
Chapter 8: Trapped in Relationships:

The Cost of Abuse and Neglect

Chapter 8 dives deeply into the challenges faced by survivors of abuse and neglect,
particularly through the lens of Marilyn's experience. She was a woman who, despite
her professional success and outward composure, found herself ensnared in cycles of
terror and numbness. Marilyn’s story sheds light on how childhood trauma can
manifest in adult life, leading to overwhelming feelings of alienation, rage, and self-
destructive behavior. These emotional scars often go unnoticed, even by the
individuals themselves, until they seek help. Therapy, in such cases, is a slow but
necessary process, allowing the person to reconnect with their emotions and their
history in order to heal.

Marilyn’s reaction to intimacy was rooted in past trauma she couldn’t initially
remember, reflecting how deeply embedded memories of abuse can resurface in
unexpected ways. Her behavior, such as sudden outbursts of violence or dissociation,
was a direct manifestation of the unresolved emotional pain she carried with her. As
the therapy progressed, it became clear that the body and mind had their own way of
remembering and expressing the trauma, even when conscious recollection was
absent. Marilyn’s case was not unique; many survivors of abuse develop coping
mechanisms that help them survive but leave them disconnected from their own
feelings and bodies. They may struggle with feelings of numbness, a lack of agency, or
emotional responses that feel disproportionate to the present situation. For such
individuals, treatment must begin by creating a safe space for the emotions to surface
and be experienced without judgment.

The chapter also highlights the concept of "dissociation," a defense mechanism where
a person mentally disconnects from a painful or overwhelming experience. This coping



strategy often leads to a fragmented sense of self, making it difficult for individuals to
engage fully in their relationships or sense of identity. As Marilyn worked through her
therapy, it became evident that reclaiming a sense of safety in her body and mind was
essential for recovery. Her body, which had been attuned to danger and survival,
needed to relearn what it felt like to be safe. Therapy focused on teaching Marilyn
techniques to manage her emotions and slowly dismantle the walls she had built
around her vulnerability. It wasn’t about forcing her to remember everything all at
once, but about gently guiding her to process her emotions in a way that allowed her
to regain control over her life.

In the process of healing, one of the most significant steps is learning to trust
again—trust in others, and trust in oneself. Survivors of childhood trauma often feel as
if they are trapped in a cycle of mistrust and fear, believing that any form of
connection will inevitably lead to harm. Marilyn’s struggle was a reflection of this: her
inability to trust men or even herself due to the trauma she had endured. Her journey
toward healing involved reworking her "inner map" of the world—learning to see
herself as worthy of respect and love, and not defined by her past experiences. Slowly,
Marilyn began to recognize that her past did not have to dictate her future, and she
could start to build healthier relationships and a more positive view of herself.

The concept of "soul murder," as mentioned by psychoanalyst William Niederland,
speaks to the deep psychological harm caused by sustained abuse and neglect.
Survivors of such trauma often lose track of who they are and what they deserve in
life. As Marilyn’s story exemplifies, abuse does not just affect the mind—it impacts the
body’s ability to function, as evidenced by her autoimmune disease that was linked to
her unresolved trauma. The body, like the mind, holds onto the effects of past abuse,
often manifesting in physical illnesses or conditions. This connection underscores the
importance of addressing trauma holistically—both psychologically and physically.
Marilyn’s healing journey highlighted the critical need for trauma-informed care that
acknowledges the deep, lasting effects of abuse and neglect on both the body and the
mind.



For readers who are navigating similar experiences, it is important to understand that
healing from childhood trauma is possible, though it requires patience, support, and
often, professional help. Whether through therapy, self-care practices, or the support
of a compassionate community, reclaiming one's sense of safety and self-worth is a
gradual process that can lead to profound transformation. Recognizing that trauma
affects more than just emotions is key to understanding its full impact on one’s life. It
is equally crucial to remember that seeking help is a sign of strength, not weakness.
No one should have to face the repercussions of trauma alone.


