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 Session
1

 


Rana sipped the last of her chai before
logging into her computer to check her appointment schedule. Her
5:00 p.m. patient was new, Cristina Devine. Rana read her birthdate
to calculate her age, a 20-year-old-female identified patient from
Livonia Michigan. In her electronic medical record was a note
indicating she had been referred by her physician, Dr. Royce to
address “sleep difficulties.” Rana massaged her neck while
shrugging her shoulders, trying to pop the muscles in hopes of
alleviating tension. A small box in the upper left hand corner of
her screen appeared, signaling Cristina was in the waiting room,
five minutes early.

When Rana entered the waiting room, Cristina
sat in a chair closest to the exit. Her complexion was dark brown,
her hair was a clash of black curls with light brown highlights.
Light pink lipstick painted her full lips. Her black jeans extended
just above her green socks and red sneakers. Her backpack sat on
the floor by her feet. Around her neck was a gold neckless with a
cross attached to it.

Rana welcomed Cristina and led her to the
large, 250 square-foot session room. In the center were two large,
black leather chairs positioned six feet apart. Rana’s chair sat in
front of her desk. Next to the chair for her patients was a small,
glass coffee table with a box of tissues. There was an overcast
that Thursday afternoon. Even without the natural sunlight, Rana
preferred to keep her fluorescent ceiling lights off, relying
instead on the soft glow from the column lamps she’d set in the
corner. The walnut colored carpeting gave an added calming presence
to her therapeutic space.

Rana shifted forward in her seat. Her tan
cardigan rested on the back of the sofa. She pushed her long black
hair over her ears as she observed Cristina sitting across from
her. Her feet barely touched the ground from a seated position. She
set her brown jacket behind her, revealing a white knit
sweater.

“It’s nice to meet you Cristina, I’m
Dr. Halaweh.”

“Nice to meet you.” Cristina turned to
the door behind her, “I’m glad I got here early, I almost walked
into the dentist office across the hall.”

Rana chuckled, “That happens a lot, between
the dentist and the chiropractor all of our patients get lost when
they step out of the elevator.” She watched Cristina sink back into
the chair and got to business, “I have knowledge of one of your
primary concerns, but my intent today is to get to know you more,
your background, and how you think I can be of help to you.”

Cristina smiled, her arms were crossed,
hands holding onto the opposite elbow, “Okay.”

“I understand that you were referred
by Dr. Royce for sleep difficulties and I wanted to hear from your
own perspective what the difficulty has been.”

Cristina looked behind Rana, examining the
books on her shelf. Rana watched her legs bounce up and down. “Um,
before we start can I ask a question?”

“Of course.”

“This is all private
right?”

Rana nodded, “What is said in here stays in
here. The only exceptions are if I have reason to believe you might
be at risk of harm to yourself or someone else, then I might need
to reach out for additional help to ensure everyone is safe. If I
believe a child or an elder is being harmed I’m mandated by
Michigan laws to make a report. The only other situation that might
come up is if a court petitions me to release records, but that is
very rare.”

Rana stopped to let Cristina respond. Her
mouth opened and closed before she blurted the question, “What
about parents?”

“You’re 20 years old. Correct?” Rana
saw Cristina nod, “As an adult your record is yours and yours
alone. That means I do not release any information unless you give
me permission. If, for instance, your parents called to ask about
you, I couldn’t verify that you were a patient of mine. Does that
answer your question?”

“It does.” Cristina unfolded her
arms.

“May I ask if there’s a particular
concern regarding confidentiality from your parents?”

Cristina avoided eye contact, “They don’t
believe in mental health.”

“And you do?”

Cristina’s left knee bounced faster, “Mhmm.
I’m positive it’s a mental issue, I just didn’t feel comfortable
telling our doctor.”

“Is Dr. Royce a family
physician?”

Cristina nodded, “He’s seen me since I was a
kid. The only reason I saw him first was because I wanted a list of
therapists who were cheap. I don’t want to use my parents’
insurance.”

Rana leaned forward, her hands lay on top of
her knees. “I see, we can talk about payments later. For now, I’d
like to know more about the trouble you’ve had with sleep. It
sounds like it’s something very personal.”

Cristina laughed. Rana watched her patients’
fingers interlace before squeezing together. “Uh yeah.” She began,
“I told Dr. Royce I’ve had problems sleeping and that it’s because
of stress with school.”

“Where do you study?”

“I’m a sophomore at Eastern Michigan
University. Yeah, I’m stressed with classes, but that’s not why I’m
having sleep problems.”

“What do you think is the
issue?”

“I’ve been having nightmares.” Rana
noticed Cristina’s legs squeezing together.

Rana remained silent, her head tilted as she
waited for Cristina to continue. Instead of speaking, Cristina
covered her face, “Sorry…this is just…I don’t know how to
talk.”

Rana slid to the edge of her chair, “You
don’t have to apologize. Is this your first time talking to a
therapist?” Cristina nodded, “I understand how it might be
uncomfortable. Essentially, it’s like talking to a stranger about
private matters. So, we can talk about something else since I have
other things I’d like to know about you.”

“Like what?”

“I understand that what concerns you
is very private, so much so that you seem to be willing to pay out
of pocket. It would be helpful for me to know more about your
desire for privacy and the risk it seems you’re taking by talking
to a therapist.”

“Dr. Royce is nice, but I didn’t feel
comfortable talking about my issues with a man and there’s no way
I’d talk about this with my parents.”

Rana nodded, “It feels safer talking with a
woman?”

“A woman of color.” Cristina smiled,
“You were like, the only one closest to Livonia.”

Rana laughed and rolled her eyes, “Ahh
Livonia.” Her tone did not change, but the comment drew a laugh out
of Cristina. “Tell me why that’s important for you.”

Cristina allowed herself to slump back in
the chair, releasing her hands from being clasped together, “Well,
you probably know it’s predominately White and super conservative.
It wasn’t fun growing up there.”

“What was it like for you?”

Cristina frowned, “Lonely. My parents made
me go to Catholic School and the teachers were all White ladies. By
the time I was in middle school, other kids began making racist
comments about ‘going back to my own country’ and that ‘my people
were taking their jobs.’”

Rana closed her eyes, feeling her chest get
tight before letting out an exhale. “I’m sorry, that had to have
been awful.”

“It’s okay.” Cristina shrugged, “The
teacher’s just ignored it and my parents just told me to suck it
up.”

“If I may ask, what is your racial or
ethnic background?”

“My mom was born in Mexico. Her family
moved to Michigan when she was young. She married my dad, who is
White and she kind of took on a lot of his beliefs.”

“Which are?”

“Work hard to be successful and if you
aren’t, it means you didn’t work hard enough. They’re both
religious so I was expected to dress a certain way, go by their
curfew, and not talk to boys.”

“All while having to take racist abuse
from other students.” Rana winced while watching Cristina forcing a
smile. “That had to have felt painful and isolating. I didn’t grow
up in Livonia, but I have been there before. It’s one of the few
places we I have felt afraid for my safety.”
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