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Praise for RE-REGULATED

“Re-Regulated is jam-packed with practical advice and tools to begin to heal from dysregulation, disconnection, and self-defeating behaviors. Bravely sharing her personal journey from the depths of despair, Anna gifts us with her inspirational process of self-discovery to overcome her own childhood trauma.”

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

“Anna Runkle has not only crafted an easily accessible and heartfelt resource for complex trauma, but she has also gifted the reader with a system to work on self-regulation and practice. This is the how-to that is often missing from the discussion of complex trauma, and Anna delivers it with clarity and compassion.”

— Patrick Teahan, childhood trauma educator, YouTuber, and host of the Our Whole Childhood podcast

“Anna Runkle’s book Re-Regulated is a powerful guide to help people who are dealing with major upheavals in their lives. Drawing on her own traumatic childhood, she has developed a set of methods that can combat depression, self-loathing, guilt, and self-defeating behaviors. Through writing, meditation, and other exercises Runkle provides a strong and supportive voice in providing a road map to better health.”

— James Pennebaker, Ph.D., professor emeritus of psychology at the University of Texas at Austin and author of Opening Up by Writing It Down

“Would you like to change the story of your life? Anna Runkle gives you the tools and practices to transform wounds into wisdom, pain into purpose, and fear into love.”

— Robert Holden, author of Shift Happens!

“Anna is truly one of the chainbreakers, those special people who refuse to pass on generational trauma, and empathetically model to the rest of us how we can do it too. Because of her journey of overcoming trauma, Anna describes the hidden symptoms of trauma that so many can relate to. But she takes it one step further and teaches practical steps to healing and changing your life. . . . Re-Regulated is not like anything else out there—a well-researched guide by someone who has lived through trauma, recovered from its aftereffects, and then gone on to teach anyone who needs it her practical approach to healing and changing your life.”

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



[image: Re-Regulated]



 Copyright © 2024 by Anna Runkle Consulting LLC

Published in the United States by: Hay House LLC: www.hayhouse.com®

Published in Australia by: Hay House Australia Publishing Pty Ltd: www.hayhouse.com.au

Published in the United Kingdom by: Hay House UK Ltd: www.hayhouse.co.uk

Published in India by: Hay House Publishers (India) Pvt Ltd: www.hayhouse.co.in

Cover design: Micah Kandros • Interior design: Bryn Starr Best

Indexer: J S Editorial, LLC

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced by any mechanical, photographic, or electronic process, or in the form of a phonographic recording; nor may it be stored in a retrieval system, transmitted, or otherwise be copied for public or private use—other than for “fair use” as brief quotations embodied in articles and reviews—without prior written permission of the publisher.

The author of this book does not dispense medical advice or prescribe the use of any technique as a form of treatment for physical, emotional, or medical problems without the advice of a physician, either directly or indirectly. The intent of the author is only to offer information of a general nature to help you in your quest for emotional, physical, and spiritual well-being. In the event you use any of the information in this book for yourself, the author and the publisher assume no responsibility for your actions.

Cataloging-in-Publication Data is on file at the Library of Congress

Hardcover ISBN: 978-1-4019-7863-1

E-book ISBN: 978-1-4019-7864-8

Audiobook ISBN: 978-1-4019-7865-5



[image: Re-Regulated: Set Your Life Free from Childhood PTSD and the Trauma-Driven Behaviors That Keep You Stuck, by Anna Runkle, published by Hay House LLC]



[image: ]

For all those who were once hurt and unseen, and for the kind people who saw and helped us.

[image: ]





CONTENTS

Introduction

CHAPTER 1: THE TRUTH ABOUT CHILDHOOD TRAUMA

CHAPTER 2: TRAUMA TREATMENTS OLD AND NEW—AND HOW THIS APPROACH IS DIFFERENT

CHAPTER 3: THE DAILY PRACTICE

CHAPTER 4: THE CORE SYMPTOM OF CHILDHOOD PTSD: NEUROLOGICAL DYSREGULATION

CHAPTER 5: IDENTIFYING AND HEALING YOUR DYSREGULATION TRIGGERS

CHAPTER 6: EMOTIONAL DYSREGULATION

CHAPTER 7: DISCONNECTION

CHAPTER 8: “INSIDE” TRAUMAS AND SELF-DEFEATING BEHAVIORS

CHAPTER 9: BECOMING YOUR FULL AND REAL SELF

Appendix: Common Questions about the Daily Practice

Endnotes

Resources

Index

Acknowledgments

About the Author

Continue Your Journey with Hay House




INTRODUCTION

One night in the late winter of 1994, when I was 30 years old, I gave a ride to a woman I barely knew. Her name was Rachel. She had recently joined a theater group where I was a member, and she had no car. I volunteered to drive her home, which turned out to be a run-down old warehouse in a rough part of Oakland.

We sat talking in the car for a minute or two. She was telling me stories from when she’d lived on the streets and the hell she went through when she first got sober. Her arms were covered in tattoos, and she said the f-word or “f-ing” every sentence, about everything—even good things, even God. I didn’t really believe in God then, but I liked her.

I had a secret, and when she was about to get out of the car, I said it out loud: I was thinking of ending my life the next day.

“Oh!” she said, as if it were a perfectly normal and understandable thing that people had told her a hundred times. She said she had something that might help me feel better and invited me to come inside and talk about it. So I said okay.

Thank God.

I was struggling at the time with what I now know was Childhood PTSD, but this wasn’t a known “thing” back then. I’d sought help from my doctor and therapist, but their understanding of what was wrong and how to treat it left me feeling worse, not better. My life was going out of control.

Everything changed that night in Rachel’s warehouse when she showed me a simple writing technique that immediately began to calm me. It set in motion a transformation in my life that unfolded quickly, even though I had no idea why the method I was using worked so well.

 It would be 20 years before I learned the answer: I was dysregulated. Though it’s only begun to be understood, neurological dysregulation is normal and common in people who were traumatized as children (as I was). It’s the core symptom of Childhood PTSD, and it drives almost every other trauma symptom there is.

 WHO CAN USE THIS BOOK

If you were abused or neglected or endured intense, ongoing stress in your childhood, it’s likely you have some of the same symptoms I did. You may only be finding out now, as you read this book, that many of the struggles you’ve faced in your life are trauma related.

You’ve probably tried a dozen ways to heal and to function better. If you’re like many of us, nothing you’ve tried has really helped. And because you haven’t yet learned to re-regulate, the healing methods you’ve tried before (therapy, medication, groups, exercises, and so on) may even have made you feel worse.

The problem with healing trauma is that dysregulation makes it so hard to focus or get things done that doing the work of healing can seem impossible. But there’s a better way to heal.

In this book, I’ll teach you how to get re-regulated—what that feels like, how to do it quickly, and why staying regulated can help heal all the parts of your life: your health, relationships, emotions, and mental focus. Then I’ll walk you through my radical step-by-step method for healing the life problems that tend to build up in the lives of people who are prone to dysregulation.

Much of what I’ll be teaching you is common sense, though counterintuitive. You will recognize elements from other disciplines (neurobiology, psychology, the 12 Steps, traditional faiths), but the method is unlike anything you’ve tried before.

The science of trauma is advancing rapidly, and yet the culture of healing is slow to adopt new knowledge. Old assumptions and old modalities such as talk therapy and medication—long known to be only marginally effective—remain enshrined and calcified as “The Way Trauma Should Be Treated.” I am someone who didn’t benefit from the standard approach, and like many people with classic trauma symptoms, I thought it was “just me.”

When I did begin healing, the results were so dramatic that I quickly began sharing what I’d learned with anyone who wanted to heal too. Over the next 25 years, I taught hundreds of friends; then friends of friends; then groups; and eventually through my business, Crappy Childhood Fairy, which today has more than a million subscribers across platforms—offering videos, courses, webinars, workshops, coaching, and a friendly online community of people who use my method.

 FIRST, LIFE HAD TO GET REALLY HARD

In a way, I’m glad things got as bad as they did for me; if they hadn’t (assuming I survived), I’d still be dysregulated, stuck, sad, and alone—and just as terrified as I was on that night back in 1994 when I told Rachel the story of how hopeless I’d become.

A few weeks before that night, I’d been walking home from a coffee shop with a male friend. Four men in their late teens jumped out of a car, and one of them took a running leap and kicked my friend in the face, breaking his nose. One punched me in the temple and knocked me out, and then the whole group kicked me in the head and face several times, breaking my jaw and some teeth. In the middle of this, I came to and screamed, and they ran away. The cops swooped in and took us to the hospital. The next several weeks were a blur.

At this time, my mother had end-stage lung cancer. Just a week after the attack, I flew to Tucson for what I knew would be our last visit. I spent a few days at her bedside and then, when it was time to go, fumbled through an awkward good-bye. She sat cross-legged in her bed smoking a cigarette, looking at me while I sobbed and choked out the words that everything was okay, and I was sorry I was so angry at her all the time, and I loved her. She was pretty out of it and either couldn’t or wouldn’t say it back. My stepdad saw all this, and after a minute, the silence was getting weird. So I grabbed my suitcase and left to catch my plane.

Back home, my emotions were growing too intense. I’d already been gravely depressed for months after someone I’d deeply loved ended it with me for good. Now with the assault and the cold goodbye from my mother, I couldn’t quite hold it together. A surge of grief, rage, and panic came over me, so intense my friends couldn’t deal with me. At work (I was the marketing person for a chain of community clinics), I kept popping off with inappropriate and uncharacteristically hostile comments that almost got me fired.

Before my trauma storm, I’d been miserable, all right, but I’d functioned well enough. Now, just two months later, I couldn’t focus my mind enough to read a full paragraph or dial a phone number. My emotions had gone rabid, and I couldn’t hide how “crazy” I knew I seemed.

I asked Rachel the other day—we’re still friends—if she thought I was crazy back then.

“Well, you were really freaked out,” she told me. We were hanging out with a group of my students who were thrilled to meet the woman who first showed me the techniques that saved my life.

“Like . . . stressed?” I asked her.

“Like batshit,” she said. Everyone laughed. They couldn’t imagine me like that.

Back then, though, I was desperate. I needed help but couldn’t find it.

My doctor at the time said my brain scan was “fine” and prescribed Xanax. My therapist said I needed to talk more about what had happened and had me increase my visits from once a week to three times a week.

They didn’t know (because no one knew this then) that talk therapy and medication were likely to make my symptoms worse, not better.

And they did get worse. Much worse.

I was showing textbook signs of trauma—layer upon layer of trauma—from the recent assault to the lost relationships, and all the way back to abuse and neglect I’d endured as a child.

 Like many other people with a rough childhood, I’d mostly “handled” what had happened to me and believed I was “tough.” But the cluster of traumas so close together shattered the rickety compartmentalization I’d used to keep my childhood wounds contained. The genie was out of the bottle, and once the Childhood PTSD symptoms came out, I couldn’t make them stop.

 WHAT IS CHILDHOOD PTSD?

Childhood PTSD is the colloquial term for complex post-traumatic stress disorder (or CPTSD), a set of symptoms that can be caused by chronic exposure to intense stress, usually (but not always) during childhood (I’ll explain this in detail in Chapter 1).

I grew up in a family riddled by alcoholism and addiction and all the problems that tend to go with that—violence, chaos, poverty, divorce, a lack of safety and supervision, and shame . . . so much shame.

When I was nine, my mother remarried and moved my siblings and me to Arizona. My father remained in California, where (if our VW bus was running) we’d visit him a couple of times a year. He was diagnosed with ALS when I was 13 and died two years later—crucial years in my development when I desperately needed a father. With scant adult support, I turned to boys and often stayed out all night, hoping real love would somehow blossom in these crude friends-with-benefits arrangements.

This pattern of attaching too quickly and holding on long past the expiration date of relationships stayed with me well into my 20s, along with the habit of overfunctioning—overworking and overstressing (with the help of coffee and lots and lots of cigarettes) to do enough and be enough to feel okay.

At the point when my healing began, I had been to 11 different therapists over 17 years, and of course we talked about my terrible childhood. But we seldom talked about my behavior and the ways my anger and impulsive romantic choices were causing me to be abandoned again and again.

 I tried to do the work and spoke openly of what I was experiencing, hoping therapists would understand what was wrong and help me get my life on track.

You can feel it when someone really understands you. It’s a relief that starts the healing process right away. I needed that badly, but I never got it in therapy or felt better, even a little. And now I know why.

Research suggests that for many people with early trauma, talk therapy can retrigger symptoms. That’s certainly been the experience of many of us who’ve noticed the very act of talking about what happened can halt (or even reverse) healing that is already taking place. “For a hundred years or more, every textbook of psychology and psychotherapy has advised that some method of talking about distressing feelings can resolve them,” says Dr. Bessel van der Kolk in his groundbreaking book, The Body Keeps the Score.1 “However, as we’ve seen, the experience of trauma itself gets in the way of being able to do that. No matter how much insight and understanding we develop, the rational brain is basically impotent to talk the emotional brain out of its own reality.”

Nonetheless, standard treatment protocols approved by insurers often limit patients to 10 sessions of talk therapy; if you don’t improve (and if you have trauma symptoms, it’s not likely you will), they’ll put you on medication.

Talking about trauma can be one more trigger that causes your nervous system to slip into a dysregulated state. Your brain waves and body functions go slightly out of whack, and you get spaced out, emotionally overwhelmed, and unable to process information, among other things. Because of this, a significant proportion of people who were traumatized as kids haven’t really benefited from therapy (if they even had access to it)—or they haven’t benefited enough.

To add insult to injury, the medication prescribed to traumatized people can inhibit the natural ability to re-regulate, leaving them stuck in an unfocused and hyperemotional “loop,” returning again and again to painful memories and dark (or pharmaceutically dampened) moods.

 So I didn’t get better. The more I talked about what I was feeling, the worse I felt. The more I tried to calm myself with prescribed medication, the more agitated I became.

During those terrible months after the assault, I’d call friends and monologue, trancelike, for 30 minutes, then realize I couldn’t remember who I was talking to. I couldn’t sleep and feared I was losing my mind—that I’d end up hospitalized or on the streets, and that even if help arrived, it couldn’t help me. This was when I began to think I couldn’t go on; I had come to believe I was not like other people—that I was unhelpable.

Then, finally, help arrived.

 THE DAILY PRACTICE

What Rachel showed me in the wee hours of that night in 1994—a specific form of writing (a prayer of sorts)*—gave me immediate emotional relief. It is a way to express (or productively “vent”) the fearful, resentful thoughts that run around our traumatized minds like hamsters on a wheel—and then to release them, or (according to what you believe) ask God to remove them.

When I first saw the format, it sounded so simple I didn’t expect it to work. But I went home and wrote for over an hour, until I finally fell asleep. When I woke up, I couldn’t wait to do the writing again. It felt delicious and relieved my chaotic thinking almost instantly. Soon, at Rachel’s suggestion, I got trained to meditate (to rest my mind, she said), and I wrote, then meditated immediately afterward, morning and evening every day.

 I was still depressed at first, but every time I wrote and meditated, it gave way to a calm, sweet feeling. Very quickly, my depression lightened, and people noticed the change in me. Within two weeks, I had completely recovered my short-term memory and my mental focus, which I’d lost in the assault, and experienced a level of clarity, groundedness, and optimism I’d never known before. My life rocketed forward.

I came to call these techniques (writing and meditation) my “Daily Practice,” and today it is the foundation of the healing method I teach, helping to re-regulate the nervous system and provide the clarity and insight needed for healing (you’ll learn exactly how to do it in Chapter 3).

You might be skeptical about what I’m saying, and I think that’s fair. Another B.S. self-help thing is what I thought when Rachel offered to teach me.

I’d put my faith in books and spiritual leaders and self-help programs before and gotten hopeful. Then always, after giving it a go, there was the cringe-y feeling that couldn’t be ignored, certain to be followed by disappointment.

With the Daily Practice, the disappointment never came. Now it’s 30 years later, and the techniques and principles I’ve adopted since then have proven sturdy and true.

 HEALING BEGINS

At Rachel’s suggestion, I began attending 12-Step groups for families of alcoholics and continued using my Daily Practice. I was soon mentoring women who asked to learn the techniques too. This helped to advance my own healing and my ability to speak to groups and work with others.

Even though I was healing, some of my dysfunctional behaviors were slow to change. I always felt “apart” from other people. I was usually single but had a series of shallow relationships with unworkable, unavailable, or uninterested men, leading only to trouble. One unhappy relationship was my brief first marriage, which (happily) led to the birth of my two beloved sons.

 Being a divorced mother and working as an unbenefited freelancer to pay the bills helped to put my problem into clear perspective: I could no longer allow troubled relationships to run my life. I didn’t know what to do, or even what a healed life looked like exactly, but I had to find a way to do it.

In my 12-Step group, we defined our problem as “alcoholism in a friend or relative.” I’d certainly had dozens of such friends and relatives and was affected, to be sure. But most of them had died or were no longer in my life, and my problem hadn’t left with them.

I sought the help of several mentors from my career, recovery, and spiritual circles. I’d known for years that they had serious experience with moral transformation, but because the prospect scared me, I’d written them off as too directive and too judgy to trust with helping me.

Now, though, things were bad enough that I became open to guidance. I continued to read and to be of service to others, and most importantly, I took responsibility for my self-destructive patterns. There was something in me, and I knew instinctively that if I could find it and face it, I could fully heal. My life once again moved forward.

I first heard the term Complex PTSD when I read Pete Walker’s Complex PTSD: From Surviving to Thriving, a seminal book that defines complex post-traumatic stress disorder (CPTSD) in practical terms anyone can understand. Also, in van der Kolk’s work, I learned about the role of neurological dysregulation in driving CPTSD symptoms.

I’ll cover this more deeply in subsequent chapters, but here’s a quick primer on what CPTSD does: Early trauma can cause brain changes in children, and even in adulthood these can disturb the ordinary state of nervous-system regulation in brain waves, emotions, body systems, and cognitive processes. Anything that stresses a traumatized person can trigger dysregulation (in this book, the word trigger means a stimulus that activates dysregulation). In turn, dysregulation drives social disconnection and many other trauma symptoms and health problems that we had not previously realized were connected to trauma.

I am prone to dysregulation, I realized, thinking of how I was before I learned the Daily Practice and how I became whenever I didn’t bother using it. Finally, I understood why I’d sometimes emotionally lash out under stress or lose my ability to stay on a schedule or use fine-motor coordination when new traumas (even small-ish ones) fell into my life. I had a name for it. It wasn’t “just me.”

Most people who had a chronically stressful childhood are prone to dysregulation. In me, this had generated a lifetime of “downstream” trauma-driven symptoms that I had, until that day, believed were personal failings. I thought I was just mean, lazy, reckless, or too damaged to pull my life together. But I was wrong (well, mostly wrong!). I had CPTSD.

I learned that all I’d done in therapy—the focus on other people and on what happened in the past—was not really therapeutic in my case. Rather, my problem—and the potential for healing—was in me, in present time.

I had the remedy in my hands at last—the Daily Practice to regulate my nervous system so that healing became possible, plus the willingness to change the trauma-driven behaviors that had, until then, continually pushed me back into dysregulation.

I couldn’t wait to share the news with every traumatized person I knew: “It’s called dysregulation! It’s a neurological injury! It’s not our fault!”

I tell you this in such detail because I want you to know as plainly as I know now: Many of your struggles are just normal symptoms for people who grew up with abuse and neglect. It’s no wonder you’ve struggled with simple things like paying attention, being on time, or feeling at ease in a group. No wonder, with your family history and everything your parents failed to teach you, that so many things have been so hard.

When I first understood I have CPTSD, I was standing in our bedroom, holding Pete Walker’s book in my hands. I ran yelling from the room, calling out for my husband (my now husband, who is wonderful), laughing and crying at the same time. The shame I’d carried all my life fell off my shoulders like a heavy cloak.

 The techniques alone had helped me master re-regulation. Once I learned the nature of Complex PTSD, I was able to quickly add action steps and principles that allowed me to transform the behavior patterns that were still holding me back.

 THE BIRTH OF CRAPPY CHILDHOOD FAIRY

The method I teach for healing trauma symptoms was developed over 30 years (and













 WHAT YOU’LL NEED TO DO THIS WORK


	A JOURNAL. This is a sturdy or bound notebook that you’ll keep together with this book, to make notes about what you’re learning and choosing to incorporate in your healing work. Be careful to keep it private. You’ll be answering journal prompts placed throughout each chapter of the book, inviting you to reflect on the lessons and apply them to your daily life.

	A SCRATCH PAD. This is what you’ll use to do the Daily Practice writing technique twice a day. After each writing session, you’ll shred the pages and throw them away. The paper doesn’t need to be fancy, and you won’t be rereading it.

	A PEN OR PENCIL.
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