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About the Author




I dedicate this book to those of you willing to do the hard work
to free yourself of the shackles of childhood emotional neglect
and rise to feel the wind beneath your wings
and be all that you are.





Introduction


Many of us leave childhood with psychological wounds we may not understand or even become aware of for a number of years. In this book we’ll be focusing on childhood emotional neglect. Rather than the physical neglect of inadequate shelter, food, and supervision, emotional neglect involves inadequate levels of care and attunement to your emotional needs—every bit as damaging.


I introduced this topic in my earlier book, The Emotionally Absent Mother, which zeroed in on mothers who are not emotionally present to their children and thus cannot provide the psychological foundation a child needs. In this book, I extend that work by providing new material and by adopting a workbook format designed for those who want a more structured process for their healing work. You do not need to have read the earlier book to use this workbook, but it is a good complement, with additional context and real-life stories. It also has its own exercises, different from those here. Much of the material in this workbook is applicable to healing from any kind of childhood trauma and to emotional healing in general.


How Do You Know If You Were Emotionally Neglected?


There are two ways. One is to compare how you were mothered with descriptions of emotionally absent mothers. The other is to look for the feelings and impacts left by this kind of neglect. Here is an overview of things you might find.


Your mother was physically present (at least part of the time), but not really meeting you emotionally or doing all the things you may have noticed other mothers doing—like being really involved, there when you needed her, providing a sense of security, actively helping you with the challenges that came your way. If there were not enough of these mothering activities, we call that being under-mothered.


If you can’t point to an abundance of good mothering activities or the kind of bond you think a mother and child should have, you may question, “How come I don’t have warm feelings when I think of my mother? We were not close in the ways I would have wanted. I was not even sure that she loved me.”


Other common impacts include difficulty knowing your feelings (because they were ignored or shamed), trouble with emotional regulation (tipping into extremes), depression, anxiety, and upset that push you to self-soothe with things like substance abuse.


Challenges in establishing close relationships and maintaining them over time, difficulty trusting, finding it hard to reveal yourself, and not feeling safe are all clues that the initial imprint was not a good one. Many who suffered this kind of neglect end up feeling emotionally starved for love.


Emotional neglect also shows up in your expectations in relationships. The two most common patterns are expecting little to nothing from others, or feeling others will only attend to you if they want something or if you force them to. It’s just not familiar to you to receive positive attention and support—although you would very much like it.


If you didn’t have a mother serving as a positive mirror, you are not likely to have a robust sense of self. Your self-esteem has holes in it, as does your confidence. You may feel tentative, not ready to take risks or tackle big projects.


In short, rather than feeling like you had a warm, safe home where you were fully nourished, you feel more like an orphan, or the child in the fairy tale “The Little Match Girl,” freezing in the cold, her lit match the only warmth available.


You’ll learn more about the deficits left by under-mothering in this workbook and, more important, how to heal the wounds left by an inattentive mother.


What Will You Find Here?


We’ll start by describing what to expect from the healing journey and giving you the tools you need to do this work and stay safe.


The next chapters lay out why mothering is so important and help you uncover your own childhood experiences before looking at emotional absence and emotional abuse and deciphering how much of either or both was present in your childhood. We then begin a process of connecting the dots—what was missing in your childhood and what you struggle with today. Emotional neglect and abuse can both cause trauma, so we also look at complex trauma and how to identify it.


Looking at the past and uncovering feelings are only the first part of healing, so next we move on to making up for what you missed—teaching you how to become a better parent to your inner child, how to mother yourself now, and how to take in more emotional nourishment so that you can pay the healing forward.


With all of this under your belt, we return, at the end, to Mother—this time the mother of the present. Exercises help you assess your current relationship with Mother (if you have one) and what you would like to get from it from as realistic a perspective as possible. Finally, we’ll reflect on how this work has changed you.


Using This Workbook


I invite you to do your work right here in the workbook, so you will want to secure your book (protect its privacy) so that you can be as open and honest as possible. It’s also good to have a private space in which to work. I recommend a cozy, protected environment as free of interruptions as possible so that your emotions are free to come up and be expressed. The exercises can go quite deep, so you will also want to give yourself sufficient time to work with them.


If you’re working along and come across an exercise or topic that feels a little too scary, you can save it for a time you feel more resourced (more centered and steady). You may have learned as a child to push through situations that you didn’t really have the support for, and while that can come in handy in some situations, as a pattern, it is the opposite of the more attuned self-support that will serve you here. Better to pace your work and not push too hard. It is good to gradually expand your comfort zone, but if you go too far outside it, you can become destabilized. It’s important to stop and support yourself before you get to that point. This requires that you maintain self-awareness and work within what is called your “window of tolerance,” maintaining your sense of safety.


This workbook provides general scaffolding for a very individual process of growth. As you’ll hear again and again, this is a healing journey. It is helping you shore up your foundation, and that cannot happen in a matter of days or weeks but rather months and years. A few chapters may go more quickly, but it will take you weeks to work with many of the chapters in a way that allows you to get the most out of them. You may even find yourself taking a break in the middle of them. That may be your natural intelligence telling you it’s too soon to continue. This pacing is something you learn to trust.


Working in Groups


Some people like workbooks because they give you a chance to have complete privacy and do the work on your own. That is valid. You do not need to be in a group to use this book! Yet there are advantages to working with others, so this book is designed to make that an option as well.


Since the wounding of emotional neglect and abuse arises within relationships, healing relationships are an important part of the antidote. Doing the work with others who share this journey with you can help you feel supported and less alone. You learn from seeing how others face difficult things. With a group, you have a chance to give and receive (both good to practice), and you can be seen in life-affirming ways that change the way you see yourself.


To that end, I’ve designed the workbook so that it can be adopted by groups. These may be therapy groups, support groups, classes, or something you put together with a few friends. Many of the exercises can be modified for use with a single partner, and although there are advantages to working with others who are also walking this path, you can choose whoever feels safe to you.


This icon [image: Group work icon.] identifies exercises with specific instructions for group work. They maximize the value of having others as part of the process. You might skim them even if you are working on your own, as they may spur a new awareness or nudge you to find others to share an exercise with.


Do You Need to Work in Sequence?


It’s hard to be linear with a process that involves many elements that ideally are all at work as you go along. These elements include having a baseline of knowledge about childhood emotional neglect, strategies for working with challenging emotions and memories, and skills for good self-care. Yet a book, by its nature, is linear, so we have to take these elements one by one.


The chapter sequence leads you through a progression of topics, and the early material lays the foundation for later work. Yet keeping in mind the need for all of these skills at different moments, feel free to move around when you recognize a need. If you see a topic up ahead that feels timely, give yourself permission to go there, but then double back. I suggest you not skip large sections. There may be some exercises you choose not to do, but I recommend you read the accompanying text for the information. You may find yourself coming back to the exercise at a later time.


Like every task in life, this is a chance to be a good mother to yourself, attuning to your needs, honouring your limitations, and taking the hand offered to you when it feels right. I hope that in this sacred healing process you strengthen and broaden the good mothering qualities in your life.


Welcome!




[image: A tree with multicoloured leaves and a bird flying from it.]
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The Healing Journey


The Promise of Healing


Healing early childhood wounds is one of the longer journeys you can take in life. It’s long because this wounding occurs before you have built a healthy foundation for yourself, so they are at your very core. When these childhood wounds are the result of what Mother didn’t provide that you needed, or of harmful elements in your relationship with her, we call them “mother wounds.”


You might think healing should happen a lot quicker—and some people will try to convince you that it can. But you can’t just yank on a seedling and make it grow, and you can’t force the growth involved in healing. It doesn’t help to have expectations that frustrate you and make you feel bad. Let’s be honest: Healing takes time and involves hard work.


At different stages in your healing journey, you might find yourself thinking the following.


• How the f*** did I get here?


• I don’t know if I can make it. I don’t know if I am strong enough.


• I’m afraid of my anger.


• How can I survive this depth of hurt?


• I’m tired of working through this.


• I’m starting to feel better. Can’t I be done now?


There is a path through this, but it’s not a path anyone can lay out in a linear way. It’s much more individual and organic than that. No one can tell you how long it will take, and no professional can credibly say, “I can get you there in ten sessions.” No book can cure you. What this workbook can do is support you in your work.


Healing from childhood emotional neglect is like putting together a 1,500-piece puzzle. There’s no one right way to put it together. You work where you can or where you most need to. Often, life puts in front of you the next piece for you to deal with.


Because there is not a specific map to follow or a picture of the destination, let me give you a few benchmarks for what might feel different as you heal your mother wounds.


The biggest marker of healing is that you won’t feel like you did as a child. The world outside won’t feel the way it did for you then, and you won’t feel the way you did when you were going through all that. You will be different. You will be a bigger you.


Won’t that be nice! That’s what growing up is supposed to be. Being an adult involves more than making your own decisions and being responsible for yourself. Growing up is growing. Upward. Outward. Bigger. Happier. Becoming your own person. That’s true for all of us, but it’s especially true when you haven’t had a good foundation laid down by Mother.


This growing requires you to set down the load you were given to carry (we are all given something to carry), unpack it, and take a good look at what’s in there. As you are looking—if you do it carefully and with as much courage and honesty as you can—it begins to sort itself out. You find that you no longer need to carry the grief (which, for much of your life, you didn’t even know you were carrying). The heartache lightens. You let go of impossible hopes—for instance, that Mother will become something she is not.


As you do your work, you’ll begin to fill up with the things you needed earlier but didn’t get: people liking you, seeing you, enjoying you, holding you when you are sad. You’ll feel encouraged—by those you surround yourself with, but also by the results of your own efforts. You’ll learn to take really good care of yourself—and even enjoy doing so. You’ll become stronger and more empowered. You’ll no longer be the scrunched and scraped-up you that you’ve felt like all these years. Rather than being that small, lonely child, you’ll actualize the potential you brought into this life. You’ll become who you were meant to be.


This is the promise of healing.


My Story of Healing


Who am I to write about healing? I am someone who has had firsthand experience healing the wounds I describe here. I also worked for many years as a psychotherapist helping others to heal their wounds. Healing is what my life has been about.


It used to rankle me when authors of books about trauma would talk about the goal being to return to your pre-trauma functioning. What if there was no before trauma for you? What if you faced traumatizing events from the very get-go? That may be how it was for you. It is how it was for me.


The two major loads I was given to carry (and transform) were interwoven—they were married! They are represented by my father and mother: my father due to pervasive sexual abuse (described briefly in my book Healing from Trauma) and my mother due to emotional absence. It took decades for me to become conscious of these wounds and then much hard work and many years to heal.


With my mother wound, I’m in a good place now. I credit that to several factors. First, I continue to take in from other sources what I missed from my mother. Having carried a strong sense of aloneness much of my life, being seen and heard for who I am has been very healing to me. I was also graced with excellent therapists. All of this helped me through the painful work of facing what felt missing from Mum.


Another factor is that I do not carry the wound forward by holding myself to blame. I understand much more about why my mother was the way she was, and I don’t think it was because of something I didn’t do or couldn’t be.


My relationship with my mother evolved in the last years of her life, when I became responsible for some of her care. This role reversal brought moments of tenderness on both sides, and the last words we said to each other were, “I love you” (words I don’t remember hearing as a child). That was a moment that reflected our healing, and so I treasure it.


Primary Elements in the Healing Journey


The three main pillars of healing mother wounds, as I see them, are as follows.


Facing your truth. There is no healing journey without this. This is the beginning of your journey and it continues all the way through. It starts with facing how you experienced your mother, which may be very different from your family’s story about her. Maybe you were always aware of these things, but maybe not. You must get below the defences that you used to protect yourself and feel the full impact of how your mother’s neglect or abuse hurt you. This involves feeling the emotions that come with this recognition—emotions you have done your best to minimize or deny before now.


Understanding Mother. What was going on to make her act the way she did? If you don’t understand what is behind Mother’s behaviour, you’ll tend to make up stories about it—and blame yourself! Children have very little life experience or ability to see the endless number of things that drive others’ behaviour. They live in a tiny world with themselves in the middle, so they don’t know that someone’s behaviour often has nothing to do with them. A young child often believes, “If Mummy is mad, it must be because I did something bad” or “If Mummy doesn’t love me, it’s because something is wrong with me.”


Making up for what you missed. It does no good to analyze and understand if you don’t also bring in “good medicine.” You can make up for these deficits by mothering yourself and taking in as much nourishment as you can.


What Does It Mean to Be Healed?


Being healed doesn’t mean you never hurt again. You are healed to the extent that when hurt comes up, it is less and less devastating. The hurt comes up less frequently and is no longer a dominant presence. The narrative of your life changes as you leave the hurt behind.


Healing occurs in layers. A particular piece of content may appear multiple times, but generally (if we are indeed healing), we move to deeper and deeper layers of it. So, for example, you may recognize that you don’t use your voice to stand up for yourself. Usually, your first attempts will be a bit clumsy, but you will get more skilled with practice. As you progress, the challenges will often become more advanced, and the ways you can stand up for yourself become more nuanced.


Therapists who do any kind of depth work understand healing as a spiral, going round and round through similar territory, but at deeper levels. You may think, “But I’ve already been there!” and feel discouraged. The task is then to discern whether you are truly spinning your wheels or if a different aspect of the issue is showing up this time. Although we can take this returning to familiar content as a failure, it’s not. Big challenges and traumas generally travel with us, changing over time. When you want to blame yourself for returning to the same old issue, just imagine a grizzled old man smoking a cigar who looks at you and asks, “So how many issues did you want?”


You’ll know you have progressed in your healing journey when you are able to become aware of an emotional trigger (anything that sets off a reaction out of proportion to the current situation), see what is beneath it (often a childhood injury), and respond in a different way. If the trigger indeed hearkens back to childhood, you send compassion to that wounded inner child, but you don’t fall into the feelings of that child—or not for long. Or you may recognize you have been triggered, but you have the skills to stay in the present and to bracket those feelings.


There will always be the deficits and traumas from your past. They happened. But when you have worked through the pain and made up for them the best you can, you don’t have to be at the mercy of them.


Healing as Growth


Healing should not be measured simply by what goes away (unwanted impacts or symptoms), but also by the positives that are added to your life as a result of going through this process. In other words, you should also take into account how much you grow.


Just as the butterfly struggles to release itself from the cocoon, struggle is often an inherent part of growth. Facing pain gives us strength that many who have not been tested or have avoided pain generally do not have. Research into post-traumatic growth has recognized the development of new capacities, new directions in life, better relationship skills, and an improved perception of self. All of these are examples of growing as a person.


There’s another benefit we don’t often talk about. It comes with a breakthrough to our deeper nature. Rather than be broken, we can be “broken open.” When broken, we don’t have resilience, so when knocked down, we stay there. But when broken open, we expand. We become deeper and richer, and have more wisdom, clarity, and compassion, all qualities that can be described as more of our soul nature. Our hearts open and embrace more. We perceive and eventually start living from a part of us that has always been there, waiting to be freed. This is a kind of “breakthrough bonus.” You not only get out of the cramped cage you’ve been living in, you find your wings and soar.
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Tools for Doing the Work


If you are getting the sense that working with mother wounds brings up a lot of emotions, you are absolutely right. Opening your awareness to what your childhood environment was like brings up feelings that were often hidden before. Cultivating a sense of safety and staying within it will help you manage what can otherwise feel overwhelming. We’ll start there.


Building a Sense of Safety


A sense of safety is a complex thing, affected greatly by your earliest years. If you didn’t feel safe then—perhaps because of dangers in the home or because Mother wasn’t a safe haven—you may continue to live in the shadows of that as an adult. When your inner world doesn’t feel safe (because of harsh feelings, memories that would be overwhelming if acknowledged, or things you have protected yourself from being aware of), it colors your experience of the outer world as well. Scanning for danger, including internally keeping watch for threats that could erupt from the unconscious, is something you do without even being aware of doing it.


Cultivating a sense of safety is crucial. In this chapter, you’ll learn how to create a safe place in your mind as well as in your external environment.


Creating a Safe Place in Your Mind
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