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Elizabeth Kilcoyne
“I’m Not Going”

A nna and I landed at Athens International Airport in August 
2015 for her college graduation trip to Greece. Like all mothers 
and daughters, there had been ups and downs in our relation-

ship, but we wanted this trip together. We were celebrating Anna’s accom-
plishment. After collecting our bags, we made our way through a glassed-
in airport walkway with huge geometric designs. People rolled carry-ons 
quickly in every direction, speaking international languages. Then Anna 
started criticizing me about something I had or hadn’t done. I stopped 
walking. I was not going to spend two weeks in Greece with this attitude! 
I turned to Anna and shouted, “Just treat me like a fucking stranger and 
we’ll be fine.” And kept walking.

^

Anna was an amazing and challenging child. Her father and I adopted 
her at two years old from the Department of Social Services (DSS) in 1992. 
Anna’s birth mother had neglected her; her birth father had disappeared. 
The department took custody of Anna when she was eight months old, 
and she spent the next 16 months in foster care. The 65-year-old foster 
mother, five boys under the age of six, and Anna shared a house. She was 
a survivor from the very beginning. 

When we met her, Anna couldn’t sit still, had limited focus, and was 
scared to enter our home. Coaxing her through the door was futile until 
our cat appeared. Anna followed Pepsi in without delay. She didn’t like to 
eat at the table or anywhere else, but she was skin and bones and needed 
nourishment. We had many serious discussions about finishing food, and 
I wish I had handled them with more compassion. Luckily, her doctor or-
dered a nutrition supplement that she drank from a bottle on my lap. That 
cuddle hour became the best time of our day. 

We had been planning and waiting for a child for a few years. Our 
daughter, Meg, was looking forward to having a younger sister. Though 
we attended all the adoption classes, we were unprepared for the difficul-
ties when Anna arrived. She was stubborn beyond normal toddler behav-
ior, which I now understand as a lack of trust. We were her third caregiver 
in two years, and the first two had let her down. Giving a friend as ride to 
work one day, we dropped Anna at daycare. When we were leaving, Anna 
said, “Mommy, are you coming back?” 

In her early school years, Anna’s anxiety was constantly simmering. 
When it was too much to manage, she would go to the nurse, who thank-
fully understood Anna and always welcomed her. Anna was both predict-
able and unpredictable. Her 4th-grade class planned an overnight camping 
trip, and Anna was going to stay only for the day. When I arrived to pick 
her up, the other kids had talked her into staying overnight.  I was delight-
ed that she was going to try. Later in the evening, the teacher called to say 
Anna was ready to come home; she was scared. The next day at school, 
a reporter wanted to interview some of the kids about the trip.  For some 
reason, the teacher asked Anna to talk to the reporter. She told the reporter 
there was a man in the bushes, and no one was there to protect her. 
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Anna wasn’t particularly interested in school; she preferred TV over 
homework. Because Anna showed her best side at school, most of her 
teachers gave her extra time, extra credit, and a long leash. I should point 
out that Anna was a lovely child. She was polite and funny and endeared 
herself to others. People took an interest in her and watched out for her. In 
grammar school, Anna attended before-school care. When she arrived, the 
younger children would run out to carry her things: book bag, saxophone, 
lunch, whatever she was bringing to school. One day, the teacher said that 
a couple of parents didn’t want Anna to play with their younger chil-
dren. She gave no reason, just didn’t think it was a good idea. Anna didn’t 
understand, and frankly, I didn’t either. In middle school her best friend’s 
mother refused to allow her daughter to hang out with Anna anymore. 
I must admit, there was a secretiveness about Anna. Often I thought she 
was hiding something from me. The way she closed her computer when I 
entered the room or hid things behind her back, or kept her door closed. 
In high school, I thought she was experiencing acute adolescence. I loved 
Anna with my whole heart, even though there seemed to be an invisible 
wall between us. I often felt that she thought I wasn’t authentic enough or 
dependable enough with my love and attention for her. 

In middle school and high school, Anna had many maladies. We wor-
ried she was a hypochondriac, but her illnesses turned out to be real. One, 
in particular, was malrotation of her intestine. She had stomach pain for 
months — many trips to the emergency room with no resolution. Then an 
emergency room doctor we’d seen before did a CT scan, which showed 
the malrotation, and immediately sent her by ambulance to Children’s 
Hospital in Boston. Anna had surgery a few days later and missed the first 
few weeks of high school. 

Anna challenged everything, even those things she liked, and was 
always on the lookout for signs of abandonment.  She needed constant 
validation that we loved her. As Anna grew, she continued to respond 
like a young child: in smiles, laughs, cries, yells, and screams. When we 
suggested that she use words, Anna acted like she didn’t know what we 
meant. A therapist, whom neither of us liked, told me a story I will never 
forget. “When you look at columns holding up a building, you can’t see 
the very top, but assume the columns go all the way up.” He explained 
that for adopted children, there’s a space missing, which leaves them inse-
cure, as if their world is about to collapse.  

In high school, Anna hung out with kids who didn’t have the opportu-
nities she had. She got into trouble with the police, submitted unsubstanti-
ated abuse complaints about us to the local social services office, and lost 
her patience when things didn’t go her way. She would react by scream-
ing, throwing things, cutting up pictures of herself. Words were fast and 
furious to blame others for her hurt. It wasn’t possible to reason with her 
during those years. It was heartbreaking and confusing for all of us.

The first time Anna said “I’m not going” on a trip, she was a junior 
in high school. We had traveled a fair amount by then, to Florida to visit 
my mom, Switzerland to hike in the Alps, and many weekends in New 
Hampshire. Now that I remember, she pushed back on the weekend trips 
after a while. Our goal was to get Anna out of town and away from her 
friends. I planned a trip for us to Hawaii during school spring break. She 
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gave me coy responses about how she didn’t want to go, but I couldn’t 
imagine anyone turning down a trip to Hawaii. Finally Anna said “I’m not 
going” and she meant it. She stayed with my sister during the school vaca-
tion. 

Anna’s life as a teenager was spiraling out of control and we felt im-
potent. Between all the therapists, DSS, and her high school principal, we 
received little advice about how to help her and no official diagnosis. I’d 
been on a regional board for DSS. At one of our meetings, a behavioral 
health provider gave a presentation titled “Every Child under DSS’ Care 
has Experienced Trauma.” Anna had been traumatized for most of her life. 

A family friend suggested a school in Maine that specialized in teens 
with emotional and behavioral challenges. When I shared Anna’s story 
over the phone, the very sympathetic counselor said that Anna wouldn’t 
be a good fit for their school. “Anna needs an immediate intervention,” she 
said. “Yes,” I said.  “I agree. What does that look like and where can I find 
it?” At the counselor’s suggestion, we worked with an educational firm 
that develops therapeutic interventions for young adults. Without ever 
meeting Anna, the firm’s counselor recommended a wilderness therapy 
treatment program in Utah, because a therapist there specialized in ado-
lescent adopted girls. It sounded extreme to send Anna off to Utah for an 
unspecified amount of time. Besides, we knew she wouldn’t go willingly. 

We told her about the opportunity. She knew she had pushed us too far 
and threw us a bone. “Maybe I’ll go in the summer.” A few days later, we 
stood before a judge with Anna while she told him what bad parents we 
were, how she couldn’t live with us any longer. He suggested there were 
worse options than having supporting parents. She continued to argue 
and he sent us on our way. We spoke with her again about going to Utah, 
and she was more straightforward this time. “I’m not going.” I’d learned 
from the Hawaii trip that when Anna said “I’m not going,” that was the 
end of the discussion. 

It was then that we knew immediate intervention meant IMMEDIATE. 
The educational firm arranged for a male and female guardian to escort 
Anna to Utah in the middle of the night; there was a fair amount of con-
cern that Anna would try to escape. I told them that she was a realist, and 
for all her antics, she was not a risk-taker. So, Anna’s father and I, plus the 
guardians, woke her in the middle of the night. I told her she was going 
to Utah to get help. She punched me in the stomach and the guardians 
took it from there. We sat in an all-night Denny’s while strangers took our 
17-year-old daughter away. After they safely boarded a plane in Boston, 
we received a call, and another when she was safely at the Utah therapy 
treatment program. 

For the next few months, we did not see or speak to Anna. We were 
allowed to exchange letters. The director instructed us to write about 
family happenings and light subjects, but never respond to comments 
about the program or pleas to come home. In one letter, Anna explained 
that all she did was march every day from one side of the vast property 
to the other. They slept outside and drank water from cow troughs using 
a water purifying system they carried. I asked the director why the stu-
dents march back and forth instead of climbing the beautiful mountains. 
He laughed, “Climbing mountains is fun. We’re building tools for life.” 
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At this program, we received Anna’s first diagnosis. We learned that Anna 
had stopped developing emotionally at the pre-verbal stage. The program 
doctor explained that Anna didn’t develop responses to uncomfortable 
situations using words. She was stuck using toddler responses: temper 
tantrums, screaming, throwing things. This one piece of critical informa-
tion answered many questions about Anna’s struggles. The average length 
of stay in the program was 30 days. Anna was there for 120. It took that 
long to dig through her armor.

We all wanted Anna to come home after Utah, but the therapists felt 
she needed time in a structured setting to practice what she had learned 
from the wilderness program. Anna thought it would be a boarding 
school. Technically, that was true. She spent the next seven months in an 
educational and social learning environment for adolescents in Davis, 
Texas. It was in the middle of the high desert near the Mexican border. The 
dorms were small one-story buildings on a grass and dirt lot with shared 
bedrooms and one bathroom. A therapist named Billy Johnson was the 
Group Leader for Anna’s dorm. He understood her intelligence. When 
Anna blamed others for her hurt, he went head to head with her on her at-
titude and treatment of others. Billy saved Anna. We will always be grate-
ful for him. 

Anna made a courageous decision on her 18th birthday to stay in Da-
vis and continue with her studies and personal work. We visited to help 
her complete her college applications. Even though her grades did not 
support the nursing program she was interested in, the essay she wrote 
was a masterpiece that qualified her for admission to the Psychology de-
partment at Salem State College. She had always been a beautiful writer. 

Shortly after arriving home, Anna got her driver’s license and a job 
to help pay for school. College and dorm life were a struggle for Anna 
so soon after she returned from Davis. After three semesters, she moved 
home. Our relationship was okay as long as I didn’t talk about the TV or 
her homework. An English Literature course brought us together. The 
requirement was to write a weekly critique of a book or essay. I read most 
of the books and enjoyed discussing them with her. She invested in herself 
and earned an A in the course. 

When Anna was 20 years old, she first spoke to her biological mother, 
which felt exciting and comforting to her. More of her life’s pieces were 
coming together. Unfortunately, the relationship was volatile. Anna rec-
ognized the personality early on. She told me she had been running away 
from that personality her whole life. Anna had learned how to manage 
that biting, sarcastic behavior in herself and didn’t want it in her life again. 
They never met, just talked on the phone, eventually nothing. The rest of 
her biological family was struggling with other issues and Anna quietly 
drifted away. 

While Anna was in college, her older sister Meg graduated from law 
school. Being part of our family was a high bar. We planned a trip on a 
barge in southern France to celebrate. As the trip grew closer, Anna said, 
“I’m not going.” Maybe she just doesn’t like to travel, I thought. Anna stayed 
with her father while the rest of us went to France. 

Anna persevered and graduated from college in 2015 with a degree 
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in Psychology and significant work experience to support her future. 
About six months before graduation, Anna and I were having dinner 
with friends, and she blurted out, “I’m going to Greece when I graduate 
from Salem State.” I was surprised and delighted. Anna had written a 
play about Greek gods and goddesses in fifth grade. We started planning. 
Anna’s attitude was positive and void of the usual sarcasm. She wanted to 
go for two weeks, which seemed long to me. I’d never been to Greece, and 
traveling alone together was new to us. I felt excited and apprehensive. 

^

After my “stranger” remark at the Athens airport, Anna caught up and 
didn’t say a word. Our conversations proceeded awkwardly but civilly. By 
the second day, I started to relax with hope for a pleasant vacation. 

The roof of our Athens hotel looked over at the Acropolis. After a short 
rest, we went to the Acropolis on our first afternoon. The buildings, espe-
cially the Parthenon, reached for the sky. Pericles built the Parthenon in 
447 BC as a temple for Athena, the goddess of wisdom, arts and literature, 
and war. Anna loved being at the Acropolis, and the next day we took a 
tour to learn everything we could about it. As she admired the multitude 
of pillars, I couldn’t help thinking about the therapist’s story of the col-
umns holding up the buildings. 

After a few of days of sightseeing in Athens, we boarded a ferry to the 
Greek island of Mykonos. Our small hotel was ten kilometers away from 
downtown on a hill overlooking the Aegean Sea. We walked down the 
path to the edge of the water, mesmerized by its color and warmth. Anna 
doesn’t usually go in the ocean. On Mykonos she loved the water so much 
that she spent an entire afternoon floating in the sea.  

Buildings on the islands are white, many with blue domes identical to 
the travel brochures.  From our hotel room, we could enjoy the sea and 
plan our days. Breakfast and dinner were served on the patio next to the 
pool. Our room’s furniture was made of smooth white cement; the beds 
curved into the side tables and the dressers - a perfect place to dream. 

We took a day trip from Mykonos to the island of Delos, which 
brought us to the center of the ancient Greek world. In the third century 
BC it was a tax-free international port. The remains of the bank on Main 
Street, the center of the marketplace, had a window with vertical bars. 
The merchant shops in the trading center sold fish, marble, fabric, pottery, 
jewelry, clothes, food — most products and services essential to the sur-
rounding 6,000 Greek islands. Beyond the ancient downtown, we entered 
an amphitheater with a capacity of 5,500 people, where attendees would 
stay all day to see multiple tragedies and dramas.  The best actor won a 
goat! I loved watching Anna relax in the theatre. She looked peaceful and 
contemplative. 

The god Apollo and his twin sister Artemis were born on Delos. Their 
births made the island a sacred place, so no human could be born or 
die there. Today, archeologists are in residence on Delos to preserve the 
ancient artifacts. Anna was mesmerized by the ruins and wanted to see 
everything. The story of Apollo inspired us to look into a trip to Delphi, 
where he built his temple in the sky. 
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When we returned to Athens, I began our plans for Delphi, then 
stopped. It was 2 1/2 hours one way by bus, and I assumed Anna wouldn’t 
want to go. However, she jumped at the chance to see Apollo’s Temple. 
Gray and green mountains reached for the sun as our bus traveled to the 
center of the world, known as Delphi on Mt. Parnassos. Anna took the 
lead as we climbed and climbed along the “Sacred Way” to see Apollo’s 
temple, where people sought advice from the Gods. I fell behind as Anna 
sped up to the theater of musicians and actors. Her blonde hair shined 
in the sun as she sat in the amphitheater. The mountain-top stadium was 
peaceful. Not as many people traveled up to where the ancients played 
the Pythian Games. We walked the vacant fields together. The games were 
organized in honor of Apollo and included foot and chariot races, wrest-
ing and the javelin throw. All games except the chariot races were per-
formed in the nude. 

A friend bought us a cooking lesson for our last night in Athens. I was 
surprised when Anna agreed to join me. The class was conducted in a 
huge back room of a restaurant. Twelve potential Greek cooks gathered 
around a large rectangular table with the instructor next to me. She must 
have known my cooking skills were lacking. Anna became the star of the 
class and the instructor asked her to demonstrate some of the techniques. 
When I had difficulty with my cooking assignment, Anna offered, “Here, 
Mom, let me help you.” The group prepared mini cheese and spinach pies 
(spanakotiropita), tzatziki dip, rooster with Greek noodles, dolmadakia 
with vine leaves, zucchini balls, and Greek salad (horiatiki). We handed 
off our delicacies to a cook in the kitchen and joined the diners at the 
outside tables. I was thrilled to watch Anna smile and talk easily with the 
other adults as we enjoyed our final evening in Greece. 

Anna was at her best among the ancients. She lost her own past and 
searched the sacred mountains of Delphi for her future. The message of 
the Oracle is to “know and believe in yourself.” Throughout her life, that’s 
all I ever hoped for Anna. 


