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For Amber, the anchor in my harbour










Prologue


 


Wild Horses


 


 


Mustangs, the wild-living horses of the Western USA, have one natural predator: mountain lions. Like most animals, humans included, mustangs have an automatic programme hardwired into their physiology to keep them safe. When the horse senses danger, it knows that it must run. It cannot fight the mountain lion, so it does not try. Its overriding instinct is for flight.


To tame a wild mustang, you must first break it in. I know how this is done because, when I was attending an advanced trauma workshop for practitioners, one cold February morning in London, the lecturer showed us a video.


The garish light from the large projector screen filled the classroom. On the screen, a man dressed in denim, plaid shirt and boots entered the training ring, dragging behind him on a rope a wild, terrified creature. She was exquisite.


He walked to the middle of the ring while his assistant, a younger woman, closed off the only point of exit. He let go of the horse. She moved as far away as she could. But it could never be far enough.


The man then began bringing his whip down, long, languid strokes cracking the air, extending, flicking, cajoling.


The horse started to run. Danger.


Crack.


She ran faster.


The whip continued. It never touched the animal, but to the mustang, this alien, cracking tool of terror and the man wielding it were predators, threats to her life.


More loops of the ring.


We watched her stop and retrace her steps. Running the other way, she was once more at the beginning. No way out.


Eventually, she stopped. Frozen to the spot. I could see her eyes screaming. Her head dropped low.


A final crack of the whip.


She trotted over to her antagonist, head bowed.


‘Good girl,’ he said.


The video ended.


‘And that is how you break in a wild mustang!’ said the lecturer, seemingly delighted by this perfect illustration of the trauma response of ‘fawn’, the lesser-known fourth part of the fight–flight–freeze survival mechanism, inbuilt in living creatures to help us survive.


The wild mustang had run and run, around and around in the ring. She expected to outrun her predator, but she was trapped. Exhausted, she knew she could not keep running forever. As did the man who had decided to ‘tame’ her. So, facing the physicality of this predator that she didn’t recognise, realising that there was no way out, she made a choice. The only choice that she had left. The only choice that might keep her alive.


Hanging her head in shame and submitting, she walked towards the thing she had believed would kill her in the hope that it might save her.


‘Good girl.’


To make a wild mustang tame, first you break them.


The way to make a woman tame is to shame her.


How many times had I submitted to save myself?


Trapped.


Fawn.


Tame.


Shame.


I did not know before I saw that video how they tame wild horses.


But fuck me, did I know shame.










Introduction


 


The power of shame


 


 


Every woman has felt shame. It is pushed on us. It gets everywhere. And it is insidious and sneaky. It masquerades as other things as it corrodes us from the inside.


Shame is hard to put into words; it is a felt sense that lies in wait for us in the shadows. Its power lies in its ability to convince us that our worth depends upon conforming to what others expect of us. When we don’t, when we can’t meet impossible standards set by others, it tells us that we are uniquely and irredeemably wrong, that our flaws are unforgivable.


The best way to keep a woman down is to shame her. When we feel like we are broken, we become isolated, we hide. Ashamed of our shame, deprived of our essence and our agency, we are compliant. We do not challenge the status quo. Shame is the last bastion of the patriarchy.


Shame comes out in people-pleasing, in the long lists of things we think we ‘should’ be or ‘should’ do to be acceptable to others. It’s what makes us take what is offered to us, no matter how meagre, and accept it politely, prettily, without making a fuss. As women, we are taught to be ‘good’. We are expected to put others’ needs before our own and to earn love through service and self-sacrifice.


‘Sorry,’ we whisper in unison.


We are incessantly offered remedies for our anxieties and insecurities in the form of self-care rituals and personal development exercises. Sound baths, journalling, forest bathing . . . there’s something new in the wellness space each week, it seems. Some of these things are useful for some of us, some of the time, while others just get added to our list of things we ‘should’ do (and don’t). At best, they treat the symptoms and not the cause; at worst, when they don’t work as promised, they simply provide more things to feel that we are failing at. They confirm to us that we are broken.


I believe that we urgently need something far more radical. These ‘solutions’ are a weak panacea at best: a cleansing ritual will not wash away a deep sense of shame that has been pushed onto us since childhood. A ‘healing walk in nature’ only gets us so far. What we need is to become a force of nature. The only way to completely free ourselves from the macabre puppet master of misery that is shame is to tear down the walls that have boxed us in and claim our power, unapologetically.


It’s easy to offer compassion to others, to see their struggles and offer kindness. But turning that compassion inward, towards ourselves, is where the real work begins. It’s about looking at our shame, our mistakes, our vulnerabilities, and saying, ‘I see you. I accept you. And I love you anyway.’


This is the path to integrity. It’s not about being perfect or having it all together. It’s about being real, being honest with ourselves about who we are, what we want, and what we need. It’s about letting go of the ‘shoulds’, the societal expectations, the pressures to conform, and stepping into our own truth.


Shame tells us we are too difficult, too broken, too unfixable, too unworthy and it’s too late to change that. In this book, I want to show you why that is a lie.


I have to share this because every day, in the course of my work, I meet people who have been walking around with the pain of shame. Often for most of their lives. I have treated hundreds of people who lived their lives in the dark because shame told them to. People who have adopted an insufferable, impossible standard of perfection, trapping them in a people-pleasing cycle of self-persecution.


We do not have to live like this.


If people speak up about the real effects of their shame, I firmly believe that this helps others to end their suffering. So here you will find the stories of survivors, experts and professionals. And my story, too. As you read these pages, you will see what shame really is, what it does to us, and realise that you are not alone in your struggles, not the first to feel the sharp sting of shame.


I want you to find solace in the sisterhood of shared experiences, to meet others who have walked this path before you, so you can draw strength from their stories of resilience and triumph. This book tells our stories in a place where there is no shame.


I want us to break some of the rules we have unquestioningly been living our lives by, without asking who made these rules, why we follow them and what life would look and feel like without them. When we break these rules, we gain our freedom. We give ourselves the gift of authenticity and the power to transform not only our own lives but the world around us.


I need to tell you that some of the stories you are about to read, including my own, are often difficult and sometimes dark. They were difficult to hear, difficult to live, difficult to write. But difficult makes you who you are; laying these threads of our characters bare – in all their stunning, complicated glory without hiding – is liberation. Once that is done, we are free to reclaim our truth and find out what is available to us on the other side of shame.


Difficult gets shit done. Difficult is where the magic happens.










About me


I’m a woman who lived with deep, entrenched shame for many years. I grew up in a household where I felt unsafe. I was told that the things that were done to me were my fault. As a child, I felt instinctively that this wasn’t right, but of course I internalised the message all the same. As an adult, I took a corporate job in a competitive, masculine world. I did everything I felt I ‘should’ do to prove my ‘worth’ and, from the outside, no doubt I looked like a success. But it made me physically ill. It made me want to hurt myself, to claw at the mask that shame had made me wear. I was unfulfilled with no idea of my purpose, of what I truly desired. Even the idea of my own desire was lost to me. I tried everything – other than being myself, of course, because shame told me I was wrong and broken.


Eventually, inevitably, I burnt out. I’m divorced and a single parent. I’ve been through heartbreak, heartache, difficult situations and times when I felt totally lost. I am personally not grateful nor thankful for the things I have been subjected to in my life at the hands of others. But I accept that it all led me to where I am now. I place no more power in the hands of shame and I want you to feel this too.


A session with a friend who was a coach showed me that there was a different path available to me than the dead-end, dangerous one I was on. She inspired me and I soon realised what I wanted to do. At the time, the idea of leaving the comfort zone of my corporate life, no matter how harmful it was, to pursue a career in coaching seemed risky and ‘out there’. This was a very new area, still seen as left-field and woo-woo in this country. But still, I moved to San Francisco, the city that was the home of this movement, and spent a few months doing all the courses I could to learn about trauma, about how we reach our potential and find fulfilment.


I now work with people from many industries and sectors, from Hollywood actors to elite athletes, from Olympians to ‘corporate athletes’ at the top of their game. I also work with individuals who come to me with deeply entrenched shame, with traumas in their pasts still obscuring their sense of self and clouding their understanding of what they really want.


I have never met anyone who does not have some kind of trauma. Male or female. Though women have a particular kind of shame received at the hands of the patriarchy, a system that still benefits from keeping us small and compliant. That means that there is no one that I have met who can’t benefit from being released from shame.


I am often the first person to hear out loud what shame has been whispering to someone for years. In most of my sessions someone will say, ‘I have never told anyone this before.’ I refer to these intimate conversations as taking place in ‘the house of no judgement’ and the pages of this book are designed in the same way.


I live every day of my life now without any shame, with no fear and no apology. This allows me to be with my clients fully, no matter what they have been through. And I hope I can do the same for you within these pages. My biggest fear is not what someone will say to me; my biggest fear is that someone won’t ever name their shame, their pain, their trauma, out loud at all.


I want this book to be a catalyst for deep and fundamental change in your life, in the way you see yourself at your best and the parts that you find harder to love, allowing you to accept all parts equally. I want you to leave here with hope, with faith in your own power, knowing that you do not have to live with shame any longer.


Are you sitting powerfully?


Then let us begin.


 


Some names have been changed to protect the innocent.


Some names have stayed the same.


Some names have been changed to give no platform to the guilty.










Unburdened


Shame and the trauma responses










Something terrible happened to you. It was traumatic, but you don’t know that at the time. Instead, when the shock subsides, you notice you have been given something.


It is a bag labelled ‘Shame’.


Inside it there is a large, heavy, revolting, painful, nasty foe whom you must take with you wherever you go. It smells like shit, treats you like shit, and reminds you of how utterly shit you must be to have been given this bag. It tells you repeatedly that no one else has this shame. You are alone, disgusting, wrong and a failure.


When you are out and with people, you may be able to hide it somewhere. To do this, you must pretend that it’s not there, you have no idea what it is and you have never seen it before. To deny its existence, you must also pretend to be someone that you are not.


But be warned, Shame will be pissed with this.


As a result, it will grow in size and magnitude later when you are alone. You may be able to get through the party without anyone seeing it, but it will still ruin your evening as you can hear it spluttering and muttering about what will happen later.


Your arms get tired, you physically cannot move anymore with the burden of Shame weighing on you so heavily. You have changed so many parts of yourself, worn masks and disguises, altered your behaviour, but Shame has not gone away. It has only become more powerful. So maybe you stop trying to leave the house. Perhaps Shame’s narrative is so loud that you simply give in and lie on the couch next to Shame, letting it derail all areas of your life.










Shame and trauma


Trauma takes parts of us, often in the most discreet of ways. Some trauma happens fast, too fast. It’s a moment that changes everything. An accident, sudden, devastating news, an attack. Oftentimes, trauma happens slowly, seeping into our system over time. It can feel like misplacing something but you can’t quite remember what it was, what it used to be, who you used to be.


I know that so many people are walking around with unhealed trauma, thinking they don’t deserve to feel badly. This is the biggest paradox in trauma work: people don’t feel worthy of the pain that they feel, and that to label it trauma would be to make an illegitimate claim.


But do you see? Shame wins again if not even your trauma is ‘good’ enough.


Whatever the experience was that activated a trauma response in your body, that went on to change how you feel about yourself, that is trauma. There is no bar to entry, no regulator that certifies trauma, no threshold an experience must cross to ‘count’. If it traumatised you, that is trauma.


It’s important to understand that shame and trauma are intrinsically linked. Shame is what’s left in your body after trauma and it results in deeply internalised limiting self-beliefs.


Shame is, by its nature, shadowy and elusive, but we can understand it through ‘I am’ statements. These show how we turn the trauma back on ourselves:


 


He was cheating on me – ‘I am stupid’


I watched as they drove away – ‘I am unimportant’


Sexual assault – ‘I am weak’


Eating disorder – ‘I am disgusting’


Miscarriage – ‘I am a failure’


 


We then treat ourselves in the way that these beliefs tell us we deserve to be treated.


 


‘I am weak’ – so I shall people-please and have no boundaries


‘I am unimportant’ – so I will deny my needs


‘I am disgusting’ – so I will treat my body poorly


 


We are ashamed of our shame. If I believe I am disgusting, I don’t want anyone else to know that. I want to try to mask that, to pretend that I am not, so that I am accepted. We all fundamentally fear rejection, so we bury our shame – our ‘I am’ beliefs – deeply so no one can see them. And here they fester, holding us back, making us apologise for who we are.










Trauma responses


Trauma responses are designed to keep us safe. They are activated to ensure we survive. We do not consciously choose what we do. It all happens far too fast for that. And yet, trauma responses leave us with shame.


Fight or flight. These are the two reactions to fear that are the easiest to understand. Stay and fight back or run away. But they are also often the least available options for women in situations in which there is any kind of physical threat from someone who is bigger than us, probably faster than us. Yet we often blame ourselves if we do not respond to a dangerous situation by fighting back or running away.


We blame ourselves if we flop, if we just pass out. Maybe even more if we freeze, rooted to the spot – which we later see as a lack of response, even though that was the response our brain chose. And possibly the hardest one for us to understand after the event is if we fawn. Fawning is when we find ourselves doing something to placate another. When we are in a place of danger it is often the aggressor, attacker or persecutor that we find ourselves appeasing. And we can hate ourselves for that.


Freeze


One of my deepest shame statements that I had in my system came from an attempted burglary when I was in my early twenties. I was woken up at 5am one morning by my flatmate’s cat scratching. I realised it must be outside my first-floor bedroom window, on the roof, scratching to get in. So I pulled back my curtains and stood right in front of the sash window. There was a man standing on the other side of the pane of glass. It wasn’t the cat – the scratching had been him trying to get my window open so he could get in.


I froze. I believed I didn’t even make a noise. Though my flatmate ran in, so he must have heard something. He did all the things I wish I had but couldn’t. He banged on the window, swore at him and, when the man took off, chased him down the street. To this day, I couldn’t even tell you what the man looked like. I was so frozen that I can’t even remember his face.


I didn’t choose to freeze. My brain – specifically my amygdala, the part of the brain that takes over when it feels under threat – made this decision and my prefrontal cortex had no say in it. In these moments, your brain is taking in so much more information than you can possibly process consciously.


But I didn’t understand that then. I feel deeply ashamed that I didn’t fight or at least scream at him to fuck off or bang on the window or even run. It told me that I was helpless. That became my ‘I am’ statement. My limiting belief: I’m helpless and I am weak. So, if anything remotely frightening happens to me again, this is how I will react.


Imagine the relationships that I chose from this place, the work opportunities that I did or didn’t take.


Fawn


Where a freeze response can give us the limiting belief that we are weak, the fawn response can make us feel we were responsible. That we encouraged the source of the trauma, that we brought it on ourselves. It is a common response for those who have suffered from domestic abuse, sexual assault and violence, bullying or even a narcissistic boss. And fawning is just as involuntary as every other response. We don’t get to select it. And yet, I think we take on more shame from fawning than from anything else.


‘But I did say yes to a drink with them.’


‘I don’t know why I would still reply to their messages after what happened.’


‘Why did I kiss them / share an act of intimacy with them, after what they did?’


We do this because we are terrified.


I’ve never had a session yet when someone who tried to placate their assailant doesn’t feel that they are in some way responsible. Even that they are ‘sick’ or ‘broken’ because they didn’t fight back or run away. They too often refer to a ‘grey area’. But this is a trauma response like all the others, selected by our brains when they decide that the other responses would not be suitable to guarantee our survival.


And there are no grey areas.










People-pleasing


People-pleasing and the fawn trauma response are not the same thing but they are bedfellows. People-pleasing can be a relative of the fawning trauma response, a way to cope. As a trauma response, fawning fires up before conscious thought and is motivated by survival. While people-pleasing is slightly more conscious and it comes from not wanting to be rejected.


People-pleasing guards against rejection. It is a way of hiding the things about ourselves that we think other people will find unacceptable. That we find shameful. It stops us from expressing who we really are and how we really feel. It makes us nod along compliantly. It takes away the word ‘no’ and puts it just out of reach.










Not saying no


How is it that we learn so early that many of the questions we are asked are in fact rhetorical? For us, at least. They are statements, really. They contain messages that are never said out loud but silently implied. They litter our daily lives. They arrive early into our family systems, and progress through into our work environments and relationships. They find us even in the most uncomfortable and vulnerable of times – in doctors’ offices, during sex, when we are alone.
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