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Ellie

Sights and sounds swelled around her: The backlit bar and throbbing beat of overhead speakers, the loud voices and hot young bodies, the warm, euphoric sensation of alcohol as it flowed down her esophagus and into her veins. All was as it should be.

Friday night, Happy Hour. Her favorite time of the week. Out with friends at Graffiti Bar, 13th and Market, Downtown Philadelphia.

Jessica busily chatted with a stranger on her far side who had taken their friend Jack's seat at the bar when he wandered off to dance with a blonde. Leaving Ellie out. That would usually bother Ellie, but no matter tonight, she had a full drink, compliments of Jessica's newest admirer, and the alcohol blunted any irritation. She struck up a conversation with the man on her right, who didn't appear interested at all, but they rambled on, incoherently at times, about traffic and transportation, taking a circuitous route through a lengthy dialogue.

That was the last thing she would remember about the night. By the time she awoke under her own down comforter the following morning, all she was left with was a throbbing headache, a desert-dry mouth and no memory of what happened later. Had she left the bar with Jessica? Or gone straight home? She racked her brains trying to recall, but nothing came to mind.

So, when she received the call from Jack telling her Jessica had died...she was as shocked as anyone.

Six weeks later. 

“I can't believe I ordered that margarita.” Ellie said to her new AA sponsor Maddie, across the table from her at the Queen Village Starbucks. Maddie wasn't much older than Ellie, but she had three years of recovery...an eternity where Ellie was concerned. “I should have known better...who am I fooling...I do know better. I don't understand how it could have happened.

Instead of looking at her with the disgust she felt for herself, Maddie wore a sympathetic expression. “Relapses are common, especially early in recovery. I wouldn't beat myself up too much for this one mistake.”

“Maybe, but I feel like I unconsciously sabotaged myself. After all these weeks of sobriety, of laughter and joy, of friendship and camaraderie, I'm back in a deep dark hole of alcoholic despair.”

“There's something you can do about it.”

“I know...but I'm not ready.”

“Did you drink today?”

Ellie nodded glumly. “Yeah, I had a couple glasses of chardonnay earlier.”

“I thought so.”

“And now that I'm drinking again, the flashbacks have returned with a vengeance. I've been having these crazy, disjointed memories of the night Jessica was murdered.” 

“Murdered? I thought you said the coroner’s office had written the death off as accidental. With her drinking, didn't they conclude she fell and hit her head?”

“They did, but these recollections are telling me another story.”

“What kind of story?”

“In them, I'm awakened out of a deep sleep by a shockingly loud fight. When I force my eyes open, I spot two people struggling. Although it's not entirely clear, I strongly suspect one of them is Jessica. If that's true, then I can confirm something more heinous than an accident happened to her. It's difficult enough to fathom a mere fall would end Jessica's life, but the idea someone murdered her, and I might have been a witness, is more than I can handle.”

“All this has to be terribly unsettling.

“To make matters worse, no matter how hard I try to recall the rest of what happened, the memories are as sparse and scattered as leaves on an early autumn lawn. There's a gaping empty hole where memory should be, which makes me sick to my stomach.” 

“You had a blackout, which isn't uncommon for an alcoholic.”

“That might be true, but it seems as if nothing's been going my way. My life feels empty. Miserable. Useless. Sometimes I wonder if I want to go on.”

“That's the alcohol talking. With what you're telling me, I urge you to stop drinking immediately. The booze will only make you more vulnerable...less able to cope. I promise you, if you stop, I'll be there for you in anyway I can.”

Ellie gave Maddie a weak smile, not convinced she had the strength or the motivation to put the 'plug in the jug.'

Back at her apartment after the meeting with Maddie, Ellie polished off the half-empty bottle of chardonnay, opened another and carried it into the living room. Time slipped by and she couldn't be certain how long she had been drinking and ruminating, when a knock on the door startled her. She quickly placed the bottle and glass in a side table and shut the drawer. 

Another knock and a familiar voice rang out, “Are you in there? It's Damien. Let me in.”

Ellie took a swig from a travel-sized bottle of mouthwash she kept in her purse, shuffled to the door and peered through the peep-hole. Damien stared back at her with a smirk on his handsome face. He had heard her, there was no turning back. 

“Finally,” he said when she opened the door. 

“You're here early, why aren't you at work?” Ellie showed him to the sofa and took a seat next to him.

“I worked overtime yesterday so I took a couple hours off to be with my gal.” He gave Ellie a hug and tried to kiss her, but she avoided his face so he wouldn't smell the alcohol on her breath.”

“What’s the problem?”

Being in a new relationship was like navigating an unstable sea. “Nothing to do with you. It's just that I've been having these flashes of memory about the night Jessica died.”

“What kind of memory?” 

“That I was in her apartment when the incident happened...”

“Now how can that be? You said you were home in your bed the next morning.”

“I don't know. Maybe it's only a bad dream and nothing more, but it keeps recurring.”

He sniffed the air. “Have you been drinking? I swear I smell something. Maybe the alcohol has caused these hallucinations.”

Hallucinations? Was she having hallucinations? She couldn't be sure since there were so few puzzle pieces to put together and no coherent picture. “Perhaps you're right, it's all my vivid imagination. Nothing more.”

“Yeah, I'm sure of it. Now, how about I get us something non-alcoholic to drink?” He rose and made his way into her tiny kitchen. 

She watched him leave the room while admiring his long limbs, straight back, and the way his thick brown hair curled at the nape of his neck. Merely observing him from behind set off sparks. How lucky she had been to meet him at one of her first AA meetings. 

She pictured herself standing alone, off to the side, too frightened to take a seat in the overcrowded, overheated room. And then he was there, by her side, introducing himself and leading her to a seat next to his. Even though newcomer relationships were discouraged in AA, they had been inseparable ever since. He was the salve to her grief over Jessica's death. She silently prayed she wouldn't ruin this relationship with her drinking, as she had with another one in the past. It was too precious a commodity to risk.

He returned with iced tea and handed her a glass. “Now lets talk about something more pleasant. I came over early to spend quality time with you. Let's make the most of it.”

The next day at work, Ellie could barely function. Besides the booze secluded in her desk drawer, which she swigged on repeatedly, irritability and restlessness nagged at her. She could hardly concentrate on her assignments. When her boss came by to give her a new file with more paperwork to complete, she had trouble focusing on the data and filing the form. Since Juan Gonzales' immigration status hung solely on her doing her job as a paralegal, she had to finish the file before she left for the day.

She forced herself to shut out her jittery feelings and attend to the paperwork. Finally, file done and uploaded, she fished around under her desk, located her purse, and left a few minutes earlier than usual. 

She had better start coping better or she would be out of a boyfriend...and a job. It was only a matter of time until she drank enough to ruin any opportunities life had presented to her in recovery. But what to do?

Hypnotherapy. She had researched it online this past weekend, hoping it might help her to recall more details about the night Jessica died. While numerous experts believed there wasn't much you could do to retrieve lost memory from a blackout, she had to try something before she lost her mind. 

At her apartment, she poured a glass of wine, then opened her tablet and searched for hypnotherapists in the Queen Village area of Philadelphia. Although there was a sizable list, the first name on it was Sarah Abrams. Damien had mentioned that name to her a couple weeks back after Ellie first revealed she was thinking of seeing a therapist. The recommendation had come from Damien's AA sponsor, Hank. Dr. Abrams had successfully treated one of Hank's friends. 

Ellie only hesitated for a couple of minutes. Then she picked up the phone and dialed Dr. Abrams' number.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two
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Sarah

“And that's how Ellie came to be my patient,” I tell a group of my colleagues clustered around a conference table during our weekly staff meeting to discuss our most interesting or formidable cases.  

Aaron Davis, a fellow psychologist, in a gray suit and white shirt, scribbles notes on a legal pad, while two social workers, one beanstalk thin, the other decidedly more rotund, appear to hang onto my every word. 

Meanwhile, Dr. Sam Roseburg, head of Psychiatry at the mental health clinic, gives me a nod of encouragement. “Tell us more about this patient, Sarah.”

“Although I've only seen Ellie a total of three times, I'm already stymied by the complexity of her situation. Not only did she lose her closest friend recently, but since then, she's had recurrent, fragmented memories of the night her friend died, which are driving her batty...to use a professional term.” Everyone laughs. “But what is challenging to me is the difficulty of helping her recapture memory during a blackout, even if it's only a fragmentary blackout, as it appears to be in this case.” 

“Fragmentary blackout,” skinny social worker, Alice Meechan asks. “What's that?”

“There are actually two types of blackouts, en bloc blackouts and fragmentary blackouts. Fragmentary blackouts involve partial blocking of memory formation that occurred while the person was intoxicated, but they can ultimately regain limited memory of events, which means Ellie's situation isn't totally hopeless...at least I hope not.”

Dr. Roseburg stands, grabs a cup of coffee off the side counter and rejoins us at the table. “Could you tell us more about what you've done in treatment so far?”

“To answer your question, I'd like to describe my first session with Ellie...”

“Ellie Ross?” I addressed a rather plain looking twenty-nine year old woman with tussled reddish brown hair and frightened hazel eyes who stared up at me from a seat in the waiting room. “Come this way.”

Ellie stood, her shoulders hunched forward, making it difficult to judge her height, although she appeared to be on the tall side. The clothes on her slender frame fit her loosely and gave her the appearance of being slightly unkempt, as though she had hurriedly thrown herself together. All this led to my first impression of her as someone with little self-esteem. 

She followed me into my office at the end of a long hall and took a seat across from me. “What can I do for you today?”

Ellie's eyes shifted nervously back and forth as they took in her surroundings. “I don't know if you can help me, but I don't know where else to turn?”

“Help you with what?”

She gnawed on a cuticle. “Since my best friend died less than two months ago, I've been having a hard time of it.” 

“In what way?”

Ellie proceeded to fill me in on the details of the death, her alcoholic blackout and the bits of what might be recovered memory, but also could be dream material, that has returned to haunt her.

I listened quietly while taking notes. “Since these 'memories' have only started to emerge over the past couple of weeks, what's changed in your life?”

She glanced down at her hands weaving invisible patterns in her lap. “I'm ashamed to admit this, but...but I drank again and, since then, my life has been turned upside down. It's like I'm losing everything I've worked so hard to find. And to top things off, these confusing flashbacks have been driving me bonkers..”

The distress in her voice alert me to the seriousness of her situation. I put aside my pen and pad and leaned toward her. “What would it take to make you stop drinking? What would have to occur?”

“I'd need to go back to my AA meetings.”

“And how hard would that be for you?”

“Believe me, I'd love to do it, but I can't seem to make it happen...”

“What's preventing you?” 

“Fear,” she answered after a long hesitation. “And embarrassment. I mean, what will my AA friends think?'

“What will they think?”

She nibbed her nail again. “I don't know...most likely they'd be glad I'm back. They've been calling me, but I haven't answered the phone.”

“And what does this have to do with your coming to see me?”

“I was hoping hypnotherapy might help me recall more about the night my friend died.”

I hesitate, not wanting to give her false hope, but also reluctant to discourage her. “If we have any hope of coaxing those memories to the surface, you need to be clean and sober. Alcohol will only muddle your thinking and mask your feelings. I need you to make a commitment to toss away any alcohol you have on hand and go back to AA as soon as possible.”

Ellie sighed. “Yeah, I know you're right. I need to do what you say.”

“A commitment then? Will you commit to it?”

“Okay...yeah, I'll try–”

I interrupted her. “Try?”

“Okay, I'll do it.”

“Good. I'd love to work with you, but I'd be wasting your time and money unless you're sober. I won't be able to begin hypnotherapy with you until you get back on the wagon. But when you do, I'll be more than happy to work with you and see what we can accomplish together...”

Cathy Clark, the pleasingly plump social worker, interrupts. “Good start...”

“And has it happened?” Aaron asks.

“According to her, she poured all the alcohol she had down the drain right after returning home from our session and went to a meeting the following night.” 

Sam Roseburg smiles supportively. “Good, because it's obvious we can do little to treat someone who is active in their addiction. I'm glad you insisted she return to AA. How many times have you seen her since she stopped drinking?”

“Twice, but I'm not doing her much good outside of getting her sober.”

“That's a big deal,” Sam says.

“I know, but I'm at a loss at how to help her retrieve more memories of that terrible night. I've tried using trance work both sessions, but it hasn't produce any real results. That's why I'm bringing this case to you.”

“Hum...Do any of you know of a way to facilitate this work?” Sam asks.

Alice raises a hand. “From my experience, it can't be done.” She glances over at her compadre Cathy and they exchange nods. 

Sam turns to Aaron. “You've done a lot of work with addicts Aaron. Any ideas about this?” 

“I'm afraid I won't be much help here either.  I'll do my homework, but I don't know of any technique that has proven beneficial in this kind of case.” He taps his pen against the tabletop. “I'd keep doing what you're doing for now and see if there's a breakthrough. If not, perhaps sodium pentothal, but I'm not sure how successful it will be with a blackout.”

I glance at my notes, sensing the weight of Ellie's case. “Thanks, I appreciate all your guidance. I'm worried about Ellie. She's really struggling. Unless we make a breakthrough, I have to wonder if she'll be able to remain sober and functional.”

Roseburg sips his coffee. “I admire your commitment to your client, Sarah, but we only have so much time to offer each person who comes through our doors. I'm sure you'll do whatever you can, but be aware, you can't do it indefinitely.”

The frustration of working in a mental health system limited by medical insurance and administrators gnawed at me often in this new job. I loved working in private practice, but my brush with near death three and a half years ago had rendered working in an office alone at night untenable. And I have been worried sick since Drew's release from prison eight months earlier. 

Drew. His name alone makes me tremble with apprehension. In spite of his confession to me, which he later denied, there wasn't enough evidence for the DA to charge him with anything greater than assault, which carried a maximum of five years. Fewer with good behavior. A murderer/rapist on the loose didn't exactly mollify my fears.

And now with him back on the street, trying to locate Rebecca, I'll be back in his cross-hairs. The thought sends chills scurrying along my spine. Drew's not only a calculating killer, he's a damn accomplished sociopath and manipulator. I doubt I have the smarts or the skill to outmaneuver him. 

All that considered, it made sense to join the staff of a psychiatric facility and work in an institution with other professionals. Still, I can't help but question my decision at times like this. “I'll do what I can with the time I have left.”

Sam glances at his watch. “Talk about time. I have to get to a meeting. Let's wrap it up for today.” 

Everyone rises and shuffles out of the room except me. I stay put at the table for a good five minutes longer trying to quiet my concern. Distraught at the idea of terminating a client in as much pain as Ellie Ross, I am damn well determined to figure a way out of this therapeutic impasse.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Three


[image: ]




Ellie

Back at her apartment after an evening session with Sarah, Ellie decided to tidy up before Damien made his appearance. Lately, he'd been arriving later and later, which was beginning to distress her more than she wanted to admit. She chided herself for her childish reaction. No one could be more loving than Damien. He couldn't help it if he had to work late. While he said he'd much rather be spending time with her and would apply for an earlier shift, nothing had become available so far. Why would she even consider making a problem out of this? She was blessed to have him in her life.

She opened her dresser drawer to place a pair of jeans away, when she noticed her pants weren't folded in her usual compulsively perfect pile. The sight of the disorderly pile troubled her more than she would have thought necessary, She squinted at the pants for a long moment trying to figure out if she had moved them aside when sorting through them that morning. Normally, she would have straightened them if she had.

She heard a knock, took a deep breath and closed the drawer quickly before plastering a stilted smile on her face in anticipation of greeting Damien.  

“Hi Hon,” he said on entering. He held out a bouquet of ruby red roses. “For you.”

“How sweet of you.” She inhaled the cloying scent of roses, then went into the kitchen, retrieved a vase and placed them in it, all the while feeling guilty for questioning his sincerity. “They're lovely.”

“Just like you.” He watched her set the vase on the coffee table, then bundled her into his strong arms. “I missed you like crazy today.”

She hugged him back, bursting with elation at his attention and affection, which along with the roses, erased any doubts she had about him. Before she could kiss him, she detected the stench of burning food. “Oh no, smells like I'm scorching the casserole!” She took off for the kitchen and removed the overcooked enchilada casserole from the oven.

Damien withdrew a potholder from under the counter and placed it on the countertop for the casserole then took a seat at the dining room table. She scrapped the burnt cheese and browned sauce from the pan and served the dish. They dug into it, polishing off tortillas, chile and cheese in no time. Afterwards, they sipped on decafs while she inquired about his day and he asked about her therapy session. 

She smiled to herself. Damien had taken quite an interest in her work with Sarah. While flattered by his concern, she knew it was at least partially motivated by his AA sponsor's curiosity. Hank had peppered Damien with questions about her therapy on a number of occasions since she started seeing Sarah. Since Hank had referred Ellie in the first place, she guessed there wasn't anything out of the ordinary about this. 

After dinner they did the dishes together and watched The Daly Show snuggled up against one another on the sofa. Damien enclosed her in his arms and it didn't take long before the warmth of his touch, the soothing sexy scent of his cologne, eased all her earlier frets and fears. Any last remnants of distrust dissolved at the moment his lips touched hers.

Later, in the darkened bedroom, all her prior anxiety came rushing back at her. She crawled out of bed, not wanting to disturb Damien, and blind-touched her way into the living room, taking a seat on the sofa. Something was wrong and she couldn't deny it for long. Besides grieving Jessica and the loss of her sobriety, something more was plaguing her, something unnamed and unknown. She wasn't making much progress in therapy. Small matters, like the unkempt drawer, gnawed at her more than normal.

If only they could take a c-scan of her brain and see what was going on inside. Cut her open and peer into her neural pathways. But there was nothing they could do for her beyond hypnotherapy, and the fact that it wasn't working, had become unbearable. She wasn't certain what other avenues were open to her, but she would do anything in her power to recapture a more complete memory of her last night with Jessica. 

Anything shy of drinking again.

Holding the hands of people on either side of her at the close of another meeting, Ellie recited the Serenity Prayer in concert with her AA group. A tall, dark, good-looking man to her right with tattoos on both arms and a black tee shirt that stretched across his muscular chest, reading, Harley Hitman, asked her if he could help put away her chair. Pleased with the offer, she accepted. He hung the folding chair on a rack and returned to gather his belongings. 

“Thanks for helping me out.” 

“No problem,” he said. “Any friend of Damien's is a friend of mine.”

She studied him. He didn't look like anyone who impeccably groomed, stylishly dressed, professional Damien would hang around with, but you never knew in AA. “How do you know Damien?”

“I met him at a meeting a few weeks back and he asked me to sponsor him. I'm Hank.”

She shook Hank's outstretched hand. “I'm so glad to meet you. Damien's mentioned you to me, but when did he mention me to you?” 

Hank smiled. “Actually I was the one who pointed you out to him when you first arrived at that Saturday morning meeting because you looked so lost. It's always helpful for one alcoholic to reach out to another, but I wasn't expecting him to be quite as 'helpful' as he's become.”

She laughed. “Oh, what terrible things has he told you about me?”

Hank grinned. “Only that he thought you were nice.”

“Nice?” Not exactly what she wanted to hear, but better than nasty. Because of her doubts about Damien, what she really hoped to hear from Hank was how thrilled Damien was to be with her. Slightly letdown, she ignored her feelings in an attempt to make small talk with Hank and get to know him better, but all the while, she harbored a tiny, nagging sense of disappointment.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Four


[image: ]




Sarah

“Ellie skipped her session last week and I immediately suspected a relapse, which, as you're well aware, is often the case with alcoholics or drug addicts who are non-compliant. But she appeared on time for her session earlier today looking rested and ready to do the work.” I learn forward and place my elbows on the conference table. “She apologized for missing the session, but said it completely skipped her mind, which is usually a sign of growing resistance, not unusual at this point in the process. She told me she's attending AA meetings on a regular basis, meeting with her sponsor and beginning her step-work.”

“Of course, that doesn't necessarily mean she didn't have a temporary set-back,” Aaron points out.

“I realize that, but, if she did, it was short-lived. She couldn't have pulled herself together so quickly if she had a major relapse.” Funny, I am a little put out by Aaron's remark. It's as though he's calling my observations into question. “She's hoping that starting her steps will help her to breakthrough her amnesia.”

“Good luck with it,” Aaron remarks with a roll of his eyes. “I've never heard of anyone reversing a blackout by doing their step-work. AA might be a good self-help program, but it's not miraculous.”

Again, my gut twists. I don't know if what I'm sensing is a power play on Aaron's part, since he's the only other psychologist on the staff, or if I'm being protective of Ellie, but it's disquieting. While Aaron had been the first to befriend me when I took this job, lately he's been more dismissive of me. I'm not quite sure of the reason beyond professional rivalry. 

“So,” Sam pipes in, “did you attempt hypnotherapy again?”

“I tried a little something different this time, sand-tray work, to see if it would produce better results than I've had so far with the hypnosis?” I look around the table at all the blank stares. “It's a form of therapy that employs a sandbox and miniature objects.” I pull out my cell phone and pass around a photograph of the finished sandbox. “I can better show you than describe it.” I rise. “Would you mind following me into my office?”

Alice and Sally stand, but Aaron leans back in his seat. “I'm not sure what that will accomplish.” 

Challenged, I feel pressured to respond decisively. “It's better for me to demonstrate what happened during the session with Ellie instead of describing it. It shouldn't take more than a few minutes.”

Sam starts toward the door and everyone joins him. Under pressure from the herd, Aaron sighs, rises and reluctantly trails behind. We all traipse down the hall to my office. 

As soon as everyone is in my office, I say, “Take a seat and I'll try to recreate the session.” 

I wait until they're all seated and I position myself at the sand-tray–a large box of sand on a side table surrounded by bookshelves of toys, small replicas of everyday objects and plastic people of both genders, all races, ages, and many vocations. 

“I began the session by asking Ellie to recreate what she could remember about the night of Jessica's death by placing objects in the sand-box...

“Ellie studied the box for the longest time. 'I'm not sure what you want me to do.' She grabbed a plastic man in a suit then changed her mind. 'Or what this will do for me.'

I had dealt with resistance before when introducing the sand-tray. While it evoked a sense of play and lack of seriousness, the actual act of replicating a feeling or experience in the box made it more tangible and real, which could be incredibly anxiety provoking. I had learned when running headlong into this defensiveness the best way to get around it was to gently encourage my clients to experiment. 'Why don't you play with the tray for a few minutes and add only things you would enjoy having in your life.'

Ellie picked an iridescent blue glass ball off the shelf and placed it in the middle of the box. Next, she added a girl doll and surrounded her with a woman and a man who appreared to shield her from anything outside the box. Finally, she added a house to the side and drew a path in the sand to the front door. She turned and faced me with a triumphant smile. 'I did it.'

'You sure did. Can you tell me how it makes you feel?'

She moved the adults closer to the child. 'Wonderful. Looking at it makes me happy. The child seems safe. She has a home and she is loved.'

'Who is that child?' 

'She's the child I want to have.”

'Is that all?”

She hesitated. 'She's the child I always wanted to be. The loved child. The protected child.' A tear traveled down her cheek. 

'How does she differ from you?' 

Ellie wrapped her arms around herself. 'I never felt safe or loved with my parents. They were too busy working and taking care of my autistic brother. They never seemed to have enough time for me.' The single tear had multiplied into many. I handed Ellie a tissue. 

'I always wanted to be an only child. Maybe then they'd have time for me. But that never happened and to this day, they're still fixated on my brother's well being and rarely have time for mine.'
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