Introduction
How Trauma Hides in Everyday Life
If you’re living with pain that doesn’t make sense, the question why? is never far from your mind. That injury should have healed by now. That illness shouldn’t be hurting so much.
The doctors can’t explain what’s going on. None of the treatments you have tried have helped.
Your life has had its fair share of tough times, maybe even trauma, and you always found a way to cope. But now… you feel helpless, scared, and exhausted. So, what’s going on?
What if those “tough times” are finally catching up with you? What if your body has finally had enough? What if, despite your best efforts to survive, your body has been quietly keeping score?
And if you’re honest, there’s probably a quiet voice inside right now saying, “I know.”

When most people hear the word trauma, they think of physical or sexual abuse, assaults, disasters — something obvious and dramatic. But many people living with unexplained illness or pain are affected by stressors they don’t recognise as traumatic.
Chronic emotional absence, disconnection, and low-level threat can affect you as much as overt abuse — but in a quieter, cumulative erosion of your health and wellbeing.

If things were not okay at home when you were a child, the best way to survive was to adapt to whatever was going on and pretend everything was okay. This keeps you safe in an unsafe situation.
After a while, that becomes your primary way of dealing with reality. Hiding the truth from yourself protects you from pain you weren’t ready to face at the time. It helps you function, keep going, and look “normal” from the outside.
But it also quietly shapes how your nervous system responds to life.

That’s how trauma is often felt: not as a dramatic memory, but as a background hum of tension, vigilance, or exhaustion that becomes so familiar we stop noticing it.

For most of my life, I believed I’d had a normal childhood.
A solid church-going family. Predictable routines. A hot meal on the table every night. A good education. Parents who stayed together, even after affection had given way to strained tolerance.
Okay, emotions were not my engineer father’s language, and my mother, though dutiful, sat firmly at the centre of her own universe. But on the surface, a very normal baby-boomer family.
And yet, something didn’t add up.

I carried a strange collection of physical and emotional problems — digestive issues, anxiety, skin picking, asthma, and thyroid problems that appeared in adulthood.
I also struggled with abysmal self-esteem and intimacy issues. Although I managed to appear friendly and outgoing, I never felt relaxed. Quietly, I felt like someone bracing for danger (or something), though I couldn’t tell you what.

I did what many confused and curious people do: I turned to psychology for answers.
I devoured self-help books. I went to therapy. I even chose psychology as my profession — I could kill two birds with one stone: help others and help myself.
I learned a lot about human nature from my psychology studies — but nothing that truly explained why my body felt stuck in survival mode.

Then came the moment everything shifted.
Early in my career, I attended a seminar on post-traumatic stress led by Bessel van der Kolk, author of The Body Keeps the Score.
Calmly, almost clinically, he listed the hallmarks: ongoing hypervigilance, difficulty relaxing, emotional numbing, intrusive thoughts, avoidance — and the way these patterns often lead to long-term health problems.
As he spoke, I felt a mixture of shock and recognition.
He was describing me.

That made no sense. I hadn’t been abused. I hadn’t survived a disaster. I hadn’t witnessed domestic violence.
How could this be?

That moment marked the beginning of a long, uncomfortable search for answers.
Is trauma just something war veterans or survivors of physical abuse suffer? Or something more? Why does the body react so strongly to certain kinds of stress, and how do we end up carrying the effects of the past without knowing it?

What I discovered changed how I understood pain — in my patients, and eventually in myself.
You don’t need to have lived through a war, an assault, or a catastrophe to develop post-traumatic stress symptoms. The nervous system can also be overwhelmed by far more ordinary experiences: emotional neglect, chronic criticism, feeling like there’s no one to turn to.
These experiences often don’t register as “trauma” because they are not generally labelled that way. They are simply minor obstacles to be pushed through.
You get on with the business of life — figuring out what you want to do, buying a home, having a family, saving for the future. Succeeding in these areas becomes proof that you are okay.
Until one day, it all falls apart.

You’re hurt in an accident. You get sick. You develop chronic fatigue.
Your body can’t perform anymore. You try — you keep hitting the “start” button — but the engine splutters and dies.
That missing connection between who you are and who you had to be to survive can no longer be ignored.

Why is it so hard to see?
One of the main reasons is something the nervous system does very well: it helps us forget what we couldn’t manage at the time.
Psychologists call this dissociation.
It’s a powerful and normal survival skill.
And like all survival skills, it helps in the moment — but costs us later.

When our mind dissociates, it creates distance from what happened. This protects us from immediate pain, but it also disrupts how the experience is processed.
Instead of becoming:
“Something bad happened, I learned from it, and I’m okay now,”
the experience remains raw and unresolved.

When experiences aren’t fully processed, they don’t fade away. They persist — not as clear memories, but as patterns of tension, shutdown, pain, or fatigue.
The nervous system holds a different conclusion:
“Something bad happened. I couldn’t cope. I need to stay on guard.”
The body remembers what the mind has tried to forget.

In my case, the signs were there all along: unexplained physical symptoms, a lingering sense of inadequacy, memory gaps, and emotional reactions that didn’t quite make sense.
These symptoms are not failures of character or willpower. They are intelligent survival responses — the nervous system doing the best it could, while signalling what remains unfinished.

When dissociation no longer works — when the pain breaks through — the natural response is to try to regain your old level of functioning.
But by then, the system is too worn down.
It’s time for a reset.

Healing begins when we stop fighting our symptoms and start listening to them — under the right conditions.
That begins with safety.
When you feel safe, your body softens, your breath deepens, and your mind clears. The nervous system can settle and resume normal processing.
You don’t just think “I’m safe now.”
You feel it.

From there, life begins to shift — from survival to something more open and engaged. Less about getting through the day, and more about living it.

Healing also means becoming whole again.
Reconnecting mind, body, and inner experience — whether or not every symptom disappears.
Many people describe this as a growing sense of peace and coherence: feeling more present, less fragmented, less dominated by worry.
For some, it also includes a deeper sense of meaning or connection — a feeling that life is more than just managing symptoms.

This book shows you how to do that.
It’s not about digging up the past for its own sake or reliving what you worked hard to survive. It’s not about suppressing your feelings — you’ve already done enough of that.
It’s about making friends with your feelings and helping your nervous system update old learnings, so your body no longer reacts as if the danger is still present.

This is not a book of quick fixes or simplistic advice.
It’s a trauma-informed, research-grounded process that will help you understand and release the patterns that are maintaining your pain.

Let’s begin.


