy to 
look at her with disgust and either not touch her or else grab her arms tightly 
and squeeze them. If she did that to Katie, Jackie would become like her birth 
mother, Sally. She would be telling her that Sally was right—she’s not special, 
she’s just a bad kid, and nobody should bother with her. If she did that, she 
would be telling Katie that her self-hatred was right too. She was no good and 
there was no reason for her to try to learn how to live like the rest of the Keller 
family. She never would belong in their family or any other good family. Jackie 
would not do that. She knew that Katie had enormous amounts of shame for her 
behavior—for the self who did it—and very little guilt for the behavior itself. She 
had to reestablish a connection with her, not reject her. Katie would learn—feel-
ing some empathy for hurting someone and then feeling some guilt and remorse. 
It was a question of when. Jackie would keep working. And crying.

That evening Jackie sat close to Mark on the couch. “I was so close to shak-
ing her and screaming how bad she was for what she did. Gabe had never gotten 
me to feel so much anger. I kept thinking, ‘What am I going to tell Judy?’ I kept 
picturing the quilt having a big brown stain, and a smell that would make it unfit 
to put over a horse in the winter.”

Mark never did talk much about his feelings, but he was interested in Jackie’s 
thoughts and feelings, listened well, and thought a lot about his family and his 
life. He was strong for Jackie when she needed him to be. He also was able to 
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recognize that Jackie was strong for him when he needed her to be. At times, 
Jackie was not sure what he felt about things, since he tended to understate what 
was on his mind. But she had learned to read him much better over the years. 
She knew that he chose his words with care; they represented what was most 
important, and thus most private, to him. And Mark had learned to express his 
inner life more openly with words since it was important to Jackie. In doing so, 
he had discovered that he was more aware of himself.

“I’m sorry that this happened, honey. But you seemed to have handled it 
about as well as anyone could. I don’t think that I could have been so under-
standing with her.”

“If only I hadn’t left her alone with it. What was I thinking?”
“You were thinking about Judy for a second. Is the quilt OK?” asked Mark.
“So far I think so,” Jackie replied. “I’ll be able to tell better when it’s dry.”
“You sure did a good job dealing with your anger with her,” Mark said.
“Maybe, but I sure felt like rolling her up in that quilt and shipping her back 

to Steven.”
“Would the post office take her?” Mark asked with a smile. After a moment 

he added, “If we’re really keeping the kid, I want to be able to help more in any 
way I can.”

“Thanks, honey,” Jackie replied. “I know you do and believe me, you’ll be 
the first to know if there’s something else that you can do. Just promise never to 
take her side if she’s complaining about me. Do that, and you get wrapped in a 
quilt, and the post office will take you, believe me.”

“What else?”
“Mainly being here for me like you are now. How about if we also work out 

some times when you are ‘in charge’ and I can go out more with a friend. That 
would be nice. It is so hard sometimes—giving, giving, giving—when it really 
does not feel like it matters. My mind goes into ‘Why bother? She doesn’t care. 
Why should I?’ Nothing comes back. I know that she’s the kid and I’m the adult 
and I’m not only doing it if she gives something back. But I just want it to mat-
ter to her. To know I’m making a difference and yet sometimes I’m not sure.”

In therapy that week, Jackie told Allison about the quilt and her response. 
Steven was present, although he now attended only one out of every three or 
four sessions. Allison felt sad for Jackie. She knew how difficult it must have 
been for Jackie to tell Judy about Katie’s urinating on the quilt that she had 
worked on for weeks. And it had happened within ten minutes after Judy had 
given it to Jackie! Allison focused on Jackie’s feelings now, to see if she was able 
to maintain her therapeutic attitude toward Katie at this time. Allison knew that 
without that attitude, Jackie would be in no position to support her in therapy 
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and also to continue to raise Katie well. Allison’s first task each session was to 
focus on Jackie and her needs. Nothing that she could do with Katie would 
have any beneficial effect if Katie went home to a mom who wanted little to do 
with her.

“Jackie, I’m so sorry that happened. I know how hard it must have been for 
you.”

“I was not a happy camper!” Jackie replied.
“No, I imagine that you were not a happy foster mother,” Allison said qui-

etly.
“Sure, I was mad at Katie,” Jackie said. “But I was even more angry with 

myself. How could I have left the quilt alone with her? What was I thinking?”
“I can see, Jackie, how hard it is for you when you don’t do everything that 

you think that you should do. You want to help her with her life so much that 
when you—as you see it—make a mistake, it is so painful for you. For a minute, 
Jackie, you were just being a regular mom in a regular home,” Allison suggested. 
“It’s so hard to be a therapeutic mom with a kid with Katie’s troubles every 
second of the day.”

Jackie seemed discouraged. Allison had not seen her this worn out since 
Gabe was in one of his very difficult periods.

“You’re right, but it doesn’t feel any better. With Katie I can’t afford to ‘for-
get’ or she could really hurt someone or herself. If it were just more predictable! 
If I knew that she was upset about something, I would have known not to let 
her out of my sight. But she seemed OK. I can’t think of anything that she might 
have been upset about!” Jackie was so frustrated.

“And there probably wasn’t one specific thing upsetting her then. With kids 
like Katie, simply living makes them angry. Being who they are makes them 
ashamed. Being with people like you and not having a secure attachment with 
them makes them feel lonely and scared. She’s sitting with nothing particular in 
her mind. Something special, like the quilt, is left near her. No adults around. 
Feelings burst from within her! Impulses follow that make them concrete. 
There’s no healthy self to be aware of, monitor, and integrate those feelings and 
impulses. They have a life of their own. The excitement of getting even with you 
and everyone else in her life! The satisfaction of expressing her deep sense of 
being evil and worthless! The anticipated thrill of seeing you scream, or cry, or 
possibly even hit her. Those feelings exploded from within her when she saw 
that quilt, left alone with her.”

“Why can’t I remember that?” Jackie asked.
“Jackie, why aren’t you a saint? Or a robot we could program to be ‘correct’ 

100 percent of the time? You’re a real person! You’ve probably given more to 



B U I L D I N G  T H E  B O N D S  O F  A T T A C H M E N T

1 5 6

this kid in the past three months than anyone else has in the past seven years. 
She doesn’t need a saint or a robot. She needs a mom who loves her. Who 
sweats for her. Who cries for her. And, at times, who gets angry with her. She 
doesn’t need you to be perfect, Jackie. She simply needs for you to remain com-
mitted to her, find ways to enjoy her and teach her. And that’s probably often 
harder than being perfect. I couldn’t do what you’re doing for her,” Allison said, 
with compassion and admiration for this woman.

Jackie took a deep breath. There were tears in her eyes. “Thanks. I need to 
hear that once in a while.” She blew her nose and laughed. “That little kid sure 
knows how to get to me. I could hug her one minute and strangle her the next. I 
know that you’re right about what is going on under that angry mood and mean 
behavior of hers. If I didn’t know that, I could never live with her for more than 
one day.”

The three of them sat quietly for a moment. Then Allison suggested that she 
get “the kid” from the waiting room.

With Katie sitting next to Jackie on the couch, Allison began exploring with 
her some recent routine events in her life in the Keller home. It was immediately 
obvious to everyone present that Katie was not thinking about the quilt at all. It 
could have happened a year ago. It was as if someone else had been involved in 
peeing on it, not her.

Allison fairly easily got into her usual relaxed and playful manner of relating 
with her. At first, Steven had some trouble getting used to her approach with 
Katie. No matter what Katie had done, Allison always spent the first part of 
her interactions with Katie laughing with her, touching her, teasing her about 
something she said or did, challenging her to do something and then enjoying 
Katie’s resistance, or doing something unpredictable and surprising that would 
leave Steven as confused as Katie as to what Allison was up to. Today was no 
exception. The quilt would obviously wait.

Steven noted Katie’s response to Allison. As usual, she quickly fell in with 
Allison’s playful, friendly, and interested manner. Katie was open and engaged 
with Allison’s every move and statement. She clearly enjoyed teasing Allison 
about her graying hair and she roared with laughter while screaming, “I will!” 
when Allison warned her not to tell anyone how many gray hairs she has. She 
would shriek when Allison would start searching for fuzz between her toes. She 
would squirm and moan at first when Allison would tell her that it was time for 
the “friend circle.” With her finger, Allison would trace a large circle around 
Katie’s face five times. Then she would gently tap her nose five times and finally 
kiss her forehead five times. Although she usually would express annoyance 
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about that practice, Katie often found a way to “remind” Allison about it near 
the end of the session if she had not given her one. She would say, “I’m glad that 
you’re not doing the ‘friend circle’ today.” She then expressed great annoyance 
when Allison thanked her for reminding her of the need to demonstrate their 
friendship. Initially, Katie would wipe the circle and kisses off her face. Then 
Allison told her that “everyone” could see the “friend circle” and that it would 
remain on her face for one week if she did not wipe it off within three seconds 
after the last kiss was planted on her forehead. Allison then held her hands while 
she counted to three, and she asked Jackie and Steven if they liked the circle. 
Both agreed that it was lovely and Katie expressed her usual annoyance. Jackie 
reported that later that day she noticed Katie staring at herself in the mirror, 
searching for the circle.

As she sometimes did, Allison began discussing one of Katie’s “behaviors” 
without a pause. She simply moved from the playful and light content into the 
difficult area without any change in voice tone or facial expressions.

“Oh, Katie, your mom mentioned about your peeing on the quilt. I was a 
little mixed up. What made you decide to do that?”

Katie immediately tensed up and became annoyed. “Don’t talk about it!”
“But, sweetie, it’s something we need to talk about because I know that you 

and your mom have had a lot of feelings about it this week and that makes it 
important to both of you.”

“It’s not important to me!” Katie declared.
“Oh, I think it is. But I know it’s hard for you to talk about. No problem. I 

can help,” Allison said in a matter-of-fact tone.
“I don’t want your help!” Katie screamed.
“I know . . . you don’t. I know you don’t. You might want to say, ‘Leave me 

alone with this, Allison. It’s none of your business!!!’”
Allison’s words matched Katie’s in intensity and cadence. Allison then 

leaned closer to her and spoke quietly and slowly near her ear. “I know that 
taking our help is hard for you, sweetie . . . so hard.”

Katie screamed, “It’s not hard!” Allison had pulled her chair close to the 
couch in front of Katie and Jackie.

“And you might want to say, ‘Leave me alone; I don’t want to talk about this 
stuff!!” Allison replied again, matching the intensity of Katie’s “No!” but without 
the anger.

“Shut up! Shut up! Shut up!” Katie screamed.
“You want me to shut up!” Allison continued speaking now with extra en-

ergy. “You want me to stop talking to you about how mad you are at me, and 
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at your mom, Jackie.” Allison paused for a moment and then continued, now 
much more quietly, “But I need to talk a bit more, sweetie, because I know that 
you’re probably also feeling sad and scared about what happened and you don’t 
like yourself very much.”

Allison’s quiet tone, and her moving the focus toward Katie’s vulnerabilities, 
mobilized Katie’s rage again. “I do like myself!” she screamed.

“You do like yourself . . . yes . . . and I’m also thinking that when you peed 
on the quilt . . . after that it was hard to like yourself right then . . . ,” Allison 
said with empathy.

“I DO LIKE MYSELF!” Katie now had tears running down her cheeks.
Katie was barely moving. She was not looking at Allison. She was lost some-

where in the despair of her past.
Allison leaned forward and whispered into Katie’s ear, “I wish you did, 

sweetie. I want to help you to really like yourself.” Katie climbed up onto Jack-
ie’s lap and began to shake as the tears continued to flow down her cheeks and 
onto Jackie. Jackie hugged her tighter, and Katie squeezed her in return. Jackie 
began to rock slowly, while holding her closely.

Allison and Steven sat motionless, watching Katie and Jackie, not wanting 
to disturb the mood. They had never seen Katie cry before this moment. Jackie 
now knew that what had happened around the quilt was important to Katie after 
all. Her empathy for Katie became strong again.

“Katie, Katie, Katie,” Jackie said quietly as she rocked slowly in her arms.
Allison waited for a few minutes after Katie was no longer crying, and then 

she told Katie to look at her mom. When Katie did, she immediately noticed 
that Jackie had been crying too. She stared at her for a moment, and then Al-
lison said, “Katie, my guess is you’d like to say to your mom, ‘Mom, I’m sorry 
for peeing on the quilt.’”

Immediately Katie said to Jackie, “Mom, I’m sorry for peeing on the quilt.” 
She began crying again, and Jackie embraced her again. “I’m glad that you’re 
sorry, Katie. I forgive you. I’m glad for you. And I’m glad for us now. Our hearts 
are together now,” Jackie said quietly.

Moments of silence supported their continuing embrace and affirmed what 
had just occurred.

Allison spoke quietly, “This kid is a hard worker, Jackie. I can see why you 
love her a lot.”

“Yes, she is,” Jackie replied. She then took some tissue and began wiping the 
tears from Katie’s face and from her own. Katie watched her without moving.

“I need a tissue too. I guess all three of us had a lot of tears that needed to 
come out,” Allison said.
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Katie looked over at Steven. “He did too. Steven cried too.”
“Yes, he did, Katie. We all know how hard this is for you. We all get sad 

with you when we see how hard you have to work to have a happier life,” Al-
lison said.

All of them, including Katie, were enjoying the quiet of the moment.
Katie smiled, Jackie smiled, they then began to giggle a little, and finally they 

all laughed. They then spent some time checking to see who had the stickiest 
tears. They agreed that Steven’s were the stickiest, which meant that he had to 
get glasses of water for the other three.

At the end of the session, Steven waited a few minutes to talk with Allison, a 
habit that he found to be very helpful in understanding Katie. “I think you really 
got somewhere with her today, Allison.”

“Yes . . . important experiences did happen for Katie today. But we need to 
be able to create many, many similar experiences, in therapy and at home, in the 
months ahead if the changes are going to stick. She needs to share many such 
intense affective experiences with Jackie before she will begin to believe that she 
is a good kid, and that her mother’s love is a wonderfully important, pleasurable, 
and healing reality for her.”

“Before we started with Katie, you spoke with Jackie a lot about her feelings 
toward Katie after the quilt incident. Did you think that she was going to ask her 
to leave?” Steven asked.

“No, but I wanted to be sure she was able to get back the therapeutic attitude 
that she needs if she is going to be able to comfort and support her during the 
session. It takes two to develop a secure attachment.”

“I see what you mean. I know what you’re talking about,” Steven said. “You 
were able to show The Attitude in therapy today.”

“I try to, Steven, or I don’t think that I would be able to help her. She needs to 
have adults relate to her in that way, as much, or even more than, your daughter 
Rebecca does. Without those intersubjective experiences, she never will begin to 
trust Jackie and she never will begin to have a healthy ‘self’ that she likes. These 
experiences—her experience of our experience of her experience—enable her to 
discover parts of herself that have never seen the light of day. It’s easier to keep 
this attitude in therapy than it is at home, hour after hour,” Allison said.

“Well, I better get going. I’m glad you spent the time supporting Jackie. She 
seemed to need it.”

“She did. And because she did, Katie needed to have me help Jackie before 
trying to help her,” Allison replied.

“Makes sense to me,” Steven replied. Steven smiled. He might just stop on 
the way home and get Jenny some flowers.



B U I L D I N G  T H E  B O N D S  O F  A T T A C H M E N T

1 6 0

* * *

On the way home from therapy, Katie asked Jackie if they could stop at  
McDonald’s for a snack. Since they never had gone there after therapy and be-
cause Katie had long since stopped asking, Jackie assumed that Katie wanted a 
reward for her work in therapy. Katie knew that the adults liked what happened 
in therapy, so she might use it to her advantage.

“No, sweetie,” Jackie said. “I’d like to get on home like we usually do.”
“I want some french fries,” Katie yelled.
“I’ll bet you do, Katie. You worked hard in therapy and I imagine you might 

be hungry.”
“Then get me some.”
“I’ll find you an apple or orange when we get home.”
“No, I want french fries.”
“Is this one of those times when it’s hard for you that I won’t give you what 

you want?”
“Get me some french fries!” For emphasis, Katie slammed her foot against 

the dashboard. Jackie immediately pulled the car over to the side of the road.
“Katie, I sure understand why you’re mad at me for not stopping at McDon-

ald’s. You can tell me about your anger, but you can’t kick the car.”
“I don’t care. I hate you.”
“That’s the idea.”
“I’m glad that I peed on that quilt!”
“I’m sure that part of you is glad, sweetie.”
“You’re not my mom! I hate you!”
Jackie was silent. The kid certainly was using words to express her rage 

over being deprived of her french fries. She probably was also telling Jackie 
that everything she felt and said in Allison’s office was a lie. Katie didn’t want 
hugs, she wasn’t sorry, and she didn’t want anyone to help her, especially 
Jackie. Katie was frightened; she had revealed a lot in therapy, to Jackie and to 
herself. She now was trying to minimize or deny her earlier expressions. Jackie 
thought about conveying empathy for how confused and scared Katie must be 
now, but she decided that this was not the place to do it. She did not want to 
have to search for Katie in the woods. Nor did she want to spend the next few 
hours sitting in the car with a snotty kid. She decided that silence would be in 
her own best interest.

After about five minutes of quiet, Jackie decided to continue on her journey 
home. She had guessed right. Katie did not have the energy to fight further. She 
pouted the rest of the way home.



T H E  Q U I L T

1 6 1

* * *

The next day Steven called Jackie to see how Katie was doing. He expected that 
the therapy session would have brought about some changes for the better. He 
was surprised to hear about the car ride home. He was further disappointed to 
hear that when he called, Katie and Jackie were kneeling on the stairs, washing 
off the pee. Early that morning, Katie had stood at the top of the steps and peed 
down them.

“It must have been quite a waterfall,” Jackie said with her dry sense of humor.
Steven was frustrated. Would Katie ever change? Why would she do that?
“Steven, she has a long way to go,” Jackie said calmly. “I knew what I was in 

for. She can’t take giant steps. Yesterday’s session was important, but I imagine 
only a small part of it will stick. She needs many experiences like that, with me 
and with Allison, before we can hope to see real change. I am hoping that wash-
ing down the stairs with me after peeing on them will be another experience that 
will also help the process.”

“How will that help?” Steven asked, wondering how Jackie could consider it 
similar to yesterday’s therapy session.

“Katie is saying that the therapy session was all a lie and that she’s no differ-
ent. I’m going to accept her action and accept this part of her too. If I get angry 
and discouraged now, she will be able to minimize the session. She’ll convince 
herself that even I don’t believe that what she showed yesterday is real! It’s as if 
she is searching for shaming experiences to convince herself that she’s still bad. 
By responding with soap and water, along with The Attitude, I’m showing her 
that I do think therapy was real, just as the part of her that peed down the stairs 
is real. I am still connected to her. I’m going to be the same, in responding to 
both parts. Hopefully, someday the part of her that we saw in therapy will be a 
lot stronger and she’ll be able to bring both parts together.”

“Why didn’t you make her clean the stairs by herself?” Steven asked.
“Then we’d just have a power struggle. She’s still a very little kid emotion-

ally, Steven, and so I help her when she has to do things that she does not like.”
“I’m glad that she didn’t pee on my stairs, Jackie. I don’t think that I’d be so 

understanding,” Steven said with admiration for her.
“Once you got used to trying to raise a kid like Katie, you would. Or else 

you couldn’t keep doing it. And I’m not a martyr. I do get a lot of satisfaction 
when I see that frightened and sad little girl inside of her take a few steps into 
the sunlight.”

Steven told Barbara and Al about Katie’s behaviors in therapy and afterward. 
He needed to sort out his thoughts about her. He concluded that he really did 
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not know Katie. That “part” of her that was so angry and destructive, and . . . 
mean, seemed to have a life of its own. Would they get through to her? A larger 
question was who was the her that they were trying to find? When they found 
her, would they be pleased or frightened? Did this her even exist?

Steven decided that if he thought about Katie anymore right now he would 
only worry more. He turned to his paperwork. That would calm him down. 
He could lose himself in the words and rules. He could avoid experiencing the 
profound terror, rage, and despair that many of his foster kids faced every mo-
ment of their lives. For him, paperwork did the trick. For Katie, it was kicking 
dashboards, peeing down stairs and on quilts, and eating french fries.

That weekend Steven and Jenny decided to work outside. They had been 
busy canning the tomatoes and beets the previous few weeks and it was time to 
put the garden to bed. It was a clear and cool autumn day. By far, this was their 
favorite season of the year.

Rebecca was now twenty months old! What a free spirit! She walked fast and 
she ran faster. Which meant that she fell as often as she saw something new to 
explore. Certainly, the task of cleaning the garden held endless opportunities for 
adventure. Dirt and stones, plants and weeds. Things to grab and break open, 
taste, and throw. She found the cherry tomatoes, which were a favorite of hers 
when she spotted them in her salad. And now there seemed to be millions of 
them! Just hanging from the branches waiting for her fingers and lips. Her face 
was soon red, her parents were busy deciding how many she could safely con-
sume without creating havoc in her sensitive stomach, and Jenny decided to get 
the camera to record one of the many moments of Rebecca’s life that her mother 
had insisted should not be lost to future generations.

Steven hauled more plants to the wheelbarrow and turned to see if Rebecca 
had reached her limit. His red-faced child was careening through the garden 
toward him with a giant smile on her face and the trowel in her hand. Without 
thought his heart stopped and his voice shouted, “Rebecca, stop!” while he 
visualized her falling and striking her face with the trowel. A heartbeat later 
he leaped toward her, her smile disappeared, her legs stopped, and a startled 
expression covered her face. By now, Steven was next to her, and he reached 
down and quickly removed the trowel from her hand. Her eyes met the tension 
and fear in his face. Her mouth quivered, she sat heavily on the ground, and her 
face turned away from him and down toward the ground. A cry erupted from 
her lips.

Steven tried to console her as he picked her up, but she arched her back and 
looked and turned her shoulders and face away from him. Just then, Jenny came 
running up with her camera and Rebecca heard her and turned in her direction. 
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She reached up her arms and almost flung herself out of Steven’s arms. She 
wanted Jenny with as much force and need as she had ever shown. With the 
same degree of intensity, she did not want Steven!

Jenny took Rebecca and held her tightly. She spoke in her calming and reas-
suring voice as her daughter shook and sobbed in her arms. She walked around 
the garden slowly, holding their clinging child.

Steven watched them. He was relieved that Rebecca had not gotten hurt. 
He could understand that he had frightened her and that she now needed her 
mother. He needed to have her understand that he had not been mad at her. He 
had yelled and scared her because he was frightened for her. Maybe he could 
have managed it differently, but his motive was to keep her safe.

Jenny quietly told Rebecca how Steven had been frightened because she was 
running with the trowel. She explained that he had not been angry with her, just 
frightened for her. Rebecca seemed to peek out from over Jenny’s shoulder at 
her dad. Jenny walked slowly toward Steven. He reached out toward his daugh-
ter and, after a moment’s hesitation, she came into his arms. He hugged her, 
reassured her, and found her eyes. She smiled and pointed toward the cherry 
tomatoes. He carried her to the nearest plant and they sat on the ground. She 
pulled one ripe tomato off the plant and fed Steven. He fed her. Now Jenny had 
another photo opportunity.

Rebecca lost interest in the tomatoes and Steven and wandered off toward 
the cucumber vines. Steven sat there watching her. Just a routine event in a 
routine day with the two most important beings in his life. She often got upset 
with him or Jenny. She wanted to touch and hold so many things wherever she 
found herself. She did not take “no” lightly. She seemed surprised whenever 
her parents thwarted her desires. Especially when they got upset over some-
thing that she had done.

He sat for a few minutes more. Rebecca had felt shame! Of course, that was 
an example of what Allison and Jackie had been discussing. Certainly, Rebecca 
had experienced shame on numerous occasions, but this was the first time that 
Steven actually connected her distress to what Allison had so often talked about. 
And Rebecca’s shame was brief and left suddenly as her parents comforted 
her. That is what Katie experienced every moment of her life. Shame defined 
Katie’s existence. Rebecca had simply integrated shame, and later guilt, into her 
developing sense of self and her relationships with her parents. When shame 
occurred in her relationship with her parents they always were ready and able 
to repair their relationship, to help her to feel safe again. She is loved and she 
is not bad. Her shame was kept small by the repair and did not become a core 
aspect of her self. Limited experiences of shame and then guilt were vehicles for 
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learning limits to self-expression, the need to integrate one’s own wishes with 
the desires of others, and the necessity of considering the consequences of one’s 
acts. For Katie, her pervasive shame was not such a vehicle. Shame proved her 
worthlessness. She could not learn from it; she wanted to destroy it through her 
rage. She needed to conceal what it said, for it said that she was unwanted on 
this earth.

COMMENTARY

Katie’s urination on the quilt created the first crisis in her placement. Such inci-
dents are certain to happen in any placement with a child who is manifesting the 
effects of developmental trauma, because such children are experts at sensing 
what will infuriate their parents. With that awareness, they do not avoid those 
behaviors; rather, they embrace them. They have a compulsion to re-create 
their early experiences of rejection, abuse, and disgust directed at them from 
their parents. They actively seek that sense of worthlessness that such shaming 
experiences create within them. For Katie, feeling worthless affirms the reality 
of the “hated self” and destroys any reason for trying to form a relationship with 
Jackie. There could be no way that Jackie could love her. Or, if she had loved 
her, there could be no way that she would continue to do so once she really saw 
how bad she was. Katie would put a stop to the placement herself, on her terms, 
rather than wait for Jackie to do it. That it would end, either through rejecting 
Jackie or being rejected by her, was inevitable.

Therapy began, as it always did, with Allison talking with Jackie about how 
Katie was functioning at home. This enabled Allison to know how both Katie 
and Jackie were doing. After the incident with the quilt, it was crucial for Allison 
to focus on Jackie and her immediate emotional response to what had occurred 
as well as her current thoughts and feelings about it. If Jackie was not able to 
maintain her therapeutic attitude toward Katie, progress would stop and the 
placement would be in jeopardy. The quilt incident might easily move Jackie 
into the state of blocked care, which—if it became strong—would turn caring for 
Katie into a job, a job certain to fail. Allison needed to attend to Jackie’s needs 
if they both were to be able to address Katie’s needs. Allison also valued Jackie 
for herself, not simply as Katie’s foster parent. She needed to communicate that 
Jackie’s well-being was important to her and her distress would receive her 
full attention, before turning to Katie. In working to facilitate the attachment 
between Jackie and Katie, Allison needed to communicate that they were both 
important to her. Allison must not forget Jackie.
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The therapy session at least temporarily derailed Katie’s quest to terminate 
the placement. Allison had led her, through pacing her affective experiences, 
from her rage and her resistance to help, to her self-rejection and despair. She 
cried, with deep sadness, something that she had not done in years, and she 
became receptive to the healing and caressing words and touch from Jackie and 
Allison. In spite of her self-loathing and her distrust of feeling close to others, 
she felt their comfort and warmth and she could not deny or refuse the expe-
rience. But, of course, it had to end, and her habitual mode of experiencing 
herself and others returned quickly and forcefully. She now felt a compulsion to 
invalidate what had occurred in therapy and she did so in the car after therapy, 
and by peeing on the stairs the next morning at home. Jackie’s acceptance of Ka-
tie’s attempts to sabotage the therapeutic experience was crucial in preventing 
Katie from minimizing its validity. Jackie was maintaining her affective connec-
tion with Katie in therapy, but also in the car and while they washed the stairs 
together after Katie urinated on them. The soap and water, applied with Jackie’s 
therapeutic attitude, maintained the validity of Katie’s tears.

Jackie’s response to Katie for peeing on the quilt raises the important ques-
tion of what a therapeutic parent needs to do with her anger at her child. For 
good reasons, the attitude that these children need if they are to learn to trust 
their new parent does not include anger. Katie’s early life with Sally and Mike 
was permeated with rage directed toward her. Such rage contained rejection, 
contempt, and disgust and served as the cement for the foundation of her 
self-contempt. That rage had nothing to do with her behavior or with healthy 
socialization experiences. How can a therapeutic parent express anger without 
triggering a cognitive and affective response that lies within that old template for 
defining self and other?

Jackie expressed anger without calling Katie names, threatening her, or 
expressing contempt for her. Jackie used “I-messages,” connected her anger 
toward the specific behavior, and stated why the behavior was not acceptable to 
her. She immediately followed her anger with a gentle expression of her love for 
Katie and her commitment to teach her how to live well in her family. This ex-
pression served to repair the relationship that her anger had threatened. Jackie’s 
tears conveyed both her anger at the behavior and her fear for Katie’s future, a 
fear interwoven with her love for her. Jackie was communicating her continuing 
commitment to Katie. Through Jackie’s complete response, Katie was not able 
to simply interpret the experience as proof that she was bad and that Jackie was 
disgusted with her. Katie engaged more in their relationship and in what her 
action and Jackie’s response said—both about her worth and the meaning of 
Jackie’s love for her. The experience was unsettling to her, and it made her more 
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receptive to her underlying terror and self-contempt when Allison explored the 
incident in therapy.

Jackie expressed her anger very quickly and immediately followed it with 
efforts to repair the effects of her anger on their relationship. Without repair, 
Katie would be likely to enter her pervasive shame states, which would only 
make her more likely to engage in similar behavior in the future. With repair, 
there is some possibility of eliciting guilt over her behavior, which would reduce 
the likelihood that she would do it again.

At times, every parent, including therapeutic parents, will be having an es-
pecially hard day. They will be irritable and impatient and will have difficulty 
maintaining The Attitude consistently throughout the day. Even their usual 
methods of self-motivation that get them through such days and enable them 
to still respond quite well to the attachment needs of their child are ineffective. 
On those days, the parent needs to face the truth, accept the reality that she has 
little empathy for others, especially her child who is persistently misbehaving, 
and take care of herself. If possible, she might ask another adult to assume the 
primary role of caring for her child. If not possible, she might structure the day 
so that less interaction is required and the routines in place are likely to reduce 
the probable conflicts.

Parents also need to “own” their affect, and not project it onto their child. 
Rather than saying, or even thinking, “You’re making me mad!” they need to 
be able to say to themselves and their child, “I don’t have much patience today. 
I’m in a grouchy mood. It has nothing to do with you, but I thought that you 
should know it so that if I get angry, you’ll know where it’s coming from.” Or 
the parent might say, “I’m kinda angry and grumpy today, so I need to spend 
some time alone. It has nothing to do with you, and don’t worry, I’ll get over it. 
But you might give some thought as to whether or not it would be smart for you 
to cause a lot of trouble today.”

Steven’s experience in the garden with Rebecca contrasts the normal and 
brief experiences of shame that occur repeatedly within a healthy parent-child 
relationship, with the pervasive shame that Katie had constantly experienced. 
When Rebecca ran to Steven with the trowel, she experienced much excite-
ment, and she anticipated a response from Steven closely attuned with her own 
affective state. His clearly misattuned response to her affective state caused her 
shame. Her sense of self found no validation. It felt smaller and less special. She 
immediately withdrew into herself, physically and psychologically. Jenny and 
Steven just as quickly provided her with empathy and reassurance that she is 
special to them. They attuned to her distress and they enabled her to experience 
the security of the attachment from which she could again know that her self 
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had value. Through interactive repair, her parents were able to convey to her 
the meaning of the experience. Its intention was to socialize, to show the danger 
of running with a sharp object. Her parents’ motives did not indicate that they 
hated her or that she was bad. Rather, their motives indicated how truly special 
she was to them through their commitment to keep her safe.
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SAYING NO TO JACKIE

At the start of the next therapy session Jackie told Allison about how intense 
Katie’s resistance had become. “She is looking for every chance to have a 

fight with me. Her arguing is more intense. She’s doing a lot of staying close to 
me since she does not want to follow the most basic expectations. Yesterday I 
asked her to hand me the paper that was next to her and she refused. She even 
yelled at Diane, something that she rarely does.”

“My guess is that the incident with the quilt as well as our last session really 
bothered her,” Allison said. “She cried and she let you support her. She also 
felt her self-hatred. Now she might be looking for a way to tell you that she is 
bad and that she doesn’t want your support. Besides, she believes that you don’t 
really want to give it to her anyway. She wants to wear you down.”

“Her comment that she was glad that she peed on the quilt did not endear 
her to me,” Jackie said.

“No, I imagine it didn’t.” Allison smiled. “Well, if she’s making a statement 
to us, I guess we have to make a statement to her.”

“What’s that?” Steven asked.
“She’s got to hear that we are going to help her because she is the kid whom 

we care for. She’s going to hear that we understand and accept her decision to 
fight our help. She’s also going to hear that we’re not agreeing with her sense of 
worthlessness. She is going to hear that the parts of her that we see and respond 
to are real. She might not hear all of that with our words, but she will hear it in 
our attitude toward her,” Allison replied.

“How can you accept her decision to fight and still disagree with her?” Ste-
ven asked.
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“We have empathy for her fear and resistance that motivate her fighting. 
We’ll actively communicate our empathy—we’ll share her distress—by letting 
her know that we understand how hard this is for her, given her past. In fact, 
we’ll be trying to show her that her actively fighting us now is a measure of 
how hard she is actually working to make some sense of her life. She’s fighting 
to maintain the view of the world that she learned from Sally and Mike. We’ll 
understand her need to do this, but we’ll keep making it harder for her by 
continuing to show her another world. This world is based on parental love for 
her, enjoyment of her, commitment to continue to reach out to her when she is 
covered with shame, and confidence in her ability to eventually agree with us as 
to what is in her best interests.” Allison stopped, knowing that it was easier to 
talk about this than actually do it. “Well, why don’t I get the kid?”

“Well, Katie kiddo, you look kinda perky today,” Allison said as Katie sat 
between her and Jackie on the couch. “Your hair looks extra curly, your nose 
looks kinda bouncy, and your freckles look kinda bossy. Is that right?”

Katie smiled in response to Allison’s smile and friendly tone of voice. “My 
nose isn’t bouncy!” She laughed.

“Oh, no? Let’s see.” Allison took her forefinger and lightly bopped her nose 
twice. “Yes, it is! I knew you were extra perky today.”

“No, it isn’t!” Katie yelled, now smiling even wider.
“Oh, Katie, I can tell by how much you want to disagree with me that you’re 

extra perky,” Allison said, running her hand over Katie’s hair.
“No, I don’t!” Katie said.
“You are so great at arguing, Katie. You do it without thinking,” Allison 

replied.
“No, I don’t!” Katie laughed.
“You’re so good at it I’m going to give you a little hug.” As Allison did 

so, Katie shrieked. They were both laughing now. Katie smiled and looked 
into Allison’s eyes. Allison was often surprised how easy it was to initially 
engage most of the children with trauma/attachment problems that she saw. 
She would set a playful, accepting, and curious tone and most kids most 
of the time would spontaneously follow wherever she led. She knew that 
it was much more difficult for Katie to do it at home, hour after hour, with 
her mom, the woman whose care she most feared and mistrusted. She also 
knew that therapy with these kids needed to begin with those playful attuned 
experiences, but it needed to go far beyond those. It needed to address her 
negativity and shame if she were to be able to integrate these aspects of herself 
with the parts that were easy to elicit in therapy. Without such integration, 
whatever experiences she had in therapy, no matter how enjoyable, would not 
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continue beyond the moment Jackie limited her or told her to do something 
that she did not want to do.

As she often did, Allison related with Katie in a quieter, less joking manner 
that also was mutually enjoyable. She told Katie of a recent adventure that her 
cat had had with a raccoon. It was usually easy to maintain her interest in stories. 
Jackie joined in with a tale of how Diane and Katie raked the leaves around the 
house and eventually had a pile of leaves so high that they buried themselves in 
them and Jackie and Mark had the hardest time finding them.

“Sounds like you had some fun this week, Katie. Jackie told me that you had 
a lot of hard times too. She said that you were unhappy a good deal of the time.” 
Allison maintained her accepting and curious tone while noting Katie’s sudden 
tension and withdrawal. “I felt sad when I heard what a hard week you were 
having. It seems like just about everything at home has been bothering you. 
Anything we could do to help?”

“Nothing’s bothering me,” Katie said firmly.
“I wish that were so, honey. But when you need to be near your mom a lot, 

I think that you must feel kinda grumpy.”
“I don’t need to be near her! I don’t need a mom!” Katie replied. Just as 

her playful and friendly manner of engagement had been total, now she was 
completely annoyed, without any sign that she had been laughing one minute 
earlier.

“But you’re still a girl, Katie, and it’s good to have a mom take care of you.”
“I don’t need a mom! I can take care of myself!”
“Oh, Katie, you have learned how to take care of yourself. You’ve had to 

be tough and strong, and not need anyone. If you’re a little girl and you need a 
mom to take care of you and she doesn’t do it very well—you need to take care 
of yourself! To be strong! So strong, if no one is taking good care of you when 
you’re little.”

“Nobody did—and Jackie doesn’t! She just pretends to take care of me in 
front of you. She doesn’t care about me. She gets paid to have me live with her!”

“Oh, Katie,” Allison said with some distress for her. “You think that all 
you mean to Jackie is she’s getting money to raise you. No wonder you don’t 
let yourself need her. No wonder you say that you don’t care for her because it 
seems that she doesn’t care for you. What does she say when you tell her that?”

Katie looked away. “Katie, is it OK if I tell her for you? I’d like to know what 
she will say.” Katie nodded.

Allison said for Katie, “I don’t want you to take care of me. You don’t want to 
anyway.” She spoke with a more childlike voice. She continued to talk for Katie, 
watching her facial expression as she did so.
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“You pretend to care for me, but I don’t believe you!”
Then Allison said, much more quietly, “It’s too hard to let myself believe that 

you want to take care of me. If I did believe that you cared for me, it would only 
hurt more when you stop pretending that you do. And then make me leave, like 
everyone else did.”

Jackie replied with sadness in her voice, “It would be hard, so hard, Katie, 
to believe that a mom cares about you and then discover that she doesn’t. That 
she doesn’t want to keep you. No wonder you’ve learned how to be strong and 
not want me to take care of you.”

“It is hard, Jackie. It’s easier when you get mad at me.” Allison spoke for Katie.
“Ah, Katie, now I understand better why you do get mad at me sometimes! 

If I get mad at you too, then it will remind you to stay strong and not need me 
at all. You might want to say, ‘I don’t want to get close to you! It will just hurt 
more when you send me away.’”

“Of course it would, Katie. Of course it would. I understand what you’re 
saying, my strong little girl,” Jackie added.

“I’m not little. And I can take care of myself.” Allison continued talking for 
Katie.

“I’m glad you’re strong, Katie. And I wish that sometimes you thought that 
you could trust someone to take care of you a bit, to give yourself a break from 
all the hard work.”

“I can’t trust anyone like that.”
“I know, Katie. I hope that someday you can trust me like that.”
Allison, now speaking almost in a whisper, “I hope so too.”
Allison rested her hand on Katie’s shoulder and said quietly, “Good job 

listening, Katie. I know that those are some of your feelings and they are hard to 
talk about. Or even think about.”

Katie was quiet. Allison continued, “It must be hard to think that every mom 
won’t care for you. . . . No wonder you have a hard time . . . letting yourself 
get close to this mom.” Allison spoke slowly and quietly. Her hand moved on 
Katie’s back in rhythm with her words.

Without changing her voice tone and pace, she spoke to Jackie, and Jackie 
now quietly took Katie’s hand while she listened. “I know . . . that you know, 
Jackie . . . how hard it was for Katie when she was a baby. Sally did not hold 
her enough . . . and play with her enough . . . and rock her enough the way she 
needed. No wonder she gets mad at you a lot, Jackie. She’s still mad at Sally for 
not being the mom she needed often enough.”

“I agree. I know that it’s hard for Katie to let herself like me and trust me. I 
know that she often really does not want me to be her mom.”
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“Are you mad at her for her anger at you?”
“No. I know why she gets mad at me a lot. I can handle it OK.”
“Are you going to stop caring for her?”
“No, I do care for Katie a lot and I’m not going to stop.”
Katie remained motionless. She was listening to Allison and Jackie.
Allison looked again at Katie. She said quietly, “Katie, while you sit there, 

I’m going to draw a picture.”
Allison began drawing a series of pictures of Katie beginning with when she 

was a baby with Sally and Mike and ending with her at seven years of age and 
living with Jackie.

“In this first picture, you were a happy and loving baby. See, there’s your 
heart. It was working well and hearts are for loving. Then in this picture you can 
see that your heart was starting to get cracks in it. It was loving but not getting 
much love back, so it was being hurt every day. In this third picture, you can see 
that you’re older and bigger. Here you can see how you built a wall around your 
heart to protect it from being hurt more. See, none of the hurt can get through 
the wall. It was a really great way to protect your heart and try to keep yourself 
safe.” Allison paused and watched Katie study the pictures.

Then she continued, “The problem with your plan to use the wall to keep 
your heart safe is that the wall also keeps out love. See, when you went into your 
foster homes, you weren’t being hurt anymore so you really didn’t need your 
wall. But it is hard to take it down now. So when your foster parents tried to 
love you, you didn’t feel it! The wall caused the love to bounce away from your 
heart. No wonder you often don’t feel that Jackie really loves you. No wonder 
you don’t trust her!”

“Now, Katie,” Allison could see that Katie was very attentive, “we have to 
figure out ways to help you to take the wall down. You don’t need it anymore, 
but it’s very hard to take down.”

After a considerable pause, with Katie remaining responsive and quiet, Al-
lison said, “Do you want our help to take down the wall, or maybe at first just 
parts of it, Katie?”

“Yes,” Katie replied quietly.
“Great, sweetie, with you wanting our help it will be a lot easier for us to 

really be helpful.” Allison placed her hand on her shoulder again. “I’d like to 
speak for you again to Jackie. Is that OK?” Katie nodded that it was.

Allison looked at Jackie and spoke with a childlike, vulnerable voice, “Sally 
didn’t take care of me very well. I don’t know why she didn’t. I used to think that 
it was my fault—but now I’m not sure. I thought that I was a bad baby. Now I’m 
not sure. I want to think that I was a good baby, but I’m not sure.”
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Jackie leaned forward and stroked Katie’s hair. “Oh, Katie,” she whispered.
Allison continued, “I wanted to believe that I was special to Sally. But I’m 

not sure. . . . I want to believe that I’m special to you. That you think that I was 
a good baby . . . and maybe that I’m special to you. I want to believe that . . . 
but I’m not sure.”

A few tears rolled down Katie’s cheeks.
Jackie then pulled her closer to her and Katie did not object. Jackie began 

to rock with her and hummed softly. Katie did not resist her. She cried. Jackie 
began to cry.

After a time, Allison began quietly talking with Jackie about how hard it was 
for Katie to think about all of this. And to feel the hard feelings too. Allison said 
that she thought Katie was trying to figure out if she wanted Jackie’s help and if 
she was an OK kid. They then chatted about the recent boat ride that Allison 
had taken searching for finback whales. The boat, which was doing research for 
the College of the Atlantic, had found a number of whales, many of which they 
had seen often that season. Katie was interested and asked Jackie if they could 
go looking for whales too. Allison indicated that the season was now over and 
Jackie said that she might take her the next summer.

“Jackie, I have just the book for you to read to Katie,” Allison said as she 
walked to the bookcase and Jackie gave Katie another hug. Allison gave them 
a book of drawings of various animals and their babies and Katie sat in Jackie’s 
lap. The next to the last page had a whale and her baby. The final page had 
a mom like Jackie in bed with her baby. They both smiled and chatted while 
Jackie read the book, and they hugged again after the last drawing.

“We’re going to be stopping now, Katie. I know that this was another hard 
meeting for you. And it probably has you more mixed up than ever. I wish that 
it was easier for you. But you’re getting it. One of these days it won’t be so hard 
as it is now.” Allison indicated in her matter-of-fact, accepting tone, “After to-
day’s meeting you might decide to fight with your mom again, like last week. If 
you do, that’s OK. Your mom will be able to handle things and she’ll still care 
for you.”

And, yes, Katie did fight with Jackie that week. And the weeks after that 
week. Katie knew no other way to live, and her strength and persistence in try-
ing to take control of the Keller home were incredible. She seemed to live from 
event to event, each time looking for what she wanted from it. She would decide 
how best to get what she wanted—whether by charming and trying to conceal 
her motives or by lying and stealing. Generally, Jackie would notice her strate-
gies and interfere with her plans. Inevitably, Katie would rage at Jackie for being 
so “mean” and “cruel.” Just as inevitably, Katie would receive some sort of an  
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engaged response either for her original act—such as stealing—or for her re-
sponse to Jackie’s intervention—such as throwing a cup.

As night follows day, Jackie followed Katie’s behaviors with an attitude of 
PACE, not with the harsh criticism or rejection that Katie seemed to anticipate. 
Each time Jackie would increase her supervision, bring her closer, increase the 
structure of her day, or initiate a joint activity after Katie had taken something 
belonging to someone in the family, Katie seemed shocked at how unfair it was. 
It was as if Katie were thinking, “I wanted it. What’s wrong with my taking it? 
You’re mean for not letting me have what I want. And you’re even meaner for 
not letting me do whatever I want now for simply trying to get what I want!” 
Sensitivity to the rights and wishes of the others in the family was not Katie’s 
strength. The others were there to serve her! Empathy for others! What a 
strange concept! Considering what others wanted before deciding whether to 
do something made no sense to Katie. Everyone was out for themselves. Why 
should she worry about what others thought or felt? She could not imagine that 
anyone would really care about what was best for her. She had to conclude that 
Jackie only wanted to control her, just as Katie wanted to control Jackie.

What wasn’t fair was that Jackie was bigger and had the power to make the 
rules. Someday Katie would be bigger, and then she’d be happy! Being a kid 
was awful! First Mike and Sally hit her and said mean things to her. Now Jackie 
tries to trick her and say she loves her, but she never lets her do what she wants! 
Some love! She really just wants to boss Katie around and make her unhappy! 
Katie couldn’t wait to grow up and live by herself!

* * *

When kids who lack basic trust in their primary caregivers enter one of their 
incredible spells of negative thought, affect, and behavior, it tests the strength 
and commitment of therapeutic moms like Jackie to continue to maintain “The 
Attitude.” It is hard to avoid having a negative family atmosphere as well as a 
“vicious circle” of behaviors and punishments. Specific consequences given 
repeatedly in response to negative behaviors create a sense of punishment, no 
matter what attitude the parent tries to maintain. As a result, many parents have 
found that they need to change the overall structure of the home environment 
for the child as well as increase the amount of supervision. The added structure 
does not assume that the child will act in a friendly and cooperative manner. 
The child does not have the opportunity to ruin the tone of each day. Rather, 
the parent assumes that the child is now not able to tolerate a great deal of fun, 
free time, and many expressions of affection. The parent now meets the needs 
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of the child by reducing choices and free time, providing opportunities for fun 
in which the child will be able to stay regulated, and limiting the bigger obvious 
demonstrations of love. Jackie informed Katie that her recent behaviors indi-
cated that she needed to spend more time with Jackie and that Jackie would de-
cide what was best to do. She also told her that they would both be fairly busy, 
but that it wouldn’t be too hard because Jackie would be at her side.

Along with the added structure and supervision, Jackie made sure to keep 
her sense of humor in her interactions with Katie. Once, Katie was especially 
angry and instead of slamming her door once as she usually did, she slammed 
it three times. Jackie went to her room and insisted that if she was going to slam 
the door more than once she had to do it five times. She indicated that Katie 
owed her two more “slams.” Jackie then left and shortly afterward heard three 
slams. She was sure to thank her for the extra slam. Another time Katie put wa-
ter in Jackie’s rubber boot. Later that day, Katie was coloring and looked up to 
see Jackie holding her boot and watering her plants with the water inside. She 
then took her boot to the sink and ran more water into the boot so that she could 
water the remaining plants. She never mentioned it to Katie. When Jackie re-
sponded to Katie’s behaviors in this way, she was careful to do it with a twinkle 
in her eye, and not with ridicule or sarcasm.

* * *

For the remainder of September and October and into November, Katie was re-
ceiving a high level of supervision, practice on her personal and social skills and 
choice selection, as well as activities, some aimed to evoke fun and laughter, and 
some that were practical activities involved in taking care of the house. When 
Jackie did the activities with her, Katie was much more likely to actually become 
engaged with them, and often her negative attitude would lift for a while. Jackie 
alternated practical housework with play, activities that were active or quiet, 
interactive or solitary, within the structure of each day.

When Katie awoke in the morning, she found the clothes that Jackie had se-
lected for her to wear that day. At breakfast, she found the food that Jackie had 
chosen for her to eat. After breakfast, Jackie went with her and chatted about 
the day as Katie washed her face and brushed her teeth. Jackie continued to talk 
with her as they waited for the school bus. When Katie returned from school, 
Jackie was waiting at the door with a greeting and with milk and crackers. Then, 
Katie changed from her school clothes to her house clothes and then she and 
Jackie would get into a rhythm together. Playtime often involved some time on 
the swing or the bike with Jackie admiring her abilities. When Jackie began to 
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prepare dinner, Katie sat at the kitchen table and listened to some music while 
drawing and coloring. At times, Jackie would ask her to do something to help 
with dinner. Often, Katie set the table.

After dinner, Mark would supervise Katie, often with activities that just the 
two of them did, for an hour or so while Jackie took a break and the teenagers 
managed the dishes. “Mom time” then followed, with Jackie and Katie spending 
some special time together prior to bedtime. Jackie might give Katie a back rub, 
shampoo her hair, play with baby dolls with her, tell stories, read books with 
her, sing, and show her how to play the recorder. When Katie was in a pout-
ing and complaining mood, Jackie would still remain with her and refuse to be 
rejected or to reject Katie. Jackie then might read out loud, listen to music, or 
quietly sit and rock while watching Katie. At those times, her message for Katie 
was that she was there for her. If Katie did not want to engage her with plea-
sure, Jackie would accept her wishes but not withdraw from her physically. She 
would remain available for her during their special time together. Finally, Jackie 
would monitor Katie’s preparations for bed and they would have a short bed-
time ritual involving opportunities for quiet conversation and physical contact.

At times, Katie was receptive to Jackie rocking her during their time together. 
On a few occasions, she even asked to have Jackie give her a bottle as she was 
being rocked. Jackie gave the bottle to her only when Katie requested it and only 
when she was able to lie quietly in her arms, and accept the milk or juice and the 
care that it represented.

Initially, Katie did not welcome these changes in her day-to-day living with 
open arms. She became more resistant and more complaining. Jackie could 
wait. Katie would simply sit near Jackie while she decided to engage in the activ-
ity that had been chosen for her. A few times Jackie had to sit with her and hold 
her in the chair when Katie tried to kick or hit her. As the weeks and months 
went on, such times were increasingly rare and of very short duration. Once in 
a while as she sat refusing to do anything, Jackie would give her a hug, a snack, 
a book to read, or a coloring book. She might also put on some music that she 
knew Katie enjoyed. At times, she caught Katie singing quietly to the music, 
only to stop when she became aware of what she was doing.

Throughout the days and weeks, opportunities for fun and free play were 
very structured. Jackie supplied them, but did not give them in response to 
Katie’s “being good.” Rather, Jackie dispensed them in ways that Katie could 
manage as part of the schedule. They simply reflected Jackie’s belief that kids of-
ten needed an opportunity to have some fun. Since Jackie decided that such an 
experience would benefit her, Katie would get it. That simply reflected Jackie’s 
love for her. A few times, she had casually told Katie how that process worked, 
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since Katie was struggling to convince herself that she somehow was in control 
when she got the “reward.” It was hard for her to accept that Jackie decided 
when she would have “fun” experiences and that Jackie presented them to her 
because they were good for her and because she loved her, not because she was 
“good” in order to get them. She thought of interfering with the experience 
of fun but gave up that idea when it was quite obvious that Jackie would only 
be sad for her that she wasn’t ready for even that limited amount of fun. Jackie 
would not get upset, so why do it?

As the weeks passed, Katie became calmer and less distressed by the close 
supervision and limited choices. She seemed to feel content about not having to 
make the routine daily choices that invariably had led her into so many difficul-
ties. She seemed to feel content about being close to Jackie whenever she was 
not at school. She did not have to choose to be near Jackie, which would have 
suggested that Jackie was becoming special to her. Since she “had” to be near 
Jackie, she could allow herself to accept her presence without resistance. Jackie 
would chat with her as they both engaged in separate activities in the kitchen or 
living room. At times, she would walk past and run her hands through Katie’s 
hair, rub her shoulders, or give her a “mom circle.” She was not evaluating 
Katie; she was just accepting and enjoying her.

* * *

On October 24, Katie and Jackie had their weekly session with Allison. As she 
usually did early in each session, Allison was demonstrating considerable inter-
est in Katie’s daily life. Her comments included the following:

“You mean that you and your mom were together all day! Without one 
break?”

“Your mom says that she kissed the top of your head seven times yesterday 
and four of those times you didn’t know she was going to! Is that right?”

“I hear that you were really mad at your mom on Sunday when she told you 
to rake the leaves with her when you wanted to go for a walk with Diane!”

“She brought you breakfast in bed and read you a story while you ate? 
Lucky! Is there an empty bedroom in your house for me?”

“I hear that yesterday you were able to go for a walk with Diane but that it 
was shortened because you fell by the stream behind your house and you got cut 
and it was bleeding! Jackie saw you walking back through the field and Diane 
had her arm around you.”

Katie quickly looked to Jackie for confirmation of what she saw and Jackie 
nodded that she did see that.

“Jackie said that when you got closer she saw that you both had tears.”
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Katie quickly added, “I was bleeding but she didn’t get hurt and she had 
tears too!”

“I wonder what that was about? I wonder why Diane had tears too?” Allison 
asked.

“I don’t know.” Katie gave a little laugh.
“What do you think, Jackie? Why do you think that Diane was crying too?”
“Well, Allison, I asked Diane that, after I cleaned up Katie’s cut and put 

a Band-Aid on it. She said that when Katie fell and cut herself, and she told 
Katie that they had to go home right then to take care of it, Katie started cry-
ing because she had wanted to go for a long walk with Diane. She said that 
when she saw that Katie was sad, not mad, about having to go home, she im-
mediately felt sad too. Then when she looked at Katie and saw her tears, she 
felt tears too.”

“Oh, Jackie, oh, Jackie, I’m so glad to hear that! So glad. Katie felt sad, not 
mad, and then Diane felt sad too. And they both had tears! Is that right?”

“That’s what Diane said, Allison.”
Allison got animated as she sometimes did when something new seemed 

to be happening for Katie. Her face, her voice, her breathing—all showed that 
she was excited about something. Her energy was contagious—both Jackie and 
Katie looked at her with suspense, showing that it was hard for them to wait to 
hear what she had to say.

“Katie, Katie, Katie. I think it means . . . I think it means . . . that you are 
becoming safe enough . . . safe enough to be sad.”

Katie looked puzzled. She had no idea what Allison was talking about.
Jackie spoke for her. “What do you mean, Allison, ‘safe enough to be sad,’ 

and why is that so important?”
Allison spoke to Jackie now, knowing full well that Katie would listen to 

every word that she said, more so than if she were speaking to Katie herself. 
“When something has gone wrong for Katie at your house, Jackie, Katie usually 
gets mad. She gets mad because she needs to be sure that she is tough enough 
and strong enough to handle whatever has bothered her. Being mad often makes 
you feel tougher. But this time, she let herself be sad. Sad that she fell and sad 
that they had to go back to the house and end their walk. She wasn’t angry with 
Diane for taking her home; she was sad that they had to go home.”

“I’m still not sure what you mean about having to be safe enough to feel sad,” 
Jackie said, more for Katie than for herself.

“Well, Jackie, when Katie was a really little girl, a really, really, really little 
girl—after she was born and for a while afterward when she lived with Sally 
and Mike—she was probably often sad. She might be hungry, cold, lonely, 
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things that happen all the time with babies, and she would cry. Of course she 
would. That’s what babies do when they are sad—and most babies then have 
a mom and dad who see what is making them unhappy and take care of them. 
Well—and this is sad just talking about it, Jackie—when Katie was a baby and 
probably even for months after she was born—when Katie cried often Sally or 
Mike did not come to her and take care of her. She did not become happier 
after she cried—because they did not take care of her enough. No, Katie prob-
ably made the sad feelings go away. She found that if she could make them go 
away, she would make her unhappiness get smaller too. She stopped feeling 
anything! And then after a while, she probably noticed that one feeling did make 
it feel a little better. So sometimes when she was unhappy because something 
she needed—food, something to do, being played with—was not there, it would 
make her mad. Not sad, mad! Feeling mad helped her to feel tough when she 
was unhappy about something, when she did not feel safe.”

“That is sad, Allison, very sad, that Sally and Mike didn’t take care of her 
enough when she cried.”

“Would you tell Jackie how hard it was, Katie?” Allison asked.
“You tell her.” Katie now was in the habit of asking Allison to talk for her. 

Though sometimes she would correct her and say that is not what she thinks 
or feels.

“Sure, Katie.” Turning to Jackie, again taking Katie’s voice and conveying 
vulnerability in her tone, Allison said, “Jackie, it was hard. Really hard. When 
I was really little—it’s hard to remember—but I think I did cry. Because I was 
hungry or scared or was cold or needed a diaper. And they didn’t come. They 
didn’t come when I cried. . . . So I stopped crying because crying only made it 
worse when they didn’t come anyway.”

“Why, Katie, did crying make it worse?” Jackie asked.
“Because . . . because when I cried and they didn’t come . . . I felt very lonely. 

If I didn’t cry I wouldn’t feel so lonely.”
As Allison spoke, Katie and Jackie stared at each other, a few tears emerg-

ing from their eyes. Jackie embraced Katie and Allison sat back and waited for 
a few minutes. Katie’s emotions had followed the words. For a few moments, 
Katie responded nonverbally and was aware of her longing to be nurtured by 
her mother. That was all Allison wanted now. A few moments at a time. Slowly 
building a new way of living for a seven-year-old girl. Sculpturing a life based on 
trust and relatedness being sad and being comforted, being happy and sharing 
joy. A few moments at a time.

After a time Allison said, “OK, Katie kiddo, enough of this snuggling stuff. I 
want to talk about something else now.”
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“Why did Diane have tears too, when she wasn’t hurt?” Katie asked, surpris-
ing Allison for keeping the story going that involved her tears.

“Great question, kiddo, great question. Diane was feeling your sadness, and 
those feelings—your feelings—made her feel sad too. Your sadness was sort of 
saying to her—without words—‘This is hard for me. Will you take care of me?’ 
When she felt that—she felt that she wanted to take care of you. Your tears were 
saying, ‘I want you to take care of me.’ Her tears were saying, ‘I want to take care 
of you.’ When someone you care for has tears, you have tears too—caring tears. 
Diane’s tears helped your tears to get smaller.”

“Mom—Jackie—just had tears too.”
“Yes, I did, Katie kiddo.” They both smiled and then looked at Allison.
“Allison has tears too!” Katie seemed delighted.
Allison smiled, “Yes, I do. And you should know why, because of what I 

just told you.”
“Because you care for me,” Katie said with a giggle.
Allison’s eyes got big. “Because I care for . . .” Katie seemed confused, not 

knowing what she should say.
“Both of you! You two—mother and daughter, mother and daughter—both 

of you.”
Katie again looked at Jackie and smiled.

* * *

On October 15, Steven had stopped by unexpectedly after school.
“I was in the area visiting another kid and thought I might stop in, chat with 

Katie, and see how she’s doing.”
“Fine, Steven,” Jackie said at the kitchen door. “As you can see, Katie just 

got home from school and is finishing her snack. We’re chatting a bit about her 
school day and pretty soon we’ll be up and about raking up the final leaves of 
the fall and then we might kick the soccer ball around for a while.”

Steven said, “I thought that I might take her for a ride and also stop for a 
snack if that was OK.”

“I don’t think that would be a good idea today, Steven, and maybe not for 
a while. She gets safety through the routine that we have when she gets home 
after a hard day at school. I’m afraid that she and I would pay if you and she did 
something unexpected and exciting now after being gone all day at school. But 
I have more milk and crackers and you could join us here.”

Steven was puzzled. He could not think of what to say. He wanted to ques-
tion Jackie but thought that he probably had better not do it in front of Katie. 
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He engaged in small talk and then made an appointment to stop by and talk with 
Jackie when Katie was in school.

When Steven arrived two days later, Jackie greeted him with coffee and muf-
fins and they sat at the table.

“I really don’t understand what was happening the other day,” Steven said 
after some discussion of practical matters that are always present in the foster 
care system. “I just assumed that Katie would have some free time when she 
came home from school and that she and I could do something together.”

“Katie needs to be closer to me,” Jackie said. “Like I said the other day, she’s 
having a hard time and needs my presence if she’s going to be able to turn it 
around. She also does not do well with free time now. I need to make the main 
decisions for her. There is usually some music on that I know that will help her 
to relax. I might chat with her and explore whether or not she wants to chat 
with me. Sometimes I see that she is agitated and needs to move. Then I lead 
her into an activity that we do together like the trampoline, catching a ball, or 
the obstacle course that I set up in the backyard. But often we just have the milk 
and crackers and chat. This quiet start to her routine seems to settle her after the 
day at school. She’s come to accept it and actually is more relaxed sitting with 
me than if she had freedom to do whatever she wanted and probably get herself 
into trouble. She’d probably start and stop ten different things, each one making 
her more unhappy than the last.”

“How long has she been staying so close to you?” Steven asked.
“For significant amounts of time for about two weeks,” Jackie said.
“Two weeks!” Steven said, as if he really didn’t believe it. “That really 

sounds harsh. What does she have to look forward to? Why should she work to 
get anything if there is nothing to get?”

“Steven,” Jackie replied, “being close to me is not a punishment. Having 
to be near me is not harsh. Securely attached preschool children thrive while 
near their parents and then they gradually enjoy some distance. Katie never 
had that. Also, I don’t want her to work to ‘get’ something. Achieving external 
rewards will not get her to change in the way she needs to change. I want her 
to learn how to live well in my home. To do that, she has got to get the idea 
that it is best for her to be near me and to accept the guidance that I give her. 
She also needs to see that I do enjoy her and to become comfortable with my 
enjoyment of her rather than becoming anxious and then trying to get me to 
stop enjoying her.”

“How is she going to enjoy you by having you tell her what to do?” Steven 
asked.
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“She’s accepting my decision that we sit quietly together, and she’s calmer 
and more receptive when she is not fussing so much about having to be in con-
trol all the time. Gradually she senses that this routine actually leads to her be-
ing more focused and regulated and more able to enjoy more activities without 
being overstimulated or constantly looking on the other side of the fence to see 
what she is missing. There is simply no control issue, but only as long as she 
has no choices right now. She simply does what I say; there are no choices to 
mix her up. But she is not being punished, Steven. We have many enjoyable and 
fun activities together.”

“But she’s over seven years old, Jackie. Aren’t you treating her like a baby?”
“Good point. There are similarities with how I’m treating her and how a par-

ent would treat a one- to three-year-old,” Jackie said. “I need to be aware of her 
and to direct her. She helps me and I help her with all sorts of activities, some 
of which you might call chores and others you might call having fun together. I 
spend a lot of time enjoying her, having fun with her, and keeping her central in 
my life, as a mother would do with her toddler. At times while she’s ‘sitting,’ she 
might be working or playing quietly. Also, I’m often engaging her with songs, 
patty-cake, touching, and laughing. We might sit quietly together and we might 
dance around the room. But we’re together.”

“That doesn’t sound so bad. I was afraid it was more punitive than it seems 
to be,” Steven said.

“It’s not punitive at all, Steven,” Jackie said. “It’s nurturing and protective 
and it’s meeting her most basic needs. In many ways she is not nearly mature 
enough to be treated like a seven-year-old. Emotionally, she is a toddler and she 
needs this degree of my providing her daily routines.”

“What is punitive, Steven,” Jackie continued, “is when parents are encour-
aged to give a consequence that minimizes the child’s problems in order to 
avoid being ‘negative.’ A child might engage in destructive or disruptive be-
haviors over and over for days, and the consequence each time is a five-minute 
time-out or losing a TV show or a dessert. Then the child engages in the same 
behaviors again and again. What a setup for repeated failure! And that’s sup-
posed to be positive? It also seems to me to be punitive when we give children 
many, many choices, and the majority of the time the child fails to be either 
successful or happy with what he is doing. So he compulsively looks for some-
thing new all the time. When a child does not learn from his or her mistakes, we 
have to remove the opportunity to make more mistakes until the child is able to 
learn from them. It also seems to me to be punitive when a child is not able to 
regulate his emotions, thoughts, or behaviors and so becomes dysregulated and 
then in trouble. I am continuously aware of whether or not Katie is becoming 
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dysregulated in a given situation or time of day and I have to have activities in 
mind to help her to remain regulated, or become regulated again if she loses it.”

“But by having the consequence occur fast and be over with quickly, aren’t 
we giving the kid a second chance?” Steven asked.

“What kind of a chance are we giving her when she just fails again to do what 
is asked of her? The parent has to make a judgment: Is the kid likely to choose 
to do something that leads to success and enjoyment or not? If I’m fairly certain 
she’s going to do the wrong thing, I won’t give her the option. I’ll provide her 
with a lot of supervision, along with joining me in practical or fun activities, or 
whatever, until I have some confidence that she is now more likely to make a 
choice that really is in her best interest. Or if I’m confident that if she makes the 
wrong choice she will learn from it.”

“Well,” Steven said, “I hope to hear you say that after another two or three 
weeks, Katie will be more able to know what is best for her and then will have 
more freedom to choose.”

“I wish I could, Steven,” Jackie said. “Believe me, this is not a picnic for me. 
It takes a lot of work to be with Katie all the time. I do know that if she can get 
the basic message that I’m communicating now, she’s going to be in a lot better 
shape when I gradually ‘turn her loose.’”

“And what is the basic message?” Steven asked.
“That being with Mom brings security, love, and fun, and those things feel 

good. That she can trust me, truly trust me, that my motives are to do things 
that I think are best for her. And she will not be in trouble for disagreeing with 
me over what is best for her. Being with a mom also enables you to learn what 
you need to learn to have a good life. Once these truths become a fact to her, 
she’ll be ready to make me a part of her life, and then she’ll feel secure and want 
to have fun and love with or without me.”

“What you’re saying is making more sense to me, Jackie,” Steven said. “But 
it would help me in explaining this to my supervisor if you could give me actual 
examples of some typical days for Katie.”

“Sure, Steven,” Jackie said. “I keep a record of each day that I can bring with 
me to therapy. I’ll expand on it somewhat and give you a copy.”

“Great, Jackie. That would be helpful for me.”

Jackie’s Journal

October 16, 1994

As usual, I stepped out of the kitchen for one minute to talk with Mark. Whimsy 
howled and barked. By the time I got back, Katie was calmly sitting at the table. 
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Whimsy was in the corner staring at her and then me. He came toward me, with 
a slight limp. She had hurt his leg! She got my anger again. Every living being in 
my house was going to be safe! I thought I would gag when I told her of my love 
for her and my commitment to teaching her how to treat Whimsy right. Whimsy 
is totally off-limits to her. If we’re doing something nice in the family room and 
Whimsy comes in, we leave. She will not be in the same room with him unless 
someone is willing to supervise her 100 percent of the time. Of course she also 
has to help clean up after him and wash out his food and water bowls. I don’t 
trust her with feeding him. I think she might envy how easily Whimsy shows his 
love for us and how we show our love for him.

October 18, 1994

Turned my back for a moment and the Cheerios were all over the floor. Katie 
“didn’t know” how they got there. I told her that since she was alone with them 
it was her responsibility to keep them from jumping out of the box. Thus, she 
needed to return them all to the box. After more than enough time to have 
picked them up, I noticed that many were still on the floor. I scooped up some 
from the floor and dropped them down her shirt. Rage followed. In fairness, I 
told her to drop some down my shirt. She most certainly did. I put some in her 
hair; she reciprocated. We shared a glass of apple juice. We raced to see who 
could pick up the most of the remaining Cheerios, and she won a handful of 
blueberries—to her surprise. Took her to school one hour late. After school, she 
searched for any remaining Cheerios and found a path of Cheerios leading to the 
swing. She complained and threw some meat at the dinner table. She finished 
her dinner while Mark was having his dessert. Before bedtime, I painted her face 
with erasable markers and she did mine. Mark got the Polaroid. She accepted 
snuggling at bedtime.

October 19, 1994

Home from school in cheerful and helpful mood. We have our quiet chat about 
the day and then cover the table with paper and paint a few pictures. Soon asks 
to have girl from school visit this Saturday. No. She drops cheerful mood. Re-
fuses to help me to clean the kitchen before dinner. Throws broom. Sits in chair 
holding broom and dustpan for a bit. We both want the broom, so we agree 
that she uses the broom and I use the dustpan for one half of the room and then 
we switch. We do manage to get the kitchen clean. Her favorite meal—pizza. 
Complains about number of pepperonis on her piece. Grabs a pepperoni from 
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Matthew. Has to give him three pepperonis from hers. Throws pizza. Leaves 
table—I am sad for her that she has such trouble with her favorite meal. Before 
bedtime, we play “Mother, May I?” She laughs whenever I call her “mother.” 
She accepts back rub and quiet lullaby.

October 20, 1994

Home from school, dropping school bag and papers on porch. Snack delayed 
until her school bag comes all the way home too. She makes valiant effort to get 
older kids to bring it in. Finally throws it in corner of kitchen. It needs to be on 
table by closet. Eventually gets there, but too close to dinner for snack. Angry 
at that so she refuses to come for dinner. Eventually eats after the rest of us have 
finished. Eats only small part, seemingly to punish me. I tell her that I enjoy 
being full and am surprised that she doesn’t. At bedtime, she’s not very verbal 
but does engage me in a friendly tug-of-war with old sheet. Calms down with 
rocking. Continually amazing how one emotional state often has no connection 
with prior one only minutes earlier.

October 22, 1994

Saturday’s joint housework fairly uneventful. Out of sight for five minutes after 
she uses bathroom. She takes Diane’s teen magazine. I find parts of it under her 
bed. She doesn’t know who put it there. She makes a picture book of five jobs 
that she will do for Diane. Whenever Diane gives her the picture of the particu-
lar job, she has to drop whatever she’s doing and do it for her. I draw pictures 
of “jobs” that I will do for Katie. When she gives me one I will stop what I am 
doing and do it for her: bowl of ice cream, hour of TV credit, make her bed, and 
give her a coloring book. This took her by surprise but she recovered fast and 
ate her ice cream while watching TV and coloring. Steps on crayons in carpet 
and spills some ice cream on couch. I give her bucket of soapy water and then 
vacuum. I hug her and the soapy water on her shirt gets on me. I fuss about that, 
put some more soapy water on my shirt, and hug her again. We laugh and the 
sound seemed strange. She sits in kitchen, listening to me chatter with Diane 
until mealtime. Actually completes meal with family—first time in ten days.

October 23, 1994

We leave church in middle of service—she was yawning and burping during ser-
mon. Spends part of Sunday afternoon taking nap and writing letter of apology 
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to pastor. After three loud burps (“I didn’t mean to!”) she eats Sunday dinner 
when the rest of us have finished. Quiet time before bedtime. She and I play 
with two of Diane’s old baby dolls. She actually makes one of the dolls sit close 
to her for hitting the other doll. I rock one doll and she does not object when I 
rock her the same way.

October 24, 1994

After therapy this afternoon, she is more withdrawn. Focus on Mike’s abuse of 
her seemed hard. At home while making muffins with me, actually asked why 
Sally didn’t keep her safe. No eye contact. Then drops beans that I had her snap-
ping. Able to laugh when she found two old Cheerios under counter while pick-
ing up beans. After dinner, I catch her trying to take Mark’s school papers that he 
had out to correct. Unusual that she would go after something of Mark’s. Related 
to anger at Mike? Letter of apology to Mark and then quiet time. Much rocking.

October 25, 1994

Discovers at school that Halloween is next week. Shocked that she will not be 
getting a costume and not be “trick-or-treating.” Finds an excuse to attack me 
and I have to hold her for a while before she calms down (first time in weeks). 
Actually has a few tears in response to my empathy for not having Halloween 
like the other kids do (this is one of the few times she has shown tears outside of 
Allison’s office). After dinner, does a lot of laughing as we sing “Old MacDonald 
Had a Farm” and “The Wheels on the Bus.”

October 26, 1994

Angry at breakfast—she screams for pancakes and she gets oatmeal. She won’t 
get dressed for school and misses the bus. She insists that I drive her. I say that 
I’m too busy, so we do housework and homework together during the time that 
she should be in school. At the time in the afternoon that she would have gotten 
off the school bus, we have a brief game in which I pretend that she is a ginger-
bread cookie that I made and ate.

October 27, 1994

Goes to school quietly. I welcome her home, give her snack, and then we strug-
gle a bit getting things done together, even the enjoyable ones. Thirty minutes of 
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anger, but we finished the activities before dinner. Ate most of her meal but had 
to sit in the chair by the window when she screamed at John for telling us a story 
about his day. I guess he needed her permission. Bedtime fine. We mimicked 
each other in a mirror. I traced her face while she watched in the mirror. She 
seemed fascinated with seeing my finger causing those sensations on her skin.

October 28, 1994

My light jacket was missing. I found it in her closet, and while I was there I 
found some soiled and wet underwear. She did not know how they got there. 
She washed them twice. We removed everything from her closet to air it out. It 
would remain empty for a while to make it easier for me to search. Some cloth-
ing and toys were stored in the attic. She screamed over my “stealing” her stuff. 
I suggested that I was protecting them from being ruined by pee. At bedtime, I 
sang to her and then snuggled with her and read a book.

October 29, 1994

Our Saturday morning activities are not going well for Katie. While I do the 
dishes, she is sweeping the kitchen floor. When I direct her to sweep it for the 
third time because of the debris that is still there, she shouts that it wasn’t there a 
minute before. I ignore her, but a minute later I start saying loudly that someone 
snuck another dirty bowl into my dishwater. I run into the living room and yell 
at Diane and then I run outside and yell at Mark. When I get back I yell that 
another bowl has been snuck into the water. I stomp on the floor and go to my 
bedroom and slam the door. Katie actually was quiet for a time and finished 
sweeping the floor. Diane suggested that one of them bring me a glass of water. 
Katie wants Diane to do it, but Katie follows her into my bedroom. Katie, Diane, 
and I have a good laugh and at lunch I complain about having a sore throat from 
yelling so much.

COMMENTARY

During the first therapy session in this chapter, Allison managed to build on the 
prior one in which Katie had been able to cry for the first time, in response to 
being able to let herself become aware of feeling worthless after peeing on the 
quilt. In this session, she worked to lead Katie into her past and to enable her to 
feel similar tears of worthlessness in response to her rejection by Sally. The very 
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appropriate and visual wall-around-the-heart story elicited some empathy for 
“baby Katie,” which served to enable her to tolerate reexperiencing, however 
briefly, her early years of despair.

By connecting much of her despair, loneliness, anger, and her subsequent 
sense of abandonment with Sally, Katie was receptive to experiencing Jackie as 
being different from her first mother. She then was more able to allow Jackie to 
comfort her while she experienced the pain of her past. The act of being com-
forted, and accepting comfort, when experiencing distress is a core interaction 
for facilitating attachment. Being safe enough to be sad is a core feature of this 
process. Sadness requires experiencing a sense of vulnerability that may be 
frightening. We cannot be annoyed with children who will not allow themselves 
to be vulnerable. Rather, we should find ways to help them to experience greater 
safety.

In the other treatment session, Allison focused on increasing Katie’s aware-
ness of the ambivalent feelings that she had over being with Jackie most of the 
day. She wanted to help Katie to sense that her “freedom” when she lived with 
Sally and Mike was actually indifference and abandonment and the experience 
was very painful. She wanted Katie to have some initial awareness of the comfort 
and security that she might be able to experience through Jackie’s continued 
presence and to contrast that reality with her daily life of isolation with Sally.

Allison frequently takes the lead in creating stories with Katie that will help 
her to make sense of her past and its effect on the present. These stories also 
tend to evoke some of the distress that she felt over the years. This time she will 
not feel the distress alone; she will experience empathy from Jackie and Allison. 
Once the key themes are developed, Allison will speak for Katie in telling Jackie 
the story. She uses Katie’s voice and words, which tends to enable Katie to ex-
perience these aspects of the story more deeply. In DDP the therapist does make 
it clear that their statements are guesses about what the child may be thinking 
or feeling. The therapist also makes it clear that if the child is aware of another 
thought or feeling, she should simply correct the therapist and say what she is 
feeling. Very often the child accepts the therapist’s voice as representing her own, 
and experiences the communication almost as if she had expressed it herself.

The days and weeks that Jackie structured for Katie so that she could safely 
function within her actual affective level of maturity were crucial for her eventual 
progress, just as they are for many children who had a deficit of early experi-
ences that facilitate affect development. By providing Katie with that degree of 
structure and supervision, Jackie was able to care for her as if she were a tod-
dler. She provided her with almost constant supervision and physical proxim-
ity, which Katie needed if she were to eventually look upon Jackie as being a 
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figure of trust. Jackie made almost every choice for her, since her own ability to 
choose what was best for herself was so poorly developed. Katie’s severe deficit 
in awareness of her inner life made it next to impossible to know what to decide 
for herself. Gradually, Katie was able to accept her need to have Jackie take the 
lead in deciding what activities they would do together. Jackie structured the 
day closely to ensure that Katie had the variety of active and quiet activities, 
some involving household tasks and others involving varieties of playful activi-
ties, experiences that she needed.

For Katie, the “mom time” or the nurturing and fun experiences with Jackie 
that were available every day were a crucial part of the therapeutic benefit of her 
highly structured day. For that reason, it was necessary that Katie not have to 
earn her “mom time.” To make “mom time” conditional on acceptable behavior 
would undermine its value in affirming Katie’s unconditional worth. Regardless 
of her behavior, Katie received fun and loving experiences from Jackie, just as a 
toddler in a good home always receives those experiences.

The affective self of the child with behaviors consistent with developmental 
trauma is poorly integrated. She can move from rage, to pleasure, to feeling 
frightened, to feeling calm, in an instant. Thus, it often happened that Katie 
might be very angry with and oppositional to Jackie for much of the day, and 
then be very engaging and receptive to the nurturing experiences of “mom time” 
before bedtime. This reality does not make her “mom time” expressions and 
behaviors manipulative or less genuine. Her functioning during those times is as 
real as her functioning during her oppositional times. During the “mom time,” 
Katie is able to manifest the “self” that is attuned with a nurturing and playful 
mother. During many other times, she is manifesting the “self” that is “out of 
sync,” alone, resentful, and permeated with shame. Lacking integration, Katie 
is not able to maintain the “good self” when she is not experiencing attunement 
with Jackie. When Jackie is gone, her small and weakened “good self” quickly 
disappears under the intensity of the “bad self.” Only through developing 
attachment security with Jackie—both the “good” and the “bad” Jackie, the 
nurturing and the structuring Jackie—will Katie be able to integrate the “good” 
and “bad” self. When she can eventually internalize this complete Jackie, she 
will then be able to maintain her sense of self as whole and worthwhile, and not 
require Jackie’s continuing physical and psychological presence. If Jackie and 
Allison are going to be able to facilitate Katie’s ability to develop trust in Jackie, 
it is crucial that they are able, regardless of Katie’s barriers, to gradually—with 
PACE—elicit her full engagement in those experiences of attunement, where the 
healthy self can begin to blossom.
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THANKSGIVING DINNER

By Thanksgiving, Katie had been in the Keller home for five and one-half 
months. It seemed to Jackie like five years. The only thing predictable about 

Katie was that she always wanted to be in control of every situation. She would 
do whatever she thought might achieve control over Jackie and the others in the 
family. At times, she seemed to be more peaceful due to Jackie’s supervision and 
direct support for almost every moment of her life. But her desire to resume con-
trol was never far from the surface. She still resisted many day-to-day requests, 
was quick to rage, could be destructive, and was often grumpy and irritable. 
She might be cooperative with Jackie and seemingly content with her life for a 
number of days. The moment Jackie gave her a bit of freedom, Katie would take 
the opportunity to try to be in control again and sabotage her efforts. Still, there 
was some progress, and Jackie decided that she would take the chance to take 
Katie with the rest of the family to the traditional Thanksgiving dinner. Besides, 
during the holidays, finding someone who could take care of Katie would be 
impossible, and Jackie did not intend to stay home for Thanksgiving with Katie 
while the rest of the family went to her mother’s.

On Thanksgiving Day, the Keller family traveled to Brunswick to have the 
traditional dinner with Jackie’s mother, Sarah. Jackie’s siblings, Jane and Tony, 
and their families were also coming, just as they had all done for years. She did 
not see much of Jane, who lived with her family in Connecticut. Tony worked 
at the University of Maine in Farmington, so she visited with him much more 
often. As a result, Tony had gotten to know Gabe, and now Katie, fairly well, 
and although he did not understand them, he knew how much work it was 
caring for foster children and how they often required a different way of child-
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rearing. Sarah tried to understand, but of course she had her opinions, which, 
at times, she expressed to her daughter. Jane had her own life and never really 
understood what her sister was up to with her foster kids. Jackie did not expect 
to have her most relaxing Thanksgiving dinner with her family. Still, she felt 
ready to deal with Katie’s probable increase in oppositional behaviors. With an 
audience, Katie tended to experiment with new ways to irritate Jackie, seem-
ingly to see if she could get away with more. Or she might be content to embar-
rass Jackie. Or possibly being in public created too much anxiety to manage or 
offered choices that were usually not available. Sometimes Jackie might just not 
know what it was that led to her increasingly challenging behaviors.

Mark supervised Katie while Jackie was busy helping her mother prepare the 
meal. Katie was now used to Tony’s kids, Nathan and Art, and they were used 
to her. They were careful with their toys and games around her. Jane’s kids, 
Melinda and Bob, were not so well prepared. Katie asked to use Melinda’s Game 
Boy. Mark began to suggest that they play something else, but Melinda’s dad, 
Robert, indicated that Katie certainly could play with Melinda’s toy. When Katie 
was not able to win, she threw it on the floor. When it seemed to be broken, 
Robert remained understanding and forgiving, although Melinda did not. Mark 
indicated that Katie would be responsible to pay for its replacement if it could not 
be fixed. Katie screamed at that idea, and she screamed even louder when Mark 
insisted that she sit next to him while the other kids remained playing on the 
floor. Jane came in from the kitchen to help, and when she discovered the prob-
lem, she assured Mark that it was not necessary for Katie to replace the Game Boy 
since she had not meant to break it. Mark indicated that Katie was responsible 
for replacing it if necessary. Jane was interested in helping Katie to get over her 
distress. She told her not to worry about it since Jane knew that she could fix it. 
She put her arm around Katie’s shoulders and suggested that Katie help her in 
the kitchen putting the fruit appetizer into the dishes and carrying them to the 
table. Katie smiled and cheerfully went with her. She had found an ally.

Katie charmed Jane. Jackie looked at them with mild amusement and an-
noyance. Now her sister would never believe her when she described some of 
Katie’s behaviors. She could anticipate more comments such as “It can’t be 
that bad,” “She’s just a little girl!” or “Aren’t you just a little too hard on her?”

When it was time to sit at the table, Jackie discovered that Katie had managed 
to have her seat placed next to Jane’s. She indicated that it would be best for 
Katie to sit next to her. Jane insisted that it was fine with her for Katie to remain 
next to her. In an effort not to be “unreasonable,” Jackie consented. Jane agreed 
to select the right portions for Katie, although it was clear that she thought that 
Katie was old enough to do it for herself.
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Jane prepared Katie’s plate and the angelic child smiled and thanked her. 
When Jane put the gravy bowl down next to her, Katie quietly asked if she could 
put the gravy on her mashed potatoes herself. Jane smiled, gave her the ladle, and 
turned to talk with Sarah. Katie put one hand on the bowl and began to lower the 
ladle into the gravy. With the slightest smile and a clear focus on what she was 
doing, she tipped over the bowl, with the gravy pouring onto the table and into 
Jane’s lap. Jackie, seeing the whole sequence, yelled, “Katie!” and Jane just yelled 
as she jumped up from her chair and headed for the kitchen sink. The rest of the 
relatives sat frozen, watching the river of gravy slowly making its way over the 
tablecloth toward the turkey. Sarah ran to the kitchen to be of help to Jane while 
Jackie hurried to Katie to escort her from the table into the living room.

“I saw what you did, Katie, and that makes me very angry at you!” Jackie 
yelled at her. “Jane was very nice to you and you repay her by doing such a mean 
thing to her.” Katie only yelled, “I want my dinner!” in reply to Jackie.

Robert followed Jackie and Katie into the living room and said, “I’m sure it 
was an accident, Jackie. Don’t be hard on her.”

“It wasn’t an accident,” Jackie said. “I was watching her and saw that it was 
done deliberately.”

Robert did not know what to say, so he went to the kitchen to check on his 
wife. A few minutes later Jane and Sarah went into the living room.

“I’m OK, Katie,” Jane said. “The gravy was hot but I wasn’t burned. I had to 
change my skirt and I’m sure that I’ll be able to get the stain out.”

“I’m sorry for what happened, Jane,” Jackie said. “Katie, tell Jane that you’re 
sorry for what you did to her.”

“I’m sorry, Jane,” Katie said in her sweetest voice.
“It’s fine, Katie. I know that you didn’t mean to do it,” Jane replied.
“She did mean to do it, Jane, and it’s not fine,” Jackie said.
“I think we should just forget it, Jackie,” Jane said. “I’m sure it was an ac-

cident. Why don’t we all go back and enjoy the meal?”
“I’ll be there in a few minutes, Jane,” Jackie said. “Katie will be sitting here 

with me while I figure out what to do. She might sit next to me or we might eat 
separately from the rest of you.”

“That’s not necessary, Jackie,” Jane insisted. “I said that I’m fine and I’d 
rather just forget it.”

“It is necessary for Katie, Jane,” Jackie said. “It was not an accident and I 
need to be sure that nothing else will happen during the dinner.”

Jane looked at Jackie with growing annoyance. Sarah tried to resolve their 
conflict by saying to Jackie, “Honey, why not find a little punishment for her 
later? This is Thanksgiving dinner, and I want us all to enjoy it.”
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“I know you do, Mom. You all can still enjoy it. But Katie and I will have to 
eat when the rest of you are done. Or she and I could eat in the kitchen if that 
would work better for you,” Jackie said gently to her mother. She truly did not 
want to argue with her about this. She decided that with the lack of support 
from Jane, she did not want to return to the table now even if Katie were at her 
side.

“You’re becoming a bigger problem than Katie, Jackie. Why don’t you just 
do what Mom asks?” Jane was still annoyed.

“I can’t. I need to do what is best for Katie,” Jackie firmly replied.
“Well, maybe you’re wrong. Maybe what’s best is for all of us to just drop it 

and have a decent family meal.” Jane’s voice was becoming louder.
“I may be wrong, but I’m responsible for Katie and I have to do what I think 

is best for her,” Jackie said.
“Why don’t you think of the rest of the family too? Not just what you want,” 

Jane yelled.
“I’m not responsible for the rest of the family. But I am responsible for Katie, 

and she and I will not be eating at the table with the rest of the family!” Jackie’s 
voice began to rise too.

“If she’s not eating, neither am I!” Jane yelled and turned and left the room.
Sarah looked sadly at Jackie. “Please, Jackie. It would mean a lot to me if we 

all could sit down together. We so seldom are together anymore. And I don’t 
want you and Jane to fight.”

Jackie felt the tears begin to roll down her cheeks. She took a deep breath. 
“I’m sorry, Mom. You don’t know Katie. I’ve worked hard for her for the last 
five months. I can’t give in on this or it will set her back too much.”

Jackie stared at her mother, waiting for some acknowledgment of her words 
and acceptance for her decision. Her mother simply stood there, not saying 
anything. Jackie knew that she would not get the support that she was asking 
for.

“I’m sorry, Mom. I think that it’s best for Mark and me to take the kids and 
leave now.” Sarah still did not respond. Jackie took Katie by the hand and 
walked into the dining room. She looked at Mark.

“We better be going home now. I’m afraid that this just has not worked out 
today,” Jackie said quietly.

“Let’s go, kids, we’ll get something to eat on the way home,” Mark said as 
he got up from the table.

At the door Jackie turned again to her mother. “I’m really sorry, Mom, for 
how this turned out. I’ll call you tomorrow.” Sarah nodded as she stood by her 
chair. Jane was not in sight.
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Tony got up from the table and came to the door. He hugged his sister. “It 
will work out OK, sis. You’ve got to do what you think is best. Mom and Jane 
will come around.”

“Thanks, Tony.” Jackie felt the tears coming again. “I know that you’re 
right.”

On the way home, Jackie sat in the front seat, staring at the road. She heard 
Diane make a few angry comments at Katie. Katie screamed at her. Diane yelled 
at Katie, and Mark told her that her comments were not helping the situation. 
Jackie didn’t have the energy to say anything. She could only think of her 
mother staring at her, condemning her decision. Eventually she imagined what 
Katie must have looked like while Jackie was arguing with Jane and Sarah. She 
knew that Katie would probably have felt excited and powerful then. Jackie 
would not let herself look at Katie now. She knew that if she did, Katie would 
smile at her. She also knew that if that happened, she would truly hate her and 
she would not bother to hide her contempt.

That night Mark took care of Katie and got her to bed. Jackie kept her dis-
tance. She had no empathy for her. She could not interact with her. She wasn’t 
going to try.

Later Mark sat next to her on the couch. He took her hand. She smiled at him 
and felt very tired and sad.

Slowly she began talking. “I think she might beat me, Mark. I did it with 
Gabe, but I don’t know if I can continue to do it for her. I have given her so 
much. And she spilled that damn gravy to hurt me. She knew what would hap-
pen. I truly believe it. Now I even feel that she’s evil, though I hate myself for 
thinking that. She’s just too much for me.”

She leaned against him and sobbed. After a time she said, “I don’t want to 
love that kid. Why do I still love her? ‘Like the kid and dislike the behavior’ is 
crap. I don’t like that kid. I don’t want to love her anymore. Why can’t I stop?”

“Honey, that’s who you are. That’s one of the many reasons I love you so 
much. Whatever you decide to do, I know it will be for the best. I support you 
all the way. If you think that someone else has to raise Katie, then someone 
else will have to raise her. If you think that you need to continue with her, then 
she’ll stay. If I did think that it was best for her to leave and you thought that she 
should stay, I would definitely say that we needed to discuss it between us. But 
now I truly believe that we have a chance to make it work—with you doing most 
of the work and the rest of us supporting you—if you want to keep working at it. 
If you want her to stay I will do my best to be of more help to you.”

“Maybe I don’t want to be in charge. Maybe I don’t want the responsibility 
of bringing this kid into the human race. Maybe I don’t want the responsibility 
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for her life! Her problems and needs seem bottomless. I’m afraid she’s going to 
pull me down with her and I’ll be no good to anyone.”

“I know you and I know me. No kid has that power and she’ll never get it,” 
Mark said. “But if you need to have her move somewhere else, I understand 
and support you.”

Jackie looked at Mark. She smiled and kissed him. “Thanks for the vote of 
confidence.” She laughed. “I wish that I could tell what was best. I can’t now. 
Maybe I need to get some sleep.”

* * *

When she awoke the next morning, Jackie felt more discouraged than she could 
remember. She had hoped, with the new day, to discover her usual enthusiasm 
for her life and her family. Not today, not now. Maybe she should give Allison 
a call and tell her about her Thanksgiving disaster. Maybe she and Mark should 
go out for breakfast. As she lay there she heard Mark begin to grumble and 
stretch. After so many years she knew that he was about to awaken within the 
next thirty seconds. A fringe benefit from marriage! You can predict to the very 
second how many and what type of groans your husband will make before he 
opens his eyes. On cue, Mark reached over and gave her a hug.

“Good morning, honey,” Jackie said. “Would you mind taking care of Katie 
for breakfast? I need to lie here for a while and think over some things.”

“Sure, sweetie,” Mark said. Jackie not getting up quickly was most unusual. 
“Anything you want to talk over with me?”

“Not now,” Jackie responded. Mark got out of bed, dressed, and went di-
rectly to check on Katie. Nothing began in the Keller home until one was certain 
about Katie’s whereabouts.

Jackie simply lay in bed. She looked at the picture of her mother and grand-
mother that she kept on the bureau. Her mother must have been ten when the 
picture was taken, and her grandmother was an attractive woman. She could 
imagine them standing there, under the old oak tree that Jackie herself had 
swung from when she was a kid. Her visits to Grannie’s house were some of the 
most joy-filled moments of her childhood.

As Jackie’s mind drifted, she began to pray. She hadn’t intended to, but she 
was not surprised to find herself doing it, since she often did when she was un-
certain about what to do in her life. Her prayers led her through her numerous 
conflicting thoughts and feelings about Katie. From there she became aware of her 
sister’s rejection of her and of her own shame over Katie’s behavior at the Thanks-
giving dinner. Suddenly, she became aware of how she had needed to have Katie 
meet her needs to garner validation from her relatives about her work with Katie. 
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That awareness seemed to begin to make a difference. Maybe she could talk with 
Allison about it. Maybe that would help her to know what she would do.

Jackie was not looking forward to talking with Katie about the dinner, but it 
actually proved to be easier than she thought. She knew what Katie needed to 
hear, so she said it.

“Katie,” Jackie said over the breakfast table when she and Katie were alone, 
“you managed to really mess up the dinner for all of us yesterday. I’m sure you 
noticed how upset I was and how angry Jane and I were at each other. I was 
really mad at you and I’m sure you knew that too.”

Katie was listening, not sure where this conversation would be leading. 
Jackie continued, “After I calmed down, I realized that I should have made you 
sit next to me even if Jane didn’t understand why. She just doesn’t know you the 
way I do. Also, maybe I shouldn’t have taken you with us to my mom’s house. 
I could have found someone to watch you here. You weren’t ready to enjoy the 
family holiday and I’m sorry that I hadn’t realized that. The next time you won’t 
have to go if I think that you’re not ready for it.

“Mark and I are going to be making a special Thanksgiving dinner here today 
for our family. I think that you’ll be able to handle it sitting right next to me.”

Jackie got up and kissed Katie on the top of her head. Katie’s pouting con-
tinued, but she did not have a tantrum. Jackie’s comments must have surprised 
her, and she didn’t know how to respond. Since Katie mostly wanted to do 
things that might put her in control, she’d just have to wait and figure it out 
before putting energy into a tantrum.

“You sure were put through a lot, Jackie,” Allison said at the next therapy 
session on November 30. “You probably felt like covering Katie with gravy.”

“I never want to see gravy again, Allison. Cranberry sauce yes, but no gravy.”
“You seem to be doing better today.”
“Yes, I am, Allison. I thought about it a lot the next morning and that seemed 

to help me to get some perspective again. Mark’s understanding and support is 
wonderful. I think I’m ready to keep going with Katie, but maybe we need to 
talk about it a bit more.”

“What do you think made it so hard for you, Jackie?” Allison wondered.
“It was just that she did it deliberately to upset me in front of my mom and 

Jane.”
“And what about being with them made it more difficult for you?”
“I’m not sure, Allison, but at times it feels like I need my mom’s approval for 

what I’m doing, and when I don’t get it, it really bothers me.”
Allison nodded and they sat quietly for a few moments until Jackie contin-

ued, “My mom is a good person and I know that she loves me. I really do . . . I 
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never doubted that . . . I think . . . but sometimes I had a feeling that for some 
reason . . . she might be disappointed in me. It doesn’t make sense in some ways 
. . . but I just didn’t feel sure. I just never quite knew for sure.”

“Could you give me an example, Jackie, of a time when you might have had 
doubts about your mom’s acceptance and love for you?”

“Not love, Allison, I don’t really think that I doubted her love. But accep-
tance, yes, that’s the right word. . . . One time, I guess I was about ten. Jane 
would have been thirteen or so. Mom left us home on a Saturday when she went 
to her mom’s house to help her out with some things. She had asked me to be 
sure to clean my room and then do some work in the garden that afternoon. I 
ended up reading and watching TV and really forgot about what she had asked. 
When she came home and saw that my chores were not done, she was cross, 
but mostly it was how she looked at me. She just looked in a way that I felt I 
had really let her down. I had hurt her. And I felt like . . . like she thought that 
I had done it deliberately. Like I wanted to hurt her. And I felt horrible that 
she would think that about me. And then I thought that maybe she was right. 
Maybe I was selfish and didn’t really care if I hurt her or not. I just took care of 
myself and forgot about her. I know this sounds small, Allison, but it seems to 
be important. I think that I often had those thoughts. That she was disappointed 
in me because I was not sensitive enough to her. She had done so much for me, 
and I couldn’t just do something small for her. She worked so hard and I didn’t 
seem to care or notice.”

Jackie had tears in her eyes now, and her mind wandered over her child-
hood. She suddenly became more animated and said, “Jane never seemed to get 
that look. It seemed like she always did what she was told. Mom always seemed 
to be pleased with her. She was like a younger version of my mother. I just could 
not compete with her. I wasn’t ever going to get the place in my mom’s heart that 
she had. I’d never be as good as her.” More silence followed.

“That must have been so difficult for you, Jackie, if it seemed that your mom 
never really accepted you, or was proud of you, the way it seemed that she was 
proud of Jane. How do you think you handled that over the years?”

“I think that I just tried harder to please her, most of the time. But it never 
seemed to work. I always seemed to do something that wasn’t right. And I’d 
do mean things to Jane. I really hated her sometimes. And then mom would 
be mad at me for being mean to Jane. She seemed to think that Jane was such a 
wonderful big sister! Why couldn’t I appreciate her? After all she did for me?”

“So it seemed to you that your mom and Jane had a close bond, were similar 
in many ways. And you were outside of that. Your mom seemed disappointed 
in you, and Jane seemed angry with you.”
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“Yeah, but don’t get the wrong idea about them, Allison. They were not bad 
people. Mom really did love me, I know. And she worked hard and really did 
her best. And Jane did help me in a lot of ways.”

“What do you think made you decide to tell me that, Jackie? You’ve men-
tioned a number of times now that you know your mom loved you.”

“Well, they were good . . . they are good . . . people. And saying these things 
about them to you. It just seems . . . that somehow it’s not right.”

“Because,” Allison quietly said.
“Because it feels like I’m being selfish to say these things about them, espe-

cially Mom. Like I’m still putting myself first. Still not being grateful for all that 
she did for me.”

“And maybe that she would still be disappointed in you if she knew that you 
were telling me these thoughts and feelings about her.”

“Yes, Allison, she would.” Tears were now flowing down Jackie’s cheeks. 
“And she would have a right to be. Why aren’t I more grateful for all that she 
did for me?”

Allison sat for a moment, staring into Jackie’s eyes and the tears of shame that 
were flowing from them. She became aware of her own tears of empathy for Jackie, 
and she could feel Jackie searching her eyes for the meaning of her tears. She then 
quietly said, “Jackie, to me, the question is not why you cannot be more grateful to 
your mom for what she did for you. My sense is that you are truly grateful to her. I 
think the question is more about what makes it so hard for you to accept that you 
feel some disappointment in how your mom related with you at times.”

“But I have no right to be disappointed in her, Allison. She never was cruel 
to me. She was a good mother!”

“I don’t think that we are exploring your mother so much as we are talking 
about your experience of your mother sometimes. Sometimes, Jackie, it seems 
that you experienced that your mother was disappointed in you . . . did not 
really accept you . . . thought that you were deliberately trying to make her life 
more difficult. . . . It seemed to you that she thought you were not grateful to her 
for what she did for you . . . that you were selfish.”

“But maybe she was right, Allison. Maybe I should have tried harder to make 
her life easier by doing what I was told.”

“And maybe . . . ,”Allison said.
“Maybe . . . ,” Jackie was puzzled. What other explanation could there be? 

More silence followed.
Finally Allison said, barely above a whisper, “Maybe you were a ten-year-old 

kid. . . . And maybe you were not trying to make her life more difficult . . . and 
maybe if your mom did think you were selfish, she was wrong.”
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Jackie began to cry. After a few minutes, Allison reached over and held her 
hand. Jackie looked up and seemed to be pleading with her in her next question. 
“But why, Allison, why would she think that I was deliberately trying to make 
her unhappy, if I really wasn’t?”

“I don’t know, Jackie. I do know you were ten years old. Maybe the answer 
lies somewhere in her childhood. Maybe in her relationship with her mother.”

After a few minutes of thought, Jackie said, “Mom said once, Allison, that her 
mom taught her how to work, and then turned around and taught me how to 
play. She said that with a laugh while driving back home after I had spent a day at 
Grannie’s house. But I thought that she also seemed sad when she told me that.”

“Sounds like your grandmother did a good job of teaching your mom how 
to work. And I wonder if your mom ever really felt that her mom accepted her. 
I wonder if your mom had doubts about whether or not she was good enough. 
Or at times thought that she was selfish and did not work hard enough.”

“Oh, my!” Jackie seemed startled by her emerging thoughts. “Mom thought 
that I was doing—being selfish and wanting to hurt her—the same things Gran-
nie thought she was doing! I know that’s true! That makes so much sense! That 
makes everything else make so much sense!”

“What sense does that make about who you were when you were a kid, 
Jackie?”

Jackie began crying again. She looked at Allison and replied, “It means that 
Mom was wrong. I didn’t want to hurt her! I didn’t want her to be unhappy! I 
was ten years old. Mom was wrong! I wasn’t selfish. I wasn’t ungrateful!” Jackie 
stared deeply into Allison’s eyes as she spoke. She was searching for something 
in her eyes. She was searching for confirmation that what was beginning to 
make sense to her, made sense to Allison. As she stared into Allison’s eyes, 
the memories of her childhood seemed to deepen and to join together in easier 
ways. Things just seemed to make more sense!

“You know, Allison, Mom did love me. I know that. But I think that I felt 
that she loved me only when I was doing things that she approved of. At other 
times, like when I disappointed her, I knew that she loved me but I did not feel 
it. When I was with Grannie, I always felt that she loved me. No matter what I 
was doing. Even when she became impatient with me. I could still feel her love. 
It was not that way with Mom.

“Allison! I never really, really felt safe with Mom. Sure, I was safe with her. 
But that feeling of love and acceptance . . . that really makes someone feel safe  
. . . I don’t think I really felt that for just being myself, like when I was with 
Grannie. With Mom, I felt it when I was pleasing her.” Jackie’s thoughts were 
now racing through her mind.
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“In some ways, Allison, I don’t think I saw myself then the way I do now. I 
don’t think I saw myself when I was a kid the way I do now. I wasn’t selfish in 
a bad sense; I was a kid. I don’t think my mom knew who I really was inside. 
Or at least some of these parts of me. That’s probably why I didn’t know them 
either. I was . . . I am . . . a good person. There is nothing about me that I need 
to be ashamed of. There is nothing about me that I need to change. Sure, I make 
mistakes. I make mistakes. And there is nothing about ME that needs to change! 
I can just correct my mistakes. My intentions are good. I never tried to make my 
mom unhappy! I never did! I know that now!”

Jackie smiled and stared into Allison’s eyes.
“And you know it too!”
“Yes, I know it too,” Allison replied, and they smiled.
After a few moments, Allison asked, “How does Katie fit into this?”
“I think that on Thanksgiving, Katie’s behavior made me again think that 

I was doing something to deliberately hurt my mom. And I felt that my sister 
and mom agreed, and again I was the failure as a daughter and sister. And also 
I think now that I thought Katie was deliberately doing something to hurt me, 
just like I was probably doing things to hurt my mom. But the difference was 
that mom and Jane did not see it. Now Katie was joined with them too. They 
accepted Katie and were disappointed in me! No wonder I got so upset. No 
wonder I hated Katie. And Mom. And Jane. . . . And myself.”

Tears and smiles and sighs of relief followed for Jackie as she stared inward 
while occasionally having eye contact with Allison.

“These things that you are working out. What do they mean about your 
continuing to raise Katie?”

“I think they mean that I’m doing a damn good job. I think they mean that 
the pattern that seems to have been passed down from Grannie to Mom and 
from Mom to me, cannot be allowed to move on from me to Katie. If Mom is 
‘hurt’ by my decisions regarding Katie, then Mom is ‘hurt.’ I am not deliberately 
hurting her. If Katie misbehaves toward me, or even actually does something 
to hurt me, her intentions are not toward me personally, but toward her own 
mother, her abuse, her life. I don’t have to personalize her behaviors. They are 
much more about her past and her pain than they are about me. And my rela-
tionship with Katie is not about my relationship with my mom. Actually I am 
beginning to think that my relationship with Katie is forcing me to look at my 
relationship with my mom too. And it needs to be done.”

“I hear you saying that you are still committed to Katie.”
“I am committed to her. More so than ever.”
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“Jackie, why don’t you give some thought to asking your mom to come with 
you to meet with me? Why not think about Sarah, you, and me talking about 
what you’ve been discovering and saying to me?”

An anxious look appeared on Jackie’s face. “Is that necessary?”
“No, Jackie, it’s not necessary, and it is entirely up to you, and of course, to 

Sarah too, if you decide to invite her. It’s just an idea that I got when you men-
tioned that you thought your mom would be disappointed in you if she knew 
you were saying those things about her. I thought that if you talked with her 
here, you would discover if she is disappointed or not. Either way it might be 
helpful to you in your efforts to make sense of who you are and how you want 
your relationship with your mom to be in the future.”

“Wow! Actually telling my mom some of the things that I just said to you! 
Wow! Actually telling her!”

“Think about it.”
“I will, Allison. Thanks for offering to do that for me. I think.” Jackie 

laughed.
“There is another thing, Jackie, one that we’ve discussed in the past involv-

ing Gabe. It does not have to do with your childhood, nor your relationship 
with your mother or sister. I’m speaking of blocked care. It’s so challenging to 
continue to care for a child who does not seem to want you to care for her. You 
might be able to do your job, but your heart begins to lose its energy. This rep-
resents another reason why it is likely to be hard to continue to care for Katie.”

“Thanks for reminding me, Allison; that makes so much sense! I couldn’t 
imagine being able to consistently care for Mark if there were no signs that my 
caring meant anything to him. So I’m not being selfish when I just don’t feel 
that I care for her after a particularly hard day—or week. This is just my brain 
doing its thing!”

“You’re not selfish, Jackie. At least not in the sense that you’re talking about. 
It may be that your brain is protecting you from the pain of continuous rejection 
by Katie. It is protecting you by causing you to become more apathetic emotion-
ally and continue to care in your actions but not feel care in your heart.”

“I can’t tell you how much that helps me to be OK with myself, Allison. I’m 
not selfish!”

“You certainly are working some things out today, Jackie. Should I get Katie 
now?”

“Yes!”
As Allison rose from her chair she gave Jackie’s hand one last squeeze, and 

Jackie dabbed her remaining tears with a tissue.
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Allison brought Katie into the room with her usual, “Well, it’s Katie kiddo. 
Good to see you again, kiddo!” She smiled at her while Katie took her usual spot 
between Jackie and Allison on the couch.

“Well, kiddo, you don’t look your usual cheerful self. What’s up?”
“Nothing.”
“Wow, Katie, it sounds to me like something is up, that if you were to tell 

me what it is you might say something like, ‘I don’t want to be in dumb therapy 
today, Allison, and I’m not talking to you!’ Is that about right, Katie?”

“I don’t want to be here and therapy is dumb!”
“Wow! I guessed right! Thanks for telling me, Katie, thanks for letting me 

know that you really don’t want to be here today! Well, if you don’t want to talk, 
I’m just going to have to count your fingers. Let’s see . . . 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 over there  
. . . 10, 9, 8, 7, 6. There, 5 and 6, that’s 11. What! You have 11 fingers! You gotta 
be kidding! How could that be? Let me do it again . . . 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 on that hand. 
Now, 10, 9, 8, 7, 6! 6 and 5, wow, you do have 11 fingers! That’s incredible! 
You’re incredible! See, that’s proof that you’re just an incredible kid, kiddo.”

“I don’t have six on that hand,” Katie said. She wasn’t laughing and her eye 
contact was poor. Allison immediately knew that engaging Katie today would 
not be as easy as it usually was.

“Of course you only have five fingers on your hand.”
“Five and five are ten,” Katie said.
“You sure know your numbers, kiddo. I’m sure not going to trick you.”
Katie appeared passively resigned to being with Allison and Jackie. This 

contrasted noticeably with her general air of expectant uncertainty about what 
would be occurring. If she wanted to convey the idea that she was bored and 
annoyed by wasting her time there, she was doing a good job.

“My goodness, Katie,” Allison began, “you sure don’t seem to want to be 
here. It seems to me that you want to say, ‘I want to leave. I don’t like it here. I 
don’t want to talk about anything! I don’t want to think about anything! I don’t 
want to feel anything! I don’t want to do anything! Let me go. I want to leave!’ 
My guess is that those are some of the things that you would be saying if you 
wanted to tell me something.”

Katie remained quiet and sullen.
“That’s it, Katie. See how quiet and annoyed you can be while I talk with 

your mom,” Allison said casually and then looked over at Jackie.
“Jackie, Katie seems to be very unhappy about being here now. Do you have 

any idea what is bothering her?”
“She didn’t seem upset when we drove over here, Allison. I’m not sure 

what’s on her mind now,” Jackie said.
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“Well, something is getting to her,” Allison said. “Did anything happen 
since I saw her last?”

“It was a hard Thanksgiving for the whole family, Allison. Maybe that’s 
bothering her,” Jackie said.

“Nothing’s bothering me!” Katie screamed.
“Wow, you yelled that loudly, kiddo. Maybe something about Thanksgiving 

is on your mind,” Allison said.
“No, it’s not!” Katie yelled.
“What happened, Jackie, that might be upsetting Katie now?”
“Well, Allison, we went down to my mother’s house for Thanksgiving din-

ner. When we sat down to eat, Katie spilled the gravy on my sister’s lap so she 
had to leave the table.”

“It was an accident!” Katie screamed.
“Katie had my sister and mother thinking it was an accident, but I saw her 

smile before she did it, and I knew it was on purpose,” Jackie said.
“I did not! You’re lying! You’re lying!” Katie yelled at Jackie.
“You sure are mad at your mom, Katie.”
“I am mad! I hate her!”
“Why do you think she’s so mad at you, Jackie?” Allison asked.
“I’m not sure, Allison. Maybe because we all left after what she did and the 

other kids were annoyed with her. I think that she liked getting Jane, Robert, 
and my mom on her side and it did not work,” Jackie said.

“But she’s always getting annoyed at you for not getting away with doing 
something that she should not be doing. Generally she doesn’t get nearly so 
mad at you.”

“You’re right, Allison. Maybe it’s because of my reaction to what she did.”
“What was your reaction, Jackie?” Allison asked.
“I was very mad at her for what she did. You see, my mother and sister got 

angry with me and we all left early. I was crying a lot, and Diane yelled at Katie. 
All the way home and that night I didn’t talk to Katie. That’s the only time I ever 
stopped talking to her when she did something wrong.”

“Jackie, I’ll bet you’re right. Katie is probably really mad at you because of 
how mad you got at her,” Allison said.

She turned to Katie: “I’ll bet you were saying to yourself, ‘Why is she so mad 
at me? Good moms aren’t supposed to get so mad! She’s not allowed to get mad 
at me that much!’ Right, Katie?”

Katie did not say anything. She looked toward the couch.
“Oh, Katie, now I understand. No wonder you got so mad at your mom! You 

could tell that she was more mad at you than she ever was before! You didn’t 
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know what that meant! Maybe she was so mad she’d never stop being mad! 
Maybe she would become like Sally!” Allison sat motionless for a moment and 
then leaned forward and said quietly, “You thought that she might be hating 
you. . . . You thought that she might not love you anymore. . . . You thought 
that she . . . might not . . . want to be your mom anymore.”

Katie remained motionless. Allison then said even more quietly, “You must 
have started to feel . . . sad . . . and scared. . . . No wonder you’re mad at . . . 
your mom.”

Allison began to stroke Katie’s hair.
“Don’t do that!” Katie screamed at Allison.
“Would you get closer to Katie now, Jackie? She’s mad at me now for talking 

to her and you about how hard it was when you were so mad at her.”
Jackie moved closer to Katie and held her hand. Katie did not move—either 

toward her or away from her.
Allison whispered, “Katie, Katie, it was so hard, so sad, so scared . . . Katie, 

Katie, so hard, so sad . . . Katie . . .”
“DON’T SAY THAT!” Katie screamed. “DON’T SAY THAT!”
Jackie lightly put her arm around Katie and began to gently rock her, and 

Allison repeated the words that reached into Katie’s soul a second time. Katie 
yelled again. Jackie sat holding her daughter, wanting it to stop, wanting it to 
never stop.

Katie continued to yell, “Shut up! Shut up! Shut up!” though Allison was no 
longer speaking. As the moments passed, they changed. They originally were 
filled with rage. Now they were more and more permeated with despair. Her 
screams became cries of one abandoned to the night.

Allison whispered once again, “Katie . . . Katie . . . so sad . . . Katie . . . Katie 
. . . so scared.”

Katie’s cries continued; seemingly, they would continue forever.
Jackie pulled Katie up onto her lap and held her as one would hold a crying 

toddler. Katie buried her face in Jackie’s chest.
“My Katie . . . my Katie . . . you’re safe . . . you’re with Mom. I love you, 

Katie . . . I love my Katie,” Jackie whispered. Katie clung to her. Jackie felt 
Katie’s fingers dig into her sides. She clung to her as a baby would. A terrified, 
despairing baby.

Allison went to the corner shelf and turned on the CD player. She always 
kept some CDs available that would be suitable for times like this one. She chose 
one containing various lullabies, with gentle and loving tones. Allison hesitated 
to play it because she thought that she might be encouraging Katie’s feelings of 
being an infant too much, causing her to resist. But Katie accepted it.
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Jackie stopped talking. She began to move slowly and hum in time with the 
lullabies. Allison simply watched. She didn’t exist to Jackie and Katie. They 
were in their own world now. This world would heal and reach Katie much 
more than anything Allison might say or do.

Eventually, Allison turned off the music and indicated that the session would 
have to stop. There was nothing that she wanted to say. Nothing that she should 
say. When Jackie and Katie got up to leave in silence, she stared at them for a 
moment and then she went over and hugged them both.

COMMENTARY

When Katie spilled the gravy on Jackie’s sister, she was engaging in a behavior 
that is very common among children with developmental trauma. She was ruin-
ing a family celebration for all, splitting Jackie from her relatives, eliciting anger 
and rejection from her, and taking pleasure in the shambles that she created, all 
from one action. Children similar to Katie are inevitably on their worst behav-
ior during moments like the Thanksgiving dinner. They cannot tolerate such 
mutual enjoyment and support and they cannot tolerate allowing others to have 
that experience. To them, it is much more desirable to experience the power of 
destroying the experience for all and confirming their self-perception as being 
isolated and evil.

Jackie’s response to Katie’s behavior can best be understood by the dynamics 
of shame, similar to, but much less profound, than is its meaning in Katie’s life. 
Central to Jackie’s identity is her ability to be a good therapeutic foster parent. 
Since Katie’s behavior so infrequently confirmed her view that she was good at 
her work, Jackie was more vulnerable to the need for confirmation from those 
important to her that she was actually good at what she did. She was seeking that 
confirmation from her sister and mother. Katie most likely sensed this and took 
advantage of the opportunity to hurt Jackie and test her commitment. The criti-
cism from her sister and mother elicited Jackie’s doubts and triggered shame, 
which in turn, led to rage at Katie. Jackie was not able to integrate the rage at the 
time, and she distanced herself from Katie.

Jackie’s shame is not an uncommon response among parents who attempt 
to raise children who continuously reject them. This is due to both the neuro-
psychological reality of blocked care and vulnerabilities that are secondary to 
their own attachment history. Their children seldom confirm that they are good 
parents. Their child’s oppositional behaviors constantly suggest that they are 
failing the child in some fundamental ways. They give and give to their child, 
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and the response that they most often receive is “Is that all? I want more!” or 
“I don’t want that; I want this!” In the face of their child’s rejection, they turn 
to friends and relatives for support and confirmation that the ordeal they are 
living has meaning and their efforts are worthwhile. Often they receive skepti-
cism, advice, and criticism that they are being either too harsh or too easy, and 
either way they are not meeting this poor child’s needs. When professionals, 
therapists, teachers, and social workers concur with the opinions of their rela-
tives and friends, these parents are extremely vulnerable to experiencing shame. 
From such a position, it is very hard for these parents to then attempt to reduce 
the pervasive shame experienced by their child. When Jackie experienced 
herself as a failure as Katie’s parent, she had little energy or skill to continue to 
parent her at that moment. These are the moments that add up and cause the 
placement to be at risk.

Therapists need to acknowledge and address parental shame from raising 
children such as Katie. When parents are experiencing blocked care, what they 
need the most in order to begin to experience a desire to care for their child 
again, is for important other adults to care for them. If there are two parents, 
the two need to be solidly in support of each other in the face of their child’s 
rejection. An additional important source of support is often other parents who 
truly understand what it is like to raise children who have behaviors secondary 
to developmental trauma. These peers are in the best position to know what 
support might be the most beneficial. Also important is the understanding and 
support of a therapist who knows the symptoms and needs of this child as well 
as the various parenting strategies and support that parents need in order to 
have a chance to raise their child adequately.

Jackie’s response to Katie’s behavior intensified because it activated aspects 
of her own attachment history with her mother, Sarah. When Jackie had been 
a child, she often had doubts about whether Sarah accepted her as she was. 
She felt love when she was pleasing Sarah, but felt isolated from her if she did 
something that displeased her. They did not regularly repair these breaks in 
their relationship. Jackie’s doubts intensified because she experienced Sarah 
as perceiving her as deliberately doing things to cause Sarah distress. This 
perception—of Sarah’s perception of her—activated shame rather than guilt in 
response to her misbehavior. Often an act becomes associated with shame or 
trauma because of the meaning that we give to the intentions of the other or the 
meaning that we think they give to our intentions rather than to the act itself.

Studies are now showing that the attachment classification of the foster or 
adoptive parent is an important—though not the only—factor in whether or 
not their foster/adoptive child will attain attachment security with them. These 
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findings “make sense,” since attachment patterns of behavior are reciprocal and, 
just as they routinely pass from parent to child, they may also pass from child 
to parent. Katie’s behaviors “with respect to attachment” are certain to activate 
similar patterns in Jackie. If Jackie’s patterns are “secure” (or “autonomous” as 
this classification is known when applied to adults), she is more likely to be able 
to remain psychologically safe, stay emotionally present to Katie’s distress, and 
respond in a reflective, flexible manner that facilitates Katie’s ability to integrate 
the experience. However, if similar patterns within Jackie are to some extent 
“insecure,” then she is not likely to feel psychologically safe, and she is at risk of 
reacting to Katie without sufficient affect regulation or reflection.

By speaking with Allison about her reaction to Katie’s Thanksgiving dinner 
behaviors, Jackie was able to better regulate the affect associated with that event. 
She then was able to reflect upon its meaning to her in a manner that led to a 
greater sense of safety and resolution of similar experiences during her child-
hood in her relationship with her own mother. Allison could engage Jackie in a 
manner sufficient to coregulate the affect of shame and cocreate new meanings 
regarding her misbehaviors toward Sarah. Jackie was then able to be more pres-
ent with Katie with regard to the dinner event and similar events likely to occur 
in the future.

Sometimes only one such dialogue is necessary to facilitate such important 
intersubjective experiences of resolution and integration. At times, unresolved 
attachment patterns are more extensive, and greater exploration of them within 
a trusting relationship may well be necessary. At other times, these patterns 
are so pervasive that they may preclude a person from successfully parenting 
a child with developmental trauma. Whether the adoptive or foster parents’ 
areas of attachment insecurity are limited and mild or more extensive, therapists 
must openly address these issues within a safe relationship if the parents are to 
become more able to parent their children well.

In therapy with Katie, Allison focused more on Jackie’s response to Katie’s 
behavior than on the behavior itself. She took her cue from Katie’s initial resis-
tance to this therapy session, something that was not usually present. Katie was 
defending herself against intense affective experience that seemed to go beyond 
her usual affective response associated with her own behavior. What was the 
most unusual about the Thanksgiving dinner event was not Katie’s behavior, 
but rather, Jackie’s. Her emotional withdrawal from Katie for the rest of the 
day triggered an affective response in Katie that was similar to her response to 
Sally’s extended periods of rejection of her. Jackie left Katie feeling terrified that 
whatever relationship might have existed with Jackie had now ended. Jackie 
would now most certainly insist that she move. She had finally revealed that part 
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of herself that Jackie would find disgusting and that would cause her to throw 
Katie away.

By allowing Katie to recognize and acknowledge her fear that she was finally 
being rejected by Jackie, Allison was able to lead her to expressing the depth of 
despair into which she was now falling. Through rage, Katie initially rejected 
Allison’s lead. Gradually she began to respond to Allison and Jackie’s empathy 
and loving attitude, and she allowed herself to express her affect fully and then 
accept Jackie’s empathy and continuing commitment.
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JACKIE AND 
HER MOTHER, SARAH

Following her meeting with Allison, Jackie felt a sense of lightness and free-
dom that left her elated. That evening she spoke excitedly to Mark about her 

insights into her relationship with her mother and how it affected her own par-
enting behavior. Upon recalling Diane’s preschool years, she began to see how 
some of her early interactions with her daughter had parallels with her current, 
though much more intense, difficulties with Katie. She had been determined 
to provide her daughter with an involved, accepting, playful, and responsive 
relationship with her, and for the most part she had succeeded. Now she un-
derstood why it had been so difficult at times in those early years. It took a great 
deal of self-reflection and talks with Mark to be able to understand and accept 
Diane’s normal childhood anger and defiance toward her.

With Katie, Jackie was beginning again her long journey as a parent. Katie’s 
rage at her often left Jackie thinking that she had failed this child, in spite of 
Allison’s and Mark’s comments to the contrary. At times, she could not let go 
of a sense that she just was not giving enough. At times, she wanted to yell to 
Katie that she was an excellent mother, and Katie would just have to learn to 
appreciate her.

Within a few days, Jackie became aware of some regrets about her conversa-
tion with Allison. She had a sense that she had been too critical of her mother. 
She felt shame over having told Allison about the distress that she felt regarding 
her perceptions of her relationship with Sarah. Over the following two days, 
Jackie obsessed about her relationship with her mother. She returned continu-
ally to Allison’s suggestion that Jackie and Sarah meet with her. The idea terri-
fied her but at the same time made her aware of a deep desire to try to share her 
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thoughts with her mother and possibly move their relationship into a new realm. 
Over the next few days, she managed to call Allison, get an appointment, call her 
mother, and get her agreement to meet with her the next week at Allison’s office. 
It seemed to her that she had no choice.

On December 10, Sarah came to Jackie’s home, and the two of them drove 
to Allison’s. Jackie anxiously thanked her mother for being willing to come 
with her, at one point apologizing for taking her away from her own activities. 
Finally, with an expression of mild impatience Sarah said, “Jackie, you asked 
me to come, so I want to be here. I’m not sure what it is about, but that’s not the 
point. I want to be here, so there’s no need to be sorry for asking me.” Small talk 
filled the final minutes before Allison welcomed them both.

“Thanks so much for coming, Sarah. It was my idea for the meeting, actually, 
and Jackie agreed after thinking about it for a while. As you might guess, the idea 
for me to meet with you both came after the trouble at your home at Thanksgiving, 
when Jackie decided that it was best for Katie to leave before finishing the dinner. 
It seemed to me that it was a very difficult experience for you both. I thought it 
might be helpful if we talked about that a bit, but more importantly talked about 
some of the thoughts and worries that it seemed to awaken in Jackie.”

“That’s fine with me, Allison, though I’ve almost forgotten about it myself. 
I’m not upset about it. I realize that I don’t really understand what Katie needs. 
After it was over, I knew that Jackie must be right. Or if not right, at least that 
Jackie is the one who had to make the decision. I shouldn’t have tried to change 
her mind.”

“I can understand, Mom. It was your home, and you worked so hard to have 
a nice Thanksgiving. I got over it soon and understood your feelings.”

After a short silence, Sarah smiled and said, “Then why are we here?”
Jackie felt more anxious than she had ever before felt in Allison’s office. Deal-

ing with Katie was nothing like trying to talk with her mother.
“Mom, it’s not about Katie and Thanksgiving, though in a way it is about 

Katie and me. And me and you. . . . Mom, when I was talking about Thanksgiv-
ing with Allison I just became aware of how much I want your approval. How 
much I want you to think good thoughts about me. How hard it is for me when 
you disagree with me.”

“Jackie, I do approve of you. Of course I do. You’re my daughter! Whatever 
you do is fine with me.”

“Mom, it often doesn’t feel that way to me.”
“What do you mean? I’ve never criticized what you’ve decided to do in your 

life!” Sarah seemed puzzled and somewhat hurt by what her daughter was tell-
ing her.
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“I know you haven’t, Mom, but . . . in some ways it seemed to me that . . . 
you just did not . . . that I was never quite . . . that you were more pleased with 
Jane than you were with me.”

“Oh, Jackie, how could you say that? I always loved you as much as I loved 
your sister. And I still do!”

“But, Mom, it seemed that she always was able to do what you wanted and I 
always got into trouble.”

“But she was older than you. And you were always more active than her. I 
might have had to correct you more, but I felt no differently toward you than 
toward her.”

“I felt that she was your favorite. She was the good one and I wasn’t quite 
good enough.”

Sarah seemed shocked. “That’s not true, Jackie! Don’t think that. I loved 
you both the same!”

Allison tried to help. “Sarah, would it be OK if I give my thoughts about 
what Jackie might be trying to say?”

“OK.”
“I think Jackie knows that you love her and always loved her as much as you 

loved Jane. I think, at times, for whatever reason, she felt less approval, or less 
acceptance. That does not mean that you felt less for her. She experienced less.”

“But I did love her . . . or accept her as much. . . . I always did. She has to 
believe me!” Sarah was becoming distressed.

“Sarah, I can hear your distress over your daughter’s experience of part of 
your relationship with her over the years. I can understand why you want so 
much . . . so much to reassure her that you did not have those thoughts . . . that 
you were not disappointed in her. . . .”

“I wasn’t!”
“Sarah, would you be able—if it would help your daughter—and I believe that 

it would—not to reassure her right now. Right now, just try to imagine what her 
experience must have been—and I know that this is painful for you, as it would 
be for any mother—how hard her experience must have been if she often thought 
that you were disappointed in her. Whether or not you actually were is not what 
we are trying to be aware of right now, but rather what she thought at the time.”

“But! . . .”
“I know that we are asking something now from you that is hard. . . . If she 

thought that you were disappointed . . .”
Sarah sat motionless, at first stunned, tense, troubled. Then she looked into 

Jackie’s eyes and saw her daughter’s tears. She wanted to say that it wasn’t so. 
She did accept her! And then she heard Allison’s words in her mind again: 
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“If she thought that you were disappointed . . . how hard . . . for her.” Sarah 
reached out and took her daughter’s hand. She spoke, though Jackie hardly 
heard the words: “I’m so sorry . . . I’m so sorry . . . I didn’t know you felt that 
way . . . I’m so sorry.”

“Thanks, Mom.” Jackie became anxious for her mom, for herself. “I don’t 
feel that now.”

Allison quietly joined their dialogue. “Jackie, your mom is really, really with 
you now in the pain that you felt for so long. Let her help you with it. It is not 
too hard for her. Let her be there for you now. Let her be with you now.”

Jackie and Sarah silently stared at each other, both now crying. And they 
embraced.

After a few minutes they moved apart and Jackie quietly said, “Thanks, 
Mom.”

Allison again quietly inserted herself into their joined presence. “Jackie, tell 
your mom more now about your experiences with her over the years. She wants 
to help you with this. It is hard for her, but she is being so strong for you. Let 
her know so that she can understand.”

Jackie’s anxiety returned. Hadn’t she said enough? She didn’t need to ask 
her mom for more! She looked at Allison’s calm and caring face. She had trusted 
her before with Gabe and Katie. She would trust her again. She went back into 
her experience.

“Mom, I know that at times I wasn’t the easiest kid to raise. And I do know 
that Jane really did not make the mistakes that I made. I know that.” She 
struggled over how to go further with her thoughts. She did not want to hurt 
her mother. Then the words seemed to decide for her.

“What was hardest for me, Mom . . . I think . . . is that sometimes I thought 
that you thought I was selfish. That you were more disappointed in what you 
thought was my reason for doing something wrong than in what I actually did. 
I felt I . . . really did . . . that you thought I was selfish.”

“I’m sorry, honey . . . that you thought I felt that way about you.”
“And then . . . sometimes I so much wished that I were Jane . . . or like Jane. 

And other times I hated her. You didn’t seem to think that she was selfish. Just 
me. . . . And then I hated myself.”

Mother and daughter continued to stare at each other. Sarah’s unwavering 
compassion for her daughter’s pain gave Jackie the courage to continue.

“Mom, I never hated you. . . . I really didn’t. . . . And I know that you didn’t 
hate me. . . . It was just . . . just . . . that . . . you were a bit disappointed with 
me . . . and I often thought that I would never . . . never be as special to you as 
Jane is.”
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“Oh, honey.” Sarah started to move toward Jackie, but her daughter held 
out her hand.

“Please, Mom. This is so hard. But I need to finish. . . . On Thanksgiving, I 
disappointed you again. And I hated myself again. And this time I hated Katie 
too. I again caused you to be unhappy . . . and Mom, right now . . . right now . . . 
I feel that I might be disappointing you by telling you these things . . . by making 
you unhappy again . . . by being selfish . . . by bothering you about things that I 
should have let go of years ago. That I’m only considering me and not realizing 
that you did the best you could.”

Jackie and Sarah stared at each other. Jackie wanted Sarah to talk, but she 
feared what she would hear. Sarah wanted to talk but hesitated, not knowing if 
Jackie had more that she needed to say first.

Finally, Sarah could wait no longer. “Honey, I have never been so proud of 
you as I am now. You have the courage. . . .” Sarah began to cry. Jackie and 
Allison waited quietly. Jackie reached out and took her mother’s hand. Sarah 
continued, “You have the courage . . . that I never had to tell my feelings to my 
mother. . . . And my feelings were so much like yours! I was convinced that I 
was never good enough. I was convinced that I was selfish. And I never was 
able to tell her. And you did . . . and you are . . . and I’m just so proud . . . of 
who you are . . . of who you have become. I am so lucky to be able to call you 
my daughter . . . so lucky that you never gave up on me to be your mother when 
you needed your mother.”

They embraced again. Jackie began to shake as she cried. Sarah stroked 
her back and hair and then held her tight and rocked back and forth with her 
daughter in her arms. After a moment she kissed her face and then pulled her 
close again.

Minutes later they moved away a bit, though their hands remained together.
When they looked at Allison together and smiled, she spoke. “I am honored 

to have been present just now with you both. I so admire what you both have 
been able to do. I feel joy for you . . . and with you . . . right now.”

COMMENTARY

When Jackie first spoke with Allison about her doubts about her relationship 
with her mother, she became aware that it was affecting her relationship with 
Katie. She became increasingly able to see how some of Katie’s behaviors elic-
ited a response in her that probably had almost as much to do with her past 
interactions with Sarah as it had to do with Katie’s actual behavior. She became 
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more aware that if she could make sense of her relationship with her mother, she 
might be able to better parent Katie. Most likely her initial motivation in doing 
the difficult work of addressing her relationship with Sarah was to help Katie. 
Frequently, this is the case. Many parents would be unlikely to try to resolve 
and integrate difficult experiences that they had had with their own parents if it 
were not for the desire to better meet their child’s needs. This motivated Jackie 
to first speak with Allison. As the days went by, Jackie increasingly wanted to 
address those experiences for her own sake as well as for her relationship with 
Sarah, not Katie.

In this story, Sarah’s response to Jackie—facilitated by Allison—proved to 
be excellent and facilitated a strengthening of their relationship. If Sarah were 
not able to “hear” Jackie and have empathy for her, the experience in Allison’s 
office would have been very stressful for them both and unsettled the overall 
stability of their ongoing relationship. Allison would have made Jackie aware of 
the risks that she was taking in addressing those unresolved experiences. Since 
Jackie was an adult who was functioning quite well in her life and had the strong 
support of her husband and others, Allison was confident that Jackie would 
be able to integrate the experience even if Sarah rejected her efforts to obtain 
understanding and validation. When Allison worked with children like Katie, 
she needed to be more certain about the ability and willingness of the parent to 
“hear” and have empathy for the child’s experience before asking the child to 
communicate her vulnerabilities to her parent.

Frequently, a child with significant difficulties due to trauma and attachment 
problems, such as Katie, activates the foster or adoptive parents’ own attach-
ment histories. When they are able to successfully address and integrate those 
experiences through the help of their partner, friend, or therapist, they often see 
an immediate improvement in their ability to maintain The Attitude with their 
child. When they are able to openly discuss and integrate these experiences with 
one or both of their parents, the improvements are even more obvious and easy 
to attain. Even when their parent is not able to join them in revisiting their early 
family years, this exploration into their own life story is likely to facilitate their 
social and emotional development, including their parenting abilities. When the 
parents are willing and able to do what they ask their struggling child to do, all 
benefit from the journey.

At the same time, there are certainly occasions when having a meeting such 
as this one would not have been in the best interest of the parent who is trying 
to raise such a challenging child. If Jackie had been certain that Sarah would 
not be able to hear what she had to say about her childhood experiences and 
if she anticipated that Sarah would react to the session with cruel and rejecting 
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comments, then it would have been reasonable to consider not having such a 
meeting, but rather seeking to reflect on those childhood memories in a way 
to reduce their associated emotions of shame and fear. In that case, seeking 
comfort and understanding from both Allison and Mark or in some individual 
therapy in her own right might have been the wisest course to take.
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14

WINTER IN MAINE

The next few months were a roller-coaster ride. At each summit, Katie’s rage 
outbursts were something to experience. She would hurl herself to the 

floor, bruising her body and knocking over anything nearby. Anger seemed to 
be her only way to enter into a relationship. Katie was here! So alive! With such 
passion! And so much hate! And always under the hate, always—the shame!

At the foot of each hill, she would seem to be miles away, lost somewhere in 
a reality that she could not share. Katie would express no affect through which 
one could sense her inner life. She could not ask for support, for comfort. At 
these times, Jackie almost wished for her anger.

But Jackie first noticed another quality in Katie early in January, a few weeks 
after the holiday season. Katie might laugh spontaneously and begin to enjoy 
talking with Jackie and Mark. There was a genuineness to her interactions 
that had never before been evident. She seemed to be able to briefly re-create 
how she was during “mom time” outside of those structured times that were 
maintained by Jackie’s intersubjective presence. At these times, she did not 
convey her usual obsessive and controlling qualities, nor did she talk in her 
typical chattering monologues. Katie seemed to be “an ordinary kid” at these 
moments. Jackie did not mention these observations to her. Often they would 
end suddenly with Katie saying or doing something that was certain to cause 
a break in any comfortable emotional reciprocity in their time together. Jackie 
counted these moments in minutes, not hours. She told Allison about it, and 
they both smiled in hope. They were careful not to expect it to continue. They 
needed to guard against disappointment. Also, their very expectation would 
probably be sensed by Katie and would certainly drive her further away again. 
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They would not expect these moments—they would be open to them, discover 
them, respond to them, and accept them. They were what they were—simply 
gifts falling from the sky along with the snow.

Katie had now been with Jackie for seven months. To most outsiders, Katie 
had not changed at all. Allison and Jackie knew that she had. They had seen 
moments of reciprocal enjoyment where the need to control seemed to dissi-
pate. They saw a child who might be asked to do something, and who actually, 
calmly, did it! They saw a child who seemed to be expressing—at times—a sense 
of inner safety and contentment. They did not know if these moments would 
ever become a significant part of her life.

* * *

On January 27, 1995, Allison and Jackie met with Steven and his supervisor, 
Kathleen. Kathleen had told them last June that she would review their progress 
in six months, and she had actually given them an extra month. Steven had not 
been able to attend many therapy sessions over the last two months, either, so 
the meeting would serve to give him an update.

Jackie summarized Katie’s typical days with their rage and defiance, lies and 
destruction, and the glimmers of calm that were breaking through. She went 
on to describe how Katie spent a lot of time engaged in various practical or 
enjoyable activities with Jackie or in whatever room Jackie happened to be in. 
She mentioned how Katie frequently ate her meal with Jackie before the rest of 
the family because she would often try to disrupt the meal by saying something 
mean to someone or by eating her food in some gross way. She explained that 
Katie had only received a few small gifts for both her birthday and Christmas, 
since anything more would overwhelm her and end up with her dysregulating 
and ruin the day for her, and possibly other members of the family too. Katie 
did seem to accept Jackie’s hugs, and she even asked to be rocked and sung to 
on occasion. Jackie was excited by those moments of shared enjoyment. She ex-
plained to Kathleen and Steven what her “mom times” with Katie were like and 
how she hoped that they would serve to open the door for Katie to experience 
having a mother in a new way. Katie now had another way of living in the home 
besides being motivated only by her pervasive needs for control. Of course, she 
did not choose that “other way” very often. The only consistent time when she 
allowed herself to be cared for was her bedtime ritual.

Allison spoke of how Katie was generally quite engaged during the treatment 
sessions, but this was with a lot of support. Allison directed the sessions and 
related with her in a close, intersubjective manner. Allison noted that Katie still 
had a great deal of difficulty exploring her misbehaviors without falling into 
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seemingly endless shame. This led to defensiveness, denial, and rage. Allison 
said that Katie was responding to their acceptance and curiosity around this and 
seemed to be able to manage her shame experiences more openly and accept 
their empathy a bit more, but not consistently so. She indicated that these ex-
plorations would remain central to Katie’s therapy, since they were at the heart 
of what needed to happen in order to facilitate Katie’s integration of her sense of 
self and to reduce her core belief that she was a bad kid unworthy of love. This 
would have the most impact on Katie’s readiness to trust Jackie. Allison also 
described the therapeutic experiences of special affect and intimacy that she, 
Jackie, and Katie had shared, which she took to be indicative of Katie’s potential 
for a more significant and lasting secure attachment.

“So far she doesn’t seem to have made any significant improvements that last 
on their own,” Kathleen suggested. “She sounds just as angry and defiant as she 
was when she first came into foster care over two years ago. Will she ever really 
be able to live a normal life in a family?”

“That’s our goal or we wouldn’t be pushing her and ourselves so hard,” Alli-
son said. “She’s still only seven years old. She’s bright and she’s a fighter. We’re 
just teaching her that she doesn’t need to fight with Jackie, especially when she’s 
having a hard time and needs her the most. If she can learn that, she’ll have 
quite a future. Also, I really don’t agree with you about her not having made 
any significant improvements. Certainly, there are no consistent, major, external 
changes. However, she has demonstrated more subtle changes in her ability 
to tolerate intense affect and closeness with Jackie and me. I think that for the 
first time she is beginning to notice the world of trust, affection, and reciprocal 
enjoyment. She hasn’t stepped fully into that world, but she has noticed it and 
gotten her toes wet.”

“But will she ever do that, I mean really do it?” Kathleen asked.
“I don’t know. But I know that she deserves a shot at it. I also don’t know 

anyone who could encourage her to do it better than Jackie. She’s doing a great 
deal for this kid, and I think that someday we’ll see the results.”

“What do you think, Jackie?” Steven asked.
“I agree with Allison,” Jackie replied. “I can’t read into the future, but I 

know that Katie has spunk. She works hard at what she thinks is best for her. 
The problem is that what we think and know is best for her is almost always 
something different from what she works for. She just has to discover that she 
needs a mother, not a servant. She needs to learn how to have fun with me, rely 
on me, and listen to me, not control me and get me to reject her.”

“She seems to have come pretty close to getting you to reject her on Thanks-
giving,” Steven said.
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“Yes, she did. But not since then, and I feel like I’m on a roll. The little 
turkey has met her match! No more turkey gravy is going to wear me down.” 
Jackie smiled.

“Well,” Kathleen said, “this brings us to our next big question. We need to 
decide if we should proceed with asking the court to terminate Sally and Mike’s 
parental rights. She has been in foster care for almost two and one-half years 
now, and her parents have done very little toward reunification with her. As 
you know, her mother is not really interested in seeing her more than every few 
months, and she has done little work in her own psychotherapy. Her father has 
done nothing, and they continue to live together. Neither parent has accepted 
responsibility for their acts of abuse or neglect. They actually are not seeing a 
therapist now because they failed to keep some sessions and they need to make 
a payment for the missed appointments.”

“It has seemed to me ever since I first saw her that this kid is not going to 
be reunited with her parents,” Allison said. “Not only are they not doing their 
work, but they have left her so damaged that they could never adequately raise 
her again. If she went back to them, she wouldn’t last a week, and she’d leave 
there so damaged that there would be a big risk that she never would be able 
to make it.”

“You’re right about that,” Kathleen said, “but another important question 
that the court will be asking is whether or not she is adoptable. If we cannot 
say that we can successfully place her for adoption, I doubt if the judge will 
terminate her parents’ rights. The court does not like to create legal orphans, 
no matter how improbable it is that she will ever have a meaningful relationship 
with her parents.”

“I understand your problem,” Allison said. “At this time, even if you found 
an adoptive home willing to try to raise her, the risk is there that the adoption 
would eventually disrupt. Even if the adoptive parents maintained their com-
mitment to her, she is likely to need major services in the years ahead unless she 
can make significant changes. Her chances of making those changes are much 
greater if she can continue her work with Jackie and me.”

“But the question is, will this kid be able to be adopted at some point down 
the road?” asked Kathleen.

“I strongly believe that Katie should have the opportunity to be adopted. 
And I’m more than willing to recommend that to a judge,” Allison said. “You 
know that even if the judge agrees to terminate her parents’ rights three months 
from now, it will still be another six to twelve months before an adoption worker 
has gotten to know Katie and found the right home for her. That will give Jackie 
and me a lot of time to continue working with her and help her to be as healthy 
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as possible before adoption. She is still only seven. She deserves a shot at a 
permanent home, although we will have to be very careful to match her up with 
the right family.”

“Since we’re still mandated to do reunification, Jackie, I have to be careful 
how I word this,” Kathleen said. “If her parents’ rights were terminated in the 
future, do you think that you would apply to adopt Katie?”

There was silence, and Jackie seemed to have trouble breathing for a mo-
ment. Finally she said, “That idea has crossed my mind any number of times, 
Kathleen. The thought of getting her to finally trust me and then telling her that 
she is going to be adopted by someone else sure doesn’t feel good. I had the 
same situation with Gabe. I cried a lot before deciding that I could not adopt 
him. There are various reasons, none of which made me feel any better in mak-
ing my decision with him. The main reason is that I truly want to continue my 
work as a foster parent who can help these troubled kids really learn about ma-
ternal love. I think I’d like to do it for another twenty years or so, which means I 
could help another ten or fifteen kids. I couldn’t do that if I had adopted Gabe. 
If I had, I wouldn’t be working with Katie now.”

“I hadn’t really thought through what you’re doing with Katie,” said Steven. 
“Now I’m wondering if this is right. Should we be setting it up so that she at-
taches to Jackie only to have her move to another home a year later? Is that fair 
to her? Are we being deceitful?”

“That’s an important question, Steven,” Allison said. “Over the years I have 
come up with three responses. First, what other options do we have? With a 
kid as unable to form a secure attachment with caregivers as Katie is, I am con-
vinced that the odds that she could do it with adoptive parents are not good. 
Most adoptive parents are not interested in adopting in order to become foster 
parents. They want to give their love and home to a kid who can accept what 
they have to offer to a reasonable degree and benefit from living with them. Katie 
would be unlikely to respond to such a home unless the parents were able and 
committed to learn to parent her in a way similar to the way Jackie is doing. It 
takes a certain kind of person to parent a kid like Katie. If we are truly honest 
with prospective adoptive parents about what really is involved in parenting a 
child with severe difficulties secondary to developmental trauma, I don’t think 
that we’ll find nearly enough families who sign up for the duration. Also, the 
types of interventions offered by me and Jackie are not available in many parts 
of the state and country. This is a fairly new area of knowledge that is not yet 
understood well enough by mental health and social services professionals. 
And she needs this kind of work to continue, especially to support the move to 
adoption.
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“Second, since it usually takes at least two or more years from the time a 
child enters foster care until she is placed into an adoptive home when reunifica-
tion with the parents is not successful, is it really in the child’s best interest to 
be discouraged in her need to develop a secure attachment? Can we—should 
we—ask a child to rely on herself while living in foster care, rather than on her 
foster parents? Tell her that her foster parents should not mean much to her? 
Tell her foster parents not to let the child into their hearts? I would consider 
such a stance to be emotionally neglectful. Those children would be less able 
to respond to an adoptive placement than would those children who are able to 
form a secure attachment with their foster parents.

“Third,” Allison continued, “it has been my experience that Katie will be 
able to form an attachment with adoptive parents after first learning how to do 
it with Jackie. When Gabe learned that he would not be staying with Jackie and 
that he would have his own adoptive family, he cried and sometimes screamed 
for days. But this was healthy grief over his anticipated loss of the first person 
whom he ever trusted. Yet throughout the grieving, he was able to turn to Jackie 
for comfort! When he was ready to face the adoption itself, he talked with her 
many times about his hopes and fears about his new family! When he finally got 
the photos of his new parents, he was excited and he shared his excitement with 
Jackie. He did not retreat into his life prior to learning how to have a secure at-
tachment. He did not lose his trust for Jackie. He knew that she still loved him 
and wanted what was best for him. It is important that the child be told clearly 
that the foster placement is temporary and that when they do develop a secure 
attachment, they be supported in their grief. Katie has been told that her place-
ment in Jackie’s home is temporary.”

“How is Gabe doing in his adoptive home?” Steven asked.
“Well, he’s been living with his family for about twelve months now, and it 

is going well,” Jackie said. “He was sad for a while, but now he seems to feel 
secure in his home. He calls me and sends me letters. It’s obvious that I’m still 
important to him. I think I’ve become a special aunt to him. Most importantly, 
his attachment to his adoptive mom seems to be strong. My guess is that now 
she is more important to him psychologically than I am.”

“It’s sad that Katie will have to move someday,” Allison added. “I am con-
vinced, however, that adoption and not long-term foster care is the most likely 
to meet her needs. If she were to stay with Jackie in long-term foster care, she 
would do much better than other foster children in long-term care who still 
move from one home to another. However, as she got older, she’d be aware that 
she was a foster child, Jackie and Mark were not legally her parents, and she 
was not their daughter. That would most likely undermine her sense of worth 
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as well as Jackie and Mark’s commitment to her as being as special to them as 
their biological children are.”

Kathleen replied, “Thanks for explaining your reasoning and your experi-
ences with kids who are able to learn to develop a secure attachment to their fos-
ter parents and then are adopted by someone else. That’s certainly an important 
issue if a child is not adopted by his foster parents. We’ll be discussing this back 
at the office, but there’s a good chance that when we go to court in the spring we 
will be seeking to terminate Mike and Sally’s parental rights.”

* * *

On February 20, 1995, Katie’s one-week school vacation started. She was doing 
fairly well at school, compared to her home difficulties. Her teacher, Mrs. Rob-
inson, said that she was keeping up with her class in her academics and might 
even be reading at a higher level. However, she really did not seem to compre-
hend what she read as well as did the other kids in the class. She had a hard time 
discussing the stories, and her teacher thought that she often did not seem to 
understand the main theme and the wishes and motives of the characters.

With her peers at school, Katie tended to be controlling and domineering. 
She did not seem to have formed any special friends. The other kids were not 
sure how she would react to them, and they tended to give her some distance. 
Mrs. Robinson thought that she was socially immature compared to her peers. 
She also had initiated a reward system to see if she could increase Katie’s on-task 
behaviors and reduce some of her disruptive behaviors. When she talked with 
Jackie about implementing a similar system at home in order to have greater 
consistency, Jackie declined and indicated that she already had a very compre-
hensive and structured program in place that did not rely on concrete rewards 
to motivate her. Mrs. Robinson then tactfully told Jackie that Katie had told her 
of some of the problems she got into at home. She went on to add that Jackie 
might attain greater results if she adopted a more positive approach to Katie’s 
problems, rather than emphasizing her misbehaviors. She suggested that Jackie 
consult with the school behavioral specialist for ideas that would focus on the 
positive. Jackie explained why she doubted that such a behavioral plan would 
work, given Katie’s significant difficulty tolerating the more basic “rewards” of 
fun and love. She indicated that she did not regard the structure and supervision 
that she was giving to Katie to be “negative,” but rather, they were giving Katie 
a greater opportunity to engage in positive behaviors. Structure and supervi-
sion helped Katie to be successful—with Jackie’s active assistance—rather than 
failing on her own even with rewards. Jackie briefly explained how children 
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who had been hurt by birth parents had a basic need to learn to trust intimate 
relationships, and this was what she needed to focus on at home. Trust created 
through the unconditional acceptance involved in providing for her attachment 
security was necessary first before efforts to focus on changing her behaviors 
would be likely to be successful. Mrs. Robinson became aware of the fact that 
she and Jackie really were not speaking the same language. Jackie was grateful 
when Katie’s teacher changed the conversation to academics—she knew there 
were some good resources for schools to help explain attachment issues, but she 
didn’t think now was the right time to introduce them.

Katie continued to show the intensity of her anger at Jackie in every way imag-
inable. She was indiscriminate in her choice of time, place, and circumstance, 
to unveil her rage. She would be angry at whatever Jackie said or did, simply 
because she needed to be. The question that Allison posed was, What did she ac-
tually seek to attain by her outrage? Rejection by Jackie? Proof of her own worth-
lessness? Matching rage from Jackie? Denial of her own despair? Confirmation 
of her expectations that the world would never meet her needs? Or was she just 
trying to get the next inevitable rejection out of the way on her terms rather than 
be vulnerable to the despair of being no good once again? Allison thought that at 
times Katie was motivated by any or all of these factors. Jackie agreed.

Why then did she seem to appropriately engage Jackie at times? Why did she 
seem to be genuinely interested in something happening in the family that did 
not relate to her? Why did she seem to actually enjoy herself? Yes, these times 
lasted ten minutes, tops, but they still counted. They counted a lot.

Without having the structure provided by school, Katie needed to have a 
fairly tight schedule at home if she was to function at all appropriately during the 
vacation week. Jackie planned some arts and crafts activities along with the usual 
routines. She also intended to get Katie out in the snow for a time every day, 
although Katie would most certainly complain about being cold and quickly 
begin to whine about wanting to come inside.

Jackie decided after lunch to take Katie outside to build a snow horse in 
the backyard. After the usual grumbling, Katie did manage to find and put on 
both of her boots along with her snowsuit—not a small accomplishment. The 
snow was wet, heavy, and sticky—great to work with. In little time at all, they 
managed to roll together two large snowballs that would form the body of the 
horse. They struggled to raise a smaller ball on top of one of the large ones. This 
would somehow be fashioned into the neck and head. The tail would come last, 
if they could get it to stick to the other ball. Then they would shape the four 
legs and cut out an opening between the front and back legs. Surprisingly, Katie 
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involved herself in the activity and complained little. After finally shaping it to 
their satisfaction, Katie backed up to look at it while Jackie began digging out 
the space under the body.

“It doesn’t look like a horse!” Katie yelled.
“Sure it does!” Jackie hollered back. “You just have to use your imagination 

a bit.”
“It looks like a big dog!” Katie yelled again and laughed.
“A big dog! What are you talking about?” Jackie smiled and got up and 

walked over to Katie.
“That’s no dog!” Jackie said. They both continued to stare at it. “It’s more 

like a bear!” They both laughed.
“No, it’s a little elephant!” Katie said. They laughed even harder.
“I think it’s a giant frog!” Katie continued to laugh.
“Katie, don’t call our horse a frog! A dog or elephant is one thing, but not a 

frog!” Jackie teased.
“It’s a goat!” Katie added as she howled.
“Katie, cut it out!” Jackie pretended annoyance at her descriptions of their 

work.
“It’s a goat!” Katie repeated.
“You’re asking for it!” Jackie took a handful of snow and threw it at Katie, 

hitting her on the chest with some of it going on her face. Jackie held her breath.
Katie screeched. This screech was different. It was permeated with laughter. 

Katie took snow into her hand and ran at Jackie. Jackie fell backward, and Katie 
pushed the snow into her face. Jackie then yelled and grabbed Katie, and they 
both rolled in the snow until they were wet with snow and sweat.

“Katie, why don’t you sit on our ‘goat’ and you’ll discover that it feels like a 
horse,” Jackie finally said. They ran to their snow figure, and Jackie lifted Katie 
up onto it. She then knelt down and continued to dig an opening under it.

Katie finally got into the spirit of their “horse.” She pretended that she was 
riding it, holding on tight as she galloped “across the plain.” Katie yelled to her 
horse and bounced on its back. Jackie dug further and further under the horse 
until she made a hole to the other side. She started to back out when Katie’s final 
bounce broke the back of their horse, and what felt like an elephant and Katie 
fell on top of the shocked Jackie. Katie was scared by the sudden fall and the 
sight of Jackie’s legs sticking out of the snow under her. Jackie was frightened 
over Katie’s fall, especially since she could not see her or anything else until she 
dug her way from under their fallen steed.

“Are you OK?” Jackie asked as she struggled from under the avalanche.
“I’m fine,” Katie replied and sat motionless, not knowing what to do next.
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Slowly, and then with increasing momentum, they both began to laugh 
again, totally taken over by their wild adventures in the snow. There was little 
to show for their hour of labor to build the white horse.

“Well, Katie, I guess our horse doesn’t much look like anything now. But I 
think we must look like two soggy ducks,” Jackie said while still reclining among 
the ruins.

“Two soggy ducks!” Katie repeated and laughed again. Then she added 
without thinking, “A mama duck and her baby. Stuck in the snow away from 
their nest.”

“Well, Katie,” Jackie said, taking that comment as casually as she could, “this 
mama duck and her baby had better get into their nest right away or they’re go-
ing to get sick.” Jackie got up and helped Katie to her feet. Inside Jackie’s heart 
seemed to be expanding with love and hope.

As they walked toward the house, they took one last look at their piles of 
snow.

“Katie,” Jackie said, “now we can tell everyone that we made a beautiful 
horse and no one will ever know that it looked more like a goat.”

Katie liked that idea. In the kitchen, she told Diane about their beautiful 
horse that sadly collapsed. She looked at Jackie, smiled, and almost winked.

Jackie decided to give Katie a snack with hot chocolate and crackers. They 
both fussed about being cold and enjoying the warmth of the kitchen. Jackie 
wondered when Katie would do something to try to ruin the atmosphere. She 
had never spent so long with her when they both were having fun. The old 
record was about ten minutes. She was entering new territory. It could not last.

After the snack, Katie took her plate and cup to the sink. She turned to Jackie 
and asked, “Can I watch the movie Aladdin on TV now?”

Jackie knew this was the moment for the outburst. Katie had found a great 
reason to be angry and she just needed Jackie’s cooperation.

“Not this afternoon, sweetie. I have some paperwork to do and I’m going to 
get out the playhouse and coloring books for you to play with while I do that. I 
know we’ve had a lot of fun together this morning and it’s hard to stop. Kinda 
sad that fun can’t go on forever, isn’t it? Oh well, Aladdin will be there some 
other day.”

Jackie looked at Katie. She wasn’t yelling or throwing herself on the floor. 
Neither did she reach for something to throw, nor try to run from the room. 
She just stood there. And she looked sad. Sad! She looked right into Jackie’s 
eyes with nothing but sadness in her expression. Jackie did not know what to 
say. She touched her head and commented again about it being hard when fun 
stops.
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“OK, Mom,” Katie said quietly and walked to the table to start clearing it so 
that Jackie could wash the dishes. Jackie turned to the sink and almost dropped 
her cup. She forced herself to stay there, splashing in the water and trying to 
wash the few dishes. She didn’t want to do anything that would confuse the situ-
ation and interfere with whatever was going on inside Katie’s head.

The rest of the day and evening were fairly uneventful. Katie complained a 
bit and tried to get Matthew upset with her. She went to bed without a fuss and 
seemed to enjoy Jackie’s reading to her and tucking her in.

As Jackie turned to leave her room, Katie asked, “Mom, can we make another 
horse tomorrow? I’d like everyone to see it and draw a picture of it.”

“That sounds like a plan, Katie. I’d enjoy it too. We should have some time 
after lunch just like today.”

“Good night, Mom.”
“Good night, Katie kiddo.”
The next day the horse never got made. When Katie came down for break-

fast, she refused to eat the eggs, toast, and juice that Jackie gave her and she 
insisted on having pancakes. That disagreement led to her refusing to eat, refus-
ing to wash herself and brush her teeth, refusing to “pick up” the downstairs 
rooms with Jackie, refusing work on a project with Jackie, and generally just 
being disagreeable and a pain to be around. Katie’s gloomy and cross attitude 
continued throughout the day.

“But why didn’t you tell her how great it was that she was able to have fun 
with you and also that she was able to accept it when you told her ‘no’?” Steven 
asked at the next therapy session after hearing about the snow horse.

“If I had,” Jackie replied, “she never would have finished the day OK and she 
probably wouldn’t have another time like that for quite some time.”

“But if she’s not going to be praised for that, when will you praise her? How 
will she ever know that she’s doing a good job?”

“Steven, you’re assuming that if Jackie positively evaluates what she did, 
Katie will be more likely to do it again,” Allison said. “But that’s not Katie. 
She’s not going to be motivated to act that way because Jackie’s getting some-
thing out of it. If Jackie is really pleased, Katie won’t be able to see that this is 
benefiting her, not Jackie. She’ll worry that Jackie wants her to act that way for 
her own benefit and is likely to see praise as a way of trying to manipulate and 
control her. The best praise for Katie now is simply Jackie’s overt enjoyment 
during whatever they do together—expressed nonverbally and spontaneously, 
quietly and with emphasis. This natural reciprocity where Katie gets to really 
experience Jackie’s happiness for and with Katie is what will make a difference 
(it’s kind of like talking from Jackie’s heart to Katie’s heart about the kid Jackie 
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is seeing and enjoying underneath all of that mistrust and need to control). She 
can’t yet imagine that Jackie really is happy for her, and not for her own benefit. 
Finally, if she thinks that Jackie is pleased when she acts this way, she’ll get sus-
picious and then try to disrupt it. She’ll resist having fun with Jackie and instead 
be motivated to bug Jackie, without any focus on whether or not having fun with 
Jackie is of benefit to herself.”

“I still don’t see why it will hurt her progress if we just tell her that she’s 
finally doing what we have wanted her to do for so long.” Steven was not con-
vinced.

“She’s only going to do it when she wants to,” Allison said. “And when she 
feels safe enough to. She’ll continue to do it, if she wants to. This is her experi-
ment to decide if she wants a life based on attachment with Jackie. Stating our 
preference for her, at the time that she’s trying it out, will distract her from the 
inner feedback that I want her to notice; namely, ‘This feels good.’ ‘I like this.’ 
‘This isn’t anything to be scared of.’”

“So when can she handle praise?” Steven asked.
“Praise is overrated as a way to raise kids generally,” Allison said. “Praising 

kids has at least as many disadvantages to their development as advantages, 
if not more. There’s some great research on this I can give you if you’d like. 
Parents need to foster intrinsic motivation for the child to do what is in his 
long-term best interests. Intrinsic motivation is not based on external factors, 
whether they are rewards or personal evaluations that we call praise. Intrinsic 
motivation comes from parents loving their kid a lot, being good models about 
how to live, and communicating the need to learn to make choices and to live 
with the consequences of the choices that we make. Intrinsic motivation comes 
from feeling good inside over the consequences of one’s own actions. It needs 
to be her judgment, not ours. Showing our kid how special she is and being 
interested in how she is learning and the ways she is discovering to manage her 
life goes a lot further in fostering her development than making comments such 
as ‘good girl.’ I want her, and only her, to ever decide if she’s a good person. All 
kids, and probably even more so with kids who have to face Katie’s challenges, 
thrive the most with unconditional acceptance. Evaluations or judgments about 
their behavior, expressed as praise, often make them tense and uncertain. Will 
they be good enough next time? Are you always judging me? What if I don’t 
do as well—will you disapprove of me? She needs expressions of enthusiastic 
delight and enjoyment from Jackie—her experience of Katie when they are to-
gether, not a cognitive judgment that what she is doing is good.

“Saying that she did a ‘good job’ is OK, but overdone, I believe,” Allison 
continued. “Kids are often told that a hundred times a day. When we use it too 
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much, they probably get the idea that we don’t really mean what we are saying. 
And they cannot escape the feeling that we are always evaluating them. They 
need to feel that we enjoy and accept their behavior most of the time, accept 
them all of the time, evaluate their behavior sometimes, and evaluate them—
never. Sure, give specific recognition for something that your kid is proud 
about. Sure, it is so important that Jackie take delight in Katie, express admira-
tion and appreciation for her achievements, but these expressions are shared 
experiences with her, not judgments about her. You are sharing her joy. You 
are affirming her inner experiences. You are loving her, not evaluating her.”

“But Katie gets into trouble dozens of times each day,” Steven said. “Aren’t 
we evaluating her each time and doing it negatively? Shouldn’t we balance it 
with dozens of positive evaluations, no matter how small they are?”

“When Katie is getting into ‘trouble’ dozens of times, we are not evaluating 
her at those times,” Allison said. “We are accepting her. We are evaluating her 
behaviors when we are placing limits on them and making it harder for her to en-
gage in them through our supervision and daily structure. We might be puzzled 
by her behavior because it leads to a seemingly undesirable consequence, but 
we are not evaluating her motivation to do it. We might even say something like, 
‘Well, Katie, I’m sad that you can’t do that now because you seemed to want to 
do it so much. Your being so upset now just makes it not possible for me to let 
you do that.’ Or ‘If you change your mind, you’ll probably have another chance, 
tomorrow, or next week, or whenever you’re ready.’ Or ‘If I can help you figure 
out how to get that done, please let me know.’ Or ‘Oh well, there are other days 
for us to get to do this together.’ And we make those comments without sarcasm 
or an ‘I know better than you’ attitude but genuinely mean them. We do want 
her to act in ways that are best for her, and we will provide her with the degree 
of structure and supervision that will help her to be the most successful. If she 
becomes upset when we say that she is not ready to do something successfully, 
we’ll support her through her distress, but we will not let her do what she will 
fail at.

“At times we need to evaluate her negative behaviors—and do so in a 
strong, clear manner. If she tries to hurt the dog, she does need a strong re-
sponse that such behaviors are not acceptable. But those behaviors are less fre-
quent than we think with most children. They need acceptance for their inner 
lives and for most of their behaviors—within a necessary structured environ-
ment, with our few strong evaluations being directed toward specific serious  
behaviors.”

“I’m kind of getting it,” Steven said, “but I’m still struggling with this no-
praise bit.”
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“Yes,” Allison replied, “it’s a different way of looking at things, and especially 
when so many parenting manuals are filled with ideas about reward systems and 
focused praise, it can be confusing. How about I give you an example? Imagine 
this Sunday it is your turn to get up with Rebecca while Jenny sleeps in a bit. 
When Jenny comes down she says to you, ‘Steven, you’ve done a very good job 
with Rebecca. She’s all dressed and playing nicely and you even did the wash-
ing up . . . you didn’t miss anything.’” Steven and Jackie laughed somewhat 
nervously. “Contrast that with how it would feel if your wife came down, fixed 
you some coffee, gave you a squeeze, and sat down and smiled at the two of you 
playing together. . . . When you ask her what she’s smiling at, she says, ‘I had 
such a great sleep, and I love watching you two hanging out together.’”

“Have you been spying on me?” Steven asked in mock outrage. “That last 
one is practically exactly what happened last week!”

“And the first one?” Allison asked.
“That would make me crazy,” Steven replied, laughing some more, “and you 

know the really weird thing? When Jenny did say that to me last week I thought  
. . . I’m going to take her Sunday morning turn next week too! She works so 
hard, and she deserves to sleep in!”

All three of them laughed, and Steven teasingly asked Allison to reassure 
him that she was not secretly coaching his wife so that she would get the most 
out of him. They laughed some more, and Jackie made Steven promise that he 
wouldn’t change his decision to give Jenny a surprise extra sleep-in. Steven reas-
sured her, telling her he truly got that being a mom is hard work.

“It sure is,” said Jackie.
“And being a dad too,” interjected Allison, smiling. “Well, it’s time for me 

to get the kid again.”
Once settled on the couch between Jackie and Allison, Katie demonstrated 

her curious and mildly playful attitude that suggested she would probably be 
fairly receptive to Allison’s interventions.

“Katie, your mom tells me that you and she made a beautiful snow horse. It 
must have been so sad when it broke and fell on her,” Allison said innocently.

Katie looked at Jackie and smiled. “We really were so sad. Mom said that 
she had never made one so pretty,” Katie said quietly before Jackie and Katie 
exploded in laughter.

“What’s so funny?” Allison asked. “What are you two laughing about?”
“Oh, nothing,” Jackie said.
“Nothing!” Katie said and laughed some more.
“Something is not right here!” Allison exclaimed. “What really happened?”
“Nothing!” Katie yelled again. Then she looked at Jackie again.
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“Tell me, Katie, or you’re in trouble.” Allison smiled.
“It’s true!” Katie laughed.
“You asked for it!” Allison said as she tickled her for a moment. “Now tell 

me!”
“OK!” Katie yelled. “It was ugly and looked like a goat. Or a dog.”
“Katie even said that it looked like a frog too!” Jackie added.
“We weren’t sad when it broke. We laughed until I almost peed!” Katie 

shouted.
“So that’s it. An ugly horse. And you almost peed in the snow. If you had 

peed, you probably would have told everyone that the ugly horse had done it!” 
Allison suggested.

They chatted some more about the great deal of snow that was falling on 
Maine that winter. Allison suggested that they make a snow dinosaur next. 
Jackie grumbled when she thanked her for the suggestion, while Katie got ex-
cited about the idea.

“It will probably end up looking like a whale,” Steven added.
After discussing a few more minor events of the week, Allison reflected a bit 

on Katie’s months with Jackie. “Katie, I enjoy hearing about the fun you had 
with Jackie in the snow and some of the other things that have happened at 
home these past few months—when you are just having a good time with your 
family, laughing and being silly and learning stuff and having pancakes that taste 
great! Just being a kid. Because I know that you and Jackie have had some very 
hard times too, especially during the fall when you didn’t know each other so 
much. Sometimes it seemed to you that Jackie was being mean to you, that she 
was hurting you, that she didn’t like you.”

Katie listened without moving, maybe recalling the hard times from more of 
a distance, from another perspective. Allison recalled a few difficult events that 
Katie had had with Jackie, and Katie did not object. She just seemed to be try-
ing to make sense of what was happening. Then Allison quietly continued, “We 
haven’t talked much about Sally and Mike lately. You were hurt a lot when you 
lived with them in many ways. You were hurt so much then that it still hurts you 
now. They may have hurt you so much that it seemed like Jackie was just like 
them when she said no to you.”

“It doesn’t hurt me,” Katie said.
“I wish it didn’t, sweetie,” Allison said. “I think it does, though. It makes it 

hard for you to live with your new family without having so many troubles. I 
think that Sally and Mike are still mixing you up inside and you don’t know how 
to trust Jackie and Mark very well. And I think that some of the happier times 
you’ve been having lately might mean you are starting to figure it out—maybe 
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Jackie and Mark are not the same as Sally and Mike. Maybe you can be happy 
in this family.”

When Katie did not reply, Allison continued, “When you lived with Sally 
and Mike, there was a neighbor who heard them scream at each other and 
scream at you. The neighbor said that sometimes she heard Sally and Mike say 
horrible things to you that must have been so upsetting for such a little girl. She 
said that Sally would call you a ‘selfish little brat.’ And Mike called you a ‘shit 
head’ who should have your head stuck in the toilet. Oh, Katie, that must have 
been so hard for you . . . so hard to be called those things by your first parents.”

Katie replied quickly, “That didn’t bother me.”
Allison answered quietly, “Katie, it is hard to imagine not being bothered by 

your parents calling you a selfish little brat and a shit head. How did you stop 
it from bothering you?”

“I didn’t listen to them.”
“I’m glad, Katie. I’m glad that you found a way to ignore them. How did you 

do that?”
“I just thought that they were stupid and Mike was a shit head too.”
“So you thought that you both were shit heads?”
“Yeah, he was and I was.”
“And Sally?”
“She was just stupid. I didn’t like her because she didn’t like me. She said 

that she’d never like me because I was so bad.”
“That must have been hard to hear—Sally saying that she thought you were 

bad.”
“No. I was bad.”
“Oh, Katie, how hard that must be to think you are bad. And that no one will 

like you or love you because you’re bad.”
“I am bad! Don’t you know that by now? You’re stupid too!”
“What makes you so sure, Katie, that you’re bad. What makes you so sure?”
“You know!” Katie screamed. “You know how I hit Jackie, and spit at her, 

and call her a shit head!”
“Ah, Katie, now I think I understand better. When you do something wrong 

you think that it’s because you’re bad . . . that you’re a shit head. You don’t think 
there might be some other reason for doing those things.”

Katie continued to yell, “There isn’t any other reason! You know that! You 
are stupid or you’re lying! You probably have to say that because you’re my 
therapist!”

“It would be very hard to believe me if I said I knew that there were other 
reasons . . . very hard. So, Katie, you’re saying that every day you think that 
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you’re a stupid shit head . . . every day! Oh, what hard thoughts and feelings 
about yourself that you carry around in your mind! So hard . . . so hard . . . how 
do you handle those thoughts and feelings?”

“I don’t think about them! Except when you talk about them! That’s why I 
don’t like therapy! You just want me to be unhappy, so you talk about this stuff.”

“You must not trust me, Katie, not at all, if you think I want you to be un-
happy on purpose! You think I’m being mean to you when I talk about this 
stuff!” Katie’s intense, agitated expressions were matched by a similar intensity 
in Allison’s voice, conveying a sense of urgency to understand Katie’s experi-
ence and be helpful.

“You are being mean to me! You are!”
“I’m sorry that you think that is why I talk about this stuff. I’m sorry. That 

must make it even harder . . . thinking that I’m doing it on purpose to make you 
unhappy.”

“Then why are you talking about it?”
“Thanks for asking, Katie, thanks. I’m talking about it because Sally and 

Mike hurt you a lot with those words that they called you. They hurt you at the 
time by making you feel so sad and angry and upset. And they are still hurting 
you because I think you believe them. They called you a stupid shit head, and 
you believe them. You think that you are, and you think that’s why you do 
things you shouldn’t do.”

“Then why do I do those things if I’m not bad?”
“Because it is so hard when you can’t do what you want. When Jackie says 

no to you. So hard because it reminds you of all the awful times that Sally and 
Mike said no to you. And when Jackie reminds you of them, you get mad! It 
seems like she is being mean to you like they were! So you get mad at her! Just 
like Sally and Mike and you got mad at each other. It is so hard when Jackie says 
no to what you want to do.”

Katie stared at the picture on the wall, seeming to be trying to make sense of 
what Allison said. Then very quietly, Allison added, “Why don’t you tell Jackie 
that sometimes you think she’s mean to you?”

“She’s not mean,” Katie replied quickly, and then she looked puzzled.
“Oh, Katie, this seems to be so confusing to you. I think you remember that 

sometimes you do think that Jackie is mean to you, and other times you don’t 
think that she is. Yes, so confusing.”

Allison continued after a moment, “Would you tell Jackie, Katie, that some-
times she makes you all mixed up? Sometimes you don’t know if she likes you 
or not, if she thinks you’re bad or not?”
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Katie looked very troubled when she looked at Jackie: “Do you like me?”
Jackie took her hand and they gazed at each other. Quietly and slowly, Jackie 

said, “I like you very much, Katie. And I understand why you have doubts 
about that.”

Katie suddenly looked frightened. “But I’m a bad girl!”
Jackie squeezed her hand. “If that’s what Sally thought, I disagree with her. I 

think that Sally did not care for you very well. I think Sally was wrong.”
“Sometimes I do think that you’re mean. Sometimes I . . . hate you.”
“I know, Katie. I know. Sometimes it is very hard for you when I say no to 

you.”
“I don’t hate you now.”
“I’m glad.”
They smiled, then they embraced, and then they cried.
When Jackie and Katie left, Steven stayed a moment to talk with Allison. 

“That was powerful, Allison. Hard for me to watch. I can’t imagine how hard it 
must have been for Katie.”

“Yes, Steven, it was hard for her. I was watching her closely, and she seemed 
to be managing it well, though. If it had seemed to be too much for her, I would 
have moved the focus away from her shame. But carrying that shame as she 
does, day after day, is even harder for her. Let’s hope that as she comes to see it, 
to make sense of it, it will not be so big and not be so heavy. Let’s hope that her 
doubts about whether or not Jackie cares for her get smaller too.”

“If she can do that,” Steven said, “I guess we’ll be home free.”
“If she can do that,” Allison added, “I guess Katie will have a decent chance 

to begin to learn who she is and can be and what a home can really feel like.”

Jackie’s Journal

February 28, 1995

Katie seemed more withdrawn today. I suggested that she still might be thinking 
about Allison’s session yesterday. She would have none of that. At school, Katie 
apparently managed to get a toy reward for having a good day. She immediately 
threw it at another girl who was simply looking at her. When she was corrected 
for that, she looked at Mrs. Robinson, stepped on the toy, and smiled. I prob-
ably shouldn’t feel pleased with that, but I had a hard time not smiling when I 
read the note. Maybe they will gradually begin to understand Katie and how 
to help her. Will ask Allison if she has any good leaflets for schools she could 
maybe send them. Bedtime went well. She accepted my playing “Eeny Meeny 
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Miny Mo” with her ten toes, and she giggled when I was being funny. She ac-
cepted a few hugs too.

March 1, 1995

Katie seems to have found a new source of pleasure. Before dinner, I gave her 
markers to draw with at the table while I prepared the meal. I looked away for a 
moment. She had stepped on the felt tip of two markers lying on the floor. What 
a mess! And she looked at me and smiled! I guess it was something that she just 
had to find out for herself. It had rattled Mrs. Robinson; would it work on me? 
Well, not really. I was sad that she now had no markers to draw with, since she 
so liked them. She got a bucket with soapy water and I helped her to clean up 
the floor. Of course, she was slow, thinking that she would be saved by dinner. 
Wrong! When Katie finally finished her meal, we went back and finished clean-
ing the floor. Bedtime went well. She even enjoyed our feeding each other slices 
of banana on toothpicks. After her dinner, I wasn’t sure how that would go over, 
but I took the chance. I rocked her a bit too.

March 4, 1995

Katie actually cooperated with me, and we got our work done in an hour. Usu-
ally it takes us two hours or so on Saturday mornings. I found out why. She and 
Diane went outside in the middle of the snowstorm. To me, at this time of year, 
there is no snow that is good snow. To them, it was an opportunity to be kids. 
Imagine that. Katie actually choosing to be a kid. Diane seems to feel that she 
has permission to act younger and silly when she is playing with Katie. Katie 
doesn’t mind. So they both were being silly and wild in the storm. Looking at 
them, who would know what a monumental task Katie was performing in front 
of my eyes. She was having fun. Really having fun! Maybe Katie is teaching 
us the value of “snow therapy.” If so, I might move to northern Alaska. Sure 
enough, when she came in she left her wet snowsuit on the kitchen floor. And 
she ordered me to make them some hot chocolate. I ordered the milk to come 
out of the fridge, get in the pot to be heated, and then jump into the cup. It 
didn’t do it! After a small smile that she tried to hide from me, she picked up 
her snowsuit and cleaned up the puddle on the floor. That activity gave her 
time to think—and she did! She approached me with a lovely request for hot 
chocolate and then she cooperated quite well as we made it together. Maybe 
some new habits were beginning to form—but I guard against expecting it. At 



W I N T E R  I N  M A I N E

2 3 5

bedtime we played “Pop Goes the Weasel.” Each of her stuffed animals had a 
turn popping up from under the covers and in so doing knocking most of the 
other animals off the bed. Soft circles on her face helped her to calm and then 
to sleep.

March 5, 1995

Church, as usual, did not impress Katie. She finds the entire service quite bor-
ing. Since, when she is noisy during the service, we wait in the car till it ends and 
Mark comes out and then we have our own little service at home, she generally 
decides to get it over with at church. Although today after lunch, she sat with 
Mark and they looked at the Children’s Bible together. She seems to like the Old 
Testament stories better than the New Testament. Why am I not surprised? I 
have noticed that by late Sunday afternoon Katie tends to be quite irritable and 
restless. Maybe spending the weekend with a fairly relaxed, friendly, and active 
family is hard on her. She needs school to get a break from the mental stress of 
family life. And summer is only about fifteen weeks away! Bedtime, as usual, was 
our main time for some enjoyment together. It’s as if she calls a truce during our 
special time each night. The rest of the day—forget it.

March 10, 1995

Katie is furious that her teacher made her write an apology for breaking Erica’s 
lunch box handle. She says that she did not do it, and her teacher would not 
believe her! Imagine that! She says that her friend Sandy really did it but lied and 
said that Katie had done it! She apparently had to be restrained by Mrs. Robin-
son. I think that was hard for her. The fruits of habitual lying. Being blamed for 
something that you did not do. I told her that she could solve the problem by 
starting to tell the truth, and I’d be happy to help her if she’d like. She looked at 
me like I needed brain surgery. I suggested that if she ever changes her mind I 
might be available to help her to practice her truth telling. In the meantime, she 
was on her own among the hazards of being falsely accused.

March 11, 1995

What a wild Saturday. Katie acted horribly when she awoke. By 10:00 a.m., she 
was friendly and cooperative. At lunch, she and I had to wait till the other kids 
had finished. By 2:00 p.m., she seemed to be content to do what was on the 
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schedule. By 5:00 p.m., she was outraged with John and not much better with 
me when I interceded, if only to save her life. At bedtime, she was loving and 
laughing and just a joy to be near. Why am I going crazy?

March 12, 1995

Today was a dream. She was cooperative in church, helpful at lunch, a jolly 
companion while we explored the winter woods, and the same loving daughter 
that I saw last night, at bedtime. What does this mean? She must be setting me 
up prior to springing something awful on me. Or maybe, maybe, there’s some 
new wiring happening in her brain. Oh, I hope so.

March 19, 1995

The whole week has gone well. Sure, she has had her troubles, but she is man-
aging her frustrations fairly well and she actually seems to enjoy—mostly—being 
with me. Maybe something is starting to sink in. Maybe Allison is right, though, 
when she says, “Expect nothing until you have seen it for at least three months.” 
We’ll see.

COMMENTARY

Katie had no idea what was happening deep within her brain. Actually none of 
us really do. Were connections between the “old brain” and the “new brain” 
that should have been developing during the first two years of her life now 
sprouting at the age of seven? Was she beginning to notice, and experience, the 
pleasure of reciprocal smiles and expressions? Was she starting to experience 
comfort, excitement, affection, and fun from being held, touched, grabbed, and 
at times, swung in a blanket by Jackie and Mark? Was she noticing the pleasure 
and security that came from reconnecting to Jackie after a conflict? How and 
when did she first notice that others have feelings? She seemed to be worried 
when Whimsy did not get up one morning and Jackie took him to the vet. Was 
she feeling empathy? For Whimsy? For Jackie?

Katie was beginning to notice the interpersonal world of the Keller home. 
And she was a part of it. The other family members were not simply “living 
objects” to manipulate, deceive, intimidate, or attack. Jackie did not talk with 
her, listen to her, feed her, comb her hair, and giggle or snuggle with her at 
night because she had to. Steven, Allison, Mark, and Katie herself did not make 
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Jackie do those things. Jackie wanted to. Why? Now that was a question that 
still stumped Katie. It remained hard for her to believe that anyone would take 
pleasure in being with her, keeping her safe, playing with her, and helping her. 
Jackie did. Why?

The questions were appearing and her mind was struggling with them. 
Katie tried to avoid them. Hence, her roller-coaster ride of January, February, 
and March. If she could manage to avoid those questions, she could preserve 
the map of her world that she had patched together with Sally and Mike. She 
could base her life on charm and rage, excuses and blaming others, and above 
all, controlling everything in order to try to keep herself safe and meet her basic 
needs by herself. These new questions disrupted her first assumptions, which 
were the fruits of her first efforts to make sense of her life. Jackie and Allison 
constantly raised these questions—more in how they related with her than in 
words—and it was increasingly hard to avoid them. Within and without, Katie 
was in turmoil.

The session with Allison in which Katie began to address her pervasive sense 
of shame was a central experience in the progress that she was making in both 
being better able to regulate her emotional states and in more consistently ex-
periencing trust in her relationship with Jackie. Such pervasive shame makes it 
very hard for a child to be able to address vulnerable emotions of sadness, fears, 
and disappointments. Such shame also makes it hard for a child to trust that the 
parent would ever care for a child—and remain committed to her—if she knew 
how bad she was. Within shame, the child is not safe enough to trust someone, 
to feel sad, and to accept comfort.

Frequently professionals question the wisdom of facilitating a secure attach-
ment between a child and her foster parent when she will be moving into an 
adoptive home sometime in the future. But there really is no better option. With 
children with problems secondary to developmental trauma, often including 
attachment disorganization, it is only through beginning to relate easily with 
their caregivers that they are able to begin to form an integrated, valued sense 
of self. It is only through participating in countless intersubjective experiences 
with Jackie that Katie can ever begin to understand that relating to a parent is a 
source of pleasure. Finally, it is within the safety of these experiences with Jackie 
that Katie will someday be able to integrate and learn from experiences that now 
elicit guilt and not shame, and experience repair in her relationship with Jackie 
fairly quickly.

If Katie is able to form a secure attachment with Jackie—to truly trust her—
and to a lesser extent with Allison, she will not forget how. When it is time to 
leave, she will grieve, but she will be able to begin to form a similar attachment 
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with her adoptive parents. She can transfer the attachment because Jackie 
would have become a part of herself. Katie’s sense of self would include a sense 
of worth, and she would be able to enjoy reciprocal relationships with others. 
Katie would have discovered empathy and trust and she would anticipate that 
she might be “lovable” and “delightful” to caring adoptive parents.

When infants and toddlers are engaged in intersubjective experiences with 
their parents, they are able to experience and integrate the positive feelings 
of interest/excitement and joy/enjoyment. They are not able to generate and 
maintain these pleasurable inner states alone. They need to be having these in-
tersubjective experiences in order to be experiencing the inner states of interest 
and joy. (This has been made very clear in many professional works, including 
Dan Siegel’s very comprehensive work, The Developing Mind, 2nd ed. [2012].) 
Katie was beginning to experience interest and joy, while engaged with Jackie 
during “mom time” or during other brief interactions during the day. But she 
could not maintain those pleasurable states alone! She has not yet internalized 
Jackie, just as an infant or toddler has not yet internalized her parents. She 
needs these intersubjective experiences before she is able to attain subjective, 
pleasurable feeling states. When Jackie does not engage her with joint affect, 
attention, and intentions, the inner pleasure evaporates. This truth is crucial in 
our attempts to facilitate a secure attachment in these lonely and full-of-shame 
children. Katie will not be able to maintain a pleasurable inner state outside of 
Jackie’s psychological and physical presence. Through experiencing this inter-
subjective presence and its associated inner state over and over again, eventually 
we can hope that she will be able to internalize Jackie’s presence, and be able to 
maintain the state while alone. She then will be successfully engaged in develop-
ing an integrated and coherent sense of self just as do so many young children.
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MAINE DISTRICT COURT

When Dr. Allison Kaplan arrived at the Augusta District Court on the 
afternoon of March 18, 1995, she was dressed much more formally than 

she did for her treatment days. Sitting closely and comfortably with children 
required a much more casual look than she would need if she was going to con-
vince a judge to take her professional opinion seriously.

Allison greeted Steven Fields in the hallway and he escorted her to a meeting 
room where she met Robert Craven, Esq., the assistant attorney general who 
presented the children’s services cases before the court in Augusta. She shook 
Robert’s hand and sat to discuss his line of questioning and what she might an-
ticipate from the questioning of Rachel Nutting, the attorney for Sally Thomas. 
Robert assured Allison that Judge Paul Caldwell was a reasonable man who 
truly tried to determine what was best for the child within the limits of the law.

Robert Craven was arguing before the court that it was in the best interests of 
Katie Harrison to have the rights of her parents, Sally Thomas and Mike Har-
rison, terminated, so that she could be provided with another permanent home. 
To do so successfully, Robert needed to convince the court that Mr. Harrison 
and Ms. Thomas either were not motivated or did not have the ability to provide 
adequate care for Katie in a time period that would meet her needs. He wanted 
Allison to tell the court her professional opinion as to what Katie’s needs were. Al-
lison would need to address whether foster care or adoption would best meet her 
needs. She also would have to address whether it would be damaging for Katie to 
wait another few years in foster care if that amount of time was necessary before 
one or both of her parents could begin caring for her. Allison was the fourth wit-
ness for the Department of Human Services. That morning Steven had given the 
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court an overview of Katie’s life since she entered protective custody, and he had 
summarized the services provided to Sally Thomas and Mike Harrison. After 
Steven, Peter Jacobs, Ph.D., testified as to his findings when he provided psy-
chological evaluations of both Mike Harrison and Sally Thomas. He had testified 
that neither parent had acknowledged the seriousness of the abuse of Katie. Nor 
had they accepted responsibility for it or demonstrated remorse. Mike had ex-
pressed much hostility toward the Department of Human Services for interfering 
with his rights to raise his child. Sally was less angry, and she expressed a desire 
to do whatever she needed to do to reunite with Katie. However, she minimized 
her role in Katie’s abuse, and she did not see how she had failed to protect Katie 
from Mike’s abuse. Dr. Jacobs had evaluated Sally in January 1993, and again in 
October 1994. He did not observe any significant differences in her degree of 
accepting responsibility for her actions and in her understanding of Katie’s needs 
from the first to the second evaluation. This lack of change was evident in spite of 
the fact that she had attended two parenting courses and had participated in both 
individual and group counseling. Her participation in counseling was sporadic. 
She would attend more regularly only prior to a court hearing. Because of the 
missed appointments, her first two counselors refused to continue to provide 
treatment. Her third counselor had indicated that Sally seemed to love Katie 
but had a hard time committing to reunification because of her relationship with 
Mike. Mike had completely refused any treatment. When it became evident that 
Sally could not expect to have her daughter returned as long as she remained with 
Mike, she separated from him, but continued to see him regularly. Dr. Jacobs 
did not believe that the court could realistically expect Sally to be able to raise 
Katie safely unless she began to fully accept responsibility for her failings with 
her, participated in therapy in a productive manner, and, after having shown 
significant progress, attended joint sessions with Katie in which she could win 
back her trust. He thought that entire sequence would take a minimum of two ad-
ditional years even if Sally demonstrated greater motivation than she had to date, 
given her lack of progress over the past two and one-half years. Attorney Nutting, 
Sally’s attorney, made it clear that Dr. Jacobs had not seen Sally in the past five 
months and did not know if she had made significant progress since his last evalu-
ation. She also stressed that Sally was ready to visit with Katie but was not being 
allowed to by DHS. Finally, she indicated that Sally had made it clear that she 
would separate from Mike if necessary in order to win custody of her daughter. 
Attorney Nutting suggested to Dr. Jacobs that such willingness to even leave the 
man she loved for her daughter did prove her commitment to Katie.

After Dr. Jacobs, Marjorie Taylor, Sally’s current counselor, indicated that 
she had only seen her client for four months and that she was still building a 
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therapeutic relationship with her. Sally attended most of the sessions but had 
two appointments that she had forgotten. Ms. Taylor indicated that Sally had 
not accepted responsibility for hurting Katie and had only expressed sorrow for 
what Mike had done to her. Ms. Taylor thought that Sally might be able to more 
fully acknowledge her own responsibilities for Katie’s experiences of abuse and 
neglect once she developed a higher degree of trust for Ms. Taylor. She agreed 
with Dr. Jacobs that the process would take at least two years and she was un-
sure about the likelihood of success. She was willing to continue to work with 
Sally to try to achieve that goal.

When Allison took the stand, she had her usual anxiety and doubts. Had 
she prepared as much as she needed to do? Would she be able to present her 
opinion of Katie’s needs in a way that was thorough and believable? She wor-
ried that if she made a mistake in her efforts to make Katie’s psychological needs 
very clear, then the court might come to a decision that she feared would truly 
hurt Katie. Making a mistake in court could be as damaging to Katie as making 
a mistake in therapy.

“Dr. Kaplan,” Attorney Craven stated after first establishing her professional 
credentials and involvement with Katie, “would you tell the court your diagno-
sis of Katie?”

“Katie demonstrates a diagnosis of posttraumatic stress disorder as well 
as oppositional-defiant disorder. These are made more severe because she 
also manifests behavior that is consistent with classifications of developmental 
trauma, including attachment disorganization. These terms are not a diagnosis 
but rather research classifications that are considered to be risk factors for the 
development of psychopathology. Her behaviors that reflect her diagnoses 
and these classifications include very vigilant and, at best, highly ambivalent 
relationships with her primary caregivers. She resists comforting, affection, 
and experiences of mutual enjoyment. She also is extremely oppositional to 
her caregivers and—until recently—she has consistently shown indifference to 
whether or not she is staying in a particular home. Her main goals in life are 
to be in control of anyone around her and have people give her things and do 
things for her. She has little awareness of parental love, and most often either 
resists it or is indifferent to it. These behaviors may also be considered to 
reflect features of a diagnosis of reactive attachment disorder. However, that 
diagnosis still lacks a sufficient degree of professional consensus to make me 
comfortable using it.”

“Dr. Kaplan, what is the cause of posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), 
oppositional-defiant disorder, and developmental trauma and attachment dis-
organization?” Mr. Craven asked.
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“At this time the consensus is that PTSD is primarily caused by trauma that 
is unable to be resolved. When it is combined with behavioral features associ-
ated with attachment disorganization there is every reason to believe that the 
trauma was interpersonal and intrafamilial. Such traumas are now considered 
to reflect developmental trauma, which has more pervasive symptoms than does 
PTSD. Such trauma is likely to include the ‘trauma of absence,’ which would 
be considered to represent neglect. A related cause would be multiple caregiv-
ers, which would cause the child to lack predictable, safe care. After countless 
experiences of neglect and/or substitute caregivers, the child turns to herself 
for what she believes will keep her safe. Katie’s behavioral patterns suggest that 
she experienced considerable neglect of her emotional and social needs prior 
to her ever experiencing the abuse that led to protective custody. Because of 
that neglect, she lost trust in her caregivers and no longer anticipates or strives 
to love and be loved. I believe that the second diagnosis of oppositional-defiant 
disorder is simply a summary of her symptoms that are secondary to the life that 
I just described.”

“What treatment does Katie need in order to be able to successfully recover 
from her disorder?” Mr. Craven asked.

“Treatment needs to be intensive and comprehensive. By that I mean that 
treatment has to engage her in a deeply emotional way, gently lead her away 
from her pervasive need to control and avoid the issues, and then teach her, at 
the most basic, preverbal level, that learning to trust and love her caregiver is 
both safe and good for her, and also deeply enjoyable. Because of those goals, 
Katie’s foster mother, Jackie Keller, is an active participant in therapy. Mrs. 
Keller also has special training and skills as Katie’s parent to raise her at home 
in ways that facilitate her ability to form a secure attachment with Mrs. Keller. 
Providing Katie with a knowledgeable and committed parent is more important 
than the therapeutic session itself,” Allison said carefully.

“What does Katie need now, Dr. Kaplan?”
“In my judgment,” Allison said in a deliberate manner, “Katie needs to be 

able to live in a permanent home, where her developing ability to develop a 
secure attachment can be fully responded to with parents who are deeply com-
mitted to raising her into adulthood and remaining in her life throughout her 
adulthood. I am referring to an adoptive home. She is almost eight years of age. 
I believe that she needs to be placed in that permanent home soon so that she 
will have the opportunity to form a secure attachment with her parents while she 
is still fairly young. If we wait until she is eleven or twelve, we are likely to be 
greatly limiting our ability to provide her with appropriate permanent caregivers 
as well as her ability to take advantage of good parents.”
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“Given the problems that she has, Dr. Kaplan, will she be able to be pro-
vided with such ‘good parents’ who could meet her needs?” Attorney Craven 
asked.

“She has made some progress, and I am confident that over the next six to 
twelve months we will see significantly more. If the court were to determine that 
she is free to be adopted, it would take that amount of time before that home 
could be found. She is still seven years of age. I believe that we have begun 
working with her when she was young enough to benefit. I do believe that she 
will be able to function well in a good adoptive home.”

“Dr. Kaplan, you have read the reports on Katie’s parents from Dr. Jacobs 
and Ms. Taylor, among others. Why do you not think that it would be in Katie’s 
interests to continue to work to reunify her with one or both of her parents?” 
Mr. Craven asked.

“Katie has already been in care for over two and one-half years. I believe 
that was ample time for one of her parents to have demonstrated full awareness 
of what was done to her, acknowledged responsibility, and made significant 
progress in counseling to now be able to provide her with a good level of care. 
Based on what I have read, that has not occurred. I do not believe that it is in 
Katie’s best interest to wait another two or more years to see if her mother or 
father will eventually show the commitment necessary to be able to adequately 
parent her in a way that meets her needs. Given the damage done to Katie, it will 
take an exceptional parent to raise her, not a poor one, or even a mediocre one. 
I have not read anything that gives me confidence that either her mother or her 
father will have the ability to provide her with the level of parenting that she will 
require. Katie’s opposition to being parented is so intense that if she is placed 
in a marginal home, the placement is certain to fail and her disorder will, in all 
likelihood, be permanent.”

“Thank you, Dr. Kaplan,” Mr. Craven stated.
“Your witness, Ms. Nutting,” Judge Caldwell said.
“Dr. Kaplan,” Attorney Nutting began forcefully, “how can you say that 

Sally Thomas cannot provide Katie with the parenting that she needs when you 
have never met Ms. Thomas?”

“I based my opinion on my knowledge of Katie and my review of the reports 
of other professionals who have been involved with Ms. Thomas. If those 
reports are in error, then I certainly would reconsider my recommendation,” 
Allison replied.

“But Ms. Thomas is participating in counseling and she did attend the par-
enting courses, Dr. Kaplan. Who’s to say that if we give her another year or two, 
she could not adequately raise her daughter?” Ms. Nutting continued.
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“I certainly am not saying that it is impossible,” Allison said. “I am simply 
saying that after two and one-half years, I would have much greater confidence 
if we could see significantly more progress by now than appears to be present. I 
am also saying that we are placing Katie at great risk of never being able to have 
permanent, loving, and capable parents if we wait another two or three years 
for her parents to be able to raise her and it then does not happen. Overall, she 
will then have waited five years without a permanent home. Such a situation is 
damaging for any child and especially for a child who already has significant 
difficulty trusting the adults in her life. Before taking such a risk, I am recom-
mending that the court would already have seen greater evidence that Katie’s 
parents do have the motivation and ability to be her parents.”

“Dr. Kaplan,” Attorney Nutting began, seemingly changing her tactic, “if 
your impressions about Katie are right, it seems to me that we should leave Ka-
tie where she is now in foster care and allow her parents to visit her. If she has 
these disorders, I don’t see how moving her again to an adoptive home would 
be beneficial to her.”

“I agree that moving Katie to an adoptive home will be hard for her after she 
learns to form a secure attachment with her foster mother,” Allison said slowly. 
“She most certainly will grieve the loss of her foster mother. But that grief will 
be temporary, and the advantages of living in a permanent home far outweigh 
the temporary disadvantages of grieving the loss of her foster mother. It would 
have been more advantageous for her to develop her first secure attachment with 
her permanent parents. But that was and is impossible, given the legal situation 
and her level of needs. We could not afford to wait until the court decided on 
permanency before encouraging her ability to trust her caregivers. If we waited 
that long, Katie might never learn, both because of her increasing age, but also 
because of difficulty that we would have finding an adoptive family who would 
and could make a commitment to a child with such significant problems.”

“Dr. Kaplan, if you are worried about finding good parents who are willing 
to commit to Katie, don’t you think that you should look at Ms. Thomas? This 
is Katie’s mother and she has been working to get her back, even though you 
don’t feel that she has worked hard enough. Why not consider Ms. Thomas, 
Dr. Kaplan?”

“I wish I could, Attorney Nutting,” Allison replied. “I would have loved to 
have read that Ms. Thomas truly understands and regrets the gravity of what she 
and Mr. Harrison have done to Katie. If I had confidence that she could soon 
raise her, I would love to be able to work hard with Katie to help her to begin 
to trust Ms. Thomas. However, if the court does decide to try to have Katie re-
turned to Ms. Thomas soon, I would be terrified of the effects on Katie. I have 
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not read anything about Ms. Thomas that would indicate that she could provide 
Katie with what she needs from her.”

“Not now, Dr. Kaplan,” Ms. Nutting said, “but in another year or two she 
might be able to do so.”

“I have read nothing that builds my confidence in that possibility,” Allison 
said. “And because of that, I strongly urge the court not to make Katie wait any 
longer.”

“That’s all, Dr. Kaplan,” Ms. Nutting said.
There was another five hours of testimony before the court deliberated on 

the petition to terminate the parental rights of Sally Thomas and Mike Harrison. 
On April 9, 1995, Judge Caldwell issued an order that terminated all of their 
parental rights to their daughter, Katie.

COMMENTARY

The devastating effects of pervasive emotional neglect and the lack of continu-
ous caregiving are only slowly entering into court hearings and influencing the 
subsequent decisions regarding the lives of these children. Sexual and severe 
physical abuse receives a much more consistent and adequate response from 
the legal system. Developmental trauma, attachment disorganization, and reac-
tive attachment disorder are the most severe consequences of abuse, profound 
neglect, and multiple placements on the development of children. The inability 
of a child to trust even the best parents immeasurably damages the self and the 
capacity to experience nurturance and a reciprocal relationship. Such a child, 
without significant, successful interventions, is at great risk to never find a se-
cure place in our society.

The legal and the social services systems are still too often inadequately 
aware of the need to provide a child with a timely decision so that the child is 
able to move into a permanent home quickly enough to resume developmental 
progress. Many children wait for years without any resolution of their tempo-
rary status in foster care. Often the system judges that their parents who were 
responsible for their entering foster care are not responsible enough to commit 
to reuniting with their child as soon as possible. Often parents have frequent 
delays and then make only half-hearted attempts to resolve their significant 
problems. The legal system must come to terms with the significant damage that 
is being done to children while they wait, year after year, often moving from one 
foster home to the next, to the next.



2 4 6

16

THE COMING OF SPRING

In late March 1995, Katie was functioning the way many people in Maine do 
when they are ready for spring and it’s still weeks away. She was irritable, 

testy, and engaging in considerable self-pity. The week or so of fairly agree-
able functioning earlier in the month had long since passed. Whereas Mainers 
“muddle through,” knowing that they will welcome each blade of grass when it 
finally appears toward the end of April, Katie had no such confidence in her fu-
ture. It was as if she now sensed that engaging Jackie in ways that were mutually 
enjoyable might, in fact, be in her best interest. However, she had her own plans 
as to accomplishing that goal that were not acceptable to her foster mother. She 
seemed to think that they would negotiate over what was appropriate or not in 
the family. She would “give a little” if Jackie would “give a little.” In her mind, 
family life was a democracy with her vote having equal weight with Jackie’s. 
When Jackie refused to cooperate on her terms, Katie decided to “get even.” 
She would make Jackie’s life more miserable as punishment for not being “fair.” 
She would be more defiant, sneaky, grouchy, and, in general, challenging when 
together. In her mind, Jackie deserved such treatment.

Jackie probably should have seen this response coming after noticing that 
Katie’s periods of cooperation and seemingly genuine contentment had become 
more evident. The stress of integrating such experiences into her self-concept 
and her working model of relationships would be great. Katie was not likely to 
be able to accept these new features of her self and her life without considerable 
turmoil. But Jackie did not see it coming, and she did not recognize it for five to 
ten days. As usual, she became aware of it only after noticing her own increased 
tension and irritability. She also noticed that she was disappointed in some of 
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Katie’s behaviors. She had begun to expect more from her, and Katie’s continu-
ing opposition had left her frustrated. She also noticed that she was blaming Ka-
tie for her own annoyances. “If only Katie would . . . !” were frequent thoughts 
that left her discontented.

She was becoming like Katie! This realization hit her toward the end of 
March when Katie missed the school bus. She was immediately upset and felt 
trapped. She did not want to be “stuck” with Katie all day, and at the same time 
she did not feel like driving her to school. She felt like making her walk the six 
miles to school, and felt annoyed that she knew that such a plan was not an op-
tion. As she fussed about the situation, she glanced at Katie and noticed that 
she was sitting at the table as pleased as she could be. She had Jackie where she 
wanted her. Jackie was annoyed and upset, and Katie had made her that way! 
Jackie left the room and paced around the living room, staring out the windows 
and talking to herself about her plight. The mud in the driveway seemed to 
represent her recent state of mind.

“Well, Katie, you caught me again, you little turkey!” she said to herself. 
“You are good at getting me to feel as miserable as you do. You gave your gloom 
to me! Well, kiddo, the fight is not over. I figured it out, so whatever gloom you 
have is not sticking to me!”

Jackie was proud of herself that she now understood what was happening. 
How did Katie “catch” her again? Jackie paused for a moment and found herself 
reflecting on her recent discussions with Allison and her mother. Yes, it was 
similar! Disappointed! In some ways, she was disappointed in Katie in a manner 
similar to how she often felt that her mother was disappointed in her. When she 
had done something wrong, she thought that her mother had seen her as being 
selfish! Yes! And that’s what she was now thinking when responding to Katie. 
And that was also how Katie was responding to her!

Katie thought that Jackie was being selfish, just as it seemed that her mother 
used to think about her. Wow! How easy it was to get into those old patterns of 
perceptions and responses. How hard to just stay in the present and to respond 
only to the meaning of the present! She would just begin again. Her recent work 
with Sarah at Allison’s office had made this task much easier.

Jackie came back to the kitchen and cheerfully said to Katie, “Sweetie, I’m 
sad that you missed your bus. I know how much you want to go to school. 
Don’t worry! I’ll drive you there. But I am going to have to set aside some of 
my chores to take the time to get you there. So I’m going to save them so you 
can help me with them when you get home.” Jackie got her coat and keys, and 
they headed for the car. Katie grumbled and said that she was not doing any of 
Jackie’s chores. Jackie ignored her complaints and commented that it was too 
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bad one could not move from winter to spring without going through so much 
mud. “Oh well, I guess it helps to appreciate spring even more when it finally 
comes. And it will come!” Jackie said in harmony with her returning optimism.

With Jackie again centered on preserving her own emotional balance and 
also accepting Katie’s anger, resistance, and unpredictability, life in the Keller 
home returned to normal. At least relatively speaking “normal” meant that Katie 
was once again not able to distribute her distress and keep the home in an up-
roar. Also, Jackie began to notice that the moments of genuine enjoyment and 
cooperation that Katie had been showing over the past three months were again 
returning. By protecting her own inner life and the emotional atmosphere of the 
family, Jackie was able to make it easier for Katie to again inch closer to a newer 
way of living. Much of the pain of her existence was remaining within Katie, 
where it now needed to be if Jackie was to be able to help her to reduce it. Katie 
needed to understand that it was in her best interest to find a way of living with 
others that would truly change her life.

Jackie’s Journal

April 7, 1995

Katie got a phone call from a girl in her class named Sandy. And the kid has no 
major problems! Her mother wants Katie to come over and play tomorrow after-
noon. I suggest that she come here instead. Sandy is coming from 1:00 to 3:00. 
Katie is off the wall. She sits and stays near me. Can’t calm down. I suggest that 
she sit with a blindfold on, as Gabe used to do once he had made some prog-
ress. She agrees and she immediately is calmer and even verbalizes some of the 
sensations she becomes aware of without her sight! This would not have worked 
unless she felt some trust in her surroundings. I sing and she joins in. Dinner 
OK and she enjoys bedtime game with dolls. Thanks me for letting Sandy come 
over. I suggest that she’s simply ready for time with friend now.

April 8, 1995

Some success with Katie’s first friend-visit. She was so anxious; she tried so 
hard to “be good” with her friend in order to be liked. She was able to share 
and let Sandy decide what they would do part of the time. Katie entered her 
personal space a lot and she chattered a lot. Sandy was a little frustrated. No 
aggression—verbal or physical. Later in day after Sandy is gone, we had to eat 
separately from the rest of the family—first time in couple of weeks. Hard to 
calm her at bedtime but not oppositional.
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April 9, 1995

After church today, Katie asked many questions about Easter. She seemed to 
have real emotional response to fact that Jesus would die for us. Also troubled 
by Judas being so “mean.” Sad for Mary. With Katie, such empathy for others is 
rarely so strong. Mark took Katie for walk in woods. Saw fox family with babies. 
Initially excited then scared when mother fox saw them. Wanted to hold Mark’s 
hand. Comes home with her riding on his shoulders. I know that Mark truly 
likes Katie in spite of her challenges. He is not faking it for me, and I think that 
she can tell. And she told me all about it! Seemed peaceful at bedtime.

April 10, 1995

Hard morning getting ready for school. Angry about clothing I chose for her to 
wear. Angry about breakfast. Empathy rejected. Comes home sad! Sandy did 
not play with her at recess. One of the few times she showed that it mattered 
and was not mad about it. Accepts comforting. Able to help Diane clean up 
porch with good mood and following directions. Before bedtime sings lullabies 
to dolls, the same ones that I sing to her. Then asks me to sing the same ones to 
dolls—and then to her.

April 11, 1995

Happy over playing with Sandy again. Possibility of friendship new experience. 
Healthy anxiety about it. Insecure. Asks for Children’s Bible to read about 
Easter. Reads for more than hour. Less chatter, more conversation. Bedtime 
singing—asks Diane to come in and share her time with me. First time.

April 12, 1995

After school very angry, no clue as to why. Refuses to stay in kitchen, stays by 
swing set. Finally comes in at dinner time and angry that her homework is wait-
ing for her after she eats. Misses TV show—doesn’t explode, seems sad. Quiet 
during activities before bedtime. Accepts empathy and comforting.

April 15, 1995

Anticipating Easter services, excited and anxious. Has new dress. My mom and 
brother and his family coming for dinner. Many questions about Easter traditions. 
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Bedtime, actually worried that she “won’t be able to handle” excitement of day. 
Realistic fear—first time expressed. Something deep—and lovely—emerging.

April 16, 1995

Easter very special to Katie. Very alert, polite, controlled. Doesn’t want to get 
dress dirty. Stays very close to me at church. Follows directions well before and 
after dinner. My brother sees her as much improved over how she was in Janu-
ary. Wants quiet talk at bedtime, no games. Discusses the summer. She does not 
want to go to school—ever. Wants to stay home “all the time.”

April 17, 1995

Again, hard time Monday morning. Shows distress with anger at me. Rejects em-
pathy. I surprise her by picking her up after school and taking her to playground 
in Waterville, with juice and cookies. She’s perplexed, since she had some of her 
morning chores to do after school. When she gets home, they’ve been done. I 
can see her wondering about it for some time. I get extra strong hugs at bedtime.

April 18, 1995

Therapy seemed to have an impact today. Allison has been working on differences 
between me and Sally for months. In her grown-up voice Katie told Allison that 
Sally and I are different, as if Allison didn’t know that. On the way home, she tells 
me that she was telling Allison the truth. Of course, when I sent her from the table 
for screaming over having to wait, she hated me. At bedtime she told me that she 
lied; she does not hate me. She was just mad at me. I tell her that I believe her.

April 19, 1995

I took Katie to store with me for a few groceries. She stole some candy that I 
discovered when we got in car. Back in to return it and apologize. She does as 
directed and seems more sad than angry afterward. We blow bubbles outside 
after dinner. Summer is coming! Bedtime goes well.

* * *

On Saturday, April 29, 1995, Jackie kept Katie busy with various activities. She 
had extra time that afternoon and decided to take her for a walk into the woods 
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to search for some signs of spring. That morning they had counted fourteen 
robins in the yard. By now, Katie was quite willing to accept the activities that 
Jackie planned for her. Jackie did not think that she would continue to be so 
cooperative if she were to allow her more freedom. She knew that Katie had 
come to rely on the well-defined and structured external routine provided by 
Jackie. Katie could not maintain her friendly and cooperative behavior without 
the structure. A walk in the woods would be a variation but would still provide 
Katie with Jackie’s decision making.

They set out on the old trail behind the shed. It led over a rise, through a 
cove of white and yellow birch trees and down by a small pond that they always 
avoided in the summer when the mosquitoes were out. They began their search 
for early spring flowers, pushing through some old leaves near the shelter of 
trees on the south side of a small hill. Katie actually seemed interested in what 
Jackie was teaching her. They moved the leaves gently, alert to what lay among 
them. They found a small, fragile, yellow flower that Jackie identified for her. It 
was a trout lily, one of Jackie’s favorites. Shortly after that, they found some deer 
tracks and a porcupine nest. Jackie was enjoying one of her favorite places to be 
and Katie seemed to share her sense of wonder and peace as they slowly made 
their way through the birch glen.

Eventually they stopped at another likely spot to search for flowers. Katie 
took a more active role this time. She seemed to want to find those magical 
yellow flowers that Jackie liked so well. In her excitement, she bent over and 
roughly pushed some leaves aside. When she found nothing she became 
somewhat agitated and began kicking more leaves. Jackie saw her and told her 
to be gentler or she would hurt whatever flower she might find. Katie seemed 
disappointed but complied and knelt down and began her search again. After 
a time she saw a flash of yellow and with glee, she pulled it up and carried it 
to Jackie.

“Look, Mom, a trout lily!” Katie shouted.
Jackie looked up to see Katie bringing the flower to her.
“Oh, Katie, those aren’t for picking! Just for looking at and enjoying!” Jackie 

said.
Katie heard Jackie’s disappointment and reacted as if she had been hit. 

Jackie saw her response and tried to reduce the impact of her words. “Thanks, 
sweetie, for showing me what you found. I know that you thought that I’d be 
happy that you picked it for me to see. Thanks, honey.”

Katie did not respond to what she said. She threw down the flower and 
turned her back to Jackie.
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“Honey, I should have told you not to pick them. You thought that I’d be 
glad and you didn’t know that I just like to look at them.” Jackie tried again to 
recapture their mood.

Katie walked a few feet further away and then began kicking the leaves. “I 
don’t care!” She yelled. “I don’t care! I don’t care!”

Jackie got up and approached her. Katie ran down the trail. She was headed 
toward the house, so Jackie did not worry so much. “Katie, stop and wait for 
me. I’m not angry with you. I want you to wait for me!” For Jackie, this was one 
of those sudden incidents when she had to intuitively decide how to respond. 
Should she chase Katie or continue to walk and call to her to stop? Or should she 
not let Katie upset her and simply continue her own exploration of the woods? 
She decided to casually walk back home, looking at her surroundings as she went. 
She saw Katie dart over the rise, and she assumed that she would see her at home.

As she approached the edge of the woods, she paused for a moment to glance 
around. She was pleased that she did, since she caught a glimpse of Katie hiding 
behind a tree about twenty feet from the trail.

“Katie, come on out so we can walk home together,” Jackie said easily.
When Katie did not respond, she turned toward home, knowing that Katie 

would follow on her own terms. Katie was somewhat frightened of the woods, 
so Jackie had confidence that she would not stay there long alone.

As she approached the back of the shed, she heard Katie running up behind 
her. She smiled and turned to see Katie hurl a stone at her. She instinctively 
raised her arm and the stone glanced off the side of her wrist and hit her cheek. 
As she yelled, “Katie!” she turned down and away in a defensive position. She 
felt another stone hit her leg and a third flew past her shoulder. She looked at 
Katie again and saw that she had no more stones to throw. She took three quick 
steps toward her and grabbed her arms.

“Katie, I will not allow you to hurt me! I am angry at what you did! You could 
have hurt me badly! In our family we do not hurt each other!”

“I don’t care! I hate you! I hate you!” Katie screamed.
Jackie was startled at the rage that she saw in Katie’s eyes and face. She could 

feel the hatred. “Sweetie, I don’t hate you for hitting me with the stones. But I 
am angry and I am not going to let you do it.”

“Let me go! You do so hate me! You hate me!” Katie screamed again and 
tears came down her face.

“I love you, Katie. I love you!” Jackie replied and pulled her to her.
Katie screamed again and struggled to get away. She pulled backward and 

down, and Jackie lost her balance and they fell to the ground. Katie continued 
to scream and yell, “Let me go! Let me go! Let me go!”



T H E  C O M I N G  O F  S P R I N G

2 5 3

Katie tried to kick and hit Jackie, but her arms were pinned to her sides and 
her legs were too close to Jackie to be effective. She then tried to butt her with 
her head and scratch her arms. Jackie held tight, and the two of them were now 
lying in the wet earth. Jackie was glad that there were no rocks under them or 
near Katie’s hands.

“You’re safe, sweetie. I’m mad at your hitting me with the stones, but I do 
love you. I’ll hold you as long as you need me to,” Jackie said calmly.

“You hate me!” Katie began saying again. There was less intensity to her 
voice now, and her movements had less force.

“No, Katie, I don’t hate you. I was sad that you pulled up the flower, but I 
know that you did it for me. I simply had not told you that the flowers were for 
looking at. I don’t hate you at all, and I can understand why you were upset 
that I wasn’t happy when you brought me the flower.” Jackie spoke quietly, and 
Katie listened.

Jackie felt her begin to relax. She raised her arm and began wiping Katie’s 
tears from her face. “Oh, sweetie, you got angry. You’re learning to be close 
with me and you did something that you thought that I would like, but I didn’t. 
You hit me with a stone, but I’m OK.”

Katie now looked at Jackie and saw some blood on her cheek where the stone 
hit her. “You’re bleeding!” Katie screamed in terror. “You’re bleeding! I hurt 
you!”

“It’s only a small cut, sweetie. I’m OK,” Jackie said and smiled.
Katie stared at the cut. “No! Don’t hold me. Please! I’m bad! Don’t love me! 

Don’t love me!” Katie seemed to be terrified.
“Oh, Katie, I’m so sorry that you think that you’re bad! So sorry! I do love 

you and I’m going to keep loving you!”
“No, don’t love me!” Katie remained in distress.
“Katie, Katie, Katie, maybe you hate yourself now but I don’t,” Jackie said 

tearfully. “I love you and I hope that someday you will learn to love you too.” 
Jackie began to slowly rock back and forth in the mud and grass. Katie began 
crying harder and she leaned further into Jackie. She buried her face in Jackie’s 
neck and her sobs shook them both. They both continued to cry.

Katie pulled herself back to look into Jackie’s eyes. She stared for a second 
and then said from some land of despair, “It’s too hard. It’s too hard to learn to 
love. I can’t do it. It’s too hard.”

Jackie stared at this child who was raised on fear and loneliness and shame. 
She stared at her and realized that Katie was teaching her something that she 
must never forget. She could never know the depths of pain that this young 
child lived with. She would never know how hard it was—and how hard it still 



B U I L D I N G  T H E  B O N D S  O F  A T T A C H M E N T

2 5 4

is. Jackie’s tears and the pain in her throat made it hard to talk. She pulled her 
close again and whispered in her ear.

“I know it’s hard, Katie. I know it’s hard. I want you to keep trying. I want 
you to learn about love. It’s worth it. I want you to know that!” Jackie said.

They rested for a while. Jackie ran her hands through Katie’s hair and gently 
smiled into her eyes. When they began to feel cold, they helped each other up 
and walked home with Jackie’s arm around Katie.

“What happened to you two?” Diane said in surprise as they walked through 
the kitchen door. “Did you fall into the pond?”

“What makes you say that?” Jackie said with some surprise. “We simply 
went for a quiet walk in the woods.”

“Yeah,” Katie smiled and looked at Jackie. “We just looked at the trees and 
flowers.” They both laughed.

“Why don’t you take a shower first, Katie,” Jackie said. “I think you got a 
little wetter than I did.”

Katie walked off toward her bedroom, more lightly than usual.
The next day, Sunday, after church, Katie and Jackie finished their walk 

in the woods. Jackie was able to show Katie her second favorite early spring 
flower—a hepatica.

* * *

At therapy, the following week Allison wanted to help Katie to integrate the 
important experience that she had with Jackie on Saturday. She was careful not 
to simply talk about it rationally, since Katie would most likely use the words to 
minimize the emotional impact the experience had on her. If Allison was to help 
Katie benefit further from the experience, she would have to facilitate Katie’s 
ability to have the experience again—feelings and all—though without the same 
level of intensity as she had while alone with Jackie.

After establishing a positive and rich emotional atmosphere, and exploring 
various lesser events and ideas, Allison turned Katie’s attention to Saturday.

“I hear that you and Jackie spent some time rolling around in the mud over 
the weekend,” Allison said casually.

For a moment, Katie wasn’t sure what she meant. When she realized what 
Allison was referring to, she seemed confused. It seemed that she did not know 
what she felt. She wanted to laugh and joke about it and also avoid the topic 
and what it might elicit. She cautiously went along with Allison’s light mood. 
“We were covered with mud and it got real cold. We had to go in and I took a 
shower first.”
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“I was surprised that you two didn’t wait until the summer when it would be 
warmer to roll in the mud. That’s what pigs do.” Allison smiled.

“We didn’t want to get too hot, Allison,” Jackie said. “And we wanted to see 
if spring mud would stick to our hair.”

“Did it?” Allison asked.
“Yeah!” They both responded.
“And your walk started out so quiet and calm!” Allison said. “Who would 

have guessed how it would end up!”
Allison waited a moment. Katie would not be volunteering anything. Allison 

then asked Jackie to put her arms around Katie. She hoped to re-create their 
experience in the session.

Allison continued, sitting in a chair close to them, “It sounds like you both 
had a lot of feelings on that walk. It seemed to be very hard for you both, and 
very special too.”

“It was, Allison,” Jackie said.
“Katie, I can tell that you’re feeling kinda upset that I’m talking about this. 

Tell your mom what you’re feeling now.”
“I don’t want to talk about it,” Katie said quietly.
“I’ll bet you don’t, Katie,” Allison said quietly.
Allison asked Jackie to talk with Katie about the incident.
Jackie too, spoke quietly. “I can tell that you really don’t want to talk about 

it . . . and feel those feelings again. . . . You can just listen then. . . . That was so 
hard . . . so hard . . . for you.”

Jackie continued, “You were so confused when you gave the flower to me and 
I was disappointed that you had picked it!” Jackie began to speak more loudly. 
“You thought, ‘She doesn’t want it! She’s mad at me for picking it! . . . I can’t do 
anything right! . . . I’m no good! I can never do anything right! . . . She hates me! 
. . . Well, I hate her too!’ All those thoughts must have gone through your mind, 
Katie. And you felt so upset! You were so mixed up! And so mad! . . . And so sad 
that I wasn’t happy with your flower! You hated yourself and you hated me!”

Jackie watched Katie as she spoke. Katie was now tense, and she seemed 
disturbed. She did not want to have those feelings again. “Don’t talk about it!” 
Katie yelled.

“You want me to shut up!” Jackie said back with a similar voice tone. “You 
don’t want to feel as upset as you felt the other day.”

“Shut up!”
“Oh, Katie,” Jackie said much more softly, “I wish I didn’t have to talk about 

what happened again. But it was so confusing to you . . . and so important . . . 
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for both of us. I think we have to talk about it again so that Allison can help us.” 
Jackie gave Katie a quick hug, but she did not respond.

“Katie, tell your mom how hard it was for you,” Allison said. “Say, ‘Mom, 
it was very hard for me.’” Katie sat quietly, looking tense and distant. “How 
about if I talk for you, Katie? How about I do the talking and you just listen if 
you want?” Katie nodded.

“Mom, it was very hard for me!” Allison said for Katie, looking at Jackie.
“I know it was, Katie,” Jackie replied.
Allison continued for Katie, “Mom, I was very mad at you when you didn’t 

like the flower! I thought that I’d never please you! I thought that you were 
mean! I thought that you didn’t love me! That made me really mad at you! I’m 
mad at you for not liking my flower!”

Allison could see that Katie was now more sad than tense, seeming to want 
to look at Jackie but afraid to do so.

“I’m mad at you for not liking me!” Allison said with much sadness in her 
voice.

Katie began to cry. She tried to bury her head in Jackie’s side. Jackie gently 
took her face and turned it until she was looking at her again.

Allison quietly said, still expressing sadness, “I’m sad that you don’t like 
me.”

Katie continued to cry. She moaned as she said, “I’m sad that you don’t like 
me.”

Continuing for Katie, Allison said, “I’m scared that you really don’t love me! 
I’m scared that I’ll never be good! I think I’ll always be bad! I can’t believe that 
you really love me!”

Allison sat quietly, as she could see that Katie was struggling to speak, but 
was having trouble as she shook with tears. Finally, she said, in desperation and 
despair, “I don’t think . . . you . . . love . . . me.” She burst into tears. Jackie 
rocked her and hummed quietly as Katie cried.

After a time, Katie became quieter, and she and Jackie looked into each 
other’s eyes. Jackie wiped her tears and smoothed out her hair. Jackie leaned 
over and whispered, “We can do this without mud too.” Katie smiled and they 
embraced again.

“You two really know how to hug,” Allison said as she smiled. “I can see 
now how hard it must have been for you both the other day.”

After further silence, Allison quietly added, “Katie, when you both left the 
woods, you threw some rocks and hit your mom twice. Tell her what you were 
feeling then.”
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Katie looked at Jackie and expressed her fear that Jackie certainly hated her 
when she hit her with the rocks. She spoke quietly and with eye contact while 
still remaining relaxed in Jackie’s arms.

“I figured that you thought that, sweetie. I thought that when you hit me with 
those rocks you probably thought that I could never love you again because of 
what you did. I grabbed you then, to keep us safe, but also to try to get through 
to you that you were very upset and I still loved you.”

Katie smiled at Jackie and squeezed her arm. She seemed so peaceful.
“Katie, why don’t you tell Jackie that this stuff is very confusing,” Allison said.
“I’m figuring it out, but this love stuff is hard.”
“What are you figuring out, Katie?” Jackie asked quietly.
Katie paused and stared at Jackie. She then looked away and looked back. 

Jackie and Allison were waiting, and it seemed like they would wait forever.
“I’m figuring out that you love me,” Katie finally said.
“I’m glad!” Jackie said, smiled, and hugged her again.
“OK, you two,” Allison said. “Let’s get back to work and save that loving 

stuff for the rest of the week.”
“I’m going to love this kid in therapy too, Allison,” Jackie said, and they 

laughed.
“OK, if you have to,” Allison said, “but I still need to find out what you two 

did afterward about the rocks.”
“Should I tell her or do you want to?” Jackie asked Katie.
Katie wanted to smile but seemed to be a little embarrassed. Finally she said, 

“I had to clean all the mud out of our clothes with a brush in the sink. And then 
wash them in the washing machine.” Katie then smiled.

“She also had to help me to put a Band-Aid on my cheek,” Jackie added, and 
they both smiled again.

“Well, folks, I guess we can stop for the day. Don’t get lost in the woods!”

* * *

During May 1995 Katie continued to explore her relationship with Jackie as if 
it was a completely new experience. And it was. She began to notice Jackie as 
a separate person. Jackie would find Katie staring at her frequently throughout 
the day. Katie would look away when Jackie smiled. When Jackie asked her to 
get something, Katie would comply immediately. Katie seemed to want to please 
her with a compulsion that almost rivaled her earlier efforts to defy her.

Katie also seemed to be trying to understand Jackie’s motives for doing 
things. It seemed that whereas Katie had always assumed that Jackie did things 
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to her because she was mean, didn’t like her, or just didn’t care about what she 
wanted, now Katie seemed to be trying to work out if there were other reasons. 
Maybe Jackie was just trying to teach her something. Maybe Jackie just needed 
to get something done. Maybe she needed help. Maybe she enjoyed helping her. 
Katie was noticing—watching Jackie carefully—and learning who her mother 
was.

Katie’s rage at her life did not simply disappear. She still exploded, but she 
did so less frequently and with less intensity. What was increasing was the rage 
that she directed toward herself. She began hitting herself in the face or banging 
her head against the wall. She did so when Jackie corrected her or did not allow 
her to do something. She seemed to want to limit her rage at Jackie and was 
willing to hit herself if necessary to do so.

“Well, Katie,” Jackie said after school on May 16, when she noticed Katie 
smacking her face. This occurred right after she was told that she could not ride 
her bike. “You seem to be really hard on yourself. I’m sorry that you want to hit 
yourself when you get mad at me.” Jackie walked away. If she tried to “save” Ka-
tie from her rage, she feared that these outbursts might simply increase. Jackie 
wanted her to see that she was the only one hurt by her behaviors. Jackie was 
sad for her, but Katie was not hurting Jackie.

“Katie,” Jackie said the next day when she noticed Katie’s self-abusive be-
havior following a fairly minor frustration, “why do you think you hit yourself 
so much when you get upset?”

Katie stared at her for a moment before responding, “I just feel the pain . . . 
and then . . . it goes away.”

Jackie leaned over and hugged her. “You don’t have to feel that kind of pain 
anymore, Katie.”

“It’s not bad. It doesn’t last long. And I feel good when it stops,” Katie said 
without any emotion. If anything, she was confused over Jackie’s concern.

“But you really don’t have to feel that pain at all, Katie. If you don’t hit your-
self, everything will still be the same. You don’t have to punish yourself for me 
to forgive whatever you did.”

“No!” Katie responded forcefully. “I have to hurt myself. It’s the only way I 
can feel good again. But don’t worry, Mom. It’s OK. It doesn’t hurt much and 
then I feel better.”

“Oh, Katie,” Jackie said as she continued hugging her. “I’m sad that you 
think and feel that, but I can understand. It’s so hard for you to feel good about 
yourself. My love is helping but I guess it will take longer.”

“No! You don’t understand!” Katie yelled. “I have to do this!”
“I do know, Katie,” Jackie said. “You think that you don’t deserve any better.”
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Katie jumped up from her chair and as she did so, it fell over backward. She 
looked at the fallen chair and then exploded. She ran to the back door, and 
before Jackie could stop her, she was on the porch and with one swing of her 
arm, knocked over the flowerpot. Jackie did not hear it hit the ground because 
of Katie’s scream. A moment after the geraniums splattered on the ground, Katie 
was there, kneeling among the pieces of clay, the potting soil, the roots, stems, 
and petals.

“No! No! No!” Katie screamed. “You made me do it! Why don’t you let me 
hit myself? Why don’t you?” Her hands were in the dirt as she seemed to be 
frantically trying to put it all back together again.

“I’m not stopping you, Katie!” Jackie said. “I simply want you to know that 
you don’t have to do it anymore.”

“I do! I do! You still don’t understand!” Katie looked up at Jackie through 
her tears. “If I don’t hurt myself. . . . If I don’t . . . hurt . . . myself, I’ll hurt . . .  
you . . . or your flowers!” Katie burst into tears. She cried harder than Jackie 
had ever seen her cry before. She held a red geranium to her face. Jackie knelt 
in front of her and pulled her into her arms.

“I don’t want to hurt your flowers!” Katie continued to sob.
“I know, Katie. Katie, I know,” Jackie said quietly as she gently rocked back 

and forth.
“Why do you want me to hurt your flowers?” Katie asked from within 

Jackie’s arms.
“I don’t, Katie. I don’t,” Jackie replied. “And I don’t want you to hurt your-

self either. My flowers are special to me but not as special as you are. That’s 
what I want you to know someday. I also hope that you can discover that you 
don’t have to hurt either me or you when you’re mad. Your mad feelings do not 
have to be the boss of you, Katie. They don’t have to be connected to hitting and 
hurting. Feeling mad is simply a feeling and can be a signal for you that some-
thing’s bothering you. Try talking with me or Mark when you’re feeling mad. Or 
finding ways to think about something else. Or write about it. Or growl in your 
room. You don’t have to hurt me or you, sweetie, mad or not.”

“I’m afraid I haven’t learned yet how to do those things, Mom.”
“Not all the way, Katie, but you’re getting better at it and you’re trying. Sure, 

you’ll slip once in a while. I can deal with that and still love you. Our love is 
bigger than any old mad-mistake.”

Jackie noticed that Katie began to relax in her arms. She breathed deeply a 
few times and actually shuddered and quivered. She rocked her gently.

After five minutes, Katie pulled back and held the flower up to Jackie. “Can 
we plant these again? Will they be OK?”
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Jackie gently took the somewhat mangled geranium from Katie and said, “I 
think so, sweetie. Run to the back of the garage. On the bench you’ll see more 
flowerpots like this one. Bring one back here.”

Katie jumped up and ran into the garage. She immediately returned, with the 
dedication of someone carrying the Olympic torch. She and Jackie then carefully 
repotted the flowers and returned them to their spot in the sun on the railing.

They stared at the geraniums, made redder by the bright sunshine.

* * *

In therapy, Allison noticed some changes too. Katie was managing their discus-
sions of her actions at home without immediately entering her defensive, angry, 
and resistant attitude. She spoke of hitting Jackie without blaming Jackie for the 
incident. She actually seemed to show some remorse for what she had done and 
some willingness to try to make sense of it, rather than make excuses for it. She 
showed some tentative signs of feeling proud when Jackie spoke about some situ-
ation that Katie had managed well. Maybe Katie’s shame was beginning to weaken 
and break. Maybe it was losing its hold on Katie’s mind, heart, and behavior.

* * *

During the session of June 5, 1995, Allison explored Katie’s sense that when she 
got angry she needed to hurt herself. She stayed in the conversation as if she was 
trying hard to make sense of her hitting herself when angry. Katie was now much 
more receptive to speak about whatever memories she had. Allison calmly asked 
her if she recalled Mike hitting her when he was angry. She was relaxing with 
Jackie, often holding her hand or leaning against her with Jackie’s arm around 
her. Allison sat close to them on the couch.

“He hit me with his belt just because I turned off the TV that he was watch-
ing! He was always mean to me!” She spoke loudly about her father, Mike.

“What did you think when he did that, Katie?”
“I thought that I was bad! But I wasn’t bad! HE was bad!”
Allison then said, matching her animation, “And he was your father! He was 

supposed to keep you safe and love you, not hit you!”
Katie joined in with the same animated tone: “I was just little! And he hit me 

when I would cry too!”
“Oh, Katie,” Allison said quietly, “he hit you for crying! You were a little girl 

and he hit you for crying.”
“He did! He did! And he put his hands on my neck! And I couldn’t breathe!” 

Katie looked terrified. She pulled away from Jackie, looked at the ceiling, and 
screamed, “I couldn’t breathe!” She continued to scream without words.
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Allison said to Jackie, “See if she’ll let you touch her, stroke her, and tell her 
that she’s safe now. Tell her over and over that she’s safe. If she won’t let you 
hold her, just sit as close as you can.” Allison knew that when a child was re-
visiting the horror of her past, her reactions were sometimes unpredictable and 
she would need an attuned response that stresses safety and coregulation of her 
emotion, and that leads her confidently back into the present.

Jackie said with some intensity, “Katie, Katie, you’re safe. You’re with me, 
Katie. You’re safe. Mike will never hurt you again. You’re safe with me. You’re 
safe with me.” Jackie moved her hand from Katie’s arm to her shoulder, then 
moved closer, and Katie allowed her to pull her to her. “Yes, Katie, you’re safe 
with me. I will not let Mike ever hurt you again. You’re safe with me. I will 
never hurt you for crying. I will never hurt you for anything. You’re safe with 
me, Katie.” Jackie started rocking her gently as Katie melded against her. She 
kissed her hair and stroked her face and told her again and again that she was 
safe.

Eventually Allison said quietly to Jackie, “Katie let herself remember more 
about her abuse from Mike than she probably ever did before. Katie seemed to 
remember Mike hurting her for crying. . . . Katie felt herself being hurt. . . . It 
seems that Mike might have choked her when she cried. He may have terrorized 
her for crying . . . terrified his little daughter for crying . . . for crying.”

Allison waited quietly at her desk for fifteen minutes while Katie and Jackie 
gradually pulled apart a bit and smiled. They began to talk quietly and even 
began to laugh. They looked at Allison.

Allison sat next to them on the couch. She put her arms around them both. 
After a moment she said to Katie, “Sweetie, I wish that you didn’t have to re-
member and even feel again somewhat all that hurt in order to be well. In order 
to learn about love from Jackie. I really do. I’m sad that this is so hard for you. 
You seemed to remember a time when you couldn’t breathe. When Mike made 
it hard for you to breathe. That was so scary then and scary again when you 
remembered it. I am so glad that you let Jackie help you to feel safe. And maybe 
begin trusting that Jackie will keep you safe and you won’t be scared like that 
again.”

Katie simply stared at Allison, who continued, “I really think that learning 
to love good parents is worth all of this pain. But I’m not you, sweetie. I can’t 
imagine how hard it must be for you.”

Allison noticed the tears rolling down her own cheeks as she rested her hand 
on Katie’s. Katie lifted her hand and squeezed Allison’s. Then she reached for 
a tissue and—so very carefully—wiped Allison’s tears. Then she closed her eyes 
and snuggled closer to Jackie. Katie, Jackie, and Allison rested.
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COMMENTARY

When Katie began to show signs of making progress, Jackie was understandably 
pleased. However, Jackie went beyond simply feeling satisfied over her gains, 
and she began to expect that the progress would continue uninterrupted. When 
Katie began to demonstrate more dysregulation, Jackie then began to feel an-
noyed with her and to resent her problems, which, a few months earlier, would 
have left her quite satisfied.

Jackie had drifted into anticipating a degree of improved behavior from Katie 
and then resenting her when she did not maintain her progress. Jackie began to 
act as though Katie’s behavior suggested either that she was a poor mother or 
that Katie was not trying hard enough. Without being aware of it, Jackie was no 
longer accepting Katie as she was. Katie immediately sensed this, experienced it 
as rejection, and also knew that it gave her an opportunity to gain control over 
Jackie’s emotional life. Only through becoming aware of her beginning to lose 
the acceptance quality of her therapeutic attitude would Jackie be able to regain 
control over her own emotional well-being as well as the overall atmosphere of 
the family. What helped Jackie to gain this awareness was her increased aware-
ness about her past relationship with her mother. When she was able to perceive 
old mother-daughter patterns affecting her current interactions with Katie, she 
was able to reduce the impact of those patterns.

When a child with significant problems makes progress and then seems to 
be returning to a prior level of dysregulated, impulsive behaviors, it is common 
that a caregiver will respond as did Jackie. When we begin to expect enjoyment 
in our relationship with someone and the person does not relate with us in a 
positive manner, it is hard not to become frustrated, discouraged, and possibly 
begin to doubt the other’s commitment to the relationship. The caregiver may 
begin to think, “She didn’t really mean it.” Or “She doesn’t really care.” Or 
“She’s just not trying.” This then places the caregiver at risk to say, “I’m not 
going to try either.”

There is actually a neurological factor involved in this common response to 
the backslidings that very often occur when children are making progress. It is 
known as “the dopamine crash.” Dopamine creates pleasure in the brain, in this 
case in response to the pleasure of the improved relationship. Dopamine is then 
generated in the brain in anticipation of the emerging positive qualities of the 
relationship, and when these qualities do not appear, the dopamine stops and it 
is hard for the brain to trust the reappearance of those qualities and hence hard 
to feel pleasure in their presence, sometimes for a relatively long time.
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The four qualities of The Attitude are very interwoven. When Jackie began 
to have difficulty accepting Katie’s behavior she also had less empathy for the 
difficulties that Katie had to face if she was to learn to rely on Jackie and accept 
comfort from her. She most certainly had less curiosity about the choices that 
Katie would make and the reasons for making them. She was less playful in her 
own response, since she focused on having Katie act a certain way. While Jackie 
may have remained strong in being committed to her, she lost some of the sense 
of meaning and enjoyment that comes from caring for a child. Jackie was expe-
riencing a sense of blocked care in which she still did the job of parenting Katie 
but her heart was not as available to her. Once she reestablished her overall at-
titude, Jackie was able to again find it much easier to attune with her affective life 
and to assist Katie through her shame experiences. Jackie’s relationships with 
Mark and Allison were very important for Jackie to be able to go through this 
hard time and find again her heart for caring for Katie. They were attachment 
figures for her, providing safety and acceptance that supported her so that she 
could again be available as an attachment figure for Katie.

When Katie was beginning to want to please Jackie, she was taking an im-
portant step in forming a secure attachment with her. At the same time, Katie 
was trying to understand Jackie’s inner life. She began to study Jackie’s motives 
and interests and wishes. For the first time since she was a toddler she was 
being motivated by wanting to be liked by her parent as well as to be like her 
parent rather than finding a way to manipulate her. These efforts reflected the 
new meaning of having a relationship with a parent as well as her new realiza-
tion that she had enough worth to be able to bring pleasure to an important 
person in her life. For these reasons, it was very important for Katie that she be 
successful in her early efforts to please. When she picked the flower for Jackie 
and discovered that Jackie was displeased and misattuned with her affect and 
intention, Katie experienced the act as a rejection of her. She had failed in this 
new endeavor! The shame that she felt was intense, and she immediately fell 
into rage at Jackie.

When children like Katie begin to want to genuinely please their parent, they 
are certain to fail periodically. While Jackie might have been more sensitive to 
how important it was for Katie to give her the flower, we cannot expect her to be 
constantly vigilant about the need to respond with attunement to Katie’s efforts. 
While being aware of the importance of these efforts in Katie’s overall progress, 
Jackie still needs to allow for a realistic response to the impact of her behaviors 
on Katie. If Katie was not successful in her efforts to please, Jackie again needed 
to turn to The Attitude to help Katie through the shame that her failure elicited. 
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If Jackie can do that consistently, eventually Katie will be able to integrate the 
disappointment that she feels when her efforts to please are unsuccessful and 
gradually learn these failures will not harm their relationship.

Often when the child without a secure attachment is beginning to want to 
please her parent and to seek experiences of mutual enjoyment with her, she 
discovers that she does not know what to do with her periods of anger toward 
her. Katie was beginning to try to avoid having angry outbursts toward Jackie, 
yet she was still often subject to misperceiving Jackie’s motives and behaviors 
toward her. At times, she felt that Jackie did not want to be with her enough or 
that Jackie was being unfair. What was she to do with her anger toward Jackie 
when she did not want to become angry with her? Katie’s solution, as is often 
the case, was to turn the anger toward herself. Many children with Katie’s his-
tory engage in self-abusive behaviors. Others show little of such behaviors until 
they are beginning to form a meaningful, safe attachment. Katie would rather 
hurt herself than risk hurting Jackie or their developing relationship. Also, she 
was actually feeling anger toward herself, thinking that her anger toward Jackie 
simply reflected the “bad self” that she still needed to control. She was making 
more progress realizing that Jackie was not “mean” than she was realizing that 
she was not “bad.”

When Jackie tried to discourage her from hurting herself, Katie felt trapped. 
By following her solution to managing her anger, she was displeasing Jackie. 
Yet one of her motives for doing it was to please Jackie, since by hurting herself 
she was not hurting Jackie! Also, Katie knew that the pain she felt when she 
hurt herself was minor compared to the pain she would feel if she lost what was 
beginning to be the most important relationship in her life. Why couldn’t Jackie 
understand that?

Both Katie’s efforts to please Jackie and her efforts to manage her anger by 
directing it at herself represented significant progress in her psychological de-
velopment. Her intrinsic motivation now included her emerging relationship 
with her mother, Jackie. Rather than simply being driven by efforts to manipu-
late and control, she was integrating this relationship into her sense of what was 
in her best interests. Her solutions might not yet be the healthiest, but they were 
qualitatively different from, and better than, the self-destructive motives that 
emerge from being alone, when she was demonstrating signs of developmental 
trauma. Compared to where she had come from, she now was at a stage in her 
development that would be much easier for her to begin to integrate her new 
experiences into her sense of herself.

When Allison led Katie to explore her relationship with Mike, Katie expe-
rienced an intense memory of the experience of Mike terrifying her—and pos-
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sibly smothering her—when she cried. Although such extreme emotion does 
not occur frequently while remembering the abuse, it does occur and needs to 
be coregulated with someone to whom the child is developing a secure attach-
ment. Remembering those traumatic events, with Jackie’s comforting presence, 
enabled Katie to engage in the process of integrating that event into the story of 
her life and move toward resolving it so that the event eventually is no longer 
experienced as being overwhelming and traumatic. Trying to avoid such memo-
ries is likely to leave the event unresolved and at risk for creating dysregulation 
when future stressful events that are in any way similar to the original event 
occur. Allison did not lead Katie to remember those events until she had some 
confidence that Katie would be able to rely on Jackie—and Allison—for the 
comfort and support that she needed to remain regulated and begin the process 
of creating new meanings of those traumatic events.

If the child does reexperience the trauma in the acute manner expressed by 
Katie, the therapist needs to maintain her accepting and empathic attitude, com-
municating how hard the experience is for the child. The therapist also calmly 
communicates that the child is not being abused in the here and now and the 
child is safely with the therapist and parent. The therapist also clearly defines 
the prior incident that the child is remembering as having been abusive, and 
elaborates, if possible, on the ways that the child experienced the abuse. The 
therapist also speaks about how the child may have interpreted the meaning of 
the abuse at the time (i.e., I was bad), and provides a new interpretation for the 
child to integrate (i.e., he acted badly). However, if there is any sense that the 
child does not feel safe enough for such further explorations, it is best to wait 
for another day. The priority is always to ensure the safety of the child before, 
during, and after any focus on the traumas of the past.
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A NEW SUMMER

On June 9, 1995, for the first time, Katie completed one year of living in the 
same foster home. Jackie wanted to acknowledge the anniversary, but as 

usual, thought it best not to make it into too big a deal.
That morning she made Katie’s favorite breakfast—sausage and pancakes—

and presented it to her when she sat at the table. “Here you are, kiddo. This is 
the anniversary of your moving here one year ago today,” Jackie said. “You get 
to pick dessert for dinner and I get to give you an extra hug.” She reached over 
and hugged her. Katie noticed the breakfast more than the hug.

“What does it mean?” Katie asked. “What does having an anniversary 
mean?” She had eaten most of her meal before she demonstrated that she had 
been thinking about what Jackie had told her.

“It means that you have lived with us for one whole year. Twelve whole 
months. Three hundred and sixty-five days,” Jackie replied.

Katie thought about it some more. “Do you mean that every day will be the 
second time that I lived with you on that day?”

“That’s the idea, sweetie,” Jackie replied. “So on July fourth, fireworks day, 
it will be the second time you’ll be with us on fireworks day. It’s the same for 
your birthday in August and my birthday in September. Each time will be the 
second time.”

“Can I have a big party on my birthday?” Katie asked. “Can Sandy and Em-
ily and Elise and Erica come?”

“Your birthday is still quite a ways off, sweetie. If you can handle a big birth-
day then, you will have a big birthday,” Jackie replied. “I’ll let you know five or 
ten days before your birthday if I think you can handle it.”
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“I’m different now, Mom. Can’t you tell?”
Jackie put down her fork and looked at Katie. What was she getting at? Did 

she mean that she was bigger, or smarter, or older? “How do you think you’re 
different, sweetie?”

Katie sat for a moment. “I’m not bad anymore.”
“Oh, sweetie! Wow! You don’t think that you’re bad anymore. That’s great. 

You’re starting to see yourself the way I see you. Wow!” Jackie said. “And you 
are learning how to handle things that annoy you and upset you a lot better too.”

“I used to always feel I was bad,” Katie said slowly. “I just didn’t know I felt 
that I was bad. But I think that I must have felt that since I was a baby. Now I 
don’t feel that I’m bad anymore.”

Katie smiled at Jackie without looking away.
“Why do you think you’ve changed?” Jackie asked.
“You and Allison taught me that I am a good girl,” Katie calmly said.
“How do you think we did that?” Jackie’s amazement continued.
“I don’t know,” Katie quietly said. “But I think ’cause you love me.”
“I think you’re right, honey. And I do . . . I do love you.”
“I know, Mom.”
Jackie got up and embraced Katie. “I don’t think I’ll cry now, sweetie, 

because you might start crying too, and you have to get off for school in five 
minutes. I am happy for you about all this stuff you are figuring out. And I am 
going to miss you while you’re at school today.”

“It’s OK, Mom,” Katie said. “I’ll be back this afternoon. And I only have two 
more school days before summer.”

Jackie smiled. They finished their breakfast. Katie hugged her mom and got 
on the school bus.

Jackie needed to talk with someone. Although Allison had always cautioned 
her not to get too excited about anything until it had been around for a while, 
Jackie decided that this would be an exception. Allison would see that Katie 
had just confirmed that something special had been happening for a while now. 
Jackie called Allison and shared the good news. Allison agreed that something 
special had been happening. They both had tears as they spoke on the phone.

Jackie’s Journal

June 15, 1995

First day of summer vacation. Katie seems happy and relaxed. Really think that 
she wants to be home now much more than ever. She was happily working in 
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the garden with me, tying up the peas, both of us feeling kinda hot. She says, 
“The sun never shined in Augusta.” I didn’t know what she meant. She said, 
“When I lived in Augusta, with Sally and Mike, the sun never shined there.” I 
told her that I understood how it must have felt that way to her. She replied, 
“No, Mom. It really never shined there.” I said that I was glad that the sun 
shined in Vassalboro and she agreed. Nothing else to say.

June 17, 1995

I told Katie that tomorrow was Father’s Day. She spent most of the afternoon 
working in her room. She drew six pictures of things that Mark had done with 
her like swinging her in a “hammock” blanket, taking her to see the foxes in the 
woods, and fixing her bed lamp that she had broken in anger the month before. 
At the top of each she wrote, “My dad does.” On the seventh page she wrote, 
“That’s why I love my dad.” I helped her to make them into a book after promis-
ing that I would not tell.

June 18, 1995

Father’s Day was a success for Katie. Mark was surprised and touched. He 
grabbed her and spun her around before sitting her on top of the fridge. He told 
her that he would be doing a lot of different things with her so that she would 
have even more pictures to draw for him on his birthday. He does seem to be 
more important to her. I feel good seeing that he truly loves her.

June 22, 1995

First tantrum since school got out. Upset that she could not go swimming with 
Diane. Blamed me although I had nothing to do with it. Stomped around the 
kitchen and porch. I suggested that she stomp around the garage three times 
and she did. To give her a rest I “let” her weed the garden with me. She said that 
I was tricking her but she only smiled and then helped. On the way back to the 
house I squirted her with the hose to keep the dirt from getting into the kitchen. 
When I had to return to the garden to get the pail that I had forgotten, she was 
waiting for me with the hose and she cleaned off my dirt.

June 25, 1995

Her school friend, Emily, visited this afternoon. They were in and out forty 
times. Katie actually reminded me of Diane when she was her age. Once she 
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yelled at Emily for getting her doll dirty, but she recovered fast and apologized 
before bringing her favorite dolls back inside. I might try having her visit Emily 
at her house next. She calmed down easily after Emily left. She seemed relieved 
that she was gone and she didn’t have to control her behaviors so much. Quiet 
and close bedtime.

June 28, 1995

Trip to Kmart. Katie sees a mother scream at her little boy and roughly pull a 
toy out of his hand and drag him, screaming, down the aisle. She became upset 
at how the boy was being treated. She said that the mother must have problems 
because she was mean to him and did not know how to tell her son to put the 
toy back. She asked if the boy would need a home like hers to be safe and to 
learn how parents can love their kids. She seemed disappointed when I told her 
that kids really had to be hurt bad, like she was, before child protective services 
would remove a child from his home. She was confused about how someone 
could decide what was bad enough.

* * *

During Katie’s therapy session on July 2, 1995, Allison decided to show Katie 
some pictures of Sally and Mike that Steven had managed to get from them. 
He had visited them to request information and pictures for Katie’s Life Book 
that he would use in preparing her for adoption. This book would contain her 
history from birth to adoption and would be something that she would have 
throughout her life to refer to when she looked back on her first years. Allison 
had separate pictures of Sally, Mike, and Katie. A number of pictures of Katie 
showed her as an infant, with a few others showing her when she was older. 
There was one picture of Katie being held by Sally and another of Katie and 
both of her parents posing for a photo.

“Well, Katie kiddo,” Allison said, “your mom tells me that during the last 
couple of weeks you’ve seemed to be fairly happy and handling things that came 
up quite well. Is that how you see it?”

“Yeah,” Katie replied. Then she added, “I’m having fun this summer.”
“That’s pretty neat. And you did well even though you didn’t see me last 

week because of my vacation. I wonder what that means!”
“It means that I don’t have to see you anymore!” Katie smiled.
“Not so fast, kiddo,” Allison replied. “You think that you can get rid of me 

that easy? No way. I want to be able to pick on you till you’re fifty years old!”
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“No, you won’t. I’m learning how to be a regular kid in Mom’s home and you 
said that was what you were seeing me for.” Katie smiled.

“Well, listen to you!” Allison said. “And Jackie also said that you are. Now 
what does that mean?”

“I don’t think I’m bad anymore,” Katie said simply.
“Gee, I’m happy for you that you figured out that you are a good kid,” Al-

lison said. “You’ve really been working at this, I can tell.”
“Yes, and Mom says that I can handle a stream of fun now,” Katie said 

proudly.
Allison looked at Jackie curiously.
“Remember, Allison, a long time ago we were telling Katie that she could 

only handle a trickle of fun at a time, so we were careful not to give her too much. 
Well, lately I’ve decided that she can handle a stream of fun, so she’s getting 
more than she used to. And just in time for the summer too!”

“Soon I’ll be able to handle gobs of fun!” Katie said.
“Gobs! Listen to you! You sure got plans for yourself, girl,” Allison said.
“Well, it’s a stream for now.” Jackie smiled.
“OK, fun girl,” Allison said. “So you don’t think anymore that you’re bad, 

and you’re handling your anger and upsets so much better, having fun and lov-
ing your mom easier. You have had a busy year.”

Katie looked at Jackie and smiled. Jackie gave her a little squeeze.
“Your mom tells me that you made a really neat present for your dad for 

Father’s Day,” Allison said. “We never talk about your dad much. Sounds like 
things are going well with him too.”

“I made pictures of things that he did with me,” Katie said rapidly. “And he 
said he was going to do a lot more with me so I would make him more pictures 
for his birthday.”

“What a great plan that is, sweetie,” Allison said. “He sounds like a pretty 
special dad to me.”

“He is.” Katie smiled at Jackie again. So Jackie squeezed her again.
“What a difference between Jackie and Mark, your mom and dad now, and 

Sally and Mike, your first mom and dad,” Allison said.
“Sally and Mike said I was bad, and Jackie and Mark say I’m good,” Katie 

said. “And Jackie and Mark love me. Sally and Mike were mean!”
“Those are big, big differences, Katie,” Allison said. “I felt sad for you when 

it was hard for you to see how different Jackie and Mark are from your birth par-
ents. You used to get so mad at Jackie when she would not let you do something 
or when you had to stay near her so much.”
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“I thought that she was being mean too!” Katie said. “I didn’t know she was 
just teaching me stuff I needed to learn.”

“Yeah, you thought that she was being bad to you and that you must be 
bad too!” Allison said. “I wonder how you figured out that you both were not 
bad.”

“Mom kept loving me when I was mean to her,” Katie said. She seemed to 
be able to go right to the central truth. “And I don’t have a wall around my heart 
anymore.”

“You know, Katie, I think you’re right,” Allison said.
“I am,” Katie said.
Allison and Jackie looked at each other and smiled. Katie smiled too; then 

she squeezed Jackie. They all laughed.
“Well, Katie,” Allison said, “we’ve still got some work to do.”
Katie looked disappointed and then calmly looked at Allison.
“Steven gave me some pictures of you when you lived with Sally and Mike 

and other pictures of your birth parents,” Allison said. “I’d like to look at them 
with you now, and see what you think. Jackie, would you sit real close to Katie 
on the couch while she looks at these photos?”

“Sure, Allison,” Jackie said.
Allison gave Katie a picture of her when she was about three months old, 

lying on her back on a blanket on the floor.
“That’s me?”
“Sure is, sweetie.”
“Oh, Katie, what a cute baby you were,” Jackie exclaimed. “What large, 

lovely eyes. And your hair was so light.”
Katie stared at her picture. Jackie and Allison waited for her. Finally, Katie 

looked at Jackie.
“I wish I could have cared for you when you were three months old,” Jackie 

said.
“What would you have done?” Katie asked.
Jackie pulled Katie toward her in her arms. She began to sway slowly and 

then she said quietly, “I would have looked into your eyes and seen how won-
derful you were. I would have rocked you like this, and looked at your tiny 
fingers like this. Then I would have squeezed you gently like this and quietly 
sung you a lullaby. And I would feed you and hold you carefully. And I would 
do it for hours every day and you would know that you were good and special 
to me and that I loved you.”

Jackie continued to stare at her until Katie reached up and hugged her tightly.
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“I wish you had been my mom when I was born,” Katie said. “I wish I had 
been inside of you like Diane and Matthew were.”

“That would have been wonderful to me too, Katie,” Jackie said.
Katie smiled and said, “But you can sing me a lullaby now!”
They smiled and laughed again. Jackie sang her a lullaby and whispered, “I 

love you.” Then Jackie sat her back up next to her and Allison showed her some 
more pictures.

When Allison gave Katie the picture of her at about eighteen months with 
both Mike and Sally, Katie became quiet and tense. She stared at the photo, 
looking at each person intently.

“Pretend Sally and Mike are here, Katie, just like they are in the photo,” Al-
lison said. “Say whatever you would like to say to them.”

Immediately Katie began to talk to the photo. “Why were you mean to me? 
Why didn’t you take good care of me? You were bad the way you treated me. 
Parents aren’t supposed to treat their kids that way! You made me think that I 
was bad! You hurt me a lot. Why didn’t you take good care of me?”

Katie stopped and stared at the picture some more.
“Tell them that they’ll never hurt you again, Katie,” Allison said.
“You’ll never hurt me again. Jackie is my mom and she keeps me safe. She 

loves me and shows me I’m good,” Katie said. “I’m good and you won’t be 
mean to me anymore.”

Allison took the photo and then gave Katie one of Sally alone. “What would 
you like to say just to Sally, Katie?”

“Why didn’t you take care of me better? Why did you let Mike hurt me?” 
Katie looked at the photo quietly. “Sometimes I still miss you and wish that you 
had taken good care of me. Sometimes I wish that you loved me the way Jackie 
loves me.”

“It is sad, Katie,” Jackie said, “that Sally didn’t do a better job of caring 
for you and loving you. I know that sometimes you miss her and love her too, 
besides being mad at her. Sometimes, I’ll bet Sally did hold and rock you and 
show you that you were special to her. It’s just that she couldn’t do it as often 
as you needed. As often as any baby would need. I can see why you sometimes 
wish that she had cared for you better so that she could still be your mom and 
be a very good mom to you.”

After a few moments, Allison showed Katie a picture of Mike. “What would 
you like to say to Mike, Katie?”

“I don’t miss you! You were very bad and mean to me. You never held me 
and you never loved me. Sally did, but you didn’t! I don’t miss you at all!” Katie 
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was strong and certain in her words. She felt only rage toward Mike at that time, 
and possibly for a very long time to come.

After placing the photos on her desk, Allison told Katie that Steven would be 
making a photo album for her with those photos and many more from her life in 
foster care, including her first three homes.

“I don’t want pictures of my other homes,” Katie said.
“Why is that, Katie?” Allison asked.
“Because I wasn’t happy in those homes. I don’t think about them,” Katie 

replied.
“What do you remember about those first foster homes?” Allison asked.
Katie thought for a moment. “I remember that they didn’t know how to care for 

me. They got mad at me a lot. They didn’t take care of me the way Mom does.”
“How is your mom different from the way Ruth and Susan were?” Allison 

asked.
“Mom didn’t hate me back when I hated her,” Katie said. “I don’t know if 

the other moms hated me, but I felt that they didn’t like me, so I didn’t like them 
even more!”

“It sounds like you still felt that you were bad when you lived with the other 
moms and they didn’t know how to teach you that you’re good,” Allison said.

“Yeah,” Katie said. She was beginning to lose interest. Allison decided that 
this girl, not yet eight years old, had worked enough. She told Katie that she had 
earned a short session so that she could now get back home and turn on that 
stream of fun again. Katie agreed.

When Jackie and Katie left, Steven remained for a few minutes to speak with 
Allison.

“What has been happening?” He asked. “This is not the same kid that I 
knew six months ago or even three months ago.”

“I think you’re right,” Allison replied. “The changes were developing three 
to six months ago, but they were mostly inside and hard to see. Now—inside 
and outside—Katie is a different kid.”

“Why? What did the trick?”
“Not one incident. Jackie and I have been working with her for thirteen 

months. What happened during the first week and the first session was as im-
portant as what happened last week. She finally was able to notice what Jackie 
was offering her and to begin to integrate that into a coherent self that does 
not have pockets of self-hatred, rage, isolation, despair, shame, and fear. With 
Jackie, she has begun to feel safe and so she has been able to depend on her, trust 
her, be comforted by her, and have fun with her. Jackie was seeing—discovering 
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really—wonderful things about that girl that she never knew were there. Sally 
had not seen them often enough. Now Katie is beginning to see them too.”

“How come so suddenly?”
“It’s been happening for quite a while,” Allison said. “We noticed moments 

of self-reflection, acceptance of Jackie’s authority, and an ability to have fun and 
experience genuine affection back in January. An internal process of self-inte-
gration and self-acceptance has been occurring that mirrors an external process 
of coming to know, trust, and form attachment security with Jackie. What we 
are now seeing can let us assume that she is integrating Jackie’s experience of 
her into her experience of herself, something that she had never done this way 
before with anyone, including Sally.”

“Is this likely to be permanent?”
“I believe so,” Allison replied. “Certainly under conditions of stress in the 

future she may well become dysregulated a bit. When that happens Jackie will 
simply be ‘present’ for her again, focus again on maintaining The Attitude, and 
then keep her close and provide her with more structure and supervision. As 
soon as she’s ready, Jackie will present her with more opportunities to do what 
she wants and give her ‘gobs’ of fun again.

“But the basic psychological realities for Katie have changed in ways that I 
am convinced will be lasting,” Allison said. “She now knows what love is all 
about. I can’t imagine that she’ll turn her back on it again like she did when she 
was an infant. She also knows, I mean really knows, that she’s a good kid, a great 
kid. She may have doubts about that from time to time, but she has started to 
realize that truth, in her gut, and she’s not likely to forget it.

“Some kids struggle with this for a longer time than Katie has. For that, we’re 
fortunate. Some kids never get it to the degree that Katie seems to be getting it. 
Her whole world is opening up, with new awareness that she never had before. 
Empathy, remorse, deep laughter, friendships, excitement that is truly enjoyed, 
being curious, discovering her talents. These were all just words before for 
Katie that had no relevance to her real life. Now they do. Wait until you see her 
a year from now!

“But before we talk about a year from now, we need to discuss adoption,” Al-
lison said. “I imagine DHS will be starting to work with her on adoption soon. 
I’m certain that she’ll have a hard time, so we’ll get a chance to see how much 
she has integrated the gains that she has made.”

“I’m glad you brought that up,” Steven said. “I managed to get Kathleen to 
give me permission to remain Katie’s caseworker through the adoption process. 
I’ll have a different supervisor for her now who can show me how to prepare 
her for adoption. Actually, I’m planning to call Jackie and you soon and set up 
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a meeting where we can come to a decision about how best to talk with Katie 
about being adopted and moving.”

* * *

On July 6, 1995, Steven called Jackie to say that he and Janis, his supervisor 
for the adoption work, would like to meet with Jackie and Allison to talk about 
making plans for Katie’s adoption. He said that they needed to discuss how the 
adoption process would go, who would tell Katie about it first, and how long 
the process was likely to take. He finally said that she should give thought to the 
type of parents who would be most suitable for Katie. He said that Allison was 
free on Monday, July 10, and Jackie agreed to meet then.

That evening, Jackie and Mark talked about the phone call and what that 
would mean for Katie and them. Jackie was feeling protective of her child who 
had now lived with her for over a year. She knew that she had made some real 
gains, but shouldn’t she have more time to really stabilize the progress that she 
had made? Was Katie ready for the ordeal that the announcement of her move 
would cause? Was her attachment to Jackie strong enough to withstand the 
knowledge that someone else would be her mother? Would she let Jackie com-
fort her? Periodically she and Allison had mentioned to Katie that she would be 
staying with Jackie only temporarily. A foster home was a “helping-kids home” 
until the child was able to go to a “growing-up home.” Katie never responded 
much to that information. It probably did not mean that much at first since Jackie 
had not been very special to Katie then. When it started to mean something to 
her, she was good at not thinking about it. She would not be able to avoid it now.

“Mark, I just don’t know. I knew with Gabe. There was something about 
him that was more open and trusting. Maybe it’s simply that we had more time 
with him and we were certain that he was going to make it before we started 
working on moving on.”

“I totally agree,” Mark replied. “It still feels new for Katie and a bit less se-
cure than it did with Gabe. I don’t want her to lose all the gains that she made, 
either.”

“I’m worried that she doesn’t love me enough yet to be able to grieve my 
loss. If she doesn’t do that, I’m afraid that she’ll never be able to form a secure 
attachment to someone else. Still, I know that she’s almost eight and we can’t 
expect her to wait another year before being able to meet her adoptive parents,” 
Jackie said.

“Why do we have to put her through it?” Mark asked. “Let’s adopt her.”
Jackie pulled back and stared at her husband.
“What? What did you say, Mark?”
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“Let’s adopt her,” he replied.
“You want to adopt her?” Jackie asked. “You really do?”
“Allison and Steven and the others seem to be saying that adoption is best 

for her,” Mark said. “And I agree with them. You love her; I love her. She’s re-
ally learning to love us, and she sure needs us. So . . . nothing else really makes 
much sense.”

“You never said anything about that before,” Jackie said.
“It’s only recently been talked about. And I didn’t want to make you feel 

guilty, if you didn’t want to adopt her. I know how much you love being a foster 
carer, and that would have to stop, at least for now. You do just about all the 
work with her. It’s easy for me to say, ‘Let’s adopt,’ when it will affect you so 
much more and so much of the follow-up is your responsibility. So I haven’t 
said anything, waiting till you brought it up.”

“Why did you say something now, then, Mark?” Jackie asked, truly puzzled.
“I see the look on your face when the word ‘adoption’ is spoken. I know you. 

You’ve been trembling in front of my eyes. I know you want her as much as you 
want the rest of us. And since I want to adopt her too, there is no way that I was 
not going to say it if you didn’t.”

“You’re not saying that we adopt her just for me, are you, Mark?” Jackie 
asked.

“I’m saying that we adopt her because she’s already in our blood. Let’s make 
it legal,” Mark said. “Now, do you want to cry first, or hug me, or do them both 
at the same time?”

They did both at the same time.
On July 10, 1995, Steven and Janis Marshall, the adoption supervisor, met 

with Jackie and Allison to talk about adoption. Janis had instructed Steven in 
the general procedures that they would be following in preparing Katie. They 
met at Jackie’s home to discuss how to proceed.

“I think that I should come to your home and tell her formally that I will be 
working with her on her Life Story. I’ll explain what that is and why it is impor-
tant before we start looking for the right home. I’ll make sure that she knows that 
her thoughts and feelings about the right family are very important, so she’ll be 
a big part of the process,” Steven said without much enthusiasm.

“Before we go further, Steven,” Jackie said quietly. “I’d like to say some-
thing.”

They gave her their full attention because they could tell that Jackie was 
hesitant and at a loss for words, something that was rare for her.

“Mark and I have been talking about this a lot,” she finally said. “We do not 
want her to move.”
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There was silence. Janis eventually managed to say, “But she’s already seven, 
Jackie. I don’t think that we’d be able to consider long-term foster care.”

“I know,” Jackie replied. Again, silence. Then she smiled.
“Jackie!” Allison yelled, with an intensity that Steven had never heard before. 

“You want to adopt Katie!”
“Yes, Allison. We do.”
“Oh, Jackie!” Allison got up and came to Jackie and embraced her. Steven 

and Janis sat and stared. They felt a little uncertain. This was not what they had 
anticipated.

“I’m happy with your decision, Jackie,” Steven finally said, “but a few 
months ago you said that you were not going to adopt her. What changed your 
mind?”

“I don’t know, Steven,” Jackie replied slowly. “I have some sense that Katie 
is different from Gabe. I knew that it would be hard for Gabe to leave us, but I 
also was sure that he would be able to become securely attached to his adoptive 
family and have a good life. Somewhere within me, I have doubts with Katie. I 
don’t know if she could transfer what she is learning with me to another mother. 
I don’t know if she would be able to understand why I did not choose to keep 
her after all we’ve been through together. I don’t know if she would recover 
from the trauma of the move. I don’t want to lose her now, Steven.”

“I hear what you’re saying, Jackie,” Allison said quietly. “I know how much 
this kid has come to mean to you. I also know that she is making real gains now 
and that if she is told within the next few weeks that she’ll be adopted sometime 
during the next year by another family, that she will be able to make the transi-
tion. It will be a trauma, yes, but she will be able to rely on us to resolve the 
trauma, grieve the loss, and become ready to develop a secure attachment to 
other parents. Because of you, Jackie, she is now resilient. She will be able to 
move on, and you can stay in her life in a secondary role. You don’t have to feel 
trapped and think that you have to adopt her, Jackie.”

“I don’t feel trapped, Allison. Mark and I want to adopt her,” Jackie said with 
increasing firmness in her voice. “If I were as sure as you that she will be healthy 
enough to move on to another home, I don’t know what we would want to do. 
But I don’t have your confidence. That’s my reality. But we’re not martyrs. We 
know that we don’t have to adopt her. We want her. We choose her. We love 
her. She is part of our family now and we want her to remain in our family. If she 
continues with her progress we will celebrate her future. If her progress stops, 
we still want her. She’s a part of me now in a way that I cannot express.”

“We certainly will give priority to your application to adopt her,” Janis said. 
“We can’t give you the OK today, though, since there’s an adoption home study 
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that we have to complete. This will include interviews with the whole family, 
including Katie.”

“I know that, Janis,” Jackie said. “Mark and I have discussed it. We have 
mentioned it to the three older kids and they are supportive. We certainly have 
said nothing to Katie. But I wanted you to know now, since I imagine that this 
will affect what you say to Katie and when you do it.”

“Jackie,” Allison said, seeming to have some difficulty speaking. “I know 
that you love her. But again, I want you to be sure about this. Preparing her for 
adoption by others is a valid choice. Do you really want to adopt her or do you 
feel you have to?”

“Allison,” Jackie said, “in many ways I love you more than a sister. Without 
your knowledge and support I would never have been able to raise Katie. Or 
Gabe. I trust your judgment more than I can say.” She paused; it was hard for 
her to speak.

“Now I am asking that you trust me,” Jackie said with tears in her eyes. “My 
love for Katie has brought a knowledge of her that just does not fit into any 
category. She is part of me and I am part of her. Wanting to adopt her or having 
to adopt her is a false distinction. I trust your judgment that she can make it in 
another home. Trust mine that this is necessary for Katie, and for me. I do have 
a choice, but I don’t have a choice. She can make it somewhere else but for some 
reason she must make it with me. I know that this is necessary and right. I am 
filled with joy and fear, with gratitude and humility. This must be the way it is.”

Allison stared at this woman as she had often done over the past few years. 
Now she was understanding Jackie in a new way. She was understanding dif-
ferently the work that she and Jackie had been doing. Jackie’s love for Katie 
took her to a knowledge of Katie and of a relationship with her that left Allison 
observing from a distance. Of course, Allison would trust her judgment. How 
could she not do so?

“I have no doubts, Jackie. You know her and your family better than I ever 
will,” Allison finally said, and they smiled when they noticed that they both had 
tears, just as happened so often in the past.

“Mark and I have one question for you,” Jackie said to Allison. “It’s about 
Gabe. When he discovers that we are adopting Katie, and did not adopt him, 
will that cause any problems for him in his adoptive home?”

“I don’t think so because he is doing so well,” Allison said. “He seems to 
have a very secure attachment with his new parents and I think that he will 
simply feel now that his moving from your home was best for him and he prob-
ably won’t wonder why. If he were not doing well in his adoptive home, I might 
worry about the effects on him of Katie staying with you.”
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Steven thought about what he needed to say next. The meeting certainly had 
gone off in an unexpected direction. Finally, he smiled too and got out of his 
chair. “Can I have a hug too?” he asked with some hesitation. He wasn’t sure if 
this would remove him from being Katie’s adoption worker. He’d worry about 
that later.

COMMENTARY

Often when children who have not known a secure attachment have begun to 
make significant progress in forming one with their new parents, they express 
the realization that they are “different now.” Frequently one is amazed at the 
level of insight that they have into the changes that have occurred within them-
selves and with their relationships with their parents. On a number of occasions, 
the child has put his thoughts in writing and been able to eloquently express his 
new view of the world.

Katie is discovering what other children, raised with a secure attachment 
with their birth parents, take for granted. At the same time, she is discovering 
how to use words to communicate her inner life of thoughts and feelings. As she 
becomes aware of love, mutual enjoyment, being comforted, sharing joy, play-
ful teasing, repairing the relationship after conflicts, and quiet times of learning 
about the world together, she often spontaneously comments on this new reality. 
The words are obviously genuine. They indicate that the hardest work is now be-
hind her. The varied, complex intersubjective experiences that she has had with 
Jackie have released a torrent of subjective experiences that had been beyond her 
ability to discover by herself about herself, her parents, and the world.

Jackie’s decision to adopt Katie does not change the fact that many children 
can form a secure attachment with their foster parent and then successfully 
move to an adoptive home. These children definitely grieve the loss of their 
foster family, but they show the ability to work through the stages of grief and 
become receptive to being adopted by another family. A future adoptive home is 
no reason to discourage the child from learning who he and his “parents” are in 
his foster home. Such delays waste years, and the difficulties with learning to en-
gage in secure attachment patterns would be much greater when he is that much 
older. Also, many adoptive parents would not commit to bringing an unknown 
child into their home if they were aware of the significant problems associated 
with unresolved trauma and lack of attachment security.

While this story did not emphasize the point, Steven, Jackie, and Allison 
would have made it clear to Katie from the moment of her placement in Jackie’s 
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home that she was not there on a permanent basis. Jackie would have casually 
commented on Katie moving someday, possibly while saving some things to 
show her birth or adoptive parents in the future. It is best to tell a foster child 
that it is a temporary home, and that eventually she will either return to the 
birth parents or move to an adoptive home. Even when the foster parents think 
that they might choose to adopt their child when she is free for adoption, they 
should still maintain that it is a temporary home. It is much easier for a child 
to be first told that it is temporary and then later discover that it is permanent, 
than it is for a child to think that it might be a permanent home and then be told 
that it is temporary.
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FEAR AND JOY

On July 14, 1995, Katie was weeding the garden with Jackie when Steven 
drove into the yard. This was the day that he would begin talking with 

Katie about adoption. Jackie was not sure how Katie would respond. Her sense 
of security and her expressions of attachment to Jackie and Mark seemed to 
be stronger every day. Would this discussion about her future set her back or 
would she take it in stride?

“There’s Steven, sweetie,” Jackie said. “Run over and say hi and take him 
into the kitchen. I’ll be there in a minute. You can get out the lemonade and 
crackers. If he wants coffee, I’ll take care of it when I get there.”

Katie needed no encouragement to end weeding early. She greeted Steven as 
if he were her best friend from school. By the time Jackie entered the kitchen, 
Katie and Steven were both enjoying their drinks.

Somehow Katie had discovered that Steven had a little girl named Rebecca, 
who was now two and one-half years old. Steven showed her Rebecca’s picture, 
and Katie happily handed it to Jackie.

“Isn’t she cute?” Katie said.
“She sure is!” Jackie said. “She reminds me of the pictures of you that we 

saw at Allison’s office.”
“I wasn’t that cute,” Katie said.
“Say that again, sweetie,” Jackie smiled. “And I’ll have to give you a ‘mom 

circle’ right in front of Steven.”
“No!” Katie giggled. Eventually they finished their crackers and lemonade.
“Katie,” Steven said, “I came here today to talk with you.”
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This was unusual. Steven’s serious tone immediately brought Katie to her 
hypervigilant state and she stood up and moved toward Jackie. In the past, she 
would not have sought comfort from Jackie in the face of something that was 
frightening to her.

“I can hold you if you’d like, sweetie,” Jackie said. She pulled the now tense 
child into her lap.

“Katie,” Steven continued, “I told you a few months ago that the judge said 
you would not be going back to live with Sally and Mike. He said that they had 
not learned how to be better parents and that you should not have to wait any-
more to find out if you would be living with them.”

Katie stared at Steven, motionless, so he continued, “Now that we know that 
you’ll not be living with Sally and Mike again, it’s time to decide what home 
you’ll be growing up in. Your adoptive home. This home has been your foster 
home—your ‘helping-kids’ home—and now it is time for you to be in your 
‘growing-up’ home. You need to be able to just have a family like other kids and 
no longer be a foster kid who has to worry about moving all the time.”

“I want to stay here. I want to stay with my mom, Jackie, and my dad, Mark,” 
Katie said in one breath.

“I know you do, Katie. This is a wonderful home—a great foster home. But 
right now I cannot promise that you can stay here. First, Jackie and Mark have 
to apply to adopt you. And they did! So now I will be coming back and asking 
them and you and your sister and brothers a lot of questions so that I get to 
know a real lot about your family. I have to be sure that this is the best place 
for you before I can promise you that you can be adopted by Jackie and Mark,” 
Steven said with difficulty.

“I want to stay here! I don’t want to go anywhere else!” Katie yelled. She 
looked frightened. She turned to Jackie. “Tell Steven, Mom. Tell him I can stay 
here.” When Jackie hesitated she looked terrified.

“Sweetie, I know you do and I’m very happy that you want to stay with us. 
We want you to stay. Mark and I want to always be your parents,” Jackie said 
quietly as she held her closer. “We love you so much and we have asked Steven 
if you can stay with us.”

“Why can’t you decide, Mom?” Katie asked in confusion.
“Because when you moved here, Katie, Steven asked us if we would be your 

foster family to help you. We were asked to be a ‘helping-kids’ home for you. 
Now you need to have a ‘growing-up’ home and that’s different. Daddy and I 
have applied to adopt you and then Steven has to get to know our family better, 
like he said, before deciding if we would make the best growing-up home for 
you.”
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“You are, Mom! You’re the best home for me!” Katie needed to put an end 
to this fear. She needed a promise that she could stay forever.

“Katie,” Steven said, “Jackie and Mark are a great home. I am really happy 
that they want to adopt you. They want to always be your parents. I think that 
they would be great parents for you. But I can’t promise now that they will be 
adopting you. Jackie and Mark and I will work hard to make sure that this is the 
best family for you to grow up in.”

“Tell me now!” Katie screamed.
“I can’t, Katie,” Steven said. “I will tell you as soon as possible.”
“No!” Katie erupted. She pulled herself away from Jackie and ran from the 

room. Jackie heard her bedroom door slam shut.
Jackie looked at Steven. “She’s scared to death. She so much needs to know 

for sure that she’s staying with us. I know you can’t make false promises, but 
please, do whatever interviews you need with us and the kids as soon as possible 
so you can decide soon. Please, Steven. Waiting for her will be torture. Every 
day will be an agony.”

“I’ll talk with Janis this afternoon,” Steven replied. “I’ll try to call you with a 
general idea of how long this will take.”

“Thanks,” Jackie said. “I know you’ll work as fast as you can.”
Steven soon left and Jackie went to find Katie. She knocked on her door. 

There was no response, but she heard Katie crying. She opened the door. Katie 
had rolled herself up in a ball on her bed. She held her large stuffed rabbit in 
her arms. Tears streamed from her eyes onto the rabbit and the spread. She was 
gasping for air and staring into the corner.

Jackie quietly closed the door and walked to the bed. She lay down behind 
Katie, wrapped her arms around her, and pulled her against her chest. She 
whispered her name into her ear and then she was quiet. Her breathing soon 
matched Katie’s. She felt Katie shivering in her arms. The tears continued, 
seemingly forever. Jackie’s enveloping touch would have to reach her.

“Mom,” Katie began to talk at the time that Jackie had thought she would 
never again hear her voice, only her ocean of tears, “why is it . . . never . . . easy? 
Why is it always so, so hard? Why, Mom? Why will . . . I . . . never be happy?”

“Oh, my Katie. I know how scary this must be for you. I know how much 
you want a promise that you can stay. I want that too. I think that Steven will 
know that it’s best for you to stay. Mark and I will answer all of his questions 
and he’ll really get to know us. I think that he’ll agree with us that this is where 
you need to stay.”

Jackie was quiet again and she continued to rock slowly on the bed and 
to hold Katie tight. Then she whispered, “You and I will be scared together, 
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sweetie. As long as we have to wait for Steven to decide, I’ll be scared with 
you.”

Katie turned around to face Jackie. She hugged her and squished the rab-
bit between them. Then she kissed Jackie’s cheek. “OK, Mom. If one of us is 
scared, we’ll hold each other’s hand.”

* * *

On July 17, Steven called to say that Janis and Kathleen had recognized the need 
for a quick decision and had allowed him to work almost exclusively on their 
home study so that they could make their decision rapidly. Usually the adoption 
worker spent time with the child getting to know her, but since Steven already 
knew her quite well, that time would be saved. After the home study was com-
plete, they would review Jackie and Mark’s application and make the decision. 
The Life Story could wait.

Since they already had a home study done when they got their foster care 
license, the actual study would not take as long as usual. What was usually a pro-
cess that took months, might conclude in a few weeks. Jackie was relieved and 
told Steven of her gratitude. They arranged for Steven to begin his interviews 
with Jackie and Mark that Friday. They already had completed most of the ap-
plication forms and had arranged for medical exams on July 24. If Jackie had 
her way, they would be setting a record for the shortest amount of time it took 
to obtain approval for adopting a child. Of course, Katie had lived with her for 
thirteen months, and she thought that should count for something.

* * *

On July 23, after church, Jackie told Katie to hang up her clothes and make her 
bed before she could go swimming at Weber Pond with Diane. Ten minutes 
later Diane and Katie climbed in the car wearing their suits and carrying their 
towels. Jackie was amazed how easily they got along now. During the winter, 
Diane had often wondered about the wisdom of having this angry and sneaky 
girl living with them.

Jackie found Katie’s shoes in the living room and she decided to put them 
away for her. She opened her bedroom door and saw Katie’s church clothes on 
the floor and the bed unmade. She had gone off without doing her work! Katie 
hadn’t done that in a couple of months. Jackie had plenty of time to consider 
how to respond.

When they returned from their swim two hours later, Jackie met them at the 
kitchen door. “Sit down, Katie. How was your swim?” Jackie began.

“Great, Mom. Diane says that soon I won’t have to wear my life jacket.”
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“That’s wonderful, sweetie,” Jackie replied. “But I’ve been wondering why 
you went off without making your bed or hanging up your clothes?”

“I forgot, Mom,” Katie said quickly.
“But I had just told you, Katie,” Jackie said. “So my guess is that you really 

wanted to leave quickly and did not want to have to wait while you got your 
work done.”

“I forgot!” Katie yelled.
“I don’t think you did, Katie. Tomorrow if Diane goes swimming, I want you 

to stay home and help me in the garden instead,” Jackie said.
“That’s not fair!” Katie yelled. “I forgot. I’ll make my bed now and pick up 

my clothes.”
“Yes, Katie,” Jackie said quietly. “I would like you to do that now. But you 

still can’t go swimming tomorrow.”
“You’re mean!” Katie yelled.
She threw her wet towel on the floor and ran to her room. She threw open 

the door and began kicking her clothes. Jackie followed her closely and saw her 
rage.

“Katie, don’t do that to your clothes,” Jackie said.
Katie spun around and kicked Jackie. Then she screamed and ran toward 

the window. Jackie caught her before she hit the window with her fist. Jackie 
picked her up and carried her to her bed. She sat with her, holding her to her 
chest while she screamed.

Katie thrashed around for almost five minutes before finally beginning to lose 
her energy. It was another ten minutes before she was quiet. Jackie spoke quietly 
to her, accepting her anger, telling her that she was safe, allowing her to set her 
own pace. Katie initially screamed at her to stop talking. Gradually she became 
quiet and Jackie could not tell what she thought and felt.

Finally Katie said quietly, “You don’t want me anymore. I hurt you again. I’ll 
never stop hurting you so you don’t want me!”

“Oh, Katie, how hard that must be for you if you think that. I do still want 
you. I’ll never stop wanting you. You just got mad at me and hit me. I don’t like 
being hit. You know that you don’t hit me nearly as much as you used to. Do 
you think one little kick is going to get me to stop loving you? Oh, sweetie, my 
love doesn’t work that way.”

“Why, Mom?” Katie asked. “Why do you still love me?”
“Because, Katie,” Jackie replied, “because you’re my kid. That’s all there is 

to it. Nothing you do, or say, or feel, or think, can stop me from loving you. I’m 
your mom, sweetie. And that’s the way it is. I love all the parts of you—your 
happy parts, your angry parts, your sad parts, your fun parts—all your parts.”



B U I L D I N G  T H E  B O N D S  O F  A T T A C H M E N T

2 8 6

Katie sighed. She relaxed further in Jackie’s arms. Jackie continued to sway 
slowly and hum to her. Five minutes later, Katie was sleeping! Tears came to 
Jackie’s eyes. She was again amazed how often Katie could get her to cry. Now 
she cried simply because the kid fell asleep in her arms!

Jackie quietly laid Katie on her bed, covered her, and slowly crept out of the 
room. An hour later, when she checked on her, Katie was coloring at her desk. 
She had made her bed and picked up her clothes.

“What are you up to, kiddo?” Jackie asked.
“I’m drawing a picture of Diane and me swimming. She’s holding my foot in 

her hand and she’s going to throw me.”
“Neat.”
“What’s for supper, Mom?”
“Chili and muffins with our garden salad, which you’re going to help me 

pick.”
“Neat.”
Jackie left. If they were going to eat on time, she had to start the muffins. And 

then she and Katie went to the garden.

Jackie’s Journal

July 24, 1995

Today I talked with Katie about her birthday next week. I said that she could 
invite four friends for the afternoon. Diane and I would take them swimming, 
and we’d come back for a dinner that she picked. Then we’d have cake and ice 
cream and open her presents. I told her that the family would have a party for 
her the next day. She was both ecstatic and terrified. She wanted reassurance 
that I really thought that she could handle that amount of excitement.

July 25, 1995

Katie called her friends. Sandy will be away on vacation. But Erica, Emily, and 
Elise will all be able to come! She couldn’t believe it. She had to tell me what 
she likes about each one. According to her, they are the three greatest kids in 
all of Maine. No, the whole country. I suggested that we would then have the 
four greatest kids in the country that day. She asks me to go over the whole 
schedule with her. It seems that she might need to have every minute of the day 
programmed. Later, I had to go shopping and Katie stayed with Diane. They 
were up to something when I was gone. Lots of looks and giggles together over 
dinner.
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July 27, 1995

Mark took Katie and Diane camping for two days. She was so torn! She would 
run around trying to help them pack and asking dozens of questions. Then 
she’d run back to me, finding a new reason each time for me to go with them. 
They would be camping up at Moosehead Lake, and Katie reassured me that 
they would not set up the camp too close to the water. She and Diane are still 
doing a lot of whispering. When they finally left, Katie gave me an extra long 
hug, and then grabbed Diane’s hand without looking back. She had made up 
her mind and she was going through with it, by golly!

July 29, 1995

At 2:00 p.m. I heard the car coming up the drive with Katie honking the horn. 
She hopped out of the car and almost knocked me over. Did she talk! I learned 
about every adventure they had. They saw a moose and a bear. They rented a 
small boat and had lunch on an island in the lake. Their hot dogs were delicious 
but their soda was warm. The first night Katie heard noises and she woke up 
Diane. That wasn’t much help so they both woke up Mark. Their brave leader 
managed to poke a flashlight out of the tent and he discovered a skunk family 
going through the garbage that our three outdoorsmen had failed to put away 
properly. They did not sleep well that night.

July 30, 1995

After church and lunch Katie and Diane asked the rest of the family to come 
outside. Katie sat me and Mark down on the porch and she ran to the driveway. 
Her jump rope from last year’s birthday appeared. As she and Diane called out 
a rhythm, Katie jumped. She missed the beat a couple of times at the begin-
ning. She was so earnest. Then she had a long spell with no misses and she was 
bursting with excitement. She ran to the porch and hugged me and Mark. She 
insisted that I jump too. She chuckled when I missed a number of times. Then 
she offered advice and was supportive, like Diane must have been with her. She 
clapped when I got it. She was proud of me.

August 1, 1995

Therapy tends to be fairly typical now. We discuss the week. Actually the 
discussions tend to become involved conversations of routine events. There’s 
usually a lot of laughing and teasing. Allison always makes a fuss about what a 
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neat and crazy family we have. When we discuss something that she has done 
wrong, Katie handles it with little or no stress. If she got frustrated over limits 
around what she could do, she is quick to tell Allison what they were and how 
she managed them. Today Katie asked Allison directly if she would tell Steven 
that she was in the right home and should not have to move to another one. Al-
lison indicated that she had already told Steven that, and in fact, had written a 
letter with that recommendation. Katie asked to see the letter. Allison showed it 
to her. Katie read the letter to me, with some help from Allison over the tricky 
words. The letter seemed to give Katie confidence. She left the session holding 
my hand like she now had everything under control.

August 4, 1995

The day finally arrived. Katie is eight. As is the custom in our home, I left her a 
small present on her pillow while she slept. She awoke to find a new outfit for 
her favorite doll. She was so surprised and pleased. Last year she got no such 
surprise! She quickly dressed up her doll to look nice for her friends when they 
came. Erica, Emily, and Elise, the 3Es, Diane calls them, what a group! The four 
of them laughed and swam and talked and ran all afternoon. Thank goodness 
for Diane’s youth to keep up with them. A few times during the day Katie would 
come running to me, give me a quick hug, and go running back to her friends. 
When I put her to bed she gave me the biggest hug, I could hardly breathe. She 
whispered, “Thanks, Mom,” as she fell asleep holding her doll. It’s been quite 
a year, actually fourteen months.

* * *

On August 18, 1995, Steven stopped by to tell Katie the good news. He was 
going to tell Jackie at the same time, but she would have none of that, so he told 
her when he called to arrange for a time to meet with Katie. She did not tell Ka-
tie that he was coming until after lunch, about an hour before his arrival. Katie 
spent the hour cleaning the house. Jackie decided that Katie was becoming more 
like her every day!

When Steven arrived, Katie waited on him with milk and crackers. It was her 
idea and she even joked about it, saying that she did not spill one drop. Mark 
asked to be served too. With a look of mild annoyance at a father who did not 
know when to tease and when not to, Katie managed to get him some milk and 
crackers too.

After an eternity to her, Steven said, “Katie, as you know, I’ve been talking 
to your whole family and even some of your mom and dad’s friends, about you 
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and your home. Back at the office we all talked about your family and we’ve 
decided that . . . this is the best home for you. We want you to be adopted by 
Jackie and Mark.”

Katie shrieked. She jumped up from her seat and hugged Jackie. She pulled 
back, looked at her, shrieked, and hugged her again. The minutes went by with 
Mark and Steven sitting in the silence. Finally, Katie pulled back and stared at 
Jackie.

“You’re my mom forever and ever.”
Then she hugged Mark and said, “I love you, Dad. You’re my dad forever 

and ever too.”
Katie turned and hugged Steven. Then she was off. They heard her run 

upstairs looking for Diane, Matthew, and John. She found two out of three 
and Jackie, Mark, and Steven heard them cheer. She ran downstairs calling for 
Whimsy. The old dog found some lost energy and they rolled around on the 
living room floor. Katie was back in the kitchen, with Whimsy following close 
behind. Out the door they ran with the adults following. Katie jumped and 
skipped, grabbed her bike and tore down the driveway. Whimsy barked and 
even seemed to skip himself as he ran beside her. By the road she slammed on 
her brakes, turned, and sped back toward the house.

She left her bike by the car as she ran through the garden, swung around her 
swing set, and darted out into the field. She and Whimsy were rapidly losing 
their momentum as they headed back toward the house. But she was not done 
yet. She turned and made a line toward the swing under the maple tree. She 
pumped the swing a half a dozen times and cheered until finally leaping off with-
out waiting for it to stop. She stood panting and searching for something that she 
may have forgotten. She suddenly spun around. She took three giant steps and 
then hugged the tree. Whimsy ran around it a few times and then sat beside her.

Jackie, Mark, and Steven stood on the porch motionless and in silence.
Finally, in awe, Jackie said, “She’s claiming her home.”
“She is!” Mark said. “She’s now at home.”
“And she’s claiming herself too.”
“Yes.”
“Our crazy, lovely, and wonderful daughter,” Jackie said as she put her arm 

around Mark. “Katie Keller. Our daughter. She cries and laughs . . . and weeds 
the garden . . . and swims and jumps rope. You know, the basics.

“Oh, and yes, she hugs trees too.”
She paused and smiled.
“In Vassalboro, Maine. Where the sun shines.”
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EPILOGUE

August 4, 2016: Katie was twenty-nine, and she and her husband, Peter, and 
their kids, Maggie, four, and Erick, two, were in Vassalboro, celebrating 

her birthday and having a bit of a holiday at the same time. Matthew, with his 
wife and son, was able to come up from Portland, where he worked as a fireman, 
and John, who lived not too far away in Waterville, where he taught high school 
science, was there too, along with his partner, Deborah. But Diane, who was a 
physician living in Hartford, had not been able to come.

Katie was a busy scientist now, an oceanographer who worked at the Woods 
Hole Oceanographic Institute on Cape Cod, Massachusetts. She was a passion-
ate environmentalist and had already participated in research that helped the 
world to know better the impact of global warming along with some small ideas 
as to what might be done to help the oceans to maintain their health within a 
world of rising temperatures. Peter was a very involved father whose active en-
gagement with their kids enabled Katie to take periodic trips out to sea to engage 
in her research. Because of the kids’ ages, she restricted her trips to only a few 
days at a time.

Katie was always glad going “home” to be with Jackie and Mark. Their love 
and interest in her and her family still provided her with the experiences of 
comfort and joy that she had first discovered in their home over twenty-one 
years before. She so loved having Jackie and Mark show how delighted they 
were the moment they saw Maggie and Erick. And it was so much fun telling 
them stories about their daily lives and knowing how interested Jackie and Mark 
were. Whenever she visited, she always managed to get a walk in with Jackie, 
usually taking the path through the birch trees that had been their favorite walk 



E P I L O G U E

2 9 1

when she was a kid. She loved being with Jackie. Her presence brought Katie 
such a sense of profound safety. She felt loved and heard and understood in a 
way that she could not describe. Whenever she struggled a bit with her kids 
and felt a bit of shame and worry about her anger, she would call Jackie and find 
her peace, strength, and confidence again. Jackie was proud of her in so many 
ways and now as a mother too. That so helped Katie to experience herself as a 
good mother.

Katie and Jackie took Maggie to the swing on the maple tree, still working all 
the years after Mark put it up when Diane was four. Katie pushed Maggie while 
chatting with Jackie. The sun was shining. When they finished, Maggie took 
Jackie’s hand and began walking back to the house. Katie stopped for a second 
and went over to the maple tree. She hugged her tree again and then hurried to 
catch up with her mother and daughter.
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