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hen you’ve had a less than perfect childhood, there is healing work to be done.
When you’ve experienced a great trauma in your life, there is healing work to be
done. When you’re a person living in this world, there’s healing work to be done—to be
human is to experience pain, and to be human is to be, by your nature, a transformationprone being.

Perhaps you wonder if this is the right book for you. If your childhood didn’t quite prepare
you for adulthood, your answer to most of the following questions will be “Yes.” If your
childhood home wasn’t the place to just be yourself and perfection was expected of you,
it’s high time you bravely embrace the real, imperfect you. If your family’s code was
pretending things were fine when they weren’t, you’re in the right place. If you were
expected to be glad when you were sad, you’re not alone. If you’ve come into adulthood
battling low self-worth and the nagging sense that you’re different from other people,
you’re reading the right book.
Regardless of how much these questions resonate with you the first time you read
through them, know this: anyone is welcome on this journey.
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Do you have trouble saying “No”?
Do you overcommit yourself, say “Yes,” then panic?
Do you seek approval from others only to need more?
Are you self-critical?
Is perfection your ultimate goal?
Do you need to feel that you’re “in control”?
Would you rather control others than trust them?
Are you doubtful about the outcome of acting on your instincts?
Do you feel shame about who you really are?
Do you have trouble completing projects and tasks?
Do you struggle to get places on time? (Are you always 5–15 minutes late?)
Do you “go numb,” feel fuzzy-headed, or feel like your brain locks down during a
conflict?
Do you feel your life is one big, unfurling reaction to what happened to you in
childhood?
Are you always waiting for the bottom to drop out?
Do you feel your life is driven by things people did, and still do, to you?
Do you fear that if you finally reveal the true you that you’ll be rejected?
Is it difficult, or even scary, for you to ask for what you want?
Do intimate relationships scare you?
Are you unsure whether you have a right to get mad—really mad?
Do you question whether you have a right to your feelings?
Do you experience anxiety that leads to panic attacks?
Do you imagine future conversations, plot, or plan ahead and then get upset by
the actual result, which differs from your expectations?
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Do you believe your feelings are connected to, dependent on, or control the
emotions of other people?
Do you feel more comfortable around chaos or people with big problems?
Are you afraid that if you change, you’ll be rejected by your family or that you’ll
be rejecting them?
Do you find yourself wondering why you didn’t say “No” earlier, stand up for
yourself, or get out of a scenario much sooner?
Is being self-reflective, idle, or “lazy” uncomfortable for you?
Is it difficult for you to just let go and have fun?
Do you crave, yet fear, spontaneity?

FIVE SUPER-KIND ABILITIES YOU’LL GAIN

FROM

DOING THIS WORK

Each of these abilities is within your reach. They develop from practice and applying a
compassionate approach to your personal growth—and from a decision to take the leading
role in your own story every day.
1. You’ll become self-propelled.
The fuel driving your actions will become your wants, desires, and needs rather than your
fear and anxiety about other peoples’ needs or wants. Your own unique interests, goals,
and personal fulfillment will become more central in guiding how you participate in life.
2. You’ll become able to handle highly charged situations.
The discomfort you feel when asking for what you want and during confrontations will
become a manageable one—a low simmer rather than a high flame—and you’ll regard and
appreciate the increasing comfort you have while dealing with difficult conversations as
encouraging proof of having become daring and engaged in life.
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3. Your self-esteem will become sturdy.
Your self-esteem will become more consistent and less of a roller-coaster ride, and you’ll
experience more and longer-lasting hopeful moments of ease and self-appreciation
because you’ll have cultivated unconditional love for yourself and cease to expect
perfection of your every breath.
4. You’ll learn to stay calm when criticized.
You’ll be able to remain calm in situations involving criticism without losing your sense of
self, your core, and your self-esteem; you’ll be able to hear and benefit from criticism
without the old and unhelpful party-crashers of anger, fear, and defensiveness.
5. You’ll learn to comfortably express your needs.
You’ll become comfortable expressing yourself and your needs in romantic relationships
and willing to risk an ending rather than stay in a problematic situation; you will never
again rationalize disrespect, criticism, or manipulation just to keep a situation going. And
you won’t be tempted to try controlling the relationship because you’ll have moved from
living in your head to living in the present moment.

THE LIES THAT BIND: DYSFUNCTIONAL FAMILIES
If there is a problem in a family and its members don’t want to fix it, the family will
become dysfunctional in order to avoid the problem, and further, in its attempts to live
“around” the problem that it ignores. The ignoring requires behaviors that are the
hallmarks of dysfunction: denial, magical thinking, lies, and shame. When engaged in
magical thinking, a person believes that their will and thoughts can make things real.
Magical thinking is a bit like “where there’s a will there’s a way,” yet absent of physical
effort, regard for reality, or reasoning—a mad scientist without the science.

P R EFACE

5

While it is most always more destructive and painful to postpone dealing with a
problem than to face it constructively, conflict avoidance is a characteristic of dysfunctional families. Rationally, we all agree that letting our problems fester leads to a
greater mess in the end; however, if we’re in a dysfunctional family, we pretend things are
fine—until things blow up. Even then, we attempt to bury, deny, and pretend.
In dysfunctional families, there is little value placed on what’s true, including one’s
personal truth. As such, members of dysfunctional families will become cut off and
isolated from extended family, friends, and society—all in order to avoid facing its
problems. Healthy personal boundaries, respect, and compassion aren’t practiced or
modeled in dysfunctional homes. Instead, manipulation and shaming are practiced, and
victim-perpetrator dynamics dominate.

GROWING UP

IN A

DYSFUNCTIONAL ENVIRONMENT

Dysfunctional childhood experiences cross class and cultural lines, and share common
characteristics. In dysfunctional families, parents hold children and one another to
perfectionist standards. Criticism is rampant—of the family members (and pets), as well
as extended family and neighbors. So are fear and abuse. Emotions, feelings, and desires
that don’t align with the parents’ wants or needs are rejected, shamed, or simply ignored.
Children growing up in dysfunctional environments tend to know—and feel
responsible for—the emotions of the whole household. And some will even believe they
have an impact on whether the family has a “good” day or a “bad” one. After all, if they are
blamed for a day going badly, by the same logic, they must have the ability to prevent it.
Growing up like this renders us chameleons, which can be both good and not so good.
The truth is, most of us knew more about our parents’ emotional states and feelings
than our own. Love is expressed conditionally in a dysfunctional home. This could mean
that your parents praised, touched, and gave affection to you only if your behavior pleased
them—but withheld it when that wasn’t the case. It could mean that your parent noticed
and valued only your appearance and attributed great meaning to it. For example, upon
visiting, your parent might exclaim, “You look great!” and, satisfied that that’s the whole of
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the story, proceed to talk about themselves without actually asking about your life or
interior world.
Dysfunctional homes are wallpapered in fear. As a result, you may have been afraid of
your parents, their moods, or their reactions because all of you existed in an environment
laced with the threat of violence. And then there’s the abuse you may have witnessed or
endured, whether verbal, physical or sexual. Whatever the shade of dysfunction you may
have experienced and lived through, you are among friends here.

SETTING SAIL
After ten years of writing about self-healing for guesswhatnormalis.com, I became inspired
to put together this book, which is to say, at long last. The inspiration came from my
readers. They asked, again and again, “Where do I begin? How do I start the process of
healing and doing the work of rewiring myself, transforming my traumatic childhood?” So,
here it is, my answer. This book is all about the beginning of healing. It’s about saying
“Hello, feelings,” and regarding what you feel with compassion. It’s about coaxing your Self
—your true, inner, imperfect, and lovely Self—out into the light. It’s about taking your
own hand, being your own guide, and learning and growing through the act of
investigating yourself. It’s about getting to know who is really inside each of us and enticing
that wonderful being out into the open more and more, bit by bit, with love.
We are sensitive beings, by nature. We’re human animals. We adapt to situations and
our survival is all important. If you grew up with parents who were unable to nurture you,
then you did what any child does: you survived. You hid your needs if you sensed they
were bothersome to your parent, focusing instead on theirs. If your needs were
inconvenient, criticized, or doubted, maybe you acted as if you were strong or perfect, like
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everything was A-OK , hiding your natural right to vulnerability and your needs for help,
guidance, and reassurance. Maybe you got the message that being “OK!” was all that was
acceptable, and understood deep down that being “OK!” guaranteed your safety and
security. That is what little beings do to survive. If that’s anybody’s fault, it’s nature’s.
Kindness toward yourself is the way out of pain, confusion, and doubt. I know this
because I practice it every day. It’s a way of life that doesn’t cost a cent. Kindness toward
yourself is a shift in thinking, a new habit that takes practice to form, and it’s one that gives
and gives and gives. Who knows? Perhaps your growth will inspire a few others around
you to self-reflect, and by and by, your practice of self-kindness will lead to bigger change
across your community, and even beyond that into the world surrounding all of us.

SURVIVE

OR

DIE

For many years I assumed that the central trauma of my life was having an alcoholic father.
In fact, not only did my father battle alcoholism, my mother did as well. My father got
sober decades ago; my mother died suddenly at age 53 with a blood-alcohol level so high
that she was comatose. And they, too, grew up with alcoholic parents—my dad’s dad and
my mom’s mom, both of whom, puffed up and saturated, died from the disease of alcohol
addiction. Alcoholism is “a family disease,” not only because the drinking of one person in
a family affects all members, but because it’s usually an inherited addiction—through a
combination of nature and nurture. Alcoholism is an addiction that courses through one’s
family tree for generations.
By growing up in an alcoholic family system, my ability to trust others became
impaired. I say family “system” because when alcoholism is part of a family, it has its own
power over the whole—you could say the entire family is under the influence, and that’s
true whether the alcoholic has become sober, or even if he or she still drinks.
It was my mother’s abandonment of me when I was four years old that I now know to
be the central trauma of my life. She simply chose not to raise me (“I set you free,” she once
told me with pride). Not only did she abandon me, but she didn’t acknowledge that the
abandonment had occurred. She left me with her parents for the weekend when I was three
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and a half years old and never returned except to visit occasionally. I often wondered if she
expected me to “get over” her actions; her decision seeded in me a difficult-to-unearth
trust handicap, knowing well how alcoholic family systems are full of lies and focused on
appearances, perfectionism, and hyper-vigilance in order to cope with the unexpected
mood changes and rages of the alcoholic. I also know well the sad possibility that a person,
no matter how integrated in my life or committed to me by marriage or blood, can up and
leave without explanation. It can happen; it did happen.

TRADING SURVIVAL LIVING

FOR

THRIVING

The words “journey” and “work” come to mind when I remember the first steps I took
toward getting out of pain and into healing. In college, I first began to work on the issues
that receiving poor parenting created for me. At the time, those issues were anxiety, lack of
trust, and feeling on edge and peculiar. While I had been made to go to Alateen meetings
in high school as my father started going to AA meetings, the meaning of my dad’s
alcoholism failed to click for me. I was still living at home, still in the inferno, surviving my
alcoholic family. I wasn’t in a position to see our family objectively in order to work on
myself. But in college, after a breakup with a longtime boyfriend, I sensed that relationships were particularly hard for me—harder than for a normal person. As a result, I sought
help. I found a therapist who taught me how to visualize my inner little girl and regard her
feelings, and I would spend an hour or so after the sessions writing. I wrote pages and
pages and pages, filling journal after journal.
Eventually, after college and some living of life followed by a graduate degree in
creative writing, my writing began to transform into something that seemed useful to
others like me. That writing—plus another decade of living, having a child, and carving
out a career—became the blog guesswhatnormalis.com.
Without some gut instinct, writing, good therapy, and many self-help books, I might
have taken the road that my childhood and family line had patterned for me—of
codependence, addiction, and decision-making ruled by anxiety. Sometimes I wonder if
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breaking free means choosing a road that is tougher, lonelier, and scarier. Indeed the road
to growth, freedom, and ourselves is an adventurous one.
Yet isn’t it the only choice?

YOUR JOURNEY
It is time to thrive. To get more joy out of your life, feel like yourself, and enjoy interactions
with others, you must complete your growing-up process by your own hand. Whether
you’re in your 20s, your 80s, or somewhere in between, you likely can’t believe you haven’t
yet done this work. Who cares?! Once you’re on the journey, it won’t matter why it began
when it did. It might have been someone else’s responsibility to raise you and prepare you
for life better than they did, but you get to finish the job. You’re the only one who can. And
you get to do it your way. Regardless of your current age, beginning is all that matters.

HOW

TO

WORK THROUGH

THE

BOOK

I put this collection of activities together with a start-to-finish progression in mind; start
from the beginning and work your way through to the end.
Every single activity in this book has potential to become the basis for an insight or
healing experience for you. There are no forms to rush through and fill out here—you can
regard each activity as its own world. Some may pack more of a punch for you today,
depending on where you are in life, and others will resonate more for you at a later time.
Utilize the pages and tools that resonate with you today.
The tools that have helped me along the way, and which I have created this workbook
around, are: writing (journaling, blogging, and email exchanges), reflection, feeling, and
reading. I have worked every one of these activities in this book because each was
necessary—they are the result of how I approached the inquiry into myself, and of my
healing work.
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THE BOOK’S FOUR PARTS
Part One: I Seek You
As you approach Part One of this book, the idea is to slow down and notice yourself: your
mind and its thoughts. What—or who—is the source of those thoughts? Are those your
thoughts? Do you like and agree with them, or are they old tapes from childhood? Regard
yourself as an observer, an investigator—of You. Approach the activities as if you had a
license to see, say, and feel anything; any feeling or thought that arises for you is valid.

Part Two: Feelings and Feeling Them
In this part, the idea is to identify, look at, and make friends with your feelings. If you grew
up in a dysfunctional household, you’re likely the product of the essential dysfunctional
family motto (that’s never said outright to family members, yet is always in operation):
Don’t Talk, Don’t Think, Don’t Feel. As you work through Part Two, the idea is to learn the
language of feelings, try on what it’s like to have a right to your feelings, and embrace them
as normal, valid, and an A-OK part of what makes you you.

Part Three: Navigating Sabotage
When you get to Part Three, you’ll go behind the scenes of sabotage and open the curtain
to expose what’s there—you’ll see the mechanics of sabotage and how to disassemble it. As
part of that, you’ll be noticing the critic and saboteur in your mind, getting practice with
rewriting the critic’s script, and aiming love at your inner saboteur. You’ll examine if you
and time are in conflict, giving yourself an opportunity to contemplate time, find out the
time things actually take, and coming to a place of respect and compassion for time.
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Part Four: Caring for You
This part can be considered one giant hug—a big, luxurious hug that you can give
yourself. These chapters are filled with ideas for self-care, spiritual practice, setting up a
nurturing home environment, and sensing your personal rights. You will delve into a study
of self-esteem, learning what it’s composed of and how to strengthen it and lean on it, and
how to take care of yourself through loving self-parenting. You’ll also find ideas for making
your environment a comforting one, knowing and honoring your needs, and enjoying and
sharing yourself with the world.
The tools in this book are meant to support you in your growing-up and healing process.
You can have a life in which you grow, feel alive and happy, and feel like yourself—and like
yourself—while living at ease. Show kindness toward yourself, regard yourself with
curiosity, and look openly and directly within yourself as you go forward.

I hope that you feel a sense of warm, calm love brewing up from
your belly to your heart as you work through these pages.
The act of doing this work creates its own magic.

