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  To you, dear reader:

I wish you so well on your way. I wish you love and peace and purpose. For even if our paths never cross in person, I know that your healing journey is essential and it contributes to my own just as it does to every other soul walking this path with us. From the bottom of my heart, I thank you for the work that you have done, the work that you are doing and the work that you will yet do. Active, intentional healing is not for the faint of heart. This is warrior’s work.
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How I Got Here

My last morning in the cult, I awoke before the sun rose. I’d barely slept the night before, dozing in and out of consciousness, a part of my mind perpetually on alert. I felt as if I could sense every nerve in my body firing electrical currents, and at the same time, I felt numb inside. Long term, extreme anxiety, resulting in persistent high-grade physical tension, lived in symbiosis with pure exhaustion and chronic dissociation. This had become my normal state of being somewhere over the last fourteen years. I was a numb live wire of exhausted tension that never stopped working, surviving and coping.




By the day I broke free, my mind, body and heart were all in tatters: I was a hot mess, to put it mildly. At forty-one years old, I dared to break the chains of cultic control, perhaps for the first time in my life. High-control and cultic coercion were all I had ever really known. Prior to the cult I landed in as an adult, I spent my first eighteen years in a family cult, ruled by my dictatorial father and under the influence of a radically evangelical, end-of-days religion—a double whammy, to be sure.




Despite this upbringing, I’d held dreams of going to college for as long as I could remember—an expectation instilled in me by my mother, who deeply valued education, unlike my father. My parents weren’t always religious extremists, you see. They’d both been raised in traditional southern families, attending a middle-of-the-road, southern Baptist church and abiding by the traditional work and family lifestyle of the area in which they were raised.




My father was a dedicated workaholic, self-employed, and consumed by the operations of his welding, charter fishing or commercial fishing businesses, in sequential order. It wasn’t until my ninth year that my father underwent his radical religious experience which shifted his focus to becoming a self-employed evangelist instead. He decided that God was calling him to take his previous skills and interests and instead become a “fisherman of men’s souls.” From that point forward, our lives became increasingly “fringe” as we moved onto a commercial fishing boat, began homeschooling and retreated from mainstream society. The years that followed were tumultuous, confusing and wrought with religious abuse.




Much occurred in the nine years between my father’s conversion and the end of my high school career, including multiple moves and eventually re-enrolling in a public high school in southern Georgia. During this time, my father’s attention turned from boat ministry to street and motorcycle ministries. I was by his side for each of these turns and compelled by my father to accost strangers in the street to preach “the Good News” through both one on one engagement as well as through the less subtle means of a bullhorn.




Then, in an unexpected twist of fate in the week leading up to my high school graduation, my parents announced their intention to separate. In that moment, the rug was officially pulled out from under the rigid precepts of my entire upbringing. Divorce was a non-option in the religious groups within which I had been deeply indoctrinated. It was unfathomable to me that, after years of my being forced to preach the gospel on street corners as a child, in the midst of all manner of debauchery, from Mardi Gras in New Orleans to Fantasy Fest in Key West, my parents were suddenly calling it quits and calling into question every single grueling, demanding, punitive and rigid religious principle with which I had been beaten down over the previous decade.




It was both a liberation and a complete mind warp. I’d struggled with depression since I was thirteen years old. By the age of seventeen, I’d all but given up on ever meeting the demands of the angry, punitive and yet somehow still “loving” God I’d been taught to fear and obey, just as I feared and obeyed my earthly father. I was a bundle of insecurity, anxiety, doubt, confusion and dread. My parents’ sudden announcement turned everything I knew upside down and magnified this bundle of darkness by a hundred percent. Eight weeks later, I went off to college.




After leaving for college at eighteen, I struggled to cope with everyday life under the umbrella of a higher educational institution. Even before learning about my parents’ separation, I’d viewed college as my way out—out from under my father’s oppressive authority and the constraints of the closed, religious community to which I had been confined for the better part of my short life. I worked hard throughout high school, making straight As to set myself up for the best possible chances of going to a college out of state. My hard work paid off, and with the aid of a generous uncle on my mother’s side of the family, I was admitted to a secular, ivy-league college two states away. What I had not anticipated was the total annihilation of all I had ever known, due to the destruction of the family and societal foundation on which I had been raised. Once I “flew the nest,” there was no nest to return to, even if I wanted.




College brought all the usual freedom, challenges and exploration it is so well-known for. While going off to college was a step out into the “real world” for many of my peers, I found it to be a well-cushioned fabrication of a “real world”, which confounded me. After spending so many days and nights out in the trenches of the actual real world, seeing and experiencing first-hand the underbelly of society among the homeless, disabled and drug-addicted cast offs living under bridges, in homeless shelters and in temporary handmade dwellings, college life felt nothing like the real world to me. My peers knew nothing of my background or the kinds of life I’d seen and lived. I felt like a stranger among strangers, a weirdo, and an outcast myself in this newfound “real world.”




I was gripped by inner turmoil, reeling from a great deal of unprocessed childhood trauma but with no language or context with which to understand, describe or explain it. There was little common understanding, much less conversation about childhood trauma at that time. I felt like I was just crazy and broken. “There is definitely something wrong with me,” I thought. The trauma-induced nightmares and panic attacks started in my sophomore year at the university and would spontaneously occur for the next ten years.




I was urged by my mother and my sister to speak with a psychologist about my deep depressive tendencies. Upon the dissolution of her marriage, my mother immediately began to recede from the extremist religious environment and returned to the middle-of-the-road religious beliefs and societal values of her own upbringing. These values included not only the halls of higher education but the medical and mental health fields, as well. With the distance and separation from my father that college provided, I was free to make some of my own decisions and figure out my own beliefs. I just had no idea yet what they were. However, I knew I was miserable and my mother and sister insisted that a therapist could help. They were worried for my safety.




After a few sessions with one of the school’s psychologists, and upon relaying the details of my childhood, I was diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), manic depressive disorder and an anxiety disorder with a touch of obsessive compulsive disorder mixed in, just for fun. I was offered an evolving cocktail of psycho-pharmaceuticals over the years that followed. It seemed impossibly simple at that stage. Got issues? Chronically sad and manically emotional? Just take this pill and it will all work itself out!




Unfortunately, despite that early hope in 2000, the medications did not solve my problems as promised and the therapists did not seem to have much else to offer me. Over the next eight years, I was regarded with a mixture of intrigue and shock whenever I spoke to a new therapist or psychiatrist about my childhood, but I found little to no understanding or guidance. Each visit to a new psychologist yielded the same array of diagnoses. At that point, there was little mainstream understanding of post-traumatic stress disorder, much less complex post-traumatic stress disorder (C-PTSD) which is only now becoming more commonly known, studied, understood and accepted as a clinical condition. (While C-PTSD is not yet officially recognized in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 5th Edition [DSM V] used in the United States, it is newly recognized in the International Classification of Diseases 11th Edition [ICD-11] which is used by several other countries.)




So without fully understanding why, I barely made it out of the university in one mental and emotional piece. I fought my way through those four years of intense academic pressure, and once I graduated, I was no better off. I earned a Bachelor of Arts in Theater Studies with a minor in Sociology and I had no idea what to do next. I finally had the freedom to pursue my passion for acting, but no skills, confidence or tools for navigating life out on my own.




Back out in the actual real world, after four years under the ivy-covered dome, I found myself utterly floundering in my attempts to accomplish routine, early adulthood tasks, such as finding (and keeping) a job, paying bills and establishing myself as a member of mainstream society. I moved to Charleston, South Carolina, because it was close to my familiar roots, but also promised to offer a thriving theater scene with opportunities to build my acting experience and resume. It also offered some family connections that were mostly cut off by my father during my adolescence, and I hoped to find some safety and comfort in the those familial connections.




I started off working as a waitress during the day and then moved to coffee houses, which allowed me to work mornings and days while I pursued acting and attended rehearsals at night. While I managed to get by with the bare minimum to keep my head above water, I was overwhelmed, miserable, terrified, and feeling stuck every moment of the way. The reconnection with family members did not pan out the way I hoped, as I felt more alien and awkward than ever in their world, due to the gulf created by my early life experiences and its effect on my developmental abilities. Between the years of 2000 and 2016, I worked more than twenty different jobs, ranging from customer service to retail to tourism to administration to tutoring, and I moved more than a dozen times.




I could not understand why I seemed to be so abnormal, so paralyzed in my life, and yet so unstable, especially compared to my university peers, who had gone off to grad school or to work in actual professions. In high school, I’d been a high achiever and my classmates joked that I was most likely to become the United States’ first female president. I was a driven, educated, highly intelligent young woman with big dreams, but zero capacity to take actual steps toward any concrete structure, goals or plans. At the same time, I had no one to turn to for help or guidance. There was no presence in my day-to-day life to witness the struggle, to see that it was beyond the average early adulthood challenges, or to offer any assistance in navigating this path.




I now know that I was stuck in “freeze mode,” where my fight or flight response had so often defaulted to as a child. I still did not understand the degree to which I was reeling from the effects of childhood trauma which marked every year of my life up to that point. Unbeknownst to me, I had little hope of living up to the expectations I held for myself, much less those that I felt others held for me, with no tools or knowledge of what I was up against.




Only now, more than twenty years later, do I finally have the answers and the context for what I was experiencing. Unfortunately, I only came to this awareness after two more decades of mental and emotional torture. Thanks to my early conditioning, and the tattered state of my life as a result, I continued to seek help to fix what I believed to be my utterly flawed and broken essence, and that is how I ended up in the office of a so-called life coach, who fraudulently claimed to be a licensed therapist, and that is why I gradually gave complete control of my life over to this man, who initially offered practical answers and deeper insights into my daily struggle.




In the spring of 2008, I stepped into the office of No Boundaries Life Coaching, Hypnosis & NLP (fictitious name) for the first time, enthusiastically referred by a previous theater buddy with whom I had recently reconnected. I decided to quit taking all my psycho-pharmaceutical meds, for the second time, and had gone off them cold turkey just a handful of months before. Between my frustration with the meds, the side-effects of quitting them, and my ongoing disillusionment with life with or without the meds, I determined that I was going to find a natural way to become happy and healthy…or die trying.




The new life coach claimed to have a PhD, to be a Master Practitioner of NLP (Neuro Linguistic Programming) and to have studied many forms of psychology and spirituality. Framed certificates and degrees hung on the wall by his desk. I never looked at them very closely. His business card showed “PhD” after his name. It never occurred to me to question his credentials. It never remotely entered my mind that someone would fabricate all of that and manage to establish a brick-and-mortar business with a steady clientele. His business grew mostly by word of mouth. I, too, was referred to him by a friend who sang his praises which also established a small amount of instant credibility.




The life coach’s charisma was undeniable. He was unlike any therapist I had seen before. He was intrigued by my story, but undaunted by it. He was lively and demonstrative, jumping out of his seat, raising his voice and gesturing broadly to make his point at times and then pulling back, speaking in a calm and measured tone at other times. He seemed to have an answer for everything.




After a couple of sessions of learning my history and about every person in my life as part of his “intake” process, the dynamic shifted to where he did far more of the talking than I did. I saw him for a two-hour session every single week for the first year. I found the fact that he offered two hour sessions, rather than the standard fifty-five minutes which rarely provided sufficient time to delve into the issues I hoped to address, surprising and refreshing. In the beginning, these sessions were extremely affordable compared to my previous therapists. A two hour session was only eighty dollars. That was still a lot of money for me to be dishing out on a weekly basis, working as a barista and living paycheck to paycheck, but my need for help was high and I was strongly encouraged by him to continue investing in my personal and spiritual growth with these sessions. I was told that if I trusted, and if I truly valued the work we were doing, the funds would be provided. I scraped by, prioritizing these sessions financially. Many of the spiritual and self-help books that he initially introduced also served to convince me that it was up to me to manifest the abundance that I required to afford these sessions.




Within a couple of months, the life coach was established as not only my therapist but my spiritual teacher, and I, his eager student. I was given homework assignments which included not only those books to read, but also worksheets to do. Having worked hard as a student for so much of my life, this role resonated and appealed to me. After all, I was certain I had no idea what I was doing in life.




The materials, teachers and authors he introduced me to opened up a whole new world and a whole new way of seeing it. While this life coach was not the author of any of these ideas or techniques, he subtly got credit for all of them as the teacher who introduced me to them and “taught” them to me. The concepts introduced in these materials breathed fresh air into my life. They introduced me to a spirituality that made far more sense than that of my childhood. They empowered me to make real changes in my life, starting with my mindset. They taught me that I was the author of my reality and therefore responsible for my experience of life. They showed me how to proactively shift that experience through technique and repetition.




Many of these lessons were truly helpful and I have carried the fundamental truth of them with me into my new life, post-cult. Every high control group offers some value at the outset which serves to draw us into that world in the first place. Without it, we would skip on by. These profound lessons and truths were the bit of goodness that drew me into the cultic quagmire and they are the bit of goodness I endeavor to retain and effectively utilize now that I am free.




During this early revelatory period, the life coach established an incredible rapport with me. He openly shared all manner of details about his life, from his years of pursuing a music career to details about his former relationships to his (supposed) mystical experiences and deep learning under the guidance of his own guru, a yogi from the Far East. He gave great big bear hugs at the end of our sessions, further breaking the stereotype of the traditional therapist. It was in part this break from the mold that promised to provide me with some real answers and genuine life-changing help that did not require medications. After all, no other therapist had provided such resources, such insight or such a personal connection. No other therapist had been so lively, so demonstrative and so full of conviction about the issues they spoke of. No other therapist talked this much. No other therapist was so direct and strong in their recommendations and suggestions about what I should or should not do. No other therapist had been so commanding, so radical in his approach or so authoritative. While I could not see it at the time, because their personalities and externals seemed so different, no other therapist had been so much like my father.




As time went on, the stories of the life he had lived and the places he had been grew bigger and bigger. After establishing that initial trust as a safe, welcoming and helpful space for me to be myself and rapidly receive answers to my burning questions about life and the universe, I was less and less likely to question his intentions or sincerity. The tales he shared about his grand adventures and humble spiritual achievements served to create a larger-than-life presence imbued with deep wisdom. I felt that the Universe had finally sent me my own mentor and guide, that the tides had finally turned in my favor, that the sun might finally shine in my life. For the first time, I had hope.




Many of the teachings, authors and resources he introduced were profoundly helpful and healing…in a way. The tools and techniques that they taught could be used to completely shift the trajectory of my life, from the inside out, for the better. Unfortunately, just as has been done with other spiritual texts and teachings for centuries, these tools can also be twisted and weaponized. In the wrong hands where they are subjected to another man’s interpretations and agendas, these teachings can be effectively used to control, manipulate, oppress and destroy. The desire for power, control and fame historically leads to corruption. For a man who had spent the first half of his life striving, and ultimately failing, to achieve status as a rock star, the allure of setting up his own tiny kingdom as a spiritual guru of sorts—to be highly regarded and devoutly followed by his self-made microscopic community of dedicated clients—was very great. He succumbed to the temptation and a dozen of his longest standing clients paid the price. I was one of them.




After fourteen years under this man’s constant influence and progressively coercive control, which culminated in the final three years under his complete and total control, I broke free for the first time in my life. I finally began to learn about trauma, complex PTSD, cultic abuse, malignant narcissism and every resulting symptom experienced by survivors of these influences. At that point, I began to understand why my life had always been such a struggle, why I made the choices I did, and how I ended up in that situation. I’d lost just about everything I ever had…but I wasn’t dead yet. There was only one thing left for me to do, as far as I could see. I must start over from scratch and rebuild a life worth living. I decided to claw my way out of the dark depths in which I was buried for so long, determined to find a future full of light. My success in this endeavor is an act of defiance. It is my personal rebellion against the systems of control that have been used to manipulate and almost destroy me.




At the time of this writing, it has been a mere three years since I emerged back into the light of day, escaping cultic control and stepping back into the “real world” once more. It has been a long, painful, arduous journey. It has come with some great highs and some awful lows. This time around, however, the information and resources for folks like me, both cult survivors and every other kind of C-PTSD survivor, is burgeoning into mainstream consciousness.




I managed to get out of the high-control group right at the point in time when a plethora of support and awareness was finally flowing freely toward this very issue and #igotout was quietly following the #metoo movement1. That is how I learned that I was not alone, and that is how I began to finally gain some tools for coping with my experiences while also navigating everyday life—an overwhelming feat for those of us emerging from long-term trauma and attempting to establish a healthy, balanced, “normal” life—something some of us may have never known.




Upon escaping these cultic clutches, I dedicated myself to my own healing and recovery over the days and months that followed. It seemed like the only option for me if I ever wanted to achieve the type of life I’d always dreamed of: a life of stability, a life of fulfillment and a life of personal passion. As in my twenties, I sought to learn how to “fix” myself so I could finally get on with experiencing the life of goodness and fulfillment which I had always dreamed of.




I dove in and out of phases of healing and recovery. Eventually, I began to understand that every step I took was a part of the process of getting myself, and my life, back—even the periods where it felt like I was doing nothing at all. I became curious about my own process. I suddenly began to suspect the answers to my own recovery could be found in studying my personal process of recovery, a process that was informed and built by all the amazing resources now available to me, coupled with the innate wisdom I had gained from my many years of suffering in personal darkness, dedicated to self-help and personal development studies. During those fourteen years under increasing cultic control, I devoted myself entirely to intense introspection, deconstruction and self-awareness. The process of self-analysis had become second nature, but now I faced the task of transforming those practices from tools of self-condemnation and destruction into tools of gentle, kind and loving self-support.




It was in this decision—to find my own answers within myself, based on my intuition and the lessons I had already learned during my recovery period—that brought me to my notebook to begin penning The Journey Back to Self. It occurred to me then that my desire and my intention was not only to help myself, but to put together a practical, simple and approachable guide that I could have benefited from at the time I became free. I wanted to create a booklet with which I could go back in time some three years and place in my own hands, synthesized and distilled, the tools I had collected to expedite my process of healing. It is my hope and my desire that it should do the same for you, my friend.




Having said that, I firmly believe that every single soul’s journey is unique to them and there is absolutely NO one-size-fits-all approach to healing and recovery, from anything or for anyone. I offer this book to you as one more simple guide with a handful of practical tools to add to your personal journey. If any single part of this manuscript helps even one person, then its purpose has been fulfilled. I invite you to use what appeals to you, to practice what resonates with you and to toss out every last thing that does not work, apply or add benefit for you.




Your journey is your own. It is unlike anyone else’s. You will travel along it at your own pace. Even during the times you feel like you are doing nothing at all, you may be doing exactly what is needed. I urge you not to compare or judge yourself. There is simply no comparison possible in this journey, because there are no two journeys exactly alike. In the same way, I have learned that there is truly no final destination. The purpose of the journey is continued growth, healing and ever-increasing levels of happiness. It has no end. We will never “arrive.” For survivors and all those coping with CPTSD, we will do this recovery work to varying degrees for the rest of our lives, so there is truly no way to measure the process. All you have to do is be in it and keep moving forward. Be gentle, patient and compassionate with yourself. If you do nothing else, that alone will suffice.
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Getting Started

Sooo…now what??




You made it out. You made it through. You’re on the other side of “it.” Whatever your “it” may be. You’re a survivor.




I hate to be the one to say it, but if you’re reading this book, I suspect you already know: the work is just beginning. The period of trauma, or traumatic event, may be in your rear view mirror, but what most of us find is that there is now a daunting mountain rising before us and there is no easy way around it. Now, the climb up—the recovery—begins.




To an outside observer, it may seem that your star is on the rise. After all, you’re free and you’re alive! The world is your oyster! Good for you for overcoming those trials and tribulations. Go ahead and give yourself a big ol’ pat on the back. You did it! The storm clouds are all behind you now—it’s time to turn that frown upside down. Sunshine and rainbows await!




I encountered this mentality at times when I first broke free. It triggered a sense of shame and guilt because that was not how I felt at all. Unfortunately, that is not how trauma, or trauma recovery, works. At first, things may seem to get even worse before they get better. If that’s the case for you, it does not inherently mean that you are doing anything wrong. It is just part of the process. Like after any natural disaster, there is an overwhelming amount of clean-up work to do. Everyday life has been turned on its head. There is disorientation, upheaval and still an enormous amount of pain that has nowhere to go (or so it may seem). The task of setting things right takes time, work and conscious effort. It is a process, and in some sense, that process will continue for the rest of our lives.
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