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 Praise for
CONNECTABILITY

“For anyone who’s ever felt alone in a crowded room or overwhelmed by connection itself, this book is a lifeline. Drawing from her own lived experience, Anna offers a warm, practical, and deeply relatable guide to healing the wounds of relational trauma. With clarity and compassion, she lays out a daily path to move from isolation to ‘connectability’ so you can finally feel at ease with others and at home in yourself.”

— Dr. Nicole LePera, author of the #1 New York Times bestsellers How to Do the Work and How to Be the Love You Seek

“If you’ve ever felt too weird, too broken, too much, or not enough, this book is for you. Connectability isn’t self-help fluff. It’s a field guide for the misfits, the loners, the ones who’ve been through a lot, have begun healing, and still want to explore what’s left to heal. Anna’s been there. She gets it. And her words will help you remember you’re not alone and never were.”

— Humble The Poet, international best-selling author of How to Be Love(d)

“For some people, ‘connectability’ comes naturally. For the rest of us, Anna’s book is a game changer. I felt like Anna saw straight through me, to the subconscious things I do that keep me lonely; spoke straight to the core terror that relationships can trigger and to the ways I’ve blown up relationships in the past; and then took me by the hand and walked me through simple, practical, actionable steps to connect with other humans in a real, deep way. This is exactly what you need when you long for connection but people are also your biggest trigger. Finally, a book from someone who truly understands that paradox.”

— Emma McAdam, licensed marriage and family therapist and founder of Therapy in a Nutshell

“There’s a terrible sense of isolation that haunts many of us who grew up with the trauma, even whenour lives look successful and connected from the outside. As Anna so powerfully lays out in Connectability, more people than ever before want to have closer, more fulfilling relationships with the people in their lives, but they don’t know how. In her inimitable straight-talking and hands-on style, Anna shows you the hidden ways connection wounds manifest and teaches you the precise exercises to break avoidant habits and to feel confident and at ease wherever you go. I wish I’d had Anna’s wisdom and guidance during my darkest times, and I’m so glad that you do.”

— Dr. Alex Howard, author of It’s Not Your Fault

“Disconnection sits at the heart of the mental health crisis in our society. If you’ve ever struggled to maintain close relationships—or found yourself keeping others at arm’s length—this book is essential reading. The hopeful message Anna offers is that connectability is not fixed; it’s a skill you can learn and strengthen, even if you’ve experienced trauma or attachment wounds early in life. In an era of disconnection, this book is both timely and vital—and may well be a turning point toward a more connected life for those who read it.”

— Niall McKeever, founder, The Weekend University
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To all the tender-hearted people who wait outside the circle—come on inside where you belong.
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INTRODUCTION

Eighteen years ago, I sat in a therapist’s office crying. In just a couple of years I’d had a series of losses—a bitter divorce that left me struggling to support two small kids, a surgery-gone-wrong with an avalanche of medical complications requiring a dozen more surgeries, and the sudden death of a man I had been dating that turned out to be from an overdose.

This would have been a hellish time for anyone. But the part that had become unbearable was that I was dealing with it all alone.

I don’t just mean that I was single. I literally had no help—no parents to let me come “home” for a while, no relatives to sit with me, no friend I could call, no neighbors willing to organize meals for me, no partner to help me pay the bills or reassure me in the middle of the night that everything would turn out okay.

I had once had those people, scattered here and there throughout my life, but not anymore. I was waking up at 3:00 a.m. almost every night, panicked.

The collapse of my connections had happened slowly, in little cracks and pops, postponements and absences I’d barely noticed, and then with a crash, when I realized, shocked, I had no one.

Some of the lost relationships made sense—my marriage had failed, for one thing. And in those last years of drama before the divorce, I tried to hide how bad things were, which meant I had to avoid people who knew me and who I feared would judge me. I couldn’t face them, and I definitely wasn’t “there” for them. I had siblings, but they were far away and busy with their own lives. My parents had died long before, and the friends who had once been close had become distant. There was a falling-out or two, but not enough to explain the loss of so many friends. Sometimes I was the one who had pulled away, feeling judged, or like we no longer had anything in common. Other friends had disappeared for reasons that were never clear.

I knew something explained this, but I didn’t know what. Maybe it was because I had children and they didn’t, or because I was now single and they weren’t. Or maybe something I said had offended them, or all the drama in my life became too much for them. Maybe we were never close to begin with, or we were close, and I did nothing wrong, and we just grew apart.

My honest guess (and it was hard to admit this to the therapist) was that something was hopelessly wrong with me, like a “curse” that drove away good people and left me stuck with the ones who never really connect with anyone.

The therapist was straight with me. “It’s not a curse. It’s that you don’t have a spouse, you don’t have parents, you don’t have a sibling you can turn to,” she said, reminding me that those are the people who normally show up to help in times of crisis.

“You are going to need friends,” she went on. “And this time, they’ll need to be the kind of people who are capable of being there for you.”

She said my job was to learn how to recognize such people and to become a person who can form strong connections with them.

And this, as anyone who has found it hard to connect with people knows, is a lot easier said than done.

THE MISSING ELEMENT

The thing is, all my life I’d tried to form close relationships. It was natural for me when I was a kid, but then as I got older, though I wanted close friends, nothing quite went right. By the time I sat crying in the therapist’s office, I had come to believe that no matter how hard I tried, I’d never truly fit in with a group or know what it was like to feel safe and accepted with another person. I felt cast out, hanging by a thread, damaged, but unsure why this was happening. I could feel I was missing some crucial element—something I came to call “connectability.” That was my word for the “air” that some people have around them—a kind of grace, confidence, and openness that makes other people want to be around them—that makes them a joy to have as friends. I wanted that.

In this book, I’ll teach you how I learned to be connectable, and I’ll show you how you can learn these skills too—faster, I hope, than I did. When I first set out, there was so much I didn’t know!

For example, I didn’t know that the feeling of disconnection that gnawed at me (which, honestly, I’d felt on and off since I was in about fourth grade) was a classic symptom of Complex PTSD (or CPTSD). This is a cluster of symptoms that can develop as the result of chronic, intense, and ongoing stress. It can arise from trauma at any stage of life, but most typically, it’s from abuse and neglect during childhood.

CPTSD can disrupt everything from your capacity to learn and focus, to your immune system function, to your ability to regulate your emotions. It can produce brain changes that dampen your innate sense of connection with other people, leaving you with a sense of separateness that’s hard to shake, like you’re a stranger who never belongs.

Many people who were not significantly traumatized as children feel this disconnection too. They find themselves alone too much of the time, wanting better relationships but feeling awkward and anxious when they interact with people socially. Their connectability is not quite there either.

What’s simple for some people—having a friend, taking part in a group, or recovering from an argument with a co-worker—can be fraught with shame and anxiety for those of us who lack connectability. We crave connection, but it’s as if we didn’t get the memo on how to actually do it.

It can feel like the disconnection is caused entirely by other people and by what they did to us—the social rejection, abuse, or bullying to which they’ve subjected us. But there are also dozens of ways we pull away too, and this is where the feeling of disconnection can lead to the behavior known as avoidance.

Some of us avoid people altogether by choice. Many of us go through the motions of connection, but in subtle ways we hold people at arm’s length. We accept invitations and then cancel at the last minute. We date someone for years but don’t commit (or we date others who won’t commit to us). We quit speaking with a longtime friend because they hurt our feelings, ignoring their requests to talk about it. Or we stay in a job we hate, telling ourselves we have no choice, or that we’ll find a new one soon, but then years go by and we’re still too frozen to marshal our efforts and move on.

We look at our phones at the dinner table or claim we are too busy or too tired to be present with the people who are sitting right next to us. And the result in all these cases is the same; we feel stuck and alone.

This is what I call “covert avoidance.” It’s a term I coined to describe a common pattern I notice in many of my students and sometimes in myself. Almost everyone does it at least a little, appearing to be connected and fully engaged with life but always finding a reason to hold themselves apart. All forms of avoidance function as a means to manage anxiety and feelings of overwhelm, but unlike “overt” avoidance, covert avoidance goes mostly undetected by the people in your life, and sometimes even by you.

But why would any of us sabotage our own needs like this? Why would you?

Maybe you feel anxious around people. Maybe past hurts have made it hard to trust. Maybe the shame and invalidation you’re carrying from your childhood make it impossible to let your hair down with other people, and you’re in fear all the time that you’ll say the wrong thing, or that they don’t like you, or that you don’t belong. Maybe you think everyone else belongs, just not you.

You’re instinctively protecting wounds you can’t even see. You want to meet your friends for coffee, but the plan feels like “too much,” so you decline the invitation. In the back of your mind it may feel like this is temporary—it’s really just this time, and any day now, you’ll get social again and go for coffee. And then you just . . . don’t.

Now that I’ve described this to you, you might be having an “aha” moment. Most of us do when we first realize that what’s driving our disconnection is a “thing.” It was caused by trauma that you couldn’t have prevented, it’s not your fault, and (this is very important) it can make social situations feel stressful and overwhelming.

Avoidance is appealing in these moments because it takes the pressure off and feels like self-care. But when it goes on long term, it damages relationships, robs others of the love and connection they need from you, and blocks you from your own life.

 Healing avoidant behaviors and developing the confident openness to people that I call “connectability,” is what this book is all about.

DISCONNECTION IS A TRAUMA SYMPTOM

Because my life’s work for the last 30 years has focused on helping people heal the adult symptoms of childhood trauma, I noticed early that a sense of disconnection seemed to be an almost universal trauma symptom. In adults and especially in children, trauma can cause neurological changes that, in effect, injure brain functions that enable us to feel connected and to form connections with other people. If this happened to you, you were robbed of one of life’s basic needs—to be well-enough loved and guided into the web of human connection that’s all around you. In fact, the richness of life and your very survival depend on this.

Whether you were harmed as a child, socially rejected as an adult, or unable to fit in, or if disconnection is just something “baked into” your personality in the form of introversion, social awkwardness, or autism, the social isolation that can result becomes its own kind of trauma.

Chronic isolation is a brutal stressor that can cause emotional and psychological trauma and make other problems in your life much harder to bear. Isolation can even alter brain function in ways similar to trauma, worsening CPTSD symptoms or even causing CPTSD to develop.

It does this by impacting areas of the brain involved in the stress response and regulation of emotion and social behavior, which in turn can restrict your ability to seek out and connect with good, appropriate people to bring into your life. It can disrupt your intuitive knowledge of how to interact with people successfully and how to detect red flags that warn you someone should not be allowed into your life. In this way, social isolation can become self-perpetuating; it causes a worsening of trauma symptoms, and trauma symptoms worsen the urge to isolate.

Connectability is what we are meant to have—a vibrant, essential part of our being, which nonetheless can be damaged. When this happens, it’s a terrible loss. To long for love and friendship but not to be able to form or sustain these relationships is a devastating price to pay for connection wounds you could not have prevented.

Thankfully, healing these wounds is possible if you’re courageous. But too many people leave healing to chance, hoping time or meeting the “right people” will make connection easier. This could happen, but without conscious effort, the connection wound is more likely to get worse over time, not better.

This is our dilemma: We need caring people in our lives to fully heal connection wounds. Yet at the same time, our wounds make it really hard to find the very people we need. So we have to do both, as best we can, at the same time.

When I realized this, it explained why conventional advice to “just make new friends” had never helped me.

IT’S NOT JUST YOU . . .

Like most people who live disconnected, I thought I was the only one—pretending to be fine but mysteriously unable to fit in or feel at ease with most people. I read books, took up hobbies, joined groups, sought therapy, and did everything you’re supposed to do. I understood it to be a personal failing—a flaw in my character.

I did not start life this way. As a girl I loved being around people and adored my friends, teachers, grandmothers, and cousins. My parents were loving and well educated, but their slide into alcoholism and addiction dragged us all down into poverty and violence and broke our family apart. The violence eventually stopped, but the neglect never ended, and I grew up feeling a deepening sense of loneliness, shame, and isolation.

There was a lot of arguing and tension in my home life. There wasn’t always appropriate food for us. We didn’t have a washer or dryer for most of my childhood, and some of those years we had no hot water. By the time I was in middle school, I had to fend for myself to scrounge up money for lunch or a trip to the laundromat. I spent a lot of energy hiding our home situation from other people and fending off the creepy types who tend to shadow kids who aren’t supervised. I remember thinking the problem was that we were poor or that our home was cluttered and filthy. These things definitely stigmatized us and left me fearful to bring friends home after school.

By my teens I had internalized the family’s problems as personal shame. I vaguely believed that I’d be more popular (and less left out) if I were more like other people—prettier, cooler, and more outgoing. But the real problem was the shame and stress I felt around other people. I hated my body, my secondhand clothes, my personality, and even the sound of my own voice. I felt I had to suck in my stomach, hide my enthusiasm, and avoid raising my hand in class.

In my 20s, I came out of my shell a bit, moving to a big city, putting myself through college, getting a boyfriend, and in my evenings, doing comedy open mics with a skit trio we had formed. The world opened up to me, but the wounds of childhood trauma (and lack of a supportive family) kept me in a constant state of fragility. Everything felt temporary, not my first choice, like I was just passing time before the real thing came along.

I’ve learned from my YouTube audience that this is common for traumatized people too. When we feel as if nothing is permanent, it generates a desperate hunger for solid connection. Yet at the same time it undermines our ability to form the kinds of connections that last.

By the time I was 30 I’d quit the job and left the boyfriend, not because I was moving toward anything I wanted more but because I was falling apart. That core loneliness was getting louder and louder. It made me selfish, mentally disorganized, and outright mean. I was sure the emptiness inside was caused by failings in the people around me—and I told them so! Of course, people didn’t want to deal with my anger and blame, and they left.

I tried to change. I was in therapy for years. But even when I was seeing a therapist three times a week, I would feel worse after appointments than when I’d come in. The more I talked about my grief and loneliness, the worse I felt. In those days, it was not well known that the neurological effects of childhood trauma can interfere with the therapeutic value of talking about painful subjects. Talking made me into a wreck, and I assumed there must be something fundamentally wrong with me. I believed I was unfixable.

And then I discovered something that did help.

 If you read my first book, Re-Regulated, or you watch my YouTube videos, you’ve heard the story of how, at the age of 30, I stumbled upon an unusual pairing of techniques that I call “the Daily Practice,” and how it helped me to regulate my nervous system, calm my hurting mind, and begin putting my life in order. It involves a very specific written exercise, followed by a restful meditation, that together, can help release fearful, resentful thoughts and feelings that tend to build up in the mind of a traumatized person. (I’ll teach you the techniques in Chapter 3.)

Once I had a simple, safe, and portable way to discharge the tangle of ugly thoughts and emotions that clogged my mind, a shift happened. The subtle awareness I needed to “feel” others—to really see and hear them—began to awaken. Trauma can dumb down emotional intelligence, but with healing, that intelligence comes back. When you have a method that works, strengths you never even knew you had spring up like grass in a rain shower.

Learning the Daily Practice saved my life, and soon I was devoting much of my free time to teaching it to anyone who wanted to learn, mostly in a 12-Step program for families of alcoholics, where over time I sponsored about 300 women by teaching them this unusual way of











THE PROMISE OF THIS BOOK

















WHAT YOU’LL NEED TO DO THIS WORK


	A journal. This should be a sturdy or bound notebook that you can keep together with this book to make notes about what you’re discovering about yourself and what you’d like to incorporate in your own healing work. You’ll find journal prompts placed throughout each chapter of the book. Be careful to keep your journal private so you are free to write honestly.

	A scratch pad. This is what you’ll use to do the Daily Practice writing technique twice a day (I’ll teach you those in Chapter 3). After each writing session, you’ll shred the pages and throw them away. The paper doesn’t need to be fancy, and you won’t be rereading it.

	A pen or pencil.











	you have abundant, enjoyable relationships of all kinds (friends, a partner, relatives, and co-workers, for example),

	you’re no longer trapped in relationships that bring you misery,

	you have the right amount of solitude to recharge when you need it,

	and your relationships all play a role in helping you become your full, real, and best self . . .
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