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			To Caroline and Michelle D.

			Thank you for guiding me to connect to my feminine energy and inner wisdom. You taught me to trust the universe and believe that everything unfolds for my greater good. As my mentors during such a transformative phase of my life, you made a remarkable impact.

		

	
		

		
			Disclaimer

			The content you’re about to explore reflects a coaching approach I’ve carefully crafted. It draws on my experiences in performance and nutritional health coaching, combining techniques from Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT), Motivational Interviewing, and Dialectical Behaviour Therapy (DBT). It’s important to understand that this is a coaching program, not clinical therapy.

			Please remember, the information shared here is not a substitute for advice from your doctor or therapist, including psychologists, counsellors, or psychiatrists. This book isn’t meant to replace any ongoing or future therapy you may be undergoing, especially trauma therapy.

			This publication is not a clinical treatment for mental health conditions such as mood disorders, eating disorders, body dysmorphia, or alcohol addiction, particularly those related to sexual violence, abuse, or mental abuse.

			To be clear: The Change Experience Book Series, along with myself as the author, publisher, and creator, cannot be held responsible or liable for any effects that actions taken, or drugs used may have on your body or mental health from engaging with this material.

			If, at any point, the content triggers difficult emotions or past experiences, please contact your doctor or therapist immediately. Your emotional wellbeing is my priority.

		

	
		

		
			
			Your Free Gift

			As a thank you for joining me on this journey, I have a special free gift for you. You can download it, along with other helpful resources from The Change Experience book series, by signing up to the Resources page on my website.

			To get your free gift, simply visit: www.fleurelizabeth.com
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I.

			Let’s Recap

			

			How’s Your Perspective Now?

			Hello, My Friend, Welcome Back

			If you’re holding this book, it means you’ve already walked through the fire. You’ve been brave enough to unearth and connect with the messiest, most vulnerable parts of yourself in Book One: Project Clarity and Book Two: A New Perspective.

			You didn’t just dip your toes in; you got soaked with the truth of your own story. You dared to peek behind the curtain of those old, familiar patterns that kept you stuck, and you were honest enough to admit they were there. You’ve started to understand that those little nudges and prods from within aren’t something to ignore. They’re your gut, your intuition – your life’s most critical data stream, and you’re finally listening.

			This is a significant moment. Because in doing this work, you’ve begun to realise something deep – you created that old narrative because your younger, vulnerable self was alone. She didn’t have the support she needed through difficult times. But now, you do. You’ve gained a new appreciation for those parts of you that were kept hidden.

			All this tough, gritty work has sparked a new fire within you – a desire to connect with what truly matters now. You’re finally starting to understand what I’ve been saying all along: healing isn’t some mythical, woo-woo idea. It’s achievable. That’s when you lean in and love those hidden parts of yourself. Life doesn’t have to be so damn hard all the time. And as for making change, you are beginning to feel that it is possible.

			Maybe, just maybe, you’re beginning to believe me. That experiencing genuine peace and feeling a raw, honest kind of happiness from deep within yourself really can happen. Every. Single. Day.

				
					 “What matters most is how well you walk through the fire.” 

					— Charles Bukowski

				

			The Journey So Far

			Remember when we first talked about identifying your core values in Book One: Project Clarity? About untangling that knotty relationship with food and drink, not through restriction, but by understanding the “why” behind your choices?

			And then, in Book Two: A New Perspective – well, you were so courageous. You started to really look at your emotional landscape, didn’t you? You began to trace the lines of your own emotional blueprint, developing a new perspective on how those past experiences shaped the way you react today. We delved into those triggers, those moments when life felt like a minefield, and we started to learn how to quieten the noise of anxiety with grounding techniques, those little anchors in the storm.

			Well, here’s the exciting news right from the start – healing makes processing happen faster. It’s like you’ve been wading through thick mud, and now, with the know-how and self-awareness you’ve cultivated, the ground beneath your feet is becoming firmer, more supportive. Emotions aren’t scary monsters anymore; they’re your learned friends – your messengers to bring you back, to realign yourself, and to stand up and be responsible for the beautiful woman you are today.

			Making Friends with Your Feelings

			Think about it. Remember those times when a wave of emotion would hit you – maybe sadness, anger, or fear – and it would feel like being tossed around in a stormy sea? You might have instinctively reached for something to numb the feeling, to distract yourself, or you just tried to bulldoze your way through, pretending everything was fine. And what happened? That unacknowledged visitor just lingered, didn’t it? It probably even grew stronger, popping up in unexpected ways, colouring your decisions and draining your energy.

			But now? Now you’re learning a different way. When an emotion arises, you’re becoming skilled at turning towards it with open curiosity. You observe it, like a scientist studying a fascinating specimen. You name it – “Ah, hello, sadness. I see you.” You fact-check it. Is this feeling a signal of actual danger, something that requires immediate action to protect yourself? Or is it perhaps communicating something deeper – a whisper from your past, a need that isn’t being met?

			And here’s the magic – when you make room for these feelings, when you allow them to simply be, without judgement or resistance, they don’t have to knock you around anymore. They can come into your life, deliver their message, and then, naturally, they begin to move on. You navigate that current challenge with a newfound sense of presence. And the result? You glide. Okay, you may still stumble at times, but you keep on, keeping on. It’s not about the challenge disappearing, but about your ability to move through it with so much more ease and speed than before.

			The Beautiful, Messy Reality

			Now, let’s be real. This isn’t always a walk in the park. There will be times when facing those deeper emotions feels utterly exhausting. You might feel wiped out, a little lacklustre, like you’ve run a marathon of the soul. And that’s okay. It’s a sign that you’re doing the work, that you’re engaging with yourself on a deeper level. But even in those moments of fatigue, you’ll notice that you’re still moving forward, perhaps a little slower, but with more grace than when you were caught in the cycle of avoidance.

			And let’s also be clear – there are no quick fixes in life, are there? Anyone who claims otherwise might be selling you something that simply doesn’t exist. Believing you can bypass the complexities of your own heart and history with a magic pill or a fleeting distraction is, well, a form of emotional immaturity – a way of avoiding the beautiful, messy reality of being human. But when you commit to practising being present, making room for your emotions, and dare I say, making friends with them, you uncover an incredible truth – you can handle life’s inevitable ups and downs with much more resilience. Because, guess what, you’re showing up and taking responsibility for your emotional health.

				
					 “Once your mindset changes, everything on the outside will change along with it.” 

					— Steve Maraboli

				

			Reflect on the fear that once held you, that constant hum of anxiety that seemed to colour everything. As you heal and learn to trust your ability to navigate your inner world, that fear begins to loosen its grip. And what happens when fear takes a backseat? The world opens up in a new way. It feels … more peaceful. You’re not constantly bracing for impact or always on high alert. With that newfound peace comes something valuable – more time to spend on the things that truly bring you joy.

			The benefit of consciously choosing to heal those past trauma narratives is vast, my friend. It ripples through every aspect of your life. It’s incredibly liberating.

			Being able to simply sit with your emotions, to witness them without needing to fix or run from them, is a liberation many people will never experience. It’s like finally finding the key to a door you didn’t even know was locked. And if you’re reading this, if you’ve come this far, then you have that key. How incredibly lucky are you to possess this skill, this profound ability to be present with yourself?

			So, I want to commend you. Commend you for your commitment to your Future Self – that wise and whole woman you are becoming. Thank you for staying the course, for being brave enough to look within.

			Now, here we are in Book Three: Liberated Connection. In this final book, we’re going to build on everything you’ve learned. For me, this is where all the good stuff happens – saving the best ‘til last, you know? Oh, believe me, you still have some work to do, sister, but the load is most definitely lighter. I’ll be expecting to see some happy faces at the end of this book, as your glorious energy shines through.

			

			Your Change Experience journey continues, and trust me, the pages where you learn to wholly own your life are still to come.

		

	
		

		
			
			
II.

			The Book Structure

			

			A Quick Revisit

			A Reminder of the Book’s Structure

			Just a little reminder, in case it has been a while between reading each book, that each chapter of this book is set up in three neat little sections. Think of it as your own personal GPS for this journey.

			
[image: ] Education: First, we’ll dive into a topic, so you have all the information you need to get your head around it.

			
[image: ] Strategy: Next, we’ll get practical with some tools and skills you can use to navigate the choppy waters of life, whether that’s to adjust, prepare, or just find a bit of calm.

			
[image: ] Questions/Reflection: Lastly, you’ll find some questions to help you dig deeper and personalise everything you’ve learned.

			The Power of the Questions and Reflections

			Alright, let’s have another chat about these questions. By now, you’re becoming a seasoned pro at this. You’ve answered a heck of a lot of them over the last two books, and you know they’re not just a little quiz at the end of the chapter. They’re your personal invitation to dive deeper into what’s happening beneath the surface. This is your own coaching time to delve into what’s important to you, what’s led you here, and the reasons you might be considering change.

			This is where you grab that crowbar I mentioned and really get to work. It’s your time to prise open the doorway to your inner world and let it all come out – freely, honestly, and with an exemplary old-fashioned commitment to becoming a wholly liberated woman.

				
					 “All truths are easy to understand once they are discovered; the point is to discover them.” 

					— Galileo Galilei

				

			You just need to believe you can, permit yourself to take your time, and allow the answers to surface when they’re ready. Don’t worry if nothing profound appears right away. The answers often reveal themselves in layers, so just sit with the feelings the questions stir up and trust that the messages will emerge in their own sweet time.

			Your Journal: Your Secret Weapon

			Right then, time for another gentle nudge – make sure you have your favourite journal ready! This is your safe space and a trusted companion for your most intimate thoughts.

			As always, I’ll be inviting you to write down your thoughts, feelings, and answers to the questions. This helps you to connect with your past deeply, figure out what changes you want to make, and keep your vision of your Future Self right in front of you.

			And here’s a cheeky little tip – once you’ve written something down, try reading it out loud. Hearing your own voice speak the words is a powerful way to rewire those old narratives in your brain and build a stronger foundation within yourself.

			

			Your Future Self: A Compass for Your Journey

			Now that you’ve done all that magnificent work and have a fantastic new set of skills to look at life differently, I have given you the Future Self Exercise in the appendix to help you revisit and get in touch with the vision of what your future looks like with even greater clarity.

			This is something that only you can decide and create. Your Future Self isn’t some distant fantasy; she is the roadmap to where you’re going. She is the woman you envision becoming – an influential mentor who can help you navigate challenges, face your fears, and find the motivation to make lasting changes.

			The idea here is simple but profound. By getting really clear on who you want to be, you can begin to make the small, intentional steps to get there. It’s an exercise in moving from a ‘victim state’ – the “Why does this always happen to me?” mentality – to being an empowered woman. This is about creating a new narrative for yourself, one that isn’t defined by past trauma but is built on your new values and a clear vision of the future.

				
					 “Above all, be the heroine of your life, not the victim.” 

					— Nora Ephron

				

			We did a version of this earlier in the series, but now you have more experience and deeper personal insights. By looking at her characteristics, successes, and even her failures, you can build an influential inner advisor. She will be the one who inspires you to act and gives you the freedom to move on from where you are today.

			When you revisit the Future Self Exercise in the appendix, take your time with it. You might even find it helpful to draw it out like a mind map, as I did, to get a clear visual of the bigger picture.

			Remember, the person you envision becoming is more influential to you than anyone else. She is your ultimate source of inspiration. Remember, she is your mentor, and she’s encouraging you to keep showing up every step of the way.

		

	
		

		
			
Let’s Begin

		

	
		
			
			
1.

			The Home Stretch

			

			To Become a Liberated Woman

			In Touch with Your Genuine Needs

			It brings me genuine joy that you’ve picked up the third book in The Change Experience series. Liberated Connection is the final set of building blocks for you to get in touch with your genuine needs and be courageous in your journey of change. All these skills you’re building in each chapter will allow you to choose your own path, attract what’s truly meant for you, and freely explore the powerful depths of your unique journey as a woman connecting to who you are today.

			This is my favourite part of all this work, what I’m most passionate about, because it’s about connecting to and harnessing your innate feminine energy – your birthright. As you’ve come to know through our time together, I’ve navigated my share of challenging life experiences. I fundamentally believe these very experiences led me to a radical discovery of my own primal energy, ultimately transforming me into the liberated and very connected woman I am today. In some ways, I see this part of your “self-help evolution” as being the icing on the cake.

			This book is my way of sharing what I’ve learned; it’s me paying it forward and offering a lifeline to the woman within you who is ready – sincerely ready – to reclaim her peace, experience joy, and become deeply comfortable in her authentic self.

			After all the work you have already done, these are more building blocks, helping you to go deeper, acquire awareness, and forge an unbreakable connection with all parts of yourself – your beautiful self, trauma, shame, mistakes, the light and dark in it all.

				
					 “If you do not heal the wounds of your childhood, you will bleed into the future and wound those whom you love.” 

					— Unknown

				

			In this new Liberated Connection is where you let go. Leaving the past behind you. Metaphorically shedding the skin of visible scars, as you are no longer a victim. You are choosing how you are showing up in the world. For now, you connect to the deep root of trust growing within. Confident in your choices. Loving yourself first. Secure in mutually respectful relationships.

			Your Energy and the Art of Connection

			Now it’s time to explore the very real ways that past experiences can influence your daily life and impact your energy.

			If you’re sceptical about personal energy, or if you find the term “woo-woo” a bit off-putting, I simply ask you to keep an open mind as you read. I’m going to step it out for you in an easy flow so you can appreciate what it is and why it’s essential. Be open, see how the words resonate, and don’t make judgements right off the bat, okay?

			I want to approach what it means to be hypervigilant, what I sometimes call the “gift from trauma”. It is a constant state of being on guard that can drain your energy, affecting everything from your emotional balance and your choices, especially with your automatic quick fixes or tricky relationship with food and/or drink. Whatever it is, it’s just another element to be aware of so you can come back to making conscious choices that align with your values.

			Then, we’ll shift focus to your personal vibration – what raises it, what lowers it, and those “negative energy” moments we all experience. A lot of this you may already know, but you might not appreciate its importance until you see it laid out in the context of our work together.

			

			Next, we arrive at a point in this book where all the pieces come together beautifully. We explore the complementary forces that genuinely shape your inner world – the Feminine (Yin) and the Masculine (Yang) – which, importantly, are not related to your gender. We’ll look into how past trauma pushed your mind to develop exhausting survival behaviours for protection, leading you into phases of protection or avoidance. True freedom, you’ll discover, doesn’t come from fighting these wounded parts; it comes from accepting them. This profound realisation helps you finally feel the pure beauty of feminine energy – intuition, flow, and quiet confidence – that you need to fully embrace the self-trust you deserve today.

			We’ll learn to recognise “energy vampires” – people who (often unintentionally) leave you feeling drained. More importantly, we’ll understand why you might be drawn to these dynamics, especially if you’ve had challenging relationships in the past. This awareness is the first step in choosing healthier connections. Moving on, you will appreciate that a key part of becoming unstuck is establishing healthy energy boundaries. We’ll explore why these boundaries are non-negotiable for maintaining your much-loved peace and joy.

			When you are feeling connected, safe within your boundaries, and good about yourself again, it’s time to take things a step further. I’ll hold your hand as we define a roadmap for creating the life you truly desire. We’ll explore strategies to get what you want, introducing a fresh, playful, and energetic adaptation of the S.M.A.R.T. goal-setting technique.

			If you have not heard of the S.M.A.R.T. technique, it is commonly used in coaching to help guide goal setting. S.M.A.R.T. is an acronym that stands for Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic, and Timely.

			Your Toolkit for Liberation 2.0

			Understanding all of the above is only half the story. I have offered six new skills and techniques to add to our Liberation Toolbox, to build on your momentum for making change and living the life you truly want. This book is packed with enlightening and empowering content to lighten the load, so to speak. We’ll explore forest bathing (Shinrin-Yoku), drawing on Japanese wisdom to connect with nature’s energy for healing. You will learn daily energy practices and my little techniques to help you maintain a higher vibration. You’ll discover practical strategies for cultivating and protecting your energy, and learn new grounding techniques using breathwork, movement, and music to anchor you in the present.

			There’s a dedicated section for energy reflection, offering a guided experience with evocative questions to approach with compassion. You’ll be encouraged to acknowledge your past experiences and how they might be manifesting in your repetitive cycles and automatic behaviours in any part of your life. You’ll recognise your inner strength and learn to navigate complex emotions with your new grounding tools. This connection to your inner voice will fuel your motivation for positive change.

			As you progress, you’ll take a moment to acknowledge the remarkable work you’ve already done. We’ll focus on your current priorities and paint a clear picture of your Future Self – exploring what life will feel like as you actively live your values and nurture the energy you deserve. You’ll learn to recognise old patterns and consciously choose new, empowering responses.

				
					 “You have within you right now, everything you need to deal with whatever the world can throw at you.” 

					— Brian Tracy

				

			Finally, the book concludes with an insightful set of questions about your Change Experience journey, celebrating your progress and solidifying your commitment to your ongoing evolution.

			This epic conclusion to the three-part series is a testament to what healed me, and many others like me – and you too (if you allow it). The choice is now yours: turn the page and be inspired to make a deeper connection within – this is your time to take hold of your feminine energy and the power it holds to help you thrive.

			

			My Friend, when I talk about energy, I’m not referring to the energy to get up and walk around the room. I mean the vibration and frequency that everything is made of, from the tiniest shell, the tallest tree, the people you know, to the planets in our vast universe. You, me, every woman reading this – we are all connected – energetically.

			

			
			A Note

			A sidebar between us girls

			Here I am, banging this drum again, but it needs to be said – none of what I’ve shared is rubbish. It’s all very doable, but you must put in the effort. I hope, through all these pages, we’re aligned on this – your healing is a journey, and please believe me when I say it is so worth it.

			You, my friend, have the power to let go of your past so you can step into a future filled with the genuine power you’re about to claim. And as I’ve mentioned before, you need to feel safe while doing this; otherwise, none of it will last. And remember … your safety is reliant on your choices.

			There are no shortcuts here, no pills that will make this easier. You just need to show up, do the work, and trust yourself along the way. That, plus a good dose of bravery, authenticity, compassion, empathy, and acceptance is what you need to heal your most protected core wounds genuinely. Got it?

			It’s all with you now. And, as you will eventually learn when you back yourself, without a doubt, you will feel a sense of peace that comes from deep within. The kind of joy that isn’t just a fleeting high but a quiet, steady truth.

			So, put your big girl pants on again, please, and look up. Straighten your posture – no slumping, shoulders back, back straight, hips aligned. Stand tall in your body, and do it for yourself. Yeah. Pay attention to your body as you do this work. She is your best friend. You need her help to get you to the finish line, right? So, listen to her.

			Welcome to your journey of becoming wholly liberated through connection to your truest, most energetic self.

			

		

	
		
			
			
2.

			Change Is Not Always Easy

			

			The Hard Truth

			Making Changes Can Really Suck Sometimes

			Ah, okay, time for some salts of truth here, my friend. I want to talk about the realistic picture of how change can be a little rough at times, and why that is. There is no point creating an illusion that this Change Experience and letting go of the struggle within your Former Self is all roses and rainbows; that’s just BS (untrue). So, while I’m holding your hand, and before we get involved in all the great empowering stuff that will follow, can we talk about this for a while?

			You know that feeling, right, the knot in your stomach, the catch in your throat – it’s an inner fear of letting go. Even when your mind is crystal clear, even when you know moving forward is the only way to bloom, why does it feel like wading through lava sometimes? You’re not alone in that struggle, not by a long shot.

			You see, there’s this fascinating dance happening inside us. Our brilliant frontal cortex, the logical part of our brain, gets it. It sees the sense, the growth, the brighter horizon. “Yes,” it says, “let’s release what no longer serves us!” But then our limbic brain chimes in, that emotional core, and it’s clinging on for dear life. That old narrative, the one we created way back when, especially in those early years. Our limbic brain has a deep, visceral attachment to it. It was our survival manual for so long, wired with a whole history of emotional memories. It feels safe, even if it was ultimately painful.

				
					 “And the day came when the risk to remain tight in a bud was more painful than the risk it took to blossom.” 

					— Anaïs Nin

				

			That’s why all this incredible work we’re doing – rewiring those old stories, practising our shiny new skills, building this deep inner connection – is not just mental gymnastics. It’s about speaking a new language to that emotional centre of your brain, showing it, through consistent action and feeling, that there are new, safer, and more joyful narratives to connect to.

			And, oh, I need to be honest here too, whilst I bang on about boundary setting as a must-have life skill, the process isn’t always a fun one. It can be an emotional rollercoaster at times too. You start to define your space, to say, “Hey, my needs matter too,” and sometimes … people really don’t like it. You’ve played a certain role in their lives, even if it was enabling or handling their less-than-lovely behaviour. When you shift, it throws their equilibrium off, and they might push back, hard. It’s just like changing those ingrained food or drink habits (that I talked about in Book One: Project Clarity) – resistance is inevitable. You might even hear those hurtful gaslighting labels thrown your way, the accusations designed to make you doubt yourself. And when you stop reliably being that people-pleaser? Suddenly, the dynamic shifts, and conflict can bubble up. Sometimes, you’ll choose to step away, and sometimes, those relationships will naturally fade. It can feel … lonely.

			This journey of change, this stepping into the unknown – it can trigger that primal fear of being disconnected from your tribe (a potential threat to your survival). Relationships shift, sometimes even disappear, and in those vulnerable moments, that little voice of doubt creeps in. “Am I doing the right thing?” it whispers. And the temptation to run back to the familiar, even if it was unhealthy, can be incredibly strong. That loneliness, that feeling of being challenged in your newfound beliefs, can make it bloody hard to stand your ground. It can make you feel exposed, so you might reach for those old numbing agents – food, alcohol, distractions – just to escape the discomfort. You might even start questioning whether all this hard work is worth the ache. That pull back to the familiar can feel like a magnetic force.

			

			What you need to release will feel uncomfortable in the moment, but it’s the only way to get to the good stuff. The discomfort is temporary; the freedom you’ll find is for life.

			So, please, be so incredibly gentle with yourself. This isn’t an overnight transformation. Unwiring those old narratives, those deep-seated beliefs, that trauma that’s been a part of your story for so long – it takes time. And yes, it may take a lot of time. You can’t rush healing your core wounds. You’ve built a strong bond with what lives inside you and untangling that takes patience and a bucket load of kindness. There will be days when you just can’t show up for this work with full force, and that’s okay.

			Patience here means giving yourself months, even a year or more – this is often a lifelong unfolding – to move from that fear-based reaction to change, to a place of genuine confidence in your choices. Letting go is a gradual process of moving through each layer of the unknown, without getting stuck in fear and feeling unsafe.

			The beautiful news is, with all this conscious effort, with all your work to create this inner connection, your limbic brain does eventually catch up. As you start to form new healthy attachments (and start letting go of old unhealthy ones), your limbic brain, too, starts to form new attachments, new emotional memories. By taking things one step at a time, one issue at a time, you can do this. Slowly, piece by piece.

				
					 “Growth is painful. Change is painful. But nothing is as painful as staying stuck somewhere you don’t belong.” 

					— Mandy Hale

				

			If you’re tackling boundary setting with those energy vampires (people that suck your energy dry), remember to tackle it one person, one boundary at a time. Trying to do a “scorched earth” clear-out often comes from overwhelming fear and can feel too chaotic in the long run. Go gently, little by little.

			So, be kind to yourself through this challenging dance of change. Create space for acceptance. This is about gently releasing those unhealthy attachments and slowly nurturing healthy ones, rooted in the authentic belief that you can let go, you can create new stories, you can live safely within your boundaries, and you can experience more positive joy.

			What I simply want for you is to see how connecting with your own luminous energy, leaning into that high vibration that resonates with your true self, can help you navigate this discomfort with more gentleness. Because this short-term pain? It’s a pathway to a life so much richer than just surviving in that long-term ache.

			And you know what? When you finally stand tall and say, even if quietly to yourself, “My needs matter just as much as yours,” you’ll do it with a quiet confidence, a deep knowing that you are making choices that simply honour the incredible woman you are.

		

	
		
			
			
3.

			My Trauma Experience

			

			Stockholm Syndrome

			The Cycle of Mental and Physical Abuse

			In sharing my story, I lay bare a truth that, for so long, felt impossible to even talk about with my friends. What you are about to read is a harrowing account of intense and relentless abuse.

			My experience of trauma extended far beyond what any human being should encounter in a home environment. It wove itself into the very fabric of my days through relentless cycles of physical and mental abuse. I was a target for sudden, jarring attacks that left me feeling utterly destabilised – undermined, humiliated, manipulated, and sometimes, physically harmed. I was beaten, held down, and spat upon. Sure, there were days of light and laughter, but then, there would be an air around me thick with ridicule, shame, gaslighting, and cruel mockery.

			Within the environment I grew up in, these incidents weren’t isolated; they were a pattern, a chilling rhythm of adoration swiftly followed by a sudden, sharp king-hit, a blow both physical and deeply metaphorical, that would send me reeling. Just as quickly, the pendulum would swing back. I would be lifted again, told everything was alright, cherished and included in the mundane normalcy of life as if the storm had never raged.

			Growing up, until the fragile years of my adolescence, I learned to navigate this turbulent landscape by retreating inward. As the youngest in my surroundings, I cultivated a vivacious inner world, a safe bubble where I could lose myself in solitary play, undisturbed. My invisible friend and I would stage elaborate shows with my dolls and toys. In my world, the sun shone brightly … until it didn’t.

			Tick, tick, tick … boom. It was like clockwork. I lived with an unsettling knowledge that the periods of calm could be shattered, without warning, at any moment.

			Another insidious form this strife took was the casual descent of playful games into something savage. Roughhousing, which wasn’t all that joyous or free from pain, was normalised and felt like a passive-aggressive punishment. It was our family’s unique brand of fun, conditioning me to believe that things were okay, even when they felt deeply wrong. Play along or else. I became the unwilling recipient of physical battering, torment, ridicule, and soul-crushing shaming. Apparently, it’s what I deserved.

			Sometimes, it felt like pure, unadulterated hatred directed at me, and the feeling of being unsafe would chill me to my core. Other times, it was masked as playful fighting, laced with jokes and what seemed like friendly laughter, leaving me utterly confused and my young body perpetually tense with unspoken dread. Everything was presented as a joke, a twisted game I had to play along with – or face the consequences. Any flicker of objection on my part would ignite a chain reaction, escalating the playfulness into something forceful and terrifying. Like, like a massive, forceful wave of explosive aggression would be laid on to me, with no protection, or anyone there to stop the attacks. The tears that inevitably followed were met with disapproval, criticism, and the stinging label of “cry-baby” or “drama queen”. Then, poof, as if a switch had flipped, the next day I would be adored, as if nothing had ever happened. It was emotional whiplash, again and again and again.

				
					 “The most common way people give up their power is by thinking they don’t have any.” 

					— Alice Walker

				

			Build me up, tear me down. Each attack was normalised, minimised, twisted to become my fault for “upsetting things”. I had no voice, no way to object to the distorted reality they presented. I learned to cower, to fawn, to become submissive, so desperately reliant on those moments of being built back up that I began to blame myself for the attacks, even when they seemed to erupt from nowhere. It was a bewildering, isolating existence.

			When the pain became too much, when I dared to complain, to cry out for help, to beg for it to stop, I was met with gaslighting tactics, deflection, devoid of warmth or empathy. I was told I was making things up, that it didn’t happen that way, or that it never happened at all. “You have such a vivid imagination,” they’d say with a dismissive wave. Or, “You’re just being a drama queen,” conveniently shifting the blame onto my tender heart.

			My pleas for help vanished into a void of indifference. As an adult, I can now ask the question, “How could those meant to care for me show such a profound lack of concern for my well-being?”. As a kid, this is just how things were. It wouldn’t be until years later that I began to connect the devastating dots, to understand the motivation behind the gaslighting and the passive creation of these harmful situations. And I wouldn’t come to really understand until I had years of therapy that these people were all complicit, and colluded with one another in this environmental toxic zone we lived in. The trauma my caretakers themselves had endured, their own pain and suffering, their cycles of abuse, was generational trauma at its finest. Their experiences meant these types of abusive encounters were normalised within our household.

			In my late thirties, a desperate need for answers took hold. Why had the truth been buried? Why was I left to navigate the enduring wreckage of being raped at fifteen, utterly alone, or cast out to deal with a chronic food disorder, like bulimia, on my own? I turned to my main caregiver, the one who knew what had happened, pleading for some understanding of why support vanished, why the lifeline of a psychologist was severed after a mere two visits. The response I received was delivered with a chilling absence of compassion: “If I could get through it, so could you.” It was then that I understood. What had happened to me had also happened to her. Robbed of an empathetic witness, abandoned to her own silent suffering, she unknowingly inflicted the same isolation upon me.

			Voiceless, I suffered in a suffocating silence. There was no empathetic witness to validate my pain, no one to step in and shield me from the storm. We were all bound together by a toxic shame, a web of pain, loneliness, mistrust, constant abuse, and insidious mental manipulation. What a distorted, terrifying view of the world for a young girl to inherit.

			As I explained to you before, on the the outside, I constructed a carefully crafted facade – a persona that was bright, larger than life. Give me a microphone, and you’d have to pry it from my hands. Singing tunes to entertain, I was the life and soul of a party. But behind the closed doors of our family life, the reality was starkly different. There was a ritualistic scapegoating, where I was shamed, degraded, and made to feel infinitely small. It chipped away at my confidence, leaving me constantly waiting, breath held, for the next crumb of praise or acceptance they might toss my way.

			Those fleeting moments of “fun” became my only escape, a temporary reprieve from a turbulent reality. When things were good, they were intoxicatingly so. They had a remarkable ability to shower me with attention, to inflate my self-worth, leaving me feeling on top of the world. This intense dependence, a craving so strong that I would brace myself for the inevitable crash, led me to endure the descent into abuse. My subconscious, I believe now, clung to the knowledge that another wave of positive treatment would eventually follow. Heartbreakingly, this became my truth, my twisted mechanism for survival. I rationalised and excused their behaviour, lived in constant fear of them, and yet, in a deeply conflicted and fractured way, I loved them all intensely. My mind held onto the fantasy of the perfect family, and ultimately, the notion that somehow this was all my fault.

			For years, this agonising cycle played out. I was kicked, pinned down, spat on, pushed up against a wall in a blanket and repeatedly hit. My hair was pulled, sometimes even ripped out. I was whipped across the face with rough, wet face washers, feeling like leather against my skin as I slept – a cruel punishment for wetting the bed. In front of a crowd, I was pushed into steaming-hot cow manure for the amusement of others. I was made to stand in a paddock while horses were released in a terrifying stampede, leaving me injured and terrified.

			At twelve years old, I was even taken to a remote farm with my best friend, a pretty and rather developed girl of thirteen, who all the boys fancied. I was locked in a room and forced to listen to the horrific sounds of her being taken by five drunk teenagers. Against her will. For what happened, I was scolded and shamed, leaving me feeling worthless and unable to trust my own reality. My friend was labelled a slut, expelled from school, and blamed for the whole torrid encounter.

			Were any of those boys, one of my family members included, reprimanded for what they did? Not one of them.

			Please know: The raw reality I describe – the physical cruelty, the emotional whiplash, the terrifying stampede, and the horrific event at the farm – is an immense burden to carry. It’s a truth that should have been acknowledged and protected, not silenced, or twisted. The lack of accountability from those who caused such harm, and the subsequent shaming and blame my friend and I endured, is an act of deep injustice. My statement, “Not one of them was held accountable?” captures the heartbreaking void where empathy and responsibility should have been.

			This is a powerful and necessary part of my story. This is where I have had to do a tremendous amount of work on healing my internal narratives and going back to sit with my Inner Child and heal her pain. It speaks volumes about the incredible strength that doing this work possesses to have survived these cycles of cruelty and be here telling you all of this. Let’s carry on.

			The Next Level of Control

			If I spoke up, if I shone too bright, I was clipped down. If a challenge was made to the behaviour, it escalated into abuse, rage, loud voices, and threatening language. And when I learned how to hang up, move away or simply say, “I am not speaking to you when you are like this,” the manic behaviour became darker. My life was threatened if I dared to continue to object. The chilling words, “I will hunt you down and chop you up into little pieces,” were ringing in my ears. Even these terrifying threats were normalised, and my heart-pounding fear was dismissed, invalidated. And so, I would invite them back into my life, saying, “If you do this again, I will leave, I will cut you off.” But you see, I had said that before.

				
					

					 “You may not control all the events that happen to you, but you can decide not to be reduced by them.” 

					— Maya Angelou

				

			The physical violence only ceased when I finally created distance, when I no longer lived under the same roof as these individuals. Distance became my reluctant friend, yet the mental abuse persisted. I was tormented for the most insignificant things, constantly put down. I was blamed for circumstances entirely beyond my control, for the family’s disappointments. I even began to shame myself for daring to step out, to try to build a life for myself. Every small mistake I made was magnified into a monumental flaw, a defect in my very being. I was forced to swallow fierce statements of my supposed embarrassment to the family, my inherent unworthiness, all in a desperate attempt to remain within the fragile orbit of the family unit. Whatever I did – in the public arena of our family rhetoric – I was deemed a failure, all packaged up in a dismissive joke, a cutting remark meant to toughen me up, to tell me to “drink a cup of cement”. Alcohol was my dear friend and my saviour from the reality of this confusing and shameful existence.

			I lived this way until my early forties, feeling mentally frayed and deeply insecure. It was then that I sought the help of a psychotherapist who gently, yet firmly, explained to me that I was a victim of abuse. I remember the shock, the utter inability to even utter the word “abuse”. I couldn’t bring myself to criticise or blame these people. I loved them; how could this be abuse? “These people are my best friends,” I told my therapist, desperately trying to characterise our deeply fractured relationships.

			My “aha” moment came with the understanding that in a family of origin, everyone unconsciously plays a role. Suddenly, the chaotic pieces began to fall into place, and I started to see the insidious patterns that had defined my life. My therapist guided me in how to disengage from the role I had been forced to play within that unit. Gosh, it was a tumultuous, painful process.

			The anxiety attacks, the gnawing fear, the resentment that began to simmer and then boil – it was overwhelming. And all the while, the cycles continued, and I, in my ingrained patterns, kept showing up. Dramatic scenarios would unfold, seemingly designed to pull me back into the fold under the guise of being “needed”. Then, as I grew wiser and tentatively began to set boundaries against this toxic, symbiotic link of shame, the attacks would escalate in severity. I learned to recognise the signs, sometimes managing to sidestep them, often failing.

			Breaking free from such a deeply entrenched symbiotic relationship is a complex, agonisingly sticky process that rarely ends smoothly for anyone involved. Ideally, kindness and compassion would pave the way, but when one party attempts to sever the connection, it often devolves into a cruel and brutal struggle. In my case, the ending was catastrophic. There was one final attack I couldn’t evade, though I must confess, I played a role in provoking it. Years of suppressed rage finally found its voice in a torrent of colourful words.

			Demonic fights can never be won alone, and I lost, undeniably. It was a terrifying scene, worthy of a dark Netflix script, leaving me with devastating emotional wounds and a permanent severing of ties. Yet, as some say, everything happens for a reason, at the right time. As excruciating as it was, there’s a twisted sense in which the pain and the profound isolation that followed were worth it, if it meant it was the last attack I would ever endure from them. (As I have alluded to previously, this is where the necessity of requiring my hip replacement was born.)

			If you know or understand Stockholm syndrome, then you have a framework for comprehending what I endured, what I suffered. That was my reality. I loved the people I grew up with – yes, even the ones who inflicted such deep wounds. The volatile swings from kindness to terror, the insidious behaviours of gaslighting, manipulation, and scapegoating – it was all I knew, all that felt “normal”. I was trapped in these cycles, seemingly without escape, clinging to a desperate fantasy of an ideal, loving, and supportive family life. I protected them, defended them, yearned to love them with my whole heart. I would even become their cheerleader, enthusiastically telling my friends how wonderful they were.

			It took an immense amount of therapy to finally grasp the truth: What happened to me was abuse. The word itself felt foreign, impossible to utter. The chasm between the idealised vision in my head and the harsh reality of my existence dumbfounded me. It was an incredibly lonely and disorienting time, I can assure you.

			

			Now, I accept it. Now, I see it clearly for what it was, and it fuels my passion – though even that word feels inadequate – to speak openly about abuse. Because I believe more people need the strength and the confidence to break the silence. We need to normalise the painful truth that this happens within families, within the very places that are supposed to be our safest havens.

			I have come to understand that with the light, there is always the dark. And to sever the deep roots of that symbiotic attachment, I had to make a conscious, difficult choice – a choice to find my own peace. I knew I couldn’t win, couldn’t plead my case to be heard by those who were determined to keep me in the role they had assigned me. My words would only be ridiculed, slammed back in my face. Disconnection, complete severance of communication, became my only path to that elusive peace. And, I must say, it brought the quiet I so desperately craved, a freedom from the relentless storms and tornadoes that had defined those relationships, from those soul-destroying moments of being king hit out of nowhere, on days when I dared to believe the sun was shining.

			The other side of this hard-won peace, however, brings its own kind of ache. On days like Christmas and the Easter long weekend, a deep melancholy can wash over me, like an intense sadness. I miss the people my Inner Child loved so much. I hold on to the memories of laughter, fun, and happy times that weren’t laced with a personal attack aimed at me. It’s a significant trade-off, you see, slightly bordering on maintaining a fantasy of family should be like. And so, I consciously choose to allow myself to feel the pain, the sadness, the loneliness that bubbles up on these commercially branded, “must-be-happy-family days”. I create space for those emotions to flow in, and just as importantly, to flow back out again.

			Now, I tend to spend these significant holidays alone, surrounded by my beloved fur babies. To force myself into social situations would mean suppressing the very real emotions churning within me, putting on a false happy face for the sake of others. That simply doesn’t work for me anymore. Instead, I choose to honour my feelings, to listen to the messages of my inner “Fleur-Elizabeth” voice, allowing them all to take form, gently and with deep compassion. And then, with a quiet confidence, I know I can move on, as I should. Feeling beautifully connected to my Former Self and who I am today. Whole. Authentic. Liberated.

				
					 “The unhappiest people in this world are those who care the most about what other people think.” 

					— C. JoyBell C.

				

			Like me, there are many of you out there who have endured the insidious cycle of abuse. The cuts, bruises, shame, even a broken hip and a smashed face – these physical wounds can heal, though they leave their scars. But the damage this kind of trauma inflicts on our trust, our sense of self, our inner peace – that takes far longer to mend, demanding a sincere and ongoing commitment to healing. This is the work I have done, and I am not ashamed to say that it is a journey I will continue for the rest of my life.

			There’s an expression, “Envy someone until you reach their front door.” Everything may appear perfect on the surface, but you cannot see the hidden realities behind closed doors. This is especially true in families who are masters of keeping up appearances, diligently concealing their toxic secrets of abuse. None of this is pretty, my dear friend, none of it. But in sharing our truths, we begin to dismantle the silence and step into the light.
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