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To my children, whose laughter is my favorite sound, and to my husband, who saw in me what I failed to see in myself
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INTRODUCTION
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I KNOW WHY I WROTE THIS BOOK. (MORE ON THAT IN A MINUTE.) But why did you pick up this book?

You may have picked up this book because parenting is hard, because you’re exhausted by all the demands, because you feel triggered by your child’s behaviors, or because you’re scared you’re becoming your parents (although you promised yourself you never would). I’m here to tell you: it’s normal to struggle with parenting. It is one of the hardest things you’ll ever do. And parenting is especially challenging if you’re trying to heal from your past hurts while also showing up for your child in a whole, healed way.

Every family is different. Your parents may have been strict, or permissive, or absent, or abusive, or overwhelmed. Maybe they were caught up in their own personal struggles. Or perhaps they just didn’t show up for you in the way you needed as a child. Whatever the cause, the result was likely the same: you didn’t have the most effective model to follow as far as parenting goes.

Here’s my promise to you: you don’t have to have had a good parent to be a good parent.
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MICHELLE ARRIVES AT MY OFFICE, PUT TOGETHER ON THE OUTSIDE but disheveled on the inside. She’s thirty years old with two kids, ages four and three. She’s here because she’s identified a problem: she doesn’t know how to communicate with her children in a way that is supportive or healthy, particularly when she’s set off by their behavior.

“They just don’t do what they’re told,” she says, her voice quavering with sadness and frustration. She tells me she erupts at them almost daily and cries herself to sleep most nights. It’s clear from her puffy eyes that she is exhausted. She knows there must be a better way, something that goes beyond simply doing the opposite of what her parents did when she was a kid (which was, she says, mostly nothing—they were very hands-off in a way that used to drive Michelle crazy). She is determined to be a constant, involved presence in her children’s lives. But she can’t get a handle on herself when the kids push her past her breaking point.

Michelle wants me to fix her kids. She fears something is wrong with them. Or worse, something is wrong with her. She has convinced herself that everyone else has it all together. Why doesn’t she?

I’m a licensed marriage and family therapist with a unique specialization in infant, family, and early-childhood mental health. I see a lot of moms like Michelle—tired, overwhelmed, and at their breaking point. They’re convinced they’re failing and that nothing they do is enough for their families. In their quest to make everything appear effortless, they end up crumbling beneath the illusion of perfection.

Michelle is not a “bad” mom. She is a loving mom who is having a hard time. When we have difficult and challenging experiences, we want to place blame on someone or something else. This is particularly true if we grew up with parents who struggled with accountability and made their problems our problems. Michelle must learn that her children’s job isn’t to stop triggering her. It’s her job to recognize that she’s triggered and not make those triggers her children’s problems. Michelle loves her kids, but she’s terrified she’s going to give them a traumatic childhood just like hers. She, like many of my clients, believes she is an utter failure.

Michelle’s story is very common in my practice. She didn’t have parents who were present or attuned to her when she was growing up, so she doesn’t innately possess these skills. Fortunately, for her and everyone who resonates with her story, those skills can be learned. No matter where you are on your parenting journey—from toddlers to teens—you can make changes that will help you become the parent you always needed for yourself while also becoming the parent your kids need you to be for them.

Perhaps you’re parenting from a place of fear—what if I screw them up? What if I’m just like my parents? What if my kids end up resenting me? What if they end up leaving me like everyone else does? What if they don’t like me? The trick to getting to this place of fear-free parenting is to start with yourself first.

That’s right: parenting your kids starts with you, not with them.

Most parenting books will convince you that something is wrong with your child’s behavior and give you guidelines on how to deal with tantrums, back talk, defiance, aggression, and other common issues. A lot of those books put the parent in the position of fixing the child, falsely promising lasting change to their behaviors. In real life, these approaches teach parents how to exert control over their children in their formative years . . . and then parents act surprised when teenagers rebel and try to take back control. Parents then often respond by becoming stricter and punishing the behavior. It’s a vicious cycle, and one that perpetuates the dysfunction to a new generation.

You have the power to stop that cycle. When you focus your efforts on supporting the child-parent relationship, not only will you see behavioral changes, but more important, you’ll see more trust, emotional safety, connection, and joy shared between you and your child. This translates to more cooperation and more collaboration, two essential factors for running a (relatively) peaceful home.

To get inside your child’s mind and understand them better, you need to do a deep dive into your own life story and discover why you act the way you do and how you came to be. In this book, you will examine your core life narrative: What happened to you in your childhood that remains unresolved today? You’ll understand what patterns have emerged from your upbringing that continue to impact you in the present moment with your children. You’ll discover the social and cultural influences that imprison your psyche, dictating how you should think, feel, and act based on factors that are largely outside your control.

Ultimately, you will learn to liberate yourself from the beliefs and behavior patterns that no longer serve you. You will learn to step confidently into the unknown and overcome past influences that wreak havoc on your day-to-day life of raising your children. Through this experience, you will become the parent you were always meant to be—grounded, present, intentional, and confident. What’s more, you will become the parent you never had and give your children the opportunity of being raised without having to carry your baggage for you.
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I’VE BEEN A THERAPIST FOR MORE THAN THIRTEEN YEARS. AND I know this material intimately not only because of my professional role but also because I am a survivor of childhood trauma myself.

It took me a while to admit—or even understand—that trauma. (And I’m a professional!) The first time I had an inkling of it was when I left home for the first time and started comparing my childhood experiences with others’. I remember standing in line at a pizza shop with my brand-new college friend, Juliette. I had just moved to New York City from a small town outside of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, to go to New York University’s Tisch School of the Arts. A very ambitious eighteen-year-old, I was going to be a Broadway actress.

Juliette ordered a salad and asked me, “What are you gonna eat?”

I told her, “Oh, I don’t eat lunch.”

She looked at me like I had just grown another head. “What do you mean, you don’t eat lunch?”

Puzzled by her reaction, I responded, “Well, my mom said that eating lunch is bad for you, it makes you fat, and you should only eat once a day.”

She rolled her eyes. “Your mother’s crazy.”

What did she mean, my mother was crazy? Wasn’t this advice what every mother told their children? If something so normalized in my youth was obviously dysfunctional to my friend, what was going on? That was the day my eyes began to open . . . and my personal healing journey began.

I now have two children, and let me tell you that these kids reveal the wounds in me I didn’t know needed healing . . . Every. Single. Day. As a professional, I’ve helped people from a variety of cultural and socioeconomic backgrounds become more conscious and more effective parents—by examining the received wisdom and inherited “truths” about themselves that were passed down from their parents. Some of that heritage is worth keeping and sharing with the next generation. Much of it just doesn’t work for them anymore—and they need to find a new way to parent that is more in line with their values, principles, and personal beliefs. That’s what we’ll do, together, in this book.

Throughout Parent Yourself First, I will draw on my professional and personal experiences to guide you. I will share the real-life experiences of my clients (with identifying information obscured to protect their confidentiality), who have been where you are—with the hope that their stories will inspire you to heal your past wounds and make the changes in your family life that you need. You’ll be given exercises and self-reflection prompts to examine your past and make an intentional plan of action to heal and grow. I ask that you keep a journal as you read through this book, so you can write out your responses to the exercises and any personal reflections you have along the way. You will be given the guidance, tools, and encouragement to open yourself up to learning about yourself first. But it doesn’t stop there.

I also will give you the information and tools to pave the way to a future that allows you to connect with your children, be a better communicator, discipline with love and respect, and give your children the skills they need to go out into the world—without saddling them with the baggage you’ve been carrying from your own childhood. As a mother, I know how hard it is to change the way you parent, but I also know how satisfying it feels to become the parent you want to be. The cycle of family dysfunction can be strong, but it can also be broken. You can change the trajectory of your child’s life by how you choose to show up in relationship with them. This is the true power you possess as a parent.

It all starts with you.







PART ONE
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Caring for the Child Within You









CHAPTER 1
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Say Hello to Your Inner Child

How Your Past Shapes Your Present

JESSICA BELIEVED HER FIVE-YEAR-OLD DAUGHTER, DANI, WAS an “angry, rude kid” who couldn’t make friends and never listened. Dani did what she wanted, when she wanted, and didn’t seem to care about the consequences.

“I honestly question if I even like being around her,” said Jessica. “Is that a terrible thing to say?”

Jessica wanted to feel close to Dani. She loved her. She just struggled to like her sometimes. It wasn’t how Jessica wanted to be as a parent, but she wasn’t sure how to break out of this cycle.

Shortly into our work together, Jessica revealed that, as a child, she had always struggled to feel close to her own parents. “I felt like an inconvenience to them. I even wondered sometimes why they had me,” she admitted. Jessica summed up her childhood with one word: lonely. She’d thought that having a child would heal that loneliness, but now she had a child of her own and felt more alone than ever.

It was no surprise that Jessica struggled to support Dani. She was still carrying some heavy emotional baggage from her own childhood, specifically the abandonment she experienced from her parents. And it was distorting how she saw her own daughter. The more Dani embodied the anger Jessica had for years learned to repress and deny, the more Jessica found herself rejecting Dani altogether. Jessica was locked in a cycle of loneliness and shame she desperately wished she could break. But she just didn’t know how.

“It’s so painful to think about,” Jessica admitted to me. “Not feeling wanted—that’s how I felt my entire childhood. It’s something I never wanted my child to feel. But I’m doing it all over again to Dani. And I’m afraid I’ve already done the damage.” Jessica was drowning in her own fears of inadequacy, which had been sown and grown long before Dani even existed.

For things to really change with Dani, Jessica had to be willing to explore the trapped child within who felt too scared to make a fuss. She had to parent herself first before she could be a better parent to Dani.

Listening to Your Inner Child

How you show up as a parent is influenced by your childhood experiences—both the painful and the positive. This sounds simple, but too many of us gloss over the effect our own childhood has on our parenting style today. I get it. It can be extremely challenging to look back and recall what you went through as a child, and you might find this process really difficult at times. Be gentle with yourself. You’re here to break the cycles of shame and parent your children with intention and connection. This is a noble effort. No matter how tough this road may be, I want you to remember that you’re built for this.

I’ll talk a lot in these pages about your “inner child.” What do I mean by that? Your inner child is a psychological representation of your deepest fears and anxieties, as well as your unmet childhood needs. This inner child has been listening and learning since before you were even conscious of your surroundings, and it has picked up a lot of information (some that might not even be directly known to you) about who you are and what you require. Experiences in our past inform our inner child, even as we age. Some of us have a loud, needy, demanding inner child who takes the wheel at any opportunity. Others have learned to silence our inner child altogether, only for it to rage with potentially self-destructive consequences. Our inner child is particularly loud during times of conflict and strife! But by listening to our inner child, we’ll unlock truths about our own past—as well as insights about how we relate to the children in our life today.

As we work through this book, we’ll learn more about how to hear and heal that inner child within us to be a better parent to the kid in front of us. It can be challenging work. Remember: be gentle with that childlike voice inside you. Just like you would never consciously reject your own child, your inner child longs (and deserves) to feel accepted for who they are.

To feel safe, your inner child requires gentleness, kindness, and compassion. We all deserve that, no matter what our age, don’t we? Yet many of us have internalized a harsh, critical voice when we speak to and about ourselves, which only further demeans our inner child. Have you ever wondered why you get hung up on feeling like a failure? Chronically guilty? Perpetually unlovable? Never enough? Misunderstood? These fears are all attached to your inner child and the “wounds” you inflict upon yourself when you don’t treat them with compassion. When left unexamined and unhealed, these wounds become your core inner child narrative, the unconscious story that colors how you perceive yourself and everyone around you.

Children are not born defeated and disheartened. In its pure form, the inner child is curious, observant, self-accepting, totally present, trusting, open to taking risks, unafraid of failure, persistent, and joyful. But it has been said that children are the canvas upon which parents paint their unrealized hopes and dreams, and as a result many children suffer under the weight of their parents’ expectations. They lose the free spirit of the inner child and replace it with survival skills such as competition, comparison, perfectionism, people pleasing, judgment, imposter syndrome, and more.

The inner child is not a rational thinker but an emotional one. When your inner child is triggered, it’s often an indication of a need that is not being adequately attended to. So, if you’re feeling empty and aren’t sure that your needs will be promptly met, maybe you’ll get angry, anxious, or nervous. You may run away, hide, or retreat. Perhaps you’ll be rendered speechless, panicked, frozen, or stuck. Maybe you’ll pretend like everything is perfectly fine, but behind the facade of your smile, you’re slowly withering away inside. When these patterns emerge, know that it is your inner child speaking and your wounds are asking for healing.

By the time we grow up, a lot of these patterns forged in childhood have become automatic. But by taking the time to consider the thoughts, feelings, and needs of your inner child, you’ll facilitate a deeper connection with the child in front of you. By intentionally making space for your inner child, you begin to mature as an adult—and as a parent.

Practically no one gets out of childhood without inner child wounding. My client Russ had never been to therapy, and he was quick to inform me that his wife “dragged” him into my office to get help with parenting their four kids. They would misbehave, he would explode, she would cry. Wash, rinse, repeat. The cycle was exhausting and unproductive. But no one could figure out how to break out of it. When I asked Russ what I could do for him, he lowered his gaze.

“I’m not used to asking for help. So, I really don’t know where to begin.” Russ was a fireman and a paramedic, so his ambivalence toward receiving help made sense. As a wounded healer myself, I knew that many people with difficult pasts were drawn to the helping professions. I wondered if Russ could relate.

Russ shared that his mother had been easily overwhelmed by parenting him and his sister, and as a result she hadn’t been consistently emotionally available. She had yelled a lot and often reminded him of the ways he wasn’t living up to her expectations. His father had threatened him with punishments and consequences if he didn’t obey, and he’d often spanked him when Russ defied him. Russ felt voiceless beneath their authoritarian control. And these patterns continued into adulthood. His parents lived nearby, and even though Russ was a husband and father himself, he still felt pressure to comply with his parents’ increasingly urgent demands on his time and attention, as if he were still a child. He always did what his parents asked . . . and then found himself having a shorter and shorter fuse with his own family.

“My kids call me Scary Daddy,” Russ admitted, with tears welling in the corners of his eyes. “My fear was that I would be overbearing just like my parents, and it seems I’ve succeeded.” Russ was unconsciously repeating the patterns that were conditioned within him: he yelled when he was frustrated, and he threatened when he didn’t get his way. He had broken one cycle, though. He had sworn never to hit his children, and he’d kept that promise.

Because Russ’s job often required him to be away for days at a time, when he was home, he wanted his time with his family to be free from chaos. Quite an expectation for a home with four young children! He wiped his tears, then asked me for the secret to getting his kids to listen to him.

Like many parents, Russ had bought into the delusion that getting his kids to “comply” is the definition of good parenting. Maybe if they just listen, we think, that will prove that I’m not completely terrible at this whole “raising a child” thing. But then, by extension, if your kids don’t behave, that means you, as a parent, are not worthy. So when Russ’s four young kids got rambunctious—as all young kids do—his inner child told him that not only was he a bad dad, but he was also a bad person.

Here’s the thing: it’s not your child’s job to confirm that you are good. It’s their job to show up as themselves. And it’s your job, as a fully realized adult, to meet them where they are. To do that, you must unlearn the patterns that have filled you with self-doubt and find self-acceptance. And if you didn’t have parents who could show you how to do this, you have to find your way there by yourself.

How do you do that? It starts by going inward and reflecting on what your inner child is really asking for. Even as an adult, you still have an inner child, and your inner child longs to feel seen, heard, understood, and safe. Russ’s inner child had been raised on the idea that to “earn” love he had to comply with his parents’ wishes, no matter what they were. And he was still doing it, decades later! It had worked, in a way. When he did whatever his demanding parents asked for (even when it inconvenienced him and his family), doing so kept the peace. But at what cost? What lesson was he reinforcing with his parents—and passing down to his kids—about what it takes to feel “safe” in their family?

Russ came to me insisting that it was his children’s defiance that blocked a nurturing, emotionally safe connection between them. The more he clings to this belief, the more he reenacts the familiar pattern that his children are the problem. This is what his parents had done—and continued to do—to him. Just as he internalized that he must be defective every time he asserted his own free will, his children will likely internalize that they, too, are the problem whenever they want something different than their dad.

To overcome the unconscious urges to turn his inner child problems into his kids’ problems, Russ must notice that his inner child longs to feel heard and respected . . . while understanding that his kids cannot resolve that longing. Russ needs to do the work now for his inner child, who needed patience, grace, and compassion as well as nurturance, predictability, and clear boundaries. In Russ’s case, that might mean setting some boundaries with his parents, not expecting them to change their behavior—and maintaining his composure when his kids start to push back on him, which is only natural as children grow up! Russ is forty-two years old and cannot expect to be the child in the family dynamic forever (even if his parents continue to see him that way!). And he definitely cannot expect his children to parent him, by asking them to manage and be responsible for his emotions. It’s never a child’s responsibility to parent a parent. Russ needs to heal the wounds within himself so that he can try to establish a new relational dynamic with his parents—and show up as the parent he wants to be for his kids.

When Your Inner Child Is Hurt

Modern parents are sold a myth. We’re told that if we take every opportunity we can to stimulate our child’s brain—dance classes! Foreign languages! Extra sports!—then our child will be superior. And if they are superior, they will live a better life.

I can promise you, despite the flash cards and aspirations, you’ll have a kid who wipes their boogers on the wall at night before bed. They’ll say “poo poo face” at the dinner table and think it’s hilarious. They’ll deal with rejection, pain, and disappointment . . . and they’ll probably make some risky choices.

Our desire to control our children’s lives comes from a place of fear. We are afraid that if we let go, then we might be letting go of ourselves. We cannot resist projecting our dreams and hopes onto our children. It’s not wrong to want to share our love of music; it’s another thing to expect our children to love music because we do. It’s not wrong to want our children to enjoy a successful career; it’s another thing to limit our children’s vocational opportunities to only law or medicine because we believe doing so is what’s best for them.

Sometimes, a child’s own dreams and abilities can conflict with parental fantasies. Inner child wounding begins when children hear things like:


• It’s not nice for girls to act like that.

• Be a big boy! You need to be tough; you don’t want to look like a sissy.

• Don’t just lay around and be lazy. Get up and do something!

• You need to tone it down. Enough with the drama!

• No one is going to like you if you keep acting like that.



The inner child becomes conditioned to learn I cannot be who I feel driven to be, because it hurts too many people. I need to be who others need me to be. This is how I’ll survive.

Your inner child wounding may have been more overt. Perhaps you experienced an aggressive, harsh, traumatic, or otherwise harmful upbringing. Maybe you endured corporal punishment, violence and chaos, addiction in the home, abuse and neglect, or serious mental instability. Your inner child may feel more vulnerable to stress, more reactive, or dissociative—a psychological state in which you feel frozen or shut down, as if you were mentally transported to another time and place.

Your inner child longs to feel seen, heard, understood, and safe. In childhood, we rely on our parents to provide us with an environment that allows these vital needs to be met consistently, so we can form a healthy sense of self-esteem and confidence. Our core belief system accepts that although the world may be imperfect, we have safe, reliable, predictable people to connect with in our time of need. As a result, we may develop a generally quiet inner child, allowing for emotional maturity, perspective taking, and direct communication to guide us in times of conflict, struggle, or distress.

When these basic emotional needs are repeatedly ignored, repressed, silenced, punished, dismissed, shamed, or rejected, children form wounded inner child belief systems. These systems get rooted into their core sense of self and become the compass for their future relationships.


EXERCISE: IS YOUR INNER CHILD HURTING?

Take a moment and reflect on the following statements.


• I’m not enough.

• I’m bad.

• I’m a failure.

• I’m not lovable.

• Nobody wants me.



Do any of these statements feel familiar to you? If they resonate, you likely developed a wounded belief system in response to the emotionally repressed environment of your youth. This is how you learned to survive, and now, as a parent, you’re acting out these survival patterns with your kids, although they don’t serve you anymore. It doesn’t have to be this way!



When Russ’s daughter called him Scary Daddy after he erupted following his tenth request that she clean up her toys, his core inner child wound of “You’re bad, and you deserve punishment” was activated. Instantly, he blamed her for his outburst, which was a projection of the shame his inner child had learned to repress. He didn’t need judgment and self-rejection, but he couldn’t resist going there as the fear of failure flooded him. He had learned to survive his childhood home by judging himself harshly and, in doing so, maybe shaping up and improving. His inner child was sounding the alarm, and he needed to defend his honor or totally shrink.

Suddenly he had a moment of clarity. He realized that he was hard on his kids because he had always been hard on himself. His inner child needed the reassurance that mistakes aren’t fatal, ruptures can be repaired, and his children weren’t punishing him for being a “bad dad.” He was punishing himself with his impossible, militant standards that left no room for his humanity.

Like many of the clients I work with, Russ learned that his need for a perfect, chaos-free home was not only impossible but unnecessary. Our children need us to be imperfect, so they can learn how to exist in an imperfect world. They need us to be gentle, so they can learn how to be tender in a tough world. They need us to show nuance, so they can think more critically in a black-and-white world. They need us to heal, so they can be the healing for the world.

Before you had kids, it’s possible these inner child belief systems weren’t so loud and disruptive. I’m sure you’ve noticed that having kids pushes you to look in the mirror and see yourself in a new light. Having children makes your inner child wounds impossible to ignore. Your children may embody what you refuse to see within yourself.

This work isn’t easy. You may find yourself lying awake in bed at night replaying all your missteps and “should haves.” Or burdening yourself with so much guilt and shame about the mistakes you’ve made—as a parent and as a person—that you can’t see your way through. That’s information. It’s a sign there’s something you need to heal within. Be curious and open to discovering what that might be. These emotional wounds will cause you more pain if they are left unattended and unresolved. When you shine a light on your pain today and see that it is a shadow of your experiences in your past, something amazing can happen: You can make different choices. You can decide to parent differently than you were parented.


EXERCISE: WHAT DOES YOUR INNER CHILD NEED?

To gain an understanding of what you most needed as a child (and what your inner child needs now), consider the following and write your responses in your journal.


• What did your parents see in you? Does what they saw align with how you see yourself?

• In what ways did you feel heard in childhood? How did you feel unheard?

• In what ways did you feel understood by your parents? What moments didn’t they “get” you?

• In what ways did you feel safe and secure? When you didn’t feel safe or secure, what would have felt protective and supportive?



When you are faced with a difficult moment with your kid, go inward with these questions:


• What core inner child wound is being activated in the here and now?

• What does your inner child need right now?

• What are those needs about exactly? Why this moment?

• What do you need to feel safe in the here and now?



Pondering these questions will help you integrate the wisdom of the inner adult into your life, even if you didn’t have parents who supported you in the ways you needed. This is how you shift from the feisty, triggered, anxious, scared inner child (who often speaks from a place of fear and inadequacy) into the steady, curious, clearheaded, and regulated inner adult who comes from a place of curiosity and wholeness.



Finding Your Authentic Self

As you embark upon deconstructing your inner child and begin to gain an understanding of what happened to you, you may be filled with a whole spectrum of emotions. Some of my clients feel confused; some find relief. Others feel like their life is falling apart. If you’re feeling unraveled by this process of looking inward, I want you to know that this is normal. It does not mean you’re so defective or broken that healing is impossible. Instead, all these difficult, painful feelings may reveal just how hard you’ve been working to keep it together! It takes enormous effort to suppress the fears, shame, and wounds we’re used to running away from. You’re not falling apart. This is what healing your inner child feels like. You can finally embody the sad, lonely, hurt, rejected, and ashamed parts of yourself that you learned to muscle through and smile over. They don’t call them growing pains for nothing.

You’re not alone in this process. Trust that the more you crack open your heart, the easier it will be for you to accept and support your—and your child’s—true essence. But embarking on this work often makes people realize something upsetting: they have been hiding who they really are (what I call their Authentic Self) for far too long. When that disconnect between your inauthentic Masked Self and your true Authentic Self starts to become evident, some people have a crisis of confidence.

Sheena, a mother of two, was tightly wound, never allowing anyone to peek beneath her mask. She learned at a rather young age, after living with the chaos of substance-addicted parents, that survival meant never burdening anyone with her wants or needs. Sheena feared vulnerability and intimacy; with a deadpan sense of humor and a somewhat monotonous tone, she told tales of her contentious divorce and challenging emotional issues with one of her children. Her telling displayed an obvious disconnect from the reality of her situation. She wore the Stuff It All Down Mask, which she felt allowed her to earn more favor from everyone in her life. Although this mask had once ensured she survived her traumatic upbringing, it was now wreaking havoc on her family life.

Zayne, Sheena’s nine-year-old son, had an unexplained, intense aversion to vomiting. He panicked at the thought of potentially becoming ill and would often say, “I don’t want to throw up! I’m too scared!” Not only was he terrified of his own bodily turmoil, but he couldn’t tolerate the sound of someone else throwing up. Sheena initially sought treatment for Zayne’s anxiety, but we quickly learned his anxiety was a mirror of her own inner turmoil. Because Sheena was afraid of revealing all the complicated emotions that she had been hiding from for decades, Zayne was unconsciously being conditioned to stuff it all down, too. For Zayne’s fear of vomiting to disappear, Sheena had to be willing to pull down the mask . . . and allow what she felt was “ugly and unacceptable” about herself to finally be revealed.

Just like Sheena, many of us have become so used to masking our emotions that we almost don’t realize we’re doing so. But not showing up authentically doesn’t just harm us; it impacts our kids, too.

Our Masked Self vs. Our Authentic Self

The Authentic Self is the limitless expression of the complexity of this human experience: joy, love, empathy, compassion, selfishness, anger, rebellion, discontent, and so on. But just because these feelings are normal doesn’t necessarily mean it’s easy to show up as your Authentic Self. From a societal perspective, aspects of the Authentic Self are often unwanted and rejected. If you’re a woman, your authentic feelings of rage or your tendency toward uncomfortable truth-telling could be unwelcome to some. If you’re a man, your authentic feelings of gentleness or nurturing may not be embraced or supported by some—after all, are you even a real man? When you hide these aspects of your personality, you’re going through the world as your Masked Self. By instead coming to terms with your Authentic Self, you’ll gain a newfound freedom to exist in alignment with who you feel you are, rather than who society, culture, or even your family has indoctrinated you into being.

If you have ever watched little kids play, they exist fully within their Authentic Selves. They don’t look for validation, reassurance, or approval from their peers—at least not at first. Rather, they learn to seek these things because we condition our children’s psyche to need them. As parents, if we aren’t living in our Authentic Selves, we project this anxious need for validation, reassurance, and approval onto our kids.

The world conspires to repress the authentic nature of the soul. Your parents probably thought it was best for you to be tamed or controlled so you could fit in. The result: you go through life as your Masked Self, which conceals your Authentic Self. The Masked Self represents the limited vision that society, culture, and your family find acceptable for who you should be. You adopt masks to survive whatever restrictive environment you find yourself in; they are protection, armor. We often adopt masks in response to our parents, who say, one way or another, I know you better than you know yourself.

The Masked Self learns


• I must be pleasing.

• I must serve others’ needs.

• I must deny myself for the convenience of others.

• My needs aren’t as important as the needs of others.

• I cannot be wrong.

• I cannot look like a failure.

• I cannot be a disappointment.

• I must make others proud.

• I am my accomplishments.

• If I cannot do, then I am not worthy.

• I need the approval of others.



It takes a great deal of effort to be someone we’re not. The emotional toll is hefty. Often it is not only us, but also our children, who pay the price.

Elsa, of the movie Frozen, is a great example of someone who had to suppress her Authentic Self. At a very young age, Elsa was told that her magical power could be dangerous, and in order to keep her (and others) safe, her parents taught her how to mask her Authentic Self. The deeper Elsa went into her Masked Self, the lonelier, more isolated, and more depressed she became.

When she could no longer maintain this false version of herself and realized that in her effort to please and serve others she was denying herself inner peace, true joy, and deep connection, she disrupted her community and caused a lot of harm. The Masked Self was not the “more desirable” or safer version of Elsa. Because she was not given permission to be her Authentic Self, she didn’t know how to operate in a world that expected her to be something she was not. In the anthem “Let It Go” (c’mon, parents, sing it with me!), Elsa had to escape the world she hid behind to find her Authentic Self.

Although Elsa is a fictional character, her story is not unfamiliar—absent the magical powers. Perhaps you relate to the struggle of being something you’re not just to keep the peace or to make others appreciate you. Just like Elsa, you’ll never be enough if you keep trying to be what you think others need you to be. You have to let it go. I bet there are some masks you’re desperate to let go of, too. Just like Elsa, you are learning to walk away from all that you’ve been told is true about you. You’re stepping into something brand-new but true to your inner being.

Shadows and Stars

Adriana, an adult client who was suffering from postpartum depression, was the child of a nasty, contentious divorce. Her parents had been unable to co-parent in any amicable way, and as a result, Adriana had assumed the emotional burden of responsibility and maturity for her entire family. As the oldest child, she had shouldered the expectation that she should take care of her mother’s and her siblings’ emotional needs. Although she had been applauded for her intelligence and “grown-up” demeanor, she had felt dead inside throughout most of her childhood. It’s no surprise that, when hit with the extreme responsibilities of new motherhood many years later, Adriana finally caved under all the pressure. Masking was no longer an option. She couldn’t think her way out of her emotions. Adriana’s new baby forced her to confront what she had been hiding from all along: her true self.

You also probably had experiences that forced you to mask. These experiences are your Shadows. Shadows are those life experiences and people who made you feel unsafe, unseen, misunderstood, or hurt you in some way. Shadows are those memories, feelings, and experiences that you would prefer to keep hidden. Most of my clients wish to repress their Shadows; they don’t want to think about them, let alone talk about them. But Shadows cannot be avoided. They follow us and are always lurking in the background. The best way to deal with Shadows is to face them, bravely and tenaciously.

We all have Shadows. Often, we can see that the Shadows from our childhood experiences are Shadows from our parents’ childhood experiences. If there is something about your child, partner, or family member that you find triggering and difficult, there is most likely a Shadow hidden there, awaiting acknowledgment and deconstruction. Your Shadows exist to protect your inner child from reexperiencing whatever pain and harm you endured in your early years. In fact, it’s the Shadow—the unresolved, fearful experience—that keeps the inner child feeling inadequate, insecure, and unprotected.

Whether or not recalling the Shadows of your life experience is a challenge for you depends on your history. If you have experienced significant trauma, you may find it easy—albeit overwhelming—to bring your Shadows to the light. If you have been conditioned to protect your family of origin at all costs, you may struggle to recall any Shadows at all. Or you may have concluded, What’s done is done. If it’s in the past, it’s of no concern to me today. While it’s true that the past cannot be changed, denying its relevance to the present only sets the stage for history to repeat itself. Resist the urge to ignore your Shadows, because there is a wealth of self-knowledge you can uncover simply by allowing yourself to observe them without judgment or criticism.

In addition to Shadows, we have Stars. Our Stars are those life experiences and people who have helped us feel seen, heard, understood, and safe. While I have a lot of Shadows from my upbringing, I have one very important Star from my early childhood years. If it wasn’t for her influence, it’s highly unlikely I would be sharing this wisdom with you today.

I was a rambunctious, uncontrollable child who was quite challenging for the adults in my life. I was loud—I literally didn’t know how to whisper—feisty, spunky, and not like other children. Doctors believed I had ADHD and wanted to medicate me. My mom was not interested in taking that route, and so she sent me off to kindergarten with a warning for my teacher, Mrs. Bunnel, She can’t shut up.

Mrs. Bunnel could have given me an F for behavior or enacted punishments such as denying me social engagements like recess that I so desperately craved and needed. Fortunately for me, Mrs. Bunnel was an attuned and evolved teacher who may have been ahead of her time. She was undoubtedly a Star in my life.

I was lucky. Mrs. Bunnel chose to honor me. She put my desk next to hers and gave me the role of teacher’s helper for the entire year. She determined that the best way to nurture my boundless energy was to put me in a position where I could chat with kids who needed help. She saw something inside me that my parents couldn’t. She saw a nurturer and a leader, and she took it upon herself to encourage these innate skills, something every educator should aspire to do with all their students.

I distinctly recall beginning kindergarten feeling like a bad kid. Internally I was anxious and angry; externally I was bubbly and desperate for positive attention and real connection. Although I didn’t formally set foot onstage until I was sixteen years old, I was already a master performer. My year with Mrs. Bunnel gave me the important perspective that I could be accepted as I was, and I didn’t need to be perfect to be loved. While I still wrestle with this wounded inner child narrative, keeping the Star memories fresh helps to keep salt out of those wounds.

If you have a history significantly steeped in trauma, it might be hard to envision a Star in your life. Keep in mind that a Star does not have to be a consistent presence—even a small moment or encounter can serve as a Star. If you cannot think of a Star or a Star moment, I encourage you to consider doing some grief work with a professional therapist. Not only will doing so help you mourn the loss of something that is integral to your soul’s development, but it may also help you to discover some Stars buried deep beneath the Shadows of your pain and life challenges.


EXERCISE: DISCOVERING YOUR INNER CHILD

Use your journal to explore the Authentic Self versus the Masked Self, and your Shadows and Stars. What do you discover about your inner child?


• In what ways do you believe your childhood experiences shaped your Masked Self and dismantled your Authentic Self?

• In your primary relationships, are you in Authentic Self or Masked Self? How do you believe this impacts you as a parent, partner, and so on?

• If you were to no longer live imprisoned by your Masked Self, what would your life be like?

• Who or what were your Shadow influences?

• Who or what were your Star influences?

• How do your Shadow and Star experiences influence you today as a parent?



If you cannot remember specific instances, that’s okay. Try to focus on general feelings and general sensations instead and see what comes up for you. Sometimes (not always), not feeling or remembering anything is a sign that you learned to survive by avoiding or dissociating. This is a common theme for many people. So please be kind and gentle with yourself as you become more aware of your patterns.



Understanding more about your inner child will allow you to reflect on your past and connect with what is happening in the present moment with your child. This is just the beginning of becoming the parent you never had and transforming your relationship with your child.






CHAPTER 2

[image: Illustration]

Break Unhealthy Family Cycles

GROWING UP AS AN ITALIAN-AMERICAN IN A SMALL TOWN, I absorbed an unspoken rule about family: whatever happens at home stays at home. Otherwise, you’re betraying your people . . . and if you betray us, you’re the problem. There was little to no self-reflection, accountability, or desire to grow or change, which was a tough combination for a quirky child like me who hadn’t yet learned to silence her spunky self. I assumed that every family operated the way mine did—happy, functional, and smiling on the outside but depressed, chaotic, and violent on the inside.

Let’s put your past under a microscope and examine how you were conditioned to think, feel, and act. This step takes courage, as you’ll likely feel that you’re violating unspoken rules about family loyalty. Perhaps those rules were applicable in childhood and possibly necessary for your psychological survival. But that contract has long since expired, and you can now heal from the pain, sadness, grief, or shame you so expertly learned to conceal.

The Best of Intentions

Your parents are not to blame for all your hardships. Blaming them is another way of trying to escape the personal responsibility we have to feel our feelings, heal our wounds, and grow beyond our pain. It’s vital that you hold this in your heart: (nearly) all parents have good intentions. Even when those intentions are not executed in a functional, healthy way, practically every parent I’ve ever met wants their children to have a happy, successful life.

However, as you may already be aware, positive intentions do not automatically result in positive impact. When my client Tammy repeatedly spanked her three-year-old son, Carson, for getting out of bed, her intention was to teach him to stay in bed, which she believed was best for him. In her mind, Carson was smart enough to recognize he was being spanked for getting out of bed, which should have encouraged him to choose to avoid the painful experience and allow them both to get a good night’s rest. That didn’t happen. Carson continued to get out of bed, only to be met with repeated swats across his bottom. He cried, wiped his tears, and was returned to his room. Sure enough, the moment Mom stepped away, there he was again . . . directly behind her.

Tammy didn’t realize that Carson wasn’t motivated to avoid pain. He wanted her comfort, even if it hurt. Tammy, so consumed by the grief of suddenly losing her husband, Carson’s father, just months prior, was too exhausted to fully assess the impact of her actions. With every spank, she confirmed for Carson that safety was unpredictable and asking for support was painful.

The problem escalated when Carson began getting physical with peers at his preschool. Every time Tammy received a report that he had hit another child, she punished him—by spanking him. Of course, her intention was to teach Carson to control his body and use his words. But she was unintentionally reinforcing the message that hitting was how you communicated that something was wrong. Carson was smart. He was picking up a lot of information from his interactions with his mom. Just not the lessons she wanted him to learn.

When Carson’s behaviors intensified at home and school, Tammy grew more concerned. This was the point at which I met them. Tammy came to me, frustrated. “Why can’t you just teach him to stop hitting?” she asked. But she was asking the wrong questions. She was worried about having the kid who hits. But the deeper we dug, it became clear that she was more anxious about how her son’s behavior made her look than what Carson was struggling with internally. Beneath her knee-jerk defense to blame her son, Tammy was really afraid of her personal responsibility in the situation. But she couldn’t yet recognize how to change her own behavior. Week after week, she expressed her frustration with how “bad” Carson was. Not his behavior, but Carson himself. He was a bad kid, and Tammy couldn’t imagine what she had done to deserve such a tragic lot in life.

Tammy isn’t a bad mom. She didn’t need my lectures. She didn’t need my judgments. She needed my unconditional kindness and curiosity. When I hear, I am bad or They are bad, it’s a cue to dig a little deeper, which is the first step to deconstructing patterns and breaking cycles.

I asked her to face her fear: “What would it mean to you that he’s a bad kid?”

“It would mean I’m a bad mother. And a bad father, you know . . . since his father died, and I have to be both.” Tammy was seeking my help for her child, but I suspected that Tammy had some unresolved issues from her own childhood. I probed deeper and asked her, “When you were a child, what happened to you when you were bad?”

“What happened to you when . . .” is a valuable question that helps you reflect on your past and connect it to your present. It is a tool you can use when you notice repetitive themes of being bad and feeling like a failure arising in your day-to-day life. In Tam-my’s case, it unlocked a lot of useful information on not just her past but also about her approach to parenting Carson.

Tammy scoffed and rolled her eyes at the question. She explained how much worse she’d had it compared to Carson. She had been beaten regularly by her parents as a child when she misbehaved. No one had cared about her feelings or how she was doing. No one had ever told her she was a good girl or that she was smart, pretty, or worthy. All she heard was she “wasn’t trying hard enough,” she’d “never amount to anything,” and that “no one was proud” of her. She had invested far more time into caring for Carson’s emotions than anyone ever had for hers. Didn’t that count?

Saying this out loud unlocked something in Tammy. It was like she heard herself for the first time—and saw that little girl for what she’d been. Helpless. Innocent. Deserving of so much more compassion and support than she’d received. Cupping her face in her hands, Tammy spent several minutes swinging between sobs and screams as she released decades of repressed pain, grief, anger, and sadness.

She also began, for the first time, to face the pain she was causing Carson by continuing the legacy of physical violence—even if there was “less” of it in her parenting style than she’d experienced growing up. There had to be a different way to communicate with her child, she realized. For the first time, Tammy was able to make a connection between her childhood and how she was parenting Carson, and only then could she start to admit how her behavior was contributing to his distress. But she had to do this in a self-accepting way. Shame led her here, but compassion and personal responsibility would bring her home to her Authentic Self.

You may experience a catharsis when you’re excavating your wounds and life stories. At other times, it won’t be felt strongly in your body. There’s no right or wrong way to go about your healing process. Your mission is to grow beyond the limiting beliefs that you may cling to as fact. When you’re doing inner child work, your priority is to trust the process and remain curious about your inner critic.

Recognize the Pattern

The words your parents said to you become the words you say about yourself and the words you speak into your children. If those words are routinely negative or demeaning, you’ll start to believe this “inner critic”—and ignore the equally valid (though unsaid) good things about yourself and those around you. That’s how we pass down negative parenting practices across generations.

Look, the inner critic in each of us starts from a protective place. Your inner critic has one primary mission, which is to defend you from becoming “bad.” Yet it has a bizarre way of accomplishing this goal. It judges and polices your behavior, with the hope that all the resulting shame will prevent you from making bad decisions. It also shouts over any positive messages you might receive, drowning them out and making them unintelligible.

Look at Tammy, whose inner critic screamed into a megaphone 24/7. Her own parents had been consistently critical and judgmental of her, and in adulthood she had developed a loud, bossy, and demanding inner (and outer) critic. Tammy heard her inner critic loud and clear: You have always been a screwup. Now you need to show those teachers that you are a good mom, even though you’re a single parent. You clearly suck at parenting because your kid is a disaster. Cut out this crap now, or else maybe you’ll lose Carson, too.
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