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My Mother's Hidden Wounds

There is a photograph I keep in my study, faded

now and soft at the edges, of my mother as a child

in the hills of West Virginia. She stands in front of a

rough-hewn porch, barefoot, her dress hanging

loose on a frame too thin for its age. Her eyes are

the part I always come back to—they are not sad in

the way a child’s eyes are sad for a moment and

then brighten again. They are quiet in a way that

suggests she had already stopped expecting anyone

to look closely enough to notice. That photograph

holds the whole story before the story, the one she

never told me outright but that I came to piece

together through whispers, half-sentences, and the

long silences that �lled our house when certain

topics drifted too near.
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My mother was severely abused by her birth Father,

a raging alcoholic. The abuse was mental, it was

physical, and it was sexual—three strands of a

single rope that bound her childhood to fear and

pain. There was no protection and no CPS service in

the 1930's in the hills of West Virginia. Think about

that for a moment—no hotline to call. No teacher

trained to spot the signs. No neighbor who felt

empowered to intervene. The isolation of those hills

was not just geographical; it was a thick,

impenetrable silence that surrounded her and every

other child in that house. The abuse happened in

plain sight and yet completely unseen, because the

world she lived in had no category for it—no

language, no system, no rescuer.
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She carried those wounds into her adult life without

ever naming them. I watched her navigate the

world with a kind of guardedness that I did not

understand as a child but that I have spent my

entire professional life trying to comprehend. She

was not broken in the way we usually use that

word; she was braced, always preparing for the next

blow that never came but that her body

remembered was always possible. She raised four

boys and one girl, my siblings and me, and she did it

with a determination that I now recognize as its

own form of healing—fragile, improvised,

incomplete, but �ercely real.
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My mother was never invited into the kitchen to

learn how to cook; however, her sister, my Aunt

Margaret, escaped the worst of the abuse and

became an incredible cook. That contrast has

stayed with me my whole life. Two girls in the same

house, the same Father, the same danger—and yet

their experiences diverged in ways that shaped

entirely di�erent futures. One was excluded from

the warmth of the kitchen, the gathering place, the

place where nourishment and normalcy lived; the

other found her way there and built a skill and an

identity out of it. The injustice of that di�erence

still catches in my throat when I think about it. It is

not just a story about cooking. It is a story about

who gets to feel included in the small rituals of

family life and who is pushed to the outside, even

inside their own home.
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What I want you to understand, right here at the

beginning, is that the pain my mother endured did

not end with her. It seeped into our household, into

the way she responded to stress, into the way she

loved us imperfectly from behind the wall of her

own unhealed wounds. I am not saying this to

blame her—I am saying it because it is the truth

that every child of a trauma survivor knows in their

bones. The inheritance of pain is real. It shows up in

the way we �inch at raised voices, in the way we

apologize too much, in the way we struggle to trust

that love will not be yanked away without warning.

But here is what I also know: that inheritance is not

the whole story. It is the beginning, not the end.
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I became a psychologist because I needed to

understand what happened to her—and, by

extension, what was happening to the countless

people I meet who carry unseen scars of their own.

The work of healing, I have learned, starts with a

simple but terrifying act: looking directly at what

happened and calling it by its name. Abuse.

Neglect. Betrayal. Abandonment. Not to wallow in

it, not to use it as an excuse, but because the

alternative—keeping it hidden—gives it a power it

does not deserve. My mother could not do that in

her lifetime, not fully. But you can. And that is why

this book exists.
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The Quiet Generosity That Changed Everything

In the midst of all this hardship, there was a

counterweight—a force of quiet, steady love that I

believe saved us. We were poor; however, we

always had a house, a roof over our heads, and

thanks to the generosity of our paternal

grandmother, Dora Scott, we always had clothing

and shoes. Grandma Dora was a sales clerk at a

children's clothing store in Washington, DC, when

minimum wage was between one dollar and a dollar

sixty. Think about trying to clothe �ve

grandchildren on that income. It should have been

impossible. Yet she did it, season after season, year

after year, without fanfare and without ever making

us feel like a burden.
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Grandma Dora put clothing for the Scott boys on

layaway and paid for them over time. Shoes,

underwear, shirts, pants, winter jackets, gloves—all

of it, piece by piece, payment by payment, until she

could bring the items home and hand them to us. I

did not understand the math of it when I was

young, how a woman earning so little could provide

so steadily. What I understood was the feeling of

putting on a new coat in the dead of winter and

knowing, without anyone having to say it, that I

was loved. That feeling became a foundation. It

told me something about my own worth that the

poverty around us could not erase.
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The layaway system itself was an act of Faith. You

put down a deposit on items you could not yet

a�ord, and you trusted that you would be able to

make the payments over time. You trusted that the

store would hold them for you, that your

circumstances would not suddenly worsen and

force you to forfeit everything. Grandma Dora lived

that Faith on our behalf, week after week. She

never preached about it. She never drew attention

to the sacri�ces she was making. She showed up

with what we needed and went back to work the

next day. That is the kind of generosity I am talking

about—the kind that does not announce itself, that

does not seek recognition, that keeps showing up

because love demands it.
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Here is what I want you to see about Grandma

Dora: she was not a wealthy woman who gave out

of her abundance. She gave out of her scarcity. That

is the di�erence between charity and something

deeper. Charity can be performed from a safe

distance, from the comfort of surplus. But giving

from scarcity means that you feel the cost, that you

might have done something else with that money,

that you are choosing someone else's well-being

over your own ease. Every layaway payment was a

choice that said, "These children matter more than

whatever I might have bought for myself." And we

felt it. We might not have had the words for it then,

but we felt the weight of that love pressing down on

us, holding us in place when everything else felt

precarious.
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Luke 6:38 says, "Give, and it will be given to you. A

good measure, pressed down, shaken together and

running over, will be poured into your lap. For with

the measure you use, it will be measured to you." I

have returned to that verse countless times in my

life, not as an abstract theological principle but as

a description of what I actually witnessed.

Grandma Dora measured out generosity with a hand

that never stopped pouring, and what came back to

her—what came back to us—was a resilience that our

circumstances had no business producing. She

taught me, without ever setting foot in a classroom,

that giving is not a transaction. It is a way of being

in the world. It is the force that pushes back

against the darkness that trauma creates.
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Dr. Arthur George Scott is still living out Grandma

Dora's gift of giving. I am not saying that to

commend myself. I am saying it because her

example became the blueprint for my own life and

work. I see my clients the way she saw those

layaway payments—as investments in people who

need someone to believe in their future before they

can believe in it themselves. The cycle of pain that

my mother inherited did not have the �nal word in

our family, because there was another inheritance

running alongside it: the inheritance of grace, of

giving, of showing up again and again for the people

who need you. Those two inheritances—the scars

and the strength—have been braided together in me

my entire life, and I suspect they are braided

together in you too.
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The Core Insight: Healing Is Always Possible

I want to tell you something that I believe with

every �ber of my being, something that decades of

sitting with people in their deepest pain have

con�rmed again and again: healing is always

possible. Not conditional healing, not healing that

depends on how early you start or how severe the

abuse was or whether anyone else believes you.

Just possible. Full stop. I have seen people who

were shattered in ways that seemed irreparable,

people who had spent �fty years telling themselves

that the damage was too serious, begin to put the

pieces back together. It does not happen all at

once, and it does not happen in a straight line, but it

happens. The human spirit has a capacity for

renewal that we chronically underestimate.
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This book is built on that conviction. It is not built

on a theory I studied in graduate school or a

technique I perfected in clinical practice, though

those things have informed it. It is built on what I

have witnessed: my mother managing to raise �ve

children in poverty while carrying wounds that

should have crushed her; my grandmother giving

out of pennies and changing lives; my clients

walking into my o�ce hollowed out by their pasts

and walking back out with a light in their eyes that

wasn't there before. If those things are possible,

then your healing is possible too. That is not wishful

thinking. It is the most well-documented �nding of

my entire career.
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But there is a condition, and I need to name it

upfront. Healing requires you to stop hiding from

your own story. Not to �x it, not to edit it into

something more palatable, but to look at it

honestly and say, "This happened. This was real.

This hurt me." That sounds simple, and it is the

furthest thing from easy. The protective strategies

we develop as children—burying memories,

minimizing feelings, telling ourselves that it wasn't

that bad—kept us alive back then. But they become

the bars of the cage later on. The �rst act of healing

is to recognize those bars for what they are and to

begin the slow, patient work of �nding your way

out. I will walk you through that work in the pages

ahead, not with a set of rigid formulas, but with a

compass: a way of orienting yourself toward the life

that waits for you on the other side of the pain.
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How This Book Works
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We are going to take this journey together in �ve

movements, each one building on the one before it.

In Chapter 1, we will slow down and look carefully

at what hidden trauma actually is—how it lodges in

your body and your mind, how it shapes your

behavior, and why it has remained hidden for so

long. This is the chapter where you permit yourself

to say, “Yes, that happened to me, and it

mattered.” In Chapter 2, I am going to introduce

you to the core idea that changed everything for me

and for the people I work with: the understanding

that trauma builds a kind of box around your life, a

set of beliefs about what you deserve and what is

possible, and that you can learn to live outside that

box. This is not about positive thinking; it is about

honest observation that leads to genuine freedom.
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Chapter 3 is where we get practical. I will walk you

through speci�c steps you can take to begin the

work of acceptance and healing—telling your story,

practicing compassion toward yourself, reframing

the narratives your family handed you, and building

the kind of forgiveness practice that releases you

from the weight you were never meant to carry.

These are not abstract exercises; they are tools that

I have re�ned over decades of clinical practice, and

they work when you work them. Chapter 4 faces the

hard truth that healing is not smooth: there will be

setbacks, there will be triggers, there will be

moments when forgiveness feels completely

impossible, and you will wonder if you have made

any progress at all. I want you to know that those

moments are not failures.
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They are part of the curve of healing, and I will

show you how to navigate them without losing

hope.
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Finally, in Chapter 5, we will step into the future.

We will talk about what it means to move from

being a survivor—someone de�ned by what they

endured—to someone who thrives, who chooses

their own identity, who builds a chosen family, and

who builds a new legacy. This is where the

inheritance of pain �nally stops getting passed

down and a new inheritance of strength begins. I

will close the book with a letter of encouragement

directly from me to you, and a benediction that I

hope you will carry with you long after you turn the

last page. Throughout every chapter, I will be

drawing on stories—my mother’s, my

grandmother’s, my clients’, and perhaps your own—

because I have learned that the truth lands

di�erently when it wears a human face. You are not

reading a textbook.
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You are sitting with someone who has spent a

lifetime walking this path and who believes, with

unshakable conviction, that you can walk it too.
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Chapter 1: The Weight of the Unseen — Understanding
Hidden Trauma
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The Mechanics of Hidden Wounds
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Rosa, a 45-year-old nurse in Chicago, sat in my

o�ce describing how her heart raced every time a

supervisor raised their voice—even when the

frustration wasn’t directed at her. “I’ve been like

this as long as I can remember,” she said, her

�ngers gripping the armrest. “Always waiting for

the next blow, even when nobody’s hitting.” She

had no single catastrophic memory to point to—no

dramatic assault, no courtroom-worthy incident—

just years of being ignored. At the same time, her

younger brother received all the praise, all the

attention, all the declarations of love. She had

learned, deep in her bones, that she was invisible.

And that learning didn’t disappear when she grew

up and moved away; it burrowed into her nervous

system and made itself at home.
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This is how hidden trauma works—it embeds without

announcing itself. When something painful

happens, and no one names it, no one validates it,

no one holds you while you cry, the experience

doesn't get processed and �led away as a bad

memory. It sinks into the body, into the

architecture of your stress responses, into the quiet

assumptions you make about what you deserve. The

brain doesn't need a headline-grabbing event to

wire itself for danger; it just needs consistent

evidence that danger is the norm. A child who is

ignored, belittled, or treated as less-than receives

that evidence every single day, and by the time that

child becomes an adult, the evidence has hardened

into something that feels like fact: I am not worth

protecting. I am not worth seeing.
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The nervous system is not a philosopher—it doesn’t

debate whether a threat is “serious enough” to

warrant a response. It simply detects patterns and

adapts. If you grew up in a household where love

was conditional or absent, where anger erupted

without warning, where your needs were

consistently treated as burdens, your nervous

system learned to stay on high alert. Cortisol

�ooded your small body regularly. Your amygdala,

the brain’s alarm center, became exquisitely

sensitive to subtle cues of rejection or danger—a

shift in tone, a particular look, the sound of

footsteps approaching your door. Decades later,

you might �nd yourself panicking when a partner

seems distant or freezing when a boss criticizes

your work, and you cannot understand why your

reaction is so disproportionate.
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The answer is that your body is not reacting to the

present moment; it is reacting to a database of

thousands of past moments that never got resolved.
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Memory carries these wounds in ways that don’t

always look like memory at all. You may not have a

clear narrative of what happened—you may have

only fragments, or gaps, or a vague sense that

something was wrong. But your body remembers. It

remembers in the tightness in your chest when

someone expresses disappointment. It remembers

in the nausea that rises when you have to ask for

help. It remembers in the sleepless nights when

your mind spins through every conversation,

searching for the mistake you must have made.

These bodily responses are not evidence that you

are broken; they are evidence that you survived

something real, something that left a mark even if

no one ever acknowledged it.
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And that lack of acknowledgment is itself part of

the wound. When trauma is hidden—when no one

outside the home knows, when the family refuses to

speak of it, when the culture around you treats it as

normal or unremarkable—the isolation compounds

the damage. You learn that your pain doesn’t

count, that your perception cannot be trusted, that

you should somehow be �ne because after all, you

had food and shelter and no visible bruises. But the

absence of visible evidence does not mean the

absence of injury. Unseen scars are still scars, and

they shape how you move through the world just as

surely as any wound the eye can see.
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The Many Faces of Abuse and Neglect



Healing Beyond Hidden Wounds

Page 32

Healing Beyond Hidden Wounds

The word “abuse” conjures images most people

would rather not examine—bruises, broken bones,

acts of violence that leave physical evidence. But

hidden trauma wears many faces, and some of the

most damaging forms leave no marks that a doctor

could detect. Mental abuse, the kind that tells a

child they are stupid, worthless, unwanted—these

words sink into the foundation of a developing self

and become the voice the child hears long after the

abuser is gone. I have sat with grown men and

women who still hear their mother’s dismissive

laugh or their Father's cold assessment echoing in

their heads every time they consider taking a risk or

asking for what they need. The words were not just

words; they were architecture, building a cage of

self-doubt that has lasted for decades.



Healing Beyond Hidden Wounds

Page 33

Healing Beyond Hidden Wounds

Physical abuse is often easier to name because it

leaves evidence, but even here, much remains

hidden. Not all physical abuse results in

hospitalization or police reports. It can be the slap

that happens only once, the shove that gets passed

o� as discipline, the threats of violence that keep a

child compliant without ever leaving a mark. The

fear of physical harm can be just as damaging as

the harm itself—the constant calculation of how to

stay safe, how to avoid triggering the rage, how to

make oneself small enough to escape notice.

Children who grow up this way develop an

exhausting expertise in reading rooms and

managing the emotions of others, a skill that looks

like maturity but is really survival.
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Sexual abuse exists in the shadows of this

landscape, often the most hidden of all because of

the shame it generates. The betrayal of a child's

body by someone who should have been a protector

creates a wound that touches every aspect of

identity—trust, intimacy, the sense of ownership

over one's own physical self. Many survivors carry

this secret for years or decades, convinced they

were somehow complicit, that their silence means

consent, that no one would believe them. And in too

many cases, that fear is well-founded; families

protect perpetrators, communities look away, and

the child is left to carry the burden alone.
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Then there are the quieter wounds that don't get

named as abuse at all—neglect and favoritism—

which can be just as devastating because they

teach a child they don't matter. Neglect is not

always about absent parents; it can be about

parents who are physically present but emotionally

unreachable, who provide meals but never warmth,

who meet basic needs while ignoring the deeper

need to be seen and cherished. A child who grows

up in this emotional desert learns to stop reaching

out, to stop expecting comfort, to stop believing

their needs are legitimate. The hunger for

connection doesn't disappear, but it goes

underground, surfacing in adult relationships as

clinginess or avoidance or a confusing mix of both.
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Favoritism carves its own particular wound. In my

own family, my mother was never invited into the

kitchen to learn how to cook—her sister, my Aunt

Margaret, somehow escaped the worst of the abuse

and received that gift of inclusion, becoming an

incredible cook in the process. Meanwhile, my

mother was left out, deemed unworthy of that

simple act of teaching and belonging. The message

was clear: you are di�erent, you are less, you don’t

get what the others get. Children who grow up as

the unfavored one internalize this message so

deeply that they may spend their entire lives trying

to prove their worth, or conversely, they may give

up entirely, convinced that e�ort is pointless

because they were born de�cient.
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The Psychology of Survival
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When I talk about survival strategies, I am not

describing weaknesses or personality �aws. I am

describing the ingenious ways children protect

themselves in environments where protection

doesn’t exist. Hypervigilance—that constant

scanning for danger, the inability to relax, the

electric alertness that keeps you reading every face

in the room—is not a disorder that appeared out of

nowhere. It was once your best defense. As a child,

you needed to know when the mood was shifting,

when the danger was approaching, when it was

time to hide or appease or brace yourself. That skill

kept you as safe as you could be in an unsafe world.

The problem is not that you developed

hypervigilance; the problem is that no one ever told

you it was safe to turn it o�.
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People-pleasing grows from the same root. If you

learned early that your needs were inconvenient or

that love was conditional on your compliance, you

became an expert at anticipating what others

wanted and delivering it before they had to ask. You

learned to suppress your own desires, your own

opinions, your own anger, because expressing those

things risked rejection or punishment. As an adult,

you may �nd yourself exhausted by the constant

performance, unable to say no, resentful of how

much you give, yet terri�ed that if you stop

pleasing, you will be abandoned. This is not a

character defect; it is a strategy that worked too

well for too long and never got updated.
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Avoidance is another survivor’s tool that wears out

its welcome. When certain memories, feelings, or

situations are too painful to face, the mind learns to

steer around them. You tend to avoid conversations

that could trigger con�ict. You avoid the places

that remind you of the past. You avoid your own

emotions by staying busy, staying numb, staying

perpetually distracted. Avoidance buys short-term

relief at the cost of long-term freedom—the things

you avoid don’t go away; they grow roots in the

dark and send up shoots in unexpected places,

showing up as depression or anxiety or unexplained

physical pain.
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Self-blame might be the cruelest of these survival

strategies, though it often feels the most true to the

person carrying it. Children who are abused or

neglected almost always �nd a way to blame

themselves, because believing “I caused this” is

less terrifying than believing “the people I depend

on are dangerous and out of control.” If it’s your

fault, then maybe you can �x it—maybe if you’re

good enough, quiet enough, invisible enough, the

bad things will stop. This illusion of control is a

lifeline in a powerless situation. Still, it becomes a

burden in adulthood, when you continue to hold

yourself responsible for every relationship failure,

every disappointment, every instance of being

treated poorly by others.
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These strategies are not evidence that you are

broken; they are evidence that you adapted

brilliantly to a broken environment. The task ahead

—which I will speak to throughout this book—is not

to condemn these adaptations but to thank them

for their service and gently set them aside,

replacing them with ways of being that are

appropriate to your life now. You are no longer a

child trapped in a dangerous home. Your body and

mind need to learn that truth, and that learning is

possible.
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When There Was No Protection
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There is a particular kind of desolation that comes

from su�ering harm while the world around you

carries on as if nothing is happening. My mother

grew up in the hills of West Virginia in the 1930s—

there was no CPS, no mandatory reporting, no

hotline to call. The adults who might have

intervened were either part of the same culture of

silence or too intimidated to act, or they didn’t see

what was happening behind closed doors. So she

endured abuse that was mental, physical, and

sexual, and she endured it alone. The harm itself

was devastating, but the absence of rescue—the

knowledge that no one was coming, that no one

would believe her, that the world either didn’t know

or didn’t care—that absence compounded the

devastation into something many survivors carry

for a lifetime.
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This double betrayal—the abuse and the absence of

protection—creates a wound that goes beyond the

immediate trauma. When a child is harmed and no

one intervenes, the child learns not only that some

people are dangerous but that the world itself is

indi�erent. If the adults who should have protected

you didn’t, what reason do you have to trust

anyone? If the systems that are supposed to

safeguard the vulnerable didn’t even notice you,

what hope is there for justice or safety or care?

These questions don’t get asked in words; they get

written into the nervous system, into the

expectations you carry into every relationship, into

the deep loneliness that persists even when you are

surrounded by people who genuinely love you.
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For many survivors, the absence of protection is

compounded by the active suppression of the truth.

Families often have an unspoken contract: we do

not talk about what happened in this house. The

abuse becomes an open secret—known, perhaps, by

siblings or aunts or neighbors, but never named.

The child who tries to speak up is often punished,

shamed, or accused of lying, which adds yet

another layer to the trauma. Now you are not only a

victim of harm; you are also the one who

threatened the family’s fragile peace, the one who

tried to break the silence that everyone else had

agreed to keep. The message lands with brutal

clarity: your pain matters less than our comfort.
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There is also the cruel reality that some abusers are

also protectors in other ways. A Father who

provides food and shelter but also terrorizes the

family at night creates an impossible bind for a

child’s mind to resolve. The person you depend on

for survival is also the source of your greatest fear.

You cannot simply hate him, and you cannot simply

love him; you are caught in a tangle of

contradictory needs and feelings that no child has

the capacity to untangle. As an adult, you may �nd

yourself gravitating toward relationships that

recreate this confusion—seeking love from people

who also hurt you, because that confusing mix is

what your nervous system understands as normal.
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If this describes any part of your experience, I want

you to hear something clearly: the absence of

protection was not your fault, and it does not mean

you were not worth protecting. It means the adults

around you failed. They failed because they were

weak or afraid or complicit or simply absent, and

that failure belongs to them, not to the child you

were. Your worth was never in question; the world’s

failure to see it does not diminish it. A diamond

buried in mud is still a diamond, and the fact that

no one dug you out does not change what you are

made of.
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Breaking the Silence: Your Observations Matter

One of the most disorienting aspects of hidden

trauma is the way it undermines your trust in your

own perceptions. If no one ever validated what you

experienced—if your memories were dismissed, if

your feelings were minimized, if the family

narrative insisted that everything was �ne—you may

have spent years or decades doubting your own

reality. You may have told yourself that it wasn’t

that bad, that other people had it worse, that you

were being dramatic or ungrateful. This self-doubt

is not a sign of weakness; it is an e�ect of an

environment that trained you to ignore your own

inner compass.
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The �rst step toward healing is often the simplest

and the hardest: trusting your own observations.

What you saw, you saw. What you felt, you felt. The

knot in your stomach at family gatherings, the

dread that rises when you hear a certain tone of

voice, the memories that surface unbidden in quiet

moments—these are not delusions. They are data.

They are your body and mind telling you something

true, something that has been waiting a long time

to be acknowledged. You do not need anyone else

to con�rm your experience for it to be real. Your

own witness is su�cient.
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I have heard countless versions of the same story:

a client begins to describe something painful from

childhood, then immediately backtracks. “But my

parents really did love me,” they say, or “I know

they were doing their best,” or “It’s not like I was

beaten every day.” These quali�ers are the voice of

the old training, the family rule that says we don’t

speak ill of our own. But acknowledging harm is not

the same as condemning the person who harmed

you. You can hold two truths at once: your parents

may have loved you, and they may also have hurt

you badly. Their best may not have been good

enough. Your su�ering does not need to meet some

external standard of severity to count.
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Making your own observations means permitting

yourself to say, “This happened, and it mattered.”

It means letting go of the need to compare your

story to anyone else’s. There is no hierarchy of pain,

no o�cial ranking that determines whose wounds

are legitimate and whose are not. If something hurt

you and that hurt has lingered, shaping how you

move through the world, then it matters. Period. No

one else gets to overrule your assessment. No one

else gets to tell you that it wasn’t real. Your

observations are the foundation on which

everything that follows will be built.
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As you read this, you may feel resistance rising—a

voice insisting that you’re making too much of

things, that you should move on, that digging up

the past is self-indulgent. That voice is part of what

you’re up against, and it deserves compassion too.

It developed to protect you from the pain of full

acknowledgment. But that protection has a cost,

and the cost is the freedom to heal. You can thank

that voice for its service and, very gently, keep

going. Your healing begins with your truth, and your

truth is yours alone to name.

Chapter 2: The Core Principle — Life Outside the Box
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The Box We Didn't Choose
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Please picture Marcus for a moment. Marcus is a

high school teacher in his mid-thirties, a man who

has spent his entire adult life believing, deep in his

bones, that he is not quite good enough—not smart

enough, not deserving enough, not lovable enough.

He teaches history, and he is good at it, but every

time a student challenges him or a colleague o�ers

a critique, something inside him contracts like a

�st. He will spend hours replaying the interaction,

searching for the mistake he must have made,

certain that he has �nally been exposed as the

fraud he secretly believes himself to be. Marcus

grew up in a home where he was the child his Father

never wanted, the one who got yelled at while his

younger brother got the praise. No one ever hit him.

No one ever did anything that would have drawn the

attention of authorities.
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But the message was delivered just the same, and

Marcus built his entire identity inside the walls of

that message. He was living in a box he never

chose.



Healing Beyond Hidden Wounds

Page 57

Healing Beyond Hidden Wounds

The box is not a literal thing, of course—you cannot

see it or touch it or measure it with a ruler—but it is

as real as any prison cell ever constructed. It is the

set of beliefs about yourself, about other people,

about what love looks like and what you are

allowed to hope for, that formed around you when

you were too young to question them. These beliefs

were handed to you by people who should have

protected you, or by circumstances that

overwhelmed you, or by the simple, devastating

absence of the care you needed. Maybe your box

was built out of words—“You’ll never amount to

anything,” “Why can’t you be more like your

sister?”—or maybe it was built out of silence, the

kind of silence where your pain was never

acknowledged.
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Your needs were never met, and you learned, slowly

and without ever being told in so many words, that

you did not matter. However it was built, you grew

up inside it, and because it was all you ever knew,

you mistook its walls for the boundaries of reality

itself.
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What makes the box so powerful is that it feels like

truth. It feels like a simple, obvious, undeniable

fact. Of course you are unlovable—look at how you

were treated. Of course you cannot trust anyone—

look at what happened when you did. Of course you

are only safe when you are invisible—look at what

happened when you tried to be seen. These

conclusions are not irrational, given the evidence

you had. A child who grows up in a war zone learns

that the world is dangerous, and a child who grows

up with abuse or neglect learns that they are

worthless or that love is conditional or that hope is

for other people. You were not stupid or weak for

believing these things. You were accurate. You were

drawing the only map that made sense of the

terrain you were given.
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The problem is not that you were wrong; the

problem is that the terrain has changed and the

map has not, and you have been navigating your

adult life with directions written by a wounded

child.
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The box has a way of shrinking over time. It starts

wide enough to hold all the normal childhood

longings—to be held, to be seen, to be told you are

precious—but when those longings are consistently

denied, the box contracts. You stop wanting what

you cannot have. You tell yourself you do not need

love anyway, or that you are too broken to receive

it, or that the people who say they care about you

are lying or naive or will inevitably leave. The box

becomes not just a set of beliefs but a whole way of

moving through the world, and because it keeps you

from reaching for certain things, it also protects

you from the disappointment of not getting them.

The box hurts, but at least its walls are familiar.
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Here is what I need you to understand, and this is

the core idea that everything else in this book rests

on: the box is a construct, not a prison. It was built

by human hands—the hands of people who hurt you,

yes, but also by your own young mind trying

desperately to survive—and what was built can be

examined. What was built can be reshaped. You did

not choose the box, but you are not powerless

before it. The walls that have felt so permanent, so

inevitable, so much like the very shape of the world,

are actually beliefs, and beliefs can change. This

does not mean the change is easy or quick or that

you can decide your way out of decades of

conditioning. But it does mean that the box is not a

life sentence. It means there is an outside.
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I have seen people step outside the box. I have

seen it in my practice as a psychologist, and I have

seen it in my own family, in the generations that

came before me. My mother was severely abused by

her birth Father, a raging alcoholic—mental abuse,

physical abuse, sexual abuse, all of it- and there

was no protection and no CPS in the 1930s in the

hills of West Virginia—and yet she raised �ve

children, kept a roof over our heads, found a way to

keep going. She carried unseen scars, yes. But she

also carried an unseen strength, and she passed

that strength down. The box was real for her; she

could not simply wish it away. But she did not let it

de�ne the totality of who she was, and neither do

you have to.
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Before we go further, I want to name something

important: recognizing the box for what it is—a

construct, not a reality—can be genuinely

disorienting. For years, maybe decades, you have

organized your life around certain assumptions

about who you are and what you are allowed to

have. Questioning those assumptions can feel like

pulling out the load-bearing beams of a house. It

can feel like losing yourself. That fear is normal,

and it does not mean you are doing something

wrong. It means you are doing something brave.
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The Lens of Truth: Seeing Your Own Story Clearly

There is a particular kind of clarity that becomes

possible when you stop trying to manage everyone

else’s version of your story. I call this the Lens of

Truth, and it is not about some dramatic, cinematic

moment of revelation—it is quieter than that. It is

the slow, deliberate choice to look at your past and

say, “This is what happened. This is how it a�ected

me. I am not going to dress it up or smooth it over

or protect anyone from the facts anymore.” For

most of us who grew up with hidden wounds, the

truth has been buried under layers of obligation,

shame, and the desperate hope that if we reframe

things positively enough, the pain will go away on

its own. The Lens of Truth says: stop reframing.

Just look.
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My mother was never invited into the kitchen to

learn how to cook. Her sister, my Aunt Margaret,

somehow escaped the worst of the abuse and

became an incredible cook—she was welcomed into

that kitchen, taught the recipes, given that gift—but

my mother was shut out. That detail might sound

small compared to the larger horrors she endured,

but I have thought about it a great deal over the

years. The kitchen was where warmth and

nourishment happened, where a child could stand

beside an adult and feel included and capable and

loved. My mother was denied that, and the denial

was not an accident. It was part of the message the

abuse was delivering: you do not belong here. You

are not welcome in the good places.
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Learning to see that clearly—not to minimize it, not

to explain it away, not to say "well, other people

had it worse"—is the beginning of the Lens of Truth.

Looking through this lens means refusing both the

pressure to forgive prematurely and the temptation

to stay stuck in blame forever. There will be time to

explore forgiveness, and we will get there in

another chapter when the ground is more solid

under your feet. But right now, the task is simpler

and harder: it is to tell yourself the truth about

what you experienced. No family loyalty. No “they

did the best they could.” No rushing to compassion

before you have even �nished naming the wound.

Just the honest, unvarnished facts, as you observed

them with your own eyes and felt them with your

own body.
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This is harder than it sounds because most of us

were trained from childhood to protect the people

who hurt us. We were trained to make excuses for

them, to believe that their moods were our fault, to

absorb the blame that belonged on their shoulders.

Children are exquisitely loyal creatures; they would

rather believe they are bad than believe their

caregivers are unsafe, because believing you are

bad gives you something to work on, while believing

you are unsafe leaves you with nowhere to stand.

So we carry that loyalty into adulthood, and we

continue to soften the edges of the story, to say “it

wasn’t that bad,” to de�ect attention from the

people who harmed us. The Lens of Truth asks you

to set that loyalty down. Not forever. Not toward

any particular outcome. Just for long enough to see

what is actually there.
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When I guide someone through this process, I

often hear a kind of grief emerge—not the dramatic,

sobbing grief of movies, but the quieter grief of

�nally admitting that something was taken from

you that you will never get back. There is a loss in

that admission, and it hurts. But there is also,

strangely, a relief. The energy you have been

spending to maintain the �ction—the energy

required to keep the lid on your own perceptions—

suddenly becomes available for something else.

You stop negotiating with your own memory. You

stop arguing with yourself about whether your

feelings are valid. You say: this happened, and it

mattered, and it shaped me.
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I want to be very clear that the Lens of Truth is not

about blame for blame’s sake. It is not about

�nding new ways to stay angry or rehearsing old

resentments. It is about accuracy. If you cannot

locate yourself accurately on the map, you cannot

navigate anywhere. If you keep telling yourself

that the abuse wasn’t really abuse, that the neglect

was just your parents being busy, that the

favoritism was because your sibling actually was

better than you, then you are navigating with a map

that has all the landmarks wrong. You keep walking

into walls you cannot see because you have been

told the walls are not there. The Lens of Truth is

simply a commitment to look at the territory as it

is, not as you wish it had been or as someone else

insists it was.
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The most radical thing about this lens is that it

requires no one else’s permission. You do not need

the abuser to admit what they did. You do not need

your siblings to corroborate your memories. You do

not need anyone to validate your observations. Your

own eyes are enough. Your own memory is enough.

Your own body, which still carries the physical

residue of what happened even if your mind has

tried to forget it, is enough. This is deeply

countercultural in families where silence has been

the rule and denial has been the currency of

survival, but it is also the door to everything else.

You cannot heal what you refuse to see.
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Forgiveness as Freedom, Not Absolution

Let me tell you what forgiveness is not, because

most of us have been handed a de�nition that

makes healing impossible. Forgiveness is not saying

that what happened to you was acceptable. It is

not pretending you were not hurt. It is not

reconciling with someone who is still dangerous. It

is not giving the abuser a free pass or releasing

them from accountability or welcoming them back

into your life with open arms. Forgiveness is not

even, in its essence, about the other person at all.

When I talk about forgiveness in this book, I am

talking about something much closer to release:

the decision to stop carrying a weight that was

never yours to carry, so that you can use your arms

for something else.
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I have worked with people who have been told by

well-meaning pastors, friends, or self-help books

that they must forgive to be free. They have tried to

force it—they have said the words, performed the

rituals, prayed the prayers—and nothing changed,

because they were trying to forgive on top of a

wound that had never even been properly cleaned

out. You cannot staple forgiveness over an infected

injury and expect it to heal underneath. That is why

the order of things matters. First you look, �rst you

name, �rst you let yourself feel the full weight of

what was done—and then, when you are ready, and

only when you are ready, you explore what it would

mean to let some of that weight go. We will walk

through the practical forgiveness practice in a later

chapter.
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For now, I want you to understand forgiveness as a

possibility, a door you can open, a gift you are

allowed to give yourself—not an obligation that can

be imposed.
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The kind of forgiveness I am talking about has

nothing to do with the person who hurt you. They

may never know about it. They may not even be

alive anymore. It is an interior transaction: you,

standing before your own pain, and making the

conscious choice to stop paying interest on a debt

someone else incurred. Every time you replay the

old violation—and I know you replay it, because

traumatized minds replay things; that is what they

do—you are giving that memory more of your life.

You are letting it occupy space that could be used

for something nourishing. Forgiveness, understood

this way, is simply the decision to stop renting out

that space. To evict the old tenant. Not because the

tenant has apologized or paid back rent, but

because you want your space back.
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I think about my mother again here. She never, to

my knowledge, sat her Father down and said: "I

forgive you." She never received an apology from

him. I doubt she ever had the kind of therapeutic

language I am using here. And yet she raised �ve

children, she kept showing up, she found ways to

love and provide, which tells me that somewhere

along the line she made a decisionI often think

about my mother. To my knowledge, she never told

her father, “I forgive you,” nor did she receive an

apology from him. I doubt she had the therapeutic

language that many have today. Yet, she raised �ve

children, showed up for us, and found ways to love

and provide. This indicates she made a crucial

choice: not to let the abuse dictate her life.
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She didn’t forget—such wounds leave lasting marks—but she refused to

let them consume her. She carried her scars without allowing them to

de�ne her. True forgiveness isn’t just an emotion or a speech; it’s a

daily commitment to live as though your life belongs to you, not to the

person who caused you harm. Not to let the abuse have the �nal word.

She did not forget—you do not forget that kind of thing—but she did not

let it consume her either. She carried the scar without letting it become

the whole story. That is forgiveness in the deepest sense: not a feeling

and not a speech and not a reconciliation, but a quiet, daily choice to

live as though your life belongs to you and not to the person who

harmed you.
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Some of you reading this will feel a surge of

resistance right now. I know that resistance. It

says: But what he did was wrong. It says: she does

not deserve to be let o� the hook. And you are right

on both counts. What was done to you was wrong,

profoundly wrong, and the person who did it may

never deserve a single ounce of grace. But

forgiveness-as-freedom is not about what they

deserve. It is about what you deserve. You deserve

to stop being de�ned by what happened to you. You

deserve to stop orienting your whole emotional life

around a person who may not have given you a

second thought in decades. You deserve to be free—

not free from the memory, because memory does

not work that way, but free from the grip of it, free

from the way it hijacks your present and hijacks

your future.
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I need to say one more thing clearly, and then I will

leave the full forgiveness practice for the chapter

where it belongs. You do not have to be ready

today. There is no deadline on this. If the idea of

forgiveness—even rede�ned as self-gift—feels

impossible right now, if it makes you angry or sick

or panicked, then set it down and come back to it

later. Healing is a lifelong process, not a

destination with a timer. I am planting a seed, not

handing you a demand. The seed will wait.



Healing Beyond Hidden Wounds

Page 80

Healing Beyond Hidden Wounds

The Resilience of the Human Spirit
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There is something in us that refuses to be

extinguished. I do not know where it comes from

exactly—whether it is biological, or spiritual, or just

the sheer stubbornness of life itself—but I have

seen it in too many people to doubt it is real. My

mother had it. Somehow, she carried the

unimaginable and still got out of bed, still made

meals, still kept her children clothed and housed.

She did not do it perfectly—no one does—but she did

it. She was poor; we were poor; we relied on my

grandmother Dora to put clothes on layaway just so

we would have something to wear, but we always

had a roof over our heads, and we always had each

other. That is resilience. It is not glamorous. It

does not look like triumph. It looks like getting up

again when every instinct says to stay down.
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When I speak about resilience, I am not talking

about the false, shiny version that gets sold in

motivational speeches. This version suggests

su�ering makes you stronger and everything

happens for a reason. Some things happen for no

good reason at all. Some su�ering breaks things in

you that will never fully be repaired. Resilience is

not about pretending otherwise. Resilience is about

the quiet, persistent capacity to keep living, to keep

loving, to keep �nding small pockets of meaning

and connection even when the larger story is full of

pain. My grandmother Dora worked as a sales clerk

in a children’s clothing store in Washington, DC,

back when the minimum wage was between a dollar

and a dollar sixty an hour. That salary does not

leave room for generosity, by any normal

calculation.
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And yet she put clothing for the Scott boys on

layaway—shoes, underwear, shirts, pants, winter

jackets, gloves—and she paid for them over time.

She did not have to do that. She could have said, I

have my own life, my own expenses, my own limits.

But she chose to give anyway, and that choice

echoed down through the generations.
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That is the other thing about resilience: it is often

invisible. You do not see it in yourself because you

are too busy just surviving to notice that surviving

itself is an achievement. You do not see it in others

because they do not wear it on the outside. My

grandmother was not marching in parades or giving

speeches about her sacri�ce; she was quietly,

month by month, paying o� layaway slips so that

children who were not even hers could go to school

with shoes that �t. That kind of strength rarely gets

celebrated. It rarely even gets noticed. But it is the

foundation on which lives are rebuilt, generation

after generation.
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As I shared earlier, my mother was never invited

into the kitchen—but she still found ways to feed

her children. She still found ways to create home

out of scarcity. That is the human spirit doing what

the human spirit does: taking what little it has been

given and making something out of it anyway. You

may feel right now that you have nothing left, that

the abuse or neglect took everything from you—your

con�dence, your trust, your sense of safety, your

belief in your own worth. I am not going to tell you

those losses are not real, because they are. But I

am going to tell you that there is something in you

that did not get taken, something that has been

quietly, stubbornly persisting all these years, and

that something is the raw material of your healing.

It is not �ashy. It is not impressive. It is just there,

and it is enough.
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I have seen this resilience in my clients too, over

and over. I have worked with people who endured

horrors that I will not describe here, and yet they

still show up for their own children with tenderness.

I have worked with people whose trust was

shattered so completely that they did not think

they would ever let anyone close again, and yet

they found themselves slowly, tentatively, leaning

toward another person. I have worked with people

who spent decades believing they were worthless,

and yet some small voice inside them kept

whispering that maybe, just maybe, that was not

the whole truth. That whisper is resilience. Please

do not underestimate it or dismiss it just because it

has not yet grown loud enough to drown out the old

messages.
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The resilience of the human spirit is not a theory; it

is a fact, witnessed across cultures and generations

and impossible circumstances. You carry it whether

you know it or not. The question is not whether you

have it—you do—but whether you will learn to

recognize it, to draw on it, to let it become a

conscious resource rather than just an unconscious

survival mechanism. This book is about making that

shift, and it starts with simply noticing: you are still

here. After everything, you are still here. Something

in you refused to quit, and that something is worthy

of your attention.
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Healing as a Lifelong Process, Not a Destination

I want to save you from a trap that catches almost

everyone who sets out to heal from hidden wounds.

The trap is the belief that one day you will be

�nished—that there is a version of you waiting

somewhere in the future who is fully healed,

completely whole, utterly free from the past, and

your job is to get to that person as quickly as

possible. I understand why this fantasy is

appealing. When you have been su�ering for a long

time, the idea of an endpoint is deeply comforting.

It gives you something to aim for. It makes the

pain feel temporary. But the fantasy is also, in its

own way, cruel, because it sets a standard that no

human being can meet, and then punishes you

when you fall short.
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Healing from early trauma is not like recovering

from a broken bone, where the bone knits back

together, and eventually you cannot even tell

where the fracture was. It is more like learning to

live with a scar that will always be there, a scar

that changes over time—fading, softening,

becoming less tender to the touch—but never fully

disappearing. And that is not a failure. That is not a

sign that you did not heal enough. That is the

nature of the thing. The goal is not to erase the past

or to become someone who was never hurt. The

goal is to reach a place where the past no longer

runs your life, where you can remember without

being retraumatized, where you can feel the old

pain without being swallowed by it, where you can

choose your responses instead of being hijacked by

old programming.
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This is why I avoid language about being "cured" or

"�xed." Those words imply a before-and-after

transformation that does not match the experience

of anyone I have ever worked with, including

myself. What I see instead is a gradual, uneven

process: some days you feel lighter, some days the

weight returns, some seasons you make enormous

progress, some seasons you seem to slide

backward. Both are part of it. The slide backward is

not a failure; it is part of the rhythm. I will talk

more about that rhythm in a later chapter, when we

discuss setbacks and triggers and the curve of

healing. For now, the important thing is to adjust

your expectations so that you are not constantly

measuring yourself against an impossible ideal.
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One of the most liberating shifts you can make is to

stop asking “Am I healed yet?” and start asking

“Am I more free today than I was a year ago?” The

second question is concrete. It has an answer. You

can look at your life and say: a year ago I would

have had a panic attack in this situation, and today

I felt the anxiety rise, but I stayed present. That is

progress. A year ago I would have believed the

voice that said I am worthless, and today I noticed

the voice and did not automatically agree with it.

That is progress. Healing is not a single event; it is a

direction, a trajectory, a slow turning of the ship.

You do not need to be at the �nal port to know you

are sailing in the right direction.
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I am living proof of this. I am a psychologist who

has spent decades studying the mind and helping

others heal, and I still carry my own inheritance of

pain. I still think about my mother’s abuse, about

the su�ering that shaped her and by extension

shaped me. I still feel the weight of it sometimes.

But the weight does not control me the way it once

did. I have learned to hold it di�erently—to

acknowledge it, to learn from it, to let it fuel

compassion instead of resentment, to let it remind

me why the work I do matters. That is not a

destination. That is a way of walking. And it is

available to you too, starting wherever you are,

starting now.
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There is a phrase I return to often, a kind of quiet

mantra that has steadied me through hard seasons:

healing is always possible—not guaranteed. Not

instant. But always possible. You do not need to

believe it fully right now; please leave a little room

for the possibility. A crack in the door is enough.

The rest will come in its own time, and this book

will walk with you through the steps and the

setbacks and the slow, beautiful, ordinary miracle

of becoming more yourself than you have ever

been.

Chapter 3: The Method — Practical Steps Toward
Acceptance and Healing
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Step One: Telling Your Story in Your Own Words

David sat at his kitchen table with a blank

notebook, a cup of co�ee going cold beside him. He

was �fty-two, a retired military o�cer, a man who

had given orders and taken them and never

�inched. But this—this was di�erent. He had never

spoken about the emotional abuse he endured from

his Father, the daily erosion of his worth, the way

silence became his safest language. His hands

trembled as he picked up the pen. He wrote one

sentence: “My Father never hit me, but he made me

believe I was nothing.” He stared at those words

for a long time, and then he kept writing. That was

the beginning.
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This is where we start, not with complicated

theories or clinical language, but with your own

voice telling your own story in your own words.

There is a particular kind of power in naming what

happened to you—not for a therapist, not for a

judge, not for anyone else, but for yourself. When

trauma stays hidden, it festers in the dark corners

of memory, twisting into shame and self-blame.

But when you drag it into the light by putting it on

paper or speaking it aloud, something shifts. The

monster in the shadows is never as powerful as the

one you can see clearly.
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Please �nd a private space, a notebook, or a

recording device, and permit yourself to tell the

whole story. Do not edit. Do not minimize. Do not

worry about anyone else's version of events—this is

yours alone. Start with what you remember, even if

it comes in fragments. Describe the house, the

smells, the sounds. Describe what was done to you

and what was withheld from you. Describe how you

felt then, and if you cannot name the feelings yet,

describe the physical sensations—the tight throat,

the churning stomach, the heaviness in your limbs.

Let it be messy and raw and real.
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Rosa, the nurse from Chicago I mentioned earlier,

told me she wrote her story across twenty-seven

pages of a legal pad, and she cried so hard the ink

smeared. She wrote about being invisible next to

her younger brother, about her mother’s coldness,

about the years of trying so desperately to be good

enough that she lost herself completely. She said

afterward she felt emptied and terri�ed and

strangely lighter all at once. That is what telling

your story does—it does not magically �x anything,

but it creates a container for the pain, a boundary

around it. Before, the pain was everywhere,

bleeding into every part of her life. Now, it was on

those pages, and she could look at it without

drowning in it.
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Some of you will resist this step. You will think, “I

already know what happened; why do I need to

write it down?” or “It was not that bad; other

people had it worse.” That voice is the old survival

mechanism talking—the one that taught you to bury

the pain so you could function. But functioning is

not the same as healing. Writing your story is an act

of bearing witness to your own life, and that is

something no one can do for you. You are not

comparing your su�ering to anyone else’s; you are

simply saying, “This happened, and it mattered.”
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When you �nish, I want you to read what you wrote

—or listen to your recording—and notice what rises in

you. Grief, anger, numbness, relief—all of it

belongs. Do not try to �x anything yet. Just allow

yourself to be the one who �nally listens. For so

many of us who grew up with hidden trauma, the

deepest wound was not only the abuse itself but the

absence of anyone who would truly see and hear us.

This exercise begins to repair that wound by making

you the witness your younger self never had.
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After you have sat with your story for a day or two,

I invite you to write a single sentence at the bottom

of the �nal page: “This is my story, and I am still

here.” That sentence is not an ending; it is a door

opening. You have taken the �rst step toward

accepting the bad that happened, and acceptance

is not the same as approval. It simply means you

have stopped running from the truth. And from that

solid ground, everything else becomes possible.
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Step Two: The Compassionate Observer

Once your story is on the page, a strange thing

often happens. You read it back, and you feel...

distant. Maybe critical. Maybe you hear a voice in

your head saying, “You were so weak,” or “Why

didn’t you �ght back?” That voice is not your own—

it is the internalized echo of the abuse, the neglect,

the dismissal that taught you to turn against

yourself. This is where the Compassionate Observer

comes in, and it is the most counterintuitive

practice you will learn in this book, because it asks

you to stop being the judge and start being the

protector you never had.
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Here is what I mean. Think of a child you love—a

niece, a nephew, a neighbor’s kid, even a child you

have seen from across the street. If that child told

you they had been hurt the way you were hurt, what

would you feel? You would feel a surge of

protectiveness. You would tell them, without

hesitation, “This was not your fault. You deserved

to be safe. You deserved to be loved.” You would

mean every word. The Compassionate Observer

practice asks you to turn that same �erce, gentle,

protective love toward the child you once were.
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Find a quiet moment and picture yourself at the age

when the trauma was happening. Put a photograph

in front of you if you have one, or hold an image in

your mind. See that child clearly—the skinny legs,

the anxious eyes, the shoulders already braced for

the next blow or the next silence. Now, instead of

analyzing that child or wishing they had been

di�erent, sit with them. Say to them, silently or

aloud, "I see you. I believe you. What happened to

you was wrong." Let those words land. It may feel

awkward at �rst, even ridiculous. Do it anyway. The

awkwardness is just your protective walls trying to

keep the pain at bay.
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Mei, the software engineer whose story we will

explore more deeply later, told me she could not do

this at �rst. Every time she tried to picture herself

as a little girl, she felt disgust—not at the abuse, but

at the child. “She was so pathetic,” Mei said, her

voice �at. “She just took it,” I asked her to imagine

that child was not her but a girl she had never met,

someone else’s daughter. Something cracked open

in Mei’s chest. She started crying. “That girl

deserved someone to hold her,” she whispered. And

then she realized: that girl was her. The disgust had

been a way to keep distance from the unbearable

grief, and once she let the compassion in, the grief

came too—but it came with relief.
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This practice is not about rewriting history. It is

about re-seeing it through eyes that are no longer

clouded by self-blame. You are not asking the child

to forgive, to understand, or to be strong. You are

simply acknowledging that a child was harmed, and

that child deserved better. Over time, this

compassionate attention begins to rewire

something deep in your nervous system. The part of

you that has been braced for attack, that scans

every room for danger, that never fully exhales—

that part starts to learn that you are no longer

alone, because you have become the safe adult the

child never had.
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Try this exercise once a day for a week. If you

cannot picture the child, write a letter to your

younger self. Tell them what you would tell any

hurting child. Tell them the truth: “You were not

bad. You were not broken. You were a child, and you

survived something no child should have to

survive.” Do not worry about doing it perfectly. The

mere act of turning toward yourself with kindness

instead of criticism is the practice. Your younger

self has been waiting a long time for someone to

show up. You are that someone now.



Healing Beyond Hidden Wounds

Page 107

Healing Beyond Hidden Wounds

Step Three: Reframing Family Narratives

Every family has its stories. Some are told aloud at

holiday tables; others are never spoken but passed

down silently, woven into the fabric of who we

believe we are. “You were always the di�cult one.”

"That is just how he is—you have to be the bigger

person.” "We do not talk about those things in this

family.” These narratives are powerful because

they shape our identity long before we are old

enough to question them. Step Three is about

looking those inherited stories square in the face

and asking the dangerous question: Is that actually

true?
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The Scott family had a narrative too. My Aunt

Margaret was the one who escaped the abuse long

enough to learn how to cook, to build a skill and an

identity outside the chaos. My mother was the one

left in the cold, never invited into the kitchen, never

given that same escape. The unspoken story could

have been that my mother was less valuable, less

capable, less worthy of development. But that was

never the truth. The truth was that she survived

something di�erently, and her survival looked like

raising �ve children with �erce determination while

carrying invisible wounds. The family narrative was

a distortion of reality, and calling it out is the �rst

step to loosening its grip.
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Please take your notebook again and write down

the core messages you absorbed about yourself

from your family. Not the words they necessarily

said, but the meaning you took from how you were

treated. “I was unlovable.” "I was a burden.” "My

needs do not matter.” "I am only valuable when I

am achieving or caretaking.” "I am invisible.”

Write them all down, even the ones that feel

childish or dramatic. These are the pillars of the box

that trauma built around your mind, and until you

name them, you cannot dismantle them.
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Now, for each message, please ask three questions.

First: Who taught me this? Was it an abuser, a

neglectful parent, a sibling who was also su�ering,

a system that failed to protect me? Second: What

evidence contradicts this message? Think of

moments when you were loved, protected, valued—

even by a teacher, a grandparent, a friend’s parent.

Think of your own strengths, your own survival,

your own heart that kept beating despite

everything. Third: What is a truer, more

compassionate statement I can o�er myself

instead? For example, “I was unlovable” might

become “I was a child who was not loved as I

deserved, but that was a failure of the adults

around me, not a re�ection of my worth.”
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This process is not about pretending the pain did

not happen. It is about separating the facts of what

was done to you from the meaning you attached to

those facts. A child who is ignored learns to believe

they are insigni�cant; a child who is hit learns to

believe they are bad. But those beliefs are a child’s

attempt to make sense of a senseless situation, not

an objective truth. As an adult, you can revisit those

old conclusions and revise them. This is not

disloyalty to your family; it is loyalty to your own

healing.
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Rosa, the nurse, did this exercise with her belief

that she was invisible. She traced it back to her

mother’s favoritism toward her younger brother,

the endless stream of praise for him while Rosa’s

achievements went unnoticed. She realized the

message had lodged deep: “You do not matter

enough to be seen.” But when she looked for

contrary evidence, she found it everywhere—

teachers who encouraged her, patients who

thanked her with tears in their eyes, her own

daughter who reached for her hand every night. The

narrative was false. It had always been false. And

once Rosa saw that, the old story began to lose its

power, and she began to write a new one.
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Reframing takes time. The old narratives were built

over years, and they will not dissolve overnight. But

every time you catch yourself slipping into the old

belief and consciously replace it with the reframed

truth, you are laying down new neural pathways.

You are teaching your brain a di�erent story. One

day you will notice that the old message no longer

feels like the default; it will just feel like an echo,

fading.
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Step Four: Building a Personal Forgiveness Practice

Forgiveness is a word that makes many survivors

bristle, and I understand why. It has been

weaponized, used to pressure hurting people into

premature reconciliation, into silence, into

pretending everything is �ne when it is not. That is

not the forgiveness I am talking about here. As I

shared earlier, forgiveness in this book means

something very speci�c: it is a gift you give

yourself, not a pardon you extend to the abuser. It

is about releasing the weight you were never meant

to carry. This step is about building a practice that

honors that truth while respecting your timing and

your boundaries.
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The forgiveness practice I am going to guide you

through is not a one-time event. It is a ritual you

can return to as many times as you need, because

forgiveness is rarely a single decision—it is a series

of decisions, a muscle you build, a door you walk

through again and again. The practice has three

parts: acknowledgment, release, and rea�rmation.

Do not rush any of them. You cannot release what

you have not fully acknowledged, and you cannot

rea�rm your own worth until you have let go of the

lie that you deserved the harm.
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Part One: Acknowledgment. In a quiet space, speak

or write the speci�c harm you are working to

forgive. Be precise. “I acknowledge that my Father

hit me when I was seven years old, and it made me

feel terri�ed and worthless.” Or “I acknowledge

that my mother never protected me, and I grew up

believing I was not worth protecting.” Do not

soften the language. Do not make excuses for the

person who hurt you. Just state what happened and

how it a�ected you. This is not about blaming—it is

about truth-telling. Blame is the emotional charge;

acknowledgment is the clear-eyed recognition. Let

yourself feel whatever comes up. Grief, rage,

numbness—all are welcome here.
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Part Two: Release. This is where you make a

conscious choice to stop carrying the debt. You are

not saying the harm was acceptable; you are saying

you will no longer let the harm de�ne your present.

Some people �nd it helpful to use a physical

symbol: write the harm on a piece of paper and burn

it, or hold a stone in your hand and then throw it

into a river. Others prefer to say a simple phrase

aloud: “I release this weight. I will not carry it any

longer.” The release is not a feeling; it is a decision

that you repeat until the feeling eventually follows.

And if this part feels impossible right now, if you

cannot imagine releasing anything, I want you to

know that the acknowledgment alone is progress.

You do not need to force forgiveness. The

willingness to consider it is already a step.
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Part Three: Rea�rmation. After the release, you

turn toward yourself with kindness. You say, "I am

worthy of peace. My healing matters. I am allowed

to let go." This is the part where you remind

yourself that forgiveness is for you, not for anyone

else. It is an act of self-care, radical and quiet. It is

you choosing your own freedom over the prison of

resentment. The person who hurt you may never

change, may never apologize, may never even

acknowledge what they did. That is outside your

control. But whether you carry their debt for the

rest of your life—that is within your control, and you

can choose to set it down.
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I have seen people transform through this practice,

not because the pain disappeared, but because they

stopped letting the pain be the center of gravity

around which their whole life orbited. They created

space for other things—joy, creativity, rest, love.

They stopped waiting for an apology that would

never come and started living the life that was

available to them now. This is not a betrayal of the

child you were; it is an honoring of the adult you are

becoming. The child deserved justice and safety;

the adult deserves peace. Forgiveness is one path

toward that peace.
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Step Five: Creating Your Own Safety Nets

Healing is not meant to happen in isolation. The

original wound, for so many of us, was being alone

with our su�ering—no witness, no protector, no one

to say "this is wrong and I will help you." So part of

healing is deliberately building the safety nets that

were absent back then. This means cultivating

relationships, boundaries, and self-care practices

that hold you when you are struggling and

celebrate you when you are thriving. It is about

becoming the architect of your own support system,

brick by brick, even if you have never known what

one looks like.
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Let us start with people. Who in your life is safe? By

safe, I do not mean perfect or always available—I

mean someone who listens without judgment, who

believes you when you tell the truth, who does not

minimize your pain or pressure you to move faster

than you are ready. It might be a friend, a therapist,

a support group, a spiritual community, or even one

trusted family member. If you cannot identify

anyone yet, that is okay. Acknowledge that gap and

begin to consider where you might �nd such people

—support groups for survivors, online communities,

Faith gatherings, or simply friendships you can

slowly deepen by taking small risks of vulnerability.

Safety is built in increments.
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Next, boundaries. If you grew up without healthy

models of boundaries, this will feel foreign and

frightening. Setting a boundary means deciding

what behavior you will and will not accept, and

then communicating that clearly and calmly. It

might sound like: “I will not stay on the phone

when you are yelling at me. If that happens, I will

hang up, and we can try again later.” Or “I am not

able to attend family gatherings this year because I

need to prioritize my mental health.” Boundaries

are not punishments; they are protections. They are

you saying to yourself, “I am worth protecting,”

and then following through with action. People who

are used to you having no boundaries may push

back. That pushback is not a sign you are doing

something wrong; it is a sign you are doing

something di�erent.
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Self-care is the third strand of this safety net, and I

mean something deeper than bubble baths and

scented candles. Self-care for a survivor of hidden

trauma means tending to your nervous system, your

body, and your spirit with the same attentiveness

you would o�er someone you love. It means

noticing when you are exhausted and letting

yourself rest without guilt. It means feeding

yourself food that nourishes you, moving your body

in ways that feel good, and creating rhythms of

sleep that restore you. It also means saying no to

things that drain you and yes to things that �ll you,

even if those choices disappoint others. Self-care is

not sel�sh; it is survival re�ned into a daily

practice.
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I think of my grandmother Dora and her layaway

gifts. She was not a wealthy woman; she made

minimum wage as a sales clerk, and she set aside

clothing for the Scott boys one piece at a time,

paying over many weeks until she could bring the

items home. That was a form of self-care too—not

for herself, but for her family. And yet, I believe it

nourished her soul to be a giver, to be someone who

created safety and warmth for children who needed

it. Self-care can include generosity when generosity

aligns with your values and restores you rather than

depleting you. The key is to notice what genuinely

refreshes you and to do more of that,

unapologetically.
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Over time, these safety nets become the new

normal. You will �nd yourself reaching for the

phone to call a safe friend instead of spiraling

alone. You will feel the boundary rising in your

chest before the words even leave your mouth. You

will notice, almost by accident, that you slept

through the night or that your shoulders are not up

around your ears. This is what it feels like to live

with protection—the protection you provide for

yourself. It is not the same as having had it in

childhood, and we do not pretend it is. But it is real,

and it is yours, and it will hold you through the hard

days that are still to come.
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Journal Prompts and Reflection Questions

This chapter has given you a method—�ve steps to

move from hidden pain toward acceptance and

healing. But reading is not the same as doing, and

these practices only work if you engage them

honestly over time. To support that process, I have

gathered journal prompts and re�ection questions

here, one set for each step. Use them at your own

pace. There is no deadline, no grade, no right

answer. The only requirement is that you show up

with as much honesty as you can muster on any

given day. Some days that honesty will be �erce

and clear; other days it will be a whisper. Both are

enough.
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For Step One: Telling Your Story in Your Own

Words. What memory surfaces �rst when you allow

yourself to think about your childhood without

editing? What physical sensations do you notice in

your body as you recall that memory—tightness,

numbness, heat, cold? What part of your story have

you never told anyone because it felt too shameful

or too small? Write it here now, even if just in

fragments. If you could say one thing to the person

who hurt you without any fear of consequences,

what would it be? Do not send it—write it down and

let the words exist on the page.
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For Step Two: The Compassionate Observer.

Describe your younger self at the age when the

trauma occurred—what did you look like, what did

you love, what were you afraid of? If that child

were standing in front of you right now, what would

you want to say to them? What do you think they

need most to hear? Is there a part of you that

resists feeling compassion for that child? If so,

what does that resistant part believe—that the child

was to blame, that they should have been stronger?

Can you o�er compassion to the resistant part too?
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For Step Three: Reframing Family Narratives. List

three to �ve core messages you absorbed from your

family about your worth, your role, or your identity.

Choose one of those messages and trace it back:

where did it come from, and was the source

trustworthy? What evidence in your life contradicts

that old message? Write the reframed truth you

want to internalize instead, and then write it again

in a di�erent way, letting the words sink deeper.

How does your body respond when you read the

reframed truth aloud?
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For Step Four: Building a Personal Forgiveness

Practice. What harm are you carrying today that

feels heaviest? Describe it in detail, using the

acknowledgment practice. Is there any part of that

weight you feel ready to release, even slightly? If

not, what would need to happen for you to feel

willing to consider release? If you could imagine

forgiveness as a gift to yourself alone, with no

obligation to the person who harmed you, what

might that gift look like? What would your life feel

like if you no longer carried this particular weight?
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For Step Five: Creating Your Own Safety Nets. Who

are the safest people in your life right now, and how

could you deepen those connections? What

boundary do you most need to set but have been

avoiding? What is the fear underneath that

avoidance? What is one small act of genuine self-

care you could commit to this week—not because

you should, but because it would genuinely nourish

you? How does it feel to imagine yourself

surrounded by safety nets of your own making, held

by relationships and rhythms you have chosen?
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These questions are not a test. They are an

invitation. Return to them whenever you need

grounding, whenever the old stories resurface,

whenever you forget that healing is possible. The

act of writing—of putting pen to paper or �ngers to

keyboard—is itself a declaration that your inner life

matters. You matter. And every word you write is

another step toward the life outside the box that is

waiting for you.

Chapter 4: Recovery — Navigating Setbacks, Triggers, and
Doubt
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The Curve of Healing: Why Setbacks Are Normal
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Mei sat in her car outside her apartment building,

engine o�, forehead resting against the steering

wheel, the echo of her mother’s voice still clawing

at her insides. She had done the work—two years of

therapy, the exercises from this very book, the hard

conversations with herself—and yet a single Sunday

dinner had sent her spiraling right back to that

powerless thirteen-year-old who learned to make

herself small. The tears came hot and fast, and she

hated herself for them, hated that after all this time

she could still be knocked �at by a few pointed

comments about her weight, her job, her unmarried

status. She felt like a fraud, like all her healing had

been a performance she’d been putting on for

herself, and now the curtain had been ripped down,

and everyone could see the truth: she was still

broken, still weak, still the same frightened girl.
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What Mei was experiencing was not failure—it was

the curve of healing, and it is one of the most

important realities you will ever accept about this

journey. Healing from hidden trauma does not move

in a straight line from wounded to well, from

darkness to light, with each day better than the one

before. It moves in loops and switchbacks and

sudden plunges into valleys you thought you’d left

behind forever. There will be seasons where you

feel strong and clear and almost surprised by your

own resilience—and then there will be days when a

song on the radio or a tone of voice or the way

someone looks at you across a dinner table will

send you reeling backward, gasping for equilibrium.

This is not regression. This is not evidence that you

have failed.
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This is the nature of deep healing, and the sooner

you stop �ghting it, the sooner you can learn to ride

its currents instead of drowning in them.
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Think of it like this: you spent years, maybe

decades, building the internal structures that kept

you alive through abuse and neglect. Those

pathways in your brain—the hypervigilance, the

self-blame, the instinct to disappear—were laid

down when you were small and defenseless, and

they served you faithfully in a war zone no child

should have to inhabit. You cannot expect to

dismantle all of that in a few months of journaling

and therapy sessions. Every time you move forward,

you are asking your nervous system to let go of a

strategy it believes is keeping you safe, and

sometimes it will panic and drag you back to the

familiar terrain of fear and vigilance.
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That panic feels like failure, but it is actually proof

that you are pushing against something real,

something that once protected you and now holds

you back.
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To be clear, a setback is not a return to the starting

line. You are not back at zero when an old trigger

catches you o� guard or when you �nd yourself

crying in a parking lot after a family gathering. You

are a person with two years of healing behind you

who just got hit by a wave—and the fact that you

recognize it as a wave, that you can name it and

feel it and eventually recover from it, is itself

evidence of how far you have come. The Mei who

was �attened by her mother’s words at twenty-nine

is not the same Mei who endured those words in

silence at thirteen. The adult Mei knows she

deserves better even when she can’t feel it in the

moment; the adult Mei has tools and language and

a therapy appointment on Tuesday; the adult Mei

wrote about this very scenario in her journal two

months ago and predicted it might happen.
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That is not failure. That is progress wearing a

disguise.
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The healing curve asks only one thing of you: that

you keep showing up. Not perfectly, not

consistently, not without complaint—but

persistently. When you slide backward, you do not

have to claw your way back to where you were

before the slide. You only have to �nd your footing

again, even if that footing is a few steps behind

where you hoped you’d be. Over time, the setbacks

become less frequent and less severe. The troughs

grow shallower. The recovery time shortens. You

begin to trust that the dark moods will pass, that

the trigger will release its grip, that you will

breathe again. That trust itself is healing—it is the

opposite of the hopelessness that de�ned your

childhood. When you were small and being hurt,

there was no end in sight, no promise of relief.
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Now you know that relief comes, has come before,

will come again. That knowledge is a gift you have

earned through every single setback you have

survived.
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So when you �nd yourself crumpled and ashamed

and convinced that all your work has been for

nothing, I want you to say this to yourself, out loud

if you can: “This is a setback. It is not my

destination. I have been here before, and I know

the way out. I will rest, I will be kind to myself, and

I will take the next small step forward when I am

ready.” You are not starting over. You are simply

continuing, and continuing is the only thing that

has ever been required of you. The curve of healing

does not demand perfection—it demands

persistence, and you have already proven you have

that in abundance simply by being here, reading

these words, still �ghting for the life you deserve.
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Triggers: Recognizing and Responding with Grace
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A trigger is not just a bad memory—it is a full-body

hijacking, a sudden transport back to the emotional

and physical state you inhabited when the original

wound was in�icted. It can be a smell, a phrase, a

particular quality of light in a room, the way

someone stands in a doorway, a certain kind of

silence that comes right before violence. When it

hits, your rational adult brain goes o�ine, and your

survival brain takes over, �ooding you with the

same terror or shame or helplessness you felt at six

years old or twelve or sixteen. Your heart pounds,

your stomach clenches, your thoughts race or

freeze, and suddenly you are not a competent adult

with a job and a mortgage and a carefully

constructed life—you are a frightened child again,

and all your hard-won wisdom evaporates in an

instant. This is not weakness.
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This is not dramatic overreaction. This is your

nervous system doing exactly what it learned to do

when danger was real and inescapable, and

blaming yourself for it only adds shame to an

already unbearable experience.
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The �rst step in navigating triggers is simply

learning to recognize them for what they are. This

sounds obvious, but it is surprisingly di�cult in the

moment, because a trigger feels like reality—it feels

like you are responding appropriately to a present

threat, not reliving a past one. When your mother

makes a critical comment and suddenly you are

shaking and near tears and convinced you are

worthless, your brain is telling you that her words

have caused this reaction, that her power over you

is still absolute. But what has actually happened is

that her words have activated an old pathway, an

old wound, and your body is responding to decades

of accumulated pain, not just to this one moment.
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Learning to pause—even for three seconds, even for

one deep breath—and ask yourself, “What am I

really reacting to right now?” can begin to create

the tiny gap between stimulus and response that is

the birthplace of freedom.
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Once you start identifying your triggers, you may be

surprised by how speci�c and seemingly random

they are. One man I worked with discovered that

the sound of ice cubes clinking in a glass sent him

into a silent panic, and it took months for him to

connect it to his Father's nightly ritual of pouring a

drink before the abuse began. A woman I know

cannot tolerate the smell of a particular cleaning

product because it was what her grandmother used

to scrub the house after her grandfather’s violent

rages, erasing the physical evidence while the

emotional wreckage remained untouched. Your

triggers are not arbitrary—they are precise, coded

messages from your past, and decoding them is one

of the most compassionate acts you can perform for

yourself.
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Each trigger you identify and understand loses a

little of its power, because you are no longer at its

mercy; you are studying it, naming it, holding it up

to the light.
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When a trigger �res and you feel yourself spiraling,

grace is the only appropriate response—grace for

yourself, not judgment for your reaction. Too many

survivors compound their su�ering by berating

themselves for being triggered at all. “I should be

over this by now.” "Why am I so weak?” "Other

people have been through worse, and they don’t fall

apart like this.” These thoughts are not truth; they

are the internalized voice of the abuse itself, still

trying to convince you that you are the problem.

The truth is that being triggered is a completely

normal physiological response to a history of

trauma, and the only thing you need to do in that

moment is get yourself to safety—physically,

emotionally, relationally. That is it.
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You do not need to analyze the trigger in real time,

you do not need to �x it, you do not need to prove

anything to anyone. You need to breathe, to ground

yourself, to remind your body that the danger is in

the past, and to wait for the wave to pass.
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Here is a simple grounding practice you can use

when a trigger has taken hold: First, plant your feet

�rmly on the ground and feel the �oor beneath you

—real, solid, present. Second, name �ve things you

can see around you right now, out loud if possible,

forcing your brain to engage with the current

environment rather than the past one. Third, place

one hand on your chest and one on your belly and

take three slow, deliberate breaths, feeling the rise

and fall under your palms. Fourth, say to yourself,

“I am safe in this moment. This feeling is a

memory, not a prediction. It will pass.” This

practice will not magically erase the trigger or heal

the underlying wound, but it will help you ride out

the storm without doing additional damage to

yourself in the process.
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Each time you use it, you are teaching your nervous

system that the old danger is not the present

reality, and bit by bit, your body will learn to

believe you.
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The ultimate goal with triggers is not to eliminate

them—though they will likely diminish over time

with healing—but to change your relationship to

them. When you know what triggers you and why,

when you have tools to steady yourself when they

�re, when you no longer shame yourself for being

vulnerable, the trigger becomes less of a

catastrophe and more of a signal. It still hurts, yes.

It still catches you o� guard sometimes. But it no

longer de�nes you or derails you for days or weeks.

You learn to say, “Ah, there is that old wound

again, asking for my attention. I hear it. I honor it.

And I choose not to be ruled by it today.” That is

grace in action—not the absence of pain, but the

presence of self-compassion in the midst of it, and

that self-compassion is one of the most powerful

healers you will ever �nd.
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When Forgiveness Feels Impossible
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There will be moments—maybe you are in one right

now—when the idea of forgiving the person who hurt

you feels not just di�cult but obscene. When the

rage is so hot in your throat that you can barely

speak, when the memories are so fresh and vivid

that you can smell the room where it happened,

when every �ber of your being screams that

forgiveness would be a betrayal of the child you

were, a whitewashing of evil, a permission slip for

the abuser to escape accountability. I am not going

to tell you that you are wrong to feel this way,

because you are not wrong. Some harms seem

unforgivable by any human standard, and the

pressure to forgive before you are ready—or ever—

can become its own form of violence, a demand

that you skip over your legitimate pain and perform

healing you have not yet experienced.
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Let me be clear about what forgiveness is and is

not, because the confusion here causes immense

su�ering. Forgiveness, as I understand it and as

this book has described it, is not absolution—it is not

telling the abuser that what they did was

acceptable, and it is not releasing them from the

consequences of their actions. It is not

reconciliation—you can forgive someone and still

choose never to be in the same room with them

again, and that is not hypocrisy; that is wisdom and

self-protection. It is not forgetting—your memories

are yours and you are not required to erase them.
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Forgiveness, at its core, is a decision to stop

carrying the poison of resentment in your own body,

to stop letting the person who hurt you live rent-

free in your mind, to reclaim the energy you have

been spending on anger and bitterness so you can

invest it in your own life and healing. It is a gift you

give yourself, and you get to decide when, how, and

whether to give it.
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When forgiveness feels impossible, I want you to

give yourself explicit permission to pause. You do

not have to forgive today. You do not have to

forgive this year. You do not have to forgive ever, if

that is where your journey takes you. The goal of

healing is not to become a person who forgives on

demand; the goal is to become a free person, and

sometimes freedom looks like setting down the

expectation of forgiveness so you can attend to

more urgent work—grieving, feeling your anger

without shame, learning to trust your own

perceptions, building a life that is not organized

around the wound. Paradoxically, it is often when

you stop trying to force forgiveness that the ground

begins to soften, because you are no longer adding

the pressure of a timeline to the already crushing

weight of the pain.
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There is also a kind of grief that must happen before

forgiveness can become possible, and many

survivors skip this step in their rush to be "healed"

and "over it." You need to grieve the childhood you

did not have, the parent who should have protected

you but didn't, the safety that was stolen, the years

you lost to survival mode, the person you might

have become if you had been loved the way every

child deserves to be loved. This grief is enormous,

and it deserves to be honored, not rushed. When

you let yourself fully mourn what was taken, you

may �nd that the anger begins to loosen its grip not

because you have been convinced to let it go but

because you have �nally acknowledged the depth

of the loss and allowed it to be real.
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Forgiveness, when it comes, often arrives not as a

dramatic declaration but as a quiet exhaustion—you

are too tired to keep carrying the weight, and you

set it down because you need your arms free for

other things.
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If you �nd that forgiveness truly remains

impossible, even after years of healing work, even

after therapy and journaling and the practices in

this book, please hear this: you are not a failure,

and you are not a bad person. Some wounds are so

severe that the best we can do is contain them,

manage them, and build a meaningful life around

them. The measure of your healing is not whether

you have forgiven; the measure is whether you are

more whole today than you were yesterday,

whether you can experience joy and connection and

purpose even with the scar tissue still tender. I

have known survivors who never forgave their

abusers and yet lived lives full of love, generosity,

and deep peace. Because they made peace with

their own inability to forgive, and that acceptance

became its own form of release.
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When you are ready—if you are ever ready—the

forgiveness practice described earlier in this book

can serve as a gentle structure for beginning that

work. But do not let the chapter on forgiveness

become a weapon you use against yourself. The

timeline is yours. The terms are yours. And whether

you forgive or not, you are still worthy of healing,

still deserving of peace, still capable of building a

life that stands as a testament to your resilience

rather than a monument to your pain. That is the

real goal, the real freedom—and no one, not even

the person who hurt you, can take that possibility

away from you unless you let them.
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The Challenge of Family Relationships
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One of the cruelest dimensions of hidden trauma is

that it often lives inside relationships you cannot

easily walk away from—parents, siblings,

grandparents, aunts and uncles, the people who

share your blood and your history and your last

name. These are the people you are supposed to be

able to trust, the ones society tells you to honor and

cherish and gather with on holidays. When those

relationships carry the weight of unacknowledged

abuse or neglect, every interaction becomes a

mine�eld, every family gathering a test of

endurance, every phone call a potential ambush.

You �nd yourself contorting your life to manage

their comfort, their denial, their refusal to see what

happened, or their insistence that it wasn’t that

bad, or their convenient amnesia about events that

are seared into your memory like brands.
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You love them, maybe. You hate them, maybe. Most

likely, you feel both at once, and the contradiction

is exhausting.
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The �rst thing to understand about navigating these

relationships is that you cannot control how other

people respond to your truth. You can tell your

story with clarity, courage, and compassion, and

some family members will still refuse to hear it—

they are too invested in the version of the past that

protects them from guilt or shame or the collapse

of their own identity. You can set boundaries with

perfect precision, and some people will still trample

them, because they believe their desires matter

more than your safety. None of this is your fault,

and none of it means you have done the healing

work wrong. Other people’s denial is not your

problem to solve; it is their own survival strategy,

however dysfunctional, and you are not required to

set yourself on �re to keep their version of the past

warm.



Healing Beyond Hidden Wounds

Page 169

Healing Beyond Hidden Wounds

Boundaries are not punishments—they are

parameters, and they are among the most loving

things you can o�er both yourself and the people in

your family. A boundary says: I want to be in

relationship with you, but I cannot do that if you

speak to me this way, or if you refuse to

acknowledge this reality, or if you continue to invite

my abuser to dinner without warning me. A

boundary is not an ultimatum designed to force

someone else to change; it is a clear description of

what you need to feel safe, and a commitment to

protect yourself if those needs are not met. You get

to decide what your boundaries are, and you get to

enforce them without apology.
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If someone repeatedly violates your boundaries

despite clear communication, the natural

consequence is distance—emotional distance,

physical distance, or both—and that distance is not

cruelty, it is self-respect.
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There is a particular agony in dealing with family

members who were complicit in the abuse—the

parent who looked away, the sibling who knew and

said nothing, the aunt who told you to stop making

trouble. Their silence was its own form of violence,

a message that your su�ering did not matter

enough to risk discomfort or confrontation. You

may �nd that forgiving the active abuser feels

possible someday, while forgiving the bystanders

feels impossible, because their betrayal was a

choice made repeatedly and in full awareness. You

do not owe these people reconciliation. You do not

owe them access to your life, your children, your

peace.
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If you choose to maintain contact, you get to set

the terms, and those terms might include never

speaking about the past because you have decided

that the relationship cannot hold that conversation

—or it might include speaking about it openly until

the truth is acknowledged, even if that

acknowledgment never comes. Both approaches

are valid, and only you can decide which one serves

your healing.
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There is also the question of family members who

are themselves survivors of the same abuser—

siblings, cousins, even the parent who failed to

protect you but was also being harmed. These

relationships are tangled beyond easy resolution,

because you share a history of pain but may have

processed it entirely di�erently, and their coping

strategies may trigger your own wounds. A brother

who coped by minimizing and joking about the

abuse can feel like a betrayer to a sister who needs

the horror to be named. A mother who stayed with

an abusive husband and now wants sympathy for

her own su�ering can stir contempt as well as pity.
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Navigating these relationships requires immense

patience and the willingness to accept that you

may never see the past the same way—and that you

can still choose to love each other in the present,

imperfectly, from a safe distance if necessary.
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Some of you will eventually make the painful

decision to step away from your family of origin

entirely, and I want you to know that this choice,

when made with clarity and not just reactive anger,

can be an act of profound self-love. You are not

obligated to remain in relationships that

consistently harm you, no matter what the blood tie

is. The biological family that raised you is not

necessarily the family that can support your

healing, and there is no shame in acknowledging

that truth. Many survivors �nd that their true family

is the one they build—partners, friends, mentors,

community—and that this chosen family provides

the steadiness and witness that their original family

never could.
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That is not a failure of forgiveness or a sign of

bitterness; it is the wisdom of a person who has

learned that love should not hurt, and who dares to

seek love where it actually lives.
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When You Need More Help
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I am a psychologist, and I have written this book

because I believe deeply in the power of self-

re�ection, practical tools, and the wisdom that

ordinary people can access when they are given

permission and a framework. But I also believe—

and I need to say this plainly—that some wounds

require professional accompaniment to heal, and

there is no shame whatsoever in seeking that help.

In fact, recognizing that you need more than a book

can o�er is a sign of profound self-awareness and

courage, not weakness. The same survival

strategies that kept you alive as a child—self-

reliance, stoicism, the refusal to trust anyone with

your vulnerability—can become barriers to healing if

they prevent you from reaching out when the

burden exceeds what you can carry alone.
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You were not meant to heal in isolation any more

than you were meant to su�er in it.
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How do you know when it is time to seek therapy or

counseling or a support group? If the exercises in

this book consistently bring up emotions that

overwhelm you and you cannot �nd your way back

to equilibrium, that is a sign. If you are engaging in

behaviors that frighten you—drinking more than you

intend, hurting yourself, pushing away everyone

who cares about you, cycling through relationships

that replicate the dynamics of your abuse—that is a

sign. If you cannot stop the loop of intrusive

memories or if you are having thoughts of ending

your life, those are urgent signs that you deserve

immediate professional care. These are not moral

failings. They are symptoms of deep injury, and they

can be treated. Trauma is not a life sentence; it is a

wound, and wounds respond to proper care.
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Finding the right therapist matters enormously, and

I want to give you some practical guidance here

because the process can feel daunting. Look for

someone who specializes in trauma, not just

general therapy—trauma work requires speci�c

training and an understanding of how the nervous

system holds and releases pain. Many e�ective

trauma therapies exist, including EMDR, somatic

experiencing, internal family systems, and trauma-

focused cognitive behavioral therapy, among

others. Do not be afraid to interview potential

therapists before committing: ask them about their

training, their experience with childhood abuse

survivors, their approach to triggers and setbacks,

and how they handle the pace of healing. A good

therapist will welcome these questions; a defensive

one is a red �ag.
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You are hiring them to accompany you on one of the

most important journeys of your life, and you

deserve someone who is both competent and kind.
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Support groups o�er a di�erent kind of medicine—

the medicine of shared experience, of sitting in a

circle with people who do not need you to explain

why a slammed door makes your heart race or why

Mother’s Day �lls you with dread. There is a

particular relief in being with others who get it, who

do not �inch at your story or try to �x you or tell

you to be grateful for what you do have. Many

communities have free or low-cost support groups

for adult survivors of childhood abuse, and there

are online options if in-person groups are not

accessible. Spiritual counseling can also be a

resource if your Faith tradition is meaningful to you.

However, I would urge you to seek a counselor who

understands trauma and will not rush you toward

premature forgiveness or reconciliation in the name

of religious obligation.
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Your healing must move at your pace, not the pace

of someone else's theology.



Healing Beyond Hidden Wounds

Page 185

Healing Beyond Hidden Wounds

If cost is a barrier—and it is for many people—there

are options. Community mental health centers

often provide therapy on a sliding scale based on

income. Many therapists reserve a portion of their

practice for reduced-fee clients, and it is entirely

appropriate to ask about this. Training clinics at

universities o�er low-cost therapy with graduate

students who are closely supervised by experienced

faculty. Support groups, as mentioned, are

frequently free. Online platforms have made

therapy more accessible and sometimes more

a�ordable. Please do not let �nancial limitations

convince you that help is out of reach. There is

almost always a path if you keep asking, keep

searching, keep refusing to let the abuser’s legacy

rob you of the care you deserve.
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Finally, let me say this to anyone who has been in

therapy before and feels like it did not work or that

you failed at it: healing is not linear, and �nding the

right therapist can take several tries, and the timing

of when you enter therapy matters enormously. You

may have been in therapy ten years ago but not

ready to touch the deepest wounds; that does not

mean you are untreatable, it means you were

protecting yourself until you were strong enough to

go deeper. You may have had a bad experience with

a therapist who did not understand trauma or who

pushed too hard or who simply was not a good �t

for your personality. That was not your fault, and it

says nothing about your capacity to heal. If you are

still struggling, still hurting, still feeling stuck,

please consider trying again.
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The right help at the right time can change

everything, and you are worth every attempt it

takes to �nd it.
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The Generosity Principle in Recovery

There is a truth I learned not from textbooks or

clinical training but from watching my Grandma

Dora, a sales clerk who made barely enough to live

on, walk into that children’s clothing store every

week and put another item on layaway for her

grandsons—shoes, underwear, shirts, pants, winter

jackets, gloves—while expecting nothing in return.

She did not have spare money; she had a spare

heart, and that heart kept �nding its way to the

layaway counter, making small payments over time

until the clothes were ours, until we were warm and

covered and reminded that someone in this world

thought we mattered enough to sacri�ce for.
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What I understand now, decades later, is that her

giving was not just generosity—it was a form of

resistance against the poverty and neglect that

tried to de�ne us, a way of saying that we would not

be reduced to what had been done to us, that

dignity would be provided even when resources

were thin.
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The Generosity Principle in recovery is this: giving

to others, in ways that are sustainable and

authentic to you, can be a powerful healing practice

that reinforces your own worth and pushes back

against the lie that you are de�ned by what you

lack. I am not talking about the giving that drains

you, the people-pleasing generosity that is really

just another survival strategy dressed up as virtue.

I am talking about the giving that �ows from a

place of genuine abundance—not �nancial

abundance necessarily. Still, the abundance of

attention, kindness, presence, wisdom, and care

that you have cultivated through your own healing.
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When you have done the hard work of facing your

own pain, you develop a particular kind of empathy

for others who are su�ering, and that empathy can

become a gift that heals both the receiver and the

giver.
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Consider what happens in your own spirit when you

extend genuine kindness to someone else. For that

moment, you are not the wounded one, not the

victim, not the person who needs help—you are the

one with something to o�er, the one whose

presence makes a di�erence, the one whose own

su�ering has been transformed into understanding

that can comfort another human being. This shift in

identity is profoundly healing because it directly

contradicts the core wound of hidden trauma,

which is the belief that you are powerless,

worthless, and destined only to receive pain. Every

act of giving, however small, is a declaration that

you have something valuable inside you, that you

are not just a collection of scars but a person with

capacity and agency and love to share.
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The giving does not have to be dramatic or public.

It can be as simple as listening—truly listening—to a

friend who is struggling, without rushing to �x them

or compare their pain to your own. It can be

volunteering an hour a week at a place that matters

to you, sharing the skills you have built, showing up

for someone who is where you used to be. It can be

anonymous: a donation, a note, or a meal left on a

doorstep, where the only reward is the quiet

knowledge that you made someone’s day slightly

less hard. The form of the giving matters far less

than the spirit behind it: the intention to use your

own healing as a source of comfort for others, to

close the loop between your su�ering and your

compassion, to prove to yourself that the pain did

not destroy your capacity for goodness.
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Grandma Dora lived out Luke 6:38—"Give, and it

will be given to you. A good measure, pressed down,

shaken together and running over, will be poured

into your lap"—and I have spent my life trying to

understand the mechanics of that promise. I do not

believe it is a prosperity gospel transaction, a

guarantee that if you give a dollar you will get ten

back. I believe it is a description of how the human

spirit works: when you open your hands to give, you

also open them to receive, and what you receive is

often not money but meaning, connection, purpose,

and the deep satisfaction of knowing that your

existence has made a positive mark on the world.

That is not a small reward. For someone who grew

up feeling invisible and worthless, the experience of

mattering to another person can be as revolutionary

as any therapy session.
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I am not asking you to give before you are ready,

and I am certainly not asking you to substitute

generosity for the inner work of healing. The

Generosity Principle is not a shortcut or a bypass—it

is a later stage of recovery, something that

becomes available when you have started to

stabilize, when the ground beneath you is not

constantly shaking. But when you are ready, when

you have done enough of your own work that you

can look outward without collapsing inward,

consider �nding a way to give that feels authentic

and sustainable to you. It might be the thing that

reminds you, more powerfully than any a�rmation

or journal entry, that you are no longer just a

survivor of hidden trauma—you are a source of

hidden strength.
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That strength is multiplying in the lives of others

even now, whether you can see it or not.

Chapter 5: Identity Shift — Becoming Who You Were
Always Meant to Be
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What Thriving Actually Looks Like

Susan was sixty years old when she sat in a sunlit

corner of her small apartment and told me she

wasn’t sure who she was anymore—and she meant it

as good news. Her stepmother had spent decades

telling her she was clumsy, ungrateful, and too

sensitive to amount to anything, and Susan had

rearranged her entire existence around proving

those verdicts wrong, then around proving them

right, then around simply surviving them. She had

done the work—she had told her story in her own

words, she had learned to look at her younger self

as a compassionate observer would, she had built

safety nets and practiced forgiveness, all the

practices we have walked through together in these

pages.
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But somewhere along the way something had

shifted that she hadn't expected, and now she was

sitting in that sunlit room feeling something

entirely unfamiliar—a sense that her life belonged

to her, that the old verdicts had lost their power,

and that she was standing on the threshold of a self

she had never been allowed to imagine. Not

survivor. Not victim. Something else. Something

with its own voice and its own direction.
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The shift from survivor to thriver isn’t a promotion

you earn after enough therapy sessions or journal

entries. It’s a quiet reorganization of everything

you thought you knew about who you are. When

you have spent years—decades, maybe—de�ning

yourself in relation to the harm done to you, the

prospect of putting that identity down can feel

disorienting, even terrifying. Who are you if you’re

not the one who endured? Who are you if the story

of your trauma is no longer the loudest voice in the

room? Those are the questions that mark the

beginning of an identity shift, and they are not

questions anyone else can answer for you. They are

the questions of a person who is ready to stop

arranging their life around old pain and start

moving toward something that feels like genuine

life.
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Let me be clear about what thriving is not. It is not

the absence of pain or the permanent resolution of

every emotional scar. It is not a state of constant

happiness where the past never intrudes. Those

expectations are the leftover fantasies of a culture

that doesn't understand trauma—the fantasy that

healing means erasure, that recovery means the

wound never happened. Thriving is something

di�erent and far more honest. It is the capacity to

hold your history without being consumed by it. It

is the growing ability to notice old triggers and

respond with grace rather than terror. It is the slow,

uneven, beautiful process of discovering that you

have preferences, desires, talents, and callings that

have nothing whatsoever to do with what was done

to you.
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Thriving is waking up one morning and realizing you

made a decision the day before based not on fear of

repeating the past but on genuine hope for the

future. That shift—from reactive to proactive, from

surviving to choosing—is the heartbeat of this new

identity.
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I think about my mother here. She raised �ve

children in poverty, carrying the weight of

unspeakable abuse from a Father who should have

protected her, and she never had the language for

“thriving” or “identity shift” or any of the concepts

I discuss in my practice. But I watched her, over

the long years of her life, become someone whose

laughter wasn’t forced and whose love wasn’t

desperate. She still carried the scars—they never

disappeared—but they stopped being the center of

gravity around which everything else orbited. She

became a woman who could cook a pot of beans

and give thanks for it, who could sit on the porch

and watch the evening come without bracing for

disaster, who could receive a�ection from her

grandchildren without �inching. That is what

thriving looks like in the actual world.
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It looks like a person who has stopped waiting for

the next blow and started noticing the light coming

through the window. It looks like you, at whatever

age you are, beginning to live from a center that

abuse did not create and cannot destroy.
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For some of you, the idea of thriving feels

impossibly distant right now. You may be in the

thick of the work, still telling your story for the �rst

time, still learning to observe your younger self

with anything other than contempt or grief. That is

not failure. That is the necessary foundation. The

identity shift I am describing here does not bypass

the hard work of previous chapters—it grows out of

it. What I can promise you, from my own life and

from the lives I have witnessed, is that the work

leads somewhere real. The practices you have

learned are not busywork designed to keep you

occupied while nothing changes. They are the tools

that, used over time, reshape the architecture of

your inner life so that one day you look up and

realize you are standing in a much larger room than

you used to occupy.
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Living the Gift of Giving

There is a particular kind of healing that only

becomes available when you stop being the sole

focus of your own recovery. I am not saying that

self-care is wrong—you have built safety nets and

boundaries, and those are essential protections that

must remain in place. But I want to tell you about

something I have observed across four decades of

clinical work and my own family history, something

that appears in every major spiritual tradition and

in the neurological research on resilience, and that

something is this: giving to others, freely and

without expectation of return, rewires the self in

ways that self-focus alone cannot achieve.

Grandma Dora understood this in her bones.
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She was a sales clerk making somewhere between a

dollar and a dollar-sixty an hour at a children's

clothing store in Washington, DC, and she had no

wealth to speak of. She was a widow. She had her

own burdens. But she walked into that store each

week and put shoes on layaway for the Scott boys,

paid for them over time, added shirts when she

could, added winter jackets when winter came. She

did all of it not out of guilt or obligation but out of a

conviction—the conviction Jesus spoke in Luke 6:38

—that giving with generosity produces a return that

cannot be measured in dollars.
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I am still living out Grandma Dora’s gift of giving.

That phrase is not sentimentality to me; it is the

factual description of my entire professional life.

When I sit with a client who cannot pay full fee,

when I o�er time and attention I could have spent

elsewhere, when I write these words hoping they

will reach someone I will never meet, I am not

performing altruism from a position of superiority. I

am participating in a �ow that began long before

me. This �ow moved through my grandmother’s

calloused hands as she made her layaway

payments, that moved through my mother’s

battered heart as she found ways to feed �ve

children, that moved through a West Virginia

hillside where no one protected a little girl from her

raging alcoholic Father but where something

unkillable in her spirit kept reaching for life.
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When I give, I am aligning myself with that �ow. I

am healing wounds I didn't personally receive by

pouring love into spaces where love was withheld.
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You might be thinking that you have nothing to

give. That is the voice of the old identity speaking—

the identity shaped by abuse that taught you your

resources were too meager to help anyone else. But

the gift of giving does not require abundance in the

conventional sense. It requires attention. It

requires noticing when someone around you is

carrying a weight you recognize, and o�ering a

word of acknowledgment. It requires sharing your

story with someone who is where you used to be,

not as a performed testimony but as a quiet bridge.

It requires showing up for a friend with a meal, a

phone call, a few hours of presence. These are

small acts, invisible to most, but they are the

brickwork of a new self.
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Every time you give in this way, you are doing two

things simultaneously: you are easing someone

else's burden, and you are demonstrating to your

own wounded inner self that you have something

valuable to o�er—that you are not merely a

depleted survivor but a source of genuine good.
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The research bears this out, though I didn’t need

research to know what I had already seen in

Grandma Dora’s life. Studies on what psychologists

call the “helper’s high” show that acts of

generosity activate the same reward centers in the

brain that are engaged by food, comfort, and

connection. Giving reduces stress hormones,

increases feelings of social belonging, and protects

against depression. But I want to go deeper than

the neuroscience. I want to tell you that giving is

how you complete the circle of your own healing—

not because you owe the world something in

exchange for having su�ered, but because

generosity is the natural destination of genuine

recovery.
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When you have done the work of acknowledging

your wounds, when you have learned to see yourself

through a lens of truth rather than shame, when

you have built a discipline of forgiveness even on

the days it feels impossible, you will �nd that a

surplus begins to accumulate within you—a surplus

of understanding, of compassion, of hard-won

wisdom. That surplus wants somewhere to go. It

wants to be given.
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For many survivors, the most powerful recipient of

that giving is someone who is still trapped in the

place you have begun to leave. You do not need to

be �nished healing to be useful. In fact, your

willingness to give while you are still in process is

one of the most potent messages you can o�er

another person: “I don’t have it all �gured out, but

I have taken steps, and I will walk with you if you

want to start walking.” That is the Giver’s Gift—the

strange and beautiful paradox that the act of

o�ering your own imperfect, still-healing self to

someone else accelerates your own restoration.

Grandma Dora could not have articulated this in

psychological terms, but she lived it.
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She gave out of her poverty, and her poverty did not

diminish—it was trans�gured into something that

has now touched lives she could never have

imagined, including yours, if you are reading these

words.
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Redefining Family and Home
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One of the most destabilizing realizations of the

recovery process is that the people who should have

loved and protected you may never become the

people you need them to be. This grief is real, and it

does not go away quickly; as we discussed earlier,

some seasons of healing require you to pause

forgiveness and mourn what was lost. But there is

another part of this work that is not only about grief

—it is about construction. You have been given,

through no choice of your own, a family of origin

that failed you in profound ways. That is the raw

material you started with. But the identity shift I

am describing here requires you to consider a

radical, liberating possibility: family is not only

biology, and home is not only the place you grew

up. You are authorized—by your own dignity as a

human being—to build something new.
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Chosen family is a phrase that has become common

in certain circles, but I want to strip away any

trendiness and ground it in the speci�c experience

of trauma survivors. When your early attachment

�gures were sources of harm, neglect, or profound

unreliability, the template for "family" becomes

distorted. You learned that family meant danger, or

conditional love, or the exhausting work of

managing someone else's emotions. Healing

requires you to overwrite that template with lived

experience—to form bonds with people who show up

consistently, who honor your boundaries without

resentment, who celebrate your growth and sit with

you in your setbacks without using your

vulnerability as a weapon.
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These people are not replacement parts for the

family you lost—they are an entirely new creation, a

web of relationships chosen not out of desperation

or default but out of genuine alignment.
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I have watched clients build extraordinary chosen

families over the years. A woman whose Father

belittled her every ambition found a mentor at her

workplace who championed her career and became

the a�rming elder she had never known. A man

whose siblings colluded in the family silence about

their mother’s abuse formed a deep friendship

circle of fellow survivors who met monthly to share

a meal and tell the truth without fear. These

relationships are not consolation prizes for people

who couldn’t get the “real” thing. They are the real

thing. They are the ful�llment of a deeper de�nition

of family that has nothing to do with shared DNA

and everything to do with shared �delity—the choice

to be present for one another over time, through

di�culty, with love that doesn’t demand a

performance in return.
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Rede�ning home follows the same principle. Many

survivors carry a physical sensation of

homelessness that has nothing to do with housing—

a sense that there is nowhere on earth where they

are truly safe, truly welcome, truly allowed to rest.

My mother lived with that sensation for most of her

life, because the house in the hills of West Virginia

where she grew up was the scene of horror, not

shelter. But she eventually created a home in the

small spaces she could control: a clean kitchen, a

chair by the window, a routine of evening quiet that

no one interrupted. Home, for her, became

something she built rather than something she

inherited. You can do the same. Home can be the

apartment you arrange with objects that bring you

peace. Home can be the community center where

you volunteer and are known by name.



Healing Beyond Hidden Wounds

Page 221

Healing Beyond Hidden Wounds

Home can be the interior stillness you cultivate

through whatever practice—prayer, meditation,

quiet walks—that reconnects you to your own

center.



Healing Beyond Hidden Wounds

Page 222

Healing Beyond Hidden Wounds

What I am describing is not a second-best version

of family and home. It is, for many survivors, the

only version that will ever be genuinely nourishing.

And there is a particular kind of grief that comes

with letting go of the hope that your biological

family will �nally see you, �nally apologize, �nally

become what you needed. That grief deserves its

own space, its own acknowledgment, its own rituals

of release. But on the other side of that grief is a

vast, open landscape where you are free to choose

the people who will walk with you and the spaces

where you will rest. That freedom is one of the great

gifts of the identity shift from survivor to thriver—

the discovery that belonging is not something you

are assigned at birth but something you co-create

with the people who prove themselves worthy of

your trust.
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A New Legacy: Ending the Inheritance of Pain
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Every family system carries an inheritance—a

bundle of patterns, beliefs, and emotional habits

passed down from one generation to the next, often

without anyone’s conscious awareness. In families

marked by abuse, the inheritance is particularly

toxic: the belief that children are property, that

violence is love, that secrets must be kept at all

costs, that worth is something you earn by enduring

mistreatment. You received this inheritance

whether you wanted it or not, simply by being born

into a lineage that had already been shaped by it.

But here is the truth that changes everything:

inheritance is not destiny. You are not required to

accept what was handed to you. You are not

required to pass it on. You are the generation where

the cycle can break.
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I want you to consider what cycle-breaking

actually means in practice. It does not mean

becoming a perfect person who never makes a

mistake. It does not mean erasing all evidence of

your past from your personality. It means making a

conscious, ongoing decision to interrupt the speci�c

patterns of harm that characterized your upbringing

and to replace them with intentional patterns of

safety, truth-telling, and love. If your parent used

shame as a tool of control, cycle-breaking means

learning to speak to your own children—or your own

inner child—with dignity rather than degradation. If

your family enforced silence about the abuse,

cycle-breaking means choosing to speak honestly,

in appropriate contexts, about what happened and

what you are doing to heal.



Healing Beyond Hidden Wounds

Page 226

Healing Beyond Hidden Wounds

If your caregivers modeled that love was

conditional on performance, cycle-breaking means

practicing a love that stays steady when the

performance falls apart.
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This work is exhausting, and I do not want to

pretend otherwise. Breaking a generational cycle is

like swimming upstream against a current that has

been �owing for decades or centuries. You will

encounter resistance—from family members who

prefer the old silence, from your own internalized

patterns that reassert themselves under stress,

from the sheer loneliness of being the �rst person in

your lineage to say “this stops with me.” But every

time you choose di�erently, you are not only

healing yourself. You are creating a new inheritance

for the people who come after you, whether they

are your biological children, your nieces and

nephews, the young people you mentor, or the

friends who witness your transformation and are

changed by it.
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You are depositing something healthy into the

family account that has been overdrawn for

generations, and the balance is beginning to shift.
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I carry my mother’s unseen scars in my awareness,

but I am not condemned to repeat her su�ering. I

carry Grandma Dora’s unseen strength in my

practices, but I am not merely copying her actions.

I am, like you, a unique person standing at the

intersection of a painful past and a possible future,

making choices each day about which inheritance I

will nourish and which I will let wither. When I

extend generosity to someone who cannot repay

me, I am choosing Grandma Dora’s legacy over the

legacy of the alcoholic grandfather who only took.

When I speak the truth about my family’s history

instead of burying it in shame, I am choosing my

mother’s hidden dignity over the demand that the

abuse remain hidden. These are not grand heroic

gestures.
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They are daily, small, sometimes barely perceptible

choices that accumulate over time into a life that

tells a di�erent story.
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Your new legacy does not need to be announced or

validated by anyone else. It is built in the quiet

moments: the apology you o�er when you realize

you have repeated a harmful pattern, the boundary

you hold when a family member demands

compliance with the old ways, the a�ection you

show a child who is learning from you that love

does not require perfection. Every one of these

moments is a brick in a foundation that future

generations will stand on. They will not know your

name, perhaps. They will not know the speci�c

struggles you endured. But they will inherit a world

where certain kinds of harm are less likely, where

certain kinds of love are more available, because

you did the work.
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That is the legacy of a thriver—not a perfect life, but

a life that has deliberately, persistently,

imperfectly chosen to stop the cycle and start

something new.
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Seeing Your Life Outside the Box and a Letter of
Encouragement

The metaphor of the box has followed us through

this book—the idea that trauma constructs a set of

walls around your beliefs about yourself, about

what you deserve, about what is possible. Earlier,

we examined that box honestly and learned to

question its architecture. Later, you took practical

steps to reframe the family narratives that

reinforced it and to build safety nets beyond its

con�nes. Now, as we near the end of this journey

together, I want to invite you into a visioning

practice that is less about problem-solving and

more about imagination—the imagination you were

likely discouraged from exercising when you were

young. What does a life outside the box actually

look like for you?
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Set aside some quiet time for this exercise—not

because it is a prescription you must follow

perfectly, but because your imagination deserves

protected space. Close your eyes if that helps, or �x

your gaze on something steady. Ask yourself: if the

old beliefs no longer governed me—that I am

unworthy, that I am too damaged to contribute,

that love is always conditional, that my voice does

not matter—what would I pursue? What work, what

relationships, what daily rhythms, what pleasures,

what service would I choose? Do not edit the

answers. Do not tell yourself they are unrealistic or

that you are too old or too broken to reach them.

Just let the images arrive. Maybe you see yourself

learning a skill that was dismissed as foolish when

you were young.



Healing Beyond Hidden Wounds

Page 235

Healing Beyond Hidden Wounds

Maybe you see yourself speaking in front of a group,

telling the truth that was once forbidden. Maybe

you see yourself resting without guilt, receiving

care without suspicion, laughing without watching

for danger. These images are not fantasies—they are

compass points. They show you the direction of

your thriving.
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This vision is not a destination you must reach to

prove your healing is complete. Healing is not a

�nish line, as we have said. The vision is a direction

—a sense of the person you are becoming as you

continue to do the work. Some days the vision will

feel close and tangible; other days it will recede

and seem foolish. Both are normal. What matters is

that you now have a picture in your mind of a life

that is not merely an absence of pain but a presence

of purpose, connection, and genuine self-

expression. That picture will anchor you when the

old voices return. It will remind you that you are

not just walking away from something—you are

walking toward something.
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And so I want to close this chapter with a personal

word to you, the reader who has stayed with me

through these pages. I do not know the speci�c

details of your story. I do not know the faces of the

people who harmed you or the particular shape of

the boxes they built around your life. But I know

something that I have learned from my mother's

resilience, from my grandmother's quiet generosity,

from every client who has sat in my o�ce and

slowly, painfully, beautifully reclaimed their own

existence. I know that the unseen scars you carry

do not de�ne your worth. I know that the work of

healing is real, that it produces real change, and

that no one is too far gone to begin. I know that you

reading this book is itself an act of courage—an act

that your abusers never anticipated and cannot

undo. You are not alone.
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You are part of a lineage that includes survivors

who found ways to love, give, and build despite

everything, and you are adding your own chapter to

that lineage now.
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Aunt Margaret escaped the abuse and became a

cook—she found a way to create nourishment. My

mother raised �ve children on nearly nothing and

refused to let her wounds become her entire

identity. Grandma Dora put clothing on layaway at

minimum wage and sowed seed into ground she

would never personally harvest, and I am still

reaping that harvest, and so are you if these words

have reached you. Luke 6:38 says Give, and it will

be given to you—good measure, pressed down,

shaken together, running over. That is the economy

of grace that outlasts trauma. That is the open door

in front of you. Walk through it, at your own pace,

with your own scars and your own strength, and

become the person you were always meant to be.
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Conclusion: The Open Door — Your Healing Journey
Continues
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A Long Look Back
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You have traveled a hard road through these pages.

You began by understanding the weight of the

unseen—how trauma buries itself deep inside,

shaping your breathing, your fears, your daily

choices, and most of all, your sense of what you

deserve. You learned the many faces of abuse and

neglect, and you recognized your own coping

strategies not as �aws but as the brilliant,

desperate adaptations of a child who survived. That

was the �rst crucial step: naming what happened

without �inching. From there you stepped toward a

new way of seeing, one where forgiveness stopped

being a word that got stuck in your throat and

became something you could choose for your own

freedom—a gift you give yourself, not a pardon for

those who hurt you.
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And you built the foundation: telling your story,

becoming a compassionate observer of your

younger self, reframing the narratives you never

asked for. You practiced. You returned to that

practice even when it felt clumsy and uncertain.
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You kept going through the rawest part of the

journey—the setbacks, the triggers that came out of

nowhere and �attened you, the days when

forgiveness felt like a foreign language you would

never speak. You learned that the curve of healing

never looks like a straight line on a graph, that

regression is not failure, and that grace is what you

extend to yourself when the old pain surges back,

and you feel, for a moment, that nothing has

changed. You began to see those triggers not as

enemies but as signposts, pointing to places that

still need your gentle attention. And you made it all

the way to the other side of the mountain, where

the air is di�erent, where you can begin to glimpse

a version of yourself who is not simply a survivor of

trauma but a person being remade into something

new.
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This person de�nes what home means, who builds a

family from love rather than obligation, who breaks

the cycle that stretched back through generations

you never met. All of that is now part of your story.
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Please pause here and let that sink in. Not as a

checklist of accomplishments—you do not need to

prove yourself to anyone, least of all to me. But as

a simple acknowledgment that you have done

something extraordinary. You turned toward your

pain when every instinct screamed at you to look

away. You opened doors that had been nailed shut

for decades. You told the truth about your life,

maybe for the �rst time. That takes a courage most

people will never understand, a courage that is

quiet and uncelebrated and absolutely real. So

before we talk about what comes next, I need you

to hear this clearly: the person who started this

book is not the same person reading these words

right now. You have already changed.
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The transformation is not waiting for you at some

distant �nish line—it has been happening all along,

paragraph by paragraph, practice by practice,

moment by moment.
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There is an old photograph I keep in my mind, one I

described to you at the very beginning of our time

together. It is not a real photograph but a memory-

picture of my mother as a little girl in the hills of

West Virginia, her eyes carrying the weight of

things no child should bear. When I think of that

image now, after everything we have walked

through together, I see something I could not fully

articulate before. I see that the story did not end

with her pain—it stretched forward into �ve

children, into a grandmother who put clothing on

layaway dollar by dollar, into a son who became a

psychologist, into these pages, and now into your

life. The unseen scars were real, and they left their

mark, but they did not have the �nal word. And

neither will yours.



Healing Beyond Hidden Wounds

Page 249

Healing Beyond Hidden Wounds

Your healing, however imperfect and ongoing,

becomes part of a current that �ows outward—into

your children if you have them, into your

friendships, into the strangers you will never meet

who will be touched by your generosity simply

because you understand what it means to su�er

and to rise.
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You may be sitting with this book in your hands and

wondering: 

And the answer is both yes and no. Yes, you return

to your morning co�ee, your work, your

relationships, the ordinary rhythms that make up a

human life. But no, you do not go back as the same

person. You go back with a lens you have learned to

use—the lens of truth that looks at the past without

shame or family loyalty, that calls abuse by its real

name, that holds your younger self with

compassion instead of blame. You go back with a

forgiveness practice that you can return to

whenever bitterness starts to creep back in. You go

back knowing that triggers will still come and that

you have a grounding toolkit ready when they do.

You go back with boundaries you have drawn not

out of anger but out of self-respect.

What now? Do I go back to my life?
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You go back understanding that healing is not a

trophy you win one day and put on a shelf—it is a

living, breathing practice that grows and shifts as

you grow and shift.
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That might sound exhausting, and I do not want to

pretend otherwise. Some days it will be. There will

be mornings when the old narratives replay in your

head, and you wonder if you have made any

progress at all. There will be family gatherings

where silence feels like the only safe response, and

you will question whether your boundaries are

really strength or just stubbornness. There will be

seasons when the work of being a compassionate

observer feels like one more impossible task on an

already impossible list. In those moments, I ask

you to remember what you learned about the curve

of healing—that it dips and rises and dips again, and

that a dip is never the whole story.
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I ask you to remember Grandma Dora, who never

gave a speech about generosity or wrote a book

about resilience, but did the next right thing: a pair

of shoes for a growing boy, a winter jacket put on

hold, a small act of love repeated until it became a

legacy. Your small acts—the journal entry you write

even when it feels pointless, the breath you take

before reacting to a trigger, the phone call you

make to a safe friend—those are your layaway

payments toward a di�erent future.
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And here is what I hope you carry forward above

everything else: you are not alone. That sentence

might feel thin when you read it on a page, but I

mean it in the most concrete sense possible. There

are millions of people walking this earth with

unseen scars, and many of them are choosing to

heal the way you are choosing. You may never meet

most of them, but your work and your healing

matter to the whole invisible community of

survivors. Every time you refuse to pass the pain

forward, you are breaking a chain that has held too

many people captive for too long. Every time you

give to someone else—a kind word, a moment of

patience, a small gift that costs you something—you

are living out the principle that saved my family’s

life: the principle of Luke 6:38, good measure,

pressed down, shaken together, running over.
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Not because you have to earn your healing through

good works, but because generosity �ows naturally

from a heart that has been set free.
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So where do you go from here? The door is open.

Not a heavy, intimidating door that requires you to

be perfectly healed before you can walk through it,

but a wide-open door that you can step through

exactly as you are—with your progress and your

setbacks, your clarity and your confusion, your

courage and your fear all mixed. On the other side

of that door is not a perfect life free of pain. That

was never the promise. The promise was always

that healing is possible, that forgiveness is

possible, that a life de�ned by unseen strength

rather than unseen scars is possible. And that

possibility is not a distant hope—it is already

unfolding inside you. Return to these pages when

you need them. Return to your journal, your

practices, your safe people. Be patient with the

slow work of becoming.
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And know, as you close this book and open your life

again, that you carry within you the resilience of

every survivor who came before and the strength of

every act of love that looked impossible but

happened anyway.
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An Invitation to Keep Going
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I want to o�er you something practical before we

part ways—not a new exercise, not a �ve-step plan,

because you already have those tools in your hands

from the work we have done together. Instead, I

want to invite you into a mindset, a way of holding

this healing journey that keeps it alive long after

the book goes back on the shelf. Think of it as a

quiet contract between you and yourself, one that

nobody else needs to witness or approve. The

contract is simple: 

 That is the mindset that

separates those who integrate healing into the

fabric of their lives from those who treat it as a

season they eventually outgrow.

I will not abandon myself. I will

keep noticing. I will keep showing up even when

showing up feels foolish or fruitless. I will treat my

healing as a living relationship rather than a

problem to be solved.
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You are not trying to outgrow your past—you are

learning to carry it di�erently, with lighter hands

and a softer heart.
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Practically speaking, this might mean setting aside

a few minutes each week—not every day, because

let us be realistic about what a human being can

sustain—to check in with yourself. Pull out your

journal, or sit in silence, and ask: 

There is no grade at the end of this check-in, no

pass or fail. The simple act of asking is the practice.

Over time, you will start to notice patterns. You will

see that the same old wound that once sent you

into a tailspin now only rattles you for an afternoon

instead of a week. You will realize that you reached

for your grounding toolkit without even thinking

about it.

What old story

tried to take over this week? Where did I feel

triggered, and how did I respond? Did I o�er myself

compassion or did I slip back into self-blame?
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These are the quiet victories that do not make

headlines, but that change the entire trajectory of a

life. Celebrate them. Tell someone you trust. Write

them down. They are evidence that the work

matters.
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I also want you to stay close to the principle of

giving that has threaded through this entire

conversation, not as an obligation, not as a way to

prove your worth, but as a natural expression of the

healing that is happening inside you. When my

grandmother Dora put clothes on layaway for her

grandsons, she was not performing a grand gesture

or seeking recognition. She was doing the only thing

that made sense to her: using what little she had to

meet the needs in front of her. That is the spirit I

hope takes root in your life. Maybe it looks like

listening with full attention to a friend who is

struggling, because you know what it means to feel

unheard. Maybe it looks like donating to an

organization that protects children, because you

know what happens when there is no protection.
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Maybe it looks like writing a letter to someone who

is just beginning their own healing journey, o�ering

the validation you wished someone had given you.

The speci�c form does not matter. What matters is

that your healing does not become a private

possession—it becomes a river that �ows outward,

nourishing ground you may never see.
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And if you hit a season where none of this feels

possible, where the giving dries up, and the check-

ins fall apart, and you are just trying to survive the

day, I want you to hear this with zero judgment:

 The goal is not consistency for its

own sake. The goal is a life that feels more like your

own, a life where the past does not hold the loudest

microphone. If you need to pause, pause. If you

need to ask for professional help, ask. If you need

to put this entire book down for six months and not

think about trauma or healing or forgiveness once,

do it. The open door does not lock behind you when

you step away. It stays open. You can always

return.

that is okay too.
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A Benediction of Grace

Before I let you go, I want to speak a blessing over

you—not because I have any special authority, but

because sometimes we need to hear good words

spoken out loud, or at least placed on a page where

we can return to them. So let these words settle

into the places where you still feel fragile, the

places where the old stories still whisper, the

places where hope �ickers but has not yet caught

�ame. Receive them as a gift, freely given, with no

strings attached.
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May you walk forward with the courage to see your

life clearly, holding the lens of truth without

�inching, knowing that what you see does not

de�ne your worth. May the compassion you have

learned to o�er your younger self grow so natural

that it becomes the �rst response, not the

afterthought—rushing in before the self-blame can

take hold. May your forgiveness, whenever you

choose it, feel less like a heavy obligation and more

like opening your hand and letting a sharp stone fall

to the ground. May the triggers that still �nd you

steadier each time, not because you have

eliminated pain from your life but because you have

built an inner foundation that does not crumble

under pressure.
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May the safety nets you have woven—the trusted

friends, the healthy boundaries, the small routines

of care—hold strong when you need them most.

May you know, deep in your bones, that you are part

of a lineage of resilience that stretches further back

than you can trace—through my mother who raised

�ve children on very little, through Grandma Dora

who gave out of her scarcity, through every survivor

in every generation who refused to let the abuse be

the end of the story. Their strength is your

inheritance. And now you are adding your own

chapter to that lineage. Every time you choose not

to pass the pain forward, every time you reach for

generosity instead of bitterness, every time you

de�ne yourself as something more than what

happened to you, you are writing a new legacy.
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The children and grandchildren and friends and

strangers whose lives you will touch may never

know the full story of what you endured, but they

will feel the e�ects of your healing in ways you

cannot predict.



Healing Beyond Hidden Wounds

Page 270

Healing Beyond Hidden Wounds

May you live the words of Luke 6:38 not as a distant

ideal but as a quiet rhythm: give, and it will be

given to you, good measure, pressed down, shaken

together, running over. Not because giving erases

the past, but because a generous heart is the truest

evidence that you have stepped outside the box

that trauma built around you. The box told you to

hoard your resources, to protect yourself at all

costs, to trust no one—and you have learned to live

di�erently. Every act of giving, no matter how

small, is a declaration that you are no longer living

by the old rules. You are free.
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And �nally, may you rest in the certainty that you

are not alone, that healing is always possible, and

that the open door before you leads not to a perfect

life but to a real one—a life where pain and joy

coexist, where scars remain. Still, strength grows

around them, where you become, day by day and

year by year, the person you were always meant to

be. The door is open. Walk through it at your own

pace, in your own way, carrying with you every tool

and every truth these pages have o�ered. And know

that wherever the road takes you from here, you go

with my deepest respect, my genuine hope, and my

quiet con�dence that the unseen strength inside

you is more than enough for whatever comes next.

About the Author
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Dr. Arthur George Scott: A Life Shaped by Unseen
Strength

Dr. Arthur George Scott is a psychologist who has

spent decades sitting with people in their deepest

pain, helping them untangle the knots left by

wounds they never asked for and often never

named. His work is grounded not just in clinical

training but in something far more personal—an

inheritance he didn’t fully understand until well

into his own adulthood. Growing up in a household

where the past was a locked room, he watched his

mother carry a weight she couldn’t speak of, and he

watched his grandmother, Dora Scott, meet that

weight with quiet, relentless generosity. Those two

women, one marked by unseen su�ering and the

other by understated grace, planted seeds that

would eventually grow into a life’s calling.
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Today, Dr. Scott’s practice is built on the conviction

that no wound is beyond healing and no story is too

broken to be rewritten. He has guided countless

individuals through the long, uneven work of

reclaiming their lives from the grip of hidden

trauma—helping them �nd language for what

happened, compassion for who they were, and

courage for who they are becoming. His approach

does not o�er quick �xes or tidy platitudes; it o�ers

presence, truth-telling, and the steady reminder

that the human spirit holds more resilience than

any of us dare to believe when he’s not seeing

clients, Dr. Scott,
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is often found in quiet conversation with someone

who needs to be heard, living out the same principle

his grandmother demonstrated on a sales clerk’s

wages: that giving freely, even when you have

little, is one of the most healing acts a person can

o�er.

He wrote this book because he believes there are

far too many people walking around with unspoken

histories, convinced they're alone and that what

happened to them de�nes the rest of their lives. He

wrote it to say: you are not alone, your observations

about your own life matter, and healing is always

possible. Not someday, not only for other people—

but for you, starting wherever you are. Luke 6:38

shaped his grandmother's hands; it shapes his work

still.
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In "Healing Beyond Hidden Wounds," Dr. Scott guides you

through the transformative journey of acceptance and

healing, o�ering practical steps to reclaim your narrative

and practice self-compassion. This heartfelt exploration

reveals how hidden wounds, especially from childhood and

trauma, shape our lives and relationships, while

emphasizing that true healing is not about perfection but

persistence. With a blend of personal insight and

compassionate wisdom, this book inspires you to break free

from the past and nurture a future �lled with resilience and

grace


