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ANNOTATION

This diploma thesis focuses on the theme of dysfunctional families in contemporary young adult
literature. With the aid of scholarly literature, the basic concepts of young adult literature, along
with themes, presenting the portrayal of the complex subject of family in young adult literature,
and features that can contribute to family being seen as dysfunctional, in conjunction with
trauma studies in literature, are described in the first half of the paper. On the basis of this
theoretical framework, the other half of this paper analyses two selected young adult novels;
Holding Up the Universe written by Jennifer Niven, and Far from the Tree written by Robin
Benway. The analysis focuses on the portrayal of the families in the selected novels, along with
their presentation of characteristics, style of writing, settings, narrator, as well as depiction of

the dysfunction of families and trauma portrayed in the novels.

KEY WORDS
Young adult literature, family, trauma, dysfunctional family, young adult novel, coming-of-age
novel, writing trauma, Jennifer Niven, Holding Up the Universe, Robin Benway, Far from the

Tree

ANOTACE

Tato diplomové prace se zamétuje na téma nefunk¢nosti rodin v soucasné literatufe pro mladez.
S pomoci odborné literatury jsou v prvni ¢asti popsany zakladni koncepty literatury pro mladez
spolu s nékterymi tématy, piedstaveni rodiny, jakozto komplexniho pfedmétu v literatuie pro
mladez, a také faktory, které mohou piispét k tomu, aby byla rodina vnimana jako nefunkéni,
ve spojeni se studiemi traumatu Vv literatute. Na zakladé tohoto teoretického ramce je v druhé
¢asti provedena analyza dvou vybranych romand pro mladez, Tiha Vesmiru (Holding Up the
Universe), ktery napsala Jennifer Niven a Far from the Tree od Robin Benway. Analyza se
zamétuje na vyobrazeni rodin ve vybranych romanech spolu s pfedstavenim charakteristik,
stylu psani, prostiedi, vypravéce a také vyobrazenim nefunk¢nosti rodin a traumat ve vybranych

romanech.

KLICOVA SLOVA
Young adult literatura, literatura pro déti a mladez, rodina, trauma, nefunkcni rodina, coming-
of-age romany, literatura traumatu, Jennifer Niven, Tiha Vesmiru (Holding Up the Universe),

Robin Benway, Far from the Tree
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INTRODUCTION

One of the well-known quotes by Dave Willis says that family is not defined only by last names
or by blood; it is defined by commitment and by love. It means showing up when they need it
most. It means having each other’s backs. It means choosing to love each other, even on those
days when you struggle to like each other. It means never giving up on each other. | feel that
the past few months showed all of us, in its own breath-taking way, what it means to have
family, and how vital it is to all of us. Family and health were the two most important things
that mattered the most and still do.

It was a year ago, just before the pandemic started, | found myself in our regional library,
looking for some books that | could borrow and read in my free time. It may not be right to say,
however | must confess that | frequently do choose a book according to its cover. Thus, when
I found myself at one moment holding the books Holding Up the Universe written by Jennifer
Niven and Far from the Tree written by Robin Benway in my hands, they both immediately
awoke my curiosity. It was clear in my mind that these were definitely the books | wanted to
borrow and read. Yet, little did | realise at that time how these two novels are connected to one
of the major themes of the recent months that they both present — family.

It was during the pandemic when many people came to the conclusion, or realisation,
that health and family are the two most valuable aspects of our lives. We have had multiple
chances to deepen our relationships and spend endless time together in the last few months.
Yet, | believe it was no coincidence that | found myself holding these two novels in my hands
in February last year. A few weeks later, | was convinced that these were the two novels I
wanted to analyse and focus on in my diploma thesis.

Therefore, this diploma thesis focuses on the theme of dysfunctional families, as the
theme of family may be perceived as an eligible and common component among young adult
literature, either presented in a positive or negative way. When one uses the word ‘family’, it
should be obvious to everyone what the person is referring to, yet everyone’s imaginations and
definitions can differ. However, at its very core it remains the same. Nevertheless, when one
makes a reference to a dysfunctional family, the thoughts, opinions, definitions, and labels
could differ. Commonly, many of us tend to think of a dysfunctional family as a family where
either one of the parents, or both, are missing due to unforeseen circumstances, or divorce. Yet
there are many other factors that could contribute to family dysfunction, which are later going

to be presented.



Therefore, the aim of this thesis is to analyse the two selected young adult novels with
the objective to find out how the families in the selected novels are portrayed, and whether they
could be perceived as dysfunctional or not. As a result of this, the thesis has four main
components: the genre of young adult literature, the theme of family, the theme of dysfunctional
families, and trauma studies and its analysis in literature. Therefore, my analysis is both genre
and thematic related. As wide as these topics are, more pages and chapters could have been
unquestionably devoted to the analysis, yet the pages are limited, thus I tried to do my best to
choose the most significant features and details and analyse them in depth.

In the first chapter, I outline some of the basic concepts of young adult literature,
along with a comparison of today’s literature with those of previous centuries. Then, the themes
that could be observed in contemporary young adult literature are described too. In the second
chapter, I focus on the presentation of the portrayal of the complex subject of family in young
adult literature, especially its definition, characteristics, priorities, and different viewpoints of
selected scholars. I also comment on the features that can contribute to a family being seen as
dysfunctional, in conjunction with trauma studies in literature, that are both going to be used
for the analysis.

In the third chapter, I briefly comment on the literary context and the reasons
behind the selection of both novels for the analysis. Then, I move on to the analysis of the novel
Holding Up the Universe. | present some of the characteristics, style of writing, settings,
narrator, as well as analysing the families and trauma portrayed in the novel. Then, | present
some of the characteristics, style of writing, settings, narrator, as well as analysing the families
and trauma portrayed in the second selected novel Far from the Tree. Lastly, | conclude and

present the findings and outcomes of the analysis.



1. YOUNG ADULT LITERATURE

Young adult literature, also referred to as ‘teenage novels’ or known as ‘adolescent fiction’,
came into existence in the 20th century in America, in the period between the two World Wars.*
The Oxford Companion to Children’s Literature states that young adult novels were written
primarily for older children who grew out of juvenile books, yet were not mature enough to
proceed onto more demanding adult novels.>

Generally said, such novels are mainly written for adolescents or teenagers who are aged
between twelve to eighteen years old, or as Alleen Nilsen and Kenneth Donelson mention in
their textbook on Y A literature, they are read by “those who think they’re too old to be children
but who others think are too young to be adults.”® This is due to the fact that such works reflect
changes that these adolescents are going through at this period of their life.

Amy Pattee in her analysis of When Jack Comes Home mentions that the conception of
adolescence is associated with both identity development and the ability to perform complex
cognitive tasks. Thus, adolescents can experience and think about complex issues they have
never experienced before.*

McCulloch, an author of Children’s Literature in Context, comments that the tension
between the worlds of adults and children is more than obvious. Furthermore, she labels the
world of adults as a world of conservatism and the children’s world as a world of danger,
corruption, and modernity. She finds the primary function of young adult novels to be
attempting to guide children to “find ways to negotiate with modern society and its rapid
changes.”®

Interestingly, Richard W. Beach, an author of books on teaching of English language
arts and literacy research, and James D. Marshall, professor of language and literacy education,
claim in their book Teaching Literature in the Secondary School that the reason for reading
novels like this, is so adolescents can easily understand what other teenagers are going through
and can be more aware of the similar experiences, intellectual, social, emotional changes even

if their own experience might be different. Therefore, not only can such novels help them to

! Carpenter Humphrey and Mari Prichard, The Oxford Companion to Children’s Literature (Oxford: Oxford
University Press 1984), 518.

2 Carpenter and Prichard, The Oxford Companion, 518.

3 Alleen Pace Nilsen and Kenneth L. Donelson, Literature for Today's Young Adults (Boston: Pearson, 2008), 1.
4 Amy S. Pattee, “Disturbing the Peace: The Function of Young Adult Literature and the Case of Catherine
Atkins' When Jeff Comes Home,” Children's Literature in Education 35, no. 3 (January 2004): 243.

% Fiona McCulloch, Children’s Literature in Context (London: Continuum, 2011), 41.
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boost their confidence but they can also help them to feel more secure in times full of insecurity
and stress or disagreements with other people, such as family members, classmates or friends
during this transformational stage.®

Pattee notes that “adolescence is recognized in terms of physical maturation as well as
in terms of pragmatic and cultural activity and symbolic idealism, young adult literature acts as
a partial informant of these processes.”’ Furthermore, she adds that it functions as a source that
shapes adolescents into socialised young people as they guide them through this process and
help them to become a determined and matured person. “Writing for children is usually
purposeful, its intention being to foster in the child reader a positive perception of some socio-
cultural values which, it is assumed, are shared by author and audience.”®

Adolescence may be for many young people a truly challenging time. Thus, such novels
can serve two functions. Firstly, they may serve as a source of pleasure for adolescents, as a
way they can escape the difficulties of real life. And secondly, they may provide them with
similar situations and problems like the ones of their own or that could possibly happen in the
future. Hence, the readers can be encouraged not only to look at these situations from different
perspectives but also to formulate their attitudes and opinions towards these difficulties. Ideally,

such examples might help them not to repeat the mistakes.

1.1.History of young adult literature

As mentioned earlier, young adult literature came into existence in the 20" century in America,
in the period between the two World Wars. Many scholars, including Russell,® Carpenter and
Prichard,*° or Watson!! note that the genre as such, and young adult novels were significantly
influenced by J.D. Salinger’s novel Catcher in the Rye. Russell notes that this novel was not
written with the intention to be read by children but rather by adolescents, as it “signalled the
trend toward greater realism, harsher language, and a willingness to face ahead-on the problems

of growing up.”*?

6 Richard W. Beach and James D. Marshall, Teaching Literature in the Secondary School (Florida: Harcourt
Brace Jovanovich, 1990), 331.

7 Pattee, “Disturbing the Peace,” 244.

8 Pattee, “Disturbing the Peace,” 245.

% David L. Russell, Literature for Children: a short introduction (Boston: Pearson Education, 2015), 14.

10 Carpenter and Prichard, The Oxford Companion, 518.

11 Victor Watson, The Cambridge Guide to Children’s Books in English (New York, Cambridge University
Press, 2001), 775.
12 Russell, Literature for Children, 14.
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However, one must keep in mind that it is not clear which novel could be labelled as the
first one, or which writer could be considered as the first one, because theoreticians differ in
their opinions. Michael Cart, an author and expert in children’s and young adult literature,
argues “YA literature—the genre formerly known as ‘realistic fiction for teens’—didn’t appear
until 1967 with the publication of S.E. Hinton’s The Outsider and Robert Lipsyte’s The
Contender. However, a case could be made that the first young adult novel was actually
Maureen Daly’s Seventeenth Summer, published in 1942, about the same time that America
began recognizing the teenage years as a separate part of the life cycle.”*® Roman Trugnik, an
associate professor who focuses his research on American gay literature after 1945, southern
literature, and literature of the fantastic; is aware of this fact as he adds: “the border has been
uncertain historically as well: for example, J.D. Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye (1951) was
published as an adult title, yet it was adopted by many young people, and some critics believe
that nowadays the novel would be most likely published as a young-adult rather than adult
title.”** Contrary to this opinion, Watson argues that one of the very first American novels of
this genre was Beverly Clearly’s Fifteen, written in 1956, which is still in print in Britain.*®
Nilsen and Donelson claim Louisa May Alcott and Horatio Alger, Jr. to be the first writers of
young adult novels.

In previous centuries, society always distinguished between adults and children.
However, this was changed, and youth culture emerged. In 1936, a new column titled “Boy
dates Girl” was introduced in Scholastic. This column was written by Gay Head (pseudonym
for Margaret L. Hauser) and was focused more on manners rather than on advice to young
people. Some of the topics Hauser addressed “were how to make proper introductions, which
fork to use at a dinner party, and whether to wait for a boy to open a car door.” Interestingly,
“although boys took pride of place in the column’s title, its intended readers were clearly
girls,”*8 and thus, in the beginning of the culture, boys were the centre of attention.

Less than a decade later, psychologists and serious thinkers began to pay attention to

this topic as well. Robert James Havighurst’s Developmental Tasks and Education and Erik

13 Michael Cart, “From Insider to Outsider: The Evolution of Young Adult Literature,” Voices from the Middle
9, no. 2 (December 2001): 96.

14 Roman Trudnik, “How to Use a Bookworm: Michael Cart’s My Father’s Scar as a Crossover novel,” in
Theories in Practice: Proceedings of the First International Conference on English and American Sudies, ed.
Roman Tru$nik and Katarina Neméokova, (Zlin: Tomas Bata University, 2009), 178.

15 Watson, The Cambridge Guide, 775.

16 Michael Cart, Young Adult Literature: From Romance to Realism (the United States of America, 2011), 17.
17 Cart, Young Adult Literature, 15.

18 Cart, Young Adult Literature, 15.
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Erikson’s Childhood and Society, both written in 1950, came with definitions of specific stages
of human development. “For both, two of the stages were ‘adolescence’ and ‘young adulthood,’
which they identified as thirteen to eighteen and nineteen to thirty (Havighurst) and twelve to
eighteen and nineteen to forty (Erikson).”*® All these factors led to the fact that later, such works
would have a significant impact on educators, writers, publishers, and therapists. Nonetheless,
it was a long and gradual process.

As the 1950s were approaching, more attention was paid towards teenagers, as
Thompson notes. This was simply caused by the rise of compulsory education and the postwar
economic boom. Many young people spent a lot of their time in school, surrounded by their
peers, where they could develop their own environment, social rules, and customs. During that
time, these young people were not usually earning money, therefore they had to ask their parents
in times of need.?°

The fifties were times of great economic expansion — full employment for the working-
class and rising wages. Consequently, parents had fewer children and were spending more
money on their children’s entertainment.?! Besides, the forties and fifties were also decades that
were devoted to genre fiction — science fiction, cars, romance, sport, adventure, and careers, as
Cart mentions.?? “The appearance of hard-edged realism in the late ‘60s opened the door to
writers who began exploring issues of relevance to the real lives of teen readers with art and
insight—writers like Robert Cormier, M.E. Kerr, Richard Peck, and Walter Dean Myers [...] to
bane only a few of the extraordinary cadre of talents.”? Watson notices that marketing was
significantly influenced by the role of teenagers, especially in the literary sphere during the
1970s and 80s.

Many publishers set up separate teenage imprints with covers and blurbs
designed to attract the young adult market, often drawing attention to the book’s
‘adult’ content. The clear signals that these books were not suitable for younger
children were designed both to appeal to the teenage audience and to warn
parents against buying such books for their younger children.?*

However, as he continues, many critics and writers were becoming aware of this critique

and were becoming tolerant of this new genre. The more these novels were featuring taboos,

1% Cart, Young Adult Literature, 16.

20 Derek Thompson, “A Brief History of Teenagers,” The Saturday Evening Post, February 13, 2018.
https://www.saturdayeveningpost.com/2018/02/brief-history-teenagers/

21 Thompson, “A Brief History.”

22 Cart, “From Insider to Outsider,” 96.

23 Cart, “From Insider to Outsider,” 96.

24 Watson, The Cambridge Guide, 776.
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sex, and pregnancy, the more they were lifted. According to Cart, the seventies could be seen
as the decade of the problem novel — “didactic works of social realism that sacrificed art on the
altar of individual ‘problems of the weak’ (alcoholism, drug abuse, divorce, poverty, etc. ad
nauseam). Perhaps in reaction to this the ‘80s returned to genre, principally romance but also—
at the end of the decade—horror.”?

In the early 1990s, the new generation of teenagers became interested in horrors. This
new interest was not only reflected in books but in movies as well, as Cart mentions. Because
of this new trend, young adult novels were no longer popular like before, simply because they
seemed to be unrealistic and moreover the typical age of the protagonist was decreasing from
sixteen to nearly twelve or fourteen.?

Suddenly, 1994 turned out to be a critical moment for young adult literature, indicating
its rebirth instead of death. The nineties “ushered in the rise of middle school literature, the
dawn of the YA picture book, and then — in the middle of the decade — an expansion of the
audience, which freed authors to tackle more serious subjects and to introduce more complex
characters and considerations of ambiguity.”?’ From then on, this genre underwent a table
period of renaissance that has continued to the present day, as this genre is now foreseen as
literature that “deserves a long-overdue place in literary canon.”?®

With the turn of the millennium, young adult literature has been gaining in popularity,
attracting a wider audience. Today’s young adult novels are read, not only by adolescents for
which they were intended, but also by children and adults as well. This is no wonder since the
genre as such has changed a little bit in comparison with the previous century. These writings
for younger readers are now more dynamic, open to experiments in structure, style and narration
as trends come and go.?®

As Holly Koelling mentions in the Best Books for Young Adults (BBY A), when it comes
to young adult literature, general fiction is a broad category that constitutes more than 83% out
of all the titles that BBY A accounts for. This category includes classical genres such as fantasy,
science fiction, historical fiction, dark fantasy, humorous fiction, mystery, or titles written in a

unique format, for example, stories in verse or graphic novels (stories accompanied by

25 Cart, “From Insider to Outsider,” 96.
26 Cart, Young Adult Literature, 64-67.
27 Cart, “From Insider to Outsider,” 96.
28 Cart, Young Adult Literature, 75.
29 Cart, Young Adult Literature, 90.
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illustrations).®® Fiction covers “traditionally narrated novels and short story collections, [...]
stories told in verse or in the form of diaries or letters, stories written in scripts, stories composed
using more than one literary form, and stories told through dual/multiple perspectives.”3
Covering many topics, from coming of age to family, personal issues, high school or friends,
written in the first-person narrative, followed by the third-person narrative or written from
multiple perspectives.®?

Cart®, Watson®* and Koelling® agree on the fact that fiction written in the form of
diaries, journals and epistolary fiction is a recent trend in teenage fiction, simply owing to the
fact that teenage stories written in this style carry more intimacy. Thus, younger readers find it
easier to relate and understand a protagonist’s problems “allowing teen readers to feel they are
inside the minds and hearts of these book’s characters.”*® Moreover, this point of a view allows
a protagonist to express himself fully and openly to the readers.

Another major trend in teen literature includes the feminisation of teen literature and the
rise of so-called ‘chick lit’ novels aimed at young and adult female readers. This genre has
enormous crossover potential, though it was initially intended for teen readers, yet the
recognition by adult readers is intriguing as the separation of the genre for adult and young
adult readers could not be more “evident than in the field of romance fiction, where genre
blending have become commonplace.”’

This trend reflects on women’s current “dominance”® in romance genres featuring a
female protagonist and secondary female characters who could be either adolescents or adults,
yet still exceptional, strong, courageous and with whom readers can identify. These characters
usually encounter an obstacle and are given an opportunity to learn and personally grow, even
if they do not manage to overcome the obstacle. Nevertheless, in most of the cases, they do

manage to triumph.®® Furthermore, these novels are recognised by “their sophisticated cover

30 Holly Koelling, Best Books for Young Adults (the United States of America: American Library Association,
2007), 11-12.

31 Koelling, Best Books for Young Adults, 41.

32 Koelling, Best Books for Young Adults, 44.

33 Cart, Young Adult Literature, 105.

34 Watson, The Cambridge Guide, 777.

35 Koelling, Best Books for Young Adults, 42.

36 Koelling, Best Books for Young Adults, 42.

37 Cart, Young Adult Literature, 112.

38 Koelling, Best Books for Young Adults, 33.

39 Koelling, Best Books for Young Adults, 33-35.
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art, usually featuring photographs of drop-dead gorgeous girls (and boys), which is designed to
appeal to a broad age range.”*°

Interestingly, another aspect that changed recently is the length of the books regardless
of the age group of the audience. It is no longer important whether they are intended for teenage
or adult readers. Koelling suggests that this might be the result of the length of J.K Rowling’s
Harry Potter series which demonstrates that the length of the book is not as challenging for
teenage readers as one may argue. The readers do not let themselves be discouraged with the
length if they are interested in it. The reason for longer novels is caused by “mature content
with complex themes and using sophisticated plotting and in-depth characterisation that take
many more pages than the heretofore average teen novel to successfully craft.”*!

Therefore, the most fundamental aspect for the readers, as well as the authors, is the
authenticity of the stories. In order to make the stories as authentic as possible, the authors use
forms such as letters or diaries, which fit the intended goal the best, as well as first-person
narrations. Furthermore, it could be noted that the length of the book is not the most essential

feature according to which the readers choose the book.

1.2.Topics in contemporary young adult literature

Trends and changes in the young adult literature are fascinating to follow not only considering
style and structure but also considering topics and themes. Adolescent literature is not the same
as it used to be a few decades ago. It tends to be more dynamic and realistic, focusing on more
complex issues and multiple plot lines instead of purely presenting one topic, one character or
one plot. As this thesis is going to examine two selected contemporary teen novels, this
subchapter briefly presents and comments on some of the themes that could be observed in
contemporary adolescent literature.

Consulting the primary and secondary sources, authors mostly agree on the selection of
the most popular topics that are explored in the novels. Russell mentions family relationships,
friendship, adventure and survival, social outcasts, death and dying, sexuality, mysteries and
puzzles, and interestingly he adds sports and animals.*? Similarly, Koelling mentions teen

internal life, sexual abuse, physical abuse, physical and psychological challenges, loss, grief,

40 Cart, Young Adult Literature, 111.
41 Koelling, Best Books for Young Adults, 46.
42 Russell, Literature for Children, 230-239.
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self, identity, acceptance, family life and social life.*® She adds that “these books look at both
extremes of contemporary teen life, from light, humour-filled tales of the ordinary daily life of
adolescents to dark and painful stories of challenge and abuse.”** In a similar way, Watson
mentions romance, relationships, family life, isolation, identity and autonomy.*°

Two of the most common themes that are commonly featured in young adult novels are
coming of age and identity, as the characters are moving from childhood to adolescence. A
protagonist could undergo this process either on his own or with the help of others. It is typical
for protagonists at their age to be looking for answers to their questions. They are going through
the processes of understanding the world around them, emotional and physical changes, and the
process of developing their values. Many of such novels are realistic and written in the present
tense as teens find it easier to relate to the stories. However, it is not a necessary aspect, as
Russell claims that a great number of fantasies feature the growing up theme.*® Moreover,
Marie Nikolajeva, a Swedish literary critic and academic, specialising in children's literature,
adds that:

...many contemporary YA authors employ present tense because of the
assumption that young people live here and now, and that their perception of
time and space is underdeveloped, [...] however, the excessive use of present
tense sets a limitation in the temporal possibilities offered by fiction.*’

Another strongly featured theme in teen novels is friendship. Friends have always
played a significant role in everyone’s life, and so they do in the lives of maturing protagonists.
Russell notes that only a small number of teen novels do not involve establishing and
developing friendships.*® As teens are growing up, challenging different situations, they need a
person in their life with whom they can share or undergo such experiences and to whom they
can open up when it comes to crucial and personal issues. Not every protagonist feels
comfortable at his or her age talking their dilemma through with a parent, thus many adolescents
opt for a friend who replaces family members. Not to mention, in many cases friendships

become more important than family relationships as Russell claims.*® Although some
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friendships could be presented that they are destined to last forever, it may not always be true
as they are often challenged during adolescence.

But friendships have their rocky spots, and books dealing with friendships
usually reveal relationships being put to the test and emerging stronger. [...] the
message is that friendships do not just happen, they are forged with considerable
effort and sacrifice — and they come with inestimable rewards. In other words,
friendships are an extension of (and sometimes a replacement for) family
relationships.®!

In contrast, Koelling describes that much of today’s young adult literature relates to
darkness and disturbing issues due to external, complex circumstances and realities that
adolescents are encountered with. Therefore, many present novels that are containing some
features of darkness could be characterised as “problem”® novels.>® Such darkness could be
depicted in a way of trauma, death, problems with parents (divorce, remarriage, single parent),
grief, physical or sexual abuse, anorexia, serious illnesses, drugs and sexuality. Generally said,
these issues very often reflect the society and reality that we live in. Jeffrey Kaplan points out
in his article that some of these issues are “a little far-fetched” and “out-of touch with everyday
reality.”>* Yet, Sandra Bayona and Antonella Percara believe that these issues cannot be simply
ignored, as teenagers do face them. Instead, they both believe that engaging readers with those
topics could be beneficial for them in a way to help them understand that they are not alone
facing such painful situations. They both stress the importance of balancing the emphasis of
disturbing or problematic issues and showing some degree of hope.>

To conclude, today’s young adult literature could be considered diverse. One novel can
either present only a few selected themes or a selection of various themes, such as family life,
various friendships, school life, the quest for identity, sexuality, trauma, loss of a close person,
death, or grief. Such novels and stories, although they might not always be depicted in the
brightest and optimistic way, could help young readers understand the world around them, help
them realise they are not alone and give them hope. In view of the fact that no matter what

happens in their life, every storm in their life is always followed by a rainbow.
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2. PORTRAYAL OF FAMILY IN YOUNG ADULT
LITERATURE

With the world and society changing so rapidly in the past few decades and centuries, many
aspects of our lives have changed as well. Family lives have not been left behind, as they have
been strongly influenced by the era we are living in now, and thus, many significant changes in
family lives and relationships could be observed in the literature as well. These changes can
vary from family to family, as they do in literature — each novel represents its family and its
issues in a different way. To quote Tolstoy, and the opening of his novel Anna Karenina, “All
happy families are all alike; each unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.”*® With this in
mind, it could be noted that novels examining family life could undeniably be a book in itself.>’

Noteworthy, as Koelling states, “The BBYA lists of the past seven years are full of
books that focus on family life from the teen perspective. [...] suffice to say here that two larger
trends seem particularly observable on recent BBY A lists: families in crisis and the definition
of family.”®® This could be seen as a result of the fact that nuclear families are reduced in the
number of members, many children have divorced or single parents, not to mention that more
commonly they are either an only child, or have just one sibling.>® Thus, children and teenagers
could frequently feel lonely and isolated. Family is no longer perceived as a source of help
during harsh times, instead, it serves as a source or origin of troubles and crises. %

As stated by the APA Dictionary of Psychology, a family could be defined as “a kinship
unit consisting of a group of individuals united by blood or by marital, adoptive, or other
intimate ties. Although the family is the fundamental social unit of most human societies, its
form and structure vary widely.”®! Nancy Lee Cecil and Patricia L. Roberts, the authors of the
book Families in Children’s Literature: A Resource Guide, Grades 4-8, raise two important
questions: “What is a family? What values, if any, should every family hold?’®? They note that

historically, family was defined as “a reciprocal sense of commitment, sharing, cooperation,
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and intimacy. This commitment defines the bonds between family members. [...] Such bonds
assumed to be deeper and more lasting than those that exist in other, non-familiar
relationships.”®® Whereas, in comparison to a definition of a family in later years, they stress
that the “nuclear family assumed a place of even greater importance, where cooperation, caring
and morality could continue to flourish.”%*

Moreover, both authors add that the continuation of preserving the above-mentioned
values could be seen as the most crucial factor of the value, and any kind of a departure from
those values could be seen as “threatening” by many people.®® Although today's families may
vary and differ in the size, colour, or sex, it should be kept in mind that families should still
hold onto their values, or at least have some of them in common. Parents should not only take
care of the family as such, to support one another, but they should also be present in order to
nurture and protect their loved ones. These family goals are persistent among people who
“differ in religion, race, wealth, and cultural heritage. Furthermore, such goals for family life
are shared by people whose lifestyle may vary widely, some families may be what has been
commonly referred to as traditional, while others (if only outwardly) appear nontraditional.”

Koelling agrees with the fact that family and its life have changed a lot compared to
previous centuries. Both have become more complex and diverse and as she states, these
changes have been reflected in literature as well. She argues that the definition of family, or
even what exactly constitutes a family, is harder to narrow down than ever before, as it is more
complex and broader, as well as the issues that teens are facing are complicated, challenging,
and deep. Furthermore, by the time children reach their teen years, they are examining the
nature and design of their family, occasionally denying the reality and experience of their own
family to look for other possibilities. On the other hand, at other times some of them are looking
for answers and meaning from within.%’

Koelling notes that books dealing with family life can examine different themes. Some
of the books can address the issue of identity in tandem, others can address the quest for reunion,
or even introduction, or adjustment to parents or other family members. Other themes that could
be addressed are adoption and foster care, and thus teens being a part of foster, adoptive or

nontraditional families. Lastly, another theme is children on their own, who either had to make
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the decision to become a parent or are raising a child and who are therefore already facing adult
challenges despite their young age.%®

Gillian Avery, a British children’s novelist, and a historian of childhood education and
children’s literature, noted down in the International Companion Encyclopedia of Children’s
Literature, in the chapter written by her, The family story, that considering American books of
the last century that aimed to depict a complete family, it is always the mother who holds the
home together. Nevertheless, she admits that such a happy family has always been an exception.
She was of the same opinion that in the past few decades a lot has changed, perhaps children
are no longer provided with a great number of domestic securities and “struggle to survive
against a background of problem parents.”® Furthermore, she elaborates on this thought by
saying that there is an increasing number of authors who write about divided, and many times
alienated families, owing to the fact that households with two parents are becoming so rare.
Yet, she stresses out that it must be kept in mind that there are still some books where the family
circle is unbroken.”

In contrast, Ann Alston, a senior lecturer of English literature at University of the West
of England, and author of The Family in English Children’s Literature, argues that when it
comes to a definition of family or family as such, and its place in literature, there has not been
much change during the past few decades and over the last two centuries. According to her,
family is still the ideal and the vital part of any children’s fiction, though it has been said many
times, especially over the last five decades, that family and its life has experienced a
revolution.™

There is no doubt that “the family as a living reality has altered; divorce rates have
soared; blended families are commonplace; often both parents work outside the home; children
have become more central to family life as is often evident in parental battles for custody; there
has been a decline in religious faith: the list of changes, it seems, is endless.”’2 as Alston says.
Yet, the family in children's literature remains at its heart the same. Although families could be
portrayed differently in the novels, “it is not so much the family as reality that is our subject

here as the family as an ideal and the ideal of family remains surprisingly fixed.”"
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Furthermore, Alston points out that it is not a matter of fact whether a family or parents
are present or absent in a novel, as the characters are in a way dependent on family regardless
of the particular member of the family. It does not matter whether it is a sibling, grandparent,
parent, aunt or uncle and it does not matter whether a particular member can be a good or bad
role model for children. The foremost fact remains, family is inherent, and it remains central to
most children’s literature.’

Besides, “children’s literature rarely asks the fundamental question of what constitutes
family, and what, if anything, is ideal.”” As it was already mentioned before, the world and
society have undergone changes and some of these changes are depicted in the literature as
many texts present topics, such as divorce, social issues, or abuse that are in contrast with the
ideal family. Yet, Alston argues that such topics are addressed owing to the fact that texts must
be relevant to those children who have not experienced the idealised, classic, nuclear family.”
Moreover, she adds:

The fact that the family is ‘fractured’ may drive plots, but it is not used to
question the received ideals of family or to establish different social models in
which children could be socialised and protected. Even where there is no family,
a surrogate family is created. In spite of all the pressures on the nuclear family,
it is culturally still promoted as an ideal and the norm in children’s literature and
in other texts aimed at a juvenile audience. Children’s literature promotes a
specific ideology; it attempts to instil in its readers certain values which dictate
how families should be: loving, respectful, preferably with two parents,
contained in domestic harmony and sharing wholesome home-cooked family
meals. ”’

In addition, Alston argues that despite social, cultural and economic changes over the
last two centuries, the nuclear and ideal family remains fundamental to children’s literature and
is still cherished. The literature tends to present a so-called ‘disciplinary discourse’ which has
a tendency to create subjects who will aspire for the ideal family and replicate it in turn.’®
“Fictional families may have changed, but the all-important, two heterosexual parent ideal is
still in the ideological foundation of twenty-first-century children’s literature. [...] Children’s
literature is where we can see most clearly our nostalgia for the past, but equally, it is crucial in

determining attitudes towards the future.”"®
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To conclude, family is an essential and vital part of any child’s life, and therefore it is
in any children’s book. Despite the fact that families and family life have changed and could be
depicted in such books differently or could focus on different themes than in the past few
decades or centuries, they are still part of the literature regardless of the fact if a family depicted
in a given book is broken or unbroken, typical or alternative. Moreover, such families, or some
of the members, are not depicted as role models anymore. Each family is different, with its
difficulties and situations that they have to go through. All these perceptions and new forms of
families are depicted in books for young adult readers which may help them to realise that
providing for their family is specific or not ideal, they are not alone in this, and there are many

families and teenagers out there who are facing the same situations or even worse ones.

2.1.What makes a family functional or dysfunctional?

A lot has been said in the previous pages about family, what aspects make a family and how it
is depicted in children literature, illustrated by various and also different opinions and
definitions by some of the authors or experts in children’s literature. But what may lead one to
the conclusion to say that a family is either functional or dysfunctional? According to the
features, can one decide whether a portrayed family in a given novel could be labelled as
functional or not?

To quote McGraw-Hill Concise Dictionary of Modern Medicine, a dysfunctional family
could be defined as “a family with multiple 'internal' — eg sibling rivalries, parent-child—
conflicts, domestic violence, mental illness, single parenthood, or 'external’ — eg alcohol or drug
abuse, extramarital affairs, gambling, unemployment — influences that affect the basic needs
of the family unit.”®

On the other hand, psychologists and mental health professionals of the King University
claim that dysfunctional families are a common thing and can be the result of untreated mental
illness, addiction, or co-dependency. They point out that an accidental insult or argument does
not immediately qualify a family as dysfunctional. Yet, “the term “dysfunctional family” might
be used flippantly in popular culture, growing up in a toxic environment can have a lasting

impact as children transition into adulthood.”8!
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They list the following features as common characteristics. Firstly, poor communication
is one of the obstacles, when the individual members are either unable to listen to one another
or they struggle to confront each other directly. Instead, they tend to talk with members about
other members behind their backs. Secondly, alcohol or drug abuse, where family relationships,
family roles, or even rules are established around alcohol or drugs. Thirdly, they claim that
perfectionism can be another obstacle, when one of the parents can be perfectionists, having
high expectations for children or other family members. Fourthly, lack of empathy or even
excessive parental control of children can contribute to a dysfunctional family. And lastly,
excessive criticism or other verbal abuse patterns can be associated with such a family.8?

Kelly Spears, a writer, and mental health advocate mostly dealing with topics such as
anxiety, depression, postpartum depression, eating disorders, and body dysmorphia, argues that
almost everyone seems to claim these days that they are from a dysfunctional family. Yet, she
claims that it must be kept in mind that there are multiple negative aspects and influences which
separate “families with minor dysfunction from those where family dysfunction is a serious
problem.”83

She lists the following characteristics as the most common influences that can contribute
to family dysfunction. Spears agrees with psychologists and mental health professionals of the
King University that addiction (either to drugs, alcohol, gambling or any other), perfectionism,
ineffective communication, excessive control, lack of empathy, and criticism are some of the
common influences. Besides this, she also lists medical problems, mental illness, lack of
privacy, independence, stress, or life circumstances.

Furthermore, she mentions five common roles that could be observed in dysfunctional
families:

1. “Enabler or caretaker” — This person tries to keep the family going regardless of
the presence of any of the influences listed above. They protect the rest of the
family from others.

2. “Scapegoat or troublemaker” — This person tends to break rules either in society
or within the given family unit. “The scapegoat or troublemaker may become
sick or weak, or angry and rebellious. This individual’s wellbeing is often

sacrificed to maintain the family structure.”8®
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3. “Lost child or quiet one” — This person could be mostly seen as calm, avoiding
causing troubles. The lost child tends to spend time on his own, avoiding his
family and its dysfunction. Such children can struggle with social skills.

4. “Mascot” — This person tends to be funny or make fun of things in order to
alleviate tension within the family and lighten the mood. However, such people
usually suffer when things slow down.

5. “The hero” — This person has a desire to be successful in his life and therefore
has a tendency to cover up the dysfunction of his family and make his parents
look “normal.” Yet, such a person can suffer from illnesses related to stress.®

As broad as this topic is, many other authors, experts, opinions, points of views or
theories could have been mentioned in this subchapter. Nevertheless, for the analytical part and
analysis of the given young adult novels, the above-mentioned negative influences and roles
will be used in order to distinguish whether the portrayed families could be perceived as either
functional or dysfunctional.

Furthermore, as Spears mentions, stress could contribute to a family’s dysfunction, yet
it could be closely related to trauma, as Esther Giller, a founder and President of Sidran Institute
providing traumatic stress education and advocacy, points out. Because traumatic events appear
in both selected novels, concepts of trauma and its studies in literature are presented in this
subchapter, as trauma is going to be analysed in the analytical part of this thesis.

Giller claims that there is no clear division between trauma and stress, as different
experts in the field define trauma differently. In her article, she defines psychological trauma
as “the unique individual experience of an event or enduring conditions, in which the
individual’s ability to integrate his/her emotional experience is overwhelmed, or the individual
experiences (subjectively) a threat to life, bodily integrity, or sanity.”8’

In contrast, as stated by the APA Dictionary of Psychology, trauma can either refer to

any  disturbing  experience that results in  significant fear,
helplessness, dissociation, confusion, or other disruptive feelings intense
enough to have a long-lasting negative effect on a person’s attitudes, behavior,
and other aspects of functioning. Traumatic events include those caused by
human behavior (e.g., rape, war, industrial accidents) as well as by nature (e.g.,
earthquakes) and often challenge an individual’s view of the world as a just,
safe, and predictable place.®®

8 Paraphrased from “Dysfunctional Family.”
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Or to “any serious physical injury, such as widespread burns or a blow to the head.”%®

As Beata Piatek stresses in her book on trauma and memory, there are two problems
connected with the word trauma and the way it is used and the way it functions in contemporary
culture.

One is related to its usage in psychiatry, literary studies and memory studies,
and results from ambiguity inherent in the term which denotes both an event so
extreme that it leaves the subject wounded psychologically, and that
psychological wound, which is the condition of the subject. [...] the other
terminological problem is connected to the ubiquity of the word “trauma”, its
everyday usage and in consequence, trivialization of the term. [...] it has seeped
into the everyday language (not only English), and is commonly used to denote
any kind of stressful or unpleasant experience; in the popular press, any
distressing experience from divorce to moving house may be described as
traumatic.*

Giller adds that trauma is defined by each survivor’s experience meaning that when two
people undergo the same experience, their experience may undoubtedly differ. One person may
feel traumatised whereas the second person may feel relatively unscathed. Furthermore, it is
not possible to make generalisations about trauma and its aspects in a way that “X is traumatic
for all who go through it” or “event Y was not traumatic because no one was physically
injured”®! as it would differ in everyone’s case and perception. Not to mention that trauma
comes in different forms.

Although the traumatic experience is over, the memories and person’s reaction to it may
not necessarily be. Effects of trauma may be lasting, and survivors may frequently carry some
of the following criteria that meet the diagnoses of “substance dependence and abuse,
personality disorders (especially borderline personality disorder), depression, anxiety
(including post-traumatic stress disorder), dissociative disorders, and eating disorders.”%

In addition to this, when a child undergoes some kind of a chronic early trauma, while
his own personality is forming, it shapes his later beliefs and perception of the world and
everything around him. It can have a major impact on his life, besides it can lead to disruption
on his basic developmental tasks. “The developmental tasks being learned at the time the trauma

happens can help determine what the impact will be. For example, survivors of childhood
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trauma can have mild to severe deficits in abilities such as: self-soothing, seeing the world as a

safe place, trusting others, organized thinking for decision-making, avoiding exploitation.”%
Any kind of a traumatic disruption in childhood could possibly result in adaptive

behaviour, which might be interpreted as symptoms in the mental health symptoms, for example

disrupted self-soothing can be labeled as agitation, the disrupted ability to see
the world as a safe place looks like paranoia, distrust of others can be interpreted
as paranoia (even when based on experience), disruptions in organized thinking
for decision-making appears as psychosis, avoiding/preempting exploitation is
called self-sabotage.®

Furthermore, Pigtek adds that there is one more aspect that is crucial for trauma theory
and that is the fact that trauma signifies the problem of representation —

since it is such an extreme experience which lies beyond mental representation
of the world of the given subject. Hence the shock and impossibility of
assimilation and, in consequence, impossibility of translating the experience into
a coherent story. Therefore the experience remains stuck in the mind, as it does
not lend itself to normal memory process, it returns to haunt the subject, but it
will neither be forgotten nor recalled at will.

In recent decades, many books that depict various kinds of trauma have been written.
As well as this, trauma theory has been used frequently to analyse such literary texts. The same
could be said for young adult novels, especially coming-of-age novels which represent various
kinds of trauma too. There is no wonder that its depiction is frequent, as literary fiction texts
could be perceived as an exceptionally well-suited medium for the examination of this given
topic.® However, as suggested by Piatek, the usage of the term trauma is often trivialised,
especially in the media. Therefore, in the following discussion and analysis, I limit my usage
of the term trauma to events which are truly traumatic, such as parental abandonment, or loss

of a person, not to events that are just difficult or unbearable.
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3. ANALYSIS OF THE SELECTED NOVELS

3.1.Literary context

Both young adult novels that are going to be examined and analysed further in the following
pages were written in recent years. Therefore, both of them could be said to be contemporary
novels, because of their detailed and realistic portrayal of characters and settings where the
novels take place. More specifically, they could be said to belong to a category known as
‘coming-of-age novels’. As pointed out by Judith L. Gibbons, a professor of psychology,
specialising her research interest in international and cross-cultural studies of adolescent
development; and by Brien K. Ashdown, a professor of psychological science, specialising his
research in cultural psychology, adolescent psychology, religion and psychology,

the theory of emerging adulthood was a necessary addition to the science of
human development. It appears to be growing in importance as more societies
become industrialized and marriage and entry into the workforce are postponed.
The theory allows developmentalists to study the concepts of a unique period
that was previously considered to be covered by other developmental stages.
The theory of emerging adulthood not only allows us the chance to consider the
uniqueness of this age group but also sheds light on other stages of development.
It allows us to differentiate among adolescence, emerging adulthood, and young
adulthood, and to more closely study the constructs and issues that are unique to
those periods.*®

The first novel Holding Up the Universe was written by Jennifer Niven in 2016.
Jennifer Niven is the author of All the Bright Places which is a New York Times and
international bestseller. She has not only written novels for teen readers but for adults as well.
She has written nonfiction books, historical novels, and a memoir about her high school
experience.

Holding Up the Universe was inspired by Niven’s own life as she claims:

Holding Up the Universe comes from my heart, as well as from my own loss
and fear and pain, and from real people who are dear to me. Those people—
along with many others—help hold up my universe. [...] I did not have to be
rescued from my house the way Libby was, but | have struggled with weight
issues and anxiety over the years—particularly when I was Libby’s age—and |
know what it feels like to be bullied. In addition to my own experience, | drew
on the experiences of family and friends, who also understand firsthand what

% Judith L. Gibbons and Brien K. Ashdown, “Emerging Adulthood: The Dawning of a New Age,” review of
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Libby has gone through. I am not personally face-blind, but I have family
members who are.®’

This novel was chosen for analysis as it depicts realistic experiences of a loss of a close
person, family trauma as well as experiences of bullying and its consequences in the lives of
teenagers. This novel does not have to necessarily be seen as another example of a teenage love
story with a predictable end. Instead, it could serve as an example of how different teen
protagonists can deal with various challenges during their maturing and overcoming them in
order to recover and get better.

The second novel Far from the Tree was written by Robin Benway in 2017. Robin
Benway is a National Book Award winning and New York Times bestselling author. She is
known for writing young adult novels including Far From the Tree, the Also Known As series,
and Audrey Wait!. Benway has received numerous awards, including Pen America Literary
Award, the Blue Ribbon Award from the Bulletin for the Center of Children’s Books, ALA’s
Best Books for Young Adults, and ALA’s Popular Paperbacks for Young Adults.%

Far from the Tree was chosen for the analysis as it depicts realistic experiences of foster
care, adoption, as well as parent abandonment and trauma. Pursuing this further, this novel asks
a crucial question from its very beginning, as could be evident from its book cover: “What does
it mean to be a family?” This book does not only centre around family issues and its portrayal,
but around difficulties and obstacles that are closely connected with the process of adoption and

lives of children in foster care.

3.2.Holding Up the Universe

This young adult fiction presents us with two main characters Libby Strout, a 16-year-old
overweight girl, also known as “America’s Fattest Teen,”% who in the past had to be cut out
and lifted from her house by crane after a panic attack, and Jack Masselin, a 17-year-old popular
boy who is secretly suffering from prosopagnosia — a neurological disorder that does not allow

him to recognise faces of others.

97 Jenifer Niven, Holding Up the Universe (London: Penguin Books, 2016), 403.
https://www.amazon.com/Holding-Up-Universe-Jennifer-Niven-
ebook/dp/B01BOK97FM/ref=tmm_kin_swatch_0? encoding=UTF8&qid=1618153370&sr=8-1
98 «“About Robin,” Robin Benway, accessed April 5, 2021,
https://www.robinbenway.com/about.
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Jack and Libby equally take turns in narrating their stories. Sometimes, when they are
both part of the same situation, they take turns, alternating chapters to narrate the story from
their point of view. The first half of the novel moves backwards and forwards in time. This
happens so that the reader is taken back in time to reveal further details about Libby's panic
attacks, her mother's death, or her rescue. In Jack's case, it helps the reader to discover more
details about his disorder or about the time when he was watching Libby being rescued from
her house. This also helps readers to better understand their emotional, social and mental
challenges and obstacles that they both must undergo. Both Libby and Jack narrate from the
first-person point of view in the present tense.

Some of the chapters are followed by lists, mostly written by Jack. These lists are either
listing top things that happened in his life, either happy or embarrassing, or instructions for
building a robot, and things that have something to do with his father's cancer or Jack’s disorder.
Such an example could be types of careers for people with prosopagnosia. These lists mostly
contain some hint of irony, pointing to his bad life situation connected with prosopagnosia.

The language used in this young adult novel is mostly informal. Both characters either
in their descriptions, thoughts or direct speech with other characters have a tendency to use
informal language, and vulgar words rather frequently. This may lead one to wonder why Niven
has decided to use such an excessive amount of swearing in her novel. For what purposes was
it done? Although it has never been explained, there are several reasons that could be taken into
consideration.

Ellen Brock, a professional freelance novel editor, argues most teenagers have a
tendency to either constantly or occasionally swear. This being said, she argues that therefore
the teenage audience is not going to pick up any new words as they already know many or all
of them. Furthermore, she elaborates on this idea by adding that agents and editors are interested
in books that have potential to be sold, as well as the plot and characters being interesting.%
Furthermore, Jennifer Bardsley, an author, newspaper columnist, and a girl scout leader; posted
an article on Dr. Bickmore’s blog, who is a professor of English education and scholar of young
adult literature, in which Bardsley points out that it is crucial to keep in mind that these novels
are written mainly for young adult readers, but are also read a lot by adults as well. Therefore,

realistic fiction is called realistic fiction for a reason. The fact many adults are
resistant to facing is that teens use the f-bomb every day. Some of them have
sex, do drugs, grapple with suicidal ideation or pregnancy. There are hordes of

100 “Edgy’ Y A Fiction Part 2: Can I Curse in YA?,” Ellen Brock Editing, last modified September 24, 2013,
https://ellenbrockediting.com/2013/09/24/edgy-ya-fiction-part-2-can-i-curse-in-ya/
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teenagers living lives straight out of the pages. [...] There needs to be diversity
in content, just like there is diversity in humanity. Who knows? Maybe a sixteen-
year-old struggling with an addiction to meth could find inspiration in clean
fiction. Perhaps the grittiness of dark fiction helps everyone gain empathy. %!

Interestingly, throughout the novel, passages can be found when the text is either written
in italics, uppercase letters, or in bold. Sentences or passages written in bold are mostly written
when one of the main characters either writes a letter or message or reads to himself a letter or
message. %% 193104 Ag for the italics, Caitlin Berve, an author of fantasy books and teacher of
creative writing, states that “italics can be used to denote many different aspects of language,
and in today’s virtual world, they are used a lot. When used correctly, they clarify an author’s
meaning. [...] Italics in creative writing are often used for thoughts, foreign words, emphasis
and titles.”%®

Regarding the novel being analysed, italics are used for thoughts of the two main
characters: “I close the door and rest my forehead against the metal of the locker because my
head is going hot and | feel dizzy, which is sometimes how it starts. Is this what she felt the day
she drove herself to the hospital? Is this how it began for her?”1% |t is also used for emphasis:
“Just then another fire truck comes roaring up, siren blaring, and then this white truck comes
lumbering along behind and this one’s pulling a crane. A crane.”%

Furthermore, Jennifer Niven, the author of Holding Up the Universe, wrote many of the
words or sentences in different chapters in all capital letters. This could be seen as another
example of the author trying to attract the reader's attention. It is used by the characters in the
novel to shout at someone. Such usage can be claimed to evoke strong emotions in a reader.%®

In some parts, Niven combines uppercase letters together with italics not only to
differentiate between dialogue or description and thoughts, but also to evoke even stronger

emotions in the reader, and to capture their attention, as can be seen in the following excerpt
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from the novel: “And then I’m thinking about making out with Libby Strout. What the hell? |
tell myself, this is the girl you saw LIFTED OUT OF HER HOUSE BY A CRANE.”1%®

It could also be said that both narrators are biased owing to the fact that they experience
life and its challenges in different ways. As for Libby, ever since her mother had died, she
gained weight and she was bullied, therefore whenever somebody has some comments or takes
an action, she always tends to interpret it her own way, in the way that always has something
to do with her weight.

Moreover, it happens as well when the reader is presented with a situation when Libby
meets new people, when she thinks, or claims that people are looking at her, she argues that
they are always looking at her because they are shocked and taken aback because of her weight
and the way she looks. Yet, the reader never has a chance to get to know the other person’s
view and is always presented only with Libby's view that could have been biased, as was already
stated before.

To illustrate her biased attitude, the following situation when Jack takes Libby on her
first date ever to Richmond could be examined in detail. Libby is expecting him to take her
somewhere in their hometown, Amos, yet when she realises, they are leaving it, she says:

my heart deflates a little, which tells me I didn’t actually expect him to do this,
and now he’s doing it — smuggling me over city lines like the daughter of some
wealthy oil baron. “Where are we going?” My voice sounds flat, as if it’s
underridden a semi about fifty times. “Richmond.” “Richmond?” It comes out
sounding like ARE YOU F-ING KIDDING ME [sic]? RICHMOND?! WHY
DON’T YOU JUST CHAIN A BOULDER TO MY LEG AND THROW ME
IN THE RIVER? 110

On the contrary, as Jack explains further in the following chapter, he did not take her
to Clara’s pizzeria in Richmond to not be seen with her, but instead he claims that this place is
not boring or typical for him. When he was six and fell off the roof, his dad smuggled one of
their pizzas to the hospital. It reminds him of his dad being a great guy.*!

Jack’s biased attitude could be seen in the way he experiences his life influenced by his
own disability, as well as being influenced by his dad recently having cancer. Although Jack is
seen as a popular or even arrogant guy by others, deep down, as the story winds on, it can be

observed that his attitude towards life, and its multiple challenges, is rather negative, influenced
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by these two negative and traumatic circumstances, as one can tell from his own reflection at
the beginning of the novel:

The guy in the mirror isn’t bad-looking—high cheekbones, strong jaw, a mouth
that’s hitched up at one corner like he just got done telling a joke. Somewhere
in the neighborhood of pretty. The way he tilts his head back and gazes out
through half-open eyelids makes it seem like he’s used to looking down on
everyone, like he’s smart and he knows he’s smart, and then it hits me that what
he really looks like is an asshole [sic]. 12

Jack tends to look at the world from a rather negative point of view and whenever
something bad happens to him, he always sees it as a consequence of his disability, or as a
consequence of his family situation. He does not have much hope for the future, he believes
there is not much left for him after his studies. He is just trying to survive his high-school
studies, seeing himself working alone or even being alone for the rest of his life.!'® Yet, at the
end of the novel, we learn that Jack is able not only to recognise but also remember Libby’s
face without any identifiers.

This novel presents us with numerous themes, topics, or symbols such as family, trauma,
fear, identity, dreams, love and loss, death, seeing another person, and relationships which are

going to be discussed and analysed in detail in the following subchapters.

3.2.1. Family and relationships

3.2.1.1.  Libby Strout

Libby is growing up with her father as an only child. Such a family portrayal would not be
unusual, as a large number of young adult novels present families with only one parent or
protagonist being an only child,'!* or raised by just one of the parents.!*®* However, in Libby’s
case it is a little bit different, and in addition to that, it is traumatic too. Libby’s mother died
when she was 10 years old. Thus, if we were to discuss whether such a family could be seen as
functional or dysfunctional, according to McGraw-Hill Concise Dictionary of Modern

Medicine, single parenthood could be defined as a dysfunctional family.'® In addition to that,
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Spears sees such an event as an example of a life circumstance that leads to a family being
possibly labeled as dysfunctional.!’

Notwithstanding the fact that Libby’s father is portrayed as supportive, kind, and loving,
always being there for Libby when she needs, and being his major priority,*'® Strout’s family
could still be seen through experts’ eyes as dysfunctional due to single parenthood. Libby’s
father cares about Libby and Libby has a happy relationship with him as could be noticed in
her description: “My dad is a big, handsome guy. Salt of the earth. Smart (he does IT security
for a big-name computer company). Smushy heart.”*°

He supports his child and is always present during crucial moments of Libby’s life to
make sure she can rely on him. One such moment could be found at the beginning of the novel
when Libby decides to go back to school after several years of home-schooling. He is aware of
the fact that this experience must be unpleasant for his daughter, therefore he explains that she
does not have to do this for him - the only person she is doing this for is herself. He encourages
her to give it at least a try and if it will not work, they can always go back to home-schooling.*?

As the story develops, his behaviour, character and priorities remain the same. He is
always interested in Libby’s life, asking her how she is doing or what is new at school, patiently
listening to her stories, troubles, or fears and supporting her dreams. Regardless of his care, he
is seen by others as the one who does not care about his daughter, especially about her health
status. He is believed to be the reason why Libby gained so much weight:

After they freed me from the house, he had a hard time of it. As awful as it was
for me, | think it was worse for him, especially the accusations of neglect and
abuse. The press couldn’t imagine how else [ would have been allowed to get so
big. They didn’t know about the doctors he took me to and the diets we tried,
even as he was mourning the loss of his wife. They didn’t see the food I hid from
him under my bed and deep in the shadows of my closet. They couldn’t know
that once I make up my mind about something, ’'m going to do it. And I’d made
up my mind to eat. At first, | refused to talk to reporters, but at some point |
needed to show the world that I’'m okay and that my dad isn’t the villain they
made him out to be, stuffing me with candy and cake in an effort to keep me
there and dependent on him.1%
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It was not only the press that accused her father of Libby’s overweight. Libby received
numerous hate letters saying: “it is disgusting that anyone would ever let themselves get so
large, and it is disgusting that your father wouldn’t do anything about it.”*??> Nonetheless, as
the story develops, there are no moments where it is depicted how her father felt about this or
would express any opinion or thought. He simply does not discuss this topic in front of Libby.

Though, it turns out Libby is later on faced with the reality because she realises how her
dad could have felt during all those years. Libby has her moments when she does not want to
open up even to her dad and rather prefers to leave some questions unanswered, leaving her dad
unaware of her fears, thoughts, or even questions that run through her mind. At one particular
moment, Libby realises her dad is all she has, and she is tired of pretending everything is fine.
Thus, she decides to open up to him and tells him about everything that is going on in her life.
Moreover, she even tells him the other things she stopped telling him a while ago.%

As Libby talks, her dad is pacing and listening to her, and as soon as she stops talking,
he says that he needs to know she is fine, and Libby promises she will always from now on and
apologises to him:

“I’'m sorry. For everything I put you through.” I can tell he knows I'm talking
about everything, not just tonight. “I’m sorry too, Libbs.” And it hits me square
in the face. All the grief my dad has taken and swallowed and carried—not just
the loss of my mom, but the loss of compassion from the people who blamed
him for what happened to me. If he got mad, | never saw it. He just carries on,
making sure | eat healthy, trying to keep me safe and feeling loved. And then,
maybe to prove there are no secrets between us, he tells me about the woman
he’s been seeing off and on for a while. [...] He didn’t want to tell me because
he’s not sure where this will lead or what their relationship means, and he wants
to be careful with me, with her. But I think really he just didn’t want me to feel
bad about being the only one in the world who hadn’t moved on. I say this to
him now, and he takes my hand. “It’s not moving on, Libbs. It’s moving
differently. That’s all it is. Different life. Different world. Different rules. We
don’t ever leave that old world behind. We just create a new one.?*

At that particular moment, it does not matter whether the family is complete or not and
how other people perceive such a family or the parent. What remains important is the fact that
Libby and her dad achieved creating a strong nuclear family bond. Such a bond could be

assumed to become deeper and to last longer than non-familiar bonds.?® Moreover, the father
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and his daughter achieved the goal of not only holding onto the values of cooperation, caring,
and support, but also having them in common. %

Through Libby’s flashbacks we learn that Libby had a close relationship with her mom
as a child, they used to spend a lot of time together. It could be observed that she was attached
to her mum and now that she is gone, from time to time, especially when Libby is suffering
from her anxiety, she thinks about her mom, being afraid that perhaps heaven might not exist
and thus she might not be able to see her ever again.*?” In contrast, when Libby feels happy and
calm and wants to relax and connect with her mum, she throws on one of her mother’s albums
and dances. Dancing is her passion, dancing is what brings her joy, besides that, dancing is what
she is planning to do with her life.*?®

As a matter of fact, Libby claims she has never had a best friend except for her mom,
unless those she made up in her mind as her friends could be counted t00.?° Being a child, her
mum used to tell her stories, cheer her up, teach her how to swim, and support Libby in her
dreams. Her mum believed that every situation or problem can be looked at from two
completely different points of view and she wanted her daughter to keep that in her mind.*3 In
every single depiction, she is portrayed as a joyful woman, with a positive mindset, cheering
everybody up as Libby notes: “mom always did that—made things nicer than they were.”%!

One could assume that Libby’s family used to be a happy one before the traumatic event,
although it could not be exactly concluded from the story as the reader is not directly told. But
if we were to look at this family from Avery’s point of view, such a family depiction could be
compared to those that were commonly depicted in American books in the last century — “a
complete family where the mother holds the home together.”*? Yet, the family is not complete
anymore. The mother’s death was sudden and unexpected with traumatic consequences for its

family members.

3.2.1.2. Jack Masselin

In comparison, Jack, the second main character of the novel, lives with his parents and

two younger brothers. In the novel, there are a few occasional references to race and skin colour.
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“Technically, Mom is half black, half Louisiana Creole, and Dad is white and Jewish.”%3 It is
also noted that Dusty, the youngest son, has the darkest skin, and “his hair is the color of copper
penny.”*34 Jack, the oldest son and the second main character, has dark skin as well and afro
hair. Marcus, the middle son, “on the other hand, couldn’t be whiter.”*® Such a portrayal of a
family could be labelled as the portrayal of today’s family as some of the members are of a
different colour.t%

Nevertheless, neither is this family perfect despite its completeness. But to begin with
the family’s strengths; it could be noticed that Jack has a happy and strong relationship with his
younger brother Dusty. In their free time, they like to spend time together. Jack enjoys
constructing robots, especially for Dusty, and in exchange, he is always excited to get one from
his oldest brother and play with them. Jack loves to build robots as it gives him freedom to do
something on his own, something that does not acquire any particular instructions or rules
because he claims that those robots which are for Dusty simply do not need any instructions as
“he deserves something original that has never been created before.”**” Another reason behind
this hobby is the fact that Jack tends to imagine he is able to give the robot “a good brain. A
complete, fully functioning, normal, regular brain.”*3 Thus, he can later on program it, and it
would function normally without any problems or disabilities. Unlike him and his
prosopagnosia.

Jack and Dusty also like to talk about the process of building a robot, its parts, or
components. Yet they do not mind talking about random topics, or everyday life too. They are
open to one another, sharing their worries and uncertainties.®>14° Yet, Jack is always hiding
his disability away from Dusty. Jack and Marcus have a happy relationship as well, despite the
fact from time to time it did not used to be like this when they were children as Jack hated
taking care of him or watching him.'** They do not mind talking about their everyday lives,
especially when Jack is giving a ride to his younger siblings to school. However, their
conversations are not so open like those with Dusty and they do not spend much free time

together.
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Similarly, the same could be said about Jack’s relationship with his mother. It is obvious
that Jack likes his mother and also his father, yet it is noticeable he likes his mother more:4?
“for all their faults, my parents are good people. Okay, Mom more so than Dad.”** The possible
reason behind this statement could be seen in his father’s infidelity, which Jack knows about.
Thus, when he sees his mother worried or not feeling well, he can easily sympathise with her
and show her his understanding and sympathies; he hugs her and kisses her on the cheek.#

Though, when it comes to communication, Jacks struggles to open up to his mother and
from time to time tends to make up lies and excuses instead of speaking the truth.*> His mother
cares'*® about him and her sons in general; she asks them about school, their lives or possible
problems all the time. She wants to know what her children are doing or if there is something
that could possibly worry them.2#” His mother is strong, trying to do her best for her family, not
letting anyone down, always having her family as the number one priority.4® 149 Still, she can
be vulnerable at some moments, especially when she cries about her husband’s cancer, thinking
no one sees her.’>® Moreover, she has no idea about her oldest son being unable to recognise
anyone's face, he is keeping his secret away from her, yet she notices he has been behaving in
a strange and different way recently.'®! Although Jack wants to tell her, it takes him a lot of
time and courage to do so.

Jack’s father, Nate Masselin was diagnosed with cancer a few years ago. Although he
has managed to get over this illness and is now free of cancer, Jack assumes that his illness
changed everything. He claims that a couple of years ago, his parents used to get along pretty
well, but since the diagnosis they do not have such a close relationship®®? and they fight.*>
Moreover, Jack notes that “there’s just this shit [sic] happening at home, > stressing that this
life challenge has not been easy for any of the family members, especially for Dusty, who is

ten 155
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As it was already stated, Jack knows about his dad cheating on his mother. He found
out accidentally, the week before his father was diagnosed with cancer.®® It happened when his
younger brother Dusty saw a text on his father’s phone saying it is from Monica, wondering
why it says it is from Monica when their mother’s name is Sarah. Moreover, this phone was not
his regular phone, he bought it to text with his lover who turned out to be a teacher at Jack’s
school.’ Jack keeps this finding away from everyone, not being sure whether his mother
knows about her husband’s infidelity or not. This dilemma confronts Jack all the time until one
day, he cannot handle it anymore and simply opens one of Monica’s e-mails to his father and
replies to it in the name of his father.*®® Obviously, the father finds out and wants to talk to Jack
about this issue:

“You shouldn’t have gone into my email. ’'m sorry you saw what you thought
you saw, but there’s the matter of respecting my privacy. There’s more to it than
you know, so what you read there—it’s out of context. But I’'m sorry.” He says
it nicely because Nate Masselin is a nice guy and it’s important for him to be
liked, especially post-cancer. I can tell he’s waiting for me to forgive him and
move on the way everyone else does, and that pisses me off. | take my time
brushing, rinsing, wiping my mouth on a towel. Finally, I look at him. I’m taller
than he is by a good inch, not counting my lion fro. I say, “You can’t use cancer

as an excuse for shittiness [sic] anymore.”**°

Moreover, almost at the end of the novel, all their children are confronted with the
reality that their parents' relationship is not what it used to be like:

Marcus, Dusty, and | sit on the couch side by side. Mom is opposite us on the
ottoman that’s the size of a small boat. She leans forward, hands on her knees as
if she might leap up at any minute. Dad clears his throat. “Your mom and I love
each other very much. And we love you. The three of you are our life, and we’d
never do anything to hurt you.” He goes on like this for a while, all about how
much he loves us and how he’s lucky to have such a great, supportive family,
how we were all there for him when he was sick, and he can never tell us what
that means to him. Finally, Dusty raises his hand and goes, “Are you getting
divorced?” [...] Mom says, “Your father and I think it’s best to separate for a
little while. We need to work on some things in our marriage, but those issues

have nothing to do with you.””*¢°
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Notably, for some of the already mentioned issues and influences, Masselin’s family
could be labelled as dysfunctional. Firstly, it can be observed that some of the family members
struggle to communicate with one another.2! This is especially true for the parents, arguments,
and Jack, in the way that he sometimes communicates with his parents, or perhaps better said
does not communicate the whole truth or point in given situations.'62163164 Secondly, as Spears
notes, Jack’s father's illness and stress, either from his father or other family members, is very
closely connected to his medical problem, and could definitely contribute to the dysfunction of
their family. 16

Thirdly, Jack claims that his parents have high expectations of him “for whatever reason
everyone expects Great Things from Jack.”2% When Jack takes part in the “Fat Girl Rodeo”%’
game and his parents find out, his father tells him: “Your mother and I are disappointed in
you.”'®8 Such a claim would not necessarily have been seen as unusual, as parents want to teach
their children to be good people. Nonetheless, as experts of the King University and Spears
claim, “perfectionism can be another obstacle, when one of the parents can be perfectionists
having high expectations for children or other family members.”16%17

Lastly, due to the circumstances of the father’s cancer in which Masselin’s family found
themselves, such a life event could contribute to dysfunction too.'’* Not only are the parents
unable to maintain harmonious relationships anymore, but they are just about to get separated
for some time as well. Moreover, it is not explicitly stated how this particular complication was
sorted out — whether they got divorced or whether they managed to improve and continue their
relationship as a married couple.

Finally, in Spears’ article, she mentions several common roles that could be observed
in dysfunctional families. Jack could be defined as what she calls a “mascot,”"? as revealed by

Jack saying: “this is the price I pay for trying to keep everyone happy.”*”® Furthermore, he
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could be defined as a so-called “enabler or caretaker,”™ as he tries to keep the family going
regardless of the presence of his father’s medical problems or infidelity. The same could be said

about his mother.

3.2.2. Trauma

Holding Up the Universe depicts realistic experiences of bullying and traumatic experiences as
well as their consequences. Libby Strout, one of the main protagonists, is a victim of bullying,
as well as of trauma, both of which could be said to lead into Libby developing Post-Traumatic
Stress Disorder (PTSD) symptoms. When Libby was ten years old, her mother died. Her death
was sudden, shocking, and unexpected.
I was in fifth grade, in the middle of a school assembly, when the principal found
me and led me out of the auditorium in front of everyone. She took me to the
office, where my dad was waiting along with a school counselor. A big box of
Kleenex sat on the corner of the principal’s desk, and that was what I focused
on. It was such a big box, as if they’d created it especially for that moment.
“Your mom is in the hospital and we have to leave now.” “What do you
mean? 1"

Shortly after her mother’s death, she was bullied by a group of children, who she refers
to in the novel as “Moses Hunt”1’® because that is the name of the boy who initiated this
unfortunate situation. These children verbally bullied her because of her physical appearance
by creating a nickname for her “No one will ever love you because you're fat! [...] You're so
big you block the moon. Go home, Flabby Stout, go home to your room,*“*’” as well as this, they
pried on her mother’s sudden death.

Moses steps in front of me. “Go home, Flabby Stout ...” 1 step the other way,
and he blocks my path again. So now | move toward the jungle gym, where 1
can sit in peace, but he says, “I can’t let you do that. You might break it.” “I
won’t break it. I’ve been on it before.” “But you might. Your flab has probably
cracked the foundation. The next time you go on it, I bet that whole thing’ll
collapse. Maybe the playground too. You’re probably cracking it right now just
standing here. You probably killed your mom by sitting on her.” The boys die
over and over. One of them rolls along the ground, hooting his face off.1"®
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Despite the fact that as a child Libby had only one friend, Bailey, the one that she
eventually claims to be an actual friend, not the one she would make up, Bailey did not help
her whenever she was bullied. Although Libby needed her to help her, she pretended that
nothing was going on, especially during those moments when Libby was bullied by the group
of children or decided to run away.'"

As a consequence of bullying, Libby develops PTSD symptoms, eventually re-
experiencing all the traumatic events through various flashbacks as well as through repetitive
images.*8°

It’s 6:33 a.m. and I am out of bed and standing in front of the mirror. There was
a time, a little over two years ago, when I couldn’t, wouldn’t look at myself. All
I saw was the bunched-up face of Moses Hunt, yelling at me across the
playground: No one will ever love you because you’re fat! And the faces of all
the other fifth graders as they started to laugh. You re so big you block the moon.
Go home, Flabby Stout, go home to your room....**

Consequently, Libby developed panic attacks whenever she had to leave her house.
These panic attacks were often followed by anxiety, as Libby refused to go anywhere, even to
school and prefers to stay home, being isolated as well as undergoing home-schooling. To
overcome her fears, stress, and anxiety, Libby eats a lot, yet this is not a solution to her
problems. They are not solved, instead Libby gains so much weight that when once she has one
of her panic attacks, her father was not able to help her and she had to be rescued from their
house by professionals.

Besides her social isolation and re-experiencing of the traumatic events, Libby
occasionally has trouble falling asleep: “It is 3:38 a.m., and the time of night when my mind
starts running around all wild and out of control, like my cat, George, when he was a kitten. All
of a sudden, there goes my brain, climbing the curtains. There it is, swinging from the
bookshelf. There it is, with its paw in the fish tank and its head underwater,”82 or uses violence

as a way to escape.
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During the first days of school, Libby becomes a victim and at the same time the
“prize”1®® of the so-called game “Fat Girl Rodeo.”*®* During this cruel game, Jack's friends grab
and hold onto fat girls. Jack decided to stop the game by grabbing Libby and holding onto her.
When Jack holds onto Libby, she is shocked and blown away, yet she manages to pull herself
together, pushes Jack off and punches him in his face. After this incident, Libby runs away to
hide and isolate herself inside the girls’ bathroom where she locks herself and decides to
vandalise the toilet door. She decides to write things she heard other students saying about her
shortly after the incident. As well as this, she adds in “one or two other lines, the meanest things
I can think of, so that I don’t have to hear it from anyone else. I write it so they don’t have
tO.“185

Libby reaches up her arm and writes as large as she can so that everyone would see it
,Libby Strout is fat. Fat and ugly. She will never get laid. No one will ever love her. [...]
Libby Strout is so fat they had to destroy her house to get her out. [...] Libby Strout is the
fattest teen in America. Libby Strout is a liar.«®

Besides the already mentioned factors, Libby suffers from depression, feeling hopeless
and restless. Libby feels restless especially during her first day of school, she is worried about
the school, about her acceptance by other students, about her survival as well. She does not trust
the new environment being a safe place.'®” “My brain goes zooming up the wall, where it hangs,
shaking. What if it never happens? What if you die before anything good or wonderful or
amazing ever happens to you? For the past two and a half years, the only thing I’ve had to
worry about has been my survival. The focus of every single person in my life, including me,
has been: We just need to get you better.”&

Moreover, her mother’s death has been so traumatic for her that she is worried about
her survival, as she was told by a nurse after her mother’s death that her mother died because
of cerebral hemorrhage in the right hemisphere of her brain. Furthermore, the nurse said that
this uncontrolled bleeding in the brain can run in families, and from then on Libby was
convinced that the same is going to happen to her one day too. Frequently, she checks on her
heart rate or wonders about her life or thinks about death. The day when her mother died, Libby

went to bed thinking: “Last night she was here. This morning she was here. Now she’s gone,
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and not for a few days, but forever. How can something so final happen in an instant? No
preparation. No warning. No chance to do all the things you planned to do. No chance to say
goodbye, 18

On her journey, Libby receives several treatments. At first, as she claims, her father is
always there for her, the one who stands by her, always prepared to help her whenever she
needs.!® Furthermore, she received medical treatment due to her mental health issues and
eating disorder. She meets with her counsellor, who helps her to talk her through her dilemmas
and worries, and after the incident with Jack during the Fat Girl Rodeo game, both of them are
assigned to attend counselling in the school's Conversation Circle.

Yet after all, when she returns back to school it is obvious that she has changed both
mentally and physically. She lost her weight, despite the fact that her classmates still do not see
her as pretty and skinny, and had the chance to think a lot about herself, her life and her dreams
while she was in hospital, home alone or when she underwent different therapies. She is
determined to live her life to the fullest and make her dreams come true. Despite her
breakdowns, she takes things seriously and shows signs of progress. She pursues her dreams in
the best possible way, she focuses on what she loves, dancing, as she submits her application
form for the school dance team and proudly does her audition not caring about her weight at
all, as she claims that dancing is her passion and dream, and no one is ever going to take it away
from her. She even starts her own dance club, taking in anyone who cannot or does not want to
be part of the school dance team. %

Furthermore, Libby fights for herself and her acceptance, after finding several rude
letters in her locker. She is determined to handle this situation on her own. One day, she decides
to write “I’m wanted”*%? on her belly and shortly after her swimming class, she proudly stands
in the middle of the school hallway, wearing only an electric purple bikini. While everyone
gathers around her and stares at her, she hands out copies of her short piece of writing in which
she criticises those who told her she is unwanted arguing that she is wanted by her family and
friends.

As it is seen from the already stated examples, Libby was determined and persistent in
order to get mentally better and showed signs of improvement. Her symptoms decreased as the

story winds on, and surprisingly they were slowly left unnoticeable by the end of the story. Not

189 Niven, Holding Up the Universe, 189
150 Niven, Holding Up the Universe, 29.
131 Niven, Holding Up the Universe, 336
192 Niven, Holding Up the Universe, 321.

44



only that, Libby worked more on her relationship with her father, to get even better and more
open, and on the relationship with herself too. She accepted herself and became proud of who

she was and what she stands for.19% 194

3.3.Far from the Tree

This young adult fiction presents its audience with three main characters: Grace who is 16 years
old, Maya who is 15 years old, and Joaquin who is 17 years old. All the characters were given
up for adoption as children, either immediately after they were born or as a toddler. All the
characters are aware of this decision made by their biological parents.

This novel is written in a shifting third-person narration through the eyes of the three
main characters, taking equal turns according to their chapter, to share their stories and
thoughts. For Benway’s selection of the third-person narration, it could be assumed that the
narration is not biased, nor judgmental, but rather deeply empathetic, as is going to be illustrated
further in detail in the following subchapters. Grace’s passages centre around her pregnancy,
adoption of the baby, the relationship with Peach, her own adoption, bullying, and retelling the
experiences of her siblings through conversations with her new friend Rafe.

In comparison, Maya’s passages centre around different negative issues, such as
frustration, rage, her mother’s alcoholism and her feeling of being a misfit of not belonging to
her own family. In Joaquin’s passages, his themes centre around fear of abandonment, traumatic
experiences from the past in foster homes, or even violence. The shifts of characters and
chapters help readers to see and understand adoption, foster care, and issues that are connected
to these processes from different perspectives and points of view. Moreover, the reader is better
able to create a complex picture of this process. As Ellen Singer, LCSW-C, senior adoption-
competent therapist notices, Benway did careful research for her novel.

Those with little or no connection to foster care or adoption get an authentic
peek into the complex themes of this experience, which can correct myths and
misperceptions. [...] Common sense media recommends the book for ages 13
and up. | personally recommend that all prospective parents read this to
understand the journey they are considering, and all foster or adoptive parents
read it to understand their teens. Family members of birth parents should read
this as well.1%
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This novel is closely connected with this main topic, as it asks a crucial question from
its very beginning, better said from its book cover: “What does it mean to be a family?”” Even
the name of the novel carries an underlying meaning that is connected to its central themes —
family and adoption. The word Tree in its name could be seen as a family unit and the phrase
far away could possibly carry a connection, or a hidden meaning linked to adoption and foster
care, or moreover a connection to abandonment. As well as this, the novel is divided into two
parts. The majority of chapters belong to a part named Falling, and the rest, the last three
chapters, are equally divided into Grace, Maya and Joaquin, belong to a part called Landing.

The name of the first part could be significant because of the negative issues and
concerns that are closely connected to the process of adoption, foster care, as well as family,
relationships, or the past. Through another perspective, it could be compared to leaves which
fall from trees during fall. Such a process could eventually signify the end of one stage in a life
cycle, followed by new beginnings during spring. The second part signifies the process after
the road trip when the characters come to the conclusion of belonging to a family, when they
let love come into their lives. As explained by Cambridge dictionary, to land, besides all the
other definitions, can mean “to get or achieve something good, especially in a way that seems
easy or unexpected.”1%

Furthermore, it could be obviously argued that this novel presents a young adult
audience with heavy topics. For many teenagers it could be fearful to imagine being pregnant
at such an early age, having their parents get divorced, or even imagine what it is like to live
without any parents at all, or to feel abandoned, rejected, and unloved by their family. Some of
the readers claim that given passages made them cry.'%’ Yet on the other hand, it can be noticed
that Benway managed to use humour throughout the novel to cheer her readers and lighten up
the story.'®® The same could be true for Maya’s passages, because as it was already mentioned,
she likes to be sarcastic, thus if a reader has the same sense of humour, they are going to be
amused even more. For example, when Maya and Grace meet for the first time, this experience

is stressful for them, yet Maya manages to lighten up the situation by making fun of it: “Can
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Grace and I be excused?” she asked. “We have, like, fifteen years of bonding to catch up on.”*%

Moreover, all the individual stories at the end are beautifully tied up to a happy end.

Not only does this novel feature shifts in narration, but it features changes in time as
well. During several flashbacks of each character, more details are revealed about their
childhood, relationship with their adoptive or foster parents, or traumatic experiences from the
past. Yet, considering the setting of the story, it is never properly revealed. It could be assumed
that the story is set in America as the novel is written in American English and all characters
use this particular variety of English language to communicate with others. At one particular
moment, Benway makes a reference to a city in Los Angeles County, Pomona, when talking
about Joaquin's past. Yet, it is not revealed whether the protagonists and their families are living
in this city or anywhere close to it.?>® From the context, it could be also noticed that the story is
set in an area that is populated and developed. Nevertheless, any particular name of a city,
region or country is never revealed, nor any clues. Moreover, it is not said whether Benway has
done this intentionally or not.

The language that has been used is informal, with frequent usage of vulgar words, which
can be observed especially in the communication between teenagers. Similarly, Benway uses
italics, all capital letters, or either words or sentences written in bold like Niven does in her
novel, yet the amount and its frequency is far less common. Mostly, she uses italics for emphasis
or for thoughts of individual characters.?% 202 203 Interestingly, what could be frequently
observed in her novel is the usage of names of either movies, TV shows, series, or books,
particularly, when one of the characters compares another character to either someone to a
particular movie or series, or when one of the main characters compares life of the other to a
life of somebody from the given movie, series, show, or book.

For instance, when Grace and Maya’s families meet for the first time, Maya’s mother
introduces Maya’s sister to everyone, and Grace begins to reflect on that. “Lauren smiled and
Grace smiled back. Lauren was so obviously biological that it was ridiculous. Grace wondered
what that was like, living in a house where the other three inhabitants looked nothing like you,
like you were in a forever game of One of These Things Is Not Like the Other.”?** She

eventually made a reference to a song from Sesame Street.
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Benway’s novel could be claimed to be indeed a realistic novel which succeeded to
portray all the characters in a realistic way with realistic feelings and motivation. As Benway
mentions in her acknowledgment “and finally, thank you to Joaquin, Grace, and Maya. I’ve
spent more time with them than with any of my other characters, and even though they may be
fictional, their struggles and triumphs feel so very real to me. | am endlessly grateful that they
chose me to tell their story, and I hope they’re doing well, wherever they may be.”?% Far from
the Tree presents numerous themes and topics such as family, trauma, fear, identity, violence,
love, loss, drugs, alcohol, inadequacy, abandonment, and relationships which are going to be

discussed and analysed further in detail in the following subchapters.

3.3.1. Family and relationships

3.3.1.1. Grace

Grace lives with her parents as an only child. She was adopted as a baby, shortly after she was
born. Grace’s relationship with her parents could be seen as harmonious and open. Her adoptive
parents have from a young age been open towards her about her adoption, telling her whenever
she would like to know any information about her biological mother or family, they would be
happy to tell her everything they know.?% It was sort of an agreement they had. Yet on the other
hand, “they didn’t really talk about it, either. It just was.”?"’

Grace’s mother is portrayed as the one who supports her no matter what the current
situation may be like. She is always there for her whenever something unexpected or hideous
happens, always prepared either to help her, talk to her, support her, pick her up, or listen to
her.2% As in the cases when she was pregnant, during the delivery, shortly after that, when she
was bullied at school, or when Grace discovers about her siblings. She has a strong connection
to her child, thus when she is confronted with the reality that one day she is eventually going to
grow up and might move away and not be here anymore, she bursts into tears.?%

When Grace was pregnant, her mother liked to watch her sleeping, Grace “pretended to

not know she was there, and after a while, her mom would leave.”?%° Besides, during the child’s

delivery “her mother held her hand and wiped her hair back from her sweaty forehead and didn’t
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mind that Grace kept calling her Mommy, like she had when she was four years old.”?!!
Moreover, in one of her reflections she reminds herself “Grace remembered how tight her
mom’s grip had been on her hand during her contractions, how she had never left Grace’s side,
how her dad had watched Netflix for hours with her without saying a word.”?'?

Grace’s father never actually approved of her pregnancy. “He could barely look at
Grace. She knew she had disappointed him, that even though he still loved her, Grace was a
different person now, and she would never be the same Grace again. He must have felt like they
swapped out his daughter for a new model (‘Now with baby inside!’), a Grace 2.0. Grace knew
this because she felt the same way.”?!3 Yet, he never said a single negative word or comment
about this situation. After Grace’s parents found out about her pregnancy, they met with Max’s
parents, who is the father of the baby. Although Max’s parents did not want to have anything
to do with such a situation, Grace’s father was highly supportive of her and stood behind her.
“Grace has a future, too”?* he said to the other parents to let them know that their son is not
the only one who has.

Both parents are portrayed as loving and strongly supportive of their child. During a
therapist’s session when they found out about their daughter meeting up with a new boy, shortly
after her pregnancy, they claim “whatever you need, Gracie. We’re always going to be there
for you, no matter what.” [...] “We’ve made a lot of mistakes, | think. But we love you more
than anything. And God, Grace, we’re trying to make it better, but we don’t know how to fix
you.”?% Their family unit could be undoubtedly defined as a family, because as APA Dictionary
of Psychology claims, family is “a kinship unit consisting of a group of individuals united by
blood or by marital, adoptive, or other intimate ties.”?6

Despite the parents’ unconditional love and support, this family has some issues that
could contribute to the idea of being seen as a dysfunctional family. Grace claims she has never
seen her parents argue, and if they did, it was always behind closed doors, “whatever battle they
had smoothed over by the time the sun rose the next morning. She had never even heard them

yell at each other.”?'” Yet, their communication lacks honesty.?*® Such a claim could be
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especially true for Grace, who struggles to open up to her parents, for example, she frequently
lies to them about her friends, siblings or her feelings.?1 220 221222 She feels that it is better to
keep the truth to herself.

Furthermore, she claims during the therapist’s session that her parents do not talk to her
enough about her adoption or biological mother

“Like they said that if I ever wanted to know about my adoption, that all I had
to do was ask them. But why was that my responsibility? Why did | have to be
the one who asked? Why couldn’t they be the ones to tell me about it?”” Grace’s
mom had tears in her eyes. “We just didn’t want to give you too much
information.” “No!” Grace cried. “You thought that if I knew about my
biological mom, | would try to find her, and that scared the shit [sic] out of
you.”?%3

Besides that, Grace has a feeling that her parents have a great tendency to control her,?%
or to pretend that nothing ever happened before. Through her eyes, it could be said that her
parents take the role that Spears labels as “enabler or caretaker??° as they try to keep the family
going regardless of any of the influences listed above, trying to protect the rest of the family??

“I’m not going to heal from this! You keep acting like I’'m going to explode at
any moment, and if you don’t say anything long enough, that I’ll forget about
my baby”—the word got caught in her throat and she had to almost spit it out to
get it out of her—"and it’1l all be fine! That’s what you always do! You pretend
like something didn’t happen, and then eventually, it’s like no one remembers
that it did happen. You did the same thing with me!”?%’

Grace claims that after her pregnancy, she lost all her friends.??® Thus, whenever she
feels the need to talk to anyone about her family, she talks to her biological siblings Maya and
Joaquin. Or, when she needs to talk to someone about her baby or biological siblings, she often
talks it through with her new friend Rafe. As Alston points out, in Grace's case she is still

dependent on her family regardless of their imperfections.??® She needs her siblings to help her
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get over her dilemma as well as needing a friend who replaces family members in order to help
her.2%0

It should be kept in mind that Grace and her adoptive parents do not form the one and
only family unit that she would be part of. Eventually, she is part of two more families. The
second one, that is created by her two biological siblings and their biological mother, and a
third family that she forms with her baby, called ‘Peach’ by Grace or ‘Milly’ by her adoptive
parents, and her biological father, Max. Moreover, this third family does not only consist of the
three of them but of the adoptive parents as well. When thirty days passed after Milly’s birth,
the adoption is official, therefore Grace can no longer claim any rights to Milly.?3 Thus, Milly
and her adoptive parents officially form a family.?32 Yet deep in her heart, she is still strongly
attached to her and cannot help herself from thinking about her.

However, the question remains: could the third family unit be seen as functional or
dysfunctional? At the beginning of the novel, the audience is confronted with the fact that
Milly’s biological father claims no rights to her.?®® Grace despises him for his decision and from
then on, they are never able to communicate together anymore. Moreover, when Milly is born,
Grace abandons her for a long period of time. It takes her a lot of courage and time to visit her
and continue their relationship. During those harsh times, for the two reasons stated, the family
unit could be viewed as dysfunctional, despite Milly’s adoptive parents providing her with true

and unconditional love.?34235.236

3.3.1.2. Maya

In contrast, Maya, who was adopted shortly after her birth like Grace, lives with her adoptive
parents, who three months later after her adoption found out they are about to have a baby,
although it was assumed they would never be able to have a baby. That was the main reason
why they adopted Maya, yet they were shortly after blessed with one more daughter, Lauren.?’
Similarly, to her sister Grace, Maya knew from an early age that she was adopted

In a family of redheads, that fact was pretty obvious. At night when Maya was
little, in order to get her to sleep, her mom would tell the story of how they had
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brought her home from the hospital. She had heard it a thousand times, of course,
but she always wanted it told again. Her mom was a good storyteller (she had
been a radio DJ in college), and she’d always ham it up and do these big
exaggerated gestures about how scared they were to put Maya in the car seat for
the first time, and how Maya’s parents had bought pretty much every single
bottle of hand sanitizer that Costco had. But Maya’s favorite part was always
the ending. “And then,” her mom would say, pulling the covers up over her and
smoothing the blankets down, “you came home with us. Where you belong.”?%

Furthermore, as she adds, her parents always wanted to talk about her adoption, especially when
she was a child. Maya suspects that this was as a kind of prevention to make sure the parents
would not mess her life up.?*°

From the excerpt above, it could be naturally assumed that the family should be happy
without any flaws, with their home to be a happy place to live in. Despite the fact that Maya’s
parents love both their daughters, support them, provide them with great education by sending
them to the best private school in the area,?*® and care about them, such an image is sometimes
far from reality. When Maya and Lauren were little, their parents began to fight quite frequently.
Maya claims she does not even remember a time when they would not fight. At first, when the
sisters were little, it was done behind closed doors, however, “over the years, though, the quiet
words became raised. Then came the shouting, and finally screaming. The screaming was the
worst, shrill and high-pitched, the kind of noise that made you want to cover your ears and
scream right back. Or run and hide.”?*! She adds:

The fights were louder than ever. The fights were all the time. You 're always
working! You re always working and you don’t — For you! For the girls! For
our family! Jesus Christ, you want everything and yet when | try to give it to
you— Maya was old enough to understand that a lot of those angry words had
to do with the wine: a glass before dinner, two or three during dinner, and a fifth
sloshed into the glass when Maya’s dad was away on business. Maya never saw
empty bottles lying in the recycling bin, and the pantry shelves always seemed
to be stocked with unopened bottles, and she wondered who her mom was hiding
the evidence from: her daughters, her husband, or herself. [...] But the wine only
served to rev her parents up like cars before a race, gunning at each other until
someone waved a flag and vroom! [...] It wasn’t that their parents’ fights got
violent or anything like that; words could shatter harder than a glass breaking
against a wall, hurt more than a fist plowing through teeth.%?
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Deep in her heart, Maya truly loved her parents. As she says, her parents are good people
minus “the wine, the fighting, the suffocating adultness of kitchen renovations and mortgage
payments.”?* She is aware of the fact that they love her deeply and wholly, yet she has felt that
she does not somehow belong to this family. As Koelling mentions, by the time a child reaches
their teen years, they might examine the nature and design of their family, occasionally denying
the reality, or looking for answers and meanings from within.2** Apart from this, Maya is sure
that since her parents are constantly fighting, she cannot fully trust their thoughts, or even them
to be strong for her since “they could barely keep it together around each other — what sort of
energy did they have left over for her?”?*°

Because of their parent’s constant arguments, Maya and Lauren are not sure from the
very beginning of the story whether their parents would be able to fix their relationship or would
eventually break up, which brought even more concerns to Maya about who would choose her
to live with them. The question kept popping up in her head as she was not a biological daughter
unlike Lauren.?*® Until a particular moment, when it happens that Lauren and Maya are told
their parents are getting divorced. As both girls already expected the divorce to happen, for
Maya it was not that much of a surprise.?*’ Shortly after the announcement, their father moved
away and both daughters continued to live with their mother in their family house.

As her parents were arguing a lot, it could be partly assumed there was poor
communication. However, such a claim cannot be made certainly, as any precise or detailed
information about the content of their arguments is not revealed. Maya only notes that the
arguments usually follow a similar pattern which were easy to follow: “Maya was fairly certain
she could even write out their dialogue for them. Once the yelling began, it was always about
fifteen minutes until her mother accused her father of having an affair. Maya didn’t know if it

was true or not, and honestly, she didn’t even really care that much. Let him, if it made him

happ}’-”248

Yet, there is definitely poor communication between Maya and the rest of the family.
Not only does Maya have trouble expressing herself, finding words, or opening up, even to her

girlfriend. She either does not say anything or she lies. To illustrate that, when Maya found out
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about her biological brother, shortly after she and Grace e-mailed him. Grace “didn’t tell her
parents much about going to meet Joaquin, mostly because she didn’t want to answer questions
about it. Her parents were super into discussing everything. It made Maya feel anxious, the way
she was supposed to put her emotions into words, like it was an easy thing to do.”2*

Maya does not have a harmonious relationship with her younger sister Lauren, although
she has always felt the need to protect her younger sister. Moreover, she felt this need during
their parents’ arguments, thus she would always turn the TV volume up, so that her sister did
not hear all the noise and yelling.?*® Nevertheless, as well as feeling the need to be responsible
for her sister, she also felt there was an obvious difference between them — Lauren was
biological. As well as this, they usually do not get on well. As their mother notices, they are
either best friends or enemies.?!

Maya compares her sister to a smart kid that is always present in any class. The kid who
knows the answers and who is always in charge of the classroom whenever a teacher needs to
leave it for a while.?? Besides that, Maya sometimes compares herself with her sister, claiming
that Lauren is simply better and more loved.?5® Occasionally, they would have little fights as
Maya noted: “Lauren had always been like this, explosive as a toddler, screaming tantrums
when she didn’t get her way. [...] But when Lauren stormed out, Maya realized that she hadn’t
left anything behind, and what used to feel like a victory now felt like a sad, hollow loss.”?>

Surprisingly, throughout the harsh times, they both bonded together. For instance, when
the parents’ fights got worse “the girls had slept in the same bed that night, something they
hadn’t done since they were little.”?>® Or when their mother ended up in hospital “Maya pushed
herself up off the ground and walked over to hug Lauren. They hung on tight to each other,
longer than Maya had ever hugged Joaquin or Grace, and then let go. Lauren, who was almost
a full head taller than Maya, patted her sister’s hair as she walked away.”?*®

As previously mentioned, Maya's family could be observed to have a problem with

alcohol - her mother is an alcoholic. Though Maya and her sister knew that she occasionally
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has a glass or two of wine, one day, they found all the bottles that were hidden away from
everyone.

The wine bottle (or bottles, actually, but one of them hadn’t been opened yet, so
Maya decided that it didn’t count) was wedged in the back of the closet, nestled
into a pair of old boots that Maya thought would look spectacular on whoever
played Marie Antoinette. [...] Maya looked at it for a long minute before
reaching into the other boot and pulling out a half-full bottle of red zinfandel. It
was cheap—Maya could tell by the label—which for some reason upset her even
more. [...] The two sisters stood across from each other for a long few seconds
before Lauren finally walked into the room. “There’s another bottle downstairs
in that old Crock-Pot,” she said. [...] “Do you think Dad knows?”” Maya asked.
“No,” Lauren replied. “Dad travels. He’s not looking in Mom’s boots during his
free time.” 27

Unfortunately, their mother did not manage to handle her addiction on her own and continued
to drink until one day was found lying on the floor in the bathroom, with blood coming from
her head.?® She was taken to hospital and immediately afterwards to rehab with “her head
bandaged, her hands shaking.”?®® Yet, it is not stated in the novel when exactly the mother
started drinking, or for how long she has been addicted to alcohol. Besides alcohol, there are
also drugs mentioned in the novel as Maya likes to smoke weed either with her girlfriend or on
her own.?6%261 |_yckily, she does so only occasionally, therefore no addiction could be observed
in her case.

For all the reasons stated; lack of communication, or ineffective communication,
addiction to alcohol, parents’ fights, and divorce, which is closely connected to stress, it could
be obviously claimed that Maya’s family is portrayed as dysfunctional.?> 263 As for the roles
observed within this dysfunctional family, Maya could fit into the role that Spears calls
“scapegoat or troublemaker,”?®* who may have a tendency to break rules in society or within
the family, become angry and rebellious, and often sacrifices to maintain the family structure.®

Maya does not necessarily break rules all the time, only rarely, but she is definitely rebellious,
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trying to be different, being gay, or smoking weed. Yet, it is her responsibility to protect and
take care of her family, especially her younger sister, even when it is falling apart as well as

being concerned about her biological siblings and their concerns.

3.3.1.3. Joaquin

Joaquin is the only one who had not been adopted as a child and spent his entire childhood with
different foster parents in different places. As Joaquin says, the foster homes and parents had
been both good and bad throughout the times.?%® At one point in his childhood, he was
eventually adopted by one family, yet this adoption did not last long and he was shortly after
returned back to a group home. Right now, he has been living with another foster family for
almost two years. Mark and Linda, the fosters, cannot have children, thus they decided to foster
Joaquin. They truly and deeply love him, they even offered him an adoption process. As Joaquin
notes, he loves them too, they “are good people. [...] Linda had taught him how to drive on
their ancient minivan, ignoring the small dent that Joaquin had put in the back passenger-side
door; Mark had taken him to six baseball games last summer, where they sat next to each other
and watched the games in silence, nodding in agreement whenever the ump made the right
call.”267
Joaquin’s foster parents are depicted in the best possible way. Throughout the novel,
there is no single moment where they would be depicted in any negative way. They are
portrayed as loving and caring parents, whose highest priority is family, including Joaquin.
They always want the best for him, supporting him in his decisions and steps he takes in his
life, ready to talk to him whenever he needs it or cheer him up in case he is upset. Moreover,
they do not forget to remind him how much they love him as well as the fact that they implicitly
trust him.?%® As they admit “we love you so much, Joaquin [...] you . . . Feel like our son; we
can’t imagine making it permanent.”?%°
Yet, for all the terrible and traumatic consequences of his childhood and experience with
foster care and adoption, Joaquin's attitude towards them is a little bit distant despite liking
them. Joaquin has trouble to truly open up to them, to talk about his feelings or emotions, he
struggles to feel a part of their family, calling Linda and Mark by their names, not as Mum and

Dad, furthermore, he “still hadn’t and still didn’t think of it as ‘my house’ or even ‘our house,’

266 Benway, Far from the Tree, 25.

267 Benway, Far from the Tree, 24.

268 Benway, Far from the Tree, 123.
269 Benway, Far from the Tree, 26-27.

56



just ‘their house.’ It was okay, though, because it was still a nice house. It didn’t have to be his
for him to like living there.”?”® As revealed by him,

he had never called anyone Mom or Dad. It was either first names or, in some
of the stricter homes, Mr. and Mrs. Somebody or Other. There were no
grandparents, no aunts or uncles or cousins like other foster kids sometimes had.
And the truth was that he wanted to call Linda and Mark Mom and Dad. He
wanted it so bad that he could feel the unspoken words sear his throat. It would
be so easy to just say it, to make them happy, to finally be the kid with a mom
and dad who kept him.2"

As previously mentioned, Joaquin's communication with his foster parents is portrayed
as poor. Not necessarily every single instance, but for most of the conversations such a claim is
true, as it takes Joaquin almost the whole novel to open up to his foster parents or share with
them how he really feels and what he is going through. Instead, many times he opts for lying,
either claiming that nothing has happened, nothing worries him, or he makes up a lie.?”2 Such
an aspect could be said to contribute to the family’s dysfunction. In Joaquin's case, it is not that
the individual members would be unable to listen to one another or that they would struggle to
confront each other directly, instead he opts to talk about the issues and members behind their
back.?”® Mark and Linda are open, they share everything with Joaquin, they have no secrets, yet
Joaquin is the one who needs to talk about his concerns either with his biological sisters or his
therapist.

Such a fact would be no surprise, as Alston points out that although some of the
characters may not recognise their parents or other family members, the characters are
commonly in a way dependent on family regardless of their particular role in the family. It does
not matter which family member it is in particular, as long as the foremost fact remains - family
is inherent, and it remains central to most children’s literature.?’* Yet, such dialogues with
others are troublesome for Joaquin too, thus he does not manage to open up, even to his foster
parents. Mark and Linda are aware of this fact. They were told in advance before taking Joaquin
into foster care, as they had to undergo a special course so that they would be prepared for it.?”®
This contributed to the fact that they decided to pay Joaquin private sessions with a therapist,

in order that he would not feel any pain in the future and would be able to open up more.
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The first time Joaquin had met with his therapist after moving in with Mark and
Linda, it hadn’t gone well. [...] “I’m not going back in there,” he told Linda and
Mark at the time, which was the first time he had actively told them something
that they didn’t want to hear. [...] They had sat with him on the curb while he
got his breath back, Mark’s hand resting carefully on his shoulder as his heart
slowly returned to a normal pace. They had sat with him for the better part of
twenty minutes, waiting silently for him to explain, and when Joaquin didn’t—
couldn 't— explain, they started asking questions. Sometimes he liked when they
asked him questions, sometimes he didn’t. Sometimes it felt like they cared too
much; other times, it felt like they wanted to know too much.?"

Thus, if this family is to be seen as dysfunctional, due to Joaquin’s poor communication
with his parents, and a conclusion was to be made about their roles in the family as such, Linda
and Mark could undoubtedly be seen as what Spears labels as “enablers or caretakers.”?’” They
both protect the family as well as they try to keep the family going regardless of Joaquin's past,
his traumatic experiences, or his inability to fully open up. In contrast, Joaquin could be seen

278 or as an “enabler or caretaker”?’® as well. Joaquin is

either as a “lost child or quiet one,
portrayed as the person who is most of the time calm, avoiding causing any trouble to his foster
parents, furthermore, he likes to spend time on his own either avoiding his family or its
dysfunction. As Spears points out, this can lead to a child struggling with social skills in
future.?®® Yet, there are moments when Joaquin tries to keep the family going as if there was
no dysfunction. As well as this, he protects his foster parents as he claimed after the first meeting
with his therapist “He had tried so hard to make them happy, to make them want him.”?8! His

role depends on his current mood or state of mind.

3.3.1.4. Grace, Maya, and Joaquin

Besides this, it is not the only family that Joaquin is a part of. And the same is true for Grace
and Maya. They are all biologically related and part of their own families. Despite the fact that
they find out about one another and reunite in their teenage years, they soon become strongly
attached to one another. Although it is just the three of them on their own, without their

biological parents present, they are still perceived as a family, as stated by APA Dictionary of
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Psychology, it is of no matter that the structure of this family may vary, or be different, from
the psychological point of a view the siblings form a group of individuals united by blood,
therefore they indeed form a family.??

The novel presents this family as mysterious in a way. It is a known fact that all three
of them have a mother who gave them up when they were young. Joaquin when he was one
year old, Grace and Maya immediately after their birth. Yet it is not stated at all what were the
reasons behind such decisions, or whether all their siblings have the same biological father or
not. Joaquin is presented as someone who has dark skin, whereas Maya and Grace do not.
Moreover, Joaquin is the only one who knows some information about his parents and early
life but does not remember much.

He knew from seeing his birth certificate once that her name was Melissa Taylor,
and that his father’s last name was Gutierrez, but that had been about ten social
workers ago, and Melissa’s parental rights had long been severed. [...] He didn’t
know anything about his bio dad, other than his last name and the fact that
Joaquin only had to look in the mirror to know that his mysterious father hadn’t
been white. “You look Mexican,” one foster brother had told him after Joaquin
had to explain that he didn’t know where he was from. No one had ever said
anything to argue against it, so that was that. Joaquin was Mexican.?

When Maya and Grace met for the first time, Grace could definitely tell that they are
related together “eye color, hair color, even the same weird, ski-slope nose. She was a little bit
shorter than Grace, but give or take a few freckles, it was like looking in a mirror.”?%* Moreover,
she was taken away by the fact that from then on, she is not an only child anymore. She even
asked Maya what it was like to have a sister as she was not accustomed to it. 2

Each one of them is highly supportive of one another. They care about one another,
always being there to either patiently listen, or to take action and help. As could be evident from
the following excerpt when Joaquin was having a hard time after a fight with his foster parents

“That’s exactly what family is, Joaquin!” Maya shouted at him. “It means that
no matter where you go, no matter how far you run, you’re still a part of me and
Grace and we’re still a part of you, too! Look at us! It took us fifteen years to
find each other, but we still did! And sometimes, family hurts each other. But
after that’s done you bandage each other up, and you move on. Together. So you
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can go and think that you’re some lone wolf, but you’re not! You’ve got us now,
like it or not, and we’ve got you.”?%

Nevertheless, they do keep some of their secrets away from each other. This is especially
true for Grace, who has trouble admitting her pregnancy and her baby she gave up for
adoption.?®” Moreover, she does not admit that this is the major reason why she wants to find
their biological mother and visit her.?%8 In contrast, Joaquin struggles to open up to his sisters
as it was previously mentioned how difficult it is to talk about his feelings or past. As for Maya,
she is frequently straightforward, having no troubles to be honest, but occasionally it takes her
time to admit some family problems or life difficulties.

When Maya and Joaquin find out about Grace's baby and eventually understand why
she is so eager to find their biological mother, they finally agree and set out on a one-day trip
to find her and get to know her.?% Despite the fact that all of their parents are highly supportive
of their newly reunited family, none of the characters reveal to their parents that they are about
to visit their biological mother. However, when they arrive, they are confronted with the fact
that their mother, Melissa, died several years ago in a car accident when she was twenty-one
years old and are welcomed by her sister, Jessica.?*

Jessica helps to answer their questions about their parents and the audience finds out
that Mellisa, the biological mother, got pregnant as a high-school student, when she was in love
with her first boyfriend, father of Joaquin, who unfortunately was deported even before she
found out about her pregnancy. When she realised that she was about to have a baby, her parents
kicked her out of the house. Shortly after Joaquin’s birth, she started dating another man and
got pregnant again with Grace and as she did not have enough money, she decided to give her
up for adoption. And the same happened again when she met another man and got pregnant
with Maya.?®! Yet, as her sister reveals “she couldn’t keep any of you. She couldn’t keep her
own life together. I think losing you broke her.”?% Moreover, “she wanted so badly to know

the three of you.”?%
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Although their mother is gone, this trip remained crucial for them. Joaquin is given a
key to a deposit box, and when they open the safety deposit box, they find photographs of
Mellisa, with her children. Such an experience makes Joaquin realise that he had been loved by
his mother.?®* Nevertheless, not only is Joaquin strongly influenced and moved by this
experience, but his sisters are as well. All three of them feel as if they finally belong to a family.
After all, Maya accepts her mother’s addiction to alcohol and is glad to see her back home from
the rehab.?®® Joaquin decides he wants to be adopted and this process is done on his eighteen
birthday as well as his birthday party.?®® And finally, Grace decides to visit her baby and her
adoptive parents.?®” As soon as all three of them realise they do deserve to be loved and be part
of a family, their opinions about adoption and their adoptive parents finally change for the better
as they are better able to let love come into their lives.

Interestingly enough, at the end of the novel, all characters are depicted in a way of
belonging to one big family. This happens during Joaquin’s birthday and adoption party, where
almost all the characters from the novel are present. Grace and her parents, Maya and her family,
Joaquin and his parents, as well as their newly discovered aunt Jessica, with Joaquin and Maya
claiming that although one door has been closed, finding their biological mother is not alive,
another door has just opened. Yet they could still feel their mother being there with them.?%

Nevertheless, due to the siblings’ past, their family could have been labeled as
dysfunctional. It is especially true because of the life circumstances that this family went
through — fathers who were not present or decided to leave the family, as well as the adoption,
which were both closely related with stress, which definitely has “a lasting impact as children
transition into adulthood.”®®® This is especially true for Joaquin, as observed from the
illustrations and excerpts in the last few pages. Notably, their communication was not always
perfect, especially at the beginning, with all their secrets and struggles to open up. Yet in the
end, they managed to overcome all the obstacles and reunite their newly discovered family in
a happily ending way.
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3.3.2. Trauma

Trauma and its depiction in Far from the Tree are closely connected with adoption, specifically
with two aspects — giving up a child for adoption and not being adopted. From the very
beginning of the novel, Joaquin is portrayed as the one who has been traumatised and suffered
the most from the fact that he had been given up for adoption as a child and this experience and
its consequences reshaped him, his mentally and attitude towards life in many negative ways.

Joaquin is the only one who had not been adopted despite his age. He feels insecure
about this fact, wondering why his biological mother has never visited him while he was in
foster care, which makes him feel even more unwanted. Even though as a child Joaquin has
lived with several foster parents in different places, none of them have ever offered him
adoption. The exact number of foster families is not stated in the novel, yet from the context it
can be surely noticed that most of the times, the experience was very unpleasant, as Joaquin
mentions:

There had been the foster mom who once lost her temper and whacked Joaquin
in the back of the head with a wooden hairbrush, making him feel like one of
those cartoon characters who literally saw stars; the elderly couple who, for
reasons that Joaquin never understood, would tape his left hand shut, forcing
him to use his right (it didn’t work, Joaquin was still a lefty); a foster dad who
liked to squeeze Joaquin by the back of the neck, literally grinding his vertebrae
together in a way that Joaquin could never fully forget; the parents who kept the
fosters’ food on a separate pantry shelf, the generic store brands lined up right
below the brand-name cereals for the biological kids.3®

Nevertheless, there were a few foster parents who were according to Joaquin great,
loving and caring:

But then there had also been Juanita, the foster mom who stroked his hair and
called him carifio when he had the stomach flu one winter; Evelyn, who
organized water balloon fights in the backyard and used to sing Joaquin a song
at night about three little chicks who curled up under their mother’s wing and
fell asleep; and Rick, the foster dad who once bought Joaquin an entire set of oil
pastels because he thought that he was “pretty goddamn talented.” (Six months
later, after Rick had too much to drink and got into a fistfight with the next-door
neighbor, Joaquin had been forced to leave that foster home and his pastels
behind. He still wasn’t quite over losing them. )%
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However, as it is obvious from the novel, every loss, from either his biological parents
or foster parents was a harsh experience that had influenced his life in a way that whenever
something unexpected or different happened with his current foster family, with Linda and
Mark, something that did not either follow the regular patterns of everyday life or when they
behaved weird in Joaquin’s eyes, he was always sure that this was a signal letting him know
that they were just about to announce to him that they do not want to take care of him anymore.
Yet, this point of view was always biased, as it was never true. To illustrate this, once when
Joaquin was sitting at the kitchen table, Mark and Linda “sat down across from him, holding
hands, and Joaquin knew immediately that they were asking him to leave. It happened seventeen
times before, so he knew the signs well. There would be excuses, apologies, maybe even tears
(never Joaquin’s), but it always ended the same way: Joaquin putting his few things in a trash
bag and waiting for his social worker to pick him up and take him somewhere new.”3%

That being said, this could be seen as a consequence of undergoing some kind of a
chronic early trauma while Joaquin’s own personality was forming, as it had further
consequences in shaping his later beliefs and perception of his world and everything around
him. 3% At first as a small child, Joaquin believed that there was a future for him and one day
he could be adopted, but as time passed and he was not offered the chance, he started to believe
he simply did not deserve neither to be adopted nor to be loved, thinking about himself in the
most negative ways. Furthermore, he thinks that he is the only chance for Mark and Linda to
get what they wanted, yet never could — to have a child. Instead of feeling grateful to be a part
of such a loving family who wants to adopt him, he feels desperate and unable to receive their
love.3%

Therefore, when his current foster parents, Linda and Mark offer to adopt him, Joaquin
is unsure whether he wants to be adopted anymore simply for the reasons of feeling unwanted
ever since he was born, or of his worried feelings that he might hurt Mark and Linda the way
he hurt one of the foster parents who once adopted him when he was twelve. Unfortunately the
foster parents had to return him back into foster care for his violent outbursts and tantrums.3%
Not to mention that besides his tantrums, feeling unwanted, unloved, or being scared to hurt
someone, Joaquin also has depression, as well as trouble falling asleep, nightmares, and does

not like being expected to do anything from others as he feels he cannot fulfil them. Whenever
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Joaquin is on his own, he does not re-experience the traumatic events from his life, instead he
questions himself why is he not good enough for anyone, why his biological mother has never
visited him, or whether he is the worst and naughtiest child in the world. He blames himself for
being the reason why any family has never truly adopted him.30. 307

Eventually, when Joaquin dates a girl, he is still convinced he does not deserve both to
be loved and to love. Furthermore, he is scared of the relationship getting any more serious, as
he felt that he would never be able to give his girlfriend, Birdie, everything that she wants in
her life despite the fact that it is never directly mentioned what she wants, it is just Joaquin
assuming about her expectations.

And Joaquin had the horrible, terrible feeling that he would never be able to give
this kind of life to her. There was no one to tell her about him, no one to share
embarrassing stories about him that Birdie would love, or show her baby pictures
of him. Mark and Linda had photos around the house, sure, but it wasn’t the
same. Birdie wanted—no, needed—the world. She was used to it. These photos
were her map, and Joaquin knew then that he was rudderless, that he would only
lead her astray. He knew what it felt like to be held down. He loved Birdie too
much to do that to her. He broke up with her the next day.3%

Mark and Linda are aware of Joaquin’s worries, problems and the consequences of his
early childhood traumatic experience, they know they must be careful in their behaviour and
actions towards Joaquin, as well as when it comes to communication. Yet, they always show
their deepest understanding and support, as well as his therapist who tries to listen to him and
helps him to see the world and everyday situations, and Joaquin’s troubles from different
perspectives. Yet, for Joaquin it is difficult to make progress. As it was already stated in
previous subchapters, he has trouble opening up to anyone and talking about his worries, not to
mention that he is convinced that everyone expects him to talk nicely about adoption and the
system as such.

He knew that’s what they wanted him to say, that it wasn’t as bad as the news
always made it out to be, that no one had ever hit him or hurt him, that he had
never hit or hurt anyone. People always thought they wanted the sordid details,
Joaquin thought, until they actually had them. [...] That’s why he didn’t tell
people that he was a foster kid. Their curiosity always got the best of them,
making him feel like a science experiment, a cautionary tale.3%®
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Moreover, he “was also really good at asking open questions, making other people talk about

themselves so he wouldn’t have to say anything about himself. His therapist called it a coping

skill, but Joaquin just thought it was polite. They agreed to disagree on that one.”3°

In the novel, it is depicted that Joaquin uses violence as an escape mechanism, to either
solve his problems, or as a mechanism that releases his emotions out of him as his mind is full
of them as a result of his unwillingness to share them with anyone. When Joaquin was twelve
and the previous foster family adopted him, although they provided him with his own room,
own bed, his own space, even taking him shopping to let him pick his own sheets which felt
fine to him, Joaquin still felt that they were not nice.

“I just started . . . I don’t know, I just started having these tantrums. They called
them meltdowns. | would just black out with this anger. It felt like my skin was
exploding, you know? Like I couldn’t even breathe. And the closer we got to the
adoption, the worse it got. | was starting fights with everyone except Natalie and
I couldn’t even explain why. The Buchanans still went through with the
adoption, though. [...] So one day, about six months after the adoption went
through, Natalie was almost two, and it was a Saturday afternoon, and | was
having this epic meltdown. [...] No one could even touch me. I wouldn’t let
anyone get close. And then the dad, Mr. Buchanan, he tried to pick me up and
set me on my feet, right? Like, to stand up. And | just started throwing everything
that I could get my hands on. We were in his office and there was a stapler on
the desk. . ..” [...]“I threw it,” he said again, clearing his throat. “I threw it at
him, but it went out the door and Natalie . . . Natalie was coming around the
corner right then.” Joaquin dropped his head, closed his eyes, sick with shame.
“It hit her in the head.” He gestured her up toward his temple. “Right here, and
she just dropped.”3!

There are more parts during the novel when Joaquin uses violence. When he is unable
to express his true feelings and worries, he has several arguments with his current foster parents,
Mark and Linda. Besides, when Grace is bullied and called “a slut [sic]”%'? by one of her
classmates in front of Joaquin, he uses violence again to solve the situation:

In one smooth motion, he had Adam up against the wall, his forearm pressed
across his chest, and Adam looked wide-eyed and scared, a fish out of water.

“Listen, you asshole [sic],” Joaquin hissed, and now Maya was standing up next
to Grace, hanging on to her arm. “That’s my sister, okay! You think it’s cool to
talk to my sister like that? Do you?!” Adam didn’t say anything. Maya felt the
pressure in her chest go straight into her heart, bursting with a sudden, vicious
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love for him. [...] “You talk to her again, you even think of looking at her

again”—Joaquin pressed his arm harder across Adam’s chest, sliding it up

toward his throat —“and you’re going to have to talk to me. You got that?”313
Yet, situations like these shock Joaquin when he returns back to reality, making him feel sick

and shaking his whole body. Surprisingly, Joaquin is aware of the fact that violence is not a
solution, especially because power does not always make you a good person as he assumes. 3!

There is one more aspect that traumatises, worries, and at the same time haunts Joaquin
— photos. Joaquin perceives them as a feature of a happy and idyllic childhood, as well as a
feature of belonging to a family. It does not make him feel any better when his girlfriend wants
to show him a photo album of her as a baby or when he notices that Maya’s house is full of
huge family photos that are hanging on the walls. Even Mark and Linda have photos around the
house too. Nonetheless, Joaquin is not captured in any of them, because he simply has no photos
from his childhood, which makes him even more sorrowful.

However, this changes once Joaquin opens the deposit box and finds photos of himself
as a child. This experience leads to Joaquin realising that he had always been loved by his
biological mother and therefore helps him to shift his view of the world and helps him to open
up to love and open up in general to others. It is also the first time when Joaquin calls Linda
and Mark as “Mom and Dad,”®*® and thus, shows signs of progress in his way. As a result,
shortly after the trip, Mark and Linda display these photographs around the house, not to
mention that during his birthday party and celebration of the adoption process, they take another
group of pictures as a family.3!® Although this early childhood experience remains traumatic
for Joaquin, and it is going to be part of his life for the rest of his life,3'” Joaquin finally has a
sense of belonging and is not part of only one family (the one with Linda and Mark), but is also
a part of his biological family, being able to unconditionally love and support his sisters as well
as he does for his biological, yet unfortunately dead, mother. “He hopes she can see him,
because he sees her now. He sees her every single day. He hopes he can make her proud.”3®

In addition to this, Grace could be seen as a traumatised character as well. The trauma
that has changed her personality and keeps haunting her is the disturbing experience of giving

up her baby for adoption. Although this act is over, the memories and Grace’s reactions are not.
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The effects are lasting, and it takes a long time for Grace to get over emotions and the trauma
itself.31° The issue connected with her pregnancy is the fact that Grace discovers her pregnancy
late. She was already in her fifth day of her second trimester, and there was not much that she
or her family could do about this situation.®?° From the very beginning of this moment, Grace
created a strong attachment with her unborn baby and kept calling her Peach, as the baby was
at that given moment the size of a peach. No one knew about this baby’s nickname except for
Grace.

Grace decided she was not going to keep the baby as she claimed she could not because
of the fact that she “wasn’t exactly earning baby-raising money.”®?! Furthermore, she was
convinced that

even that babies cried or smelled or spit up or anything like that. That didn’t
seem terrible. It was that they needed you. Peach would need Grace in ways that
she couldn’t give to her, and at night, she would sit in her room, holding her
now-rounded stomach, and say, “I’m sorry, I’'m sorry, I’m sorry,” a prayer and
a penance, because Grace was the first person who Peach would ever need and
Grace felt like she was already letting Peach down.3??

Thus, she decided to give her baby up for adoption. Yet she was occupied by the thought
that the future family for her baby must be perfect. Nonetheless, whenever she was looking for
a family, no one was good enough for her baby. Grace was mindful and careful about her
decision, simply for the reason that she was occupied by the thought that her baby deserved
more. 3?3

During the pregnancy, Grace kept talking to her unborn baby all the time, as she claims
that Peach was the “only person Grace really talked to.”3** When Peach was born, the nurse...

...had asked Grace if she wanted to, and she ignored her mother’s worried eyes,
her lip caught between her teeth. She reached out and took Peach from the nurse,
and she didn’t know how else to explain except to say that Peach fit, she fit into
Grace’s arms like she had fit beneath her rib cage, nestled there soft and safe,
and even though Grace’s body felt like soot and ashes, her head felt as if it had
been washed clean for the first time in ten months. Peach was perfect. Grace was
not. And Peach deserved perfect.3?®

319 Giller, “What is Psychological Trauma?”
320 Benway, Far from the Tree, 9.

321 Benway, Far from the Tree, 9.

322 Benway, Far from the Tree, 9.

323 Benway, Far from the Tree, 9.

324 Benway, Far from the Tree, 10.

325 Benway, Far from the Tree, 10-11.

67



Grace did not actually remember the moment she gave the baby to her new future
adoptive parents, but her body did. She...

...locked her bedroom door and writhed in agony, one of Peach’s receiving
blankets clutched in her fist as she choked into it, sobs pressing down on her
chest, her heart, crushing her from the inside. She didn’t want her mother
anymore. This wasn’t a pain that she or the doctors could take away. Grace’s
body twisted on the bed in a way that it hadn’t during her labor, like it was
confused about where Peach had gone, and her toes curled and her hands flexed.
Grace had delivered Peach, but now it felt like she had truly left her. She was
untethered, floating away.3?

Despite the fact that the adoption remained open, which the adoptive parents insisted
on, Grace was not ready to get in touch neither with them, nor with her baby. Grace could not
imagine seeing her baby again. When the baby was born, during the following thirty days, Grace
was officially allowed by law to contest the adoption and claim the baby back. “On the thirtieth
day, Grace had huddled in bed and watched the clock tick down. When her phone flipped to
12:01 a.m., something in Grace wilted. Thirty days had passed. The adoption was official. Peach
was truly gone.”3?’

After the childbirth, Grace occasionally re-experienced the traumatic event, wondering
what things she would never be able to give her child as her mother,3? playing with the thoughts
of what her life could have been like, had she decided to keep her baby,3?° as well as deeply
missing her baby. She suffered from nightmares, pain, and sorrow. Yet, she was fully aware of
the fact that this traumatic event is part of her past, which she would never be able to outrun.3*°
Not to mention that when she received photos of and letters about the baby from the adoptive
parents, she...

...picked up both photos and carefully tucked them under her shirt, pressing them
against her stomach, where Peach had once been. She knew it was ridiculous,
that they were just photos, that Peach would never be anchored to Grace the way
she once had been, but she tried to feel it again anyway, tried to remember the
press of her tiny foot against Grace’s ribs, the way she would drum her fists at
three in the morning. But in the end, they were just photos, and Grace finally
took them away and placed them in a drawer, feeling foolish. She wanted to look
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at them forever, and she never wanted to see them again. [...] Grace knew that
she couldn’t go back, but as she stood in her messy room, one hand over her
stomach as if to keep Peach there, she also realized that she had no idea how,
exactly, to go forward.3

At one point in the novel, when Maya told Grace and Joaquin about her parents planning
to get a divorce, Grace became horrified by the idea of what would happen if her baby’s
adoptive parents would possibly get divorced one day too. This thought was constantly haunting
her, even in her dreams, and she could not get over it. She felt devastated by the idea that she
would not be able to help her baby and became convinced that she had chosen the wrong parents
for her baby. “The idea that she had picked the wrong parents, the wrong home, for Peach sent
her into a panic that clawed at her back whenever she was alone—whenever her mind was quiet.
You did it wrong, a voice would say, and Grace would shiver. You had one job as Peach’s mom,
and you completely, royally fucked it up [sic].””*%?

However, after giving birth, Grace strives to get back to high school, but she is
constantly bullied by Adam, her classmate, who keeps playing a recording of a baby crying to
make fun of her. In addition to this, Grace is called by some of her classmates ““a slut and a baby
mama [sic].”33% 33 Grace finds no other way than to respond to this with violence by punching
Adam several times in his face and running off to the bathroom where she hides.3%®

During these harsh times, Grace was constantly keeping her sorrow, worries and
feelings to herself, feeling reluctant to share them with anyone else. From time to time, she
shared some of her worries with her friend Rafe, yet she did not fully open up to him. Grace
claims that talking to other people, especially strangers about the baby was impossible for her,
as it felt almost like a betrayal.3*® Thus, when she and her family decided on family therapy,
she felt under pressure and was unable to handle her feelings anymore, and unexpectedly vented
her emotions in front of her parents and the therapist. She said:

“I miss P— Milly very much. Of course | do. I carried her for almost ten months.
But she’s in a much better home, a better family for her. I did the right thing.
My parents agree.” [...]“Of course I’'m not myself!”” Grace cried. “I had a baby
and then gave her away! I don’t even recognize who I am anymore! You act like
I’'m just going to go back to high school and go to dances and prom and

331 Benway, Far from the Tree, 108.
332 Benway, Far from the Tree, 127.
333 Benway, Far from the Tree, 70.

334 Benway, Far from the Tree, 174.
335 Benway, Far from the Tree, 74-76.
336 Benway, Far from the Tree, 186.

69



everything, but none of that has happened. I can’t even go to the mall without
people whispering about me, calling me a slut [sic]! You want a daughter back
who doesn’t exist anymore.” [...] “You don’t get it!”” Grace cried. “I’m not going
to heal from this! You keep acting like I’'m going to explode at any moment, and
if you don’t say anything long enough, that I’ll forget about my baby”—the word
got caught in her throat and she had to almost spit it out to get it out of her—
“and it’ll all be fine! That’s what you always do! You pretend like something
didn’t happen, and then eventually, it’s like no one remembers that it did happen.
You did the same thing with me!”3%

After the session, the therapist offered Grace a solution. He noted that Grace should try
to talk to other girls who underwent the same experience as her, the girls who are in the same
situation as she is, therefore he suggested finding and visiting a support group. Which, as it is
revealed at the end of the story, she did. She met with her birth mother’s support group and
shared her experience with the girls. At the end of the family therapy session, the therapist also
noted that Grace and her family made progress during the session. However, for Grace it is not
until the moment that she and her siblings decide to visit their biological mother.

Grace was strongly influenced and moved by this visit. After all, she decided to visit
her baby and her adoptive parents. “She knows how hard she will hold on to the things she has,
the brother and sister who fill a new place in her life. The spot where Peach was is still there,
still open and hollow, but there are new chambers in her heart that fill her up, make her feel
whole in a way she didn’t before.”3® She thought that she would never be able to talk to, or
even see her baby but she did. And everyone, including her parents, siblings, girls from the
support group and friends, supported her idea and stood by her. Interestingly, when she met
with the adoptive parents and her baby and when she looked at her, Grace could see Maya’s
eyes, Joaquin’s nose and jaw, and their biological mother’s hair.**® Although she still feels
occasionally angry, and from time to time she cries, Grace makes progress. She is brave to let
the past go, especially her ex-boyfriend, the biological father of the child, and is prepared to
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4. CONCLUSION

By focusing on the theme of family, especially dysfunctional families in this thesis, | have
presented a detailed literary analysis, both thematic and genre of young adult literature. By
deciding to make my analysis as elaborate as possible, my aim was to find out how the families
are portrayed in the two selected novels and whether they could be perceived either as
functional or dysfunctional. | wanted to look at all the families from many different angles, to
provide as comprehensive an analysis as possible. Yet, | am aware of the fact that more aspects
of the selected novels could have been analysed in conjunction with the already presented
aspects.

During my study of the theoretical background and during my analysis, I found many
similarities between the two selected novels, some of which were occasionally apparent and
some not, along with the links to the theoretical background. Young adult literature is frequently
linked to coming-of-age novels, which during the analysis of the two selected coming-of-age
novels related to family and its ideology, has shown beyond doubt to be an eligible theme for
exploration of both dysfunction of families and trauma studies in literature. Secondly, the theme
of family discloses the fact that it inevitably was, still is, and always will be, as Alston argues,
the ideal and vital part of any children’s fiction, despite the fact that world, society and novels
with their depiction of families have changed a lot in recent years.*?

Yet, on the other hand, the choice of the theme of family in contemporary young adult
literature can also have its challenges, as this theme is rather complex and broad. As seen in the
analytical part of the thesis, the families portrayed in the selected novels do vary in their
depiction. Moreover, it could happen that the characters do not have to be necessarily part of
only one family, but of more, thus they must be thoroughly separated from one another if a
decision is made whether such families could be perceived as dysfunctional or not. As in the
case of Far from the Tree, where the protagonists were not only part of their individual families,
but in addition to this the siblings formed a family of their own. Grace formed another extra
family with her baby and her adoptive parents and on top of that, almost all the characters form
a group of people that have many things in common, and such a group could be perceived as a
newly formed family too.

Besides this, such a wide presentation of families from the Far from the Tree and

Holding Up the Universe can be seen as beyond what used to be called a traditional and idyllic
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portrayal of families in literature. Yet it is considered by Cecil and Roberts, *** Koelling, 3**
Alston, 3 and Avery®*, that such a portrayal is typical for contemporary novels, and more
importantly, the attention should be rather focused on values and priorities that each family
shares together, as well as care, love, and support they provide to one another, without regard
to the family’s size, colour, sex, completeness or incompleteness.

Interestingly, all the families mentioned in the analysis, despite their flaws, showed
sharing of the foremost family values. The parents and the children showed signs of pure love,
care, support, and understanding. Nonetheless, on the other hand, they also manifest influences
that contribute to dysfunctional families. The influence that seems to occur in frequent patterns
is either lack of communication or poor communication. All families being analysed showed
to some extent this pattern, some of them to a significant extent, some of them to a less
significant extent. Furthermore, Libby’s and Jack’s families, who are both the protagonists of
Holding Up the Universe, demonstrate influences of medical problems and unforeseen life
circumstances that contribute to family dysfunction, such as loss of a family member, or
divorce. Considering the protagonists from Far from the Tree and their families, besides the
poor communication, Maya’s family demonstrates alcohol addiction, parents’ arguments,
stress, and divorce, which could be seen as features contributing to family dysfunction.

The research of this thesis is also interested in trauma that some of the protagonists went
through, how it affected them and whether they managed to cope with the consequences of their
trauma or not. Firstly, trauma terminology has been presented with the help of scholarly
literature in the theoretical part of this thesis. As wide as this terminology and theory is, it was
clearly stated that for the research of this thesis, trauma and stress would be limited only to
events which are truly traumatic, not to events that are just difficult or unbearable. Such a
decision was made as a consequence of the function of these two terms in contemporary culture,
their everyday usage and trivialisation of these terms, especially by media, in order to imply
various kinds of stressful or unpleasant experiences from divorce to moving house, as Pigtek
points out.3*’

Holding Up the Universe realistically depicts Libby, the protagonist, as a traumatised
character because of the loss of her mother and because of her experience of bullying by her
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classmates. She shows signs of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), such as panic attacks,
re-experiencing traumatic events, anxiety, eating disorder, social isolation, problems falling
asleep, depression, as well as feelings of hopelessness and restlessness. In comparison, Far
from the Tree realistically depicts Joaquin and Grace, the protagonists, as traumatised
characters as a consequence of the unsuccessful adoption process in Joaquin’s case and as a
consequence of giving up a baby for adoption in Grace’s case.

Joaquin, who is seventeen years old, has not been adopted yet and lived with several
foster families, experiencing unpleasant situations with different foster parents, along with
pleasant situations with different foster parents. Yet, he suffered a lot as a child and as a
consequence of such experiences, he has trouble fully opening up to anyone. His perception of
the world has been shaped to a rather negative one, he has depression, and he feels unwanted
and unloved too. He simply believes that he cannot be loved at all. Occasionally, Joaquin uses
violence to solve his problems.

Shortly after the birth of Grace’s baby, the baby was given up for adoption. Despite this
decision, the experience was traumatising for Grace, and she is constantly being haunted by this
event as the time passes by. Grace feels pain, sorrow, anger, as well as frequently missing her
baby. Furthermore, she occasionally re-experiences the event and suffers from nightmares.
Besides this, she is bullied by one of her classmates because of her pregnancy.

Interestingly, all three characters receive treatment on their journey. Libby was provided
medical treatment due to her mental health issues, she frequently meets with her therapist, and
she attends the school’s Conversation Circle. In comparison, Joaquin on a weekly basis meets
his therapist and Grace once underwent family therapy where she was recommended to visit a
support group. Grace continues to see this group which helps her to get over the adoption of
her baby.

In conclusion, all of the three traumatised characters managed to get over their trauma
and its consequences. For all of them, it took some time, but luckily, they managed to do so and
never gave up. Furthermore, Grace and Libby’s portrayals could be seen as what Cart®*® and
Koelling®*® mentioned in their books as female protagonists who are adolescents, yet still
exceptional, strong, courageous, who encounter an obstacle and learn from the opportunity, and
who personally grow. Yet, both of these novels could be recognised by their sophisticated cover

art to appeal to a broad age range of readers.
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Both of the selected novels present more than one topic, more protagonists, as well as
plot lines which could be seen as trends and changes that are typical for contemporary young
adult literature. These novels explore family relationships, friendship, survival, social outcasts,
death, loss, grief, self-acceptance, and identity. Yet, Benway, the author of Far from the Tree,
manages to present her book looking at extremes of contemporary teen life from a light and
humorous point of view at given parts of the novel.*°

Undoubtedly, both novels, which are written in a realistic way, present protagonists who
are moving from childhood to adolescence, and who are looking for answers to their questions.
They are going through the process of understanding the world around them, which goes hand
in hand with physical and emotional changes, and the process of developing their own values
and opinions. Despite some flashbacks and shift in time narration, they are mostly written in
the present tense, which can help readers to relate to the stories.

Although Jack, the protagonist of Holding Up the Universe, and Maya, the protagonist
of Far from the Tree, were not mentioned in the third chapter in the subchapters which focused
on the analysis of trauma within the two selected novels, it does not necessarily mean that their
adolescence and transition from childhood to adulthood are depicted in a smooth and effortless
way. Both of them were trying to figure out who they are, where they belong, and as well as
this, they were looking for answers to their questions. They were going through the processes
of understanding the world around them, emotional and physical changes, as well as going
through the process of developing their own values. Jack was trying to figure out his life and
his future with the disability he is diagnosed with, Maya was trying to figure out whether she
belongs to her family with her adoptive parents and sister, along with trying to understand her
changing personality and sexual orientation.

Despite the stories’ depictions in not the most optimistic and brightest ways, | believe
that young readers would not find them an obstacle, as it may help them to either understand
the world around them better, or to realise that they are not the only ones who have similar
troubles and worries, like the protagonists. Instead, it can give them hope and help them to
overcome their troubles more easily. Moreover, these novels are not only as authentic as
possible, but are also aimed at a variety of audiences, as they are not aimed only at young adult
audiences. | consider Far from the Tree to have enormous crossover potential, because of the

major themes of adoption and foster care, though it was initially intended for teenage readers.
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The same suggestion could be made about Holding Up the Universe too, as it may actually

appeal to adult female readers.
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5. RESUME

Cilem této prace je s vyuzitim primarnich i relevantnich sekundarnich zdroji zmapovat
zpusoby, jakymi je reprezentovana rodina v soucasné literatufe pro mladez*®! a zdali se na
konkrétni rodinu a jeji vyobrazeni da nahliZet jako na funkéni ¢1 nefunkéni rodinu. Préace je
rozdelena na Ctyfi kapitoly. Prvni kapitola ptedstavuje teoretickou ¢ast, ktera je nésledné
rozdélena na dvé podkapitoly. Tato kapitola popisuje zakladni modely v literatufe pro mladez,
spolu s jeji historii, soucasnou prezentaci této literatury a vybranymi tématy, ktera se v této
soucasné literature objevuji.

Uvodni podkapitola se zabyvéa historii literatury pro mladez. Tato podkapitola
predstavuje vybrané védce a literdrni autory a prezentuje jejich ndzory na vznik této samostatné
oblasti literatury. VéEtSina z nich se shoduje na tom, Ze tento zanr vznikl v Americe ve 20. stoleti,
vV obdobi mezi dvéma svétovymi valkami. Mnoho védcd, véetné Davida L. Russella,
Humphreyho Carpentera, Mari Pricharda, ¢i Victora Watsona poukazuje, Ze tento zanr a
romany pro mladez byly vyrazné ovlivnény romanem J.D.Salingera Kdo chytd v Zize, jez nebyl
napsan pro déti, nybrz dospivajici.

Nicméng, 1i8i se také nazory teoretikii na prikopnika literatury pro mladeZ a dospivajici
a také na to, ktery z romant byl vydan jako prvni. Michael Cart oznacuje Seventeenth Summer
od Maureen Daly jako prvni oficiélni titul. Jiného nédzoru je Victor Watson tvrdi, jez tvrdi, ze
prvni americky roman tohoto zanru byl roman Fifteen od Beverly Clearly. Alleen Pace Nilsen
a Kenneth L. Donelson povazuji za Louisu May Alcott a Horatia Alger, Jr. za jedny z prvnich
autort romant pro mladez.

S ptichodem padesatych let bylo vice pozornosti vénovano teenageriim, coZ bylo
zpusobeno nartistem povinného vzdélavani a povalecnym ekonomickym rozmachem. Padesata
léta byla dobou velkych hospodaiskych expanzi. Lidé z d€lnické tiidy pracovali na plny Uvazek
a jejich mzdy rostly. V dusledku toho byly rodiny mensi, rodi¢e méli mén¢é déti, a proto vice
utraceli za zabavu svych déti. Jak Watson poznamenal, béhem sedmdesatych a osmdesatych let
byl marketing vyrazné ovlivnén teenagery, a ne jinak tomu bylo i v literatufe.

Rok 1994 se stal zdsadnim momentem v literatuie pro mladez, protoze béhem tohoto
roku zacal tento zanr vzkvétat namisto toho, aby zanikl. Od této doby prosel tento Zanr

renesanci, jez pokracuje az do soucasnosti. S prelomem tisicileti ziskal na oblibé a oslovil Sirsi
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experimentim v ramci stylu, formy i vypravéni. Tato literatura zahrnuje klasické zanry, jako je
fantazie, sci-fi, zahadné piib¢hy, tituly napsané v unikatnim formatu, napiiklad ve verSich,
doprovézené grafickymi ilustracemi, piibéhy ve form¢ denikd ¢i dopisii nebo vypravéné
prostfednictvim vice perspektiv. D& pokryva vice riznych problematik od prozitku, pies
kamaradstvi, az po $kolni prozitky a je vypravén ich-formou nebo er-formou, ¢i s pouzitim vice
perspektiv nebo vypraveci.

Jednim z trendu je pouziti ich-formy pro vypravéni a psani romant ve formé deniku ¢i
zapisniki, jeZz dokazou zajistit pro Ctenare vétsi autenti¢nost, ale také moznost se s hlavni
postavou a jejimi problémy 1épe ztotoznit. Dal§im vyraznym trendem je feminizace této
literatury, kdy romany casto predstavuji zenu jako protagonistku, spolu s dal§imi zenskymi
postavami, které mohou byt bud’ dospélé nebo v obdobi dospivéni, a které jsou odvazné a silné.
Tyto postavy obvykle musi prekonat piekazky, které jim zaroven poskytuji ptilezitost osobné
rust, 1 piesto, ze se jim prekazku nepodaii pfekonat. Mimo to je zajimavé, ze dalsi aspekt, ktery
proSel zménou je delsi rozsah knih bez ohledu na vékovou skupinu publika. Tyto romany
Castokrat prezentuji obsah s komplexnimi tématy.

Druha podkapitola popisuje podrobnéji témata, jezZ jsou v soucasné literature pro mladez
slozitéjsi otazky namisto toho, aby se soustfedily pouze na prezentaci jednoho tématu, déjové
linky, ¢i symbolu. Mezi popularni témata patfi rodina, vztahy, pfatelstvi, socialni Zivot, ¢i
dobrodruzstvi, k némuz patii i pteziti, tajemstvi a zahady. OvSem nevyhyba se ani citlivym
tématim jako je smrt, umirani, sexualita, sexualni zneuzivani. Jednim z nejcastéjsich témat, jez
je prezentovano v téchto romanech je dospivani a identita jedince. Protagonista tento proces
bud’ prochazi sém nebo s pomoci druhych. Pro postavy v tomto véku je typické, Ze se méni
v dospélého cloveka, kdy se snazi pochopit svét kolem sebe, prochazeji fyzickymi a
emocionalnimi zménami a hledaji odpovédi na své otazky. Mnohé z téchto romand jsou
realistické, psané pro dospivajici ¢tenafe v souc¢asném cCase, jez se mohou diky tomu s piib&hy
ztotoznit.

Druha kapitola se zaméfuje na vyobrazeni rodiny v literatufe pro mladez a také
poukazuje na faktory, jez ptispivaji k nefunk¢énosti rodiny, a také pojednava o teorii traumatu
Vv literatuie. Tato kapitola prezentuje jednotlivé definice rodiny. APA slovnik psychologie vnima
rodinu jako pfibuzenskou jednotku, jez je slozena ze skupiny jednotlivct, ktefi jsou spojeni
krvi, manzelskymi, adoptivnimi nebo jinymi intimnimi svazky. Také zduraziiuje, Ze jeji forma

a struktura se muze lisit.
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Nancy Lee Cecil a Patricia L. Roberts pfirovnavaji soucasnou podobu rodiny
k nuklearni roding, jejiz duleZitost mize byt vnimana v upeviiovani vzajemné spoluprace, péce
a moralky. Obé¢ souhlasi s ndzorem, Ze dne$ni rodiny se mohou lisit ve velikosti, barvé pleti, ¢i
pohlavi, ptesto by se méla drzet nékterych danych hodnot. Rodi¢e by se méli predevsim starat
nejenom o rodinu, ale 1 se vzdjemné podporovat, vychovavat a chranit své blizkeé.

Holly Koelling tvrdi, Ze definici rodiny je tézké z0zit na par slov, protoze je ¢im dal tim
poznamenava, Ze romany, jez se zabyvaji rodinnym zivotem mohou zkoumat riizna témata, ¢i
fesit problém identity, snahu o shledani, ¢i pojednavaji o adopci a péstounské péci. Gillian
Avery dodava, Ze v dnesni dobé¢ je St'astnd rodina spiSe vyjimkou, S ¢imz ruku v ruce nartista
pocet autort, kteti piSi o neuplnych a odcizenych rodinéach. Ptesto zdiiraziuje, ze existuji knihy,
u nichz je mozné najit rodinny kruh, ktery je neporusen.

Ann Alston tvrdi, Ze pokud jde o definici rodiny a jejiho mista v literatufe, mnoho se za
poslednich nékolik desetileti a uplynula dvé stoleti nezménilo. Podle ni je rodina stale ideéalni a
zasadni soucasti kazdé détské fikce, prestoze rodina v posledni dob& zazila revoluci. Alston
zduraznuje, ze neni dilezité, zdali je rodina v romanu pfitomna, ¢i chybi, protoze postavy jsou
svym zpisobem zavislé na roding, bez ohledu na konkrétniho Clena rodiny, stejné tak jako
nezaleZzi, jestli dany ¢len ztvariiuje dobrou ¢i Spatnou roli.

Tato kapitola je tvofena podkapitolou, jez se zabyva faktory, které piispivaji
k nefunk¢nosti rodiny a teorii traumatu v literatufe. Faktory, jeZ jsou zde prezentovany jsou
ptevzaty od odbornikii a psychologi z Univerzity King a také od spisovatelky a advokatky
duSevniho zdravi Kelly Spears. Tito odbornici se shoduji, Ze mezi spolecné rysy a faktory
nefunkéni rodiny mtizeme zafadit Spatnou komunikaci, alkohol, drogy, perfekcionismus,
nedostatek empatie, nadmérnou rodicovskou kontrolu déti, nadmeérnou kritiku. Mimo jiné také
verbalni manipulace, zdravotni problémy, duSevni choroby, nedostatek soukromi, nezavislost,
stres nebo neocekavané zivotni okolnosti. Dale je piedstavena teorie traumatu, jelikoz trauma
muze byt do ur€ité miry spojovano s nefunk¢nosti rodin. Mnoho romént pro mladez predstavuji
rizné druhy traumat. Proto pro analyzu této prace je trauma definovano a limitovano na
udalosti, které jsou skute¢né traumatické, jako je opusténi rodica, €i ztrata blizké osoby.

Trteti kapitola se na zakladé tohoto teoretického ramce vénuje analyze dvou vybranych
romant pro mladez, Tiha Vesmiru (Holding Up the Universe), ktery napsala Jennifer Niven a
Far from the Tree od Robin Benway. Analyza se zaméfuje na vyobrazeni rodin ve vybranych
romanech, ale také na analyzuje styl psani, prostfedi ve kterém se d&j odehrava, vypravéce,

vyobrazeni nefunk¢nosti a traumat. Tato kapitola je rozdélena na celkem tfi podkapitoly.
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Nejdiive predstavuje Sirsi literarni kontext a zatazeni téchto dvou vybranych dél do kontextu a
nasledné jsou ve zbylych dvou podkapitolach ob¢ dila analyzovany jednotlivée.

Ve druhé podkapitole je analyza vénovana romanu Tiha Vesmiru (Holding Up the
Universe), jehoz dv¢ hlavni postavy jsou Libby Strout a Jack Masselin. Tento dé&j je vypravén
v ich-formé, pti¢emz oba protagonisté se pii vypravéni svych piibéhti rovnocenné stiidaji.
V prvni poloviné romanu dochazi k posunu v ¢ase, n€kdy se ¢tenaf ocitne v minulosti, jindy
Vv pfitomnosti. Libby vypravi o svém détstvi, problémech se Sikanou, ztrat¢ své matky,
panickych zachvatech a problémech s nadvahou. Jack vypravi o své poruse mozku, nemoznosti
rozpoznavat lidi podle jejich obliceje, ¢i o nefungujicim manzelstvi jeho rodic¢i. V tomto
romanu jsou také velmi Casto pouzivany vulgarismy a dal$i zajimavosti je, Ze se zde objevuje
pIno slov ¢i dokonce vét napsanych bud’ v kurzivé, ¢i pomoci velkych pismen nebo tuéné, jez
nesplyvaji se zbytkem textu, ale naopak pfitahuji pozornost ¢tendfe. Tento roman ptedstavuje
fadu témat a symbolt, jako je rodina, trauma, strach, identita, sny, laska, ztrata, ¢i smrt.

Libby, které je Sestnact let vyrlstd pouze se svym otcem, jelikoz jeji matka nédhle
zemiela, kdyz byla Libby jesté dité. Jeji otec je vyobrazen jako podporujici, laskavy a milujici,
matce diky rtiznym pohledim do minulosti, kdy je ¢tendiim piedstavena v riznych situaci.
Piesto tato rodina mize byt vniméana jako nefunkéni z nékolika divoda. PredevSim je
nekompletni a také vykazuje znamky nedostate¢né a Spatné komunikace. Mimo jiné maji na
nefunk¢nost této rodiny vliv zdravotni problémy a nahla a nepfedvidatelna smrt jeji matky.

Tento roman také realisticky zndzoriiuje Libby jako hlavni traumatizovanou hrdinku
kvili ztraté jeji matky a jejim zkuSenostem se Sikanou ze strany spoluzakii. Libby vykazuje
znamky posttraumatické stresové poruchy diky svym zachvatim paniky, opakovanému
prozivani traumatickych udalosti, uzkostem, porucham pfijmu potravy, socialni izolaci,
porucham spanku, depresim, pocitiim beznadéje a vnitfniho nepokoje. Libby se dostava kviili
témto problémim Iékaiské oSetieni, setkava se svym terapeutem a navstévuje specialni Skolni
konverzaéni kruh. VSechny tyto oSetieni ji nakonec pomohou na jeji cesté uzdraveni. Libby
dokaze ptijmout sama sebe a zac¢ne byt hrda na to, kym je.

Jack, jemuz je sedmnact let, se potyka s poruchou zvanou prosopagnosie, kterd mu
znemoznuje rozpoznavat obliceje druhych. Jack vyrista se svymi rodic¢i a dvémi bratry. Oba
rodice jsou milujici, vSechny své déti bezmezné miluji a podporuji v jejich Zivotech. Nicméné
ani tato rodina neni dokonald navzdory své uplnosti. Jackliv otec si v uplynulych letech prosel
rakovinou. Nastésti se mu podatilo ji piekonat, ov§em tato nemoc méla velky vliv na rodinu i

psychické zdravi vSech ¢lenti rodiny. Mimo to Jackiiv otec tajn¢ podvadi svou zenu, o cemz
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Jack vi, ale pfed otcem to taji. I Jack ma sva tajemstvi, Zadny ze €lenil rodiny nevi o jeho
obli¢ejové slepoté. Rodie spolu nevychazeji zrovna nejlépe, rodina vykazuje zndmky
nedostate¢né komunikace mezi jednotlivymi ¢leny, mimo to Jack pfiznava, Ze se Castokrat citi,
ze na n¢j rodi¢e maji velké naroky a sdm sebe stavi do role jakéhosi “maskota”, kdy se snazi
vSechny kolem sebe délat S§tastné, ovSem sam se tak po vétSinu Casu neciti. Diky vSem vyse
zminénym faktorim muze byt tato rodina vnimana jako nefunkéni.

Ve tieti podkapitole je analyza vénovana romanu Far from the Tree, jehoZ hlavni
postavy jsou Grace, Maya a Joaquin. VSechny tyto tfi postavy byli jako déti, a to bud’ ihned po
narozeni anebo jako batole, pfedany do procesu adopce. VSichni tfi o tomto faktu védi a jsou si
védomi toho, Ze nevyrulstaji se svymi biologickymi rodici. Tento roman je psan s pouzitim er-
fromy vypravéce, o¢ima protagonistl, pfiCemz v jednotlivych kapitolach se hlavni postavy déli
o své piibehy a myslenky. Lze tedy ptedpokladat, Zze zadny z piibéht neni zaujaty.

Graceiny pasaze se to¢i kolem jejiho t¢hotenstvi, adopce ditéte, vztahu s jejim ditétem,
jeji vlastni adopce, Sikany a vztaht s jeji rodinou a sourozenci. Pasdze Mayi se soustfed’uji na
rizné negativni problémy, jako je frustrace, vztek, alkoholismus jeji matky a jeji pocit, ze
nepatfi do své vlastni rodiny. V Joaquinovych pasazich se objevuje strach z odpusténi,
traumatické zazitky z minulosti v détskych domovech nebo dokonce nasili. Diky velice
podafenému a realistickému vyobrazeni adopce a péstounské péce, je Ctenaf schopen si vytvofit
kompletni obraz o téchto procesech.

| v tomto roménu jsou €asto pouzivany vulgarismy, slova ¢i dokonce véty napsana bud’
v kurzivé, nebo pomoci velkych pismen ¢i tu¢ng, jez nesplyvaji se zbytkem textu, ale pfitahuji
¢tenafovu pozornost. Je zajimavé, ze nikde neni zminéno, kde pfesné se jednotlivé piibehy
odehrévaji, dokonce ani neni prozrazeno, zdali to byl autorky zamér ¢i ne. Da se tedy
predpokladat, ze se d&j odehrava v Americe, jelikoZ je roman psan variantou anglického jazyka,
americkou angli¢tinou. | vtomto romanu dochdzi k posunum v ¢ase mezi minulosti a
pritomnosti. Béhem nékolika vzpominek se snazi kazda z postav odhalit vice podrobnosti o
svém détstvi, vztahu s adoptivnimi nebo péstounskymi rodici nebo o traumatickych zazitcich
z minulosti.

Grace, jedna z hlavnich postav, byla adoptovana ihned po svém narozeni. Odmala tedy
vyrustala se svymi adoptivnimi rodi¢emi, ktefi ji bezmezné miluji a podporuji v kazdé zivotni
situaci. Kdyz Grace otéhotnéla ve svych Sestnacti letech, rodice za ni po celou dobu téhotenstvi
stali, starali se o ni a podpofili kazdé jeji rozhodnuti. Pfesto ma Grace pocit, Ze jeji otec z této
situace nebyl nadseny, ackoliv nikdy netekl nic Spatného. Kromé toho mé Grace pocit, ze jeji

rodi¢e maji velkou tendenci ji kontrolovat nebo predstirat, Ze se nikdy nic Spatného nestalo, a
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tim padem neustale udrzovat §t'astny chod rodiny za kaZzdou cenu. Mimo to méa Grace problém
byt ke svym rodi¢im upiimna a svéfit se jim se svymi problémy. Mezi Grace a jejimi rodici
tedy velmi Casto pfevlada nedostate¢na ¢i Spatna forma komunikace. Diky témto faktorim
muze byt tato rodina povazovana za nefunk¢ni.

Toto ovSem neni jedina rodina, jeZ je Grace soucasti. Jak jiz bylo zminéno vyse, Grace
béhem svého studia stfedni Skoly oté¢hotnéla. Ovsem ihned od zacatku byla pevné rozhodnuta,
ze ihned po narozeni svéri dit€ do procesu adopce a vzda se ho, jelikoz se necitila pfipravena
ani schopna vykonavat roli matky navzdory svému véku. Biologicky otec se veSkerych
pravnich néarokii na dit¢ vzdal ihned od zacatku téhotenstvi. Tato rodina je tedy diky své
neuplnosti jiz od zacatku vnimana jako nefunkéni, pfesto Ze si Grace ke svému ditéti vytvoftila
velmi silné pouto a nedokdze na néj zapomenout i po porodu.

Maya, druha hlavni postava romanu, byla také adoptovana kratce po narozeni. Vyrtsta
se svymi adoptivnimi rodici a sestrou jeZ se narodila adoptivnim rodi¢im necely rok po jeji
adopci. Ale ani tato rodina neni pfili§ harmonicka a je od zacatku prezentovana jako nefunkéni.
Ptestoze oba rodiCe své déti miluji, jeden k druhému maji spiSe odtazity vztah, velmi Casto se
hadaji, a to i pfed svymi dcerami, navic matka trpi alkoholismem. Maya je ve skrytu duse
pomérné introvertni postava, a piestoZe je navenek velice upovidana, ve skrytu duse ma plno
strachd, bolesti a trapeni, které ma problém s ostatnimi sdilet a jak sama pfiznava, ma i problém
s komunikaci. Castokrat nedokaZe najit ta spravna slova ¢&i fraze, jez by popsaly jeji pocity.
Maya nema ani pfili§ harmonicky vztah se svou sestrou, ov§em V momentech velkého napéti
se dokazou semknout a vzdy drzi pti sobé.

Joaquin, tfeti postava romanu je jediny ze sourozencil, jeZ nebyl nikdy jako dité
adoptovan. Pro$el si nékolika détskymi domovy a riznymi péstounskymi pécemi s rozdilnymi
péstouny, ale bohuzel tyto zazitky byly Castokrat velmi nepiijemné, traumatizujici a Joaquina
poznamenaly po zbytek jeho Zivota. Joaquin je nejstarsi ze sourozencti a momentalné se nachazi
v dalsi péstounské péci. Soucasni péstouni jsou za Joaquina velice vdécni, ptijimaji ho se vSemi
jeho nedostatky, bezmezné ho miluji a ¢astokrat to Joaquinovi davaji najevo. Také mu nabidnou
adopci, ovSem Joaquin, ktery je diky své minulosti velice traumatizovany, ma problém tuto
nabidku pfijmout. M4 strach, ze by péstounskym rodi¢tim ublizil, nedokaze s nimi otevien¢
mluvit, ptilezitostné 1ze a misty dokdze byt 1 agresivni. Pfestoze jsou jeho soucasni péstouni
v knize vyobrazeni v nejlepSim mozném svétle, Joaquinovi problémy mohou byt vnimany jako
faktory, jez ptispivaji k nefunkénosti této rodiny.

Tento romén také realisticky znazornuje Grace a Joaquina jako traumatizované postavy

v disledku neuspésného procesu adopce v piipadé Joaquina a v disledku vzdani se ditéte pro
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adopci v pripadé Grace. Joaquin v détstvi velmi trpél diky Casté a neustale se ménici péstounské
péCi. Jeho vnimani svéta se zménilo na spiSe negativni, ma Casté deprese, citi se nechtény a
nevhoden lasky ostatnich. Joaquin obcas pouziva k feSeni svych problému nasili. Graceino
téhotenstvi a nasledovny porod byly pomérné traumatizujicim zazitkem. Prestoze se jedna o
udalosti z minulosti, Grace se pies né nemize pfenést, citi bolest, zarmutek, hnév a ¢asto ji
chybi jeji dité. Tyto udalosti opétovné proziva a trpi no¢nimi mirami. Mimo jiné je kvuli
téhotenstvi Sikanovana jednim ze spoluzakii. Grace i Joaquinovi se dostava na jejich cesté
uzdraveni terapeutickou péci, jez jim nakonec pomiiZze se pienést se pies jejich traumata a
vhimat svét okolo nich v pozitivnim svétle.

Oba zvolené roméany prezentuji vice témat i protagonistd a déjovych linii, které lze
povazovat za trendy a zmény typické pro souCasnou literaturu pro mlddez. Oba romany se
zabyvaji rodinnymi vztahy, pratelstvim, smrti, ztratou blizké osoby, zdirmutkem, sebepfijetim a
vlastni identitou. Oba jsou psany realisticky, reprezentujic protagonisty, kteti prochazi obdobim
ptechodu z détstvi do dospélosti, které jdou ruku v ruce s fyzickymi i emocionalnimi zménami,
procesem rozvijeni vlastnich hodnot a nazorti. Navzdory tomu, ze jednotlivé ptibéhy nejsou
vyobrazeny Vv nejoptimistictéjsim svétle, nemusi to byt nutné¢ vnimano jako piekazka, nybrz
jako benefit, ktery miize pomoci ¢tenaifim lépe porozumét svétu okolo nich, ¢i se ztotoznit

s nékterym z vyobrazenych témat ¢i problémtl.
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