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Praise for The Girl in the Red Boots



“This is an introspective work … a fascinating examination of how daughters make peace with their moms.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“In this engaging book, Rabinor reflects on the most complex, intense and important of all relationships, the one between mothers and daughters. She shares the story of her journey from pain and anger to acceptance and gratitude and explores the journeys of other mothers and daughters, too. Rabinor’s professional work with eating disorders has given her a unique vantage point on these most timeless of stories. Her book is candid, fresh and inspiring.”


—Mary Pipher, author of Women Rowing North and Reviving Ophelia


“A riveting read that reminds us that parenting is fragile, love is always flawed and it’s never too late to understand ourselves and our mothers.”


—Jane Goldberg, author of The Dark Side of Love


“Dr. Rabinor cuts through the common misunderstandings of therapy in an intimate sharing; she meets her patients pain for pain. Reading the insights of this wounded healer about the lingering effects of childhood trauma, I nodded in agreement, dazzled.”


—Jesse Kornbluth, author and screenwriter


“I applaud Judy Rabinor for giving women permission to examine their mother-daughter relationships. She shows us it’s never too late to heal our childhood wounds.”


—June Alexander, PhD, author of A Collaborative Approach to Eating Disorders


“In this captivating book, Dr. Rabinor lifts the therapeutic veil, gently guiding the reader to discover what happens when one expresses pent-up love rather than pent-up anger. Immersing myself in The Girl in the Red Boots felt like entering a secret sorority resulting in an enhanced appreciation and longing for my own mother. This is a must-read for anyone who has or is a mother!”


—Dr. Amy Banks, coauthor of Wired to Connect: The Surprising Link Between Brain Science and Strong, Healthy Relationships


“The Girl with the Red Boots is a treasure. Judy Rabinor is a gifted storyteller, an expert clinician and a wise woman. This is a book that sings with personal growth, cross-generational love, and contagious hope.”


—Michael P. Levine, PhD, author and Professor Emeritus, Kenyon College


“Read this book slowly. Your own mother will seep into the pages … and you will want to push her away. Judy’s story helps us look deeply at our own mothers, to see what we may have missed, to quiet our anger. She helps us start to forgive. A compelling story not just about the author but also about you.”


—Judith Brisman, PhD, author of Surviving an Eating Disorder: Strategies for Family and Friends


“The Girl in the Red Boots is delicious. This book is about personal growth over a lifetime. It’s about healing as a never-ending process. It’s about the fallacy that good therapy requires people to express their anger and disappointment to heal. A feast for the heart and soul, and a must read for all.”


—Margo Maine, PhD, author of Pursuing Perfection: Eating Disorders, Body Myths, and Women at Midlife and Beyond, (with Joe Kelly) and Father Hunger


“The Girl in the Red Boots is a deep and beautiful memoir. Judy Rabinor draws you into your inner world as she explores love and healing in her relationship with her mother. A must-read!”


—Judi Goldstein, MSS, LSW, vice president of The Renfrew Center Foundation


“Judith Rabinor proves Socrates right when he said “an unexamined life is not worth living.” Switching roles, from therapist to client, Dr. Rabinor mines her own complicated relationship with her mother to show that memories that might seem trivial are actually essential in understanding what drives us.”


—Charles Salzberg, author of Second Story Man, award-winning novelist and journalist


“Unlike memoirs of cataclysmic abuse, Judy’s story is sure to resonate with the stress and distress of your own life.”


—Sondra Kronberg, MS, Founder, Chats in the Living Room at EDTC/FEED


“A compelling, deeply personal book about the complexities of the mother-daughter relationship. A gifted storyteller, Judith Rabinor skillfully reveals the healing power of story.”


—Anita Johnston, PhD, author, Eating in the Light of the Moon: How Women Can Transform Their Relationships with Food Through Myths, Metaphors, and Storytelling


“Impeccable storytelling makes for a riveting journey. The memoir provides a beautiful mode for holding seemingly contradictory feelings about loved ones; her compassionate authenticity normalizes and celebrates this reality of the human experience.”


—Katie Rickel, PhD, CEO of Structure House


“A poignant and unique mother-daughter story. As Judy helps her patients heal, she gives us the ability to do the same.”


—Deborah Burns, author of Saturday’s Child


“I gained insight and optimism about the possibility of transformation and change through reflection and owning our own story.”


—Ann Kearney Cooke, PhD, author of The Life You Want: Get Motivated, Lose Weight and Be Happy
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In memory of my parents, my first and most important teachers:


my mother, Peggy (1918-2011)


and


my father, Everett (1917-1972)




“Every mother contains her daughter in herself and every daughter her mother and every mother extends backwards into her mother and forwards into her daughter.”


—CARL G. JUNG, MD


“We are taught to believe that pent-up hostility is dangerous, yet the real tragedy is pent-up love.… The release of pent-up love and respect for our mothers brings the added gift of love and respect for ourselves.”


—PAULA J. CAPLAN, PHD





Prologue


On the windowsill in my psychotherapy office sits a sand-art picture, a simple black frame filled with colored sand. Each time you shake the frame, the sand shifts seamlessly into a new design.


I keep it there for my patients. When they notice it, I ask them if they’d like to examine it. “Shake it,” I suggest. Then I tell them why I keep it in my office.


“Our minds are like sand dunes, filled with hidden treasures, your stories,” I say. “Every story you have ever lived or imagined is buried inside you, waiting to be revealed as the grains of sand shift and open up new possibilities.”


All of us are storytellers. We don’t know when we might unexpectedly shake up a forgotten story, just like shaking the sand-art picture brings up new images. Reality—like our stories—is always shifting and deepening, which is the goal of therapy: to awaken stories that remind us of our vulnerabilities, strengths, and new possibilities.


I don’t tell my patients my own story, but it’s my story about my mother that has informed my thinking.


As I write this, it’s been almost eight years since my mother died at ninety-three, but I still sometimes find myself arguing with her in my mind, alternately judging and forgiving her, rethinking our complicated bond. It is said that many people who become psychotherapists do so to better understand themselves. This is certainly true for me. Over the past forty years, I’ve specialized in the mother-daughter relationship. Helping my patients understand their mothers has helped me become familiar with parts of myself—and my mother—I might never have known if not for the stories I’ve heard.


Stories are great teachers; they have the power to heal. The tales from my office and my life may help you untangle your stuck places and develop compassion for yourself and, possibly, for your mother. While you didn’t pick your mother, as an adult you always have the opportunity to choose new pathways. It’s never too late to let go of frustrated expectations and celebrate a connection you might have thought was doomed to disappointment and hurt.





PART ONE:


Welcome to Womanhood


Imagine that you are searching through a box of old photographs, seeking a picture of your mother. Find one that strikes you, and look at it closely. Notice the expression on your mother’s face. What is she wearing? Notice her clothing. What is the background of this picture? If it is outdoors, what is the weather like? The light? If it is indoors, notice the furnishings that catch your eye. If there are other people in the picture, how is your mother relating to them? As you contemplate her at this particular moment in her life, be aware of what she is feeling.





The Most Important Woman You Have Ever Known


It’s 1991 and I’m elated, seated in a small circle in the center of a crowded conference room with six volunteers. My workshop, Therapists as Wounded Healers: Healing the Mother-Daughter Relationship, is packed. I’m at the prestigious National Eating Disorders Organization’s conference in Columbus, Ohio, training mental health professionals on how to work with daughters with eating disorders and their mothers. It’s a diverse group; mostly women dressed in every imaginable outfit, from conservative business attire to colorful, flowing bohemian garb, fill the room, all eager to learn about treating the families of clients with eating disorders.


I created this workshop to help therapists pay attention to their inner lives; therapists’ wounds need to be honored, rather than buried. When we work with families, our own wounds are inevitably triggered, which is why many therapists shy away from working with families. Therapists need to notice and become comfortable with how easy it is to blame, demonize, or idealize one’s mother. Working on ourselves is the therapist’s best tool when it comes to maintaining objectivity with patients.


Earlier, I had asked participants to imagine rummaging through a box of old pictures. “Find a photograph of your mother,” I instructed, in a slow, quiet voice. “Take your time, and select an image that has something special to tell you about who she is as a person.” I paused and lowered my voice. “Your mother is the most important woman you will ever know.” Pause. “Your mother welcomed you to womanhood.” I chose my language carefully, intentionally creating an atmosphere of reverence and respect for mothering and motherhood, both of which the culture at large generally devalues.


Now, all eyes are on me, awaiting further direction.


“We’re going to introduce ourselves to one another, this time in a special way. Bring up the picture of your mother that came up for you in our meditation. This is one of the internal pictures you carry of your mother. Your mother.” I deliberately emphasize the word “one” to underscore the complexity of the mother-daughter bond, and I repeat “your mother” to highlight the uniqueness of the relationship. “When it comes to our mothers, people generally have mixed feelings.” Since the beginning of the workshop, I have emphasized that ambivalence is part of all healthy, close relationships.


“Just follow my lead,” I add. “I’m Judy, daughter of Peggy. I was welcomed to the world of womanhood by Peggy, captain of the cheerleaders, always smiling.”


As I speak, my heart begins to race and my head pounds. My prepared words feel hollow. At this moment, I have no access to the picture I usually bring up, the mother I romanticized throughout childhood: the pretty, popular captain of the cheerleading squad who married her high school boyfriend, the captain of the football team, my dad. At this moment, it is my neglectful, unreachable mother who creeps into my mind. I freeze at the traumatic memory that arises.


It was a hot June day, and I was eight years old, lying in a hospital bed, sweating. I had been weeping, and my eyes were glued shut with my tears. I needed my mommy, and she was not here. I cracked my eyes open to see if she’d arrived. She hadn’t.


I gazed around the stark, stuffy room. I kept staring at my new pink silk party blouse hanging in the metal closet in the corner. My lace-trimmed white cotton socks peeked out of my black patent-leather Mary Jane shoes on the floor. I wanted to scream, but I couldn’t because my throat was raw and burning. A white uniform was speaking. “It’s all over, dearie. You’re back in your room.”


My room? Like a magician, she read my mind.


“You probably don’t remember coming up here last night, or me, either. I’m your nurse.”


Nurse? I know only one nurse, Miss Elaine, who works in my doctor’s cozy office around the corner from my house.


“You were drugged when they brought you in from the operating room last night, and I’m taking care of you. Don’t cry—your mother will be here soon; visiting hours start at noon. I know your throat is sore, honey—that’s what happens when they take out the tonsils. But you’ll feel better—I’m sure she’ll bring your favorite ice cream. The cold will really feel good on your throat. So wipe away your tears.”


I had been dressed for my cousin Winnie’s birthday party. Instead, my mother had brought me to the hospital. My head throbbed as I remembered the sinking feeling I had when the orderly tore me away from her. A tear trickled down my face.


“Wipe away your tears; you’re going to be fine!” said the white uniform. But I wasn’t fine. For my whole life, my mother had told me I was fine, even when I wasn’t.


It would be more than a decade before I confronted my mother. “You should have warned me I was having my tonsils out, Ma. You should have prepared me. Why didn’t you tell me the truth?”


I am suddenly jolted back to the present moment. I’m leading a workshop, and I’m overwhelmed by my own dark feelings. A familiar ache runs through me; I thought I’d resolved my resentments about my mother, but I am wrong. I’m terrified and flustered. I’ve attempted to create a climate in this workshop that validates the complexity and ambivalence inherent in all intimate relationships, especially the mother-daughter bond. I’ve framed this workshop as an opportunity for everyone to work on the unhealed parts of themselves. At forty-nine years old, I have a professional reputation that rests upon being an authentic, vulnerable, and self-revealing psychotherapist. “Without hard work on ourselves, we are doomed to repeat the past” is one of my signature statements, yet now I must face it—an unhealed wound has derailed me. I’m having trouble staying present and centered.


The group is waiting for me to begin. Knowing I need to pull myself together, I whisper my mantra and ground myself: “Breathe in deeply, and exhale completely.” As I take three deep breaths, slowly inhaling and exhaling, I feel my body calm down and I regain my equilibrium. I am re-anchored in the present moment.


A quick glance around the circle, and I realize the group is oblivious to the fact that I drifted off. The introductory process I’ve activated has been mobilized. The woman to my right, with long, curly, salt-and-pepper hair, is speaking. Her voice is a whisper, barely audible. I’ve missed her name and must lean forward to hear her.


“Speak up, and repeat yourself, please,” I say gently, wondering if she is always so timid.


“I’m Rhonda, daughter of Mary Beth. I was welcomed to the world of womanhood by Mary Beth, always …” Her voice disappears. Rhonda is wincing. A low mumble has replaced her whisper. “I was welcomed by my mother, Mary Beth, always depressed.” Her eyes are downcast. Like so many daughters of depressed mothers, Rhonda cannot find her voice. “Like mother, like daughter” is one of the themes that has come up all morning as the group participants have worked on understanding, repairing, and deepening their relationships with their mothers.


Next to Rhonda sits a young woman who looks to be barely out of high school. Tossing her short hair back and thrusting her face forward, she speaks in an unusually loud voice.


“I’m Marilyn, daughter of Sophia.” She stops speaking and smiles at the group. “I was welcomed to the world of womanhood by Sophia, the sexpot.”


What is it like to have a sexpot for a mother? I wonder. A picture of my own flirtatious mother jumps into my mind. She is wearing a navy blue taffeta dress. She loved to dance in a sexy manner—another of her legacies to me. I bookmark Sophia’s introduction; later, I will invite the group to explore how a daughter’s sexuality is shaped in the family she grows up in.


Introductions flow. “I’m Julie, daughter of Gloria, I was welcomed to the world of womanhood by Gloria, queen of secrets.” The speaker is a slight woman in her forties whose voice sounds like chimes. She is followed by Maxine, a stocky, thirtysomething woman with blonde hair, who was welcomed to womanhood by Karina, always at the stove.


The last to speak in our small inner circle is a slight, anxious-sounding, middle-aged woman with flame-red hair. “I’m LuAnne, and I was welcomed to womanhood by JoAnne, large and always smiling.”


What did LuAnne’s mother do with her anger? I wonder. Hide it beneath a smile, like my mother did? LuAnne described her mother as large. Like many mothers of daughters with eating disorders, did JoAnne bury her intolerable feelings beneath binges?


While one part of my brain has refocused on the group, another part of me wants to disappear. I’m feeling like a fraud. Here I am, a psychologist, training professionals to revisit and repair their own ruptures with their mothers while my own unhealed wounds prevent me from doing the essence of what I’m teaching: honoring our mothers. I’m mired in shame. How will I be able to help others if my scars are so raw? What do I need to do to heal my own ancient wounds?





Just Fine


“You’ll be fine!” My mother beamed as she placed a bowl of chocolate ice cream on my tray. We were home from the hospital, and my throat burned so much, I felt scared to eat. Even drinking small sips left me terrified I’d drown. Afraid I’d suffocate or choke, I dreaded sleeping. Somehow, I got through those first, long days. Eventually, my grandmother Sophie came over with a copy of the latest Nancy Drew book, The Mystery of the Black Keys. By the end of that summer, I’d read every book in the Nancy Drew series, twice. I told no one how I felt.


“You’ll be fine! Everything will work out—you’ll see.” From the time I was a small girl, this was my mother’s pat response to everything. It didn’t matter if I was crying because I’d fallen off my bike while whizzing down the steep hill at the end of our Long Island street or, when I was older, because the queen bee of the mean girls in my seventh-grade class had shunned me. No matter what, my mother’s reaction was always predictable: “Don’t let this bother you, honey,” or “It hurts now, but you’ll get over it.” I never felt as if she took the time to stand in my shoes, listen carefully, and feel for or with me. Later, I would identify what I yearned for. The missing ingredient was my mother’s genuine empathic presence. From a skinned knee to a broken heart, the solution to most dilemmas was a hug, a glass of milk, and two chocolate chip cookies. The cheerleading captain always wore boots with pom-poms and carried a shiny baton! But never did she really listen to me when I was anxious, worried, or upset. She always dismissed my feelings.


By the time I was a teenager, my mother’s uber optimism and enthusiasm had transformed, replacing the glass of milk and two cookies with Loehmann’s shopping expeditions. At my mother’s side, I became a skilled bargain hunter. Later, when my father’s business improved, we shopped sales at upscale department stores like Lord & Taylor and Blooming-dale’s. Shopping, according to my mom, was a quick fix for anything that might ail you, including and especially, death, divorce, and depression. What I learned as a child, literally and figuratively, was to soothe myself through retail therapy and to always get back on my bike.


It wasn’t until I was twenty-two years old and began psychotherapy that I revisited my tonsillectomy. I began therapy after a boyfriend dumped me unexpectedly and I found myself unable to get out of bed. I had no idea that this abandonment had triggered my tonsils trauma. Later on, when I became a psychologist, I would appreciate that deeply disturbing experiences are overwhelming and can leave lasting scars. But as a twenty-two-year-old, I knew only that I was devastated by the loss of this boyfriend.


Fortunately, I wound up in the office of Dr. Earl Saxe, a gentle, soft-spoken man who introduced me to the joy of being carefully listened to. Instead of responding to me with optimistic platitudes and quick fixes, he introduced me to a way of being that changed my life. He asked me to slow down, stay with my feelings, and take them seriously, instead of burying them or running away. His careful, quiet presence offered me a cocoon-like second home. An eager learner, I quickly understood that present problems are often rooted in the past. Within two months, I began a psychoanalysis, which would last several years.


Feeling seen, known, and held in my analyst’s heart was a profound and novel experience. For the most part, Dr. Saxe was a silent, steady listener, but his memory for what seemed like the tiniest details about my life amazed me. To my naive mind, he seemed to have an astounding knack for asking simple but profound questions that introduced me to the power of emotional archeological excavation. As we dug into the soil of my childhood, it didn’t take long before I stumbled upon an underground river of unhealed wounds that, unbeknownst to me, continued to fester.


In this initial, dredging-up-the-past phase of therapy, certain moments remain etched in my memory. Dr. Saxe’s expression was aghast when I told him about my confusion upon waking in the hospital room and about my focus on my pink party blouse with the shiny pearl buttons lying on the floor of the metal closet. I thought I heard a low gasp and a crack in his voice as I shared the story about my cousin’s birthday party.





My Cousin Winnie’s Birthday Party


“Whatcha doing, homework?” my mom asked cheerfully, sticking her head into my room minutes after I’d returned from school.


“Nancy Drew time,” I said—shorthand for, “Don’t bother me; I’m busy.” Lounging on my bed, I was engrossed in the latest addition to my ever-growing Nancy Drew mystery series.


“My Judy is probably the only girl in third grade who has read all those books—yes, every book in the series, some twice!” my mother liked to say. I was one of the best readers in my class—my mother loved to throw that in as well.


“Now,” she said, “keep me company while I make dinner, hon. Come on down; bring your homework, and I’ll make a pitcher of lemonade.”


The lemonade sealed the deal. My next-door neighbor Linda’s mom made the best lemonade, with tons of sugar, and I was hoping my mom’s would be just as syrupy sweet.


So there I sat with my homework at the kitchen table, drinking iced lemonade from my favorite glass, the one my mother usually saved for special occasions. It was the lone survivor of a set of six pale blue iced-tea glasses, a wedding gift from Uncle Ben, my dad’s boss when they lived in Maryland. Like my forehead, the delicate crystal was covered with bands of tiny sweat beads on this late-June afternoon, hot and muggy on Long Island. The following day would be the last day of school for two months.


“I just want to remind you that I’ll be picking you up right after school tomorrow,” Mom said, as she finished molding chopped meat into four perfectly rounded quarter-pound hamburgers, our standard Monday dinner. Maybe I looked surprised, because I remember her adding, “No piano lesson tomorrow, remember? It’s Winnie’s birthday party. Let’s go upstairs and lay out your party outfit so it will be ready.”


There she was at two forty-five the next day, waiting for me at the schoolyard gate. Within minutes, I was back home, changing into my special clothes: a pink satin blouse and a gray felt skirt. The soft satin was trimmed with gray ribbing on the collar, and small, elegant gray pearl buttons ran neatly down the front. But the centerpiece was the gray felt skirt with a huge French poodle, stitched with the words “Love Me, Love My Dog” in red wool on the front.


Within minutes, I was sitting next to my mother in the passenger seat of our new Buick convertible. The top was down, and we were drenched in sunlight, off to Winnie’s birthday party. My mom’s long brown hair was piled on top of her head in the fancy coif she saved only for special occasions, and I was busily arranging my precious skirt so that I could gaze easily into Frankie’s big black poodle eyes embroidered in fluffy black angora on the front.


It’s hard to know what really happened next. All I remember is that I was suddenly in a small room with faded walls. My mother and I were seated on a hard wooden bench that reminded me of the benches outside the principal’s office at my school. The only thing to look at from where I sat was a huge cross with Jesus nailed to it, which took up most of the faded yellow wall. Two nuns were busy reading names from a long list, calling people to their scraped-up wooden desk, which matched the bench, and handing out and collecting papers. I was shivering; being Jewish, I had never been up close to a nun and in fact was afraid of them. I had heard from my neighbor Timmy that nuns could be really brutal.


“Ma, where are we?” I asked. “Why are we—Jews—here in a room with a huge cross?”


She probably smiled and squeezed my hand and I quieted down, until we were no longer in the place with the cross on the faded yellow wall and had been ushered into a small, dim room with no windows. A fan hummed, and wisps from my mother’s hair blew around her face. Now, a red blazer with wispy hair like my mom’s was asking questions, and my mom answered: date of birth, address … I zoned out.


“Judy, I’ll come visit you tomorrow—after the operation.”


I tuned back in. Visit me tomorrow? What is she talking about?


“Aren’t we going to Winnie’s birthday party, Ma?”


A woman in a white uniform grasped my hand firmly and led me down the hall. I screamed as the smile on my mom’s face got smaller and smaller. Just as it was about to disappear, she repeated, “I’ll see you tomorrow, honey, after the operation is over. You’ll be feeling fine by then. And no whining, Judy.”


The woman walked me gently through a series of swinging doors, each one separating me from my mom. The white uniform was talking. “Having your tonsils out is very routine, nothing to worry about. Yes, it will hurt a little, but the best part is that you’ll get to eat all the ice cream you can ever imagine. Can you tell me your favorite flavor?”


I was crying too hard to answer.


“I bet you like chocolate.”


Please Ma, come back now.


“Your mother will be here tomorrow, after the operation is done, and I’ll tell her to bring chocolate ice cream. It will help your throat feel cool, not so raw!”


“Come back nooooooooooooow!” Strapped down on a stretcher, I felt a blackness fall around me as I was wheeled through a series of swinging doors and the suffocating smell of ether closed in.


I opened my eyes to a blur. Is this the same or a different nurse telling me the operation is over? The poodle on my skirt gazed at me with a comforting smile from the metal closet in the corner of my hospital room.


Although it had been fifteen years since my tonsillectomy, by the time I finished telling Dr. Saxe my story, I was sobbing. Thinking I heard him sniffle, I sat up on the couch and turned around; for a moment, I could have sworn his eyes were filled with tears. This surprised me, since I had been reading avidly about psychoanalysis and had learned that analysts are supposed to keep their feelings to themselves and maintain a “blank screen.” Fifty years ago, even subtle disclosures by analysts were frowned upon, considered taboo and even dangerous. Nor were analysts meant to give direct suggestions to patients. Instead, they were supposed to listen quietly in a way that would prompt the patient to be introspective, insightful and ultimately choose new behaviors.


I am still unclear whether my behavior was the result of Dr. Saxe’s direct or indirect suggestion, but eventually I mustered my courage and confronted my mother. I’d gone back to my parents’ home for the weekend, and she and I were sitting at the breakfast table on a sunny June morning.


“Why did you make up that story about Winnie’s birthday party, Ma? Why didn’t you tell me the truth, that I was having my tonsils out?”


My mother’s response to my confrontation only unsettled me further. All I could eke out of her was that my pediatrician had advised her to spare me unnecessary worry. “What good would have come of knowing you were going to the hospital? You would have been a wreck for weeks!”


“Unnecessary worry? Are you crazy? Do you know how scared I was to wake up in the hospital alone?”


She shrugged and held her ground calmly. “I’m sorry, dear. I know you don’t understand, but I did exactly what Dr. Steinman recommended—he thought there was no reason to make you nervous. I thought a little white lie would be okay, and I was trying to do my best.”


This is how things were handled back then, I was told. Neither my mother nor I had any way of knowing how much pain this moment would cause me.


Little white lies, I learned, were harmless. I was growing up in a world where secrets and deception were a way of life. People had barely any awareness back then that white lies were not harmless and could create distrust and a fear of betrayal that might leave lifelong scars in its wake. Waking up alone in a scary hospital after a “surprise” surgery was enough to shock and overwhelm my nervous system. For most of my life, I was unaware that I was suffering from an unhealed trauma. It would take almost half a century for mental health professionals to understand the nature of and treatment for trauma.





Julie, Daughter of Gloria: Queen of Secrets


“Dr. Rabinor, do you have a minute? I’m Julie Gilmore. It’s okay if I call you Judy, right? After the work we did together yesterday, I feel like I actually know you.”


It’s the morning after the Healing the Mother-Daughter Relationship workshop, and I’m standing in the Marriott hotel lobby, waiting for an elevator. I’m eager to return to my room, pack, get to the airport, and go back home to my two children, when a tap on the shoulder stops me. A trim woman in a stylish pinstripe suit is smiling at me. Long auburn bangs and a neat pageboy frame her intense, dark eyes. A warm smile spreads across her face. I recognize her voice immediately—Julie was in my workshop yesterday and volunteered to work with me in front of the group. She had a particularly powerful experience in the workshop.


“Judy is fine, of course.”


“I want to thank you for your workshop. I’m so grateful.”


The word “grateful” stops me. I’ve presented this workshop several times, received many compliments, but “grateful”—this is a first. I feel my face flush. I’ve never been good at compliments.


“I’m so glad our paths crossed. I’ve been thinking about contacting you—how serendipitous to find you here.” She lowers her voice. “Your workshop was incredibly profound for me. If you have a minute, I’d like to share with you what happened for me.”


I nod. Even though I’m late, this is a request I can’t deny.


“I came to your workshop because I’m a therapist who works with patients with eating disorders and their mothers, but really, I came because of my mother. We have a very difficult relationship. We stopped speaking last winter.”


It’s now October. I quickly do the math. Even though my mother unnerved me, I couldn’t imagine cutting off contact for ten months.


“A story you told about one of your patients made me realize I’m still angry at my mother—and my anger imprisons me. I thought I’d gotten over my rage, but I realized I haven’t, which was why I volunteered to work with you. I had a real breakthrough yesterday, and I want to thank you.”


For a therapist, the word “breakthrough” is a conversation stopper. The majority of people, in life and in therapy, plod on, making small changes, one building upon another, with frequent slips. Even though therapy can be life changing, real breakthroughs occur only occasionally, generally after many months, if not years, of therapeutic work. And Julie Gilmore is not a patient but a workshop participant who is also a therapist, telling me she was transformed in my three-hour presentation. I wonder what occurred to move her so deeply.


“What happened?” I ask. “Any thoughts or ideas about exactly what went on for you?” I stop talking, hoping to leave space for her to sift through her thoughts, feelings, and memories.


Julie squints and wrinkles her forehead thoughtfully. I am hopeful that she will pinpoint whatever might have led to her moment of awakening. I am always interested in improving my workshops, but more important, I have a personal agenda. Notwithstanding years of psychoanalysis and psychotherapy, I still can anguish over my connection to my unreachable mother. I know she loves me, but it is easy for me to feel neglected or obliterated by her. By now, I am aware that my desire to become a psychologist was motivated not only by the wish to help others heal, but also by a wish to heal myself and understand how my own family dynamics shaped my life.


“Right after your workshop, I went straight to my room and I called my mother,” she replied. “We made a plan. I’ll be visiting her for the Christmas holiday.” Tears gathered in the corners of Julie’s eyes.


“You called your mother?” I said. “To feel something shift is one thing, but to do something, to reach out and reconnect, that’s a big deal.” While many people think that having an emotional experience in a therapy session or a workshop is a breakthrough, these moments rarely lead to real and lasting change. But Julie had taken a huge step. She’d transformed an experience into an action. I wondered what exactly had impacted her. Perhaps her “breakthrough” held some wisdom for me—and others.


Julie shrugged. “I’m not sure what happened, but I’m moving to New York City next month and would love to set up a consultation with you. Do you have any time?”


I told her I’d check my calendar and get back to her. Just as I was about to say goodbye, she spoke up again.


“I just thought of something else that happened to me in the workshop. It was when I introduced myself and said, ‘I’m Julie, daughter of Gloria. I was welcomed to the world of womanhood by Gloria, queen of secrets,’ that I started to cry. Just saying those words was so powerful.” She paused. “Maybe it’s because ‘queen of secrets’ is so pejorative, but being ‘welcomed to the world of womanhood’ is such a loving image.”


I nodded. Julie was reminding me of a common conundrum: Love is complicated and messy, often tinged with ambivalence containing dark feelings.


“Perhaps I began to soften when you introduced yourself. I remember you saying, ‘I am Judy, daughter of Peggy, I was welcomed to womanhood by Peggy, captain of the cheerleaders, always smiling.’” Her eyes looked as if they were about to fill up again. “In my own way, as a clinical office manager, I’m also a captain of the cheerleaders.” We both laughed. Just then, the elevator door opened. “I’ll call you next week.”


“Please do. I’ll look forward to hearing from you,” I said, stepping inside the elevator as the doors slid closed.


Back in my hotel room, I race to pack up and get organized. The clock is ticking. My two children are being dropped off at my house in Lido Beach, Long Island, at dinnertime by my ex-husband, who has given me a strict deadline. So far, our joint custody arrangement is working out smoothly, and I certainly don’t want to miss my flight and antagonize him, yet I am compelled to hear more.


As I gather my scattered clothing and papers, Julie’s face stays with me. “The queen of secrets”—the phrase hums evocatively. I am looking forward to hearing about her secretive mother and how Julie let go of her anger; I’m eager to understand how my workshop evoked such depth. I’m looking forward to getting on the plane and writing up my notes about what I learned anew—a mother’s essence is passed on to the next generation. The words of my former graduate-school professor, Dr. Stan Kaplan, suddenly come to mind. I can see his shaggy gray hair and warm smile as he taught about the power of experiential work.


Tell me, I forget.


Show me, I may remember.


Involve me, I learn.


My mind flashes back to my work with Julie yesterday, in the final exercise of the workshop.


“Is there anyone who would like to work on what came up for you when you accessed the picture of your mother?” I asked the group.


Julie’s hand shot up.


After thanking her for her courage to volunteer and be vulnerable, I placed two chairs in the middle of the room for us to sit facing each other. Then I let her know that if at any time she felt uncomfortable or uneasy, we would stop.


“Let’s start over and reintroduce ourselves to one another,” I suggested. “I’ll begin. I’m Judy, daughter of Peggy. I was welcomed to the world of womanhood by Peggy, captain of the cheerleaders, always smiling.”


After a pause, Julie spoke in a deep and husky voice. “I’m Julie, daughter of Gloria. I was welcomed to the world of womanhood by Gloria, queen of secrets.” Her brown eyes were open wide.
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