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			Introduction

			If you’re holding this book, I want to start by telling you something I wish someone would have told me a long time ago:

			You’re not crazy.

			You’re not weak.

			You’re not broken.

			You’re not failing at being a human being.

			You’re hurting.

			And if you’re hurting, I want you to know you are in the right place.

			For most of my life, I had no idea I was living with Complex PTSD. I didn’t know childhood trauma could follow you into adulthood like a silent shadow. I didn’t know the panic, the hypervigilance, the emotional spirals, the insomnia, the perfectionism, the people-pleasing, and the fear of conflict were symptoms, not personality flaws.

			All I knew was that I felt different from everyone else.

			More reactive.

			More anxious.

			More overwhelmed.

			More ashamed.

			On the outside, I looked fine.

			I had a great career.

			I had degrees I was proud of.

			I had a family I loved.

			I had achievements stacked like armor.

			But on the inside, I was exhausted.

			I was scared.

			I was confused.

			And I was drowning in things I couldn’t name.

			This book is the book I needed back then.

			I’m writing it because I don’t want you to wander as long as I did. I don’t want you to blame yourself for things that were never your fault. I don’t want you to feel alone in symptoms that millions of people experience but rarely talk about. I don’t want you to mistake survival responses for character flaws the way I did for far too many years.

			If you’ve ever wondered:

			“Why am I like this?”

			“Why do I react so strongly?”

			“Why can’t I just get over the past?”

			“Why do I shut down?”

			“Why do I feel unsafe even when I am safe?”

			“Why do I feel unworthy, no matter what I achieve?”

			“Why doesn’t anyone understand what I’m going through?”

			Then this book is for you.

			My goal isn’t to diagnose you. My goal is to explain what is happening in a way that feels like you’re finally being spoken to, not spoken about. I want to demystify trauma. I want to give language to things you may feel but have never been able to put into words. I want to show you the science behind your symptoms without overwhelming you. And I want to share my story in a way that doesn’t retraumatize you but helps you recognize your own strength.

			Most importantly, I want you to know this:

			Healing is possible.

			Hope is real.

			And you deserve both.

			People often ask me why I would write about something so painful.

			Because pain loses power when it’s spoken out loud.

			Because healing grows when it’s shared.

			Because someone out there is where I once was, and I can’t stay silent knowing they’re living in the dark.

			I believe God carried me through things I didn’t understand so that I could turn back and help others. I believe none of us are meant to heal in isolation. And I believe your story matters more than you know.

			In these pages, I’m going to take you through my journey, not to center myself but to walk alongside you as you navigate yours. We’ll talk about trauma in the home, trauma in the body, trauma in relationships, trauma in success, trauma in silence, and trauma in faith. We’ll talk about misdiagnosis, coping strategies, emotional spirals, and the nervous system. We’ll talk about the helpers, the lifelines, the miracles, and the hope that carried me.

			My prayer is that somewhere in these chapters, you will feel seen.

			Somewhere in these pages, you will feel understood.

			And somewhere in this book, you will begin to believe, truly believe, that healing is possible for you too.

			You do not have to stay stuck in the patterns that survival created.

			You do not have to walk alone.

			You do not have to keep living as if danger is always around the corner.

			There are other ways to live, to breathe, and to exist.

			And together, we’re going to walk toward it.

			So take a deep breath, settle in, and let’s begin.

			I’m honored to walk this journey with you.

			— John

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			You’re Not Crazy, You’re Injured

			For most of my life, I believed my pain meant I was defective. The sleepless nights, the startle responses, the headaches that felt like a storm behind my eyes were things I called stress, anxiety, or bad nerves. It never occurred to me that what I was really living with were the scars of unhealed trauma.

			It took nearly four decades before someone looked at me with compassion instead of confusion and said words that changed everything:

			“John, you’re not crazy, you’re injured.”

			Those words cracked something open in me. For the first time, the chaos inside me made sense. I didn’t have a character flaw. I had Complex Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder.

			The Early Years: Living with the Big Bad Wolf

			When I think about my childhood, the images come in flashes. They aren’t full stories with clear beginnings and endings, but scattered moments. The sound of footsteps on the stairs. The way my heart would race at the creak of a door. The tension that hung in the air like static before a storm.

			I grew up in the mountains of West Virginia, in a small town where everyone knew each other’s business but no one really knew what went on behind closed doors. From the outside, we looked like a normal family. My father ran a successful business, my mother kept the home, and I had everything I was told I should be grateful for.

			Inside those walls, though, it was a different world. There was volatility, bursts of anger that came without warning, and emotional swings that left you dizzy. As a child, I developed a sixth sense for danger. I could read my mother’s breathing, her footsteps, the set of her jaw, and know when the “Big Bad Wolf,” as I came to call it, was about to appear.

			In Appalachian Kid, I once compared my family to the story of the Three Little Pigs. Each of us built our houses out of different things: denial, deflection, distraction. But the wolf always came. And when she did, I learned to go very still. That stillness became my superpower. If I didn’t move, didn’t speak, didn’t exist too loudly, maybe the storm would pass over me.

			The Day My Body Broke

			At age ten, another kind of wound arrived. One morning, I was rushing to finish my breakfast when I heard the school bus turn onto our street. As I stood up and slung my backpack over my shoulders, my mother suddenly struck me in the head with such force that I collapsed onto the floor. The blows kept coming as I lay there dizzy, crying, and disoriented. In that moment, I realized they weren’t going to stop. Something in me shifted. I got up, decided to defend myself for the first time, and started swinging back. For a brief second, the shock on her face made me think I might have changed the dynamic, until her expression hardened into something far worse.

			I managed to block a few of her punches, and because of that her rage only grew. She outweighed me by a wide margin. With all her strength, she shoved me backward, slamming the base of my spine into a doorknob. I dropped to the linoleum floor in agony. She kept striking my head until everything went dark. When I regained consciousness, I heard her stomping through the house, screaming for my father. The moment he appeared, she pointed at me and yelled, “He hit me,” again and again. Instead of protecting me or even asking what happened, my father turned to me and said I was wrong, blaming me for defending myself against her attack.

			Only later did I learn that all of this happened because I had not finished some scrambled eggs.

			I cried alone in my room for days, trying to make sense of what had happened. Eventually I internalized it and did my best to move forward. For years I blamed myself for the actions my mother took against me. That’s what traumatized children do. We translate tragedy into guilt. If something bad happens, it must be because we caused it.

			Even after my back healed, the fear stayed. My body remembered what helplessness felt like. Every muscle learned to brace for impact. I didn’t know it then, but that injury became the perfect metaphor for my life. The physical pain faded, but the invisible injuries remained.

			Adolescence: Building a Mask

			By my teenage years, I had perfected my mask. I was the achiever, the funny one, the helpful kid. The more I could do for others, the less anyone would look too closely at me.

			When the pain inside grew too loud, I buried it under performance. Scholastic achievements, sports, student leadership, anything that proved I was okay. But the truth was that I wasn’t okay. I was terrified all the time.

			I prayed routinely, asking God to make me different, to take away the anxiety, the nightmares, the sudden flashbacks that made me feel like I was right back in that house. My prayers didn’t bring instant peace. Instead, they planted a quiet promise: You are not alone, and this is not the end of your story.
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PART ONE:

Naming the Invisible Enemy
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THE UNTOLD STORY OF MALE
TRAUMA SURVIVORS

Men are taught to push through.

To “man up.’

To handle everything alone.

To swallow tears and turn emotions into silence.

But here's the truth:

Men suffer from C-PTSD in ways society rarely talks
about.

We hide symptoms behind achievements.

We bury panic under work.

We drown fear in alcohol or isolation.

We normalize rage, shutdowns, and distance.

We call survival “strength.”

But silence isn't strength. It's suffocation.

Being a male survivor doesn't make you weak.
Speaking about it makes you courageous.

And healing becomes possible the moment you allow
yourself to be human.
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