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HEIDI AND HER BOOKS – BOOK BLOGGER


The Trauma Effect is a beautifully crafted non-fiction work that leaves an indelible mark on the reader. Thomelin’s writing is not just informative but also possesses a rare beauty, transforming factual narrative into a mesmerising story that reads like fiction. The author’s storytelling prowess shines through, making the complexities of trauma accessible and compelling.


SARAH KINGSWORTH – BOOK BLOGGER


The Trauma Effect is compelling, full of emotion and heartbreak. But equally it offers hope and positivity. I’d genuinely recommend this book to anyone who has suffered from a personal trauma or who has lived with the impact of trauma through their family. *****


AMY DORA – BOOK BLOGGER


The book is such a heart-wrenching tale, more so because of its raw honesty, and shows the damage that generational trauma can have, but also how to heal and move forward with forgiveness. *****




LISA BRETT – AUTHOR


This beautiful book is insightful, shocking, healing, revealing, tragic, sad and utterly compelling all at the same time… Zetta is a brave and skilful storyteller as well as an equally accomplished therapist… The mind is incredibly complex, but Zetta has the ability to make it easier to understand. *****


GEORGINA MCKINNON – CHAIR APHP


This book is as thought-provoking as it is deeply moving. It is an essay into a shocking family secret, sadness, trauma and loss. I believe this book will help many others who may be unwittingly suffering generational trauma. I seldom have time to finish a book these days, but this story was one I just could not put down until I had read every page. *****
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I dedicate this book to the memory of Keith, Graham and Carol, who once lived, but who died much too young and who have been hidden in the dark for far too long.
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Preface to the Second Edition of 
The Trauma Effect



Writing The Trauma Effect was such a personal journey and a very exposing one, I awaited the response with bated breath. Thankfully, people were very kind; they were both supportive and encouraging. I breathed a huge sigh of relief, as nothing I had written before seemed such an integral part of myself.


As I began to get feedback from people both in and out of the therapy room that they were using the book to help heal their own trauma, I felt I wanted to add a little more to the last section of the book that gave guidance on how to approach this and to this end the second edition began to take shape. 


Whilst working on this, I discovered a recording of a letter from my father that, for some reason, I had never heard. As I listened to it, I found it shed some new light on events and confirmed some of my interpretations concerning the impact of this tragedy upon him. I wanted to reflect some of this in the new version of the book.


Once the writing began, new ideas flooded in, and I decided to take the opportunity to examine some behavioural responses through the lens of Polyvagal Theory, around which I had done a lot more research, as it is so relevant to trauma and learned trauma responses.


I have, since the first edition, discovered the wonderful Michelle Emerson, who edited my latest book, Genes Don’t Lie, almost a sequel to this book, so I decided to let her loose on this new edition and see what more we could achieve. Here is the result.


Zetta Thomelin 


June 2025


		

	

		 

 

Introduction


I wonder if there is a trauma tucked away in your family?


It could be your own experience, or something that has affected someone else, even from long ago. 


Trauma will often ripple out into a family and affect far more than those directly involved, creating a problem that can last generations. 


There is a trauma in my family, a hidden trauma.


I wanted to know more about it. I wanted to shine a light on what had remained concealed beneath a shroud of shame and consider the ways it may have affected me. This book reflects that journey from its first tentative steps to, ultimately, a deep sense of resolution and understanding. 


I am telling you my story both to understand it better and to help you to understand yours.


Much has been written about the impact of trauma, but when I began to investigate the idea of generational trauma – the trauma within families that, in effect, gets handed down from one generation to another, and so on – I realised at once that there was much less written about that. The old skeleton in the family cupboard, which nobody can talk about, can have a huge impact on the health of a family both physically and psychologically. This is trauma that is subconsciously gifted to you, so you are not necessarily aware that it is impacting you, especially if the trauma happened before you were born. 


At first, I began writing about generational trauma so I could understand it better for myself. But I soon realised that I wanted to create something readable and relatable to help other people, too, understand this concept of trauma passing down through generations, to help them to halt it and encourage them to address their family issues. I felt well placed to turn my work into something to help others. 


As a therapist, having worked with trauma across a range of areas with my clients, telling my own story is somewhat exposing, and many therapists would shy away from such public scrutiny. But if this book helps someone else out there, even if it is just one person, then it has all been worthwhile. 


Storytelling is a highly effective way to communicate ideas and to effect healing. I wanted to integrate this within a therapeutic journey. It is like one giant case study, which can provide insight into the subject for anyone who has experienced trauma or wishes to understand it more. 


This book falls naturally into parts. I begin with the myth of the story in my family as I thought it to be, and my perception of the impact it had on the different members of my family.


I then look for the real facts of the story for the first time, to show how stories can get altered and twisted; it can be very hard to step over a boundary of secrecy that has been there for a long time. To prevent the story I tell at the start of the book from being influenced by the new information, I wrote the first part of the book before investigating the true story, so the truth really was a surprise to me, a real awakening, and you experience that awakening with me. 


I go on to examine the idea of generational trauma, epigenetics and the mind-body connection to see how trauma may affect people. Then I look at some therapeutic ideas to help, so you can share my journey. The ideas presented can, I believe, be adapted to cover all kinds and depths of family trauma. 


Zetta Thomelin 


June 2023
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The Story


		

	

		 

 

Chapter one


THE PHOTOGRAPH



The photograph was always there by my grandmother’s bed.


It was a black and white photo of a woman in her late twenties with dark, wavy hair, dark brown eyes and an almost smile upon her lips as she clutches a baby in her arms. She looks happy and proud.


I suppose it speaks of the self-absorbed nature of a child that I never asked about the picture. At some point, I knew the woman was my aunt and the baby her child, but I did not have an aunt on my father’s side, so I did not ask any questions about her, at least not then. When my grandmother died, the picture was moved to my father’s bedside, and there it stayed until he died, then my mother moved it to the lounge where it sits now. I looked at it this evening, marvelling at how I never asked about my missing aunt and the child in her arms. 


I still do not remember when I was told or how. Yes, I know you might think it would be impossible to forget such a thing. When did they decide it was time to tell me? When they thought I would be old enough to understand? Were they worried I would judge her? She was head girl at her school. My grandmother died when I was seventeen, and I thought that, even though I knew this was not true, I was her only grandchild. There had been three grandchildren before I was even born, you see. I knew the story by then, but still did not think this story was real, though the picture was always there, and still is now, of the woman with the baby in her arms. 


 

It all happened before I was born, as I say, and nobody was allowed to talk about it, but it cast a shadow over my whole life and still does. I wonder if the shadow would be there without the picture. You know, I think it would. After all, there is nothing like the taboo, the unspoken, to grow and to thrive in the depths of your mind. Did it make them ill? Dad? Grandma? How did they suffer? I do not know, as we were never allowed to talk about it. Is it making me ill? Can you pass trauma down the generations? Transgenerational trauma. As a therapist, I know this to be true, but it is so hard to apply all the theories to one’s own life, one’s family, that gets tucked out of sight. 


My grandmother’s head shook all the time, just a little in the early days and then a little more. No one explained it to me. Her head just shook, and the teacup would rattle in her hands. After a while, her eyes began to blink rapidly too. I did not think about what this meant; it was just what grandma did. 


She was warm and soft and always gave me time, sometimes with her eyes closed when the movement was very bad. She was always smart and correct, an Edwardian through and through. She wore a hat and gloves whenever she left the house. 


She kept her dignity no matter how much she shook. 


I need to remember that, hold onto that. She lived in a convent and prayed every day, her rosary beads moving through her hands, her lips moving too, whispering away. I never thought about the passion in those prayers, the determination in those prayers. Were the prayers for herself, Dad, for me to keep the last ones left alive safe? Maybe they were for her daughter, her other grandchildren, her husband, who had all died long before I was born. 


 

I would go and visit Grandma once a week. The convent was a large house set in its own grounds with a gravel drive. I would crunch up the drive, then climb up a flight of steps and ring the bell. 


A black-clad nun would answer and usher me in. I did not question the unusual setting for a grandma visit; it was just the norm to me, up another flight of steps, past a niche with a statue of the Virgin Mary tucked in, and I was at her door. We would start with a chat, well, me twittering away about my week, full of innocent enthusiasm for my latest passions, whether they be a pop star or a book or the drawings I loved doing, she would listen with focused interest, always all her attention. Then we would pore over picture books or maps together, talking about the wider world. She would share her knowledge with me so patiently, then it would be time for tea. 


Grandma was very precise in her requirements, only Tiptree jam would do for the scones with unsalted French butter and Jacob’s fruit biscuits on the side. Proper tea in a teapot, with a strainer, no teabags here. Sometimes we would have it in her room, sometimes we would go out, and the beige hat and gloves would go on, even in the height of summer. She was rather like an old dowager duchess, four feet nine inches in height and fragile like a baby bird, she had a gravitas that could terrorise a waitress at one hundred paces, yet she was so very soft with me. 


I have a favourite picture of me with my grandma. We are sitting on the sofa, with me cuddling her, with me smiling, certain in my safety, certain in my love, captured in that moment by the camera. I have searched and searched for this picture, but it has been lost along the way, just preserved in my mind’s eye; long may I keep it there. 


 

She lived to the ripe old age of ninety, despite the nodding and the shaking, a fragile heart too.


It is quite commonplace to live so long these days, but she was born in 1892. She lived through the First World War, was a married woman in the Roaring Twenties, having her first child in 1921, then she lived through another war, and all safely pulled through, but almost all were lost a decade later.


I always felt my grandmother had an incredible strength to keep going for my father, as he had lost so much. She kept going for him as long as she could. Then one morning, she sat in her chair by the bed, had a cup of tea and read the Daily Telegraph, which she read from cover to cover every day. It was found lying on her lap; her heart had just stopped. 


I remember the moment when the phone rang. Mum picked up the receiver. We were sitting in the lounge. I could tell something was wrong, but I cannot remember the words, just that moment when she turned to me after she put the phone down and told me Grandma was dead. 


It was my first loss. I really felt it. I ran to my room, and I cried, and cried. Grandma had given me such a sense of security, so much love. If she felt she had a penance to pay, she could not be faulted for her support of her last grandchild. She gave all she possibly could to me. 


She was buried in the robes of a Carmelite Nun; they had been waiting in the wardrobe for years. I hope she found the peace she deserved for the suffering she had, for one bad decision, one miscalculation that brought her so much loss and, I think, so much illness too. 


The funeral was in her old parish, where she had lived with her young family, where my father had gone to school. 


The whole church community turned out. You see, they all knew what she had lived through. The church was so packed that people were standing at the back. I wish she had known that respect would be there at her passing, not judgement. 


I remember standing at her graveside, my very first funeral, and as a close family member being handed the aspergillum with holy water in it to sprinkle upon the grave. 


I did not quite know what to do with it. I had not paid attention to what my father had done. I was just staring down at the coffin, trying to imagine my grandma in there. 


Instead of making the sign of the cross with it, I waved it around over the grave, sprinkling liberally, then felt such shame as I saw others knew what to do, making a careful sign of the cross. I had got it wrong, my cheeks flamed with the shame of it, feeling I had let her down. 


I was always unsettled by the head nodding. If I saw anyone doing it, I felt such a surge of pity. I do not want people to pity me. 


As a child, although I accepted this was what Grandma did, it was still a bit disturbing as it was not talked about, just rather awkwardly ignored. Apparently, I was doing it for quite some time without realising it. 


My partner raised it with me once, asking if I were aware that I was doing it, and I changed the subject. Later, they mentioned it again, and I could not believe I was doing it. Apparently, it happened when I was working on my computer, watching TV, looking at my phone or drifting off in a daze. I asked my mother if she had ever seen my head nodding, and she said yes, she had, but dared not mention it as she did not want to worry me. 


The conclusive proof of my tremor came when my partner filmed me nodding away whilst working on my computer. I was behaving just like my grandmother. I was stunned to see it, that thing I had always dreaded was happening to me. 


I felt a closeness to her. I wished I had been able to show her understanding of how it felt, the self-consciousness, the new mannerisms of leaning backwards into a chair or resting your hand at the side of the head to try to reduce the movement. I wondered why I had never asked her how she felt when her head shook, or the teacup rattled or about the aunt I never knew. 


Was the Parkinson’s a taboo subject too? One of the only times I have been really upset about it was when I wondered if I were to have step-grandchildren, would they be scared by it? Upset by it? Perhaps it would just be what their strange English grandma did.


I know you probably want to know about the picture, the trauma, but I am not quite ready to get into that yet. I promise I will, though. I hesitate because whenever I tell this story, which I have to say is rarely, I see the discomfort of the listener, their judgement and sometimes even a little fear. 


I only mention this story because when I was old enough to know, I thought that was why grandma did the nodding and the shaking, and when Dad began the shaking too, I thought it was the picture again. I thought it was that aunt I never knew, who creates all the sadness and the worry and the fear, fear about how it will affect me. Did I become scared and upset by it too? 


With Dad, it started with his right hand shaking, and then the left joined in, then the tremors in the leg muscles and his voice began to wane. The night terrors kicked in. When you wake in the night, you struggle to know what is real and what is not. That is how it is for me, and it happened to him so often too. 


 

Sometimes I dread the night because I hate that confusion of trying to work out what is real and what is not. Maybe this happened to Grandma; another of those questions I did not ask, so many questions. 


So many things I would like to ask them about now, how was it for them? I follow reluctantly, hesitantly, oh so hesitantly, in their footsteps. But they are not here to ask anymore, nor to ask about the woman in the photograph. In fact, no one is left alive who can tell me for real what she was like. I have wondered about checking the newspaper reports, but of course, it will all be bad, reports of the inquest too. I wonder if you can access inquest information after so many years. 


About fifteen years ago, I asked my father the exact date of his sister’s death.


I had already wanted to know more about this story, but he immediately grasped that I was researching it, and he began to cry. He was so upset that I would have agreed to anything to appease him. 


He said he did not want me to look for the inquest reports; he did not want me to judge her. He did not, in fact, want me to write about him at all. It was as if he were trying to preserve an image of his sister before it happened, but I had no image of her at all – not good, not bad. By hiding it away, it was all hidden. 


In May 2023, it is five years since he died. I am not sure I can be held to that promise now, as my need to know the truth grows. It is part of my story too. I feel my health and, indeed, sanity depend upon me knowing the truth. I wonder if it was a fair promise to extract from me, to keep so much hidden, skulking in the dark.


		

	

		 

 

Chapter two 


THE BEGINNING OF THE JOURNEY OF DISCOVERY



To try to understand the story, the first thing I did was find out where their graves were, my aunt and her three children, my cousins. 


I knew the cemetery, my mother could tell me that, so I approached the local authority, and they sent me a map. I looked at it for a long time. I still have it. They were not buried in Essex, where they had lived, but at the cemetery near my grandparents’ home. How strange? That plot was unvisited for decades. To my knowledge, my father never went after the funeral, and Grandma could not get there without him, though no doubt she was there in her prayers. Hour after hour, those rosary beads threading through her fingers. 


Should I go? What would it be like to go?


I had to go. This story was haunting me even before I knew that I would be nodding and shaking too. Whilst my father was alive, it seemed impossible to go and find them, my missing family. He would just get so upset if I asked anything at all, so it would have felt like a betrayal of him, but now, now I had to do this for me. 


A friend said to me when my father died, ‘Zetta, don’t pick up the mantle of their suffering. Don’t take it from your father and carry it on.’ But I knew by now it was too late to stop and that I no longer had any choice but to go.


So, I went to the cemetery clutching my map, walking up and down, row after row, until there it was, a headstone with their names on. 


I noticed the children first, Keith, Graham and Carol. 


 

The lettering wasn’t etched into the stone but gilded on. Most of the gilding had fallen off, showing dark patches where the letters had been. There was a large oblong stone surround which was lying broken at one corner, long neglected, all the stone bleached with age. It looked so forlorn, like no one had been there for years. I wondered if their father had ever visited, or whether they were abandoned by everyone. 


Seeing the grave made this story somehow more real. They really had existed, this missing part of my family. This missing part that came into the world before me and left before I had a chance to meet them, my generation, my cousins, never to know them. 


I sat back on my heels and looked at the names, my aunt too, there she was, in there, down there, the pretty woman from the picture, so alive with that almost smile on her face. Then I cried and I cried for what happened to them and how it hurt and rippled out into the family and all the way down to me. I wept for myself, for the family I would never have, cousins I would never get to play with, to get to know as adults, to become friends with, to meet their children. All gone, gone, never to be. 


I forgot to take some flowers; how could I forget to take some flowers? It was the least they deserved after so many years of neglect. I roamed around the cemetery in the hope of finding somewhere I could buy some, but no, nothing there, just hundreds of graves and me, not a soul in sight on a grey winter’s day. 


How could I have forgotten to take the flowers? ‘I’ll come back,’ I said, as if I were speaking to them. ‘I will bring some flowers and get the corner of that grave repaired.’ 


I have not been back yet. I tell myself it is a long way to go. I should go back, I tell myself, I really should. 


 

Perhaps when the story is complete, that is the time to return.


When I pulled myself together from my quest for the flowers and appearing like a madwoman crying at a grave from decades ago, I went in search of my grandparents, strangely harder to find. They were in a different part of the cemetery. Because of what happened, my aunt could not be buried in the Roman Catholic part; this must have really hurt my grandmother. The Catholic part did not have headstones as such, just small rectangular plaques of stone set flat into the grass. I trailed up and down, clutching my piece of paper with the number of the grave on, which in the end was the only way I could identify it, as the grass had grown over most of the wording, virtually obliterated by nature’s steady encroachment. 


It had been thirty-seven years since I had stood at this spot, at my first encounter with grief and made a fool of myself with my hesitant handling of the aspergillum. How far away that young girl seemed. 


I recognised nothing of the place, and I realised as I peered at the fragment of stone I could see, that I had not considered all those years ago that my grandfather was down there too, and they would be together at last in their shared grief. So many things I had not considered, thought about or questioned. What a safe place youth seems in a way; no questions, just acceptance of whatever comes your way. My father had clearly not been there for years. 


Hiding from the reality of the grief and the loss, I had joined him in that hiding and perhaps am in it still, as I vowed to go back with a trowel and clear it up so you could at least see their names. I felt faintly ashamed of that abandoned grave, but they are never abandoned in my thoughts. 


 

I did not tell my mother I was going to the graves, as I was not sure of how she would react. She had been caught up in the silence, the taboo, for so long too. 


When I got home, I found I could not keep quiet about it; it was too moving, too powerful an experience for me to keep from her, so I rather sheepishly confessed what I had done.


Her response was totally unexpected. She said she wished I had told her and that she would like to have gone too, as she had never been either. I showed her the rather tragic photos I had taken of the deserted graves, and we vowed to arrange to get them tidied up, but quickly we hid again, turned our backs again, as it still seemed too hard to hold on to.


Today, I went to Lorenzkirche, a church in the centre of Nuremberg, which I go to on each of my visits to Germany. I always light a candle there for my father, my grandma, my uncle Michael, and cousin Zoe. It is a place they never saw, but I know they would have loved.


The ceiling is high and vaulted, Gothic in style. It looks like a cathedral from centuries gone, triptych gold-painted images, statues in blues and golds and reds, the three wise men, the annunciation in a circlet of finely wrought flowers, a giant gold cross with Christ hanging there suspended from the ceiling, suspended there for eons of time, a painting of St Sebastian pierced with arrows and the bows in front of him still drawn, stained glass windows in those vibrant colours and St Lawrence is there with his quill in his hand, his robes, the purple and the gold, and then the humble craftsman Adam crouches by the tabernacle, carved in stone, his mason’s tool in hand. 


I feel I should say here that I am not a practising Roman Catholic, though my youth was clearly steeped in the religion. I am not unmoved by it. I respect the beliefs of others and feel some comfort in the rituals and so I share them, intertwine them within my own spiritual philosophy. I sit by the rows of flickering candles and do my remembrance in this focused time in this quiet space. 


For the first time, for the very first time, as I sat in this beautiful church in front of the glimmering candles, I thought of my aunt and her children too.


I cannot believe that, in all this time, I had never thought of them in these regular connections with those I have loved and who have gone before me. It felt like an intensely important moment, that they were becoming more real to me. It seemed that through my writing, I was finally giving them a space to be within me. 


As I sat, a woman came to light a candle too and she crossed herself, then sank down upon her knees and she sobbed and sobbed, muttering some prayers in between her gulps for air. I felt her grief wash out of her and swirl around me. I wondered about her story, her loss, as I gritted my teeth in an effort not to be swept away by it, our grief intertwining and swirling around the pews and up the aisles. 


This journey into the past started with the head-nodding and the movement in the muscles of my legs, because it connected me so strongly with my father and grandmother. 


One day, I was resting my legs up on a chair and I noticed a twitching in the muscles of my calf. Goodness, I thought, that looks just like what Dad’s legs did. It must be a one-off. It just cannot be, not me too, surely not me too. Then, of course, the head-nodding could be ignored no longer, and the twitching spread; sometimes to my foot, sometimes my thighs and then there were the night terrors. 


 

That trauma has nothing to do with me; I had always felt that is what caused the nodding and the shaking for them. It had to be, surely. 


I thought, it will help with the healing, it feels necessary now somehow to let it out, give it some space to breathe, then maybe it will not need to attack my body as it attacked theirs. So let me tell you the whole story, the story as I know it to be.


		

	

		 

 

Chapter three


THE STORY THAT COULD NOT BE TOLD



Let me please start by setting the scene.


My grandfather was a Frenchman, a commandant in the L’Armée de l’Air, based in London during the Second World War. He worked with General de Gaulle, recruiting special agents to be dropped into the field of operations in France for the Free French. 


When Pétain capitulated to Hitler, many Frenchmen felt he should have fought on, and those who could get away came to London, joined the British forces, or worked with the Free French to maintain a resistance movement on the ground in France. 


My grandfather was extremely proud to be working with de Gaulle and was lucky enough to have his family with him. His son, my father, was a boy still at school. His daughter, my aunt, was a young woman by then, having been a bright girl at school and yes, ending up as head girl, she was popular with everyone who met her. The family was comfortable, middle-class. My grandmother never cooked a meal in her life; she could perhaps just boil an egg at a push, she had someone to do all that for her and to take care of the house, not an opulent life, but certainly a good one. 


After the war, my grandfather, who was awarded the Legion d’Honneur, was offered the Governorship of Tahiti by the French Government as a reward for his services to France. But his family was settled in London, so instead he worked for French Aerospace and a French bank based in London. The bank had operated throughout the war but separately, and it needed to be integrated back into the main business in France, which my grandfather was tasked with. My father, when he left school, followed his father into the same bank. 


My aunt was introduced to various young French officers and pilots in the early 1940s by her parents, with the hope of marriage, but she seemed to want to rebel against her suburban middle-class life and perhaps also the sense of difference which the strong French influence brought into her life. 


From the modern perspective, one may not be aware of how much anti-French feeling there was in Britain during the Second World War. Due to the capitulation of France to Hitler, the relationship between the Free French and British forces was an uneasy one; the mood of the public, who felt deserted in their fight against Hitler, was even worse.


 I was told a story of my grandfather walking down the street in London in his French uniform, being spat at and called a coward. This must have been very galling for him. My aunt, I think, wanted to feel more British, so during the war, she did her bit by joining the Women’s Air Force, which she seemed to enjoy and on one fateful night in a London air raid shelter, she met the man she was to go on to marry. 
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