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Introduction


For Lord’s sake, here we go again. You had a miserable childhood. Your father was overbearing and your mother ignored you. What else is new? Chelsea, you have a great big chip on your shoulder, which is very unattractive. You stay away for years at a time. You never come home unless I beg you to and then when you do, all you can do is be disagreeable about the past. What is the point? Don’t you think that everyone looks back on their childhood with a certain amount of bitterness and regret about something? It doesn’t have to ruin your life, darling. You’re a big girl now. Aren’t you tired of it all? Bore, bore, bore. Life marches on, Chelsea, I suggest you get on with it.

—Ethel (Katharine Hepburn) speaking to her

adult daughter, Chelsea (Jane Fonda),

in the movie version of On Golden Pond






“Too many people blame their disappointments with their lives on their parents and the childhood they had. Please, that was ages ago. Let it go and move on,” writes one of my listeners.

Sounds obvious. So why isn’t it that simple? In January 2005, an eBay vendor was selling “Instant Happy Childhood Memories Breathspray.” The description: “Instant Happy Childhood Memories Breathspray in Wintergreen Flavor will be a sure hit with its recipient. For the loved (or not so loved) one in your life who moans and complains about childhood and why his or her failings in life are mom’s fault, dad’s fault, your fault, or the dog’s fault, this breath spray will help give them a new perspective on life.” The back of the package reads: “Enjoy a sense of innocence, security and absolute well-being as you instantly remember fine family vacations, backyard playtime, and loving day-to-day activities at home with both a Mom and a Dad.”

While this product was promoted as a “gag gift,” I wonder how many people ordered it for themselves, or someone else, anyway…hoping.

While there has been a whole cottage industry dedicated to those who believe and identify themselves as injured or handicapped by their childhoods—commonly known as victim, survivor, adult child of, or those with low self-esteem, or from a dysfunctional family—I believe that many people don’t even realize that their childhood history has impacted their adult thought and behavioral patterns in unproductive ways. They don’t realize that some of their less pleasant or destructive adult emotional reactions are reflexive responses forged by their unfortunate childhood challenges. They don’t realize that much of their adult life has been dedicated to repeating ugly childhood dynamics in an attempt to repair deep childhood hurts and longings. They’re reduced to believing that neither they nor life matters much anyway, not understanding that they have the power and the choice to make a good life.

One of the most significant reasons why many people, especially those who identify themselves as victims of something or someone in their childhood, find it difficult to figure out a solution for an immediate dilemma is that they don’t appreciate the specific effect of their early lives on their current style of thinking and feeling. For example, when callers tell me of a problem they often begin by saying, “I don’t know why, but…,” which is an immediate tip-off that they are operating on two planes simultaneously: the past and the present. The emotional pull of the past, while often seemingly invisible to the person feeling confused and conflicted, is more powerful than the logic of the moment.

A quick and powerful example of this phenomenon is demonstrated in the following call I took from a young man, Chris, who was struggling with whether or not to “risk” having children.



CHRIS: I’m twenty-five years old and in May I will be successfully married for eight years. I don’t have any kids at present and my wife and I are getting to the point of thinking about having children. My concern is, for some reason or another, and I don’t know why—there is no history of it in my family—but in the back of my head I get real nervous and paranoid about my wife getting pregnant and giving birth to children with the risk of possible mental retardation or birth defects, to the point that it really puts me off about having children at all.

DR. LAURA: So, Chris, where did you learn you had to be perfect?

CHRIS:…(long silence)…Well, I, I haven’t learned I have to be perfect.

DR. LAURA: Yeah, you have. So where did you learn it?

CHRIS:…(another long silence)…Well, I feel that…

DR. LAURA: I want you to answer my question. I didn’t ask you about your feelings. Where did you learn you have to be perfect?

CHRIS: Maybe just from growing up. I have to do everything correctly, or perfect, as you call it. I try to do everything to the best of my ability in everything I do.

DR. LAURA: There is a difference between having a sense of responsibility to put your best effort out, and having no value unless you’re perfect. You are more in the latter category. And because of that, you’re afraid that through your children something imperfect will happen, and then you will no longer be worthy anymore.

CHRIS:…(quietly)…Yes.

DR. LAURA: And frankly, my dear, if your children had special needs and you rose to the occasion, it would prove you most worthy. Think about that.



Here is Chris, a twenty-five-year-old man, married for eight years, unaware that the demands on him from his childhood to be perfect were contaminating his adult decisions about making a family.

If he were only living in the present, Chris’s logic would determine that medically there was little elevated risk of his children having a problem considering the age, health, and family history of Chris and his wife. Also, tragic results are not typically foremost on a young adult’s mind when he or she thinks of having a family; time crunches, no sleep, and finances are. But because of the pull for perfection from his childhood, Chris’s emotions are churning, “for reasons he doesn’t understand,” over the reality that creating perfectly healthy and competent children is largely out of his control, putting him at risk of failing in his parents’ eyes. And this would be true even if both his parents were deceased! That feeling of failure, being inadequate and disappointing to a parent, outlives even that parent.

While people may be quite aware of their early life challenges, they still may be seriously unaware of how their choices in people, environments, decisions, behaviors, and attitudes are connected to those experiences, and how those choices are the major factor in their current predicaments and unhappiness.

An unfortunate example of this lack of awareness, and almost lemminglike drive to go over a cliff, is demonstrated by Janeen’s call to my radio program. Janeen is a woman in her late twenties, married, with two very young children. She called, crying, to tell me that she just didn’t know what to do about the fact that her brother killed himself in her home where her children would be first to find him. I asked her if she had any notion as to his motive. She said she didn’t really know, other than that she had brought him into her home to live, but things were going badly, and just the night before his suicide, she had asked him to leave.

I pointed out the hostility of his act, and asked her if he had always “been a difficult problem,” and she answered affirmatively. When I asked her why she would put her husband and children through those problems by bringing a seriously troubled brother into their home, she literally had no answer. No matter how much I pushed and prodded, she had no answer. We struggled together for several minutes when I finally suggested that she talk to her husband, who had not been happy about bringing her brother into their home, to try to have some understanding about what drove her to attempt to rescue and fix him.

We made an agreement that we would talk the next day.

Janeen called right on time and sounded like a different woman. I repeated the question, “Why would you bring these problems with your brother into your home?” She had the answer, and said she had to be really honest with herself, instead of soaking in denial.


“My brother blamed me for everything. And I decided to own it. I was filled with guilt and I tried to fix the problem,” she admitted.

“Well, Janeen, your rational mind should know that you couldn’t possibly be responsible for all your brother’s problems and pains, right?”

“Actually, I guess I thought I was responsible. I helped raise him. My mother was divorced and always at work. I was the one to raise him.”

“So you think because he was messing up his life that this was your fault?”

“Yes.”

“Janeen, if your brother was ‘messed up,’ let’s look at the larger truth. Your father was absent and your mother was busy. He didn’t have a parent. You did the best you could, but you were a kid. Kids can’t really raise kids. Why do you think he didn’t commit suicide at your mother’s house? I guess he was protecting what little he had with her or he was in massive denial. I think you’ve been in denial also—taking all this responsibility on yourself. No wonder you brought him into your home; it’s how you tried to fix the ‘bad mothering’ you think you did. But that was the past you both shared. You both suffered from the loss of Mommy and Daddy. You denied your childhood angst by burying yourself in your brother and his issues. Your brother denied his childhood angst by blaming you—which fed into your denial…and so it went, around and around.”

“I agree one hundred percent.”

Until I had challenged her decision to bring her brother into her home during our first conversation, she was like a “mis”guided missile—blindly trying to make up to her brother what she identified as her “bad mothering” of him, when in fact neither one of them wanted to confront the fact that they both were virtually abandoned by both parents. However, Janeen had made better life choices, was educated, married, and a mother. Her brother, jealous, resented all she had, and wanted to hurt his “surrogate mother.” Sick. Sad.

After our second talk, Janeen felt freer of that consuming, irrational guilt that made her put her own family second to an attempt to resolve the emotional devastation of her birth family.

Actually, I have often been surprised when, after I draw a connection between their early family dynamics and their current attitudes or decisions, a caller—ostensibly fully aware of his or her own history, and even after years and years of psychotherapy—will say, “Ah-ha! I never thought of that. I never saw it that way.”

It is one thing to know that since you were terrorized by a nasty dog when you were eight years old you now fear dogs; it is another thing altogether to realize that since you witnessed your father terrorizing your meek mother you now take the role of your father simply to avoid being a victim like your mother—as though predator or prey were the only viable alternatives. The former situation shows good sense in cautionary behavior around growling dogs. The latter situation shows that as an adult, you are viewing all human interactions only through the myopic lens of your early childhood family life.

Early coping and defensive strategies often become habits, and habits are behaviors that are reflexive, repetitive, and without much conscious thought. People generally do not recognize that their current behaviors were perhaps suited to their childhood circumstances, but not their immediate situations or relationships. That’s why these behaviors and ways of thinking and interpreting events and others’ intentions are usually “off,” not constructive, and annoying to others.

Many of my callers give evidence of this dynamic. A typical example is the reasonable reaction of not trusting a parent who made promises that were never realized. Coping mechanisms range from being clingy to finding reasons to keep a safe emotional distance. When in adulthood this once-betrayed individual is constantly testing, confronting, and/or accusing everyone who tries to get close as though they were untrustworthy, without any evidence to support that claim, clearly this person is generalizing from the disappointing parent to all potential intimates—ultimately avoiding closeness for fear of hurt.

Then there are those who quite consciously choose to live with a scarlet “V” for victim on their chests. These folks are so scared of the risks involved in change that they hold onto suffering. That suffering also offers “secondary gains.” Secondary gains are psychological and interpersonal “perks.” These perks mostly revolve around protecting themselves by controlling others through demanding concessions because of their hurt or fears, or “discomforts.”

With this victim identity in mind, Kenneth, one of my listeners, wrote to me in response to a call he heard in which a woman was holding onto her past so dearly that she was missing the beauty of the possibilities of each new day: “Surely your skills as a therapist include familiarity with that ‘warm bag of poop’ so many of us carry around with us. Imagining a real bag of offal makes it clear that a rational person would simply discard or bury the bag. But we humans often insist on keeping that bag with us. From time to time we dip our hand into the bag and stir it up. Yes, it stinks and yes it is offensive, but it’s OUR bag of poop and we’re familiar with how it smells, how it feels, and we are comforted by that warm feeling of familiarity we often get from it. If we let it go, bury it, or dispose of it, what do we have left that defines us? I guess we’ll have to create a new ‘us’ if we don’t have that stinky bag of poop to define us.”

I want to make it clear that nobody enjoys being in emotional pain. They are not, as is often heard in the vernacular, “getting off on it.” No way. It is all about fear and an inward self-focus that developed out of a need to protect oneself and survive one’s childhood. Unfortunately, much of the popular therapeutic view and pop psych mentality has functioned to keep people in self-pitying, victim mode mentality, robbing them of optimism, confidence, hope, growth, and change.

Gail, one of my listeners, wrote about falling into this trap: “In my case, it had never occurred to me to think of myself as a casualty of my bad childhood until I was acknowledged as such by another person. This gave me permission to revel in my victimhood and discuss it seemingly evermore with all who would commiserate. It was never hard to find willing participants, as there were many who were eager to find fault with their parents.

“The turning point for me came when I listened to an answering machine tape of my sister and myself discussing our parents and how they were to blame for our unhappy lives. I was embarrassed as I heard myself holding them responsible for ALL of my misery, and I hadn’t been under their roof in over ten years!

“At this point I, figuratively speaking, ‘pulled a Moses.’ I isolated myself for several months from anyone who would allow me to perpetuate that wrong thinking. I surrendered myself to the acceptance of my own responsibility for the conditions of my present life. Ultimately, I discovered that there is power in surrender—as my life improved, so did my relationship with my parents.”

A “poor me” mentality is understandable. It is terrible to have been hurt, tortured, molested, abandoned, ignored, threatened, used, degraded, neglected, browbeaten, harassed, triangulated into parental or familial sick behaviors, or exposed to other demoralizing or dehumanizing behaviors. For anyone to minimize that truth is somewhere between ignorant and insensitive.

Many such “victims” find their own lifelong victimhood mode a frustrating, draining, unsuccessful, and unhappy way to live. Gerri, a listener, was sexually abused by a stepbrother at the age of ten after being adopted at birth by parents who divorced when she was four. “I grew up with a total victim mentality. All the turmoil carved a pathway of ‘poor me’ in my brain that was very difficult to climb out of. Anything I did that was destructive or just plain wrong, I blamed on my ‘dysfunctional childhood.’ I am twenty-seven now and am turning into a ‘victor.’ I have come to realize (through my faith and understanding in God) that no matter where we come from or what circumstances have come into our lives, we are responsible for how we react to them. The biblical story of Joseph is a prime example.*

“From time to time, I do feel a little sorry for myself when I wish my relationships with my adoptive mother and father were closer and more open…but I realize that to go over the past is to never move forward.

“My advice to others is to simply decide where you want to go and start moving. Do you want a happy life filled with love and stability? Then you have to be the one to start moving in that direction. It’s all about your right to choice. You can choose to live in the past and feel about what may have happened to you or what you lost, or you can acknowledge your past and move on. You can never reach your future if you won’t remove yourself from your past.”

“From time to time, I do feel a little sorry for myself…,” Gerri admits. This is a very important point. The truth about growth and change in attitudes and behaviors is twofold. First, changing behaviors and attitudes is a more effective way of influencing feelings than waiting for feelings (irrational, unpredictable, uncontrollable) to change before we make positive moves in our lives. Second, change and growth are not straight lines; one needs to learn to bear some scars and pains forever, as they ebb and flow in our hearts and brains with the natural tides of life’s experiences and challenges. There is no way to eradicate horrendous memories from a difficult childhood.

But as Teresa, another listener, wrote: “It is too easy to wallow in self pity. What happened, happened. I decided to become better than the monster and win the battle. What happened to me in my childhood was not my fault. How I handle it is my responsibility.”

While Teresa’s courageous sentiment is right on, truth be told, change is challenging, painful, difficult, and often most frustrating as you find yourself in old patterns of thought and action before you even realize it! This is confirmed by Ann, a listener who wrote: “Difficult parents train us to self-deprecate, self-loathe. My parents ripped up their proverbial parent card, as you often say on your program, Dr. Laura, and I still have an internal mess to work at. Here I want to change and it is extremely difficult and time-consuming. As I see and feel it, the crazy-making of these difficult parents lives on and internalizes.”

Tina came to that realization also: “At one time I thought, great, I’m healed, thank you God! I’m normal now…let’s get on with life. Lo and behold, I enter another phase of life (i.e., marriage, having kids, etc….) and I find I have to go through another phase of healing. At first I resented the fact that I keep having to revisit these painful issues, but I now realize that God wants me to go deeper and deeper into the healing as I go through my adult life.”

Even in a serious state of denial, you know you’ve been hurt and damaged in ways that cause you confusion, pain, fear, and even anger. While you may be clear on the big picture of the difficulties you experienced in childhood, the “fine details” may not be so obvious. And, my friends, life is in the details.

Those fine details have to do with:


	how specifically your early childhood pain is in control today of your responses to people

	willingness to take risks, openness to love and friendship

	trust in people

	compulsive actions and obsessive thoughts directed toward getting attention and love

	fixing everyone and everything to make up for the sense of powerlessness as a child

	constantly creating in your adulthood your early bad situations in order to magically fix yesterday, and so forth



What this all means is that now your life is compounded with the pain of “yesterday,” mixed with the disappointments and frustrations of “today.” Many try to survive each day using promiscuity, drugs, alcohol, work, and other compulsive behaviors to drown out the inner noise of hurt, anger, and despair. At some point, though, it has to become clear that these attempts to avoid pain paradoxically bring even more pain and problems.

Those who have successfully overcome victimhood force themselves in directions they know are healthy, in spite of tremendous doubts and fears that pull them back. Julie, another listener, describes this as tapping into “a strong will,” without which a “life is doomed to alcoholism or drug abuse. A strong will is required for a lifetime. I know that I don’t dote on my childhood. I don’t look back very often or with any great depth. I don’t think about all the ‘what ifs.’

“When you come from a bad childhood, I think it makes you less sympathetic for anyone who uses it as a crutch for every poor decision they have made with their lives. I do think of myself as a compassionate person, but I always find myself asking the question, ‘What is the difference between me and him (her)?’The difference is that I have a faint memory when I was about eight years old, after a particularly violent argument between my two very drunk parents, of making a somewhat conscious promise to myself that someday I would ‘make’ a good life for myself.

“I hung on to that promise. I made it happen—and I don’t look back.”

Most people who e-mailed and faxed me their reflections on Bad Childhood—Good Life after I mentioned on air that I was working on this book mentioned that pure grit became more potent when there was somebody there for them, someone who believed in them and could be trusted to be there.

For most people, it would seem that somebody was God. Amy wrote to me that verses from Psalm 27 became her song and theme: “If my father and my mother have forsaken me, the LORD will take me up.” “I am filling my void with God,” she wrote.

Why does a relationship with God help so many people? I believe the answer is manifold. First, people feel loved and therefore worthy and valuable. Second, religious values and commandments give them direction when they may not ever have been taught morals or about resisting temptations. Temptations, with their immediate gratification, are attractive to people with pain and rage. Third, a religious perspective is outward-focused, while victimhood is inward-focused.

Lori wrote about the benevolent influence of religious commitment in helping personal healing: “Finding a higher purpose in life has really helped. I try to be of help whenever I can. I try to remember to be of service to God. Giving and caring for others is so much more rewarding than being in my own head. When I realized that what I hated was not so much this world—but what was in my mind—good growth and changes starting happening.”

I don’t believe anyone does life well alone; I believe you lose your humanity by isolating yourself. This might mean you have to start with AA, psychotherapy, or a prayer group. It is up to you to reach out. The intent of Bad Childhood—Good Life is to help you accept the truth of the assault on your psyche, understand your unique coping style and how it impacts your daily thoughts and actions, and guide you into a life of more peace and happiness.

It is often very scary to be vulnerable, to trust, and to love when what you’ve learned about these behaviors as a child makes avoidance seem a reasonable and sane reaction. If you don’t do this hard work, then your childhood was lost (not in your control), and now you’ve virtually decided to become your own abuser, robbing yourself of a peaceful, joyful, fulfilling, challenging, exciting life (in your control).

If you don’t do this hard work, your decisions might lead you to directly or indirectly victimize a child. Carol wrote about this. “His deep feelings regarding his life at home with a drunk father (like mine) will always be with him—and for that I am truly sorry I did not divorce much sooner. Please get out of a bad marriage, and do not let abuse be passed down to another generation.

“I live alone now because I have found I cannot bring my baggage into another relationship. My children do well, but the scars show in many of their relationships. I try to help with advice when I see things get out of hand and can only hope they all find peace and love in their lives.”

My heart goes out to all the Carols who are trying to play catch-up with the innocent victims of their own childhood struggles: their own children. When parents call and tell me of their children’s misbehaviors, which are clearly a response to the chaos their foolish and psychologically blind choices have created, I tell them to apologize to their children for the mess they have made of their children’s lives. I also tell them to point out to their children that his or her rebellious acting out is a self-destructive way to handle bitterness, frustrations, and disappointments—which are reasonable responses to unreasonable situations.

In other words, validate their perceptions and feelings about a bad childhood, but remind them that what they do about it will more definitively set the course for the rest of their lives; they get to aim for hell or heaven.

You should not be satisfied with being a victim, nor with being a survivor. You should aim to be, as Chandelle, a listener, suggested, “a conquerer.” “It was conquering my childhood,” she wrote, “not surviving it, which has made me the strong person that I am today.”

There is an extraordinary quality of spirit that leads one to aspire to conquering, rather than surviving. I hope to help you discover that spirit in yourself.

Remember, one day you’re going to be but a footnote in the history of the world. What are you going to do between right now…and then?



*The jealous siblings of Joseph, Jacobs favorite son, expedite his demise, only to have a surprise reunion years later when famine causes them to come to Egypt for help. Through an amazing series of events, Joseph has become the right hand of the Pharaoh and is gracious to his brothers.






    

ONE

To Be or Not to Be…a Victim


Even flowers have to grow through dirt.

—Nancy, a listener






Unfortunately, a lot of people are made to suffer as children: beatings, rapes, torture, abandonment, neglect, parental divorce and subsequent remarriage with new or stepchildren to compete with, alcoholic or drug-addicted parent(s), erratic and even dangerous consequences of parental mental illness, browbeatings, parental insensitivity, psychological and emotional assaults, parental affairs, constant family turmoil, molestations, familial violence, single parent by choice or irresponsibility, and so forth. They are definitely victims of self-centered, evil, ignorant, and/or weak adults; and, for me, weakness or ignorance do not excuse the resultant harm.

In the Beginning…

More and more, the calls to my radio program are coming from children, children being victimized by their parents. I try, in the short time available to me in a live radio phone conversation, to do something to align that hurting child with something positive to hold onto. Samantha, for example, is a nine-year-old child who called wanting to know how to deal with a mother who won’t take care of her and a father who is in and out of jail.


DR. LAURA: Where are you living?

SAMANTHA: I’m living with my grandma.

DR. LAURA: Your grandma? Is your grandpa there, too?

SAMANTHA: Uh-huh.

DR. LAURA: Are you a religious girl?

SAMANTHA: Yes.

DR. LAURA: This is what I suggest you do to deal with it. I suggest that every now and then you pray to God, and say, “God, thank you, thank you, thank you for giving me a grandma and grandpa to take care of me.”

SAMANTHA: Okay.

DR. LAURA: Do you understand why I said that?

SAMANTHA: Sort of.

DR. LAURA: In our lives, we are going to have many disappointments. That goes for everybody, Samantha. Everybody. Some disappointments are bigger than others. Having two parents you can’t count on is a huge disappointment. Huge. Huge. I understand you being hurt and disappointed and upset and angry and all kinds of stuff. Now, there are two kinds of people in this world. There are the people who have those big disappointments and they spend their lives being sad. And then there are the other people, who go, “It is sad that I have these disappointments, but I am sooo lucky because I have…” Samantha, which do you think are the happier people?

SAMANTHA: The people who are sad—but still happy.


DR. LAURA: Yup. That’s going to be you, Samantha. That’s how you are going to deal with it. You are going to be sad that you can’t count on your mommy and daddy, but you are going to be happy because there are people you can count on. And you are going to make a happy life.

SAMANTHA: Okay. Bye. Thank you.


Getting calls like Samantha’s, and there are too many, is the worst and best of all worlds. I ache that these children are hurting. I rejoice that they call me and that I can give them a perspective that will hopefully detour them from a life of a victimhood mentality.

Connor, an eleven-year-old boy, is “having a little dad problem.” It seems that his mom and dad have been divorced for as long as he could remember (since he was four), and every time he sees his dad and then has to leave, it causes him so much pain.


CONNOR: I just can’t bear to see him leave anymore. Even if that means I can’t even see him again.

DR. LAURA: Connor, do you like spaghetti?

CONNOR: What does that have to do with the topic? [Good question, actually.]

DR. LAURA: Well, do you like spaghetti?

CONNOR: Yeah, why?

DR. LAURA: Do you like spaghetti and meatballs?

CONNOR: [getting impatient] Yeah.

DR. LAURA. I love spaghetti and meatballs. It’s probably one of my favorite meals. What you are telling me, Connor, is that since I can only have two meatballs, and I can’t have the three that I want, that I might just as well not eat any spaghetti and meatballs at all!


CONNOR: But I just can’t take seeing him leave anymore.

DR. LAURA: It’s the price you pay. And everything has a price attached to it, Connor. You want to see your dad? The price you have to pay is that it hurts when he goes. But the good part is that you get to see him. I pump iron. I can’t say I love to do it, but I do it because it is the price to pay to be healthy and look good. I like having muscles! Everything has a price. For everything you really want, there’s something you have to put up with.

CONNOR: Thank you, Dr. Laura


In speaking to Samantha and Connor, I had the opportunity to reframe a bad situation into a life lesson. Samantha learned about not ignoring the blessings (loving, caretaking grandparents) because of the curses (parental abandonment). Connor learned that life generally exacts a price (like painful goodbyes) for those things that are desired and meaningful (visitation with Dad).

Children need to learn at an early age that these lessons are universal experiences, not just their personal, unique, horrible cross to bear. It is easier for children to cope with difficult, even horrendous situations when they understand and accept that the advice they are getting is truths about life for all time and all people—not just an attempt to manipulate them out of justified hurt or angry feelings. While these are truths about a good life for all people, they are essential lessons for these victimized children.

As children get older, their ability to act out their hurt and anger with drugs, sex, truancy, and violence toward themselves or others becomes a serious concern. That is why it is so desperately important that these youngsters have someone they can turn to and count on. A mentor, family friend or relative, teacher, neighbor, clergy—someone needs to be there as that source of caring and hope. When that’s not the case, there are others to fill in: pedophiles, gangsters, users, and so forth.

Todd, a fifteen-year-old boy, is at just that crossroads. He called me about his relationship with his mother. His father died when he was younger and his mother had divorced his stepfather four years earlier. After that divorce, she became exceedingly violent toward him—even going so far as to hit him with a baseball bat. He ran away a few times in despair and fear. His mother gave up her parental rights because “she couldn’t put up with me anymore.” He is living with her parents.


TODD: I try to make amends with her for whatever happened. But every time I try to talk to her she either yells at me or tells me I’m no good. She does the same thing to her parents, too.

DR. LAURA: Does that make you realize that her behavior isn’t about you?

TODD: Yes, it does.

DR. LAURA: Okay, because you were saying that you have to make amends. The implication is that you thought you did something bad and you have to make it better. But the way you describe her behavior, it sounds like she’s the problem, not you. Do you have clarity there?

TODD: Yes.


Todd’s grandparents don’t really say much about Todd’s mother, their daughter. They just tell him that she is going through a tough time. It is clear that they are being somewhat protective of her, but at least they are still making it clear to Todd that the problem is her behavior and not his.



DR. LAURA: What is your question for me?

TODD: What can I do to make it better for her? I want just to be able to talk to her.


Keep in mind that at this point, Todd is an orphan; one parent is dead, a stepparent is gone, and his mother is venomously dangerous. It is natural for a child to want to get back a “mommy” if he can.


DR. LAURA: Nothing. Your job is going to be that you make sure you don’t derail your life because of your pain about your mother. That is your job. That’s the only place you have control. You can’t fix her. You have to make sure you don’t mess yourself up now. A lot of kids in your position do just that: get into drugs, crime, violence, sex—all sorts of things to display their anger and hurt, and to make themselves feel better at the moment. That’s not a good plan! But it is all too typical. Have you started any of that yet?

TODD: No.

DR. LAURA: Good. Your job is not to try to change your mother. That’s her job. Your job is not to mess up your life because you’re angry and hurt. Do you think you can do that?

TODD: Yeah.

DR. LAURA: If you stay on the straight and narrow and healthy, when her brain gets straightened out, she’ll have somebody wonderful to interact with. But if you mess up your life, it just messes things up more.

TODD: Okay, I hear what you’re saying. I just needed to hear that from somebody I trust and respect.


I felt at the time that Todd was relieved that he was not responsible for his mother’s decline or future rebound. Unfortunately, there are too many children who experience even worse assaults on their innocence, minds, and bodies who then go out into the world as aching hearts yearning for peace and happiness, but not having any clue as to how to attain it. Many of them turn into adults who flounder, fail, struggle, suffer, and often, as the cycle goes, indirectly or directly hurt their own children.

And Then…

And then…many folks just stay stuck in their childhood ugliness—for decades, sometimes forever, angry, bitter, self-destructive, depressed, anxious, or just generally out of control and way off any positive track. In a way, these folks become career victims, always unhappy, unbelievably demanding of others, a big chip on the shoulder, an even bigger attitude of entitlement, and generally a propensity for spreading ill cheer. I’d watch family and friends sacrifice and bend over beyond backwards to cater to, support, sacrifice for, take care of, and give in to these people, all in the benevolent hope that they could lay on of hands and “heal,” to minimally have peace in their own lives.

While I suppose it is possible to sometimes make the case that a person was so traumatized and at such a vulnerable time in their lives that it became impossible for them ever to be happy or functional, I don’t buy it. I do buy that it is a lot harder for some, due to their particular personality traits or magnitude of childhood problems, than others to take back their opportunities and potential. When I was in private practice, I saw people I thought were so damaged that perhaps they could not possibly pull a positive life together. I would sit, week after week, in awe of their grit and spirit in making the better (always scary) choices to improve their lives. Then there were the others who seemed to have so much going for them, with minimal external restraints, who almost seemed determined to not progress past the first chapter of their lives.

The obvious question is, “What makes some people hold onto being a victim and others choose to improve their lives?” The answer is control. When you are a perpetual victim, the past is in control of your present. When you are a conqueror, the present is controlled by your choices, in spite of the pain and pull of your past.

Inspiring, isn’t it? Yet it is so difficult for some




	come from a dysfunctional family

	are a survivor of…some egregious parental behavior (alcoholism, drug abuse, violence, neglect, abandonment, divorce, annoying, destructive, unpredictable) or experience (molestation, having been picked on for some trait/behavior)

	are in constant hurt, demonstrated by immediately crying or choking up as a style of introductory communication

	have low self-esteem because of their childhood

	are “sensitive”
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