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Prologue

While the pandemic swept around the world and turned everyone’s lives upside down, I logged on to a Zoom call that would change the trajectory of mine. My former somatics teacher had passed away, and I, along with hundreds of her students, friends, and colleagues, was invited to a celebration of her life. This included a virtual somatics class, with each of us in our Zoom squares, moving gently, rocking, releasing tension from our bodies. I remembered how movement could reconnect me with my body, releasing me from feeling completely numb, dissociated, and stuck inside the constant ruminations of my mind.

As the hour of exercises continued, I began to feel more alive than I had in months. I looked at the other people on the call, somewhere else in a world that had us all on edge and anxious, and was struck by these pockets of healing, people easing their distress and pain at a time when it was so desperately needed. It gave me a sense of hope. That it was possible for me to rediscover a road to healing, even after everything I had been through. That I could reclaim my body from years of stress and trauma—and somatic exercises would be the key.

At the time, I was trapped inside an abusive marriage, struggling with how I’d got there and how I could get out. I used to be smart, strong, and independent—and now I was scared for my life. Just eighteen months earlier, I’d been showered with love and affection, swept up in a romance with my dream partner, and we’d eloped, excited for our life together to begin. But, as it had turned out, only I was excited. He had other plans. I didn’t know it at the time, but I had been love-bombed, hooked by his attentiveness, gifts, and compliments; his constant need to be with me above everyone else; and his promises of a beautiful future together. It had all felt so thrilling. In reality, it was his first step in ensnaring me and gaining control. A play straight from a narcissist’s handbook. Within days of our marriage, he erased all the data on my laptop—though I was unaware that it was him. He changed logins and passwords and began regular transfers of money from our joint bank accounts to accounts in his name only, including thousands of dollars that my grandfather had left me in his will. Then he started using my credit card without my permission, small charges at first, subscriptions and clothes, until he worked up to bigger-ticket items. Maybe I should have been more careful with my accounts, but I didn’t know not to trust him. I loved him.

This financial and tech abuse was just the beginning. Next, my husband started to isolate me, keeping me from seeing other people. At first, I didn’t think much of it. We had few friends in New York City, my family was on the other side of the country, and I’d been happy to stay home at night, just us, living our newlywed life. Then he stopped working on a regular basis, saying he was throwing himself into taking care of me, as if I should be pleased. But his care had taken the form of control, and he was telling me where to work, how to look, what to buy for myself, and what to wear. Soon after, he told me that we could no longer snuggle, or touch, as it was too painful for him because of his bad back—although sex was still fine. I wasn’t sure what to make of it. It felt off, but he reassured me that everything was okay in that kind way he had . . . when he wanted. Other times, he was angry, his rage coming out of nowhere, and I knew not to say anything to escalate it or to oppose him.

My body had tried to warn me about the abuse. I started to have frequent panic attacks as I headed home after work. I fainted several times a week, once in a subway station, coming to my senses under the gaze of watchful strangers. “Are you okay?” they asked me as I scrambled to my feet, ashamed. “I’m fine,” I said. “Must be the heat.” “Is there someone who can look after you?” one woman asked, concern in her voice. “My husband,” I said. “He’ll help. I’ll go home now.” I smiled, sounding like someone whose husband would be kind to her and offer tea, even though I knew it would be safer for me not to mention the incident at all.

For months, my whole body ached constantly, my muscles tense and sore. In my time off from work, I lay curled up in bed, silent, barely able to move, my thoughts and emotions buried deep inside. At night, insomnia haunted me. I couldn’t sleep, though I was beyond exhausted, but lay rigid in the bed, wide-eyed, vigilant, and scared. Slowly, I was beginning to understand that something was wrong, that these weren’t just the normal bumps in the road of a marriage. But what could I do about it?

By the time of the Zoom call, the mistreatment had intensified. I couldn’t explain it away or pretend that it was anything other than domestic violence. We had moved to the West Coast by then, living first in LA, but we lost our apartment there due to my husband’s reckless spending. Now we were stuck in the basement of my in-laws’ house in Oregon. My husband was drunk or high on marijuana every single moment he was awake. He entangled me in eight-hour fights of verbal and emotional abuse, trapped me in corners, and pushed me on the bed, forcing himself on me. Whenever I tried to talk to him about how I felt, that I was a hostage in my own marriage, he grew aggressive, yelling, emotionally manipulating me, slamming his fists against the wall. I was terrified of him, but I couldn’t leave—we were on COVID lockdown.

It wasn’t my first time experiencing trauma. At the age of fourteen, I’d experienced the trauma of being roofied and sexually assaulted. Overnight, I became a different person, going from curious and engaged at school to sullen and withdrawn, if I showed up to classes at all. I received little support at home. I had stopped eating and my dad yelled at me and threatened to send me away to a troubled teen school. My mom, though aware of the assault, stood by and watched and said nothing to protect me. At school, my counselor, concerned that I was cutting classes, listened as I recounted my ordeal and then handed me a pamphlet on PTSD (post-traumatic stress disorder), though no guidance on what to do with her casual diagnosis.

It was years later, when I’d just finished college, that I first discovered somatics, after cycling through healing trends—gratitude journaling, meditation, and self-help books—in an effort to treat the chronic pain, anxiety, disordered eating, and insomnia that had arisen in the wake of my sexual assault. My ballet teacher noticed the way I dissociated any time I wasn’t dancing and suggested I might enjoy her somatics class. It was the first time I had heard this word and I was skeptical. I couldn’t understand how doing small movements on the floor in my pajamas could in any way heal my trauma from sexual assault. I wasn’t sure what to expect, but after that initial session I cried with relief for a solid fifteen minutes. I felt such a release of tension from my body and that night I slept better than I had in years. As I continued with the class, I fell in love with somatics. I wanted to understand how these simple movements could make me feel so much better, so I immersed myself in the practice and theory. My body tingled as if it were coming alive again, as if it were sending out new shoots like a tree after a long winter of hibernation. I started to feel joyful and energized. It was like re-meeting myself.

Fast-forward to the Zoom call honoring my former teacher, and that hope surged in me again. The exercises rekindled feeling in my body, allowed me to reconnect with my emotions, to listen to myself and the voice that was telling me just how toxic and abusive this marriage truly was. The voice was telling me there was a path to healing.

I was determined to continue with somatic exercises, even if just for a few minutes every day. Whenever my husband left the basement, I rocked and released tension. Some days I locked myself in the bathroom to get my exercises in, lying in the bathtub, eyes closed, my thoughts focused on what I was experiencing in my body. It felt good to do something for myself, for my own healing, beyond the reach of my husband. To keep myself accountable to my new routine, I decided to post the exercises on TikTok, sharing that I was healing from trauma. It was a new social media platform for me—one where I had no followers at all, as I didn’t want to be recognized in such a vulnerable state by anyone I knew in real life. I wondered, though, if I might help someone else out there who was struggling as I was, maybe just one person who was looking for hope. I wasn’t prepared for the response. Hundreds of strangers reached out to me sharing their stories, telling me that they were dealing with similar issues, how the exercises were revitalizing them. Within three weeks, I had more than ten thousand followers and several videos had gone viral. I was astonished. I had felt so alone. And now I could start to hold hope for my future.

The new energy I was feeling helped me start formulating an exit plan from my marriage. With the assistance of domestic violence advocates, I filed a police report and an emergency restraining order against my husband. I was finally able to be alone in a new apartment and I thought I would be safe.

But the abuse escalated to a level I couldn’t have imagined. Furious at me for limiting his hold on me, my husband deleted my computer data again and closed my Google and Apple accounts—it was almost impossible for me to do anything without them. He then vandalized my car in the apartment’s garage. I was still in a heightened physiological state, not knowing what would happen next, always looking over my shoulder. All this time, I kept posting the somatic exercises on TikTok, hoping that I’d keep feeling better (as much as I could, anyway). Luckily, people I didn’t know continued reaching out to me for guidance and support, and I felt my confidence grow. Eventually, I could see that there was a way forward for me, one that reconnected me to my purpose: I was meant to bring people back to life after trauma. To help them heal. Just as I was doing.

My goal in writing this book is to empower people to recover their capacity to flourish after the pain and discomfort of living with unresolved trauma. We’re all caught up in difficult times, the world around us rocked by constant crises, war, political extremism, oppression, misogyny, recession, climate change, and more. Often we are navigating personal difficulties too—sexual assault, domestic violence, emotional abuse, financial abuse, childhood trauma, toxic relationships, hectic schedules, job insecurity, money worries, loneliness, the death of a loved one. It’s not surprising that so many of us are traumatized. That we are struggling to live the lives we want.

There is now more evidence than ever that the trauma we experience is stored in our bodies—for months, years, even decades—and can affect us emotionally, physically, and cognitively while negatively impacting our daily lives. Through my work in guiding people toward healing, I’ve seen the multitude of ways that past traumas cast long shadows and impede the present: how childhood neglect can show up as long-term pain and people pleasing; how the constant stress of working for a demanding boss can turn into anxiety and depression; how sexual assault manifests as disordered eating and dissociation. I know how trauma gets in the way of relationships and lowers our ability to experience joy.

As I healed more, I discovered I was sexually abused when I was as young as seven years old. I’ve had vivid flashbacks of a man holding me firmly down, pushing my face into the pillow, and sexually assaulting me while whispering lewd comments into my ear. It happened every summer when I visited extended family in Chicago. I remember telling my mom that I wanted to go home, that there were monsters in my bed, but she didn’t recognize the signs. I didn’t have the words to describe what was happening to me, but my body knew. I’ve seen photos of myself from back then, looking into the camera, watchful, tense, my hands held protectively in front of my pelvis. I can sense the confusion I felt, the pain, the lack of safety in my small world, and I also see evidence of my body’s biological defense system on high alert, kicking in to protect me from danger—a state of hypervigilance I remained in for decades, always ready for the next threat. I know now the toll this natural trauma response takes on our bodies when it persists over time or is retriggered in stressful situations—our cortisol rises, inflammation increases, and our nervous system becomes dysregulated. Eventually, this constant tax on our bodies, this long-term stress, can erode our physical health, causing tension, aches and pains, sleep issues, gut problems, autoimmune disorders, and many more conditions—unless we do something about it.

In the chapters that follow, I’ll introduce you to the power of somatic exercises and offer you a pathway to resolving your trauma and discovering emotional and physical healing—for, as you’ll come to see, the two are inextricably intertwined. At their most basic, somatic exercises release tension, stress, and stored trauma from the body, allowing the nervous system to move from dysregulation to a state of regulation (or homeostasis). They allow us to reconnect our physical body with our emotional body and relieve our pent-up survival energy in a safe, controlled, and incremental way through rocking, shaking, tensing and relaxing, trembling, yawning, and deep breathing. Many people feel an almost immediate release of the tension they’ve been holding; for others, it can take time and be a more gradual experience.

The term “somatics” was coined in the 1970s by philosopher and educator Thomas Hanna to describe, as he stated, “the field which studies the soma1: namely, the body as perceived from within by first-person perception.” By this, he meant regarding your body as more than a physical entity, more than the cells, tissues, and organs that move us through our day. Somatics is about internal sensory awareness and the lived experience of your body, which is crucial for understanding tension, stress, and trauma, and healing at a deep, personal level. Peter Levine, author of the classic book on trauma, Waking the Tiger: Healing Trauma, and champion of the wisdom of the body, says, “We all have2 the innate capacity to heal our traumas.” I had never really appreciated this until I discovered somatics. In all my years of attempting to heal, I’d tried to stop the way I was feeling or had talked about my trauma to make it go away. I’d never listened to what my body was telling me—even though it had been screaming for my attention via years of chronic pain and insomnia. I was struck by how in our modern lives we are taught to favor rational thought over our bodies’ wisdom, and I could see that somatics was a way to remedy that. I also appreciated that while Thomas Hanna is recognized for founding the field of somatics, his ideas built on other movement techniques (including the Alexander Technique and the Feldenkrais Method). He borrowed from Eastern philosophy and martial arts, African dance, and Indigenous practices that have been around for centuries. Tuning in to our bodies was nothing new, even if it felt radical in our fast-paced world.

I’ve spent the past twenty years gaining somatic certifications and studying just how much trauma and long-term stress are connected to the physical pain and unexplained health conditions that so many of us deal with, conditions that we’ve been programmed to just “put up with” as part of modern life. In the chapters that follow, I’ll walk you through the science of trauma and how it becomes stored in our bodies, looking at our natural protective responses to threats in our environment (whether an unsafe childhood, pervasive racism, or the approach of a sexual predator), how these survival responses (fight, flight, freeze) can remain activated over time, and how that impacts our physical health. I’ll dig into the role of our autonomic nervous system, explore stress hormones, and unpack polyvagal theory. All this is to say, the more we know about our bodies from the inside, the better equipped we are to address our health issues and live more abundantly.

And it starts with somatic healing.

Many of you may have made your way to this book after years of struggling with your health and have likely found few answers in doctors’ offices. You may have been dismissed, shamed, or gaslighted, told that your symptoms are psychosomatic and that nothing can be done. Or you may have been given quick fixes that don’t seem to get to the root of your concerns, prescription medicines that mask your symptoms instead of addressing directly why they’re there in the first place. I know how that feels because I’ve experienced it myself. There are dozens of signs and symptoms that might mean there is long-term stress or trauma stored in your nervous system. You may recognize some from your own lives in the following list (which is by no means complete):


	•Long-term aches and pains

	•Frequent headaches/migraines

	•Frequent stomachaches

	•Teeth grinding

	•Sleep issues

	•Constant fatigue

	•Digestive problems

	•Weight issues

	•Brain fog

	•Difficulty with focus

	•Long-term anxiety

	•Panic attacks

	•Depression

	•PTSD

	•Complex PTSD (CPTSD)

	•Substance use disorders

	•Eating disorders

	•Emotional numbness

	•Autoimmune diseases

	•Illnesses without an official diagnosis

	•Hormonal imbalances

	•Thyroid conditions



You don’t have to experience all these symptoms, but checking off even a few of them is a good indicator that you might want to consider the process of releasing stress and trauma through somatic exercises. Some of you may discover that these gentle movements are the missing link on your pathway to healing. Others may find that they work alongside other modalities, including talk therapy or eye movement desensitization and reprocessing (EMDR) therapy. Only you can know what is right for your body. As you move through the book, my aim is to support you on your journey by showing you that you aren’t alone and by providing practical advice. I offer specific guidance for various health conditions and symptoms as well as explanations for why certain body parts might hold trauma. You’ll also find somatic exercises with detailed explanations and photographs so that you can start to get your body moving.

The stages of trauma healing include rest, regulation, and reconnection by reducing stress, processing trauma, and finding a sense of belonging. Throughout the book, I’ll share some of my own experiences in traveling along this path—from my first tentative videos, to prioritizing my healing, to discovering my place in a vibrant community—as well as snapshots from the lives of some of my students. I’m excited that you’ve made the first step toward resolving your trauma, and I look forward to accompanying you as you begin to take your life back.






Part One The Science








Chapter 1 Trauma Stays in the Body

It may seem that the word “trauma” is everywhere, in books, magazines, and all over social media, and given the stressful world we live in, that probably isn’t surprising. Perhaps more unexpected is the generally hazy understanding that many of us have about what trauma is. At the heart of my book lies the idea that somatic exercises can release stored trauma from our bodies and allow us to heal and restore. So before we jump in and start this process by moving our bodies, I’d like to walk you through the science of trauma: what it is, what it is not, and how it ends up in our bodies. And even though this science involves some complex biology and neuroscience, I genuinely find the details fascinating. After all, understanding what trauma is and how it works gives you the power to learn how to heal it. When I first started my study of somatics and the surrounding science, I remember feeling a sense of relief as I began to understand how my nervous system had done its job and stepped in when it detected threats; I was struck by how much my body knew and how little I had known before about how it functioned. About what went on “under the hood.” My body’s reactions to my sexual assault—even so many years after the act had taken place—made sense in a new way. My body wanted to protect me. I had taken it all for granted. The more we appreciate what goes on in our bodies, the more we can begin to know ourselves and what we need to truly flourish in our lives.


What Is Trauma?

The majority of us have the idea that trauma is an event (or situation or circumstances) so horrific that it can get in the way of our ability to thrive months, years, or even decades later. Something like experiencing military combat, or childhood abuse, or being robbed at gunpoint. And while these examples definitely are traumatic events, we need to remember three key points:


	1.The event (or situation) itself is not where trauma lies—instead, trauma is our body’s response to an event, which stirs up a deep sense of fear, helplessness, distress, or pain. It is our nervous system’s automatic reaction to feeling threatened or in danger and can have long-lasting harmful effects on all aspects of our lives, including our physical, cognitive, and emotional health.

	2.Traumatic events can vary wildly and trauma can show up after a multitude of different stressful experiences: it can arise after a single terrifying life-threatening incident (e.g., sexual assault, a car accident, or a natural disaster); it can occur after a repeated and prolonged experience (e.g., childhood neglect, systemic racism, or an abusive relationship); or it can result from the pervasive and unrelenting drip of daily stress or microaggressions that accumulate over time.

	3.Everyone’s experience of trauma is unique, even if people are exposed to the same original stressor. People are wired differently, and past experiences, including previous trauma reactions, impact how someone might respond. It’s crucial to recognize and validate everyone’s own experience with trauma while also understanding that their journey toward healing and resilience is personal and distinct.



It may seem like a small shift to focus on the body’s physiological response to trauma instead of the event itself, but the effects of a change in perspective can be profound. Many people whose life trajectories have been deeply changed by trauma have never sought healing for themselves because they’ve been led to believe that their traumatic experience didn’t count as serious enough. Others, despite ongoing problems with their physical and mental health, haven’t realized that they are struggling with trauma at all. This reframing cuts down our chances of getting stuck on rating other people’s trauma or debating whether a situation really counts as traumatic when compared to another.

I’ve had students tell me that many people—including close friends and family—have dismissed and invalidated them when they described certain experiences as traumatic. “It’s not like you were in a war” or “But your parents are so lovely” are common responses they hear. It’s crucial to remember that there is no traumatic event gauge that shows how much someone should be affected by trauma. Instead, the impact is seen in your reaction. If your daily life, your physical and emotional well-being, have been negatively altered by an event or circumstances, that is the measure; that response shows the existence and severity of your trauma. As psychiatrist, trauma researcher, and author Bessel van der Kolk says in The Body Keeps the Score, “We have learned that trauma is not1 just an event that took place sometime in the past; it is also the imprint left by that experience on mind, brain, and body. This imprint has ongoing consequences for how the human organism manages to survive in the present.”



Getting to Know Our Nervous System

At its most basic, trauma can be understood as an instinctive bodily reaction, a fight, flight, or freeze response brought on by a survival mechanism that evolved to give us the best possible chance of escaping danger. In the face of continued threats, we can remain stuck in these reactions—which is bad for our health in many ways. Below I’ll outline how this happens. You’ve probably heard of other trauma responses, including the fawn response. They are mainly social/cognitive reactions to highly stressful events rather than automatic responses of the nervous system.

In our bodies, the nervous system controls everything we do—each thought, action, or feeling, conscious or unconscious, whether it’s breathing, driving to work, or deciding to grab dinner with a friend. Or, as you’ll see, whether you feel safe or in danger. The nervous system is divided into two parts, the central nervous system (made up of the brain and spinal cord) and the peripheral nervous system (a network of nerves that stretches from the brain or spinal cord to the rest of the body). These two systems work together, sending messages around our bodies via a hundred billion neurons (nerve cells) to orchestrate how we move, think, and feel. It’s a pretty impressive feat.

The peripheral nervous system is further split into the somatic nervous system (remember that “somatic” means body) and the autonomic nervous system (“autonomic” means automatic). The somatic nervous system, responsible for our voluntary control of body movement (like moving our arms and legs), is obviously critical to our body’s ability to function. However, for our purposes in understanding the body’s response to traumatic events, the autonomic nervous system is especially important and I’ll be going into greater detail in the pages that follow. When I was learning the science behind trauma’s relentless grip on our bodies, I found it helpful to study anatomy charts, just to have an awareness of the systems inside and how they fit together, as well as to appreciate the complexity of the jobs they do.

The autonomic nervous system is in charge of all the automatic functions and processes that are carried out
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