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To my mother, Yolanda, the woman who led the way for me to become all I could be.





INTRODUCTION



Imagine meeting a small child who’s five or six. The little one cautiously approaches you and whispers, “I’m so scared. My mom has been hurting me,” then turns around and gingerly lifts the back of a stained T-shirt. You immediately see the marks and bruises.


What do you do?


I can’t think of anyone who wouldn’t rush to comfort this little one, keep the child from danger, and find out what the hell is going on at home. It’s obvious the child is helpless, in trouble, and needs protection. Parents or not, we instinctively know what to do: drop everything and take care of the child.


But what if that child is you?


I’m a psychotherapist specializing in trauma recovery, and that’s the question I use to open the door to healing for adults whose lives have been damaged by the abuse they suffered as children. Every adult who was beaten, neglected, insulted, belittled, sexually assaulted, or otherwise abused in childhood carries the trauma inside. The traumatized child part of the self is vividly alive. Its experiences leave a lifelong imprint on both body and mind. And the most effective way I’ve found to recover from the effects abuse has left on your life is to work directly with the hurt child inside you.


You probably know, or strongly suspect, that something awful happened to you when you were small. No one lines up to see a person who specializes in childhood abuse and trauma—or picks up a book like this—unless they’ve run out of other options, other therapies, other explanations for why their lives are so stuck and they still feel so bad.


This book is for you if you know or suspect you were abused—physically, sexually, or emotionally—or neglected as a child. It’s also for you if you’ve struggled with depression, anger, or anxiety and never gotten to its root. You might not necessarily label your childhood “abusive,” but you might describe life with your parents as “difficult” or “crazy” or “fucked up” and think it might be time to take another look at what went on—because every other explanation for the way you feel now has come up short.


You’re probably not sure going back into it will help. Most people who were abused in some way as children have grown up trying to persuade themselves that the pain they experienced then is something most adults should have outgrown by now.


So they “put the past in perspective.” Yes, they admit, things were tough when they were kids. Yes, even brutal at times. But that was a long time ago, and they tell themselves it makes sense to focus on the present not get bogged down in things that can’t be changed. “My parents did the best they could under the circumstances, and what good could it possibly do to demonize them or dwell on what happened?” clients tell me. “Maybe, all things considered, it wasn’t that bad.” Most people want to lose any sense that they were, or are, “victims.” They want to find some peace in forgiveness, and move on.


It’s a very adult perspective, and it may help you cope with a nightmare of a past.


But it won’t help you heal.


If you want to be more than a survivor, if you want to have the peaceful, centered life that’s always been just out of reach, you’ll have to stop justifying what happened to you. You’ll need to look through the eyes of the lost, hurt, heartbroken kid who’s been pushed aside each time you’ve said, “It wasn’t so bad.”


Most people who come to see me nod knowingly when I say that. Yet the abused kid they were is the last thing most smart, world-weary survivors want to think about. The whole idea of considering the experiences and needs of that injured figure from the past seems useless at best. What would be the point? Why go back to revisit some “inner child” when the outer adult is the one who needs help right now?


But it’s the child inside who holds the elusive key to healing. And once my clients see a frightened little boy or girl—a child with their own face—asking for help, the image is hard to shake.


And so it is with you. Do you save the child or don’t you? Can you really look into the eyes of the terrified or overwhelmed kid in the mirror and say, “Don’t make a big deal of it. The people who beat you up or raped you or made you feel like you were nothing were doing the best they could”?


Do you tell the child inside you to shut up while you explain that the abusers were probably addicts or “under pressure” or abuse victims themselves? Or do you step to the child’s defense? Faced with that choice, I believe you, like most people, will embrace the child within.


I’ll help you do that, with a process I have used for more than three decades to help hundreds of people work with both their hearts and their heads to heal the deepest pain in their lives. We’ll wade into the challenge of listening to and taking care of the hurt child inside, and step-by-step, I’ll show you how to heal the wounds of a miserable childhood by coming to that child as a compassionate adult with the heart and mind and guts to rescue it, and show it how to grow up. It’s the most challenging—and life-changing—work you will ever do.


Finding the courage to care for the child and confront the child’s truth—that’s the essence of the process, and why I think of what we’re doing as carefrontation, a blending of those two vital tasks.


Carefrontation is your guide to breaking free from the lies, secrets, and shame of the past and reclaiming your genuine self. Once you finally feel the truth of what happened to you and see the depth and breadth of how it continues to affect you, you can heal. You can thrive in the life you were meant to have.


Much of what we’ll do together is designed to get at the emotional truth and repercussions of the abuse, feelings that might be buried inside you. But we won’t stop there. I’ll also show you powerful ways to repair your damaged connection to the self that stumbled into adulthood without a loving guide or a map. In doing that, you’ll learn what your parents couldn’t teach you: an invaluable set of skills and practices that will give you the resources to live as a healthy, happy adult, using your own buried wisdom to guide you. With courage, determination, and the clear path I’ll lay out for you, you can finally release the suffering and burdens of a lifetime.


WHY FOCUS ON THE CHILD?


You may be skeptical about the inner child, which sounds to many people like a meaningless cliché. So I’d like to explain how this work came about, and give you a look at its most powerful elements. Before we get into the work itself, I’ll also tell you a bit about the neuroscience that may help explain why it’s so effective.


The carefrontation techniques I’ll guide you through are the result of more than thirty years of clinical practice with thousands of adults who were abused as children. When I began my career, there was little awareness of the epidemic of abuse perpetrated against children by their caretakers and other people in their lives. The government had scarcely begun tracking child-abuse cases, and there was no public discussion of incest. The adults I saw early on had grown up in a time when children were seen almost as their parents’ property, subject to the parents’ rages, neglect, or sexual abuse, because what happened behind closed doors was often considered to be “family business,” not a matter for outside concern or intervention.


Freud’s theory that children went through a phase of fantasizing about sexual contact with their parents—and were therefore to blame for “seducing” them if sexual abuse occurred—was accepted in many circles. One of the textbooks being used by psychology students then speculated that not only was incest extremely rare, but it did no harm. The authors believed it might even be beneficial, because children (never called victims) were “allowed” to act out their fantasies of having sex with a “safe” adult—and both sides might enjoy it.


But the lives of my clients made it very clear that the damage inflicted by every kind of childhood abuse is soul deep, and that it affects every part of life. It also became apparent to me that many of the problems for which my clients sought therapy had their roots in the trauma of being abused as children. I began questioning my clients early and directly about abuse, because frequently, we could trace long-standing problems with relationships, anxiety, self-esteem, depression, panic, self-harm, addictions, and more to physical, sexual, or emotional abuse in their past.


The suffering and despair I saw in people who had endured childhood abuse was intense. In searching for ways to help them, I experimented with techniques that ranged from talking about their pasts to psychodrama exercises in which they acted out scenarios from their lives.


The work that John Bradshaw, the counselor and author, did with the inner child—the part of the self that carries the energy of the children we were—spoke to me. It made intuitive sense that healing the damage of the past had to involve understanding and working with the child who had been abused. My clients’ greatest growth, no matter what technique I used, seemed to occur when we came in contact with that child—when we talked with the child instead of just talking about it. People got a sense of peace and healing from Bradshaw’s technique of imagining the child at various ages and doing short rituals to grieve its losses. But making brief contact with the child didn’t seem adequate to me. I began spending more time in focused dialogues with the child, and my clients seemed to benefit most when they stayed in contact with that part of themselves.


The dialogues became particularly revealing when I discovered the work of Lucia Capacchione, an art therapist who, in the 1980s, popularized the concept of writing (or drawing) with the nondominant hand (usually the left) to connect with the right side of the brain, which we thought of then as the “creative” hemisphere.


I asked my clients to try using Capacchione’s technique, writing questions for the child with the dominant hand and “letting the child answer” with the nondominant hand. As they did, they seemed to connect to the child in profound and surprising ways. The “voice” of the child that came through in the writing had a quality that felt real to all of us. I’d asked people to write to the child before, but now, when they used the nondominant hand, the child seemed less wordy, more emotional. Often, it was full of fear and anger. The child seemed to view the world as though the abuse was still going on, and it was constantly on guard, sometimes terrified.


The feelings of the child, and its sense that it was always in danger, seemed to be playing out in clients’ everyday lives, even though they may have talked at length to other therapists about what had happened to them and understood on a logical level that they were adults now, and safe.


We needed to bring the child into the present. I thought about what part of the self was in the best position to communicate with the child, and reassure it that it was safe, and I began to assign that job to the healthy adult part of the client. No matter how severe the abuse people had suffered, I saw that a part of them was competent. That was the part that could listen to the child, learn from the child, and bring the child into the safety of today.


To make the relationship between the healthy adult and the wounded child feel vivid and real, I asked clients to actively imagine they were caring for an actual child and were responsible for keeping it safe and healthy. Though they were sometimes incredulous or extremely skeptical about being able to do that, the healthy adult in them almost always stepped forward to look out for the child.


As that healthy adult took charge of the child’s life—which was, in fact, the patient’s life—people healed. My clients and I were not researchers testing theories of personality or approaches to trauma, but as we worked to soothe the hurt inner child and empower the adult, we refined a process that finally brought relief from lifelong loneliness, fear, and pain. People transformed suffering they thought they would have to endure forever, and graduated from therapy into happy, healthy lives.



A PROCESS WITH A BEGINNING, MIDDLE, AND END



This book is a map that can guide you through the process of healing by learning to rescue, and love, your inner child. It will give you the techniques and exercises my clients have used so successfully, and help you meet the challenges along the path. This is difficult work, and I strongly suggest you do it with the support of a therapist or therapy group that can help you deal safely with the emotions that will arise. Working person-to-person is important for many reasons. The child part of the self receives powerful healing from the presence of a strong, secure adult, whose nonverbal physical cues can give you a comforting sense of safety and acceptance. You didn’t get that when you were growing up, and it’s something you can’t get from a book. I provide that kind of loving presence, along with individual guidance, for my clients, and a therapist can do that for you.


But it’s extremely valuable for you to know the techniques I’ll describe for working with the inner child moment-by-moment through the day, and you’ll also benefit greatly from having a clear vision of how the process of healing can unfold for you. Without a map like this, you can find yourself spending years in a kind of talk therapy that ignores the child and does little or nothing to help you. That’s what most of my clients experienced before they came to me.


This process of repairing and reparenting the child part of the self is not meant to last forever. It has a beginning, a middle, and, most important, it has an end. At each stage, I’ll help you face what happened to you as a child, with deepening care, love, and kindness toward yourself. I’ve only given the specific label “carefrontation” to the last stage, but everything we’ll do is grounded in the larger carefrontation process of learning to care for the child inside you and finding the courage to confront the truths you find. Let the title of this book remind you that care comes first.


The process starts with making a commitment that the healthy adult inside you will reach out to the hurt child and care for it as if it were a “real” child—seeing to it that the child gets adequate food and rest and that it’s always protected from danger. You’ll begin writing with your “other hand” to communicate with the child, and you’ll learn to approach that part of yourself with curiosity, respect, and kindness—things the child was deprived of because of the abuse.


As you establish trust with the child, you’ll start to talk to it about the past. You’ll let the child teach you about what it’s experiencing when something in your life triggers its panic, and you’ll help it calm down. I’ll teach you techniques you can use to soothe your physical body, which is also actively involved in memories of the abuse. And I’ll show you how the child can begin to help you find your way back to pleasure and fun, which I’m guessing have been missing from your life for a long time.


In the middle of the process, the child—and you—will become more able to feel that the abuse really is in the past, and you will know in both your mind and heart that you were not responsible for what happened. I’ll help you free yourself from old patterns of victimization and move beyond any lingering sense of waiting for someone else to rescue you from difficulties in your life.


You’ll learn skills your parents or caretakers couldn’t teach you: how to set boundaries with other people, especially those who were responsible for your abuse. How to say no. How to say “I want”—and most important, how to know what you want, and feel entitled to getting it.


As the healthy adult part of you takes charge, I’ll help you match your behavior in the world to the feelings that are changing inside you. You’ll feel lighter and freer as you step away from hiding and drop the child’s old survival tactic of putting other people’s needs ahead of your own. You’ll learn to step to the center of your own life. Here, I’ll also introduce you to an especially helpful part of yourself, your wise essence, which I call the One Who Knows.


Finally, I’ll help you take the concrete action that most fully puts your healthy adult self in charge of your life: telling your abuser or abusers how their abuse affected your life, and asking them to take responsibility for the way they harmed you. Doing this demonstrates to the child in the most powerful way possible that the healthy, powerful adult you are now is fully in control. It is that adult who looks the abuser(s) in the eye and holds them accountable. I call that meeting a carefrontation, because it is a necessary confronting that will show you how much you care for the child. It lays the foundation for a relationship with the abuser(s) that is based on truth and honesty rather than secrecy and lies.


The prospect of carefrontation may seem extremely frightening to you right now, but you have not yet become the person whom I will ask to do the carefronting. That person, the one who stands at the end of this process, can look at the abuser(s) through the eyes of an adult not those of a petrified child. That person no longer feels the terror of abuse that happened long ago.


That person is you, healed and whole. Living fully in the richness of the present.


Free.


TRAUMA AND YOUR BRAIN


To heal from trauma, you need to know what happened to you. Usually we think of that in terms of remembering and integrating the story of the abuse, which will be a strong element of this work. But it’s also helpful to know what happened on the biochemical level, where the abuse left imprints that have significant effects on the way you experience your life. In the past fifteen years, brain imaging has helped neuroscientists explain some of the mysteries of how abuse affects memory and brain development, so I’d like to give you a brief, simplified picture of the findings I find most intriguing. Trust me when I say there’s not going to be a quiz. But if you stick with me, you’ll gain a better understanding of why it has been so difficult for you to recover.


We know today that abuse and neglect in childhood change the way the brain develops. The experience of abuse puts the brain’s focus on survival, and the parts of the brain that help us navigate threat become more active and fully developed than the parts devoted to reasoning, introspection, and making sense of experience.


The right side of the brain, which specializes in emotion, comes heavily into play in abuse. It registers all the nonverbal cues, emotions, and sensations that come with experience—the images, sounds, smells, tastes, touch—all without language or a sense of time. In trauma, parts of the left side of the brain—where words, reason, and analysis reside—often go offline, so memories of the abuse are stored on the speechless right side. And because those memories have not been attached to time or language, two important things can happen.


First, as long as memories are only stored in the right brain, we aren’t conscious of them. They’re part of our experience, but it’s an experience we haven’t named or understood. We don’t know the memories are there until something triggers them and brings them to the surface. A second quality of these memories is that they are vivid, rich with sensory detail and emotion. And because they haven’t been processed by the left brain, which has the job of placing them in time and context, when they surface, it’s as though they’re happening right now. They don’t yet have the left brain’s understanding of sequence, or of cause and effect.


You could think of the child part of us that endured the abuse as being stuck there, in the right side of the brain, living and reliving the memories of the abuse. Those memories keep the threat-detecting parts of the brain on alert for anything that could bring another instance of abuse. That can mean they might read any raised voice, any gesture an abuser might have made, or any sensory element of the environment today that resembles the abuse of the past as a potential threat—even a matter of life and death. The threat-detecting system triggers the hormones that make our hearts race and our stomachs clench and prepare us to fight, run, or—when we feel overpowered—simply freeze. But we often have no idea we’re reacting to a memory of the past and not the situation in front of us. All we’re aware of is a jolt of rage or fear or shame or terror that we interpret as a logical response to what’s happening now.


One key part of recovering from the abuse involves turning down the sensitivity of the threat-detection system, so our bodies are not constantly on high alert and our minds can be guided by reason instead of staying in an instinctive survival mode. That allows us to activate the reasoning part of the brain and safely bring the hidden memories into our awareness. As we make conscious connections between the reactions we’re having now and what happened during the abuse, we can put the past back in the past and rewire our brains for pleasure, connection, and satisfaction—by giving ourselves the experience of having them.


SOME THEORIES ABOUT WHY INNER-CHILD WORK WORKS


I (and modern neuroscience) learned all this long after I developed my methods of working with the inner child and had already helped generations of clients heal from abuse. I’ve known what works for them for many years now, and I’ve been fascinated in recent years to see theories that might explain more about why the techniques I’ll teach you are so effective.


A school of therapy called Internal Family Systems Therapy, developed in the 1980s and ’90s by Richard C. Schwartz, also deals with the relationship between parts of the self, and it too works with the relationship between the healthy adult part of the self and the traumatized child part, while also looking at many other internal parts. People have guessed about what happens as the healthy adult part of the self listens to the inner child. The speculation is that as the adult takes charge of the child, the parts of the brain involved with reason, analysis, and language become activated and the “emotional” parts of the brain, along with the threat-alert system, become quieter.


Another theory, posed by a researcher in London who’s applying mathematical models to ideas about how the brain works, is that as the adult self imagines and interacts with the inner child, the brain creates new neural networks that establish the parent-child bond that the child never got from the abusive caretaker(s).


As far as how writing with the nondominant hand works, no one’s done a study mapping brain activity as people do this, or connected the scientific dots about what happens in the mind. My guess is that, at the very least, writing with the nondominant hand slows down our ability to use the usual pathways to the language centers of the brain and perhaps makes it easier to access our emotions. It could be too that seeing the shaky, childlike handwriting produced when you write with your other hand makes it easier to imagine and identify with what the child has to say. What I know from what I’ve seen again and again is that the child and its feelings appear on the page, and its words go straight to the heart.


I promise you, you won’t need any kind of theories, or a model of the brain on your desk, to heal. What you will need is commitment, an openness to getting to know the hurt child inside you, and a willingness to stand up for that child. As you’ll see, this is heart work, designed to bring the child out of hiding and help put the abuse in the past, so it won’t keep creating chaos in your everyday life.


The only way to do this is to work at it in a focused, loving way.


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


As we get started, you’ll need to gather some tools: a few childhood photos of yourself from the time the abuse began and when it ended, a pen, a notebook, and a recording device (your smart phone has this capability).


In the notebook, you’ll record your progress and document your growing relationship with many parts of yourself. Keep it in a safe, private place.


It’s fine to read the chapters that follow all the way through before doing the assignments, but be sure you do more than read. Bring everything you have to the work, even if you feel skeptical.


Because you’ll come in contact with buried feelings that may be intense, I urge you to bring this book to a therapist who will read it and support you as you work your way through it. It’s important that you find a person who specializes in trauma and abuse, and who has a familiarity with inner-child work. Be sure you feel comfortable with him or her. Don’t work with anyone you don’t trust, anyone who does not believe you, or anyone who suggests you were in any way responsible for the abuse you suffered.


A therapy group that is willing to work with the book can be another source of comfort, encouragement, and support.


Be gentle with yourself. We’ll take things a step at a time.


Let’s get started.
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WHERE DOES IT HURT?


Recognize Childhood Abuse by the Scars It Leaves


Bill, an accountant in his mid-thirties, was almost apologetic when he came in for his first appointment. “Look, I’m only here because some friends said you helped them a lot,” he told me. “I know you work with people who went through hell as kids, and seeing someone like you might be a little too dramatic for me. I mean, you’re about trauma, and I don’t know if I qualify. Some stuff went on in my family when I was a kid, and life was crazy. My parents were addicts, and I ended up one for a while, but it’s not like they beat the crap out of me or something.”


Bill was short and slender, with dark hair, and he had a quick smile that didn’t seem to match his sad brown eyes. He had been clean and sober for eight years, he was good at his job, and all things considered, he told me, life was pretty good.


“So what brings you in today, then?” I asked. “Maybe you could tell me something about that stuff that was going on when you were a kid.”


“The quick story is this,” he said. “Basically, my parents were both seventeen when I was born. They were attractive and wild and they were addicts. Lots of charisma, lots of unmanageable stuff.”


His parents, Bill said, fought constantly, and when he was six, his father took off, leaving him alone with his mother, who was alcoholic and depressed. She’d go to bed for days, closing the drapes and keeping the lights off. Just a first-grader, Bill was left to do everything in that dark home—feed himself, get himself to school, beg his mother to eat. He graduated to buying food and counting out his mother’s pills, always fending for himself, a “little adult” who had no one to care for him. His mother graduated to heroin.


“By the time I was thirteen, fouteen, I really needed a drink,” Bill said. “I began a slow decline into alcoholism, which culminated when I was twenty-three, hospitalized, sexually assaulted, and arrested.”


He looked at the wall behind me as the story rushed out. It sounded like he’d told it often, and he even paused for a laugh after “I really needed a drink.”


“Fast-forward. I get sober, I’m leading my life, and it starts to get good. Then, when I’m two years sober, my mother ODs and dies. When she’s gone, I learn a lot about coping. I stay sober, but I have really faulty coping mechanisms.”


I asked what he meant by “faulty coping mechanisms,” and Bill told me he’d been picking up men and having sex with them, perpetually on the edge of danger. “On one level I’m this really responsible guy, and I help people and I’m doing okay. But the thing is,” he said, finally slowing down, “I feel like shit. I’ve got the physical sobriety, but I’m in the same kind of pain I had when I was drinking, and I don’t know why.”


He continued, “I was in a relationship for four years, but we split up a few months ago, and it was my fault. It’s always my fault. I don’t know why I’m in this situation. I know what to do, I’m doing what I’m supposed to be doing, I’m working the Program. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”


He sank back in his chair, almost physically deflated.


“I don’t think I can blame this all on my childhood,” he added. “I’m not sure you’re the right kind of therapist for me. I didn’t get sexually abused, I didn’t get burned with cigarette butts. I just had messed-up addicts for parents.”


We sat quietly for a moment.


“Let me ask you a question,” I said. “If someone were to burst into this room and stab me seventy-three times and I die, and then they shoot you once in the heart and you die, which is worse? We both die. The effect is the same. I’m not sure it matters what the abuse story is. Whether your parents beat you or just threw you into chaos and let you raise yourself, it hurts you the same way.”


“You’re gonna have to tell me more about that,” he said. “It sounds like it could be true.”


Neglect, and every kind of abuse—physical, emotional, sexual—all have the same kind of effects on a child’s brain and mind, and leave lasting emotional wounds on the adults they become. The constant anxiety, and even terror, that a six-year-old Bill felt at being left to care for himself and his mother, instead of having the safety and guidance he needed as a small child, wired his brain for fear. So does being told you’re stupid and bad, not capable of navigating the world. Or living with people who are supposed to keep you safe but instead beat or rape you.


A child’s bond with his or her caregiver(s) teaches the child what to expect of the world. A “good-enough” caregiver, one who pays regular attention to the child, offering comfort and reassurance, creates an enduring sense of security. Children who grow up with that become adults with an inner sense of safety that makes it possible to trust, love, connect with other people, and take the risk of being who they would most like to be.


But when that doesn’t happen, when you’re in peril at home and the people who are supposed to provide affection and safety instead put you in jeopardy or act as predators, the “survival” part of your brain experiences the world as a dangerous place, keeping you guarded and on alert. The neural connections there are reinforced each time they’re activated, and rather than developing the “wiring” for pleasure or play, you become hypersensitive to potential threats in your environment, and you live in fear.


That gives rise to a wide range of symptoms in your life. Addictions of all kinds become common, in part because they calm the physical effects of the body’s threat-response system. Relationships are difficult to develop or maintain. A recognizable pattern of suffering—one that’s common to everyone who has faced childhood abuse—takes shape.


If you have suspicions that the problems in your life today are connected to what happened to you when you were a kid, you don’t have to start by diving into your deepest, darkest memories for evidence. Just as you can track a bear by the shape of its footprints and the fur it leaves on the trees it lumbers past, you can spot abuse by the distinctive marks it leaves on your life.


I want to emphasize that you’re not “doomed” or “permanently damaged” because of your early experiences. You can, and will, repair your life with the work we do. But first, let’s look at what your life today is telling us about how you were affected by the treatment you endured as a child.


THE TELLTALE SIGNS OF ABUSE


What’s going on in your life right now? Are you depressed, not getting what you really want out of life? Do you even know what you want? Do you have a feeling you’ve sabotaged your career, your relationships, your happiness? Do you tend to feel overwhelmed by even the smallest stresses, and tend to overreact?


The following checklist covers a wide array of the aftereffects of abuse—a collection that includes such disparate-seeming items as low self-esteem, high risk-taking, trust issues (too much or too little), addictions, and always being the “responsible one.”


As you go through this list, highlight any items that apply to you. You may not relate to the word “abuse,” and if not, just mentally set it aside for the moment and keep marking the items that sound like you.


Abuse Aftereffects Checklist


ISSUES WITH RELATIONSHIPS:


    □ I really want a relationship, but I get scared when people get too close.


    □ I’m lonely a lot.


    □ I’ve sometimes compromised my integrity and done things I don’t want to, to keep someone interested in me.


    □ If I get sick, there’s no one to look after me.


    □ People take me for granted.


    □ I don’t feel like anyone really knows me.


    □ I have a hard time setting limits and saying no.


ISSUES WITH ANXIETY:


    □ I try not to attract attention. I feel exposed and vulnerable when people notice me.


    □ I feel anxious a lot of the time.


    □ I don’t believe happiness can last.


    □ I’m always waiting for the other shoe to drop.


    □ I’ve never gone for what I really wanted.


    □ I have a sensitive “startle response”—someone’s tone of voice or look can make me jump or freeze.


ISSUES WITH CONFIDENCE, SELF-IMAGE, AND SELF-WORTH:


    □ I feel like a fraud.


    □ I look like a competent, functional person on the surface, but I’m falling apart inside.


    □ If people knew what I’m really like, they’d run away.


    □ I feel worthless.


    □ Deep down, I know I’m damaged goods.


    □ I don’t know what I want anymore. I focus on other people’s needs so much, I lose track of my own.


    □ I either feel like I’m better than everyone else or less than everyone else.


    □ I feel like I’m a bad person with something to hide.


    □ I often feel guilty. I don’t really trust myself.


    □ I have a hard time accepting praise or believing I’ve done a good job.


    □ I believe if I’m not perfect and if I don’t do what other people want, I can’t have love and respect.


    □ I feel like everybody knows the rules for “normal life” but me.


    □ I just don’t seem to fit in anywhere.


ISSUES WITH TRUST:


    □ I’m always the responsible one. It’s the only way I know to keep things from falling apart.


    □ I either don’t trust anyone or I trust the wrong people.


    □ I don’t get my hopes up. People often let me down.


ISSUES WITH POWERLESSNESS:


    □ I feel helpless.


□ I want someone to save or take care of me.


□ I always seem to wind up a victim.


□ I feel overwhelmed a lot.


□ I wonder if I’ll ever have the life I want. I feel like I’m living out what someone else wants.


ISSUES WITH HEALTH AND WELL-BEING:


□ I’ve had a lot of digestive problems.


□ I’ve had problems with chronic pain.


□ I work long stretches without eating, taking a break, or going to the bathroom.


□ I don’t feel like I’m fully in my body sometimes.


□ I take crazy risks (with my safety/health) to feel alive.


□ I have a lot of issues around sex (don’t enjoy it / avoid it / escape into it).


□ I’ve had struggles with addiction (alcohol, drugs, food, sex, shopping, Internet, work).


□ I don’t remember what it’s like to take a vacation or have fun.


ISSUES WITH EMOTIONS:


□ My temper can get out of hand.


□ I feel scared by anger.


□ I’ve cut off or confronted other drivers because of road rage.


□ I struggle with depression.


□ Sometimes a common experience such as taking a shower or smelling a certain smell triggers a strong feeling of fear in me.


□ I feel numb.


□ I can’t really talk about or even name my feelings.


□ I’ve thought about killing myself so I can have some peace.


How does your list look?


Bill took the list home to think about it and returned the next week saying, “Maybe you should just ask me which ones I didn’t check.”


Many people who haven’t labeled their childhood experience as abusive, or who assume their childhood treatment is no longer affecting them, are surprised to find themselves checking off so many items that “the page is one big checkmark” as one of my clients put it.


They’re also relieved. Because they see, sometimes for the first time, that the common denominator in the recurring patterns in their lives—the relationships that never really gel, the joy that never comes, the sense of confidence that always eludes them—isn’t “I’m screwed up.”


It’s the abuse. And that’s true whether the mistreatment you experienced was physical, sexual or emotional, or involved physical or emotional neglect.


If you’re used to taking responsibility and blame for everything that happens, that might sound like an excuse, a rationalization. You may still wonder if what happened to you was really abuse, even when you can see its fingerprints everywhere you look. But ask yourself this question: If you had (or have) kids, would you be willing to leave them at your parents’/abuser(s)’ house? It’s likely you wouldn’t. None of my clients have ever said they would even consider it.


AN EPIDEMIC OF ABUSE: YOU’RE NOT ALONE


Child abuse plays out in secret, often under the façade of “the happy family,” and that’s one reason so many people feel isolated in their experience. But studies since the 1970s have documented an epidemic. Some of the best information we have about both the scale of the abuse and its aftermath comes from a study that began in the 1990s. Between 1995 and 1997, 17,000 members of Kaiser Permanente in Southern California completed confidential surveys that asked about their current health as well as their childhood experiences. Kaiser and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention analyzed the data, looking for relationships between what they called “adverse childhood experiences” and health and well-being in later life.


The study asked about abuse and neglect by giving people these definitions:


PHYSICAL ABUSE: “A parent, stepparent, or adult living in your home pushed, grabbed, slapped, threw something at you, or hit you so hard that you had marks or were injured.”


SEXUAL ABUSE: “An adult, relative, family friend, or stranger who was at least five years older than you ever touched or fondled your body in a sexual way, made you touch his/her body in a sexual way, attempted to have any type of sexual intercourse with you.”


EMOTIONAL ABUSE: “A parent, stepparent, or adult living in your home swore at you, insulted you, put you down, or acted in a way that made you afraid that you might be physically hurt.”


The survey’s questions on physical neglect asked if “there was someone to take care of you, protect you, and take you to the doctor if you needed it,” as well as if “you didn’t have enough to eat, your parents were too drunk or too high to take care of you, and you had to wear dirty clothes.”


The question on emotional neglect asked if “someone in your family helped you feel important or special, you felt loved, people in your family looked out for each other and felt close to each other, and your family was a source of strength and support.” When someone answered no, they were considered to be emotionally neglected.


Abuse, the study found, was staggeringly common:


• 27 percent of the women and 29.9 percent of the men had experienced physical abuse.


• 24.7 percent of the women and 16 percent of the men had experienced sexual abuse.


• 13.1 percent of the women and 7.6 percent of the men had experienced emotional abuse.


Those findings have been repeatedly supported in other surveys and studies. The CDC estimates that a quarter of the children in the US have been abused or neglected during their lives. In 2014, a government report based on reports by child protective services and other experts estimated that 702,000 children faced abuse or neglect between October 2013 and October 2014.


And what we know is that reported and suspected cases of abuse are only the tip of an enormous iceberg. Many abused kids learn to hide their pain, and they fall invisibly through the cracks.


The impact of this abuse epidemic is profound. Abuse and neglect interfere with a child’s normal brain development and impair the ability to learn and to develop social and emotional skills.


The Kaiser/CDC study also found:


• People abused in childhood are at higher risk for heart disease, high blood pressure, high cholesterol, lung disease, liver disease, obesity, and cancer.


• They’re also more likely to smoke, abuse drugs and alcohol, have psychological disorders, and attempt suicide.


Treating the underlying cause is vital. For that reason, I want to be explicit in describing the spectrum of behavior that constitutes abuse. My clients often try to talk themselves out of labeling what they experienced as abuse or neglect because it wasn’t “extreme enough.” But as you’ll see, abuse comes in many subtle varieties too.



THE FACES OF ABUSE AND NEGLECT



To give you the clearest sense of what abuse and neglect look and feel like, I’ll draw from definitions used by the American Humane Association (AHA), one of the first groups in the country to advocate for the protection of children. I’ve also pulled examples from my practice to help you see the many shapes abuse can take.


PHYSICAL ABUSE


The American Humane Association defines child physical abuse as “non-accidental trauma or physical injury caused by punching, beating, kicking, biting, burning or otherwise harming a child.”


A lot of people think, “I never had an arm broken—I couldn’t have been physically abused.” But let me assure you, bites, burns, bruises, welts, and cuts count as abuse. One of my clients told me how her mother would grab her by the hair and drag her across the room. And physical abuse doesn’t have to break the skin. Slapping, pushing, and shaking can terrorize, and seriously injure, a child.


Imagine even a small adult next to a three-year-old. The force of an adult hand alone could cause serious injury. Why does the adult need to pick up a wooden spoon or a belt or a shoe? The terror begins when the child feels the adult’s fury and fears what’s coming next.


EMOTIONAL ABUSE


The AHA defines child emotional abuse as “a pattern of behavior by parents or caregivers that can seriously interfere with a child’s cognitive, emotional, psychological, or social development.”


Under the AHA definition, children were emotionally abused if they were consistently:


• IGNORED by their caregivers (for example, not looked at, not called by name, not stimulated, encouraged, nurtured, or protected)


• REJECTED (for example, ridiculed, not touched, not taken care of, not shown affection)


• ISOLATED (cut off from normal relationships with friends, family, and adults)


• EXPLOITED OR CORRUPTED (drawn into illegal acts such as stealing, drug dealing, or prostitution)


• VERBALLY ASSAULTED (put down, shamed, made fun of, threatened)


• TERRORIZED (bullied, raised in a climate of threats and fear)


• NEGLECTED (for example, not given proper education, guidance, or health care)


Emotional abuse warps a child’s sense of self and safety. A parent calls a child stupid, a whore, a loser, a piece of shit—myriad names that have nothing to do with love, or what the child is really like. But the child believes what she’s told. She loses faith in herself, feels as though she could never do anything right. Or the parent tells the child everything she feels is wrong: “What do you mean you’re sad/hungry/scared? You don’t feel that way.” The child grows up not knowing or trusting her own emotions.
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