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  Dedication

To the God who made me and the entire universe.

My mother,

who bore me, but did not live long enough to see me shine.

My amazing, fearless husband,

who sees me, loves me, and all my flaws.

My wonderful children,

who bring smiles and laughter to my face.

To my fathers, brothers, sisters, aunties, uncles,

teachers, and friends who were there for me.

To all the parents who show up every day for their children in spite of all the wounds they carry on the inside

And to those who, in their ignorance,

caused me so much pain —

through which I have become a blessing

to the world I once despised.









  
  



“The wound is the place where the Light enters you.”

— Rumi

“The most important thing in the world is to learn how to give out love,

and to let it come in.”

— Morrie Schwartz
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  A NOTE BEFORE YOU BEGIN

Your Experience. Your Name.


Most books in this space will name your experience for you. 
They will arrive with a framework, a label, a diagnosis, and hand it to you as if the naming itself is the healing.
This book does something different.
I am not here to tell you what you feel.
I am here to give you what you need to finally tell yourself.
The feeling you have been carrying is yours. It lives in the specific interior territory of your history, your family, your body, and your relationships in a way that no clinical term and no author’s language can fully describe. Whatever word or phrase emerges when you finally allow yourself to look at it honestly, that is the right name. Not because I handed it to you. But because you arrived at it through your own honest work.
That is what this book is designed to do.
Not to assign you a verdict. Not to categorize your experience from the outside. But to give you the psychological safety, the honest framework, the scientific grounding, and the spiritual wisdom you need to look at what you have been carrying and name it in your own language for the very first time.
I bring something to this reading experience that most authors do not.
I bring you back to yourself.
Every chapter, every reflection, every truth in this book is designed to deepen your own clarity about your own experience. By the time you reach the final page you will not have received my interpretation of what you feel. You will have arrived at your own. And that arrival will be more lasting, more transformative, and more fully yours than anything I could have handed you at the beginning.
That is the kind of healing that sticks.
Read slowly. Pause often. Let what needs to land, land.
And trust what you find when you look honestly at what has been waiting to be named.
With love and without reservation,
Shaffa






  
  Prologue

Before You Turn the First Page


Anote about holding this book safely and what it means that you are holding it at all 
I want to speak to you before we begin.
Not about the feeling, not about the wound. Not about what the book contains or where it will take you. Before any of that, I want to speak to you about the act you have just performed. You have just picked up a book about something that most people spend their entire lives refusing to look at and refusing to name. That is not a small thing.
In fact, I would ask you to pause for a moment and acknowledge what it took to get here. To this page, in this moment, with this particular book in your hands.
Something in you was brave enough. Something in you was courageous and bold enough to pick up this book. Remember that. Because there will be moments in the pages ahead when you will need to call on that same courage again to do the work that this work calls you to do.
Now. Before we go any further, I need to speak to you about how to hold this book. About the world you are reading it in, and the people who share that world with you, and the care that this particular work requires. Not because what you are doing is shameful. But because it is sacred. And sacred things need to be held with intention and special care. Just like when you hold an uncooked egg, you hold it with special care being careful not to drop it. So, it is with this work, you hold it with special care and respect.
You are not confessing to a crime. You are beginning to heal from a wound. These are not the same thing, and the difference matters enormously.
This book is going to take you into territories that has never been publicly mapped before. The feeling and the taboo it names, the distance, the blocked love, the performing of warmth that does not quite reach its source, is one of the most hidden experiences in human life. It has been hidden precisely because the cultural story about parents and love leaves no room for it. And when something has been hidden that long, bringing it into the light requires a particular kind of care.
That care begins with this.
You do not owe anyone a confession before you have begun to heal.
The work in this book is yours first. It belongs to your interior life, to the quiet space where healing actually happens, before it belongs to anyone else. A person who is newly in treatment for an illness does not owe her family a full accounting of her symptoms before the treatment has had a chance to begin. She owes them her commitment to getting well. That commitment, the fact that you are reading these pages at all, is the most loving act you could be performing for the people in your life right now.
But they do not need to know that yet. Not until you are ready. Not until there is something healed to stand on.
So the first piece of practical guidance I want to give you is this. Protect the early stages of this work. Read in private if you need to. Keep the book somewhere that is yours. You are not hiding something shameful. You are tending something fragile. There is a profound difference between those two things, and I want you to hold that difference clearly.
Healing needs a protected space before it is ready to be seen. This is not secrecy. This is wisdom. Just like a newly planted seed grows in the darkness away from the gaze of everyone and the sun, until it is ready to handle the light, the wind and everything else that comes with being visible. 
Now. What if someone finds this book before you are ready? What if your child sees it on your nightstand, or your spouse picks it up, or a family member catches the title while you are reading?
What do you say?
You can say this, or something close to it.
I have been carrying something I did not fully understand for a long time. Something that has affected the way I show up in my relationships, in ways I am only beginning to see clearly. I am reading this book because I am working to understand it and to heal it. Not because I am a bad person. Because I am a wounded person who loves the people in my life and wants to show up for them more fully than I have been able to.

That is it. You do not need to say more than that before you are ready. You do not need to name the feeling, catalog your failures, or offer yourself up for judgment before the healing has had a chance to take hold.
What you are doing is what every person who has ever entered therapy, attended a recovery program, or picked up a book like this one has done. You are taking responsibility for yourself and inner state in the most honest and courageous way available to you.
That deserves to be met with compassion. And if it is not met with compassion immediately, that is not a sign that you were wrong to begin.



      [image: ]Think of the parent who enters treatment for addiction, or who is diagnosed with a mental illness and begins the long and tedious work of managing it. We do not ask her to justify her illness before she begins healing. We ask her to heal and to get better. We celebrate that she is healing. We extend to her the forgiveness, the love, the patience that recovery requires. Because we understand that the illness was not a choice, but that the healing is. 
You are in exactly that position.
The feeling and the wound you are carrying was not a choice, but the healing is. And the healing is the bravest thing you could be doing for yourself and your entire world.
The illness was not a choice. The healing is. And the people who love you deserve to know the difference.
Later in this book, in a chapter called When Your Healing Becomes Visible, we will go much deeper into how to navigate the people around you as this work progresses. How to have the specific conversations that may become necessary. How to prepare your child, your spouse, your family for what they may be witnessing. How to hold steady when the people you love do not immediately respond with the compassion you hoped for.
That chapter is waiting for you. When you get there, you will be ready for it.



      [image: ]But right now, in this moment, before you have turned a single page of the actual content, I simply want you to know something.
You have been thought of.
The sensitivity and complexity of this work that you are doing  has not been overlooked. This book was written with full awareness of the world you are reading it in. The relationships that surround you. The courage it took from you to open it.
I also want you to know something about why this work matters beyond yourself.
You are not the first person in your family to carry this feeling or this wound. Somebody before you carried it. Somebody before them carried it. It has been traveling through your lineage, from one generation to the next, picked up and passed forward by people who did not know what it was, who did not know how to put it down, who loved as hard as they could love and still could not get the channel fully open.
They were runners too. Running their leg of the same race you are running now.
And they passed the baton to you.
What you do with it, how you carry it, whether you do the work of setting some of its weight down before you pass it on; this is your contribution to a story that started long before you were born. The battle you do not win today becomes the battle your children will inherit and must contend with. But the healing you achieve today? That victory travels forward too. Every bit of it.
The person who holds the baton in the present is not just a runner. They are the bridge between the past that shaped them and the future that is waiting. You are that bridge. And what you do on this bridge matters more than you may realize.
You are not alone in this. You have never been alone in this. Even when it felt that way most deeply.
Now turn the page.
The work is waiting. And so is the healing that lives on the other side of it.
And so are the people who will one day receive a lighter baton from your hands.
With love and care,
Shaffa






  
  Introduction

The Book That Should Not Have to Exist and Why It Does


Something is changing in the way mothers speak about motherhood. More women are telling the truth now than perhaps any generation before them. The exhaustion is being named. The overwhelm is being named. The distance between the life that was imagined before children arrived and the life that is actually being lived is being spoken about openly, on social media, in therapy rooms, between friends who trust each other enough to drop the performance. 
This honesty is not a sign that something has gone wrong with this generation of mothers. It is a sign that something is finally going right. That the performed version of motherhood, the one that required a woman to say she was grateful and fulfilled even when she was drowning, is losing its grip.
But there is something beneath the exhaustion that is not yet being spoken.
What reaches the surface of the conversation, the relentlessness, the loss of self, the sheer grind of keeping another human being alive and thriving, is real, and it deserves every word that is being given to it. But it is not the deepest thing.
Beneath it, in the private interior of more mothers than anyone has been willing to count, something else lives. Something that the new honesty about parenting has not yet found the language for. Something that exists not in the experience of parenting in general, but in the specific, bewildering quality of feeling that arises in the presence of one particular child.
That feeling is what this book gives you the framework to finally name. Not the difficulty of motherhood broadly. The specific feeling toward a specific child. The one that has nothing to do with tiredness or the demands of the day and everything to do with something older, something rooted in the mother’s own history and her own wound, that is asking, through its very presence, to finally be understood.
If you recognized yourself in that description, this book was written for you. And if you cannot yet name what you are carrying, only feel its weight, this book is also for you.
Because the naming is where the healing begins. And you cannot set down what you have never been allowed to look at directly. That naming belongs entirely to you. This book gives you what you need to do it.



      [image: ]Have you ever wondered why you feel a certain way about a certain child of yours?
The feeling is so intense. It catches you off guard sometimes. It arrives before you have had any chance to prepare for it or reason it away. And you are left sitting there, amazed and perplexed, because this is a child you desired. A child you chose to have. A child you would tell anyone, without hesitation, that you love.

And yet.
This feeling. This unwholesome, unwelcome, bewildering feeling that envelops your entire being and leaves you roiling in disbelief that you, the super mum, the one everybody sees as the loving and caring mother, the one who always shows up, can be caught in something like this. 
The most perplexing thing is the powerlessness of it. You did not choose to feel this way. You did not wake up one morning and decide that this child, your very own child, who you conceived, carried for nine months and bore into this world. would produce this in you. You bathe this child, clothe and fed this child, and yet here it is. Eating at your heart. Gnawing at your sanity. Pressing against the core beliefs you have built your entire sense of self around.
And as a result of all of this, the feeling, the bewilderment, and the powerlessness, you find yourself in a prison.
Not just a prison, A very dark, cold and lonely prison.
The prison of shame.
The shame is so intense and thick that you can barely look directly at what you feel. You are only truly aware of it when you are in the presence of that child. So you have learned to ignore it, to rationalize it away, to tell yourself it is tiredness or stress or a bad day. Or yet, that you have a very difficult child. You file it away under things that do not mean what they seem to mean.
But if you ever get the boldness to look at the feeling directly, and it does take boldness, the shame binds your mouth shut with very heavy chains and locks. The thought of sharing what you are actually experiencing feels like a death sentence in and of itself.
How do I tell my spouse?
How do I share this with my best friend?
What if I told my pastor? My therapist?
And my child, what if they ever found out this is how I feel toward them? 
What would they think of me? They would call me a monster, a very bad woman, an anomaly in the world.
They might say I am a threat to my child.
They might find ways to take my child away from me.
What do I do?
Who can help me?
Is there anyone who can help me?
And so the questions circle. And so the silence deepens. And so you stay there, alone in the maze of it, hoping and praying that something will change. That a miracle will come. That this feeling will fade away and the love you know you have for this child will begin to be felt, actually felt, not just known, but in your body, in your presence, in the way you look at them. You long to enjoy your child's presence. You wait for the day you no longer despise or fear the moment you have to look into their eyes.
You did not choose this wound. But you are the one standing in it. And that is why you are holding this book.
I know this place. I have walked in this very territory like yours and I know what it costs a person to even admit, to themselves, in the private dark of their own interior, that this is where they are. That the word love and the thing they are feeling do not always, in every moment, match each other.
This book is for you.
Not to condemn you. Not to diagnose you. Not to confirm the verdict you have been quietly delivering against yourself since the feeling arrived, and yes, it arrived without any invitation, because you never wanted any of this.
So, this book walks into the darkness with you. Like a lamp, it helps to name what is there. To show you that the wound has roots that go deeper than your individual failure. Roots that go back further than you, further than your mother, further than her mother before her. And to show you, with everything I know from the psychology, the research, the spiritual wisdom, and my own experience of this territory, that the way out is real, very real.
The feeling you cannot admit is not the truth of who you are.
It is the wound asking to be healed.
And it can be healed, just like I have been healed.



      [image: ]Somewhere, as you read these words, a woman just like you is sitting with something she has never said out loud.
She may be in her kitchen, in the still hour before the rest of the house wakes, holding a cup of coffee that has gone cold while she stares at nothing. She may be in her car in a parking lot, unable to make herself go inside, because going inside means returning to the presence of a child she does not know how to be near. She may be lying in bed beside a sleeping husband, in the dark that makes certain thoughts possible that the daylight refuses, turning something over and over in her mind with a mixture of horror and bewilderment and a shame so complete it has no edges.
She is a good woman. She knows this about herself. Or she used to know it, before this feeling arrived and complicated everything she thought she understood about who she was. She volunteers. She shows up. She tries. She loves her children. She is certain of this, as certain as she is of anything.
And yet.
And yet there is this other thing. This feeling she cannot name, or cannot allow herself to name, because the naming of it would confirm the verdict she has been quietly delivering against herself for longer than she can precisely remember. The feeling that rises when a particular child enters the room. The relief, physical, unmistakable, suffused with guilt, when that child leaves. The irritation that flares at things so minor she cannot justify them. The managed effort to look this child in the eye, the aversion that arises even when this child reaches out for a simple harmless hug. The contempt she catches in herself and immediately tries so hard to bury. The distance she cannot close no matter how hard she tries, the negative feelings that engulf her entire being, no matter how hard she tries to deny or shoo them away, and no matter how many books she reads or prayers she says or mornings she wakes up resolved to be different today.
She has never told anyone.
How could she? There is no language for this in the spaces where mothers are supposed to speak their truth. There is language for exhaustion, for overwhelm, for the difficulty of balancing it all. There is language for postpartum depression, for parenting challenges, for children with difficult temperaments. But there is no language, no safe, witnessed, compassionate language, for what she is actually experiencing. For the mother who looks at her child and feels something that resembles, in its darkest moments, something uncomfortably close to hatred.
This book is written for her. For that woman who has nowhere else to turn.



      [image: ]It is also written for another woman.
She is older now. Or not so much older, because this wound does not have a required age. She has been carrying something for most of her life, something she learned to carry so fluently that she sometimes forgets it is not simply the texture of existence. She remembers fully all the abuse that she has had to endure from her parents, most especially her mother. She remembers with full intensity the rejection she felt within her bones as a child, the way she was forced into silence and told her voice was just an echo and meant nothing. She remembers how she was reduced to nothing more than a piece of furniture that existed just to take space and nothing more. She remembers how her needs both seen and unseen went mostly unnoticed and unacknowledged. She remembers the physical wounds she had to carry around, sometimes hiding the scars and sometimes the scars lay open for the world to see. She remembers the even deeper unseen wounds that were inflicted on her heart, where no one else but her could see, lick and tend to it in the darkness and shadows of her interior. She cannot forget the name calling, how she was told she was useless, lazy, trash and was undeserving of anything good. In fact she labeled herself Cinderella 2.0, how could she not? she was the rejected child and she knew it. It was not a secret; the rejection was on full blast and for the whole world to see. 
And we have on the other side of the same coin the woman who remembers or half remembers, in the fragmented way that the most important memories store themselves in the body rather than the mind, the quality of a particular parent's gaze. Not cruel, necessarily. Not dramatic. Just a quality of looking that carried something other than warmth. A flatness, perhaps. A flicker of something harder. A way of registering her presence that communicated, beneath any words that were spoken, that her presence was something to be managed rather than celebrated. That she was, in some way she could never quite articulate and spent decades trying to disprove, a problem. 
She became extraordinary at being not a problem.
She became attuned, with an accuracy that bordered on the psychic, to the emotional needs and states of everyone around her. She became helpful, agreeable, accommodating, invisible. She learned to want very little. Or to want things invisibly, to need without ever admitting to needing, to hunger without ever allowing the hunger to show. She learned that love, the love she needed, the love that was supposed to be her birthright, was conditional.
And she has spent most of her life trying, and failing, to meet those conditions.
She is the woman who cannot stop people pleasing, even when she can see exactly what it is costing her. She is the woman who cannot rest without guilt, cannot receive compliments without deflecting, cannot occupy space without apologizing for it. She gives endlessly to everyone and has no idea how to give anything to herself.
She is, in the private taxonomy of her own interior, a woman who was never quite sure she had the right to be here. Because she experienced in full force the performing of love, but could never feel and experience the full, real and unadulterated love, her heart longed for the most.
This book is also written for her.



      [image: ]And it is written, with perhaps the most tender care of all, for the woman who is both. Who was the rejected child and is now, in moments that fill her with a shame she cannot speak, the rejecting parent. Who carries the wound of what was done to her and the horror of what she sometimes fears she is doing to her own child. Who is caught in the middle of something that spans generations and lifetimes, something larger than her individual story, something that has been moving through her family's emotional bloodstream for longer than anyone in that family has been willing to acknowledge, accept or confront.
She is perhaps the most isolated of all. Because she can find community in the spaces where rejected daughters speak their truth. And she can find community in the spaces where struggling mothers find solidarity. But the specific, particular, crushing complexity of being both at once, knowing in her body and soul what it felt like to be unloved by a parent, and knowing in her soul what it feels like to be unable to love her own child the way that child deserves, this complexity has no community. It has no language. It has been lived, until now, in complete and punishing solitude.
This book is especially for her with care and compassion.



      [image: ]And it is written, because the wound respects no single gender and no single-family configuration, for everyone who lives in this territory.
The father who loves his children but cannot reach them. The man who grew up with a parent whose love had a ceiling he spent his whole life trying to push through. The mother whose child is a son, and who carries an additional layer of bewilderment because the cultural story about mothers and sons leaves even less room for this feeling than the story about mothers and daughters. The adult son who has been carrying this wound in the particular silence that men are required to maintain, the silence that has no cultural container, no language, no permission to break.
This book speaks primarily from women's experience because as a woman, that is the world I am most familiar with and know from the inside. But the wound belongs to no single gender. The psychology is identical. The shame operates the same way. The generational inheritance travels through the same mechanism and the healing path is the same path.
If you are a father reading this, you are in the right place.
If you are a son, you are in the right place.
If you are a parent whose child is not a daughter, you are in the right place.
The feeling you cannot admit is not a woman's feeling. It is a human one.
The wound that has no name cannot be healed. And the name that heals it is not one I can hand to you. It is one you arrive at yourself. Through your own honest looking. In your own language. That arrival is where this book begins.
What lives in the dark of our unspeakable experience does not stay there quietly. It moves. It finds other forms. It presses against the walls of what we can admit until something gives. And what gives is almost always what we most wanted to protect.



      [image: ]The Race We Did Not Choose to Run
Have you ever thought about why we are called the human race?
Not a human walk. Not a human journey. But, a race.
I believe that is not an accident. I believe our life, all of our lives, operate exactly like a relay race. And understanding this changes everything about how we see the wound this book addresses.
In a relay race, there are many runners. Each one takes the baton, runs their leg of the race as hard and as far as they can go, and then passes it to the next runner. No single runner finishes the whole race. No single runner was ever meant to. The race belongs to all of them together. It only makes sense as a whole.
Your ancestors were runners in this race we call life. They came before you, took their place in the race, ran their leg. They fought their fights. They loved the best they could love. They grew as far as they were able to grow in the time they had, in the body they had, in the era they were given. And when they reached the limit of what they could carry and where they could go, they passed their load on.
To your parents. To the generation before yours. And eventually, to you. This baton has landed on you today, and you too one day will pass it on to someone else.
You did not choose to receive this inheritance. You were born into it. It was already in your hand before you knew what it was. And inside that inheritance, along with life itself, was everything the previous runners could not set down before they had to pass it forward. Their unhealed wounds. Their unresolved grief. Their shame, their fear, their patterns of love that was present but not free. In fact, everything that they endured, all the good and all the bad all went into what they passed on to you, and all of it is yours now to carry.
The person who holds the baton in the present is not just a runner. They are the bridge between the past that shaped them and the future that is waiting for them to decide what gets passed on.
This is the most important thing I want you to understand before you read a single chapter of this book.
The healing you do today is not just for you.
It is for the runner who comes after you. The child who will one day receive what you carry forward from your hands and take off running in a direction you cannot yet see. What you hand them matters enormously. Because if you hand them an unexamined wound, they will not start their leg of the race from the same place you did. They will start it already carrying the weight of everything you could not put down.
And if they cannot put it down either, they will hand it to their children. And so the weight  and the wound continues to travel. Generation after generation. Not because any of us are bad people. Not because any runner in this race intended to pass the burden forward. But because a wound that has no name cannot be set down. You cannot release what you cannot see. You cannot heal what you refuse to acknowledge and feel. This is why the battle that is not won today becomes the battle the next generation must fight.
But here is the other side of that truth.
The healing that happens today also travels forward. When you pick up this book and begin to look honestly at what you have been carrying, you are not just doing something for yourself. You are doing something for every person who will ever receive a baton from your hands. You are deciding, in this moment, that the weight gets lighter from here. That the wound the ancestors could not heal, that your parents could not heal, that you yourself have been carrying without fully understanding, stops traveling further in the form it arrived to you.
That is not a small thing.
It is a tremendous and rewarding responsibility.
You are the present. You stand in the middle of a story that started long before you were born and will continue long after you are gone. The ancestors are behind you. Your children are ahead of you. And right here, right now, in this moment, you are the one running this leg of the race.
What you do with it is the most important decision in your lineage.
The healing that is not achieved today will certainly be a battle the future must fight. But the healing that IS achieved today changes the race for every runner who comes after. That is why you are here. That is why this book exists. That is why this wound, as painful as it is to look at, deserves to be looked at now.
You are not just healing yourself. You are healing your lineage, past, present, and future.
And that is worth every hard page ahead.



      [image: ]Why This Book Exists
There are certain subjects that culture conspires to make unspeakable. Not through explicit prohibition, no law against speaking them, no formal punishment for their utterance, but through a silence so total, so pervasive, so reinforced at every social and cultural level, that the subject effectively disappears from the realm of things that can be acknowledged.
The negative emotions that can exist between a parent and a specific child, the contempt, the aversion, the targeted rejection, the thing that functions, in its darkest form, as something resembling hatred, is one of those subjects. It disappears beneath the weight of what we believe parenthood is supposed to be. Beneath the myth of unconditional parental love as the inviolable law of nature. Beneath the foundational assumption of human civilization that a parent's love for their child is the one form of love that transcends the complications and conditions that afflict every other.
These myths are not entirely false. The capacity for parental love, deep, fierce, willing to sacrifice, is real and present in most parents, most of the time. But myths, even those built on truth, can cause damage when they crowd out the complexity of actual human experience.
When they make certain experiences impossible to admit, they make those experiences impossible to heal.
And what cannot be healed will find other ways to express itself.
The silence around parental rejection, both the parent's experience of dark feeling toward the child and the child's experience of growing up in the climate of that feeling, has cost generations of women and men their peace, their relationships, their sense of self, and in the most extreme cases, their children's safety and wellbeing. It has cost the children who were rejected a foundational sense of their own worth that shapes every relationship and every choice they will make for the rest of their lives. And it has cost the parents who carried dark feelings in silence the possibility of understanding those feelings, tracing them to their roots, and doing the profound and liberating work of healing them.
This book exists to break that silence.
Carefully. Compassionately. Without sensationalism and without minimization. With the full weight of psychological research, spiritual wisdom, and the particular kind of truth telling that only becomes possible when someone is finally willing to say the thing that everyone has been thinking and no one has been allowed to speak.



      [image: ]What This Book Is and What It Is Not
What It Is
This is a book about healing. Everything in it, the unflinching examination of the darkest corners of the parent and child relationship, the exploration of shame and its mechanisms, the research into generational trauma and neurological impact, the journey into the soul dimension, everything is in service of one destination. The freedom that becomes available when the wound is finally seen, named, understood, and released.
It speaks to two readers simultaneously. The parent who is carrying feelings they have never been fully able to understand and or admit, and the child who grew up absorbing a parent's inability to fully love them. These two readers are treated as equally deserving of understanding, equally worthy of compassion, and equally capable of profound healing. In many cases, as we will explore, they are the same person.
And the healing available is not just for the individual. Because of what we now understand about this relay race we are all running, the healing that happens inside one person ripples outward in ways that psychology can measure and that the soul already knows. It is for the child in front of you, the parent behind you, and every soul in the lineage who has ever carried this particular baton.
It is a book that takes seriously the full spectrum of what a human being is. Not just a psychological entity shaped by childhood experience, but a soul with a history longer than this lifetime, moving through a karmic arc that may explain what psychology alone cannot reach. The integration of psychological depth and spiritual wisdom is not an accident in this work. It is my conviction, and supported by the experiences of people who have done this healing, that the deepest wounds usually require the deepest tools.
It is, above all, a book that believes in the capacity of every person who reads it to heal. Not because healing is easy, or guaranteed, or complete in the reading of any single book. But because the capacity for love, the genuine, unperformed, open-hearted love that is every human being's birthright, is not destroyed by the wound.
It is only blocked by it.
And what is blocked can, with the right conditions and the right support, be unblocked.
The love was always there.
This book is about learning to let that love which is already in you to freely flow through.
What It Is Not
This is not a book that tells you what kind of parent to be, or provides a checklist of parenting behaviors to adopt. We already have enough of the “do’s and don’ts”, which have their place, but the premise of this work is that genuine change in the parent and child relationship does not come from behavioral modification but from inner transformation. When the parent's relationship with themselves changes, when the wound is healed at its root rather than managed at its surface, the relationship with the child changes as a natural consequence.
This is not a book that pathologizes parents who struggle with dark feelings toward their children, or treats them as irredeemably broken or dangerous. The experience of negative emotion toward a child, even intense, disturbing, difficult to admit negative emotion, does not make a parent a bad person.
It makes them a wounded person. And wounded people, when they are given genuine understanding and genuine tools rather than shame and condemnation, can heal.
This is not a book that asks adult children to forgive prematurely, or to minimize what was done to them, or to prioritize understanding the parent's wounds over honoring their own. The wound of the rejected child is real and its consequences are serious and long lasting, and they deserve to be treated with full seriousness. Forgiveness, when it comes, if it comes, is not a gift given to the parent. It is a freedom claimed by the child. And it comes, when it comes, after the grief and the anger have been fully honored.


      [image: ]How This Book Came to Be Written
Books about the most important subjects are rarely born in comfort. They are born in the discomfort of something that will not leave you alone. In the encounter with a truth that has no existing home, that resists every available framework, that presses against the inside of your chest until you are finally willing to do something about it.
That is how this book arrived.
I remember the moment the idea came to me clearly. It dropped into my heart the way the most important things arrive, usually very quietly, without any grandiose  announcement, in the middle of an ordinary day. The knowing that this work needed to exist. That I was the one being called to bring it into the world.
And I shut it down.
Quickly. Hard. And without any hesitation.
The reason was not indifference. It was the opposite. I understood the complexity of what I was being asked to step into. I understood the sensitivity, the danger, the nearly impossible delicacy of writing honestly about a wound that the world has collectively decided does not exist or if it does, should certainly not be spoken of. I sat with the question of how I would approach this. How I would write about the lack of love some parents feel for their children without causing more harm than healing. How I would hold both the parent and the child with the honesty each deserved without betraying either. I was mortified by the size of the task. I was filled with fear. And beneath the fear, if I am honest, something that felt very close to shame.
So I said no.
But the call did not leave.
The more I resisted it, the more the pressure built. Not outside me, but inside me. A mounting, accumulating insistence that would not be quieted by my refusal. And the pressure eventually did what pressure always does when it is sustained long enough. It made me stop and look at myself. Really look. At why I was resisting. At what, beneath all the very reasonable, very articulate reasons I had assembled for not doing this work, was actually driving the refusal.
What I found, when I looked honestly, was fear.
Fear, and nothing more. Not wisdom. Not discernment. Not the responsible protection of vulnerable people. Fear. The fear of the response. The fear of being misunderstood. The fear of stepping into a territory that would expose me, challenge me, and ask more of me than I was certain I could give.
And I knew, in that moment, that I was refusing for the wrong reasons.
The decision, once I saw it clearly, was straightforward. I was not going to let fear be the author of my choices. And so, I said yes.
What happened in the moment I said yes is something I have never fully been able to describe to anyone's satisfaction. But I will try. It was as though a pressure valve inside me had been released. Everything I had been holding against the call, all the resistance, all the tightening, all the weight of the refusal simply released. I felt like an overly inflated ballon that just popped and landed on the floor. I landed in my safe sweet spot which I recognized as peace.
That peace was the sign.
I had been in the inner healing work long enough to know what it means when peace arrives at a decision. It does not arrive at the decisions made from fear. It does not arrive at the ones made from the desire to be safe or comfortable or approved of. It arrives when the soul recognizes that what is being chosen is aligned with what it came here to do.
The peace was not telling me this would be easy. It was telling me this was right. And right is what I was willing to follow, even without knowing exactly where it would lead.
The more I sat with the yes, the more I began to understand something that, in hindsight, should have been obvious from the beginning.
My whole life had been preparing me for this work.
I am a rejected child. That is not a dramatic claim. It is simply the truth of my history, stated plainly. I grew up in the climate of a parent's love that was almost non-existent. I was very well aware that I was not loved, even though I had no words for it at the time. I know, from the inside, what the child in these pages felt. The reaching. The sensing. The knowing that something was not quite right, long before any language was available for what that something was. I know what it cost. I know what it produced in me. And I know what it took to heal. But here is the part I did not anticipate when I began my own healing work.
After I had children of my own, wounds I believed were healed began to surface again. Not gently. The way old wounds surface when they recognize the environment they were formed in, sharply, urgently, with the full force of everything they had been waiting to say. The dynamic between parent and child in my own home began to stir in me responses I did not expect, did not understand, and did not know how to name.
I was not simply the wounded child anymore.
I was now the parent.
And something in me was struggling, to the point I felt I was going insane.
I knew what this was. I had spent enough time in this territory to recognize the wound when it raised its head. I had done enough healing work to understand the mechanism. But knowing what it is and moving through it are two different things entirely. And the moving through it, this time, with my own children's energetic field in the balance that was the most demanding healing work I have ever undertaken.
The research I did in the process of writing this book confirmed what my own experience had made me suspect. I was not alone. Not remotely. The more I looked, the more I found. Parents, most especially mothers carrying this wound in silence and in shame. Feeling trapped in the dark pit of a feeling they had no language for and no community in which to name it. Certain that they were uniquely, irredeemably deficient in some quality of love that everyone else had been given at birth. They were not deficient. They were wounded. There is a difference. And that difference is the entire argument of this book.
I set out to do the deep work that this wound required. Not the surface work, not the managed version, not the healing that performs well enough for the official story to hold. The real work. The kind that goes all the way down to where the wound actually lives and does not come back up until it has found what it went in looking for.
And today, I can say with joy that I am free.
I want to stay with that for a moment, because it is the most important thing I will say in this entire introduction, and I want you to feel the full weight of it.
Free to love myself. Deeply. Wholeheartedly. Without the condition or the ceiling or the managed warmth that was all I had access to for so many years. Free to love each of my children, each one, specifically, in their full particular irreplaceable selves, with a love that I do not have to produce or perform or will into existence. A love that simply flows.
I can sleep at night now knowing that my children feel it. That they are receiving something real. That the love between us is not a performance that they are reading beneath the surface and finding hollow. It is the actual thing, the real uncompromised love from a mother to her children. It is warm. It is present. It is free.
That freedom was not given to me. I built it. Through exactly the kind of work this book will guide you through. And this book, with all its honesty and all its difficulty and all its refusal to look away from the hardest parts, is my gift. To the parent who is sitting in the shame spiral right now and has never been able to tell anyone. To the father who has been carrying this in silence for decades. To the adult child who grew up knowing something was wrong and has spent their life trying to make sense of it. To the parent who is both, and who has been carrying both, alone, for longer than anyone should have to carry anything.
This book is for you.
Not for the version of you that has it together. Not for the version that has already done the work and arrived at the other side. For the version that is in the middle of it right now, carrying something they cannot say out loud, looking for a way out that does not require the pretending to continue.
There is a way out. I found it. I am going to share everything I know about how to find it.
You were not made to carry this wound forever. You were made to carry it until you were ready to heal it. And the fact that you are here and holding this book, willing to begin tells me that the readiness has arrived.
Your whole life has been preparing you for this too.
Trust that. And begin.
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Before I walk you through the architecture of this book, I want to give you the single most important concept you will carry through every chapter that follows. A framework that will make everything else in these pages immediately clear. A lens through which the wound, the healing, and the transformation this book describes will all make complete and coherent sense.
The most important concept in this book is what I call the Love Trinity.
Love in any relationship requires three dimensions to be fully present. The will to love. The action of loving. And the energy of love. Most mothers who carry this feeling have the first two in abundance. It is the third, the energetic dimension, the living felt inner reality that the child reads before a word is spoken, that the wound blocks.
The love was never absent. It was blocked. And what is blocked can be unblocked.
That gap can be closed. This book is about how.
How to Use This Book
This book is not meant to be read passively, from a comfortable distance, as an interesting examination of something happening to other people. It is meant to be read actively. As a participant in the process it describes.
This means bringing yourself to it. Your actual experience. Your actual history. Your actual feelings. Not the edited version, not the version you would present to a therapist or a friend or a reader over your shoulder. The one that is true.
Each chapter contains reflection practices and journaling prompts. These are not optional extras. They are, in many respects, the most important part of the book. Because the transformation available here does not happen in the reading. It happens in the doing. In the willingness to sit with the questions, to bring genuine honesty to the prompts, to write the things you have never written and speak the things you have never spoken. Even if only to yourself. Even if only on paper.
You do not need to read linearly. If a particular chapter calls to you, trust that instinct. The soul tends to know what it needs and in what order.
You may find that certain sections produce strong emotional responses. Grief, anger, relief, the specific quality of emotion that arises when something you have been holding in the body for a very long time is finally named. When this happens, do not rush through it to get to the next section. Sit with it. Let it move. This is not a problem with the reading.
This is the reading working.
And if at any point the material feels too large to hold alone, if what arises in the reading touches something that needs more support than a book can provide, please reach for that support. A therapist, a trusted friend, a healing community, a spiritual guide. This book is not a substitute for professional care when professional care is what is needed. It is a companion and a map.


      [image: ]A Word About Language
Throughout this book, I use the word mother and the feminine pronoun “she” as the primary framing. Not because fathers are absent from this territory, they are not, and their specific experience within it has its own dedicated chapter, but because the primary reader of this work, and the primary carrier of the specific shame it addresses, has historically been the woman.
The word hatred appears in this book. I use it deliberately, because the linguistic softening that most discussions of this subject resort to, the careful replacement of hatred with difficulty or ambivalence or complicated feelings, is itself a form of the concealment that keeps the wound alive. When a person is experiencing something that functions, in its phenomenology and its impact, as hatred, something that carries the qualities of contempt, aversion, and the desire for the object's absence, calling it complicated feelings does not honor their experience.
It minimizes it.
And minimized experience cannot be healed.
I use the word, therefore, as an act of respect. And always in the context of understanding, not condemnation.
I also use the language of the soul throughout these pages. Karma, past lives, soul contracts, the heart center. In full awareness that not all readers share a spiritual framework that includes these concepts. If your framework does not include them, I invite you to hold them as metaphors rather than literalities. Many people who have entered this book without a spiritual framework have found, by the time they leave it, that the soul level language named something real in their experience that they had not previously had words for.
But you are not required to believe anything. You are only required to be honest.


      [image: ]Before You Begin
There is one thing I want to say to you before you turn this page and begin the journey proper.
Whatever you are carrying, whether you are the parent sitting with the feeling you cannot admit, the child finally finding language for what you absorbed in childhood, the father who has never been given a single space in which to say what this has cost him, or the person who is all of these things at once, you did not choose this wound.
It arrived through circumstances larger than your individual story. Through the wounds of the parent who wounded you. Through the wounds of their parent who wounded them. Through the long, tangled, painful, and ultimately purposeful arc of a family's emotional history moving toward the moment, this moment, this book, this reading, when someone in the lineage finally turns and faces what has been running in the dark.
That someone is you.
You are the present runner. You are the one carrying this weight right now. And what you do with it, how far you carry it, how much lighter you make it before you pass it on; this is your leg of the race. This is your contribution to the story your lineage is writing across generations.
The ancestors ran their part. They did what they could. Now it is your turn.
And the fact that you are here, holding this book, willing to begin, is not evidence of your brokenness.
It is evidence of your courage.
Of a love for yourself and for your child that is stronger than the shame that has been telling you the wound is unspeakable. Of a soul that has decided, in this lifetime, in this body, in this particular family system with its particular history and its particular pain, that it is time.
It is time.
The feeling you cannot admit is not the truth of who you are. It is the wound asking to be healed. And the healing that is available to you, in these pages, in the practices, in the gradual and sometimes difficult and ultimately extraordinary work of turning toward yourself with the love you have always deserved, that healing is real. It is available. And it begins now.
You are not here because you are broken. You are here because some part of you, the deepest, most courageous part, knows that you were made for more than carrying this wound.
You were made for the freedom that waits on the other side of it.
And when you get there, you will pass a lighter baton forward.
That is the point of all of this.
That is the whole point.
With love and without reservation,
Shaffa






  
  Part One - The Wound No One Names




 A note before you enter this section. Part One goes to the place no book has gone before it. It describes the feeling directly, in its full complexity, without softening it into something more comfortable than it actually is. This may be the first time you have ever encountered an honest description of what you have been carrying. Read slowly. Give yourself permission to feel what comes up. You do not have to be ready for what the chapters reveal. You only have to be willing. 








  
  Chapter one
The Feeling Itself  

What It Is, What It Is Not, and Why It Matters


"There is no greater agony than bearing an untold story inside you." 
— Maya Angelou
It begins before language.
Before the parent has words for what she is experiencing. Before she has the psychological framework to name it, or the courage to speak it, or even the full conscious awareness that it is there. It begins in the body.
In the tightening of the chest when she hears her child's footsteps approaching. In the way her jaw sets, almost imperceptibly, when a particular child's voice fills the room. In the exhaustion that descends not from the effort of parenting but from the effort of managing the gap between what she feels and what she believes she should feel. In the relief, shameful, physical, undeniable, of the door closing behind them.
For most parents, this feeling coexists with love. That is perhaps the most disorienting and ironic dimension of it. Not that love is absent, but that something incompatible with love appears to exist alongside it. She loves her child. She is certain of this. She would walk through fire for this child.
And yet there is also this other thing. This dark feeling that she has no language for and no formal permission to acknowledge. The two feelings do not cancel each other out. They inhabit the same interior space simultaneously, creating a kind of psychic weather that is exhausting in its contradiction and bewildering in its persistence.
For others, and this is the harder truth, the love is harder to locate. It is not absent. The capacity for it is always there, always underneath, always the current beneath the ice. But it has been so thoroughly overlaid by the dark feeling, so consistently suppressed by the shame that the dark feeling produces, that it has become inaccessible.
Not gone.
But buried.
And the burying of it, the daily effort of performing a love she cannot feel while carrying a feeling she cannot name, is the most exhausting work she has ever done.
No one sees it. That is the remarkable and punishing thing. She is, to all observable evidence, a good mother. She shows up. She smiles. She provides. She manages the logistics of family life with the competence of someone who has learned that performance is the closest available substitute for the genuine article. Her children are fed, clothed, transported, and encouraged. Their needs are met. She is there. She perfectly checks all the marks of a loving and present mother.
And yet she is not there. Not in the way that matters most. Not with the full, warm, easy presence that children need and that she truly wants to offer and that something in her, something she has never been able to identify or address, will not allow.
The most painful silences are not the ones between people. They are the ones inside a person. The spaces where the most important truths live, unspoken, shaping everything, known to no one, slowly consuming the one who carries them.
I. What the Feeling Actually Is
We need to begin with precision. Because precision is itself a form of compassion in this territory.
The imprecise naming of this experience, the softening of it into phrases like difficulty bonding or complicated feelings or parenting challenges, is one of the ways in which the wound is kept alive. When we cannot name what we are experiencing with accuracy, we cannot fully examine it. When we cannot examine it, we cannot understand it. When we cannot understand it, we remain in its grip, performing its opposite, managing its consequences, and passing its roots to the next generation.
What we are speaking about when we speak about the feeling a parent cannot admit is a spectrum. A wide, varied, nuanced range of emotional experience that has contempt or aversion at its core, that is directed at a specific child rather than at the experience of parenting generally, and that persists across time and circumstances rather than arising only in particular moments of stress or depletion.
This distinction, that the feeling is specific to one child rather than to parenting in general, is one of the most important markers of the experience this book addresses. The parent who finds all of parenting overwhelming and all of her children exhausting is experiencing something real and serious that deserves its own support. But she is not experiencing what this book is about.
The parent who finds one child manageable, even delightful, and another child, borne from the same womb, in the same family, held and raised by the same hands, aversive, triggering, impossible to be near without the activation of something dark in herself: she is in the specific territory of this book.
And the specificity is important. Because it tells us something crucial. The feeling is not about parenting itself. It is not about that child. It is about something in the parent that the child's particular way of being activates, mirrors, and makes impossible to ignore.

      [image: ]The Spectrum: From Distance to Destruction
At the most invisible end of the spectrum sits the 
1. Chronic emotional withdrawal. The parent who is physically present and emotionally unavailable, not because they are choosing distance but because the presence of this particular child produces a quality of inner experience that the parent has learned to manage by not being fully there. The lights are on, but no one is home.
2. The targeted coldness, the child feels this. Feels it with the wordless certainty that children have before they develop the language to describe what they know. And responds with the escalating bids for connection that then confirm the parent's sense of the child as too much, too needy, impossible to satisfy.
Moving along the spectrum: 
3. The scapegoating of one child while others are favored. One child is consistently blamed, criticized, or held to a different standard while others are favored. Often dressed up as higher expectations or personality clash.
4. The contempt that lives in the quality of a glance, a tone of voice, a particular way of being spoken to that carries dismissal rather than regard. 
5. The chronic criticism that cannot find anything right with what this child does, cannot celebrate their victories without qualification, cannot offer the simple, uncomplicated pride that every child needs to see reflected in a parent's eyes.
6. The feeling communicated is that this child is a burden, usually without words, but through the thousand daily signals of parental response, that this child experiences. That their existence is an inconvenience. That the family would function better, the parent would be happier, life would be simpler and more enjoyable, without them in the picture.
Further along: 
7. The explosive anger that is disproportionate to the triggering behavior, that lands on this child with a force that the child cannot understand and cannot protect themselves from. 
8. The physical aversion, the difficulty with touch, with proximity, with sharing physical space and items, that the child experiences as rejection of their body, their personhood, their right to take up space in the world.
And at the furthest, most extreme end: 
8. The harm that makes headlines. The filicide that communities respond to with the question how could a parent do this. A question that almost always goes unanswered because looking at the answer is more disturbing than leaving the question open.
Research in this area, including the extensive work of evolutionary psychologists Martin Daly and Margo Wilson, demonstrates that children are far more likely to be harmed by stepparents than biological parents, that mothers who harm very young infants are almost always in the grip of severe postpartum psychosis rather than a chosen cruelty, and that fathers who harm older children are most often acting from explosive rage or the catastrophic logic of family annihilation.
Context does not excuse. But context explains. And explanation is what makes prevention possible.
This book addresses the full spectrum, from invincible to the very visible and obvious aspects. But it spends the most time, by design, in its invisible middle registers. Because it is there that the greatest number of people are suffering in silence. And it is there that the greatest potential for transformation lives. Where healing can occur long before it morphs into the extreme spectrum of exerting harm and violence on the child.
II. The Portrait — What This Looks Like in a Real Life
Let us move from the clinical to the lived. Let us spend some time with what this experience actually looks like in the body of a real person, in the texture of a real day. Not as an abstract phenomenon but as a felt reality, specific and human and recognizable.
Maria's Story — Thirty-eight years old, mother of three
Maria has three children. A daughter who is twelve, and twin boys who are nine. She loves all of them. She is certain of this. She has proved it in ten thousand ways over twelve years of consistent, devoted, competent mothering.
But there is something about her older son, Daniel, that she has never been able to name or explain or change.
From his earliest days, earlier than she could admit, earlier than she has ever admitted to anyone, there has been something in her response to him that is qualitatively different from her response to his twin or to his sister. A tightening when he approaches that does not happen with the others. A quality of irritation at his particular way of moving through the world. His loudness, his physical presence, his emotional intensity, the way he needs things with a completeness that she finds, privately, exhausting. The way he looks at her sometimes with those particular eyes that she cannot meet for reasons she has never examined.
She is a good mother to Daniel. She shows up. She goes to his school events, helps with his homework, manages his schedule with the same competence she brings to everything. She does not hit him. She does not call him names. She does not, as far as she is consciously aware, treat him worse than his siblings. She simply cannot find, in her interactions with him, the ease and warmth and simple delight that she experiences without effort with her other two children.
She has told herself it is a personality clash. That some parents and children are simply less compatible. She has read the parenting books, tried the attachment strategies, gone to the family therapist who told her that Daniel's emotional intensity was simply his temperament and that the friction between
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