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PROLOGUE



TO THE HEARTBROKEN, THE BETRAYED, THE ABANDONED, AND THE neglected. To the ones who love deeply and those who fear to love again. To the ones who have been called “too needy” and “too much” and the ones who have been told they’re “not enough.” To the exhausted, to the hopeful, to the wounded, to the survivors. To the ones who feel they have lost their way but somehow have courageously arrived here…


This book is for you.


Our individual stories brought us here, each of us unique in the details of our journey but broken in similar places. We all are here because we know heartbreak and we lost our ability to trust others and ourselves. We know what it’s like to be alone in that dark place, longing for that connection and presence that will make us feel safe. Some of us sit in the darkness, in the pit of that isolation, while others fight against it and do whatever it takes to make it go away. Or maybe you’re like me, and you run from it, distracting yourself by staying proactive and productive.


I was not so different from you. At one point in my life, I felt as though I were at war with love. I felt the battle both in my relationships and within myself, a confusing disorientation of who others wanted me to be and what I believed I needed to become to accommodate them. I got lost. I got scared. I got jaded. The journey to love again ultimately became a journey back to myself. I share some of my story here—from the people I’ve loved and lost along the way to uncovering my true self and finally existing in a state of reclamation and self-trust. This is me. And this is who is ready to love without pain.


You have a story of reclamation, too, you know? Let’s explore it together.













INTRODUCTION



THIS BOOK IS SO MUCH MORE THAN A PSYCHOEDUCATIONAL TEXT WITH practical and evidenced-based tools. This book is an experience, which has one job: to provide you with a journey out of hurt, fear, and separation and into love, trust, and connection with yourself and others. If you want to nurture a deeper relationship to your mind and body, cultivate a profound sense of self-trust as you navigate life and relationships, reduce your relationship fears, and enhance your ability to experience intimacy safely and vulnerably, welcome! You’ve come to the right place.


Along this journey, I will guide you into a deeper understanding of who you are as a human being wired for love and connection, and what it means to be a trauma-bond survivor with fears regarding love. Together, we will explore how to remove the residual imprints of your trauma that stand between you and meaningful connection. In these pages, you will find snippets of my own personal journey out of trauma-bonded relationships, case studies of actual client breakthrough moments, knowledge about the science of love and attachment, reflective exercises that will foster greater insight into your healing, and new strategies to transform your trauma into wisdom and empowerment.


I am not only a survivor of childhood attachment trauma and trauma-bonded adult relationships; I am also a PhD clinical mental health therapist, educator, and speaker. I became interested in the disorienting impasse that occurs in relationships when love and trauma collide. I was fascinated with how the pain of abandonment, betrayal, injustice, and rejection does not end the bond between two people but instead alters it into something chaotic, urgent, irritable, and sometimes even intoxicating. My expertise became emotional connection and the tethers—the deeply ingrained patterns, expectations, and needs—that bond us.


Love is a very special kind of emotional bond, a connection between individuals that is equal, engaged, comfortable, secure, and steadfast. Ultimately, we are biologically wired for this type of connection, thanks to millions of years of evolution. Prolonged isolation is a direct threat to our survivability, as it prevents our ability to thrive in life. Our brains understand isolation as pain and danger. Attachment traumas such as abandonment, betrayal, humiliation, injustice, and rejection cause isolation. Here is where the trauma bond kicks in: The human brain codes attachment traumas as danger while simultaneously requiring as a survival imperative the touch and emotional responsiveness of the one we are bonded to. Putting it simply, in a trauma-bonded relationship, we are both petrified of and longing for our partner at the same time.


An unfortunate reality that still permeates many psychotherapy offices is the archaic belief that these trauma-bonded relationships can be remedied by teaching problem-solving strategies, communication skills, and conflict-management techniques. While these teachings are beneficial and certainly have their place when working within dysfunctional relationships, it is my personal and professional experience that these interventions do not access the core of what is disconnecting partners, nor do they get to the heart of the matter regarding the pathways that create meaningful change.


During my early years of counseling, helping couples and individuals on their relationship issues, I would also teach my clients how to apply these old techniques and strategies, but I felt a sense of insufficiency and guilt. I knew there was more underneath the surface of what they shared with me, which signaled the deeper issues that were so clear to me I could almost touch them. I knew that these painful tethers bonding my clients in fear and distress were the hidden patterns of unmet needs. I knew this. But how could I help my clients not just understand what was happening but deeply experience it and become conscious of it enough to reach out to their partner with vulnerability and clarity, to show up for their partner with openness and acceptance and make meaningful changes?


So I went on an exploration. I dove into clinical approaches like attachment theory and emotion-focused therapy. I studied somatic therapies and microexpressions and learned the language of the emotional body. I became a student of ancient philosophies, spirituality, and esoteric wisdom to acquaint myself with the meaning of life and become comfortable discussing existential truths that can sometimes paralyze us. I studied interpersonal neurobiology and various sciences to help me conceptualize the human brain and body in a state of connection or disconnection. I absorbed it all. One key takeaway I learned from my immersion into the human experience is this: Our relationships act as a mirror into the depths of our own selves. They show us what we accept, what we reject, and what we hide, sometimes even from ourselves. Our relationship dramas are the reenactments of unresolved traumas still locked within our mind and body, signaling our conscious mind where healing can take place. In this way, the journey to connection with another must be a simultaneous journey through reconnection with the self. This book is that journey.


ORDER OF OPERATIONS


My clients seek me out at various stages of their healing. Some find me before their breaking point, when the stress of the trauma bond is building, and they feel like they are slowly losing themselves in their relationships. Some find me in the immediate aftermath of abandonment, betrayal, humiliation, injustice, or rejection that has sent them into a state of uncertainty, grief, and fear. Still others find me once they have emotionally recalibrated after a relationship disruption. They are curious about the deeper-rooted issues and patterns that permeate their life.


Regardless of where they are in their journey, most of my clients eventually want to venture deeper into these questions so that they can truly heal. But as you will learn in this book, sometimes you must look back in order to move forward. How did these patterns start? What was my role in these patterns? When did the power dynamic in the relationship shift in such a tumultuous way? When did I begin self-sacrificing my needs so I did not have to face conflict or isolation? How was I forced to change in this relationship and who did I become? And often more importantly, Why does this pattern feel so familiar?


Because everyone comes to this work from a different place, I decided to loosely structure this experience like the hero’s journey, an archetypal story template seen in ancient and modern-day adventures beginning with a character’s origin story and moving through challenges and battles before overcoming their obstacles and championing their darkest fears. The hero returns forever changed by the experience with a message of wisdom and resilience. You have been on a similar journey possibly without even knowing it, one that brought you to this moment reading this very page. And no matter how you found this book, you are meant to be here.


The book is divided into three parts. Part I, “Your Origin Story,” is a guided exploration of your past, including some of your earliest experiences, attachment traumas, and intergenerational patterns within the family in which you were raised. In part I, we answer the question “Why do I do that in my relationships, and why do I feel this way?” Part II, “Is This Love or Trauma Bonding?,” delves deeply into your adult relationships, outlining toxic patterns between you and your partners, how those patterns are linked to trauma wounds, and new ways to break those cycles by prioritizing the needs of your mind and body. Part II answers the question “How can I break free of toxic cycles and start to love myself more?” Part III, “Transcend Your Trauma and Transform Your Life,” moves beyond trauma healing to transformation and transcendence. This is the moment that reveals your most liberated self that is ready to fall in love with life. You will learn how to attain post-traumatic growth and ways to bring the new strengths and possibilities you uncover into a conscious, thoughtful, and intimate relationship. It answers the question “What does it look like for me to find healing and positive transformation in my life?”



HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


This book is not a how-to guide to fixing your partner’s behavior. Your partner’s healing is a journey that belongs to them, and maybe they decide to do this work alongside you. Possibly, if they choose to walk down the path of healing, your journey may arrive at a meeting point. In the meantime, this book is intended to help you recover from the physical, emotional, and psychological effects of your relationship traumas that changed your beliefs about yourself, others, and the world around you, with the goal of learning how to form a healthier and more interconnected relationship with your mind and body, which sets the stage for creating the relationship your heart longs for.


Relationship traumas impact us in multidimensional ways, which you will uncover in this book. You may not yet know how your traumas have impacted your life (that’s okay!), but I encourage you to consider that any highly distressing sensation that impacts your sense of clarity or internal safety, overwhelming emotion that you do not understand, or impulsive action that seems disproportionate to the present moment might be a trauma imprint. Consider the possibility that self-destructive impulses, fearful thoughts, critical or attacking verbal exchanges, or feelings of numbness and detachment that show up during moments of perceived disconnection in your relationships may be signs of trauma. It is also important to realize that not everybody’s journey to healing and transformative growth will look the same. Some individuals will reach post-traumatic growth naturally while others need to cultivate and nurture the qualities that birth it. Either way, this book will be your guide. As we explore the residual trauma trapped within your mind and body, the expression of those trauma imprints in your relationships, and the journey toward transformative growth, I recommend the following approach.




1. Take your time with this book. Do not feel pressured to read it hurriedly. It will not be helpful to you if your main mission is just to get to the end. In fact, slower is faster. I advise reading a chapter at a time, setting aside uninterrupted space to do each activity with your full self, present and engaged. I also suggest taking some days or even weeks to make sense of each chapter, reflecting on what you’ve read and how it applies to you, and intentionally applying your new wisdom to your life. Do one exercise at a time and then see how you feel. Give yourself a break as needed. Overwhelming yourself will not serve you.


2. Reread the sections that speak to you. Within you is an internal compass that this book will help you access. Use it when the words within these pages resonate. When you feel the emotions and sensations of a section that validate, affirm, and open your mind, take a moment to read that section again. Allow yourself the time and space to absorb the parts of this book that capture your story. Repeat the exercises that feel most relevant and open doors to healing wisdom. Assume that resonance is a sign you are on the right path and are evolving in that very moment.


3. Show curiosity for what information creates reactions and shifts within you. You may come across parts of this book that evoke feelings of alignment or resistance (both are expected and welcome!). If you notice reactions to certain chapters, sections, or activities, use those experiences as a signal that something meaningful is happening. Do not judge those feelings as good or bad, right or wrong. If a section makes you feel understood, interpret that as a signal of alignment. If an exercise evokes fear, take it as a signal of trauma-related resistance. Both are messengers. Both are useful on your journey toward healing. Be curious about any feelings of validation or resistance. What you discover in the exploration of either might be illuminating. Do not force yourself to do activities that are too triggering; you can always come back to them later. But if you can, approach sections and activities from that place of curiosity. Maybe they are not as bad as you thought. In fact, maybe it’s possible they can be useful.


4. Gently challenge yourself. Surviving was hard enough. Healing needs to be different. Pushing too hard and too fast is not healing, and giving up is not healing. Take your time, be thoughtful about the parts of the book you have the impulse to avoid, and make informed choices about how you want to attend to the obstacles that challenge you. When it feels right, gently nudge yourself in ways that can help you grow and evolve. Whether you decide to face the challenge or skip that particular section in the moment, either way it is okay. Find safety when you need it and challenge yourself when it is time to evolve.


5. Try again. Remember, there is no right or wrong way to use this book. Feelings of inspiration and achievement will arise that will motivate you, and sometimes feelings of fear or caution may arise that will make you want to pump the brakes. All those experiences are normal. But giving up is not what this book is about. This book is about trying again. About believing you are worth more, about not giving up on yourself, and about creating the relationships and life you want. It is okay to pause, to rest, to restore, and to recalibrate. But betraying your healing by giving up and abandoning yourself is not an option. This book will help you not treat yourself the way someone treated you in the past. This is your journey, this book is your ally, and I am here to walk beside you along the way.




THE JOURNEY BACK TO LOVE AWAITS


Even though it takes two people to create connection, and even though you are not (and have never been) the sole person responsible for the survival of your relationships, you have been left to pick up the pieces and manage all the challenges that come with healing from those experiences. The purpose of this book is to guide you back to feelings of love, trust, and connection that you’ve been robbed of. To provide you with a map with detailed directions on how to journey back into your childhood origins, through your painful adult relationships, and into transformative healing in a safe, informative, and empowering way.


There are many pathways to explore in this new science of love and relationships, but they all intersect in my therapy at the level of attachment and emotional bonds. By helping my clients access new emotional language relating to attachment, I am better able to help them meaningfully and effectively map out the drama and distress in their relationships. Similar to my work with clients, I am going to teach you how to lean into the pivotal moments that once triggered such disconnection with skillful awareness, self-trust, and vulnerability, bringing to light what unmet needs and untapped feelings you are actually communicating, and identifying with acceptance and clarity why they matter so much.


You are just a step away from embarking on a new relationship with yourself. You will learn how to acknowledge, listen, and attend to the emotional language of your body that shapes the ways you will need to make intimate connection with others. The deprivation and emotional starvation that have played out in your relationships will end as you learn to nourish yourself in healing ways. In these chapters, you will uncover your deepest longings, formulate a conscious understanding of your needs and how to meet them, and learn how to reach out to others with vulnerability and clarity to create the loving connection you are seeking. Are you ready?


Take a breath with me. Soften into your body. Gently smile.


And let’s begin.















PART I



YOUR ORIGIN STORY













chapter one



AM I TRAUMA BONDED?


Sometimes you have to look back in order to move forward…


THE CLOCK WAS ABOUT TO STRIKE MIDNIGHT ON MY TWENTY-NINTH year. It was the year I would earn my PhD degree. I was weeks away from getting offered that tenure-track faculty position in Oregon and would buy that little house with the back door to the garden. My husband, Matthew, and I would finally start trying for a child and grow our happy family. I had it all planned out. It was the year my life was supposed to finally begin.


But instead of glitter, laughter, and that stroke-of-midnight kiss, I found myself emotionally shattered, sitting in the passenger seat of my husband’s Jaguar, which we could not afford, on a back road near our perfect house, which we also could not afford.


“I got Cheryl pregnant,” he blurted out. Cheryl was his secretary. She was twenty-one years old. I’d had drinks with her at his work gatherings. He had told me, “Laura, she admires you so much.” My nails somehow found their way into my skin. I felt foolish and betrayed. How did we get here after ten years of a loving relationship? Where did it go wrong?


I needed to escape. I opened the car door and he braked to a stop. And I ran.


This was not the first time he’d broken my heart. We’d done this toxic dance before in less extreme ways. The more I’d fall apart, the more powerful he became. In the beginning, he was my rescuer. I was a lost girl with a tragic story; he was the perfect golden child. I would give him reason after reason to shine. But Matthew and I stumbled into a world and a lifestyle we were not ready for, and it brought out the worst in us. His pregnant secretary was the point of no return, though, and he knew it. So he didn’t try to rescue me like he had in the past. In that moment, he remained cold, unfeeling, and vacant as he came clean about the lies and watched as I broke down in front of him. I was completely dismantled. But I realized that what truly broke me wasn’t the affair; it was the emotional abandonment I felt as he watched me fall apart without a single expression of remorse or compassion.


My hero became my enemy.


All I knew how to do was run. “The Runner” within me, this part of me that developed over a lifetime of abandonment, would always get me out. I don’t know how far I ran, but I eventually found my way home. Later that night, I heard him coming through the door. He must have been driving around the back roads looking for me. Chasing me. The final steps of our miserable tango continued in the living room.


But this time it was different. I realized this excruciating and savage pattern we were acting out was not just the external way we behaved toward each other. This painful pattern, at least my own reactions to loved ones who betrayed and disappointed me, was rooted inside of me. It was like an influential but unseen third member of the relationship, a painful alive energy that had grown within me since childhood. This dynamic was like a magnet, pulling me to say and do things that did not feel like the real me. After all, I was an empowered and intelligent woman, I had been at the top of my class, I held a PhD. Yet I would thrash whenever my emotional safety felt threatened, and then I would feel humiliated by my own feral reactions.


Matthew and I had danced this dance since we were young; we learned the steps in childhood. In the beginning of our relationship, it had felt romantic. I called him “My Lighthouse.” He scooped me up after my father abandoned me and after my mother entered rehab for her addiction. He flushed all of my medications down the toilet and said, “You don’t need them anymore. All you need is me.” To my nineteen-year-old self, this was a grand gesture of undying love and commitment, a dramatic scene from an independent movie about a lost girl who gets her happily-ever-after. My current thirty-six-year-old self is slapping her forehead, recognizing that those medications were, at the time, helping me stay balanced and survive the breakdown of my family. He didn’t want anything else to help me, though. He wanted to be what saved me.


Let’s face it—so did I.


For ten years we had played this game, through rupture after rupture. But that night, I found myself collapsed on the floor and curled up in a fetal position, and something changed within me. Something broke free of that painful moment, stepped outside of the trauma bond, and observed it with calmness and wisdom. As he looked at me for the last time before walking away, he didn’t know that for once I was witnessing myself and him with complete clarity.


I realized then that I was done with our toxic dance. And that it would mean I would have to embark on a journey for the first time without him.


Every last time opens the door for a first time. This was the first time I did not allow him to save me. It was the first time that the pain of him staying was worse than the fear of him leaving. That was all I needed.


But this is not a story about escaping a bad relationship. This is not a story of an abuser and a victim. This is the story about the collision of the wounded and the broken. When loving each other starts to hurt. When two unhealed human beings with unhealed attachment traumas in their past find each other and desperately try to connect without knowing how. Neither one of us was bad; we were wounded. This is not the story you have heard before. This is my side of the story.


And you have yours.


Let’s explore it together.


Every journey begins with the call—the one that wakes you from a type of metaphorical sleep and forces you to consider the possibility that there is more out there waiting for you. Once you hear the call, it is hard to ignore. It implores you to believe you are worth more than what you have. Perhaps your call inspired you to pick up this book and embark on this healing journey. Along the path, you will meet parts of yourself that will startle you and awaken you, things that you’ve never felt before. You will encounter lessons that will enlighten and motivate you, and other lessons that will require you to slow down and work through difficult emotions. But first, the healing journey begins by acknowledging where your unique story began.


THE POWER OF HUMAN CONNECTION


Sometimes, you have to be willing to look back in order to move forward. Understanding who influenced us most in life, what patterns we inherited, where we come from, why we unknowingly took on certain roles within our family system, and how that all impacted our development through adulthood is a necessary part of this work, too. That is why we begin here. So, let’s take some time to explore your beginnings and your first human connections.


The quality of our connections beginning in early childhood influences how we see ourselves. If we felt secure with our caregivers, we generally become secure in our own identity. If we feel uneasy or unsafe with them, we form an insecure sense of self and feel distrusting of other people. Our sense of safety with physical contact, emotional expression, and psychological connection is a lesson often passed down from the generations before us. The way we give and receive love, our communication styles, the way we handle conflict, our bids for affection, and even how we view ourselves in relationship to the greater world are highly influenced by how we learned to love and be loved during those early experiences.


Trauma within relationships causes disconnection across several realms: It causes us to disconnect from ourselves, our sense of value, and the present moment. In Hold On to Your Kids: Why Parents Need to Matter More Than Peers, trauma expert and physician Dr. Gabor Maté says, “We liberate children not by making them work for our love but by letting them rest in it.” He explains further how we are born with the biological need to pursue and preserve closeness and connection through five channels, which I have discovered could be ruptured by the five attachment wounds I will cover later in this chapter. The five channels to preserve closeness and connection are:




1. Proximity of our five senses: “Are you here with me?” (Or “Have you abandoned me?”)


2. Mutually experiencing warm and affectionate emotions: “Are we connected and loving toward each other?” (Or “Have you betrayed me?”)


3. Being recognized and accepted when sharing our vulnerabilities: “Am I safe to be me in front of you?” (Or “Do you humiliate me?”)


4. Being mentally aligned with those we feel close to: “Do you understand me?” (Or “Are you unfair to me?”)


5. A sense of belonging and acceptance: “Do you acknowledge me as part of this family or group?” (Or “Have you rejected me?”)




It’s through these channels that we begin taking in messages of acceptance or distrust. Distrust in relationships can occur in five ways: abandonment, betrayal, humiliation, injustice, and rejection. We will take a deep dive into these attachment traumas throughout the book. For now, take a minute to think about your own relationships and experiences with human connection. This is a good time to take out a notebook and record your insights. What thoughts, emotions, or body sensations come up when you ask yourself the five aforementioned questions? How would you respond about your friendships and most current romantic relationship? To go deeper with this exercise, imagine yourself as a child asking yourself these five questions about your caregivers. How would you as a child respond?




1. Are my parents here with me? ___________


_________________________________________________


2. Are my parents and I connected and loving toward each other?


_________________________________________________


3. Am I safe to be me in front of my parents? ___________


_________________________________________________


4. Do my parents understand me? ___________


_________________________________________________


5. Do my parents acknowledge me as a welcomed part of this family?


_________________________________________________


_________________________________________________





ATTACHMENT TRAUMA


Have you ever seen the movie Thirteen? It follows the downfall of Tracy, a thirteen-year-old honors student turned wild child after befriending a troubled classmate. It turns out that Tracy’s mom is a recovering alcoholic and wrapped up in her own temptations and toxic relationships that take her away from being a healthy mother to her daughter. She is blind to Tracy’s pain, preoccupied with her own addictions to substances and her boyfriend. Whenever she manages to be present, Tracy’s mom acts more like a fun friend than a nurturing mother. Looking for a place to belong, Tracy starts drinking and taking drugs; there are boys, of course, and she is pressured into things she is uncomfortable with and begins self-harming to express her emotional turmoil. In the final scene, Tracy weeps in her mother’s arms, fighting against an embrace lacking in the safety and comfort she needed.


Yes, this is just a movie and the drama is heightened for entertainment value, but there is some truth in it. We are thirsty to be seen and understood. We long to belong. When we are raised by parents who (more than likely due to their own upbringing) are not as responsive to and accepting of our needs as necessary, we are deprived of the emotional foundation we need to establish a feeling of safety—safety in the world, in relationships, and even within our individual selves. In the absence of closeness and connection, babies and children learn to cry, yell, cling, and thrash, or to act aloof, uncaring, and uninterested in anything, as if nothing at all bothers them. If we are raised by parents who are frantic, anxious, and unpredictable, who appear aggressive, intrusive, or helpless, we may become paralyzed when we face any sort of emotional expression or conflict, because we had no model showing us how to respond to such disorder.


These distressing or harmful experiences with our parents during childhood are known as early attachment traumas. Quite often, these types of traumas begin prior to the age of three, before we can realize that an unhealthy pattern is not only being passed down, but also being normalized in our life. However, they can also occur throughout our lifespan. Persistent blaming, criticizing, dismissing, name-calling, humiliation, guilt-tripping, abandoning, and manipulating can perpetuate the attachment trauma. Similarly, attachment traumas can also be exacerbated when parents idealize, glamorize, are preoccupied with, and expect perfection from their children. Even well-meaning parents can unintentionally cheat their children out of self-trust and self-compassion, programming unfair and damaging messages deep within their psyche instead because of the pressure they put on their children. There are five attachment wounds that are left over after an attachment trauma. Let’s break these down one by one.




1. Abandonment wounds: These emotional wounds are caused by people important in your life discarding you or refusing to acknowledge you. Something that you once had has been ripped from your life and you are left feeling alone and unloved.


2. Betrayal wounds: A violation of trust, these emotional wounds are a result of people you care about consciously breaking a promise, whether spoken or unspoken, to you and your relationship. The person you trusted intentionally made a choice they knew would hurt you. You are left feeling disoriented and distrusting.


3. Humiliation wounds: The loss of confidence due to people making you feel embarrassed or ashamed causes these emotional wounds. You begin to feel guilt and shame for who you are and will often hold yourself back out of fear of others making fun of you.


4. Injustice wounds: This emotional wound results from reexperiencing unfair treatment that violates who you are as a person by means of power, oppression, and suppression. Your sense of morality and belief in a just world is shattered. It can make you feel deep anger and powerlessness.


5. Rejection wounds: Profound experiences of being dismissed by people from whom you longed for acceptance or repeated experiences of feeling unwanted by others can cause these emotional wounds. Unlike the abandonment wound, you were not even given a chance to be accepted by another or a group. You feel inherently bad or wrong.




Think of your childhood home and upbringing. Do any of these patterns click? If so, a probable reason you feel like you’re being caught in the same toxic patterns in your adult relationships is because something about them feels familiar to patterns passed down from your childhood. This book will help you release those patterns and form healthier ways to connect and give and receive love.


Now, let’s slow the next part down a bit… The ways you adapted to hostility, neglect, smothering behaviors, poor boundaries, inconsistent affection, and unpredictable behavior as a child calibrated you to be emotionally drawn to this same type of familiar pattern in adulthood. After all, this is what you know. This was your normal. This calibration is known as repetition compulsion, which means you replicate the same damaging dynamic you learned during childhood in your adult relationships. This includes reenacting the same role you had to play in childhood for your parents.


Dysfunctional family roles is a psychological concept that suggests the role you inherited within your family will carry on throughout your life, shaping how you behave as an adult. The concept of family roles was developed by American psychotherapist and “the mother of family therapy,” Virginia Satir, who studied the dynamics within families in the 1960s. Satir’s work has since been adapted and expanded upon by addiction educators and family psychotherapists to explain a variety of familial circumstances. The roles we take on are like characters we play, each with perceived expectations and patterns that eventually get encoded within our personality and dictate how we have (or lack) worth. The encoded constellation of characters we will discuss in this book are wounded inner children and include “the Golden Child,” “the Caretaker,” “the Hero,” “the Mascot,” “the Scapegoat,” and “the Lost Child.” We will explore these roles in more depth in chapter 3. Satir explores similar roles in more depth in her book The New Peoplemaking.


Given that we often repeat what feels familiar, you may have also put yourself in situations where a painful event is likely to happen again (abandonment, betrayal, humiliation, injustice, rejection). For example, if your mother was emotionally unstable and was not able to provide consistent and loving parenting, you might have taken on the role of a caretaker when you were a child. This is, of course, an unfair position for a child to be in and may make a child feel lonely. As an adult, you may feel it is your obligation to keep the peace and never need help from anyone. You may attract relationships in which you feel you have to do all the emotional work to have a sense of connection. You may dwell on the injustice of this unfair dynamic but also fear the loneliness if your partner abandons you.


Through my work as a trauma therapist, I see many of my clients enter into toxic relationships and unknowingly get into situations that are reminiscent of their original attachment traumas. This pattern makes perfect sense because as human beings, we reenact what we believe is normal behavior. How we are raised is the only way we know how to navigate relationships. Yet we rarely consciously understand that we’re replicating the same trauma patterns while we’re in the heat of the moment.


Let’s explore some possible reasons you may unknowingly feel compelled to repeat old dynamics from your past, thus exposing yourself to toxic relationships as an adult:




1. You may find yourself seeking out adult relationships that re-create an experience from your history so that you may regain control that was taken from you as a child or change the outcome.


2. You may have internalized the message from a past abuser (emotional or physical) that you do not have worth and deserve to be mistreated.


3. You may temporarily experience a rush of adrenaline, pleasure, or mastery when the toxic bond develops. However, this eventually leads to chronic feelings of helplessness, worthlessness, and powerlessness.


4. You may reenact painful situations from your past in hopes that, if you “do it better” or are a more improved version of yourself, you will satisfy, heal, or save your partner, unlocking their love and acceptance, therefore correcting the past experience of abandonment, betrayal, humiliation, injustice, or rejection.


5. You have been conditioned to believe that physical or psychological mistreatment is normal in relationships.




Take a moment to identify which of these five reasons resonates most with you. You may select more than one. What is it like to recognize that there is a real and valid reason that these trauma patterns remain in your life? Give yourself some time to sit with the thoughts, feelings, and sensations that arise.


REPETITION COMPULSION AND THE TRAUMA BOND


Insufficient or inconsistent empathy, lack of nurturance, and lack of unconditional love from our parents all magnify attachment trauma. We tend to chase those feelings of love and acceptance that we long for throughout our entire lives. Over time, the repetition of this chase creates a powerful force of attraction called the trauma bond. If you experience intense daily physical, perceptual, and emotional reactions to your romantic partners, this is the living legacy of your original attachment trauma. The trauma bond reactivates in your relationships time and time again. You find yourself uptight, on edge, and burned-out, even when you look around and see that, really, everything is fine. Your trauma wounds identify even harmless reminders of daily life as dangerous, threatening, and scary.


Surviving any form of relationship trauma often leads to our perpetuating these negative attachment patterns into adulthood. We developed these reactions as coping mechanisms; they protected us from getting too close or too distant from other people. This push-and-pull dynamic of rupture and repair, argue and forgive, abandon and reunite, fight and reconcile creates a type of emotional addiction that becomes our trauma-bond pattern.


Remember, this trauma bond is a life relic from a relationship that at some point hurt you, whether intentionally or not. Its origin began in your past, and that wound has grown due to other toxic relationships throughout your life. And that is not your fault. You are not weird or wrong for having these feelings. This is what you were taught, and from an early age, this is how you learned to navigate the world.


HOW DO I KNOW IF I AM TRAUMA BONDED?


Investigating your origin story, thinking about your past and most current relationships, and learning about trauma bonds have probably led you to ask yourself, Am I trauma bonded? Let’s explore that question now. To begin, reflect on the following questions. Track your answers in your notebook or journal so you can refer back to them and reflect on them further.


It is not uncommon for these questions to be emotionally challenging. Sometimes it can be hard to be honest with ourselves as it relates to our triggers and trauma reactions. Before diving in, center yourself. Tune in to your breathing. Take full, even breaths in and out. Start when you’re ready.




1. How often do I become emotionally and behaviorally triggered by fear of abandonment, betrayal, humiliation, injustice, or rejection in my closest relationships? What do these emotions and behaviors look like? (In other words, are there certain experiences that trigger you to feel fear and behave reactively in your relationships?)


2. How often do I become emotionally shut down by fear of becoming too close to someone else? What does this shutdown look like when it happens?


3. Do I genuinely feel seen and heard in my relationships? Or am I desperately seeking to be chosen by another to prove my worth and prevent feeling so unloved?


4. Do my close relationships know and accept my authentic self? Or do my relationships force me to betray parts of who I am in order to feel loved by them? What values, beliefs, and boundaries do I betray?


5. Is there an emotional addiction pattern in how I experience relationships? Are there any patterns of highs and lows, push and pull, or pursue and withdraw that I can identify?




Now, tune in to how your body is responding to your answers to these questions. Notice any thoughts, emotions, or sensations that are surfacing. Are you surprised by any of your answers? Did any particular memory surface that stirred feelings or sensations in your body?


If any of these questions resonated with you, it is very possible that you have deeply rooted attachment wounds that influence your trauma bond. What is it like to sit with this possibility? Have you ever considered this before?


Most clients I work with who are in challenging or toxic relationships do not even realize that they are survivors of attachment traumas. They don’t at first see that they are replicating those inherited attachment-trauma patterns in their romantic relationships. How could they? Those patterns are the very foundation they have built their life on. Since their birth, a toxic relationship is what has been normal for them!


Taking it further, trauma bonds and toxic relationships are linked to attachment trauma. Unlike single-incident trauma, such as a car accident, natural disaster, or other isolated acts of violence or abuse, attachment trauma is long-lasting, repeated, and (most importantly) personal. In most cases, the toxic patterns we fall into are heavily influenced by attachment traumas that are highly personal in nature since they originate from our first experiences with relationships. Perhaps, in an effort to understand what is happening to you and why you continue to find yourself repeating these painful patterns, you’ve turned to the Internet as a way to discover and define the nature of your relationships. What you’ve probably found are, unfortunately, extreme scenarios of abuse that often do not align with your experiences. This may trigger intense feelings of fear, confusion, and maybe even shame… which can prevent you from seeking out professional help. To drive the point home, look at how trauma bonding is described in the Google search engine:




“Trauma bonding similar to Stockholm Syndrome…”


“Trauma bonds occur in extreme situations such as abusive relationships and hostage situations…”


“A trauma bond is a deep emotional attachment that develops in a relationship characterized by emotional and physical abuse…”


“Here are signs of traumatic bonding and being bonded to the abuser…”


“Trauma bonding, codependency, and narcissistic abuse…”




These descriptions are examples of severe trauma bonding. These abusive dynamics are physically dangerous, psychologically threatening, and are likely to remain detrimental to a victim’s well-being. But the attention to these severe trauma bonds can neglect the mild to moderate forms of trauma bonding that exist for even more people. If you’ve ever tried to do your own research and only found these more severe cases, which may not apply to you, you might not get the help you need. It is vital that we distinguish between toxic relationships caused by attachment trauma that have the capacity to respond to treatment versus abusive relationships that remain dangerous to a victim’s life.




Twelve Red Flags of Abusive Behavior


The checklist below outlines signs of dangerous and severe behaviors that mean you should leave the relationship and seek safety from an abuser.




[image: image] Are you being forced to isolate and distance from everyone and everything that keeps you happy and healthy?


[image: image] Did the abuse escalate from emotional and mental manipulation to physical violence, including pushing, slapping, hitting, or sexual assault?


[image: image] Are insults used to humiliate you and belittle your interests, appearance, or accomplishments?


[image: image] Are there frequent explosive episodes of rage or use of intimidation tactics, such as slamming fists into walls or your partner preventing you from taking space during a fight?


[image: image] Is there frequent and intentional gaslighting by your partner that makes you question your feelings, instincts, and sanity?


[image: image] Are there frequent patterns of lies, deceit, and ignoring your needs without remorse?


[image: image] Are threats of self-harm used to pressure or manipulate you?


[image: image] Is your partner making conscious choices to remain dominating over you?


[image: image] Is your partner’s damaging and manipulating behavior calculated and deliberate?


[image: image] Does your partner exhibit stalking tendencies and invade your privacy without your consent or awareness?


[image: image] Does your partner remain in constant control of all aspects of your life and experiences (who you can see, what you can do, where you can go, what you can wear, how you can speak, etc.)?


[image: image] Does it appear that your partner delights in your suffering?




If you are at the receiving end of these abusive behaviors, it is vital for you to recognize that your life is in danger. The abuser in your life will not change, and you need to end this relationship, preferably with professional support from therapists and authorities. If you are in a domestic violence situation, call the National Domestic Violence Hotline at 1-800-799-7233 or your local domestic violence shelter. If you are in immediate danger, call 911.


However, most relationships with toxic qualities are not this extreme. This book focuses on the painful patterns of toxic relationships that are rooted in attachment traumas and can be treated. Both toxic and abusive behavior are unhealthy and unacceptable. Both behaviors can erode self-esteem, self-worth, and self-respect. Both can cause further trauma and have dire long-term consequences for your life. It is dangerous to stigmatize every trauma survivor who has control issues as an abuser or to label every person who has learned to shut down during conflict as a victim. Both are signs of inherited trauma, and both deserve healing.





THE TRUTH OF TRAUMA BONDS


If you experience fears like these in your relationships, it’s likely that, sometime in your life, you were taught that relationships were unsafe and scary. You may have grown up with a lopsided power dynamic—you had to do as you were told or be as you were told to be in order to earn love and affection. Perhaps you had to be the perfect student or athlete for your parents to notice and praise you, and now as an adult you find yourself trying to earn love and attention from your partner by taking on more responsibilities and being the perfect spouse. Perhaps you had to be seen and not heard to prevent your father from getting too angry, and now as an adult you often silence your voice and struggle with speaking your wants or needs to your partner. Perhaps you became your mother’s emotional caregiver to keep or reestablish peace in the home, and now as an adult you caretake for everyone else’s needs except your own.


Even when our deepest fears manifest as controlling or avoidant behaviors, it does not always indicate abuse. Often, it means past trauma has affected your ability to reflect on your personal needs and communicate these needs safely and clearly. This can lead to toxic dynamics. If you have lived through similar power dynamics as a child and as an adult, you probably find that you have trouble talking about your feelings and frustrations. You can’t express yourself clearly or communicate how you’re feeling and what is not working for you. Because you lack the language to identify the power dynamic and tools to correct it, you get drawn into it again and again. You’re stuck in old reactions that reinforce your fears. This explanation is not meant to excuse toxic behaviors in any way. It is meant to explain why it may be happening to you and empower the change necessary to heal.


Understanding your attachment wounds can help you navigate your life and adult relationships in healthier, more intentional ways. You can anticipate and diagnose your own reactions to everyday situations. Here are some questions that can help:




• Am I putting up with too much in my relationship?


• Am I expecting too much in my relationship?


• Am I being taken for granted?


• Am I not willing to tolerate anything, including small things?


• Am I being too defensive during disagreements?


• Am I being too critical during moments of conflict?


• Am I confusing my partner with the people in my childhood whom I couldn’t count on and whom I learned to protect myself from?


• Am I getting triggered in the moment or is there something even larger going on in the relationship that I should consider—do I need to leave this relationship?




Your answers to these questions will help you to recognize how your early attachment wounds now manifest as signs and symptoms of a trauma bond. You may want to note your reactions and insights in your journal or notebook.


HOW YOUR ATTACHMENT WOUNDS SHOW UP


Remember, you learned these patterns when you were just a child to survive what was happening in your home. You did the absolute best you could in a bad situation with what you had and what you knew at the time. Can you hear that?


Let’s try a brief exercise. Review the following statements and consider whether any are true for you. Check the signs of possible attachment wounds that you recognize in your toxic relationships.




[image: image] It is difficult for me when I am not being listened to.


[image: image] It is difficult for me when I am misunderstood by others.


[image: image] I often worry that my partner doesn’t love me.


[image: image] I fear being abandoned.


[image: image] I fear being cheated on.


[image: image] I often do not want to be touched.


[image: image] I want to run away when I get close to someone.


[image: image] I want to be held all the time because I only feel safe when someone is there.


[image: image] I worry I am not good enough.


[image: image] I feel on high alert for possible unfairness or double standards.


[image: image] I worry the person isn’t good enough for me.


[image: image] I want to leave bad relationships, but I can’t.


[image: image] I fear being alone or apart.


[image: image] I often feel suffocated in my relationships.


[image: image] I often put up with abusive behavior.


[image: image] I am unable to tolerate rude behavior.


[image: image] I am unable to truly let others in and struggle with sharing my feelings.


[image: image] I experience rage when my feelings are hurt.


[image: image] I often feel unlovable.


[image: image] I am unable to tolerate my partner’s anger.


[image: image] I am unable to tolerate my partner’s silence.


[image: image] I struggle to set boundaries or say, “This is not okay.”




Review your responses to this checklist. You may have checked a lot of reactions, and that is okay. This is not about criticizing yourself for having these reactions. This is about identifying patterns and reactions so that you can shift them, work with them, use them to be more at ease with yourself, to be happier. Again, you are not the cause of these reactions.


What happens to your emotions and thoughts when you validate yourself instead of shaming yourself? Say it out loud:


“I did the best that I could in a bad situation with what I had and what I knew at the time.”


What do you notice shift within you? Sit with this for a few minutes and see what comes up for you. Write it in your journal or notebook.


Now, let’s take it a step further. Not every survival pattern you learned must be changed right now. And not every pattern can be changed right away. But we can identify a place to start! So, please revisit your list of the attachment wounds you’ve identified. Which ones, if changed, would help you navigate your life and improve your relationships? List your top three in your journal or notebook.


What happens when you simply notice these signals in your body without criticism or judgment? What happens when you start to observe these reactions as signs that you are triggered, instead of labeling them as ways you are flawed, bad, or wrong? Do you feel a sense of inner relaxing or acceptance? Can you begin to access a sense of recognition? What changes?


These are your reactions to your unique trauma bond and your role in the toxic dance that plays out in your relationships. We’re going to work with these further in chapters 4 and 6. But first, let’s take a look at what we find in most trauma bonds.


THE COMMON THREAD IN THE TRAUMA BOND


There is a fine line between love and hate. The trauma bond makes us dance along that line in such a painful and intoxicating way. When we have a reaction, it’s because we are trying desperately to feel safe again, whether we do that by retreating back into ourselves or backing our partner into a corner, insisting on pressing our point until they can actually understand how we feel. We’re stuck in reopening our old wounds so that someone can take care of them over and over again. This is not healing, and it is not creating emotional safety.


In my work, I came to understand that these behaviors illuminate a vital point: No single early childhood experience, such as an absent father or emotionally unstable mother, is common across every trauma bond. Survivors’ experiences of a painful upbringing are complex. The trauma bond is complex because people are complex. Some people come from rigid upbringings full of pressures and punishment, where love was only given if the children met adults’ expectations. Still others lived in a home with no affection or love, where children felt unseen, unimportant, and unworthy. Some had well-meaning parents who had their own unhealed attachment traumas that filtered into their parenting. Still others can be wounded later on in adulthood in romantic partnerships.


Nonetheless, there’s a commonality in every survivor’s story. It is this: We have not been unconditionally accepted by another human being we are wired to need, like a mother, father, or life partner. Instead of being accepted and loved, we were made to feel unworthy or constantly indebted to someone we were tied to. This manipulation might have been unintentional, but it taught us that we were not enough for anyone, that to be loved by another person is a constant battle, and that the battle can never be won. We learned that to be loved is to be unsafe.


It is disorienting and painful when these vital needs for love and safety do not coexist; the lack of them is fragmenting and confusing, and so we survivors were not well programmed to navigate our life and relationships into adulthood.


SHEILA’S STORY


Throughout this book, I will share composites of clinical stories that illustrate my clients’ experiences and provide an inside look at the personal insights and lightbulb moments that can emerge from treatment. Identifying information has been changed.


Let’s first meet Sheila.


For Sheila, manipulation and power struggles were the undercurrent of every interaction with her partner. At times, she would swing from being manipulative and controlling to defensive and passive-aggressive to hostile to completely numb.


At the start of an appointment, Sheila had just settled into the sofa in my office when she received a text from her husband, David, who was supposed to join the counseling session. She looked cautiously at her phone before picking it up, and as she read the text her face and shoulders fell.


“He’s running late… again,” she said quietly. “This doesn’t matter. I don’t matter.”


But then, someone walked into the office’s waiting room. Sheila stopped talking and waited for the knock on my office door. In a moment, her face changed from vulnerable and open to angry and hard, and she looked straight ahead with an icy stare as David walked in the door. Her body language changed as she prepared for a confrontation. Part of her wanted to fight; that part did not want her husband to see her vulnerability.


David greeted me with a smile and a sincere apology: “I am so sorry for being late. Literally hit every single stoplight and…” His voice trailed off as he saw his wife sitting there, glaring. David dropped his head and slowly sat down on the sofa. “I’m sorry,” he said again. His shoulders slumped.


“You’re always sorry, but you never change. Why is it so hard to stick to your word?” Sheila started to cry.


“I don’t know. I am trying,” he responded quietly, not raising his head or looking at her. He retreated further into himself. Sheila noticed that he was shutting down and said, “I’m alone. I’m always alone. Because you don’t care! Look, I’m here devastated, and you’re just sitting there like a bump on a log!”


David put his head in his hands.


Now, every textbook and self-help book says this interaction is toxic. They recommend that the victim learn to recognize that he or she is being mistreated by an abuser. The problem with Sheila and David was that it was not clear who the victim or the abuser was. There was something different about Sheila and David’s interaction, something beneath the surface, just as there had been in my own marriage.


“This is how much he matters to you, isn’t it?” I said to Sheila. They both looked at me in silence. “This is how much he matters; this is how important he is to you. The desperate need for him to understand your pain. The urgency to tell him all the things he did to hurt you, like you’re begging him to just get it. The need to control, the tone in your voice, the trembling of your hands, the tension in your body—it is all because this is how much he matters to your heart. Only he can do this to you.”


Silence.


Sheila’s eyes changed and a single tear rolled down her cheek. The angry, fearful, flustered woman softened into her body and showed true vulnerability. And she finally spoke simply and honestly from her core.


“Yes,” she said. “All I want is for him to love me back. And it’s exhausting to force someone to love you like I have to with him.” Her voice cracked. She wasn’t angry; she was lonely and heartbroken. “I… I just want him to love me like I love him.”


Her courage in speaking that true desire stunned her husband. He was listening, not from a place of defensiveness or shutdown, but from a place of empathy, compassion, and awe. He was taking her in, and his body shifted as he showed his own vulnerability. He was about to take a risk. And slowly in that silence, he reached for her hand.


Within the toxic dance, the trauma bond does not allow us to be vulnerable and authentic. It fiercely protects us from those painfully raw parts of ourselves that felt unwanted, unloved, unworthy as a child. It protects that wounded inner child by fighting, fleeing, and freezing whenever any pain becomes too threatening. Sheila protected her vulnerable parts by fighting and attacking. David protected his by shutting down and numbing himself. But when the protector gets called out, it loses its power, forgets its steps, and moves aside. This absence of that third buffering energy in the relationship opens the door to experiencing each other in a new way. At this point, the wounded and the broken can meet safely, openly, and they can work through the trauma bond.


WHY DO I DO THAT?


In a later session, Sheila asked me, “So, why do I do that? Why would anyone want to replicate the same painful patterns from their childhood in their romantic relationships? That sounds insane!”


It is far from insane, actually. In fact, it is quite natural to seek comfort in the familiar and predictable. The problem occurs when the familiar and predictable become physically dangerous or emotionally damaging. It is also quite natural to have a sense of hesitation or caution around change. Change can feel foreign and scary. For this reason, I want you to acknowledge that even picking up this book and exploring the possibility of change took courage. To venture into uncharted waters is to be present with the uncomfortable emotions and unpleasant thoughts that you have avoided for so long. You are brave just for beginning this journey with me.


The trauma bond is a highly emotional experience of desperation for connection and urgency for safety. And emotions create chemical charges in your body. The trauma bond is a magnetic force that pulls out these emotional reactions. The trauma bond can look like intense love and excitement followed by periods of pain, neglect, abandonment, and mistreatment.


The trauma bond is ultimately propelled out of a physical, preverbal memory of emotional suffering. You probably do not remember learning this reaction. But because you were conditioned for years to defend or protect yourself from emotional harm, the body remembers. The body keeps a record of what it needs to do to feel loved, even if love is only intermittent, and it recalls the steps it needs to take to keep safe. So, as an adult, your body is now giving you signals in your relationships that protect you from the hurt that may come from allowing anyone to get too close to you (and possibly disappoint or reject you) or that urge you to exert control over people around you so nobody leaves you.


Has your partner ever bought an unexpected or extravagant gift upon their return after they fled the house in anger? Have you ever softened in a sudden moment of tenderness after criticizing your partner? What do these experiences have in common?


THE ATTACHMENT COMPULSION


Individuals who struggle with addiction know this cycle: cue, craving, response, reward (we’ll look at each more deeply in what follows). This same pattern, which your brain engages in unconsciously to determine if it’s going to have an attachment reaction, is at the backbone of every trauma bond. There is almost always intermittent reinforcement at work in toxic relationships because triggering moments are unpredictable. At the extremes, this cycle of intermittent reinforcement can be used deliberately by an abuser to maliciously manipulate and psychologically disable a victim. In this book, we are specifically focusing on trauma reactions that are triggered by fear that cause less severe, but still deeply felt, tumultuous cycles in relationships. They are still toxic. But because they likely stem from attachment trauma, they can possibly be treated and healed. Let’s explore each of these steps so you can better learn to recognize and even anticipate them.


Cue. Perhaps you hear your partner walk through the door, or you hear your best friend’s special text alert notification, or you’re pulling into the driveway of your parents’ home for a visit. In a split second the brain shifts gears and prepares the body for a type of encounter that will either end up in connection or disconnection. For Sheila, the text from her husband sent a signal that made her feel she was not a priority, which automatically made her feel disconnected, unloved, and unimportant.


What happens when we’re cued to automatically expect disappointment? What happens when we’re cued that we need safety but don’t know how to ask for this type of reassurance from those we love? Your body prepares for the absence of love and gears up in fear and self-protection.


Craving. When working with attachment traumas and the attachment trauma embedded in toxic relationships, I call this type of craving attachment hungers. Attachment hungers are the motivational force behind your reactions.


Now, every attachment hunger we have is linked to a desire to change our internal state. This process is happening so quickly and unconsciously that most of the time we are unaware of it. In safe and secure relationships, we desire to shift our internal state into connection, love, and affection. For attachment trauma, the internal state we long to shift out of is fear—fear of distance and disconnection or fear of closeness and intimacy. Sheila feared disconnection. She was scared to think that her husband didn’t love her or prioritize her. She reacted from a place of fear, masking it as control and anger to hide her pain and vulnerability.


Remember, your attachment traumas often prevent you from expecting safe and secure connection. Instead, when you are cued, you may expect the lack of safety and security. If a situation in your relationships triggers fear of emotional distance or emotional intimacy, you will either cling more desperately or push away more urgently. In other words, based on your childhood attachment wounds, your brain could be telling you, Oh no! He’s going to leave me. I just know it. Do whatever it takes to get him to stay! or This is scary. We’ve been through this before. This is not safe. I don’t know what to do! Hide! Your attachment hungers stem from fear that triggers a survival reaction.


Response. A thought or action you perform to address your attachment hunger is the response. If we feel that a particular response requires more physical, mental, or emotional effort than we can give or feel capable of giving, our response will indicate that. In your trauma-bond interaction, your response may look different depending on your beliefs about your worthiness and lovability. If you feel strong, empowered, and worthy, you will respond differently than if you feel weak, helpless, and unlovable. Sheila felt unwanted and unloved, so her response was to attack to try to force her husband to understand her. A desperate or urgent reaction to fear of disconnection or intimacy is the trauma bond in action. It is the body’s way of unconsciously remembering and reacting to a painful experience from your upbringing. Our deepest attachment wounds reside unconsciously in the body and manifest as sensations and behaviors in our current relationships.


Reward. In a toxic power dynamic, the love and affection we need in relationships are only granted occasionally and unpredictably. This intermittent reward of tenderness, forgiveness, and affection keeps us hooked. The fear and uncertainty about whether we will receive the reward makes us feel desperate and powerless. We are owned by the relationship. We build up so much despair and starvation for affection, appreciation, and belonging that when we get a scrap of attention from our partner, the relief we experience sends a rush of pleasure throughout our body.


Within healthy relationships, rewards satisfy our desires for belonging, affection, and love. Within the trauma bond, the same rewards might be satisfied but only conditionally and inconsistently. Trauma bonds incorporate the concept of power instead of intimacy, so there always needs to be some sort of transactional agreement for the couple to come back together. An old pattern between Sheila and David was “If I am angry enough for long enough, he eventually will hear me and change, even if the change is only temporary.” This is a chemically charged and addictive pattern, creating a highly emotional connection that feigns intimacy. But true intimacy isn’t about being a winner or a loser. True intimacy is about vulnerably and openly reaching out toward each other again, and hearing, seeing, and empathetically being in tune with your partner.


During Sheila’s session, we broke that old trauma pattern and began to establish a new one grounded in truth and vulnerability.


If you are in this kind of a relationship, you are either the person who pulls love away and gives it back intermittently or the person who is left in a cycle of starvation until their next dose of love. No matter what, if you are in an intermittent reinforcement relationship, you are in a toxic relationship and may form an addictive trauma bond. As you’ve learned, a toxic relationship is usually not the conscious intent of any individual in the relationship and is often motivated by trauma reactions, but it is toxic and unacceptable, nonetheless.


THE INVITATION TO HEALING


Only the wounded heal. But there’s something many of us do not immediately understand about the healing process:




Wounds do not heal the way we want them to. They heal the way they need to.





This means your healing will be a transformative journey, one that will be special and unique to you. The healing journey begins with an invitation to transform your origin story into a thriver’s story. You no longer need to shame yourself, judge your past, or criticize your reactions. Embarking on the healing journey involves transmuting those heavy, painful narratives into signals illuminating where deep transformation can take place.


You will encounter parts of yourself along the way that will feel inspiring and motivating, and some that will feel resistant and cautious. Greet them openly and curiously, not as right or wrong or good or bad but as messengers delivering important information. Each experience is a signal from within you that carries a message about something you need to move through in a new way. Unraveling your trauma bond and freeing yourself from toxic emotions begins with a call to embark on your healing journey. Are you open to unraveling your trauma and beginning your healing journey with me? Right now, tune in to what that calling feels like in your body. What emotions, sensations, or thoughts surface when you hear the invitation to heal?





Reflection Practice


Step 1: Soothe the overwhelming feelings that may surface when you first hear the call to heal. What if we were able to guarantee that the wounded child who feels helpless and afraid would not overwhelm your body with intense feelings? Would you be open to that?


_________________________________________________


_________________________________________________


_________________________________________________


Step 2: Consider a new way to experience those heightened feelings. What if you no longer had to be anxious, controlling, avoidant, or shut down to deal with your fears? Would you consider that? What would you rather do instead?


_________________________________________________


_________________________________________________


_________________________________________________


Step 3: Offer yourself a gift that would heal the wound. What if we were able to heal that wounded little girl, and you no longer needed to protect her? Would you be interested in that?


_________________________________________________


_________________________________________________


_________________________________________________
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