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    To those who have loved while carrying wounds no one could see.To those who are learning that survival is not the same as safety, and that old patterns do not have to become lifelong sentences.
To the children we once were—who adapted, endured, and did the best they could with what they had.
And to the adults we are becoming—who are learning, sometimes slowly and painfully, that healing is possible, connection can be safer, and love does not have to hurt.
May this work meet you wherever you are on your journey, and remind you that change is not only possible, but already underway.

      

    



  	
        
            
            You're not broken. 
You're responding to what broke you
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INTRODUCTION
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You're Here for a Reason

Perhaps you keep choosing the same type of partner, even though it never works out. Perhaps you push people away the moment they get close. Perhaps you lose yourself completely in relationships, or perhaps you can't seem to let anyone in at all.

Perhaps you're reading this because you're tired. Tired of the same arguments. Tired of feeling anxious, abandoned, or suffocated. Tired of wondering why you can't seem to get relationships right when everyone else makes it look so easy.

Here's what I want you to know: you're not broken.

What you're experiencing—the patterns, the triggers, the ways you protect yourself or pursue connection—these aren't character flaws. They're adaptations. They're survival strategies you developed in response to what happened to you when you were young, when you were vulnerable, when you needed safety and didn't always get it.

This book is about understanding those patterns. Not judging them. Not pathologizing them. Understanding them.

What This Book Will Do

Over the next seven chapters, we're going to explore how adverse childhood experiences—trauma, neglect, household dysfunction, toxic stress—shape the way we relate to others in adulthood. We'll look at eight distinct relationship types that emerge from these early experiences:

	The Avoidant Type – withdraws emotionally, prioritises independence

	The Anxious Type – seeks constant reassurance, fears abandonment

	The Disorganised Type – oscillates unpredictably between anxious and avoidant

	The Secure Type – balances intimacy and independence (yes, this is achievable for everyone)

	The People-Pleaser Type – prioritises others' needs, struggles with boundaries

	The Narcissistic Type – demands admiration, lacks empathy

	The Caretaker Type – assumes responsibility for others' wellbeing

	The Avenger Type – projects anger, controls through intimidation


You'll likely see yourself in one or more of these types. That's normal. Most of us aren't purely one thing—we're complex, and our patterns shift depending on context, stress levels, and who we're with.

This book will help you:

✓ Recognise which patterns you carry
✓ Understand why you developed them
✓ Identify the symptoms and impact in your current relationships
✓ Access practical, evidence-based strategies for healing
✓ Build healthier, more secure ways of relating

How to Use This Book

This isn't a book you read passively. It's interactive. Throughout each chapter, you'll find questions, reflections, and invitations to notice your own experiences. At the end, there's a comprehensive workbook section with exercises, journaling prompts, and tools you can return to again and again.

You might read it cover to cover, or you might skip straight to the chapter on your relationship type. You might work through it alone, or with a therapist, or with a trusted friend. There's no wrong way to do this.

What matters is that you're here. You've picked up this book because some part of you knows that change is possible. And it is.

A Note on Hope

Childhood trauma doesn't have to be a life sentence. The patterns you developed to survive difficult circumstances can be understood, managed, and—with time and intention—transformed.

You can learn to recognise your triggers. You can develop healthier coping strategies. You can build secure, fulfilling relationships, even if you didn't experience them growing up.

This work isn't easy. It requires honesty, self-compassion, and patience. But it's possible. Thousands of people have walked this path before you, and they've found their way to healthier, more connected lives.

You can too.

Let's begin.
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Your Story Starts Here—Understanding ACEs and Toxic Stress

Sarah's Story

Sarah is 34. She's intelligent, successful, and by all external measures, she's "got it together." But her relationships tell a different story.

Every time a partner gets close—really close—Sarah finds a reason to leave. Too clingy. Too demanding. Too much. She tells herself she values her independence, that she's just not the "relationship type." But late at night, when she's alone, she wonders why everyone else seems capable of intimacy whilst she keeps running.

What Sarah doesn't realise is that she's not running from her partners. She's running from a feeling—the same feeling she had at seven years old, watching her mum's mood swing from warm to ice-cold without warning. The same feeling she had at twelve, when her dad left and never called. The same feeling that taught her: people leave, people hurt you, don't let them get close enough to do it again.

Sarah's relationship patterns didn't start in adulthood. They started in childhood.

And if you're reading this, there's a good chance yours did too.

What Are Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs)?

Let's start with the basics. Adverse Childhood Experiences—ACEs—are stressful or traumatic events that happen during childhood, typically before the age of 18. They're experiences that overwhelm a child's ability to cope, that disrupt their sense of safety, and that fundamentally shape how they see themselves, other people, and the world.

The term "ACEs" comes from a landmark study conducted in the 1990s by the Centres for Disease Control and Kaiser Permanente. Researchers surveyed over 17,000 adults about their childhood experiences and found something remarkable: childhood adversity didn't just affect people emotionally—it affected their physical health, their mental health, their relationships, and their life outcomes decades later.

The study identified ten main categories of ACEs. As you read through them, I want you to notice—without judgement—which ones resonate with your own experience.

The 10 Categories of ACEs

1. Physical Abuse

Being hit, kicked, pushed, slapped, or physically harmed by a parent or adult in your household. This includes being injured or at risk of serious injury.

2. Sexual Abuse

Being touched sexually, forced to touch someone else sexually, or experiencing any form of sexual contact by an adult or older child. This includes non-contact abuse like exposure or being made to watch sexual acts.

3. Emotional Abuse

Being regularly insulted, humiliated, put down, or made to feel worthless or unloved. This includes threats of physical harm, being told you're stupid, ugly, or a mistake.

4. Physical Neglect

Not having your basic physical needs met—adequate food, clean clothes, medical care, supervision, or a safe place to live. This includes being left alone when you were too young to care for yourself.

5. Emotional Neglect

Not having your emotional needs met. This includes parents who were emotionally unavailable, who didn't show affection, who didn't make you feel loved, special, or important. It's the absence of emotional support.

6. Domestic Violence

Witnessing violence between adults in your household—seeing or hearing a parent being hit, kicked, threatened with a weapon, or physically harmed.

7. Parental Mental Illness

Living with a parent or household member who struggled with depression, anxiety, bipolar disorder, or another mental health condition that affected their ability to care for you consistently.

8. Parental Substance Abuse

Living with a parent or household member who misused alcohol or drugs. This includes living with the unpredictability, neglect, or chaos that often accompanies addiction.

9. Parental Incarceration

Having a parent or household member go to prison or jail during your childhood.

10. Parental Separation or Divorce

Experiencing the separation or divorce of your parents, or the loss of a parent through death or abandonment.

Pause here.

As you read through that list, what came up for you? Did certain categories feel familiar? Did you find yourself minimising your experiences—thinking, "Well, it wasn't that bad" or "Other people had it worse"?

That's normal. Many of us were taught to downplay our pain, to be grateful it wasn't worse, to "get over it." But here's the truth: your experiences matter. They shaped you. And understanding them is the first step toward healing.

Your ACE Score—An Interactive Exercise

The original ACE study used a simple scoring system. For each category of adverse experience you encountered before age 18, you receive one point. The total is your ACE score, ranging from 0 to 10.

Before we go further, I want to be clear: your ACE score is not a measure of your worth, your strength, or your capacity for healing. It's simply a tool to help you understand your experiences and their potential impact.

A higher score doesn't mean you're more damaged. A lower score doesn't mean your struggles aren't valid. Some people with high ACE scores build resilient, healthy lives. Some people with low scores struggle significantly. Context matters. Protective factors matter. Your unique biology and temperament matter.

This exercise is about awareness, not judgement.

Calculate Your ACE Score

Read each question below. If your answer is "yes," give yourself one point. If your answer is "no," give yourself zero points.

Before your 18th birthday:

	Did a parent or other adult in the household often swear at you, insult you, put you down, or humiliate you? Or act in a way that made you afraid you might be physically hurt?

	Did a parent or other adult in the household often push, grab, slap, or throw something at you? Or ever hit you so hard that you had marks or were injured?

	Did an adult or person at least 5 years older than you ever touch or fondle you or have you touch their body in a sexual way? Or try to or actually have oral, anal, or vaginal sex with you?

	Did you often feel that no one in your family loved you or thought you were important or special? Or that your family didn't look out for each other, feel close to each other, or support each other?

	Did you often feel that you didn't have enough to eat, had to wear dirty clothes, or had no one to protect you? Or that your parents were too drunk or high to take care of you or take you to the doctor if you needed it?

	Were your parents ever separated or divorced?

	Was your mother or stepmother often pushed, grabbed, slapped, or had something thrown at her? Or sometimes or often kicked, bitten, hit with a fist, or hit with something hard? Or ever repeatedly hit over at least a few minutes or threatened with a gun or knife?

	Did you live with anyone who was a problem drinker or alcoholic, or who used street drugs?

	Was a household member depressed or mentally ill, or did a household member attempt suicide?

	Did a household member go to prison?


Your ACE Score: _____

Take a moment. Write down your score if you'd like. Notice how you feel.

If your score is higher than you expected, you might feel sadness, anger, or grief. That's valid.

If your score is lower than you expected but you still struggle in relationships, you might feel confused or invalidated. That's valid too. Remember: ACEs are just one framework. They don't capture everything—bullying, community violence, racism, poverty, chronic illness, and other forms of adversity also shape us.

What matters is that you're beginning to connect the dots between your past and your present.

From Childhood Trauma to Relationship Patterns

So how do adverse childhood experiences become relationship patterns? The answer lies in something called toxic stress.

Understanding Toxic Stress

Think of your stress response system like a smoke alarm. When there's danger—a fire—the alarm goes off. Your body floods with stress hormones (cortisol, adrenaline). Your heart





























	Panic when your partner doesn't text back immediately

	Shut down emotionally when conflict arises

	Sabotage good relationships because you're waiting for the other shoe to drop

	Choose partners who recreate familiar (but unhealthy) dynamics

	Struggle to communicate your needs or set boundaries

	Feel like you're "too much" or "not enough"










	What surprised you in this chapter?

	Which ACE category resonated most strongly with you?

	How do you see toxic stress showing up in your relationships today?

	What would it mean for you to believe that change is possible?
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