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​A Note Before You Begin

[image: ]


This book is written for two people at once.

The first is the person who leaves. Not physically, usually. You stay in the room. Your body remains at the dinner table, in the car, in the bed. But something behind your eyes withdraws, and for an hour or a day or a week you are not reachable, and you know it, and you cannot stop it, and afterwards you cannot fully explain where you went. You may have been told you are cold. You may have been told you are difficult, or absent, or that you do not love hard enough. You have probably wondered whether that is true.

The second reader is the person who stays. You are the one sitting across from that absence. You have tried talking. You have tried asking. You have tried, at some point, raising your voice, because it seemed impossible that a person could be six inches away and completely gone. You have felt lonely inside a relationship, which is a particular kind of loneliness that people outside it rarely understand.

The book is written for both of you because the way out is not something either of you can do alone.

That is the claim at the centre of these pages, and I want to state it plainly at the start so you know what you are reading. Dissociation is a childhood solution to an adult-sized problem. It was intelligent when it formed. It is no longer required. And the most reliable route out of it that I have seen, over many years of sitting with couples in this exact predicament, is not insight, not analysis, not a better explanation of what happened. It is the sustained, boring, unglamorous presence of one trustworthy person who does not move.

I call that person the tree trunk.

The image is deliberately unimpressive. A tree trunk does not chase. It does not interrogate. It does not become frightened when the weather turns. It stands where it stood yesterday, and it will stand there tomorrow, and this quality of simply remaining is worth more to a dissociating nervous system than any amount of clever intervention.

If you are the one who leaves, this book will show you what is happening in your body, why it happens, and what the road back looks like in practice, stage by stage.

If you are the trunk, this book will teach you a skill nobody taught you and that most people get wrong on instinct. Your instincts here are not your friend. The natural human response to a partner disappearing is to pursue them, and pursuit is the single most reliable way to extend an episode from an hour into a week.

I should say clearly what this book is not. It is not a substitute for treatment. Dissociation sits on a wide spectrum, from the ordinary drift that everybody experiences on a long drive, through the persistent depersonalisation that follows chronic childhood neglect, to the severe compartmentalisation of dissociative identity disorder. The further along that spectrum you are, the more you need a trained clinician alongside you, and no partner, however steady, is a replacement for one. What a partner provides is the daily, lived, repeated experience of safety that therapy alone cannot deliver, because therapy happens for fifty minutes a week and life happens continuously.

Nor is this a book that asks anyone to be a saint. There is a version of the trunk idea that becomes martyrdom, where one person disappears and the other spends thirty years patiently absorbing it. That is not a relationship, it is a hospice. Everything in this book assumes that both people are working, that the person who dissociates is actively building capacity, and that the trunk has needs, limits and a life of their own. A tree that is never watered dies.

The final thing I want to say before you begin concerns hope, and I want to be careful with it.

I am not going to tell you that dissociation vanishes. In my experience it does not vanish. What happens instead is a change of category. It stops being an identity and becomes weather. Early on, dissociation is the climate a person lives in, a permanent condition of their character. Later, with practice, it becomes something that happens occasionally, on bad days, under specific pressure, and passes. The episode that once took three months takes three weeks, then three days, then an afternoon, then twenty minutes. The couple learns the shape of it. They recognise the first signs. They have a procedure. It becomes survivable, then manageable, then almost ordinary.

And here is the part that surprises people. A couple who has learned this together often ends up closer than couples who never had to learn anything. They have proof. They have been to the far edge of disconnection and found the route back, repeatedly, on purpose. Most couples never test their bond that hard. This one has, and it held.

That is what the road looks like. Let us start with what is actually happening.

Professor Jason Toteo
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​Part One: The Room With No Door
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​Chapter One: What Actually Happens
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Start with the mechanics, because almost everybody misunderstands them, and the misunderstanding causes enormous unnecessary pain.

When a person dissociates, they are not choosing to withdraw. They are not sulking. They are not punishing anyone. They are not, in the moment, capable of simply deciding to come back, any more than a person can decide to stop shivering in the cold. Something older and faster than decision has taken over.

The nervous system has a hierarchy of defences, and it deploys them in order of cost. The cheapest is social engagement. When something is wrong, the first thing a human being does is look at another face. An infant checks its mother. An adult in a wobbling aeroplane glances at the flight attendant. If the face is calm, the system settles. This is the least expensive way to manage danger, and it is the default when it works.

If the face does not help, or there is no face, the system escalates to mobilisation. Adrenaline, raised heart rate, the familiar machinery of fight and flight. This is expensive but effective, and it is the response most people think of when they think of trauma. Panic, rage, running.

But mobilisation assumes there is somewhere to run to and something to fight. Take that away, and the system has one option left. If you cannot escape and you cannot win and nobody is coming, the body shuts down. Heart rate drops. Muscles slacken. Awareness pulls back from the surface of the skin. Pain recedes. Time becomes strange. This is the collapse response, and biologists have watched it in animals for a century, in the mouse that goes limp in the cat’s mouth and the antelope that stops struggling before the teeth close.

Stephen Porges, whose polyvagal framework has become the common language for this in trauma work, describes it as the oldest branch of the vagus nerve taking control. It is worth noting that the specific neuroanatomy of his model remains debated among researchers, and you will find serious criticism of it in the literature. But the clinical observation underneath it is not in dispute and predates him by more than a century. Pierre Janet, working in Paris in the 1880s and 1890s, described dissociation with a precision that modern writers have mostly rediscovered rather than improved upon. He understood it as a splitting of experience under overwhelm, where parts of a memory or a self become walled off because holding them together is not survivable.

So the first thing to understand is that dissociation is not a failure of the system. It is the system working correctly, at the top of its escalation ladder, in response to a situation it has read as inescapable.

The trouble is what it costs.

Consciousness is not a single thing. It is a bundle of processes running together and producing the impression of a unified person. Dissociation loosens the bundle. Different threads come apart in different people, which is why the experience varies so much.

Some people lose their sense of ownership of the body. The hands look like objects. The voice sounds like a recording. Clinicians call this depersonalisation, and people who have it often describe watching themselves from slightly behind and above, as though they were badly attached.

Some people lose the reality of the world instead. Rooms flatten. Colours dull. Familiar faces seem like well-made replicas. This is derealisation, and it can be more frightening than the first kind, because it makes everything outside the person suspect.

Some lose time. They arrive somewhere without a clear memory of the journey. An afternoon is gone. Their partner refers to a conversation they have no record of, and they have learned to nod.

Some lose feeling. This is the most common in long-term relationships and the most misread. The person is present, functional, conversational, and completely numb. They can describe the death of a parent in an even voice. They can be told they are loved and register the information as data. From outside this looks like coldness. From inside it is like trying to taste food through a heavy cold.

And some lose only the ability to be reached. They are still there. They still feel, in a distant way. But the channel between inside and outside has closed, and speech becomes effortful, and the effort required to produce a sentence is so large that silence is the only affordable option.

That last one matters enormously for partners, because it is the one most often mistaken for refusal. When your partner will not answer you, it is easy to conclude they have decided not to. Frequently they cannot. The machinery of speech under a shutdown response is genuinely degraded. Ask someone afterwards what it felt like and you will often hear that the words were somewhere far away, at the end of a long corridor, and that reaching them was too expensive.

Now, the crucial point about all of this, the one on which the rest of the book depends.

The shutdown response was designed for emergencies. It was never designed to be a personality. But if the emergency happens early enough, and often enough, and at the hands of the people who were supposed to be the calm face you check, the system learns the response as a default rather than an exception. It becomes the first move rather than the last. And then a slammed cupboard door, a raised voice, a delayed text message, a certain tone at the dinner table, any of these can trigger a full ancient survival response in a safe kitchen in a safe house with a person who loves you.

That is the condition this book is about. Not a character flaw. A survival reflex, correctly installed, decades out of date, still firing.

The good news, and it is real good news, is that reflexes installed by relationship can be revised by relationship. Not erased. Revised. The nervous system is looking for evidence, continuously, about whether the world is safe. It gathered its original evidence from the people around it as a child. It will gather new evidence from the person beside you now.

That is the whole method. Everything else in this book is detail.
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​Chapter Two: The Child Who Left
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Every adult who dissociates was once a child who needed to.

I want to walk through how that happens, carefully, because the origin story matters. Not for the purpose of blame, and not because understanding it fixes anything on its own. Insight is famously poor at changing behaviour. It matters because the shape of the original wound predicts the shape of the current reflex, and knowing that shape tells a couple where to put their effort.

Consider what a small child actually is. A human infant arrives radically incomplete. It cannot regulate its own temperature, its own hunger, or, most importantly for our purposes, its own emotional arousal. It has no internal thermostat for distress. It borrows one. When the infant becomes distressed, it signals, and an adult arrives and provides the regulation the infant cannot generate, through holding, voice, rhythm, face. Over thousands of repetitions the infant gradually internalises the pattern and builds a thermostat of its own.

This is the central business of early childhood. Not learning to walk or talk. Learning that distress is survivable because someone comes.

Allan Schore spent his career on the neurobiology of this exchange, and the essential finding is that the regulatory capacity of the adult brain is built through this repeated interaction, not delivered pre-installed. The child learns to self-regulate by first being co-regulated. There is no other route.

Now consider what happens when the adult does not come. Or comes unpredictably. Or comes, but is the source of the fear.

Edward Tronick’s still-face experiment, which has been replicated for decades and which you can watch in a few minutes online, shows the process in miniature. A mother plays normally with her infant. Then, on cue, she goes blank. Neutral face, no response, no sound. The infant escalates immediately, smiling, pointing, reaching, shrieking, deploying every tool it has to bring the face back. And then, if the blankness continues, the infant stops. It turns away. Its posture collapses. It withdraws into itself.

That withdrawal, at a few months old, is the same move we have been describing. The escalation failed, so the system went to the top of the ladder and shut down.

In the experiment it lasts two minutes and the mother returns and the infant recovers. That last part is the important part. Rupture followed by repair is not damaging. It is how children learn that connection can break and be mended, which is arguably the most useful thing anybody ever learns.

The damage comes from rupture without repair, repeated.

There are three broad shapes this takes, and most people who dissociate will recognise themselves in one or more.

The first is overt trauma. Violence in the house. Sexual abuse. A frightening adult whose moods governed the atmosphere. Here the escalation is impossible because the danger is larger than the child and there is nowhere to run, and the shutdown response is the only available exit. Children in these houses often describe going somewhere else. Ceiling. Wallpaper pattern
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