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Postscript




The hardest thing for human beings to do is to know themselves and to change themselves.


—ALFRED ADLER




This book is dedicated to the brave storytellers who change hearts and lives by courageously telling the truth.





INTRODUCTION
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We are each born with an open, magnificent spirit, but life seems to trip us up somehow. For many, something happens that rewires or covers up the perfect program set inside us at birth. As if our navigational systems lose connectivity along the way, we seem unable to stay the course; we get lost, separated from the system encoded within our deepest selves, the one meant to direct us toward a life of joy and freedom.


As a therapist, I have witnessed how, as social beings, we are impacted and short-circuited by the experiences we have in our relationships. Those who come to see me, and plenty who don’t, are greatly in need of feeling loved and valued. Most come because they have been on the receiving end of betrayal, abuse, or animosity, and what they all have in common is that they have been wounded by the disdain or insensitivity of other people. I witness the damage story after story, year after year, and can’t help wondering why we go on hurting one another.


It seems strange to me that, even at this point in our evolution, we haven’t yet figured out how to stop mistreating our children or maligning and killing one another. True, we each strive to find our place and purpose in the world, sometimes using and abusing others to selfishly elevate ourselves. But we are spiritual beings, too, with the capacity and choice to plug into a Higher Power and source of goodness. Hatred, greed, and heartbreak may not yet have gone away; and even though I am sometimes tempted to say that the world is worse now than it has ever been before, it is just not true.


What is true is that we receive our information from an industry in which “no news is good news.” Through a combination of words, sound bites, and images, we are bombarded with bad news—atrocities and corruption that depict the worst of humankind. Though we’re regularly exposed to what’s dark and disturbing, the world is also constantly being enriched and brightened by generous spirits and magnanimous acts that rarely make headlines. For many of us, the hope is that as we become more aware of newsworthy injustices and brutal hierarchies, we will commit to being more civilized, more benevolent citizens of the universe we share.


But how? Many today are seeking ways to treat one another with greater care, reconnecting to the original source of compassion and inner guidance. Maybe it doesn’t have to be the way it has always been. Change is in the air; plenty of people are reattaching to a deeper sense of wisdom, moving past pain and ego and resentments, searching for a path to peace and divine love. As we grow spiritually, we are able to feel and extend love to ourselves and others and take responsibility for our actions, recognizing that love is what heals us from the inside out. And love begets love.


At best, therapy is soulful work. It not only restores troubled relationships but also returns us to the beloved, unblemished self we barely remember. It always begins with humility—pushing pride aside and reaching out for help. The people who come to therapy are often considered by those who never do as the sick or crazy ones. But, in reality, those who engage in this process are the strong and brave ones, wiser than even they realize, the seekers of truth who are willing to really know themselves.


Therapy is a journey to the true self, the place beyond defenses, wounds, and baggage. It is a place where—in a safe relationship built on empathy and understanding—the spirit of truth clarifies and transforms us with new perspectives nurtured by grace. Tenderness and honesty change those who come to therapy, and can, one person at a time, improve the planet. I’d like you to join me and see exactly how this happens.


So, for those who have been, as well as those who may never have the opportunity, I invite you behind the door and into this private realm to eavesdrop on the human struggle, get acquainted with this therapist, and experience the transformational process yourself. And I hope that by coming inside, you, too, will grow in insight and clarity, reconciled to the truth that heals and unites us all.


sad, sad stories


pull me in


to a world of secrets


and untold sin


where shadows hide


the master key


to unlock the truths


that set us free





ONE
The Beginning
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1.1 | HOW IT BEGAN


The past is but the beginning of a beginning.


—H.G. WELLS


For as long as I can remember, I have been attracted to sad stories. I am not talking about the well-crafted variety that make their way into best-selling novels or the kind that get circulated in tabloids and neighborhoods like dreadful, juicy gossip. The ones that have always fascinated me are not printed, nor spoken, but are secretly lingering all around us, trapped beneath the surface of ordinary lives in a visible ache that weighs countless people down … and draws me in.


Now, I confess, these real-life sagas have always been hard for me to ignore. They are painfully obvious—written on faces in furrowed lines etched at the corners of mouths and jaded eyes, and engraved across weary brows. And due to circumstances beyond my control, these are the very kinds of stories that show up everywhere I go—I have found them in grocery stores and on park benches, at airports and in restaurants—or, somehow, they have an uncanny way of finding me.


Buried in grimaces and somatic burdens that bend and bloat and debilitate, they dim the glow of enthusiasm under heavy layers that grow increasingly difficult for people to carry. And with a sixth sense for misfortune and the dedication of a first responder, I find that whenever one of these stories is about to surface—ready to spill from a heart that has finally broken open—I am seized by the fateful opportunity to lend a hand and lighten the load, and invited in by the bold, refreshing veracity that, frankly, I find irresistible.


For years, I’ve had an affinity, and odd relationship, with this covert world of quiet sorrow, where tears are harbored in overwrought cells and tender lymph nodes, sagging shoulders, and tired sighs. I can’t seem to stop myself from spotting those who need a listening ear or word of encouragement, and have always felt a pull—like a noble mandate—obliging me to scout for pain that is stuck, begging to be released by the medicinal simplicity of a caring listener and no-frills, utter candor.


At times, I’ve wondered if I am depressed, or just naturally curious, or whether I have a twisted compulsion, like that of a germaphobe to sanitizers and excessive hand washing. But what I’ve come to believe is that this proclivity to pluck tragedies and survivors from the depths has been a personal pilgrimage, a search for my own truth and autonomy. It’s been a way for me to heal, discover keys to transformation, and offer the curative gift of empathy that fuels a more compassionate world.


And what I realize now, as well, is that the lure of these living tales and the compelling desire to attend to them stem from my own wounds and messed-up childhood. Like the soulful connection of a cellist to a symphony or a botanist to a hybrid rose, our drives and natural inclinations—whatever they may be—are the very way in which providence links the story of who we are and where we’ve been with our individual passions and personal calling.


It makes sense that I would become a psychotherapist, where pastime and profession meet in an office with quiet music, a sofa, and an invitation for storytellers to come and share their most heartbreaking secrets, struggles, and grief. With a breathless pause and eyes moistened by a sensitivity that lingers for just a moment before being wiped away, each disclosure flows directly from a rarely opened inner sanctum, in the intimate language of a private journal entry.


With childlike transparency, these unrefined narratives melt away all of the usual fluff of pretense and soften the ego-sharp competitive edges we normally erect to defend our sensitive spots and vulnerable insecurities. And what comes alive in straightforward, unadorned detail when masks and embellishments are removed is an incredible sight and a privilege to behold: the pure, dazzling essence of a lightened, unencumbered soul.


Though it can be embarrassing for any of us to open up, and confusing even to know where to start, here—behind the door—we simply go back to the beginning. What we recall about yesterday offers invaluable information about what might be happening today and helps us to make changes for a better tomorrow. And while we all have a tendency to unconsciously deny, distort, and even lose touch with troubling memories through the years, unless we are willing to revisit our history with curiosity and an open mind, we will likely repeat it in some disconnected, unintentional, and crazy way.


Facing the truth about our life isn’t about blaming or being ungrateful; it’s about accepting the reality of our experiences and clearing away obstacles that stand in the way of our freedom—starting with an honest assessment of what happened in our childhood home and what it felt like growing up there. Awareness is the first step to setting ourselves free from our baggage and emotional wounds, and it usually involves opening a few doors or sharing a secret or two.


What I remember about the place where I grew up—that place where my intrigue and compassion for sad stories began—is stored in my mind like a blurred black-and-white video with a strong, clear soundtrack. From shadowy shades of gray comes the loud, lurid audio that makes me want to cover my ears, as I am transported back inside the home of a conscientious little girl and a mother she wanted desperately to please …



1.2 | LOOKING BACK


How we remember, and what we remember, and why we remember form the most personal map of our individuality.


—CHRISTINA BALDWIN


Mommy is screaming again, and has been screaming for a long time. I don’t like when she screams like this. Especially the curse words. I don’t want the neighbors to hear them. I am afraid that they won’t like what they hear. The words feel bad in my ears, and I think the neighbors will feel bad, too, if they hear her. And she is yelling just about as loudly as any person can ever yell. I’ve been to other kids’ houses, and their mothers have nice voices. I don’t think they yell. I’m not really sure what they do when they get mad, but I’m pretty sure they don’t use curse words. I can tell.


Nobody ever comes to play inside my house, because my mother doesn’t like messes. She gets really mad about messes, so mainly I play outside or in Beverly’s basement. Sometimes I play with dolls in my bedroom, which I clean up right when I’m finished. “In or out!” my mother shouts whenever I open the door. She likes “out” the best and clicks the lock behind me when I leave. When I get back home, I wait until she opens the door and checks my shoes. Then I head to the sink, wash my hands, and go straight to my room.


This was one of those rainy, inside, doll days when I had to come back home. I am not exactly sure what I did wrong. I get in trouble a lot. She just shows up at my bedroom door with wild eyes and starts calling me names with lots of curses strung together in a row. I wish she didn’t use the f-word or the c-word. And I don’t like it when she uses God’s name in vain. She usually puts God’s name and “damn” together in front of everything when she’s yelling.


I wish she wouldn’t call me worthless and filthy and good for nothing and a pain in the ass all in one big, long sentence. It makes me want to cry or disappear. Sometimes I hide in my closet, hoping that she’ll wonder where I am. But mostly I just get tired of waiting for her to come and find me. My dad says she can’t really help herself and she doesn’t really mean any of it. Still, I wish she wouldn’t say any of those words ever again.


Once, when she was doing a really long yell, I tried to sneak out. But it didn’t work. She got even madder and louder and chased me until she could grab my ponytail and pull me back inside. Then she screamed in my face for so long that she got bright red and sweaty. Spit came out of her mouth. Blue veins stuck out of her neck so far that I was afraid they would pop and she would die right then and there. I never, ever tried to escape again.


Usually when my mother starts screaming in my bedroom, her face gets all wrinkled up and she points at me. She says I did something that made her mad, really mad…. “YOU sit in this room until your father gets home. YOU better not make any noise or mess.” She says all of it at the top of her voice, with curses in between the words. Sometimes she smacks at me, but it never really hurts that bad. “And YOU better not bother me.” Then she goes down the hallway to the kitchen, ranting and cursing the whole way.


I listen as she opens the cupboard and gets a glass. That’s when I make my move, like Bambi, darting into other rooms, dodging danger and silently lowering windows that are open. By the time my mother pours herself a drink, I have made it back to safety and she is on her way, getting closer for another round of yelling. After a while, she gets all shouted out, then reads the newspaper or takes a nap. Funny, she never seems to notice how the windows magically close themselves.


No one knows about my secret mission to keep those dirty words trapped in my house, away from the neighbors. But maybe, because of my good deed, they will never have to hear them for themselves. They will think we have been inside, playing jacks or sipping tea, with nice voices. My mother reminds me often, “Sticks and stones will break your bones, but names will never hurt you.” For some strange reason, those mean words do hurt, and I feel sad. I want to cry when I hear them, but I don’t. And I do not want anyone else to hear them, either.


My mother always tells me that I am just a big baby, a jackass, and too damn sensitive for my own good. She’s probably right. But sometimes, even when I cover my ears, get under the covers, or hide in the closet, those words grab onto me like Scotch tape stuck on tight. Then I have to peel and scrub and tug the words away one by one, but they are never all gone. Usually, bits of glue hold on like shadows of the words and won’t let go. They seem to cling to me, like dirt that won’t wash off.


Someday, I will do my best deed. I will find a way to capture those words and lock them in a box forever. And maybe, if I’m really good, my mom won’t say them anymore. Then they will never be loose to stick on skin, or float in air, or fly out of windows.



1.3 | A THERAPIST IS BORN


Home is where one starts from.


—T.S. ELIOT


Like all children, I wanted the world to be a better place and had young ideas about how to make it so. Simplistic and childishly egocentric, I mistakenly thought it was my responsibility to spare people from painful experiences. Growing up in a home where I was often dismayed, I became sensitive to the world of suffering, where I watched and resolved, with the young mind of a determined superhero, to liberate others trapped in the clutches of despair.


I may have been confused, or maybe I was hoping to exhume a solution to unlock my own autonomy, but, like many children, good codependents, and fellow therapists, I wanted to fix and save other people by helping them find the freedom that I longed to have myself. Through the years, I have been completely smitten with the ache mirrored in others, familiar to me and essential to the renovating process of transformation.


But what continues to draw me into this world of sad stories, even today, is the unadulterated sincerity that comes with the telling: the willingness and courage to pull back the conventional drapes that shroud our secrets and keep them, and us, hidden from the world. There is something about opening these darkened rooms, drawing in fresh air, and cleaning stagnant, murky spaces with the unfettered breeze of pure honesty that mitigates pain, sets us on a course of healing, and changes us from the inside out.


Without instructions or a map to chart our private journeys, stories become a vital source of information and a new way of life. They shine a light that can point us in the right direction or warn us to turn back and take a different path. They show us the world from angles and experiences beyond our own, taking us inside other children’s homes and adult predicaments. They mentor and guide us through dark stretches and new paradigms. Told by everyday heroes, stories have the power to cheer us on with inspiration that propels us toward higher ground and grander views.


Each of us has a story that began years ago in the place we called home. It was there that we watched, listened, and learned. As social beings, we all need love and nurturing—a sustaining connection with our own kind—just to survive. Our character, and our entire orientation to life, develops within a human family, within the society in which we are raised.


Unlike other animals, nature did not equip us to live without the cooperation and support of others within our species. Human infants are completely defenseless and entirely dependent on the dedicated care and guidance of someone else—for years! As children, we had no way to provide for ourselves, no resources to raise ourselves alone. By design, we attached to our human guardians for our very existence, and much more.


Naively, we relied on those guardians to show us our worth, the ways of the world, and how best to live. We studied them. We asked questions, got answers, and, in the earliest of our relationships, assumed that what was being taught—or caught—was the absolute truth. With little awareness, my decision to become a psychotherapist was made a long time ago, by a young girl hungry to bring some good out of a confusing reality. In an attempt to be set free from damning words and memories, she and I formed an alliance to search for fellow strugglers and unlock their stories.


Together, we would find keys to release us from the debilitating patterns that began in childhood and followed, with ruthless determination, into our adult lives. After twenty years as a therapist, with hundreds of stories behind the door, I know that what is said and done to us as children can cause internal damage that lingers and is not easily repaired. But within an honest, empathic relationship, we can unlock denial, clarify distortions, and be set loose to enjoy the glorious freedom that is our birthright.



1.4 | A PLACE CALLED HOME


A home is not a mere transient shelter; its essence lies in the personalities of the people who live in it.


—H.L. MENCKEN


While our stories technically start on the day of our arrival in the world, there is a backstory developing before we are ever conceived—one that gets woven into our fiber as mysteriously and intricately as strands of DNA. The slate that is supposed to be clean at the time of our birth is actually filled with an assortment of hopes and shattered dreams, family secrets and expectations.


Upon delivery, we entered smack dab into the middle of a story that would influence our growth and worldview yet likely never be mentioned or examined. Every family has its own background, traditions, and rules. As children, we didn’t question our environment. We adapted. The ecosystem in which we developed may have been arid, lush, or nearly intolerable; regardless, its flora and fauna were the familiar territory we knew simply as home.


The landscape we saw around us every day was our reality; its climate, rules, and messages were the truths we accepted and got used to. Left unexamined, the conditions of our upbringing remain the familial facts that continue to inform us about what is true and how we should live. The greater the sense of restriction and lack of open communication within our family back then, the more resistance arises when we attempt to revisit and objectively evaluate it later, even after many years have passed.


There are certain directives found in these restrictive homes, imperatives that inhibited the individual growth of those who lived there. From rules that were never discussed came powerful, unwritten principles that governed the family system without question and that continue on in legacies through the ages, unless we intentionally bring them to light, inspect and amend them.


In these dysfunctional systems, childish mistakes and self-expression are equated with willful disobedience. There is a mistaken notion that children become spoiled or overly confident if they are allowed too much freedom. So, rather than using discipline to teach cooperation and contribution, parents focus on maintaining power and control, using punishment and humiliation to demean a child until he or she feels bad, and, eventually, becomes confused about what is true.


Years ago, parenting education and resources were not prevalent; parents simply repeated what they experienced, even if it was hurtful. It’s no wonder that, without a new model or honest evaluation, unhealthy family practices live on in rules and messages inside grown children who continue passing them along. The imperatives from these old systems are about constraining who you are and are infused with a contaminating shame that impedes individual development and brings people to therapy for release.



1.5 | DYSFUNCTIONAL ORIGINS


Over and over, we have to go back to the beginning. We should not be ashamed of this. It is good. It’s like drinking water.


—NATALIE GOLDBERG


Many of us come from homes in which it was difficult for the family to function properly. A dysfunctional system is one that is unable to provide a healthy, safe environment in which a child can develop. Though no family is perfect, an impaired family system results when there is a parental deficit involving alcohol or drug use; mental or physical illness; or a self-absorbed immaturity that leads to physical or sexual abuse, emotional mayhem, dogmatic intolerance, abandonment, or neglect.


One thing all dysfunctional families have in common is an implicit set of rules that thwarts emotional growth and ultimately damages the self-worth of those who live by them. These unspoken decrees, infused with guilt and shame, discourage open, honest communication. Squelching feelings and needs is the hallmark of such impaired systems, in which appearances and denial become more important than being real, and maintaining control supersedes the expansion of its members.


In a dysfunctional home, talking about what goes on is taboo. Imperfection or vulnerability threatens to expose internal issues and secrets, and so, in time, the less-than-perfect true self hides itself away. When simple necessities are treated like reprehensible burdens to the system, and innocent mistakes or limitations are handled like willful defiance, the line between unacceptable behavior and being unacceptable becomes shamefully distorted.


From the guiding principles of childhood, we learn how to act, think, and feel. Unless we become aware of restrictive rules and messages that may have taken root years ago, they will usher us into adulthood and will continue informing us about how to behave and relate with others.


In 1986, Melody Beattie popularized the term code-pendency when her modern classic Codependent No More sold over eight million copies and educated the world about the concept. From her own experience and insights, she clarified how impaired systems undermine our sense of worth, contributing to codependency and other compulsive behaviors. She has written more than a dozen books, workbooks, and daily meditations, guiding millions to reevaluate and let go of the need to focus on opinions and actions of other people for our self-esteem. In Beyond Codependency, Beattie identifies the rules and messages at the core of crazy, dysfunctional systems:


People don’t make these [dysfunctional] rules. Addictions, secrets, and other crazy systems make these rules to protect the addictions and secrets and keep the crazy systems in place. But people follow these rules. And people mindlessly pass them on from generation to generation. The rules are the guardians and protectors of the system—the crazy system.



TEN COMMON RULES OF A DYSFUNCTIONAL FAMILY



1. Don’t feel or openly express feelings.


2. Don’t think or make decisions on your own—you don’t know what’s best.


3. Don’t be who you are—be good, strong, and perfect.


4. Don’t take care of yourself—it’s selfish.


5. Don’t ever make someone else angry or hurt their feelings.


6. Don’t have fun, be silly, or enjoy life—it is unnecessary.


7. Don’t trust—yourself, God, people, or life.


8. Don’t be direct, honest, or open—guess or let others talk for you.


9. Don’t get close to people—it isn’t safe.


10. Don’t grow, change, or rock the boat—it will disrupt the system.


What comes from these dysfunctional rules and crazy systems are messages that get deposited and carried inside our heads. Though they were never spoken aloud, and though they were originally formulated within the mind of a receptive child, their destructive dogma continues coloring the way we live and feel today with commanding words that are difficult to silence.



COMMON DESTRUCTIVE MESSAGES



* It’s not okay for me to feel.


* It’s not okay for me to have needs or problems.


* It’s not okay for me to have fun or be spontaneous.


* I’m not lovable.


* I’m not good enough.


* I don’t deserve good things.


* I’ll never succeed.


* If people feel bad or disappointed or act crazy, it’s my fault.


The imperatives from our early years are carried in our thoughts and beliefs, out of awareness. Though we do not hear the messages in actual words, we accept them with the same mesmerizing authority of hypnotic suggestions that enlist agreement and drive our behavior. An honest look at the system of personalities and convictions in which we were planted is where psycho-clarity and healing start—at the beginning of our stories.



1.6 | FAYE’S STORY


It’s the awareness … of how you are stuck that makes you recover.


—FRITZ PERLS


Faye has come to see me because she is suffering from anxiety and depression. She has no appetite, inconclusive test results, and a stomach that has been rebelling since childhood. Though she has been to several doctors and is taking antidepressants, she is getting little relief.


Tall and lanky, with magnificent, wavy auburn hair, Faye is wearing a black tailored suit, impressive gold jewelry, and a dusting of freckles across the bridge of her nose, remnants from the little girl she once was. On the outside, she looks impeccable, like the successful attorney she is hoping to become.


She positions herself gracefully at the arm of the couch, closest to the end table and box of tissues. And then, after the usual pleasantries and protocols, she welcomes me into the desolate place where rejected and motherless children live.


“Some days are so bad that I can’t get out of bed,” she tells me. With a heavy sigh and sense of urgency, Faye traces her symptoms back to a time when they sprang to life and took hold. “I don’t really remember the actual day my mother left,” she continues. But what she does recall is dark and obscure: the sense of having been a nuisance, alone and unwanted, and loud, unsettling threats about leaving. And how, one day, it really happened. Her mother bought a bus ticket to somewhere out there and disappeared.


Today, thirty-two years later, Faye still has no idea of her mother’s whereabouts. “My dad and I never saw or heard from her ever again.” In a flash, this eloquent law student becomes two years old, as years of abandonment trickle over those steadfast freckles. The memories and emotions of a frightened toddler lie just beneath the skin of this beautiful young woman, making their way back to the surface.


Her teenage dad was more interested in partying than in caring for a two-year-old in need of a mother, and no one else in the family wanted to be bothered, so Family Services found her a home with a foster family. Papers were signed, and when Faye was just three years old, she was sent out into the world, like Mom, to find a new life away from all that was familiar.


Faye has no recollection of the move, but what she does remember is the yelling, sleeping on couches in cheap motels, and sobbing deep into her pillow at night. She remembers put-downs and punishments, and the ache in her belly when she determined that she was a nuisance, alone, and unlovable. She remembers the repulsive sexual advances, the molestations, and a desperate urge to get away.


Sitting in the room as she describes her abuse, I feel my stomach twist and turn, and I want to get away, too. Somehow, I am here to catch her pain and offer hope, but now I am feeling anxious and sad. What I really want to do as I watch her sob is to cry along, to tell her that life sucks, that she got a raw deal. I want to let her know that she deserved so much more.


Welling up, as I frequently do in the face of tragedy, I am triggered by grief, overly focused on her sorrow. I feel depressed and angry. Inadequate. I want to scream in protest, fix all the world’s injustices. As that empathic lump for helpless children and our grown-up selves grows in my throat, I pause long enough to pull myself together, silently pray, and remember why I am here. And then I quietly surrender.


I have lost myself in another story—in the unfairness of it all, and in the familiar depths of despair trapped inside another casualty. It is beyond me to cure Faye or to take away her anguish. But what I can do, as a still inner voice gently reminds me, is to be a believer in the human capacity to be restored and transformed, to rely on the source of healing to provide hope that transcends understanding. So, with a cleansing breath and renewed assurance, I return once more to the present, to trust the process of renovation, to be available, and to listen.


When Faye turned eighteen, she disappeared from her foster family and never looked back. Like her mother, she created a new life for herself and eliminated her history. By nineteen, she was planning an expensive wedding and dream life with her Prince Charming, Alex, a life that would crumble amid doubts, familiar reprimands, and feelings of not being loved enough, or at all.


With unstable adults as her teachers, she confesses, “It was hard to know about love,” and so, eventually, she found her way out of the confusion. She packed up a few belongings, bought a bus ticket, and left her husband, exactly as her mother had taught her to do years earlier. “I didn’t even leave a note.”


Like Faye, we all tend to reconstruct some version of what was demonstrated for us. Stories told in therapy are sometimes uncanny replays of something witnessed in childhood. It doesn’t always make common sense, but, strangely, it can make perfect sense to us. As if there is a program running in our heads, we reenact what we saw and experienced, a model that we emulate in our relationships.


Sometimes we repeat, and sometimes we avoid or even do the complete opposite of what we observed as children. But on some level, we react to our earliest archetypes in behaviors that get played out in our most intimate connections. We do it because it is our reality through and through, because it’s what we have lived and learned, and what we know how to do for sure.



1.7 | CRAZY’S WOUNDS


If home doesn’t make sense, nothing does.


—HENRIETTA RIPPERGER


Many of us, like Faye, did not have a positive role model growing up. I knew I didn’t want to act like the one I had, so I studied other people, imitating their personas and trying to fill my head with new messages, but I couldn’t rid myself of my mother’s words. I had a difficult time keeping them out of my mind and off my skin. For years, I was irritated by the cling of their old sticky adhesive, reminding me that no matter what I did, deep down I was a disappointment, a “bad girl,” and a “jackass.”


I couldn’t seem to shut down the program that evaluated my worth by scanning the reactions of those I strove to please. I didn’t want to be so tuned in, so dependent, but maybe it was true—maybe I was just “too damned sensitive.” Through the years, I told myself that my mother was just being harsh in her assessment, or that maybe other people were just too damned callous. But lately, with her words still ringing in my ears, I have been rethinking all of this.


We all need boundaries to shield our innocence and protect sacred spaces, but, like many raised in abusive environments, I am not sure I ever had the opportunity to erect them. As a child, I wasn’t allowed to say no, was never encouraged to have an opinion. It didn’t matter what I felt or wanted. I wasn’t permitted to close a door or help myself to food when I was hungry. Messes were out of the question. I was a nuisance, plain and simple—a lot of work—and I was reminded of that fact regularly. And I bruised easily.


As if my skin lacked protective padding or had been peeled away altogether, I walked around feeling raw, vulnerable to every breeze or salty tear. My mother may have known something that I did not (bullies do seem to have a sixth sense for defenseless victims and the tenderhearted); it is dangerous to be overly sensitive, porous, in a world in which equity gets exploited by those who prefer to dominate and turn relationships into self-serving hierarchies. Perhaps she was just trying to toughen me up.


As a child, I tried my hardest to have no needs, no desires, no voice. And though I felt bumped and prodded, beaten up by statements and sorrows that I didn’t know how to erase or avoid, I was called a “selfish brat” if I tried to speak up, protect myself, or have any self at all. There was no point in dodging bullets, trying to escape, or attempting to defend myself. The only armor I may have had was stripped away early on, and, like a prisoner of war, I became an expert at complying, tolerating attacks, and enduring their sting.


I grew to be a talented perfectionist, demonstrating my value with impressive accomplishments. I finished college with honors, became a dedicated wife and schoolteacher—but tacky remnants from childhood had bonded onto me like cumbersome cement, weighing me down with a dread I couldn’t shake. Without warning, the past would spill into the present, and I would be reminded in a flash that I was “worthless,” “good for nothing,” and “a waste of time.” No matter how hard I tried, fear of failure loomed around every corner along with a lurking anxiety that the terrible truth would be exposed.


I often felt like a child in grown-up clothes, acting the role of a successful, confident adult. As though I were an actress in a play, I created a woman on the outside but could not figure out how to grow myself up on the inside. Commanding voices joined with the disapproving voice of my mother in a chorus of disparaging words that often intimidated me and turned me into an obliging five-year-old scrambling to find a solution or make someone happy. Though no longer confined to my room, I struggled to be free from the mind and memories of the little girl I held inside.


Any hint of criticism or anger suggested that condemning eyes were scrutinizing my every move. So I kept a cautious lookout for signs of contempt, with a tender ego that found opportunities to compare and lift me to a flawless place of merit. Conflict scared me, so I eagerly set about making things right, often adding insult to injury as I scrubbed away simple mistakes, defended my intentions, or picked at misunderstandings that needed time to heal on their own.


Funny, but the words of my mother never ceased to astound me. Her criticism entered without a buffer, and I seemed unable to completely discount or deflect her hurtful remarks. Strange as it seems, I never got used to their sting. As an adult, I eventually realized that the attacks weren’t about me, that my mother was unstable. But when I was a child, it felt more like I was unlovable or unable to ever get it right. And even as a grown-up, whenever I suffered from a crisis of confidence or faced a new challenge, I could, in a moment, become the self-conscious child I had carried with me into adulthood.


Of course, I had no way of knowing at the time that I, like many who come to therapy, was dealing with a bona fide crazymaker, someone impossible to please who was detrimental to healthy development. So, no matter how hard I tried, I had little influence over an authority with weapons used regularly to drain, bludgeon, or manipulate anyone who got a little too close.


And little did I know that my personal healing from the bruises of a dysfunctional crazymaker would take a lifetime of research, a degree in psychology, and hundreds of courageous people—mentors, clients, friends, and colleagues—willing to share their transformational journeys with me.



1.8 | THE CRAZYMAKERS


Remember that crazy-makers stir up trouble and turmoil wherever they go.


—DR. DAVID HAWKINS


Crazymakers are emotional manipulators. They come in various packages, but the bottom line is, they demand their own way and use every opportunity to get it. They insist on running the show, and, like it or not, you don’t get a vote. Emotional manipulation can be distastefully aggressive or sweetly wrapped in a coating of sugar and tears. Some crazymakers victimize with power and punishment, while others use the victim stance and guilt, acting helpless and needy to get exactly what they want. Emotional manipulators will use and abuse with little concern for how their self-absorption impacts others.


Unbalanced adults, crazymakers manipulate and hurt others through their choices and actions. They are insecure, usually wounded children themselves. They push their agenda and invade boundaries, even when those boundaries are meant to protect the fragile outer edge of a tiny, developing child. Everyone is a potential target to a crazy-maker. They are somehow entitled, and you are there to fulfill their wishes and be in their service. No one is immune.


The wants and demands of a crazymaker always come first. They are voraciously needy and will engulf, use, or abandon anyone to get their way. They are attempting to save themselves with compulsions linked to words that describe irrational, hurtful behaviors guaranteed to leave casualties—terms like alcoholism, drug addiction, narcissism, mental illness, and abuse. Though clients come to therapy for a variety of reasons, I have found that the majority of my clients have been significantly impacted by the actions and energies of a crazymaker: a parent, relative, sibling, partner, or close friend of the family.


Living with a manipulative crazymaker and their destructive fallout is beyond confusing, especially to a child. At times they may be loving and kind, even playful. At other times, however, they are exceedingly egocentric and crazy, exhibiting thought disorders and troubling behaviors. They are the ringleaders of dysfunctional family systems, and—intentionally or not—crazymakers inflict damage on the children who are in their care. Sadly, the injuries suffered in childhood do not necessarily heal and go away.


Internalized messages from crazymakers get under our skin and stubbornly follow us into adulthood. Unless we are willing to examine and remove the splinters left behind from their acerbic sticks and stones, we are prone to bouts of psychic infection, accepting abuse from others or from our own distorted minds. Wounds inflicted on crazymakers’ children require treatment. Mine certainly did.


Obviously, damaging words and hurtful behaviors cannot simply be locked in a box or wished away by a hopeful child. The stories that they write can be covered up and may even seem forgotten for a time, but—like shameful secrets or dirty fragments trapped beneath a healthy surface—painful memories often fester for years, contaminating the minds and bodies of those who have sealed them inside.


While “crazymaker” is not a clinical diagnosis, being in connection with one is sure to create anxiety or other neuroses. Dealing with a crazymaker demands a symbiotic obsession with another person, a loss of self, and a process of growing steadily accustomed to guilt, chaos, abuse, or hostility. Scanning for signs of emotional upset and walking on eggshells become customary in homes where a crazymaker resides. Frequent mood changes and explosive outbursts provide a tumultuous, unpredictable roller coaster of drama and adrenaline—a wild ride that begins to feel “normal” and even strangely exhilarating.


Beneath the skin of a crazymaker are anguish and a lack of inner strength. Due to their chronic feelings of emptiness, fear of abandonment, and impulsivity, they create unstable, intense relationships in which control is the core issue. According to Julia Cameron, the iconic queen of creativity and author of The Artist’s Way, crazymakers are especially destructive to anyone attempting to cultivate a sense of identity and their own creative gifts.


Plain and simple, being the child, sibling, or partner of a crazymaker stifles individual development and self-worth. Crazymakers insist on being the center of attention, controlling and influencing others with little regard for anyone else’s opinion or well-being. In power plays that exploit and create confusion, they engage in behaviors that get them exactly what they want.


According to Cameron, “Crazymakers like drama. If they can swing it, they are the star. Everyone around them functions as supporting cast, picking up their cues, their entrances and exits …” With the precision of a journalist, and artistry of a playwright, Cameron details how crazy-makers:


* break deals and destroy schedules


* expect special treatment


* discount your reality


* spend your time and money


* triangulate those they deal with


* are expert blamers


* create dramas—but seldom where they belong


* hate schedules—except their own


* hate order and thrive in chaos


* deny that they are crazymakers


Not only is life with a crazymaker sure to inhibit creative development, it also impacts our ability to value and protect ourselves. We spend our time striving to please—looking for ways to be helpful, to feel significant and earn approval. We learn to seek our worth from others who usurp our vitality or invade our boundaries, but we don’t mind; we don’t even seem to notice. Destructive relationships that are sacrificial feel acceptable to us because the alarm system meant to safeguard us, to divert us from exploitation, has been damaged and is in need of repair.
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