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—Ramani Durvasula, PhD, psychologist and New York Times bestselling author of It’s Not You: Identifying and Healing from Narcissistic People

“Intimate and deeply moving … Galit Atlas writes with extraordinary emotional immediacy; we feel drawn into the room with her and her patients. Come Closer is an outstanding book.”

—Beatrice Beebe, PhD, clinical professor, Columbia University Medical Center; New York State Psychiatric Institute

“An extraordinary work of storytelling and hope. I found profound inspiration and insights on every single page.”

—Eli Harwood, therapist, creator of Attachment Nerd, and author of How to Deal with Your ___ So Your Kids Don’t Have To: An Encyclopedia for Ditching Your Emotional Baggage

“A revelatory work of psychoanalysis from one of the most original thinkers in the field. This book is a gift.”
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For Bob




Our Childhood Wounds and the Secrets of Intimacy

BEHIND EVERY THERAPEUTIC journey lies a story about human connection: a love story, a heartbreak, a mystery, a glimpse of loss or longing.

No matter what brings a patient through my door, our exploration always goes back to how we love and are loved, how we hurt and are hurt, how we hide and are found—the fundamental landscape where our deepest wounds and greatest healing both reside.

Our mental health is directly tied to how we attach and relate to others, and yet we all struggle with intimacy. We try to be close but fear getting hurt; want to belong but worry about losing ourselves; wish to be seen while feeling anxious about being exposed. Relational maturity involves learning to navigate two opposing and contradictory states: the capacity to be alone and the ability to be close. Many of us struggle with both.

Our emotional work is filled with the deep desire to know ourselves and others, and often an even deeper dread of knowing.

It is within these paradoxes that healing lives and these chapters unfold.

WHEN ELLA FIRST entered my office more than twenty years ago, she headed straight to the couch without looking at me. I watched the thirty-year-old woman, long curly hair flowing onto her shoulders, holding a large red bag and walking decisively. She sat down, settled into the couch, and placed the big bag between her legs.

“Hi.” She glanced up with a shy smile, then bent down and opened her bag. One by one, she pulled out tissues, a phone, a wallet, a water bottle, and keys, arranging them on the side table next to her before carefully returning each item to the bag. She caught my eye again and laughed with embarrassment, “I’m looking for something … never mind.” She left the bag open on the floor, leaned back, and started to cry.

In her first year of treatment, Ella cried in every session. She couldn’t explain her tears or what had brought her to therapy, yet we both understood that she came because she was looking for something important.

Week after week, Ella would come in and share pieces of her world with me, telling me about her friends, her dates, the casual sex she had with random men. Her life was filled with people, yet she felt profoundly alone. She was searching for a connection but kept feeling diminished and misunderstood. Every night ended in despair.

When Ella talked about her childhood, I recognized the raw distress beneath her words. Her mother was barely nineteen when Ella was born. “She was still a baby herself,” Ella said, drawing me into a world with no real grown-ups. In five years, three more babies were born, and Ella, the oldest child, was expected to be the “big girl.”

With her mother preoccupied and anxious, and her father working long hours, Ella learned to hide her emotional hunger and perform as the mature, self-reliant daughter they needed her to be. Inside, though, was hidden a distressed, forgotten baby.

Ella and I realized that her search for physical and emotional intimacy was shadowed by the wounds of her past. Every touch awakened her unmet childhood needs, stirring a blend of yearning and separation anxiety, regressed longing and deep sorrow. Sex carried a desperate wish, a promise to be seen, to fill the endless emptiness, to be completely connected and taken care of. She hoped that surrendering her body, giving her whole heart, would quiet the fear of being left alone again.

We found the girl she once was, still alive inside her—the girl who lived in distress with no one to soothe her, who silenced her yearning for her mother to avoid the pain of disappointment, instead turning to her father. She was seeking comfort through his admiration.

Ella’s early unmet needs were the force that drove her, but also what sabotaged every connection she tried to make. The helplessness of her childhood played itself out again and again. Tender moments of closeness awakened the old love for her mother and an urge to cling, seduce, and control the other. From our very first session, those feelings lived between us, as well.

In my book The Enigma of Desire, written for therapists, I describe Ella’s treatment. The chapter titled “Touch Me, Know Me” emphasizes how the pain of Ella’s childhood colored her later intimate relationships. Together, we worked through the longings of childhood, hers awakening my own. In the intimate dialogue between us, the girl I once was came to life as well: vigilant, needy, one who was more afraid than she seemed. When I became aware of what Ella reactivated in me, I was more able to deeply understand and work with her experiences. As I was in touch with the child within me, I became the attentive mother that Ella needed.

It was only when we could know and take care of the wounded child that Ella was—the frightened child, the melancholic child, and the invisible child hidden inside—that Ella began to reflect on and process her childhood instead of reliving it.

More than two decades have passed, and we have both come a long way. Over these twenty years, my thinking and writing have focused on the profound ways the ghosts of our history impact our lives—the ways past wounds emerge within and shape the bonds between people, in families, and in our intimate and sexual relationships. I often think about Ella, who found love and eventually moved to a different state. Every holiday season, I get a card in the mail: Ella and her new family in the photograph, wishing me a happy new year. She has created what had once seemed impossible.

OUR CHILDHOOD RELATIONSHIPS and attachments are the templates for our later emotional and sexual attractions, but they are also the source of our relational struggles and breaches. The children we once were live inside us; they whisper in our ears, awaken our fears and longings, try to protect us from pain, and construct our love lives, often behind the scenes of our awareness. It is only by inviting our childhood selves to have a seat at the table, by welcoming their voices, that we can work through our past instead of playing it out in our intimate lives.

We bring to our love journeys all the injuries we have survived, the unmet needs we’ve buried, the scars we’ve collected, and the solutions we have found. We carry the disappointments and abandonments we’ve endured, as well as hope that refuses to die. It is always the wounded child, and that child’s survival strategies, that shape our intimate lives.

“The wounded child” refers to the part of us that was injured early in our lives. From a relational psychoanalytic perspective, that child isn’t just a metaphor; it represents a real psychological self-state that was formed early in life and remains active within our psyche.

Self-states theory, developed by American psychoanalyst Philip Bromberg, describes our minds as consisting of multiple states of consciousness rather than a single, unified self. We all have different parts of ourselves: We are different with our parents, our children, our bosses, our friends, or our intimate partners. In healthy development, various self-states coexist even when they seem to contradict one another. We can access both our confident and vulnerable states, or both our adult and child states. Our well-being depends on our ability to get in touch with different self-states and maintain fluid movement between them; to develop what Bromberg calls “the capacity to feel like one self while being many.”

Intimate relationships awaken our child self-states because they mirror fundamental aspects of our earliest bonds, such as dependency, vulnerability, physical closeness, and care. They inevitably activate the early need for unconditional love, alongside childhood abandonments, disappointments, and betrayals. They expose an ingrained pattern: We become most frustrated with those who promise to gratify us, just as we did as children.

Our younger selves are drawn to the familiar, even when it is harmful. Their original survival mechanisms become our later patterns. But while as children we had very little control over our lives, as grown-ups we have the freedom to choose, the power to rewrite our narratives, and the ability to design our future.

I INVITE YOU INTO the heart of this emotional work, to a therapeutic journey where healing becomes possible. Through detailed stories grounded in psychoanalytic theory and research, I explore six prototypes of childhood wounds. We each live with at least one of these wounded children within us, and usually with multiple. Some wounds murmur in the background of our lives, while others present with urgent intensity. Together, they form a complex mosaic of who we are and the trajectory of how we connect with others.

The frightened child is ambivalent about closeness; early on, she learned that the people she loved and depended on could hurt her. The melancholic child is preoccupied with loss and lives with anxiety about separations and transitions. The ashamed child believes something is fundamentally wrong with who she is. The invisible child learns to hide, forming a rich inner life while appearing competent and self-sufficient. The guilty child worries about hurting the people she loves, caught between self-care and caring for others. The chosen child is viewed as special and can’t separate from a parent, as she is held responsible for others’ emotional well-being. Each wounded child tells a different story and bears a unique signature of pain, but they often interweave, creating the fabric of our emotional reality.

The stories I share here offer a path to personal growth, a reflective experience for anyone willing to listen deeply and learn how those truths are also our own. Through a psychoanalytic lens, I dive deep into my patients’ intimate lives as well as my own, looking into our most private desires, unmet needs, and yearnings. This process provides an honest and nuanced understanding of how our childhood wounds shape our adult love, and how early attachments form later relationships. By identifying these wounds within ourselves, we gain the ability to break familiar patterns, make different choices, and become known to ourselves and to others. The uncovering of old scenarios leads to the discovery of new relational possibilities, where our pain can be transformed into power and our scars into road maps to intimacy. Only by recognizing the ways in which our early relationships design our later ones can we free our future from the burden of history, create the love we want, and truly come closer.




1

The Frightened Child

Danger, Safety, and the Risk of Closeness

THE FRIGHTENED CHILD is ambivalent about closeness. From a young age, she learns that the people she loves and is dependent on can hurt her. Therefore, later in life, one of the main characteristics of the frightened child is the simultaneous wish for and fear of being close; she never stops longing for intimacy, and at the same time tries to protect herself from its dangers.

The frightened child’s caregiver is usually scary, scared, or both. Her childhood often involves ongoing relational trauma, a sense of danger, helplessness, or distress. Closeness triggers fear and activates a survival mechanism that may manifest as emotional dissociation, withdrawal, numbness, fawning, or impulsive outbursts and irritability.

As frightened children, we live with an internal conflict; dysregulated by closeness and upset by distance, aroused by danger, and overwhelmed by tenderness. We are activated by fear of abandonment and betrayal, often feeling flooded by both positive and negative emotions, and struggling to trust, feel secure, and be present with others. Since we identify with our parents and often internalize their beliefs about us, we live with shame and negative feelings about ourselves. We constantly worry that others are upset or angry with us, tend to blame ourselves for our suffering, and are filled with self-doubt and underlying self-hate.

In adult relationships, we may find ourselves in volatile and painful situations, trying to convince difficult people to treat us well and to love us. Alternatively, in an effort to feel safe, we avoid conflict altogether, prioritize harmony, and focus on pleasing others. We are often drawn to emotionally unavailable partners who don’t overwhelm us with too much closeness. Choosing security may leave us with compromised relationships, while deep down we keep longing for love, for new beginnings, and for forgiveness.

How can we negotiate the tension between the need to be close to others and the fear of being hurt again? Can we stay fully present without pushing our loved ones away or deadening our relationships? Can we take the risk of intimacy?

 

ZOE DOESN’T KNOW how it happened. She can’t explain what went wrong, where it all started. Maybe it was the hard time they had getting pregnant, or the years of fertility treatments that made her feel desperate and resentful. Maybe it was the loneliness of finally being a mother that created distance. Or maybe that’s just who she is, she concludes. Her bad nature. Her greediness. Her inability to enjoy what she has.

I watch Zoe squeeze her eyes shut as she tries not to cry. Even as a young girl, she tells me, she used to fight her tears by biting her lower lip and keeping her eyes from blinking. She didn’t want her parents to see her crying. She never understood why.

And now, in my office, Zoe struggles to hold back her tears, to manage the feelings that I’m gradually invited to know.

In our first session, Zoe told me that she got off the subway on Fourteenth Street and found my building right away. She took the elevator to the fifth floor, gently pressed the doorbell bearing my name, and waited.

What if she’s not there? she thought when I didn’t answer.

She wondered if she was supposed to hear a ring when she pressed the button.

Maybe the bell isn’t working?

She stood at my door, not knowing what to do, asking herself if she should buzz again and this time push the button harder.

But what if it had worked the first time and her second ring would be too impatient, too intrusive? What if I just needed more time before I opened the door? She didn’t want me to get annoyed before I even met her. Maybe she should call me, or just leave and say that she changed her mind.

She pressed the button again. This time she heard the bell.

“I’m sorry I’m a few minutes late,” Zoe said when I opened the door. “I was here.”

I looked at the slight woman in her thirties, her piercing blue eyes filling with tears.

Later, I would learn how painful that moment was for her, standing outside like a little girl who is worried that she did something wrong, embarrassed by her need to be liked and by her longing for my help.

IT WAS ZOE’S husband, Eric, who suggested that she start seeing a therapist. He was worried that she was depressed. Zoe didn’t think she was, but she didn’t mind his worry. She certainly preferred that to him finding out her concerns about their marriage.

“Eric is kind. This is the quality I cherish most about him. He has a good temperament, as they say,” Zoe tells me, adding that Eric never gets upset or blames her for being bad or wrong. In fact, he often seems surprised when she blames herself.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. You were great,” he would assert on their way back from a dinner party when Zoe asked if he thought she was rude.

“Did I talk too much?” She tried to revise the question.

“You never talk too much, Zo. You’re great.” He would repeat himself, but she wouldn’t be convinced. She thought he was just trying to make her feel better.

Zoe settles on the couch, and I see her thinking. Her fear that she must have done something wrong leaves me wondering whose voice she has internalized. Whose voice once accused her of being bad, and is now adopted as her own?

“I have no reason to be unhappy with Eric,” Zoe continues. “He is so devoted. His father left the family when he was a child, and he promised himself that when he grew up, he would be a steady family man. And he really is. I’m the one who’s the problem,” she mutters. “I’m just a miserable person. I don’t think I was ever happy.”

Zoe lifts her head and briefly glances at me. “I’ve read somewhere that Freud thought the goal of therapy is to help the patient feel ‘ordinary unhappiness.’ I would settle for that.” She smiles, and I know she is telling me that she’s here because her unhappiness doesn’t feel ordinary. She feels damaged.

“Have you ever found yourself listening to people and realizing they’ve all experienced something that you never did? And it makes you feel like an outsider to life itself, like you didn’t get the memo, and something is wrong with you?” She asks and doesn’t wait for my answer. “I had that with sex, for example. It took me years to figure out why it was such a big deal for people. I really didn’t get it. I thought it was the biggest lie in history, like either everyone around me was faking it, or that I was just an alien.”

Zoe shifts anxiously on the couch. “I remember when that changed. It was with my ex-boyfriend, Don.” She nods. “Here’s the crazy thing: Don and I had the worst relationship. We used to have horrible fights that made me want to die. He’d say these really nasty things, and I would just lose it completely. I’m so embarrassed to tell you how insane I was. I was just trying to defend myself, you know? I’d sob and scream and feel so desperate. Even now, just talking about it, I can feel my heart racing.”

I watch Zoe take a deep breath. Her blue eyes start scanning the room as if she’s trying to keep me from looking into her.

“Oh, I’m sure you’ll hear plenty more about Don,” she says, rushing through the words. “It’s been years, and I still can’t get some of those scenes out of my head.”

She interrupts herself and looks at me. “Wait, do people actually do that? Does everyone replay stuff over and over in their heads? Like arguments where you imagine finally winning, or coming up with the perfect thing to say that you didn’t think of at the time? I mean, I hate that I do this. I still think about Don and what I could’ve done differently, and we broke up like ten years ago. That’s insane, right? I’ve never told anyone about this. I really hope this isn’t too weird or creepy.” She leans back, her body sinking into the couch.

I hear Zoe’s ambivalence, her shame and worry that something is wrong with her, and that she might be taking me into a forbidden zone that no one has visited before.

“We would fight so badly,” she says quietly, and then closes her eyes and falls into a long silence.

“What did you think of just now?” I ask when she looks at me again.

“About this ritual I can’t stop replaying in my head,” she says. “After every fight, when I was completely destroyed—emotionally, physically drained—Don would pull me close and hold me really tight. His voice would go soft, almost tender. He’d touch me so gently, and everything in my body would just calm down. The pain would dissolve and turn into something else.” Zoe shrugs in discomfort. “He was the best lover I ever had,” she says, and I follow her into the land where pleasure is born of emotional pain, where there is a link between getting hurt and being taken care of.

“When we made love, Don would whisper, ‘See, when you stop fighting me, everything is easy.’ And I thought he was right, that I’m too angry. Why couldn’t I just be nice? Somehow, when I stopped resisting him, it worked.”

Zoe puts both her hands on her chest as if protecting her heart.

“With Don, it was kind of toxic, if you know what I mean. And with Eric … with Eric, I feel like something is missing.”

She turns to gaze out the window.

I KNOW THAT ZOE has just told me something important about her life—about two intimate relationships that seem so different, perhaps the opposite of each other: one volatile, the other numb. I wonder which one is her emotional homeland. I don’t know much about her childhood yet, but I’m aware of the human tendency to either run away from our original homes, or find ourselves back inside them, even if they were filled with demons.

We are attracted to the familiar, not only because it is known and predictable but also because in it lies the hope for reparation. Again and again, the human unconscious brings us to the place where things went wrong, with the wish to do it all over. We repeat and try to achieve delayed mastery over events that left us undone, that we couldn’t protect ourselves against, or that we felt ashamed of and guilty for. In our repetition compulsion, we wish to relive, and this time do things better, do it right, gain control over the most helpless moments of our lives.

I think about Zoe’s replay of scenes from her past, of the urge to revisit, master, and change the ending. What is it that haunts Zoe? I wonder, trying to imagine the sad girl she tells me about.

“Do you have any good memories from your childhood?” I ask, mapping the range of her emotional landscape.

Zoe turns her gaze from the window and looks at me.

“I remember one day I came back from a friend’s house with a piece of chocolate cake that her mother baked. That felt good. She wrapped it for me in tinfoil so I could take it home and eat it after dinner.”

She pauses and puts her hand over her mouth. “I used to absolutely dread our family dinners,” she says through her fingers, and I watch her good memory turn dark right before my eyes. “Me, my parents, my sister, Anna—we’d all sit around the kitchen table. My mother would serve everyone a plate of whatever she’d made that day, and my father would compliment her and say that hers was the best food, even better than anything a chef in a restaurant would make.

“Maybe he was right, but I didn’t have any appetite. I would sit at the table, put small portions on my fork, and move it toward my mouth in slow motion. I would play a game with myself, trying to see how long I could hold the food in my mouth. I was able to get to four minutes between each bite before I would force myself to swallow it.

“‘Why are you eating like a bird?’ my mother would comment.

“That was usually a signal for my father to intervene.

“‘Stop playing with your food,’ he would say firmly. ‘Your mother worked all day to make you this food. Swallow it already.’

“I didn’t say a word. I knew there was nothing I could say that would stop him from commanding that I couldn’t leave my chair until I finished everything on my plate. I felt frozen. Somehow, my body didn’t let me eat.

“They would all finish and leave the table, and I’d keep sitting there in front of my plate, trapped in my seat, knowing that I’d spend hours there before my mother would come back to the kitchen, grab my plate, and signal that I could leave.”

Zoe crosses her legs on the couch. She looks straight into my eyes.

“On that day, I made up my mind to finish everything on my plate so I could have the chocolate cake for dessert,” she says. I notice her expression turning wooden.

“Everyone was eating in silence. I didn’t move my eyes from my plate, eating as fast as I could, trying to ignore my father’s stares and the exchanges of looks between him and my mother.

“‘I finished everything,’ I announced.

“His face was serious, as though he thought I was lying.

“I lifted my plate and handed it to him. ‘I finished,’ I said again, this time louder.

“‘Did you thank your mother for the food?’ His tone was accusing.

“‘Thank you, Mom,’ I immediately answered.

“‘That was not a grateful thank-you.’ His face was angry, and he pointed his finger at me.

“‘Sorry,’ I said briefly. ‘Thank you, Mom.’ I looked at her and added, ‘Can I have the chocolate cake now?’

“That was clearly a mistake. My dad stood up quickly, banging both hands on the table. He stomped to the kitchen counter, grabbed the chocolate cake, unwrapped the tinfoil, and then threw the cake forcefully into the garbage.

“‘What’s the problem with saying thank you?’ His lips were trembling. ‘Why can’t you ever be grateful? I’m trying to make you a decent human being, but you insist on being rude and disrespectful.’

“He left the kitchen.

“That was one of the only times I remember crying,” Zoe says, and I see tears filling her eyes. For a moment, we don’t speak. I feel my heart pounding and notice myself biting my lower lip, the way Zoe does. I hold back my own tears.

“My parents were not bad people,” Zoe adds in a low voice. “They were just ‘old-school,’ and as you can see, I was provocative. It was a bad match.”

SELF-BLAME IS ROOTED in the fantasy that if we just change and become good, we’ll finally be loved the way we desperately need to be.

At a young age, we depend on our parents, and what they give us is the only care we know. When painful things happen, we believe that it must be our fault. We protect ourselves from the awareness that the people we need for our survival can hurt us. We identify with the aggressors, joining them in believing that we deserve their anger and punishment, and clinging to the forms of love they offer.

Zoe tells me that things changed as she grew up. She left her parents’ house, and her relationship with them shifted. She got married to Eric, had twin boys, and those childhood memories now seem foreign, disconnected from her present life, only the recollections of a little girl whom we are slowly learning to know. A girl who felt hurt, degraded, misunderstood. A frightened child who was trying to be strong, but often felt too sensitive, trapped in her urge to protect herself, to make sure no one would ever treat her that way again; no one would ever attack her, or force her to swallow food spiced with humiliation.

In his book Toxic Nourishment, American psychoanalyst Michael Eigen writes about the confusing blend of love and nourishment with toxicity; a mix that becomes inseparable, where poisons are ingrained in the very nourishment we receive.

Eigen argues that unhealthy sustenance is always part of what parents provide their children: anxious control, self-hate, survivor’s guilt, death dread, shame, and more. But while ruptures in nourishment and a mix of good and bad are normal, in some families, the two are fused and confused, with no way to differentiate between them.

Toxic families are those marked by the victory of destructive urges: when love is infected with excessive hate, when envy becomes stronger than gratitude, and when the wish to demolish, control, and hurt defeats generosity, compassion, and the urge to care. When emotional fragility eclipses the ability to feel empathy, we become toxic.

Parents are especially confusing when they present their destructive behaviors as acts of love, when they dress up sadism as good intentions or humor, and feel no remorse. As children, we are unable to recognize when our caregivers’ nurturance is unhealthy or when it comes laced with aggression. We have to adapt and digest what we get, which leaves us puzzled and filled with self-doubt.

The early parent-child bond—the blend of nourishment and toxicity, of need and fear—is what we carry with us; what we relive and try to repair in our later intimate relationships.

In therapy, it is always the inner child that leads us back to the traumas that shaped our fears, to the shelters that became our prisons, and to the survival strategies that dictate the patterns of our later relationships.

Our session ends. Zoe leaves, and I feel a catch in my throat.

I know that our journey is only just beginning.

“DO YOU HAVE kids?” Zoe opens our next session with a hesitant question. “I don’t mean to be intrusive, but I was thinking about it after I left your office last week.”

I pause and reflect on Zoe’s question.

Historically, the therapeutic frame required the therapist to remain neutral and avoid revealing their feelings, beliefs, or personal life to the patient. The principle was that to understand the patient’s internal reality, the therapist should serve as a blank screen, allowing the patient to fill the empty space with their own fantasies, ideas, wishes, and expectations.

Neutrality is a psychoanalytic ideal that has been challenged by changes in technology. In fact, while twenty years ago I would have analyzed the dynamics that led a patient to search for me online, now I would wonder why they didn’t. Most patients come to their first session already knowing at least something about their future therapist. When they look me up, they can easily find not only my picture, professional affiliations, and publications, but also details about my personal life: my age, my birthplace, my children’s names, the announcements of my life partner Lew’s death in 2019, and of my new marriage.

Whereas in the past our goal as therapists was to remain objective and make sure our patients knew nothing about us, not even hints from our office decor, we now work with the information people inevitably have about us, searching for the unique meaning this holds for each patient.

In therapy, as in life itself, healing happens in the charged zone where two hearts and two minds meet, in the delicate space between feeling safe and being brave.

I HEAR ZOE’S QUESTION and think about Emma, Yali, and Mia, my three children. I feel a wave of warmth, aware that it would be easy for me to answer her, to nod and say nonchalantly, “Yes, I have kids.”

Maybe she would lean back on the couch, and I wouldn’t add anything else. I wouldn’t tell her that I, too, have twins, and how sending them to college filled me with both pleasure and profound grief. I wouldn’t tell her that when my twins were about the age of her kids, I had another baby girl who, to this day, loves to tease them that she had my belly all to herself. I wouldn’t tell her that I know how hard, and joyful, and painful like nothing else it is to be a mother; how it stretches you, opens your heart, and breaks you. That it takes you to new emotional places that you didn’t even know existed, and to old dark places that you didn’t want to remember.

I won’t tell her any of that, but wonder what it is that she wanted to know about me. Is she asking if I can understand her? Is she afraid that if I don’t have children, I will judge her, feel envious or resentful, the way she used to feel toward other women who seemed too preoccupied with their children?

“I don’t know, I was just wondering,” Zoe adds quietly, as if wanting to take her question back, but then answering it herself. “Somehow, I think you are a mother.”

I notice the relief on her face when I smile and nod.

I know that in some unconscious way, Zoe is also asking if she could be my daughter. She wants to know if I could be a better mother to her than her traumatized mother was. Will I be able to see her goodness, tolerate her distress and anger? Will I be able to protect her, and love her even when she hates herself?

“I imagine that you have daughters.” Zoe laughs.

I smile. “Like your mother.”

“Right,” she says. “She had me, and then Anna. Thank God I didn’t have girls.” She shakes her head. “I was really hoping for boys. I knew having a girl could be too complicated.”

Zoe was afraid that a baby girl would force her to look into the mirror of her own childhood, to see herself in her daughter: a girl she didn’t like.

“It was easier for you to raise children who weren’t you,” I say. “It allowed you to avoid all the negative feelings you had about yourself as a child; to leave the girl you used to be outside of your new family.”

“Yes!” Zoe sounds excited. “I wanted my own family. And I’ll tell you, I remember the exact moment I knew I’d made it. I was on the operating table. The C-section had just ended. The boys were already out, and an oxygen mask was still on my face. I wasn’t afraid. I wasn’t in pain. My body was numb from the anesthesia. The whole thing felt like an out-of-body experience. I was there, but not really there.”

Zoe closes her eyes briefly. “Minutes earlier, I felt the doctors moving my body. Someone asked me if I was okay, and I nodded. ‘All good.’

“There was this strong pressure in my stomach. I looked at the ceiling, thinking that I should just be patient, that this would end soon. I was looking at myself from above, feeling nothing.

“I heard them talking. ‘Is the baby crying?’ I asked. I knew that the baby’s cry is a good sign.

“They handed me twin A: Julian. His face was so tiny. He was the smallest baby I’d ever seen. And then I was holding Ian. And I remember this clear thought: ‘That’s it, Zoe. From now on, you’ll never be alone.’ I felt happy and overwhelmed and worried about my premature babies, and I started crying hysterically, and I didn’t know why.”

I’m aware that Zoe doesn’t mention Eric.

In her numbness, on that operating table, looking at herself from above, she felt hope.

Creating her babies’ lives was the beginning of the new life she wanted for herself. If she could only march forward and leave that which she couldn’t change behind. If she could only transform the dark feelings that haunted her into something beautiful.

AS WITH MANY of us, Zoe’s hope lies in the fantasy of a new beginning.

She tells me that she wanted to forget the girl she used to be so that she could start all over again, and this time make things work. She longed to have the family she imagined other people had, to be the parent she wished she’d had. She was determined to protect her children from the negative and toxic feelings that were so damaging to her as a child, but she wasn’t sure
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