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            A MOTHER’S MURDER, A DAUGHTER’S SALVATION

          

        

      

    

    
      Triumphant stories are usually only triumphant because of their losses. Hardship always precedes the win. The low always comes before the high. Hope is lost before faith can be restored.

      Otherwise, what is there to triumph over?

      Most people assume my greatest loss came when my mother was murdered. And as heartbreaking as that experience was, that’s not where my story begins.

      But wait—isn’t this supposed to be an inspirational book? A motivational book about how anything is possible?

      Yes. That’s certainly the goal.

      Then why are we talking about loss and murdered mothers?

      Because I want to show you how to leverage your losses. Not only how to navigate the heartbreak and fallout of life’s challenges more easily but also how you can use the opening your loss created to transform your situation, your problems, and most importantly, yourself.

      How does loss create an opening? Because it detaches us from that which we were previously bound: a person, a job, a place, a dream, a desperate desire.

      We usually don’t like this detachment. Not one bit. But that doesn’t change the fact that once we are dislodged, we are now free to forge something new.

      When my mother died, a door certainly slammed in my face. I had to say goodbye to a few dreams.

      The dream that life would ever get better for her. The dream that things could get better between us, that it would be safe to see her more frequently, to spend more time with her. I imagined, often, the day when I was wealthy enough to buy her a house and the round-the-clock care and supervision she needed. When I’d finally have the means to get her away from her destructive family.

      Fourteen years before a homicide detective called me to ask if my uncle had a history of violence against her, it was a hospital that had called to give me bad news.

      “There’s been an accident.”

      I was a student at the time, taking summer classes because I was trying to finish my graduate degree more quickly. I was also hoping to make up for the time I’d lost as a struggling undergraduate, trying to survive.

      What had I been trying to survive?

      The chaos of my family, certainly. My mother was diagnosed as bipolar. As a result, she was unpredictable. Her behavior was erratic and she would disappear altogether sometimes. She drank too much. Used drugs. There were her bouts in jail and the repetitious, heart-crushing news that some man had left her black and blue and bleeding on my grandmother’s doorstep once again. Or that once re-welcomed inside, my uncle had continued where the other had left off.

      Apart from my mother’s self-destruction, I was also surviving the spinoff of my own traumatic childhood and all the bad habits it had created. I was too scared to get hooked on drugs and alcohol, though I’d done plenty of both. The real addiction in my teens and twenties had been codependent love affairs.

      There was also the depression and anxiety so thick I would spend entire days in my bed or on the couch, forgetting to eat or drink. Or to even bathe.

      Like many traumatized kids, I was also surviving the bondage of shame, half hanging myself with it on most days, a shame so lovingly nurtured by a narcissistic father until it was propagating like weeds in the garden in high July, no longer requiring any effort from him to grow.

      I was surviving work stress, school stress, and little—or not so little—betrayals from so-called friends.

      Not to mention all the torment of being on your own at twenty-three and having no idea what a quarterlife crisis is because you have, in fact, spent every single day of your life in crisis and you simply call this latest emergency a Tuesday.

      By the time I reached graduate school, at least I knew I wanted to be a writer.

      I had a dream. Something to focus on besides the hurricane in my head trying to unravel me from the inside out.

      I was eating.

      A lot of ice cream from the Dairy Queen next door to my duplex, granted, but I was eating.

      I was starting to see progress. I was just starting to relax.

      Until I got this call that my mother was dying in a hospital.

      “There’s been an accident. She’s coming out of surgery now and we don’t know if she’ll make it. How soon can you come?”

      I drove like a demon to Nashville, which was about an hour away from my school. I prayed the whole way there: Please don’t let her die, please don’t let her die, please don’t, please… At the time, my relationship with God was about as healthy as my relationship with my mother, but old habits die hard.

      By the time I arrived, she was out of surgery and they’d moved her to the ICU.

      When I walked in, her room was dark, all the lights turned down low. Only the one behind her bed shone, backlighting her like a saint. Her bandaged head was wrapped up like a smashed thumb, beneath twenty layers of gauze.

      There was a tube draining the blood away from her brain.

      I looked at that tube for a long time, trying to make sense of it. I couldn’t tell if the blood was coming or going.

      My mother was awake but she couldn’t speak. She couldn’t answer the typical questions like “Who is the president? Do you know what month it is? Do you know who this is?”

      When the nurse pointed to me, my mother only smiled.

      Afterward, the doctor pulled me aside.

      “What happened to her?” I had a lot of guesses, none of them great. Maybe it was another boyfriend or girlfriend that left her like this. Maybe she’d drank too much, or had been too high and had gotten behind the wheel of a car. Or maybe she’d been perfectly sober but her dark mind had said, Drive right into that concrete barrier there, Leitha, and she had.

      Sometimes my mother listened to such voices.

      I remember how tired the doctor looked, the puffiness of his dark eyes. “We only have what the police report says, and the eyewitness testimony, but it seems like your uncle struck her so hard in the head with something, it actually broke her skull.”

      I would find out later that it requires hundreds of pounds of force to break a skull. My uncle somehow accomplished this with a glass ashtray.

      The doctor went on. “We were able to do the surgery and repair the damage. We put a steel plate in her head. But as you can see, she’s going to need to go to a rehabilitation facility after this in order to relearn how to walk, how to talk, and regain the functionality she’s lost due to the brain injury.”

      I burst into tears at some point. I felt bad about that.

      Tears didn’t stop me from initiating strategy mode. Before the good doctor even finished explaining the situation, I’d begun mapping a path toward resolution, seeking a viable way forward, turning the problem over in my mind like a puzzle box meant to be solved.

      This incident—the phone call, the bad news, the dropping everything and rushing to her side—had triggered a long-ingrained pattern in me. What I call “savior mode.”

      That constant fear for her safety and the crushing weight that somehow it was my responsibility to keep her safe was familiar. I’d carried that belief close to my heart since I was a little girl.

      Beliefs reinforced every time I stepped between my mother and whoever her assailant was, when I hid her keys or her pills. I’d invented so many little versions of the keep Mommy safe game.

      And not just her physical safety either.

      I considered her emotional well-being and her happiness my responsibility too.

      If I found her crying, or if I knew she was sad, I always tried to cheer her up. But it was a lot of work for a child. Given that she was bipolar, her moods were frequently unstable.

      So when the doctor sat across from me in a sterile room and told me what he thought had happened and what needed to happen next, I did what I’d always done.

      I left the hospital that night and immediately began rearranging my life so that I could take care of her. It didn’t matter that having my mother come and live with me didn’t make any sense, financially or otherwise.

      I was compelled by my one overwhelming desire: to keep my mother safe.

      I asked my roommate to move out so I could have the spare room (a terrible financial decision). I asked my professors to work with me on deadlines (how quickly I forgot my academic priorities), and I asked my job to be flexible in my scheduling (I was almost fired for this).

      I tried to get friends to agree to check on her when I was at work or school, because now I had a new fear that with her brain injury she might get confused and wander out into traffic and get hit by a car. Maybe she’d even be lured by the very enticing light of the Dairy Queen sign, as I so often was.

      I was trying to find a bed for her, curtains. Drawers for her clothes. When I went to the store to buy myself stuff—shampoo, conditioner, food—I started making decisions based on her preferences. Maybe she’ll like this. Oh, she’ll hate that.

      I wanted her to feel welcome.

      More importantly, I had plans.

      Plans for how this time would be different. This time was my big chance to get my mother out of my grandmother’s house, where she’d been living with her violent brother before the accident, away from the drinking, the drugs. This would be the fresh start and new life I’d always wanted for her.

      I got carried away with dreams of what our relationship could be like, if she just got better. That maybe, just maybe, this brain injury would prove to be a blessing in disguise.

      We’d have the relationship I’d always wanted.

      A safe one. A stable one. One in which she was the mother and I got to be the child.

      I was already fully committed to these delusions by the time a second phone call came a few weeks later.

      This one was from the rehabilitation clinic she’d been moved into after leaving the hospital. She was supposed to stay for a minimum of six weeks in the facility, relearning how to walk, how to talk. At six weeks they were going to reassess her progress and see if she needed a longer stay. By then I hoped to have my place sorted so she didn’t have to go back to my grandmother’s even for a single night.

      But it had not yet been six weeks when a very distressed woman from the facility called, apologizing as if she’d accidentally set my mother on fire.

      “She’s gone,” she said. “She had some guests, and when we went to check on her, she was gone. She took off her wrist band and slipped out against medical advice.”

      In a perfectly normal, perfectly calm voice, I thanked the woman for calling in.

      I waited until after we said our goodbyes to panic.

      I called everyone I could think of. I drove back to Nashville and checked all the places she could’ve possibly been—bars, dealers, friends. I couldn’t find her.

      Do you know where she was?

      Do you know where I found her finally, once the panic wore off and I began to think clearly?

      You might think I’m stupid when I tell you.

      After all, it would have made sense to call my grandmother’s house first. She had been living there at the time of the accident. And it’s where my uncle had caved in her skull and almost killed her weeks before.

      So why hadn’t I checked there first?

      Because I had believed her.

      Every day that I had visited my mother in the rehabilitation clinic, I’d sat with her and made plans with her about how our lives would be once she came home with me.

      We’d spent hours of each visit making these plans.

      I had believed her when she’d said, “Of course I don’t want to go back to Nana’s. Of course I don’t want to be in the same house with that bastard. I only stay here because I have nowhere else to go.”

      “But now you do,” I’d told her.

      “Now I do,” she’d agreed.

      Except she’d escaped the facility and returned to my grandmother’s house. She’d abandoned her treatment halfway through just to go back there. My uncle, the most violent and dangerous of my mother’s abusers, had been waiting for her, ready to offer his usual pathetic run of halfhearted apologies.

      You might think that finding my mother back at my grandmother’s house just weeks after she’d almost died should’ve been enough for me to give up on my mom, but it wasn’t.

      Back then I had a much higher tolerance for misery.

      Now, not so much.

      Instead, I drove over there and called her from the end of the driveway because I wouldn’t even go into the house. Not with him there. My uncle had assaulted me once, on the day of my grandfather’s funeral. He’d reached out to choke me, had missed and broken my sunglasses across the bridge of my nose. I ran to a neighbor’s house—they called the police, and off to jail he went.

      I never set foot in my grandmother’s house again.

      I do learn some lessons more quickly than others.

      From the driveway, with my mother on the phone, I said, “If you still want to get out of here, if you want somewhere else to go, I’ll take you with me now. You can still come live with me. Isn’t that what you want?”

      “Yes,” she said again. “I just had nowhere else to go.”

      As she slid into the passenger seat with her shaved head, all sixty-four staples in the shape of a question mark visible on the side of her skull, I remembered how I’d shaved off the last of her beautiful hair in the bathroom adjacent to her little rehab suite. How she’d cried even though she was the one who’d asked me to do it.

      And now here she was, bald, with that terrifying line of pinched skin, but at least she was in my car and not in that house with him.

      “Can we make one stop before we get on the highway?” she asked.

      I assumed that she needed cigarettes. She’d been a smoker all my life. She’d loved to tell the story about the only time she’d quit was when she was pregnant with me.

      “When you came out, the nurse asked if I wanted to breastfeed, and I said hell no! Give me a damn cigarette. But it was worth it, baby, because look at you. You’re perfect.”

      I stopped at the nearest gas station, and Mom went in. Only she didn’t come out with cigarettes. She came out with beer.

      This was a problem.

      This was a problem for so many reasons.

      Did she forget about the medication she was supposed to be taking for her injured brain? Did she forget about her failing liver, thanks to the hepatitis C she’d contracted from intravenous drug use?

      It wasn’t even about the promise she’d made to me at the rehab. “Of course I’ll quit drinking. I haven’t even wanted a drink since I woke up from surgery. This is the fresh start I’ve prayed for.”

      It was the fact that I had one objective: to keep her safe.

      And when my mother drank, that was impossible to do. When she drank, her behavior was unpredictable, often putting her in physically dangerous situations. When she drank, she was emotionally unstable, making it harder to soothe her.

      I was wrestling with my lifelong desire to keep her safe, and here she was sitting next to me in my car with sixty-four staples punched into the side of her head, opening a beer while looking me dead in the eyes.

      In this moment, I was confronted with the possibility that the person hurting my mother most in the world was herself. And how do we protect someone from themselves?

      We can’t.

      And I’ll say it again, louder for those of you in the back.

      It can’t be done.

      We can’t protect people from themselves. This truth is one of the most painful I’ve ever had to accept.

      “If you drink that beer it’s going to kill you,” I said.

      “Don’t be so dramatic,” she said, and opened the beer. “This won’t last me two days.”

      She started to drink it.

      And here it is. The pivotal moment. My chance to make a decision that would change everything.

      Until that moment, I’d believed that if I just tried hard enough, sacrificed enough, did enough, planned enough, fought enough—was enough—I could make my mother safe. That I could get the relationship I wanted with her.

      I’m willful and I’m stubborn and more than a little idealistic, but everyone has a limit.

      Here, I’d found mine.

      Watching her open that beer so close on the heels of her brush with death incinerated my delusions.

      Loss can do that.

      It was abundantly clear that my options were to stay in the codependent dance with her, trying to achieve the impossible—force salvation upon her—or I could choose to break the cycle.

      I could choose, for the first time in my life, to save the only person I actually could.

      Myself.

      And that’s what I did.

      In my sweltering, beat-up clunker of a car, with less than twenty dollars to my name, that’s what I chose.

      Me.

      I drove my mother right back to my grandmother’s house and I left her there at the end of the driveway. Then I threw the car into reverse and drove back to the life I was desperately, and very imperfectly, trying to build.

      I had wanted to weave my mother into the fabric of my new life but could now see that was never going to happen.

      That dream was slipping like sand through my fingers as I drove away despite the crushing fear that I was leaving her to die.

      I knew that if I left her there, in that house, with that man, it was only a matter of time before he killed her. After all, he’d come so close this time.

      And then what happened?

      Fourteen years later, almost to the day, I got a phone call from a homicide detective, telling me that he was arresting my uncle. That he believed my uncle was responsible for my mother’s death.

      Do I even need to tell you that I blamed myself?

      Do I even need to speak of the guilt that threatened to consume me whole?

      I shared the story of her death, the investigation, and the family secrets uncovered in the wake of that experience in Who Killed My Mother?, first as a podcast, then as a book. So I won’t do it again here.

      But what I will say is that my mother’s death was a great loss.

      And as with every loss, I was cracked wide open. All the hope poured out, and after it did so, new paths and possibilities were born of my grief.

      You already know what your losses are.

      Like me, I’m sure you carry them quite close to your chest.

      We’re here now to talk about what you can do next. When these openings present themselves, you have options, choices, for how you want to leverage all that loss and heartache.

      So no, this book isn’t about loss. Not really.

      I will share my losses for one reason and one reason only: to prove that it can get bad—as bad as it can possibly get—and you can still set yourself free.

      This is a book about triumph. And a path we can take to get there.

      Everyone’s path is different, of course. But if we’re lucky (and we are), this book will serve as a field guide to your well-being. If nothing else, I hope it will be a bit of comfort on an especially cold and unforgiving day.

      If you’re ready, please allow me to show you where the path back to yourself begins.

      

      Key Chapter Takeaways

      
        
          	
        We cannot save someone from themselves. No matter how much we love them.
      

      	
        As terrible as loss is, it will always create openings and new possibilities.
      

      	
        These openings are precious opportunities for transformation. It’s our choice how to make the most of them.
      

      	
        No matter what has happened to us, no matter how tragic, we can always find our way back to ourselves.
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            BEATING THE ODDS

          

        

      

    

    
      Sometimes the only way out is through. In therapy we call this processing.

      And I processed my mother’s death the way I process everything: creatively. Creativity is a powerful healing tool that has served me well over the years. It’s brought me more peace, strength, and understanding than I ever imagined possible.

      No surprise then that within five months of her death, I’d launched my first podcast: the Who Killed My Mother? show. I wrote the music for it using a steel-tongued drum that my wife had given me for a previous anniversary. My friends called the simple little tune “hauntingly beautiful.”

      Perfect.

      I was certainly haunted by my own guilt and grief at the time.

      On the show, I told stories about my mother, what it was like growing up with her and my family. And I shared the details of her death and the investigation. This went on for a year, this chronicling of the events following her death, and me offering up the evidence, the autopsy report, the secrets and revelations to strangers on the internet. Eventually I put it all together in a memoir and published it with the same title.

      This was how I coped. It was how I made sense of everything.

      But my grief still crept into my fiction projects too. I’d been writing The City Below when my mother died. A story set five hundred years in the future. What was meant to be a fun, pithy little sci-fi tale with mystery elements became something else. My police commander heroine, Grace, lost her husband and son in an explosion meant to kill her. She became racked with guilt and threw herself into her work to atone for it.

      Sound familiar?

      Eventually Grace moved on. She found love again and got revenge on the murderous bastard who killed her family.

      And I, too, came out the other side of my sorrow.

      By the two-year anniversary of my mother’s death, a lot had changed.

      I’d finished Who Killed My Mother? My uncle was dead—and no, I wasn’t responsible for his passing, as tempting as it may have been. And I’d stopped talking to my narcissistic father.

      I’d also come to understand I wasn’t the same person I’d been when it had all started.

      Or rather, I saw myself quite differently.

      Because that’s the trick of transformation. Sometimes it isn’t some great personality change. Someone doesn’t necessarily come in and rearrange the furniture of your life, your mind.

      Often it’s simply that someone turns on the light and you finally get a good look at the dark room you’ve been shuffling around in for the last decade. All those sharp edges you’ve been bumping into suddenly have names: triggers. Though who the hell arranged the furniture like that: poor coping skills. And why has no one paid the light bill: generational trauma.

      Or perhaps someone polished the mirror you’ve been using all this time and you finally get a good clear look at your features without all those distortions from the smudges and warped glass.

      In both cases, everything changes in the same instance that nothing changes at all. The mind dilates and your thoughts flatten out into one giant, Ohhhhhh.

      That was me.

      During that time of the investigation, I learned of my mother’s detonation event, as I’d come to think of it. The horrific experiences that shattered her young mind when she was a child. I now understood my mother in a way I never had.

      Her death also offered me the chance to understand myself. To look at my life and see what had changed over the years. Because while it was true that one phone call from a homicide detective had brought me to my knees, crying, begging, and praying for my mother’s forgiveness, it was equally true that my life at thirty-seven looked very different than my life had at twenty-three.

      “And thank the Lord for that,” as my mother would have said.

      I believe I’ve painted my life at twenty-three pretty clearly for you in the introduction: chronically lovesick, depressed, anxious, codependent, self-destructive, suicidal, and with disordered eating no less. There had been lots of lying motionless in the dark staring at the ceiling. Days and days of it.

      By thirty-seven, I had become the full-time author I’d always dreamed of being. I hadn’t escaped my student loans yet. Those were still a blight on my existence. But financial difficulties—and some chronic back pain—were about the only complaints I had. I was brushing my teeth every day. I was in a loving marriage. I had my own home. It was safe, charming even. I had an office full of books, and a thousand little half-completed passion projects. There was a birdfeeder outside my office window. And while it’s true it pissed me off when the squirrels swung upside down from it shamelessly dumping all the seeds on the ground, there were still plenty of birds to be had.

      I was still eating ice cream, lots, but I was no longer crying while I did so. Nine out of ten times anyway.

      All of which is to say that my life had become quite beautiful. Somehow, despite the odds.

      The only problem was I hadn’t realized it yet.

      What they don’t tell you about trauma is that you may very well be long out of the war zone before you consider the war over.

      I was still running around the battlefield of my mind the day the detective called me.

      I was running more slowly, true, but only because I was growing very, very tired of running.

      My mother’s death forced me to stop, if only because I suddenly had a compelling question pinning me in place.

      What had changed?

      In my life. In me.

      Everything, it had seemed.

      But my mother’s life had stayed on the same trajectory. Her death was proof of that. What I had most feared would happen fourteen years before had, in fact, happened. Meanwhile I could hardly believe the life I’d built. It was part of the reason I struggled so much with enjoying it.

      I wasn’t so naïve as to believe this improved life was simply because of a few choices I’d made. I am a hard worker. True. But we both know that countless people work very hard every day of their lives to make good choices and still life gives them nothing but bad breaks.

      So why were things getting better for me?

      I had to know.

      If I couldn’t answer that question, I would start running again. Running because that’s what you do when you don’t feel safe enough to stay put. It feels impossible to relax into the blessings of your life, when you believe, as you’ve been conditioned to believe, that the next great catastrophe is overdue.

      It’ll show up any day now, and when it does, we will call this one a Wednesday.

      My paranoia about whether or not I was actually okay only intensified after concluding Who Killed My Mother? I received a lot of emails from people thanking me for that show (how lovely) but also asking me how in the world I was such a healthy, well-adjusted person after everything that had happened in my life.

      I was very tempted to write back and remind them that it’s important not to believe everything we see or hear on the internet. But I was too busy interrogating myself. Asking myself the same questions.

      Am I okay? Really? Are we sure? How do we know?

      It wasn’t long before I wanted answers even more badly than they did.

      In this quest to reassure myself, I came across a study called ACEs. The Adverse Childhood Experiences survey. In this study, the Center for Disease Control looked at the effects of childhood trauma specifically. Their focus was on events that undermine our sense of well-being as a child. Every child needs to feel safe and loved. Certain events—death, divorce, violence, alcohol and drug use, incarceration, abandonment, mental illness—cut right through our sense of safety and belonging as children.

      The more of these harmful events we experience, the higher our ACEs score.

      I took the quiz and got a score of nine out of ten. Ten points is the most traumatized, according to their scale. I also took the quiz as my mother—using the information I’d learned about her while writing Who Killed My Mother?—and she also had a score of nine.

      You can find out how traumatized you were as a child by taking the ACEs quiz 1 in case you’re looking for something fun to do on Friday night.

      Invite your friends over. Have a fight about who is really more scarred. What could possibly go wrong?

      Most people (about sixty percent) have at least one ACE, but things don’t look good for you, statistically, if you have four or more. With four or more ACEs, your risk for negative health outcomes sharply rises. For example, you’re 1,220% more likely to attempt suicide, 1,003% more likely to use injected drugs, 460% more likely to have recent depression, 2 and 230% more likely to have hepatitis.3

      Reading the descriptions of how ACEs affect our well-being as adults felt like reading a textbook description of my mother and her struggles.

      She first tried to commit suicide when she was twelve years old, to escape the sexual abuse she was enduring. She didn’t escape it. As she got older, her mental health only grew worse. She was put on medication, which didn’t mix well with the drugs and alcohol she was using to self-medicate. She contracted hepatitis from a dirty needle. She struggled to hold down a job and didn’t have a single healthy relationship in her adult life.

      As rough as life had been for me in the beginning, by my late thirties my situation was quite different. I no longer wanted to unalive myself, first and foremost.

      That was helpful.

      I overcame my eating disorder. I was rarely depressed. I still struggled with anxiety, especially in respect to my finances, but it was manageable. My relationships had evolved from codependent dramas reminiscent of daytime soap operas to shockingly healthy and supportive bonds.

      Statistically, my life should look like my mother’s. We have the same family dynamics and similar trauma records. But mine had gone in a completely different direction.

      Why?

      I set off to answer that question in my second podcast, A Well Cared For Human. And while writing those weekly episodes about how to take good care of yourself, I identified pretty quickly what had changed.

      Those fourteen years between when I’d left my mother at the end of the driveway and when the homicide detective called, giving me the worst news of my life, made all the difference.

      What had happened in those years? I built a healthy relationship with myself.

      This relationship is what my mother never achieved.

      This positive self-relationship was the secret ingredient that transformed my life.

      It saved my life.

      And I hope it will save yours too.

      

      Key Chapter Takeaways

      
        
          	
        The ACEs survey examines the effects of childhood trauma on adults.
      

      	
        If you have an ACEs score of four or more, then you are at a higher risk for negative health outcomes like suicide, drug use, depression, anxiety, chronic pain, or hepatitis.
      

      	
        It can take time to feel safe in your own life, even if you leave dangerous situations behind.
      

      	
        The key to well-being is building a healthy relationship with yourself.
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            FOUR ATTRIBUTES OF A HEALTHY RELATIONSHIP

          

        

      

    

    
      A healthy relationship consists of four components: honesty, trust, respect, and open communication. The more honesty, trust, respect, and communication shared between you and someone else, the stronger and healthier that relationship. But what about our relationship with ourselves? How can these four components be applied to self-love?

      

      Honesty

      When it comes to your relationship with yourself, honesty is about being honest with, you guessed it, yourself. You don’t lie to yourself about where you are emotionally. You don’t lie to yourself about your addictions or your sticking points. You don’t lie to yourself and say it’s perfectly fine that this person keeps mistreating you, or that it’s totally okay that this job is sucking your soul from your body through a bendy straw. You don’t lie to yourself about who you are, where you are, and what you need.

      Many of us lie to ourselves, though. Often and with strong conviction. Why?

      Two reasons.

      First, because the truth is so terrifying. Leaving that soul-sucking job and putting your finances at risk is horrifying. Saying goodbye to your abusive family and striking out on your own feels like the ultimate betrayal. Just ask Rapunzel when she climbed out of the tower her narcissistic “mother” had her locked up in “for her own good.”

      Doing what we know is right for ourselves often runs counter to all the unspoken rules of families and culture and even reason. It’s easier to tell ourselves lies and go with the flow than fight upstream against the current.

      The second reason we lie to ourselves is often due to a lack of self-awareness. Self-awareness is a skill. When you’re in survival mode or crisis, absolutely zero energy can be dedicated to developing self-awareness.

      Many of us, when we are in survival mode, don’t stop and think. We can’t stop and think. A drunk uncle is throwing a bottle of beer at our head. An abusive father is pulling off his belt. A mother is drunk, belligerent, and looking for her car keys.

      At times like these, thinking is a luxury we can’t afford. We can’t just sit back and consider, Oh, I wonder what happened to this person when they were a child that made them the way they are today? And how might their current actions be shaping me in this very moment? Maybe if I just take a moment to think about this…

      No. That’s a recipe for getting hurt.

      Self-awareness is a powerful tool, but it needs time and space to develop, and destructive environments offer neither.

      For me, honesty was only possible after I broke out of the toxic cycle with my family. It was hard to go against the expectation of, But they’re your parents. You only have one set of parents, and they just want what’s best for you.

      Rejecting the idea that someone had the right to mistreat me just because they were family was the critical first step toward honesty for me. Admitting to myself that no, in fact, I wasn’t okay with it.

      Once I removed myself from the toxic environment, I had room to consider what was really going on beneath all my reactivity.

      And I shut down completely.

      I didn’t like what I saw. The feelings I’d been running from were overwhelming, exhausting. I started going to therapy so that I would have a professional on my side who could help me sort through this mess I’d inherited.

      In therapy I was forced to be honest too.

      I was sitting on Dr. A’s couch, in his dimly lit office. My eyes were so swollen from crying they were practically pinched shut. It had felt like all I did was cry in this man’s presence, and I could not be more embarrassed by it.

      I don’t remember which awful experience we were unpacking that day, but what I do remember clearly is what he said to me when I’d finished talking.

      He looked into my puffy eyes, and with a very loving, compassionate tone, he said, “Kory, I’m going to need you to say what happened to you was bad.”

      Immediately, I rejected the idea.

      “I don’t know. Was it? So many people in the world have it worse and⁠—”

      “Say it.” His voice was firm but gentle. “Say it was terrible.”

      “I—”

      “Say it was wrong. Say it was horrible. Say it shouldn’t have happened to you.”

      I didn’t want to. I didn’t want to, in part, because then I’d have to admit that the people who were supposed to love and take care of me hadn’t—and I was never going to get what was “owed” to me as a child—love, safety, and support. I was also resisting the admission due to my father’s programming.

      Often when he was abusive, and if I was brave enough to tell him not to hurt me, he would respond with, “You don’t know how good you have it. You don’t know what terrible is. You don’t know how hard things can really be, and when I was your age, I had to shine shoes just so I’d have enough to eat, hoping that when I was done the drunks would actually pay me rather than kick me in the teeth. So don’t tell me it hurts. You don’t even know what pain is.”

      And I believed him.

      I believed him, and yet I still had all this heartbreak that was eating me alive from the inside out.

      “Say it, Kory,” Dr. A urged. “You can’t heal this unless you can first admit that there’s a wound.”

      “It was terrible.” I said it in a sarcastic tone. I said it with a half-shrug. Here I was trying to make a joke out of it, which was another way of turning away from my pain. “It was the absolute worst.”

      Then I burst into tears. Who knew you could burst into tears while already crying?

      “Say it again,” he said softly.

      “It was hard,” I said, and this felt very honest.

      “Too hard,” Dr. A said, with a kind smile. “Those things should have never happened to you. Kids aren’t meant to experience stuff like that. But you did.”

      “But I did,” I said. And the tears continued.

      It was Dr. A’s job to point out the truth. I just didn’t like it.

      That’s the thing about honesty.

      It can be shocking. Or at the very least unpleasant. It can be painful. It can be like opening a puss-filled wound.

      Even when we start digging around in our heads and our hearts and we find good things to appreciate ourselves, we don’t always like that either.
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