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Preface

All patient stories are fiction.

There is no perfect term for someone who comes to therapy – I find the word ‘client’ transactional and impersonal, so I prefer to use ‘patient’, as it implies a duty of care and a sense of being looked after, which feels important to me. For ease, then, I will use ‘patient’ throughout.





Introduction

I am sitting on a sofa in a warmly lit room, looking across to a wise face with inquisitive eyes. Everything is about to change. I fidget in the chair, as nervous as I would be before a first date – just not the kind of date you sneakily text your friends about when they’ve gone to the bathroom. No one knows I’m here actually. There’s a sort of shame in telling people, as if they might think I’m crazy or broken for being here.

I’m not here because I’ve had a mental breakdown. Actually, I’m pretty sure my mental health is fine. If I’m honest, I’m not sure why I’m here. All I know is that I’m suffering and I don’t know what else to try. I can’t stop eating. No matter what diet I try, what new type of exercise I take up or food group I attempt to cut out, I’m stuffing my face until my belly hurts every single day. I eat in a frenzy until I feel sick, comatose on the sofa, barely present. I feel sluggish and ugly and miserable. Honestly, I don’t think therapy is going to help at all. I’m just desperate.

I’ve tried everything. I’ve trawled through Google, downloaded a mindfulness app, started yoga, thought positively, wrote in a gratitude journal, worked harder to distract myself, talked exclusively about food, stopped talking about food completely. I’ve given up sugar, written notes of warning to myself, kept chocolate out of the house, skipped meals out with friends, counted to ten, counted to a hundred, had three meals a day, five meals, no meals. Sometimes things helped a little, but the problem always came back.

I have no idea why I’m struggling; I just know that I can’t stop.

I look up at this woman who has listened to me ramble on about myself for an hour and ask, ‘So, what on earth is wrong with me?’

‘It sounds like you’re in a lot of pain,’ she says. ‘Let’s try to work it out together.’

We agree to meet once a week and I leave feeling unsure and sceptical that this will help, but for the first time in a long time, I have a tiny glimmer of hope that things might get better.

Fast-forward a few months and I find myself struggling to speak. My eyes are full. My body screams at me not to let her see me cry, but I breathe through the pain and let a tear fall. I look up to check she’s not annoyed; she nods encouragingly. I am talking about something from my past that I’ve never told anyone before. I was seven and being shouted at for a reason I didn’t quite understand. I went to the cupboard afterwards to make myself feel better. This was the first time I learnt to use food to comfort myself.

We talk, over many months, about everything other than food. It turns out that the reasons I started therapy have absolutely nothing to do with the things I end up talking about. I talk about my parents, about my sister, boyfriends, the mean girls at school. I talk about my desires, the things I’m afraid of, how I feel about myself. Yet somehow, without ever really talking about food, the problem shifts. It isn’t just talking; I’m also crying, I’m angry, jealous, ashamed, humiliated, lonely and deeply, deeply sad. Before this I would have said I was fine – generally a happy person. Now I realise I am full of feeling.

Afterwards, I leave and the familiar urge to eat fills me. In the cupboard, I grab my go-to chocolate biscuits and then stop myself. ‘Try to notice what’s going on in your body,’ I hear my therapist saying. There’s a twinge of sadness. I stay with it for a moment and my eyes fill. I blink out a tear, then another.

My body takes me to bed and now I’m weeping. It feels good, like a cathartic release. After a few minutes, my tears dry and I feel vulnerable but a little better. I did not eat. The biscuits remain in the cupboard, untouched. A smile fills my face. There is nothing wrong with me. I am just very sad, and angry, and the eating has been keeping all that pain down. As I lie in bed, euphoria floods me. I thought it was the eating that was wrong with me, but I realise the eating was trying to make me feel better. The only thing that was wrong with me was that I didn’t yet know what was going on emotionally for me underneath the surface.

That’s when I realised that most of us don’t have a clue why we are suffering. Most of our psychological problems are an attempt to cope with pain. The problems create a new kind of difficulty in our lives, but the initial root of the problem might be entirely unrelated.

This wasn’t the end of the binge eating, but it was the start of the end. And, several years of hard work later, I can proudly say that it’s a problem that rarely rears its ugly head. Now, when it does, I understand that it’s a signal of a deeper issue. In those moments, I allow myself to look under the surface, with the same compassion my therapist showed me, and it goes away once more.

This groundbreaking realisation motivated me to become a psychotherapist. Every woman in my family is a therapist. Every single one. My mother is a therapist, my sister is a therapist, all four of my aunties are therapists. My grandma was one of the first women to study psychology at university in the UK. It’s safe to say I’ve been raised in a cult of therapy.

So, it’s no wonder I ended up completing a PhD in psychology and going on to train to become a psychotherapist. It’s literally in my blood.

While this has at times been extremely irritating and makes family gatherings pretty heavy going, it’s also given me a love and appreciation for the human condition, and a solid foundation of understanding about mental health and the way therapy works. Yet still, it was only in going through therapy and becoming a therapist myself that I came to understand that fundamental point: most of us have no idea what the real problem is.

In modern Western culture we tend to believe that our conscious mind is in the driving seat. In reality, however, it’s our unconscious mind that runs the show. It determines how we react to things, why we’re anxious, why we procrastinate, why we prefer men who treat us badly, why girls coming on too strong freaks us out, why we’re driven at work, why we can’t sleep, why we’re a supportive friend, why we stuff ourselves with food even though we’re full, why we think everyone hates us; why we think, feel and do anything.

Sigmund Freud described the mind as an iceberg – the conscious mind is the 10 per cent we see, but underneath there’s another 90 per cent of the iceberg, which is our unconscious. And yes, Freud was a little problematic, sex-obsessed and used to take his patients on holiday (weird, right?), but some of his ideas were rather brilliant, and still hold up today.

So many of us walk around with these big issues we can’t seem to solve because we have no idea where they’re coming from. In my practice, I see many people who are struggling. They know things aren’t going as well as they’d like, they know they’re grappling with certain issues and they know they want things to change. What they don’t understand is why, or what to do about it.

What I tell my patients, and what’s essential for you to understand, is that you cannot change unless you get to the root of your problems. The things we think are the problems are often not the problems themselves. Food was a coping mechanism I’d learnt to make me feel better. It numbed me from deeper emotions that I wasn’t even aware of. Food, in a counter-intuitive way, was a solution. For others, the solution might be different things – relationships, substances, work, self-criticism, anxiety, depression.

Your problems are signposts that something is going on underneath. They are the tip of the iceberg.

The tools people learn in therapy, and that you will learn in this book, help you take a look inside to see what’s going on below the surface of the water. There’s nothing that gives me more pleasure than seeing one of my patients have a moment of revelation, in which they realise something they’ve never made sense of before (or a therapiphany, as I like to call it). Sometimes these a-ha moments are a relief, often they are painful, but they are always necessary for deep transformation to occur.

Desperate to bring the life-changing insights that people learn in therapy outside of the therapy room, I sought to distil complex psychological concepts into simple and digestible posts on social media. Within a matter of months, my small group of followers became hundreds of thousands of people.

I couldn’t believe how much my posts were resonating with people.

What this shows me is that people are hungry for depth and to really understand themselves. There is a growing movement, especially among young people, to engage on a more profound level with our mental health and a quiet revolution leading us away from oversimplification towards the pursuit of true self-awareness. People are yearning for answers.

This book will provide the depth we’re craving by answering the questions people are longing to unpick by summarising the fundamentals of our psychology and relationships.

People come to therapy for all kinds of reasons, but the thing they all have in common is that they want something in their lives to change. There might be hundreds of different problems that people want to address, but fundamentally they feel stuck and want their life to improve.

Part of what keeps us stuck is that we’re asking ourselves the wrong questions – questions that prevent us from moving forward. One of the first things they teach you in therapy school is that you don’t have a magic pill or a simple answer that can just take away someone’s problems. Trust me, if I had a magic wand, I would use it. What I can do is help people to ask different kinds of questions, which get underneath the tip of the iceberg. And they’re the questions I’m going to ask you in this book.

It is not a substitute for therapy, but it is going to arm you with the tools to gain self-knowledge, so you can observe and learn about yourself. When you understand your reactions and behaviours, you give yourself a choice and power over your decisions.

This is the book I wish everyone would read before starting therapy or any healing journey. It’s the book I wish I’d had before I started Each chapter will answer the questions I get asked the most, by my patients and people online. It will be full of tips, stories, exercises and lessons in manageable, bite-sized pieces that will help to explain complex and otherwise inaccessible theory on relationships, how to become more self-aware, how to feel better and how to improve your life.

Because while therapy can be hugely transformative, we are really the masters of our own mind. And the more we empower ourselves with knowledge, the more successful our healing is likely to be.

There are five key steps in my process to understanding your emotions and moving past your suffering:


	GET CURIOUS: recognise what the problem is, that it’s signposting a deeper issue underneath, and start thinking about what that might be. When did the issue first develop? What role might it be serving? Think about how this shows up in your relationships and any patterns you’ve observed that keep cropping up.

	UNDERSTAND: go deep into your past experiences, becoming more aware of what the root of the problem might be, and why it is there.

	FEEL: experience the emotions that are being kept down. We are all very talented at avoiding things we don’t want to face, even without realising.

	ACT: turn this new awareness into action to make different choices.

	REPEAT: notice when these patterns reoccur, go through these steps, then notice when it inevitably comes up again (and again and again and again).



This might sound simple, and really it is; however, it takes repetition and practise because our unconscious pain doesn’t always want to be felt so readily. I don’t want to delude you that this is a neat five-step process – therapy is anything but neat. Healing is not linear. You might bounce from getting curious to feeling, to going back into denial that there is a problem at all, to taking action, to feeling deeply again, to having a pause for a while and then going back to it when you feel stronger. There is no ‘right’ way to do this; the journey will look different for everyone, but these are the five fundamental aspects around which I find it useful to anchor the process. So don’t be alarmed if the experience is messy. If you ever have the thought, Am I doing this right? please know that there is no right or wrong way – messiness just means you’re human, like the rest of us.

I’m going to go through some of the main signposts that cause people suffering. We’ll focus on both the self (e.g. depression, anxiety, obsessive thinking, addictions, self-criticism) and relationships (e.g. projection, why you can’t get over your ex, how to stop pushing people away, loneliness, friendship break-ups, having difficult conversations). And along the way we’re going to look at how to put all this self-knowledge into action, giving you practical tools so that you can start to understand why you are struggling, and how you can struggle less.





A Note Before We Start

There’s only one golden rule in my therapy room: my patients should say everything and anything that comes into their head. If they get a strange, embarrassing or seemingly random thought, I actively encourage them to say it. The same applies to you as you’re reading this book. Any shameful, silly, out-of-nowhere thought, feeling or memory that comes up, I want you to allow it to be there, welcome it in and get curious. Maybe even write it down.

These random thoughts are often coming from the unconscious. They are communications from a part of yourself you’re likely unaware of. By starting to pay attention to them, you’re becoming more aware of these parts of yourself that have been hiding away, yet probably are having far more of an impact on your life than you realise.

Of course, if the things that come up feel too overwhelming, it’s important to notice this, stay curious, but also maybe take a pause if you need to. If you do feel easily triggered, it might be a signal that there’s something specific you’re struggling to deal with that might require professional support.

When someone comes into my consulting room, I don’t immediately know what’s at the root of their suffering. They’re telling me they often feel flat, that they’ve stopped having sex with their partner and they get these random headaches that they’ve convinced themselves is a brain tumour. This is where being a psychotherapist is a little like being a detective. I piece these bits of information together and begin to construct my own theories, based on things I’ve learnt, about why someone might have developed the coping mechanisms they’re telling me about, but really, I don’t know what’s going on inside them. The journey of figuring it out is one we embark on together.

Just as my therapist didn’t know exactly why I was binge eating at first – we had to uncover it together – I am likewise in the dark when a new patient arrives. So I start by asking questions about their life, their childhood, how they came to be.

Throughout this book I want you to play detective in your own life. Get curious. Where might certain beliefs have come from? What patterns do you observe? Is there something that seems to be repeated in different parts of your life?

You cannot heal if you aren’t aware of what is broken

People often ask me, ‘How do I heal?’ and my answer is always, ‘Self-awareness.’ Awareness is the first step towards change. Until we know what we’re dealing with, we don’t know how to help ourselves. Once we are aware of the what and the why, we can take responsibility, challenge old patterns and start to make conscious changes. Without self-awareness, change is a struggle.

Remember that behaviours, patterns and habits serve a function, so you will have developed them for a reason or as a product of the unconscious things you’ve repressed, usually from your childhood. Beyond the signpost there is an opportunity for deeper understanding. Now you need to follow those signposts and try to understand exactly what’s going on underneath.

I’m going to give broad examples of people struggling with each issue I describe in the book, what might be the source of them, and some tips and tools on what to do about it. This will be unique for everyone – while the problem might be similar, the root cause can be very different.

One person might struggle with social anxiety because their dad died when they were little, and their child mind wondered irrationally if it was something they had done – if he’d died because they were bad. Another person might have had a critical mother who left them scared of the judgement of others; another may have had to look after their younger siblings even though they were still a child and feel now that people are always wanting something from them.

I’m not here to tell you what the reasons are for your struggles; only you can know that. Instead, I’m going to provide you with the tools to start building more self-awareness around your problems and some routes for working through them. I’m here with you every step of the way. Let’s start with an exercise to prepare you for the journey.





— EXERCISE—

I want you to play detective. As you read through each section, pay attention to how you feel. Are there any stirrings in your body? Any thumps of anxiety in your chest or twinges of sadness in your eyes? If this happens, put the book down and just notice the feeling. Give it space. See what happens. As you read, stay focused on how you feel – this is where the healing lies.

Any random thoughts, memories, feelings, odd sensations in your body – write them down. These are all unconscious communications that might give us more of a clue as to what’s going on in there.

Give yourself a few minutes to reflect on anything you’ve already noticed. Do any more associations come up? Do these link to any of the issues you’re having? Any new explanations or a-ha moments?

If you’re getting nothing, that’s fine too. Stay open-minded as we go through each section of the book and see where you might want to get curious and dig into what might be going on under the surface of your problems.



As you start playing detective, it’s important for you to know that understanding yourself isn’t about having an intellectual awareness of what’s going wrong. You might well understand that the reason why you hate confrontation is because, for example, your mum used to be controlling and aggressive, which scared you. While this is an important insight, it won’t change that fact. If it was that easy, you’d heal everything by reading one book on child development, and therapy would only last one session – you’d sit in the chair, the therapist would tell you it’s all your mum’s fault (which we definitely sometimes do), they’d explain that the difficulties you’re having are ways you learnt to cope as a child and you’d leave problem-free, barely needing to make a dent in your bank account.

Unfortunately, it doesn’t work like that, because what really needs to be understood are the feelings that have been kept out. Rather than just knowing that your mum’s meanness made you scared of conflict, bit by bit you have to emotionally connect to what it really felt like for you at the time, how scary it was, what it was like to try to speak up. In order to make change, you have to release what’s been repressed by going back to what it felt like to be that little child.

Understanding yourself is not so much about knowing why, but about feeling why.

I know this might seem scary. It was scary for me too. Delving into your past and letting yourself get sad or angry or afraid might be the last thing you want to do. It might feel genuinely terrifying. I can remember when I first started therapy, squirming away from the difficult parts, talking about things that were completely irrelevant or changing the subject when I could feel the stirring of a painful emotion or memory. If I’m honest, I still do that now sometimes, even though I know full well it won’t help me. The unconscious will do anything to avoid being vulnerable if it feels that is threatening. This is completely normal.

There might be a moment when you read this and get irritated at something or think I’m talking nonsense. Be curious about that too. That happens often in therapy. When a comment hits a nerve, it’s normally hitting something in your unconscious that you want to deny or avoid. If you can notice it rather than react to it, this could be a moment of insight that will help you to understand yourself better.

Take your time with this work. If you’ve gone all your life believing it’s not safe to feel certain things and then a therapist comes along and asks you repeatedly how you’re feeling, you’re not suddenly going to say, ‘No problem, I’ll open up all my dark insides that I once thought were going to make my parents stop loving me, ultimately ending in death.’ No. Even though you want to get better and probably very much want this person to know exactly how you’re feeling, your unconscious is going to put up a good fight.

That’s why the process of therapy can be a long one, because we gently have to teach the scared part of you that it is indeed safe to feel those things. And, much to the dismay of our quick-fix, magic-pill, instant-gratification culture, that takes as long as it takes.

So as you read, focus on what you’re feeling. And remember, we’re trying to feel our feelings, not think our feelings.





Part One: 

The Self





Understanding Yourself

Most of us just want to be happy. Alva especially wants to be happy. She’s spent her lifetime chasing happiness, yet somehow she cannot find it. She can’t quite say why – nothing in her life is that bad – but she moves through her days like tar. She finds herself constantly scrolling through her phone, playing Candy Crush every moment she can. At family gatherings she zones out, her thoughts going round and round that she’s failing in life, that nothing is working and everything is pointless. She feels happiness sometimes – dancing with friends, laughing at stupid videos, cuddling her cat – but the tar always returns.

She wakes up yet again with a heaviness in her limbs. Before she even opens her eyes, she feels for her phone to prepare herself for another day of dissatisfaction. Her thumbs open Candy Crush, an action as reflexive as breathing at this point. She looks at the clock. An hour has gone by; she’s late for work and she’s missed the workout class she promised herself she’d do in hopeful delusion the day before. With a frustrated groan, Alva throws her phone across the room. That’s it, something has to change. Today is the day she is going to fix this problem – she’s going to do everything she can to get happy.

She invests heavily in the happiness industry. She buys herself a new wardrobe, wondering if this will be the thing to make her happy. It doesn’t. She deletes Candy Crush and sets limits on her apps. It works for a few days, but she always goes back to it. She starts a new health regime, trying to eat well and get into running. It gives her a smug sense of superiority, but it doesn’t make her happy, not really. She quits her office job and goes travelling, spends a year in India, Mexico, Bali. She gets into yoga and feels a little better, but still the sorrow follows her.

Maybe she needs more meaning, more purpose. She changes career, retrains as a teacher, hoping that working with children will give her a sense of gratification. It does, but she still has this niggling feeling of deep sadness. Maybe what she needs is a relationship, someone to love and hold her. She meets Jamal. He’s perfection – funny, sexy, ambitious and attentive. For a few months, it works. She’s giddy and excited, everything feels a little brighter. When she’s with him, she doesn’t even think about her phone. Maybe this was the answer. Maybe her strange feeling of disconnection is finally gone.

Then, once the honeymoon period has calmed and the oxytocin (the ‘love hormone’) simmers down, the same nameless dread returns. She starts zoning out at work again. Going to meet her friends becomes laborious. She finds herself fake-laughing and saying she’s fine a lot, but inside it’s a different story. Her Candy Crush habit slips back in; she plays it on the bus, as soon as she wakes up, right before bed. She even starts playing when she’s hanging out with Jamal, making them feel disconnected and alone. Once again, the world has lost its colour and Alva doesn’t know why.

Why can’t she just be happy? It’s not like she isn’t trying.

The problem is that Alva is not getting anywhere near the heart of the matter. All her attempts at problem-solving are hitting the tip of the iceberg. Now, don’t get me wrong, your job, relationships and lifestyle have huge implications for your mental health, but they don’t get deep into why you – and Alva – are struggling in the first place.

Desperate for things to change, Alva comes to see me. In our first session, I immediately sense how frightened she is to open up. The anxiety radiating from her is palpable. She is smiling but she does not seem happy. She seems distracted and aloof, tails off at the end of her sentences as if she’s not used to talking about herself. She reminds me of myself when I first started therapy. Numb, scared and detached from herself. ‘What do I do?’ she asks. ‘Tell me what to do.’

People come to therapy for answers, but often I start by giving them more questions (yes, therapists are annoying like that; you’ll learn this as we go). I do not hold the answers. I wish I could give people the magic pill they’re after – it would make my job a hell of a lot easier – but sadly no such thing exists. All the answers lie within Alva, but they’re outside of her awareness at this point – the underside of the iceberg. My job is to help her feel safe enough to get to them.

So, together, we start the process of excavation.

The first thing I do is ask about her childhood – a cliché, I know.

Why are therapists obsessed with your childhood?

The majority of brain development happens between birth and three years, and the brain is nearly fully grown by the time we’re five. This means that everything that happens to us during this time has deep consequences for who we become. Think about how we learn language: babies can pick up a new language easily and will stay largely fluent for the rest of their lives, whereas trying to learn a new language after the age of twelve is pretty hard for most of us.

As we learn how to speak, we also learn a language of emotions. Most of what we know about ourselves, our relationships and the world comes from those early years.

Sadly, we are evolved for survival, not for happiness. Your brain does not care that your social media addiction is turning you into a zombie, or that your inability to motivate yourself is stopping you from doing well at work. Your brain just wants to protect you from things it deems to be potentially harmful.

And where do we learn what’s harmful to our survival? Our childhood.

As an adult you might be able to feed and look after yourself, but as a child this was certainly not the case. This is truer for us in comparison to any other species because we are so helpless as babies. We spend the first two years of our lives completely dependent on others to survive, needing them to feed us, hold us and stop us from rolling off tables.

For a baby to stay alive, it needs to maintain the connection to its parents. It needs to be loved.

So as babies we are hyper-attuned to things that strengthen or weaken our relationships. When a parent is not present, shouts at us or is highly stressed, this sends out fear signals in our brain. This feeling of fear tells us something is wrong, and as babies we try everything we can to fix it and keep our parents happy. We need them to keep us alive, and for that we need them to love us. Anything that we perceive will make them love us more gets ramped up, and anything we think will make them stop loving us gets shoved down.

Even if your parents were emotionally literate and non-judgemental, you would have implicitly learnt what’s socially acceptable by osmosis from your environment. Men shouldn’t cry; women shouldn’t be assertive; we should be confident but not proud, happy but not arrogant. It’s in our cultural make-up – and will vary depending on which culture, race, class and country we’re from. There is an endless list of messages we get from society about who we should be, how we should act, what we should think. Take the messages we receive about our feelings alone: ‘Think positively’, ‘Don’t be glum’, ‘Man up’, ‘Just get on with it’, ‘Put on a brave face’, ‘Don’t be a wimp’, ‘Big boys don’t cry’, ‘Keep calm and carry on’. So, it’s not just your immediate family that shapes you; it’s also wider society, your culture, sexuality, race, class, religion, neurotypicality – the list goes on. As we grow, all of these experiences of living in the world shape how we learn to relate to people, and ourselves.

Any feelings, behaviours or identities that have elicited negative responses get pushed down into the unconscious, where we have no real awareness that we even have them.

That’s why bad things that happen to you when you are young have such a significant effect on you as an adult. Adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) are the leading predictor of poor mental and physical health, from anxiety to heart disease. The more difficult our childhoods were, the worse we will suffer.








ACEs

‘The Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) Study’1 found that patients who experienced four or more types of adverse childhood events had higher rates of ischaemic heart disease, cancer, stroke, chronic bronchitis, emphysema, diabetes and hepatitis. Extensive research has shown that ACEs also increase the risk of mental health conditions, with one in three of them relating to ACEs. Results are so stark that childhood maltreatment is shown to be the costliest health issue in the United States, while resolving child abuse would improve the rate of depression by over half, alcoholism by two-thirds, and suicide, serious drug abuse and domestic violence by three-quarters.2






But my childhood was great!

It may well have been, but it still had an impact on you. Now, let me be clear. We have all been let down by our parents in big and small ways, and this has, to varying degrees, messed us up. Even those with the most emotionally attuned, caring and well-adjusted parents will have experienced some negative moments that probably still affect them today.

Below are some experiences that aren’t considered trauma but still affect a child:


	The birth of a younger sibling and losing your parents’ sole attention.

	Mum working a lot.

	Dad not talking much about his feelings.

	Being picked on in class.

	Going to boarding school and being separated from your family.

	Getting the silent treatment.

	Being encouraged to be happy all the time rather than being allowed to be sad.

	High expectations or pressure to achieve in school.

	Living in a dangerous area with violence around you.

	Growing up in a culture that’s different from the people around you.

	Moving around a lot.



If you recognise any of these things from your childhood, it might feel weird or scary to think of yourself as having been negatively impacted by your upbringing. Maybe you want to dismiss me and tell me how lovely your parents were (I don’t doubt it). It’s difficult to think about our childhoods being anything other than good, but good is not the full spectrum of feelings. Things can be good and still hard at times. We can love people and still be upset with them. The more shades we can admit and accept, the more we can understand ourselves and feel whole.

There are two types of trauma: small-t trauma and big-T trauma. Big-T traumas are normally life-threatening or intensely frightening – such as physical or sexual abuse. Small-t traumas aren’t quite as terrible, but they can still be distressing. These are experiences that we might not classify as big-T trauma, but they can threaten a child’s sense of safety and therefore be experienced as traumatic.

Trauma is defined as anything that shatters our sense of security in both our internal and external worlds. It is the emotional and physical response that comes from experiencing a distressing event. In other words, when bad things happen, our trust in our sense of safety is broken. In Greek, the word trauma means wound – so trauma isn’t the event itself, it is how we process that event and how we store it within our psyche. This means that children can have the exact same experience, but (depending on their sensitivity, genes, family support, culture) one can be traumatised by it and one can be relatively OK.

The healing journey for those who have suffered severe abuse and trauma will no doubt be more complicated and painful than for those who haven’t, but this is a spectrum, and everyone falls onto it somewhere. No matter how good or bad things have been for you, your childhood shaped you in positive and negative ways, and is still affecting you today as an adult. Self-awareness and understanding around exactly how is beneficial.

It’s hard to think and talk about our childhoods. I get it – it took me about a year of therapy to admit that my parents were anything other than flawless (and I still sometimes find myself getting defensive about it). We can feel guilty for being critical; our parents did so much for us – we shouldn’t complain or blame them. Contrary to what you might have heard about therapists, I’m not here to blame your parents. They did the best they could. However, being defensive about whether they were or were not good parents shuts down any curiosity about who you are and what you could learn about yourself and the world.

Let’s leave the blame here, and instead get curious.






— EXERCISE—

Imagine yourself as a child – any age that comes to mind. What kind of child were you? Are you aware of anything that might have been difficult for you? This can be something as seemingly inoffensive as a family dog dying or going to a new school. Put yourself in the mind of a child – what might that have felt like for you back then?

What about your relationships? Were there any that were difficult? Even if you were a really happy kid with loving parents, were there any less-than-ideal dynamics to your relationships with your family? We can’t all be happy all the time; it’s natural to have a whole range of more difficult feelings. How might that have been for that little kid?

If you’re struggling to find answers, try to think of your earliest memory. What was going on in your family at the time? What might it tell you about the kind of childhood you had?



Asking yourself these questions allows us to start piecing together what might be buried in your unconscious. Without blame or judgement towards your parents, we can start to try to figure out the experiences and attachments that shaped who you are.

Back to Alva . . .

I don’t get anywhere with Alva very fast. She zones out often and I feel a bit like I don’t really exist when I’m with her, as if she’s in a glass box that she’s keeping me out of. I try to connect with her, to empathise and understand what she’s feeling, but she is mostly numb, and therefore so am I. My attempts to connect only seem to push her further inwards.

So, I start to ask Alva the same questions I’ve just asked you in an attempt to figure out where she learnt to disconnect, and what exactly she’s disconnecting from. As she tells me about her childhood – in a monotonous, detached tone – I start to get more of a picture of where her disconnect might have come from. She tells me that her dad used to get in bad moods. I ask her to give me an example, to see if she can remember what this used to feel like and also to connect her to the feelings it seems as though she’s shutting me – and herself – out from.

A six-year-old Alva is playing with a football in the garden outside, kicking it against the wall back and forth. Thwack. Thwack. Dad is at the kitchen table trying to focus on his work. Thwack. He glances out of the window and tries to re-read the sentence. Thwack. His jaw tenses. Thwack. That’s it. Dad loses it. He storms into the garden. ‘Shut up! Stop that right now. Why do you have to be so damn annoying?’ Alva freezes in fear at the shock. Her jaw clenches. She was only playing; she didn’t do anything wrong. She turns to her dad to shout back, but he is big and red and frowny. Her lips tremble. It’s the first time she has seen her dad like this; normally he’s loving and smiley. Panic rises through her. What if he shouts more? What if he thinks she’s bad and stops loving her? Scared and wanting the shouting to stop, she apologises, stops playing with the ball and goes inside to play a game on the computer.

This doesn’t mean Alva didn’t feel angry and hurt at being told off when she was innocently playing, it just didn’t feel safe for her to show her feelings at the time









	your parents didn’t show their feelings or talk about emotions much.

	your parents were always encouraging you to be happy and think positively.

	your mum was very anxious and easily upset; you felt she was too fragile to upset further.

	your father was very sensitive to criticism, so he interpreted your tantrums as personal attacks that made him give you the silent treatment.

	you had a loud and dominating younger sibling, and your parents didn’t have space for two problem children, so you learnt that being smiley and quiet got you more love and attention.

	bad things happened but were never talked about; everything was pushed under the carpet.

	you had to look after your younger siblings, even though you were still a child yourself.

	you were bullied in school, taught to ‘man up’ and be strong otherwise you’d be seen as weak.
















































	You have lots of physical health issues, such as constant flus and colds.

	You struggle to relax.

	You feel numb, tired and depressed.

	You see yourself as a pretty chilled person, but then find yourself overreacting or blowing up at small things.

	You have low self-esteem.

	You have many racing thoughts, often feeling very anxious but unable to stop worrying.

	You’re constantly distracted – by TV, drinking, overeating, working. You don’t like being alone with your thoughts.

	You don’t often cry or get angry.

	You suffer with addiction.

	You create rituals to avoid feelings.

	You tend to self-sabotage or engage with self-destructive behaviours.

	You feel lonely even when with people, as if no one really knows you.

	You can’t be in the moment and often have brain fog and feel absent-minded.









	Biting your fingernails.

	Poor sleep.

	Obsessing about a person you’ve only been on one date with.

	Gut problems.

	Work stress.

	Cheating on partners.

	Chronic fatigue.

	Shouting at your children and then feeling guilty.

	Overthinking.

	Random headaches.

	Overeating.

	Impotence.







	Get curious. Reflect on any thoughts, images or memories that come into your mind, even if they seem completely unrelated or weird. These kinds of thoughts are often coming from the unconscious. By noticing any themes or patterns that come up, you can spot clues as to what might be going on inside. Try not to judge yourself or dismiss thoughts that feel irrelevant – often these are the very ones with the most meaning. I encourage you to write them down as you go.

	Understand. Think back to your past. Try to remember what it was like for you as a child, and any particularly difficult memories that come up. To understand the root of our suffering, we have to go backwards to where it started. How were you taught to handle your feelings? What role did you take on in your family? Where did you learn to behave in the way you do? Keep remembering as you read. The past, and how it shows up in the present, is the key to self-awareness.

	Feel. Pay attention to your body. Our minds might not be aware of the things we’re keeping down, but our bodies often are. Feelings are physical sensations, so try to notice anything going on in your body as you read and give space to anything that comes up. Sometimes, if you’re feeling stressed or uncomfortable, stopping to work out why and simply naming the feeling can help you feel a little better, even without doing anything about it.
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