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Acclaim for
Daughters Betrayed By Their Mothers:
Moving From Brokenness To Wholeness

Mothers are the - at times reluctant - guardians of a sacred trust: the well-being and lifelong wholeness of their offspring. Daughters Betrayed By Their Mothers focuses on daughters, but one suspects it could be applied, with some ineluctable modifications, to sons as well.

Some mothers betray this fiduciary duty. They hold the exclusive power to grievously wound their daughters to the quick, and thoroughly break and dismantle their cores. Many don’t recover. Daughters Betrayed By Their Mothers is the story of the few who did and flourished, each one charting her own inimitable path to healing.

Daughters Betrayed By Their Mothers: Moving From Brokenness To Wholeness is comprised of interviews with survivors, one of whom is the author herself. It is, therefore, an intricate exercise in reflection and introspection. Daughters Betrayed By Their Mothers is heartrending and uplifting; dark and optimistic; painful and inspirational. It amounts to a testament to the resilience and resourcefulness of victims of maternal abuse. A profound, human document.

—Sam Vaknin, author Malignant Self-love: Narcissism Revisited

Such an explosive and stunning book. For those individuals who have experienced betrayal by a mother, I highly recommend this read. Holli reveals the real pain and suffering daughters experience from being betrayed by their mothers. Readers will quickly identify with their struggles in all-too-familiar circumstances.

The point well taken is that, until one has experienced and identified the source of one’s pain, and thus is driven to work on recovery, it’s hard to fully understand why the repercussions of betrayal can run counter-productive to one leading a good and fruitful life. It takes compassion and understanding on the long road to recovery; to release the skeletons in our closets, it takes hard work. It is about stumbling, falling and getting back up until you get it right - the rights being the “recovery and forgiveness” to move on. The hidden message in this book is that “good mothers are people that SOME people get.”

—Denise Messenger, award-winning author, radio host, founder Health Media Radio and Health Media Connections

Tonight, I’m surrounded by candles, all cuddled in on the outdoor patio, reading diligently. And, so far, my words and thoughts are just taken aback at the authenticity, rawness and openness of the daughters’ heartbreaking stories.

Daughters Betrayed By Their Mothers is a life-changer for anyone who has suffered betrayal by her mother and is in search of answers. Having experienced betrayal in my own mother-daughter relationship, I discovered portraits of women’s experiences that mirrored my own, and in this way, I found solace and answers. There are tears of both sorrow and joy in the beautiful, brave stories of harm and hope. It is a must-read. Daughters Betrayed By Their Mothers changed my life.

—Charlotte Carson, Editorial Director, ClearLifeMagazine.com

Holli Kenley tackles a difficult subject in her book, Daughters Betrayed By Their Mothers: Moving From Brokenness To Wholeness. As a champion for childhood abuse survivors, I was very deeply moved by Holli’s book. My biggest take-away is that, as the daughters profiled in the book confronted and addressed their mother-wounds, many were also, at times, healing co-occurring disorders and/or other forms of childhood trauma or relational challenges. In my work as an advocate for abuse survivors and as a survivor myself, I’ve found the co-occurring healing process related to mothers to be a key component for identifying repetitive subconscious patterns that many of us were not aware of prior to diving into that particular relationship.

I absolutely recommend Daughter’s Betrayed by Their Mothers, especially to women dealing with childhood trauma, even if this is a topic they haven’t thought of exploring. So much of what Holli illustrates through her research is that one of the most important relationships - the mother/daughter bond - can be the key to understanding relationship patterns throughout life.

—Kiersten Hathcock, founder Little Light Project, Inc., a non-profit organization

Powerful, reflective and reassuring to all who read it. Holli Kenley’s Daughters Betrayed By Their Mothers reminds us that no matter what hurt we have experienced, the opportunity to heal and be whole is always possible.

—Cyrus Webb, Conversations LIVE radio show host and Amazon Top 500 Reviewer

Messages of hope and resolve were the paramount themes that permeated throughout Daughters Betrayed By Their Mothers: Moving From Brokenness to Wholeness. The daughters profiled were able to become strong and successful women, despite the deep pain that they endured. The book showed that, as long as the healing work is put in from the many healing modalities available, one can overcome the most painful of circumstances.

I appreciated how each daughter was able to share her unique experience and how she sought out various means to help in the healing process. By sharing the various approaches, these women showed that there are many roads to healing. This understanding provides hope and empowers those in similar situations to continue to search for the path that is right for them.

The book’s expansion of the word betrayal beyond its typical connotation allows readers to connect to the book on a variety of levels. As many other books limit the scope of the meaning of betrayal, Daughters Betrayed By Their Mothers sets out to demonstrate that betrayal happens in many forms, often going unnoticed, yet has tremendous consequence in all aspects of life. While the mother-daughter bond is often considered to be one of the most nurturing, safe and loving bonds known, the book explores what happens when this distinguished expectation is not met.

As a health and wellness coach, I quickly came to discover that health and wellness is way more than just diet and exercise. I look forward to recommending Daughters Betrayed By Their Mothers: Moving From Brokenness to Wholeness to clients who have had similar experiences and may be unaware of how these experiences not only affect them emotionally, but also in all aspects of their journey towards their most complete and healthy lifestyle.

—Omar Cumberbatch, founder The Health Coach Academy

Daughters Betrayed By Their Mothers brings a new slant to our understanding of the love, pain and diversity in the mother/daughter relationship. Each narration fills the heart with compassion for the daughters, as they delve further into the potent topic of a mother’s betrayal. Kenley, once again, has written about a heart-worthy topic. Brava!

—Barbara Sinor, PhD.,
author Finding Destiny and Tales of Addiction

Motherhood is universally regarded as a source of loving understanding. Kenley reveals the dark underside of this belief. She vividly portrays incidents of betrayal by her interviewees’ mothers as well as by her own mother. With courage and openness, Kenley explores the deep wounds inflicted on women by their mothers.

One of the consequences of the betrayal is that it involves not only the mother and the daughter, but the whole family. Some of the questions that Kenley asks are about the family – father and siblings - and the role the betrayed daughter holds within the family unit. The abuse by the betraying mother can take various forms, such as emotional, verbal, physical, or sexual mistreatment and exploitation. There is also abandonment and a lack of protection. The results, even worse and long-lasting than those kinds of abuse are, in Kenley’s words, “a deeply personal scouring of my inner being.”

Future healthy relationships are challenging due to the ancient lack of trust, the distorted mirroring by the mother and the lack of healthy modeling. The primal betraying moves on to betrayal by others. The journey of recovery is lengthy and arduous.

However, healing brings its own gifts. Moving From Brokenness To Wholeness is Kenley’s apt subtitle for this book. She stresses the importance of acceptance, which produces a sense of calm. Forgiveness, the ability to practice self-care, inner strength, empowerment and the growth of self-esteem create new meaning in life. Compassion and understanding are a part of this, as well as the capability of giving to others. Informative and insightful, this book is a wonderful guide to reclaiming the self.

—Shoshana Kobrin, LMFT, author of self-help books, sculptor, and consultant





Daughters Betrayed By Their Mothers:

Moving From Brokenness to Wholeness

Holli Kenley

Loving Healing Press

Ann Arbor





Daughters Betrayed By Their Mothers: Moving From Brokenness to Wholeness

Copyright © 2018 by Holli Kenley All rights reserved.

Author Photo: Aris Affairs Photograph


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data



Names: Kenley, Holli, 1951- author.

Title: Daughters betrayed by their mothers : moving from brokenness to wholeness / Holli Kenley.

Description: Ann Arbor : Loving Healing Press, [2017] | Includes bibliographical references and index.

Identifiers: LCCN 2017050077| ISBN 9781615993475 (pbk. : alk. paper) | ISBN 9781615993482 (hardcover : alk. paper)

Subjects: LCSH: Mothers and daughters. | Parent and adult child. | Adult child abuse victims. | Betrayal.

Classification: LCC HQ755.86 .K46 2017 | DDC 306.874/3--dc23

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2017050077



Published by

Loving Healing Press

5145 Pontiac Trail

Ann Arbor, MI 48105

Tollfree USA/CAN: 888-761-6268

FAX 734-663-6861

www.LHPress.com

info@LHPress.com

Distributed by: Ingram Book Group (USA/CAN/AU), Bertram’s Books (UK/EU)






Contents

Acknowledgements

Preface – Opening The Shell

Part One: Our Stories

One: “Flying Solo” – Holli

Two: “A Hero Lies in You” – Ann

Three: “I Made Me Who I Am” – Dawn

Four: “The Power Rests Completely Within Me” – Robyn

Five: I Have More Work To Do On This Topic” – Kiersten

Six: “I am Vulernable ~ I Am Enough” – Alexandra

Seven: “I Am The Phoenix That Has Risen From The Ashes” – Bettina

Part Two: An Analysis

Epilogue – Pearls Lighting The Way

Appendix A – Letter of Invitation

Appendix B – Consent Forms

Appendix C – Interview Questions

About The Author

Bibliography

Index








A pearl is a beautiful thing…
 produced by an injured life.

Stephan Hoeller
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Preface – Opening The Shell

Their stories touch upon the deepest and darkest of pains, knowing you have a mother but you don’t.

Betrayal. It is an uncomfortable word. It is complex. It is often hard to talk about.

Mothers. It is a subject which conjures up many emotions. It is complicated. It can be very difficult to talk about.

Discussing them in relationship to one another? A rare conversation.

A little over three years ago, I began entertaining the idea of exploring betrayal, mothers, and their daughters. Because of my personal wounds incurred from betrayal by my own mother and because of my ongoing professional commitment to advancing recovery from any kind of betrayal injury, I was curious about the wounding of other daughters betrayed by their mothers. More importantly, I wondered about their healing journeys and what paths they traveled to claim their wellness. Thus, I dedicated a year of thinking through and organizing the structure of what would come to be “The Daughters Project.”

First, I designed a “Letter of Invitation” (Appendix A) which explained the purposes of “The Daughters Project” and the criteria for participation. The “Letter of Invitation” also clearly defined key terminology such as betrayal, brokenness, and wholeness. Secondly, I drafted a “Consent To Participate In An Independent Project” (Appendix B), outlining in detail the application procedures for the daughters’ study as well as clarifying ethical and legal issues. The “Informed Consent” also delineated the structure of the interviewing process which consisted of a thirty minute pre-interview conference, a four to five hour intensive interview, and a half hour post-interview conference. Thirdly, I developed “Interview Questions” (Appendix C) to be utilized for the study. Lastly, I began compiling a list of names from daughters who had expressed interest in participating in “The Daughters Project.” At the same time, I remained open to where the study would lead me and to other daughters who might come my way.

In designing “The Daughters Project,” I had the flexibility of my own timeline as well as the opportunity to present my findings in a manner which I felt would benefit a broad audience. Although I closely adhered to the protocol of a formal qualitative study, the final product resembles a non-fiction novel rather than an academic publication. Based on interviews conducted with daughters who met the criteria for the study and who chose to participate, “Daughters Betrayed By Their Mothers: Moving From Brokenness To Wholeness” is a collection of factual accounts (with name substitutions made upon request) describing their painful mother-wounding and their powerful recovering journeys. Each daughter’s story is embedded within a larger narrative chronicling my journey as a researcher.

Part One: Our Stories “Daughters Betrayed By Their Mothers” begins with my narrative – Flying Solo. I responded to the same questions which were asked of all daughters and in the same order. Not only was it important to me to share my truths with readers, but I also wanted to experience what I would be expecting of other daughters. Each narrative begins with a Reflection in which I described my thoughts and feelings regarding the process of “The Daughters Project.” Readers are also introduced to each daughter and learn how she became part of the study. Each Reflection is followed by the Setting. Readers become further acquainted with each daughter from information submitted in her application biographical sketch and from our pre-interview conference. In addition, when and how the interview was conducted (phone, Skype, in person) is described. From there, daughters disclosed their betrayal narratives and their journeys to wholeness in the order of the questions provided covering the following areas: Beginning, Background, Betrayal Narrative, Brokenness From Betrayal, From Brokenness To Wholeness, and Wholeness To. Based on the post-interview conference, in the concluding Follow-up Reflection, readers discover how each daughter felt about her participation in the study and bask in the glow of her final thoughts and feelings. In this section, I described my emotions as each daughter and I brought closure to our time together.

After completing the daughters’ interviews, I spent several weeks analyzing the themes which guided the study: examining the life experiences and life messages of daughters betrayed by their mothers; exploring similarities and differences in their recovering journeys “Moving From Brokenness To Wholeness”; and extrapolating new meanings for myself and readers from the voices of daughters healing from betrayal injury. Part Two: An Analysis, A Strand of Pearls, is intended to guide health care professionals in their work with betrayal injury and to offer comforting insights for those of shared suffering.

“Daughters Betrayed By Their Mothers: Moving From Brokenness To Wholeness” is an intimate exploration into the lives of daughters who were wounded by their own mothers and who chose wellness over victimhood. Their stories touch upon the deepest and darkest of pains, knowing you have a mother but you don’t. The daughters’ journeys of healing their fractured selves and of honoring their voices are a testament to the power of choice, perseverance, and resiliency.

Searching for truth in unchartered waters is a delicate process. It cannot be rushed. It requires timely precision. It is much like opening the shell of a real pearl oyster.


The procedure begins by placing the oyster shell on a solid protected surface and then gently inserting a dull knife into the indentation on the shell’s top right side. While carefully sliding it across to its left side and slowly pressing the knife downward, the shell will open just slightly. With consistent light pressure, the shell will open more fully revealing a hidden gem.



I invite you to take a journey as we tenderly open up a conversation around stories of betrayal, mothers, and daughters, and we witness the rare beauty of real pearls produced by an injured life.







Part One: Our Stories
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	“Flying Solo” – Holli





Reflection

I started on “The Daughters Project” in September 2014. After spending the weekend with my daughter, tapping into her knowledge of conducting a qualitative study and going over the required forms, I returned home. I reviewed the notes I took and put them down for a while. I was working on another project, a novel, and decided I needed to finish my commitment to that process. I think, deep down inside, I knew I wasn’t ready to write about my mom. My daughter suggested I take time to write down my feelings as I journeyed through this difficult territory. I knew she was right. Throughout the ensuing year, I moved forward with my novel – Another Way. However, in my quiet time when I chose to reflect upon my mom, I began sorting and sifting through my thoughts about her as well as my plans for “The Daughters Project.”

Another year passed and much transpired. More betrayals. More pain. More healing. I trusted what my inner voice was telling me—it was time to move ahead.

* * *

It is a warm summer day, August 2015. It is my intention to interview daughters, who like me have been betrayed by their mothers, and who have worked hard on their wellness. I want to find out how they were betrayed and how it affected them, but more importantly, I want to learn about their recovering journeys. I wonder if their paths will be similar to mine. I wonder what we will have in common, if anything. I want to know the differences too and how those aspects of our lives affected each of us. I wonder if there will be comfort in knowing each of us is not alone, not having a real mother to guide our way. I want to know what each of us has done with our lives and why. I want to know how we are as mothers, if we chose to be one. There is much to explore. There is much to say, even though it is hard to do so.

I know I need to talk about myself first. If I expect other daughters to disclose their narratives, I too must be willing to do so. I want to. I’ve worked on my betrayals regarding my mom for a long while. I have written about them indirectly in some of my writings; however, I have not fully disclosed my entire journey. I am ready now. I need to start at the beginning.

Setting

Unlike the daughters I will be interviewing, I am not recording myself. However, I am going to respond to the same questions which I have provided to them. And unlike most of my clinical writings, my narrative will be an informal piece. I want it to be reflective of my voice and of the emotions I carry with it.

While writing at my computer, I am in one of my favorite rooms in my house—my office. It is decorated in warm colors with framed covers of my published books and my degrees. Photos of my family are all around me, neatly displayed on walls and positioned strategically on book shelves. Through the large window to my left is a beautiful display of nature. The dark soil is home to numerous varieties of sturdy pines and scrubby-looking oaks. Massive layers of lava rock provide much-needed protection from water erosion while framing our backyard in a natural and subtle way. Often during the day as I am writing, I will look up and see a family of deer saunter by. Or on occasion, a grotesque-looking javelina will snort its way across the grassy trail.

My office is a place of peace. I spend hours here, mostly by myself. It is where I can think, reflect, and create. It is where I will respond to the questions about my own mom which I will be posing to other daughters. It is where I will write my story.

Beginning

1. How do you refer to your mom? Do you use that noun, or do you use a different one? Other? Can you talk about that?

A person’s name is important. It holds value. When I am speaking to someone, I almost always use the individual’s name in the conversation. Even when I am speaking about someone, I am conscious of how I am using her name. It is no different with my mom. As I think about how I have referred to her over my life, I have used “my mom” or “mom.” On occasion, I’ve used the words “my mother.”

Sadly, there have been times, even in the past year where I have used the words “my betrayer” or even more indifferently “the betrayer.” I use the word “betrayer” when I have felt rejected by her. I am not able to get out the word “mom” when I experience the pain of her disregard or dismissal of me. Using the word “betrayer” is like using a form of protection for me. The word seems to safeguard me from feeling close to her. I can define her, distance myself from her, and shield myself from ongoing injuries. I am very aware of when I am doing this—and I know why. Because of my interest in betrayal, I know when there is ongoing betrayal or chronic occurrences how important it is to put protective measures into place. It is easy to fall into the trap of feeling worthless or powerless to change anything. When I use the word “betrayer,” I feel like I am placing the injustice where it belongs—on her. I am able to free myself from feeling like the betrayal is holding me hostage.

2. How does it feel to talk about your mom?

Today, and as is true for most days, when I talk about my mom I feel acceptance for what has been and what is. Acceptance is a peaceful place, no conflict and no confusion. No wishing it was different. Acceptance comes with years of awareness into and understanding of our family’s unhealthy dynamics and of tireless but rewarding work on myself.

When I think of my mom or talk about my mom, there is loss. I also know acceptance is the last stage of grief—of loss. Having to give up a healthy mom at an early age, I have revisited the stages of grief many times—denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. Presently, I cycle through them quite fluidly and always embrace the anticipated calm which accompanies acceptance.

Along with the peaceful feelings which come with acceptance of my mom’s betrayals, I also do not feel any guilt or shame when talking about my mom or them. I hold no ill-will toward her and have no hidden agendas or motivations in disclosing my truths about her and my relationship with her. At the same time, I am careful about how and when I talk about my mom, and about how much I want to disclose. I am always keeping a pulse on my being, doing what is best for me. What is most important to me is honoring my truths. If talking about my mom is going to contribute to my healing journey, I carefully evaluate it and decide. Sharing my own journey in this project, “Daughters Betrayed By Their Mothers,” is an ongoing and integral part of my journey. This is about honoring myself, my voice, and my truths. It is not about her.

3. Has that changed over time? Is it different today than a year ago? 5 years ago? Other?

The strength I feel today in talking or writing about my mom was not always present. Because my betrayals from my mom started at such an early age and were ongoing, I detached from her emotionally early on in my life. When I recall my thoughts of her and of talking about her, I protected myself by being very guarded in the degree of my disclosures. Although I did not disrespect her or disregard her openly in any way, I just did not talk about her very much. I did not share my true feelings about my mom until I was much older and when I was ready to confront them myself.

Over the years, as I chose to address my mom’s betrayals of me, I did, of course, have many different feelings talking about her. I remember feeling incredibly angry, disappointed, and resentful. At times I was so hurt, even thinking about her left me feeling sickened. Before I embraced my journey of healing, I held many of my feelings inside, not able to talk about them or her. I remember thinking that by “talking about her…I was betraying myself even more.” At the time, I didn’t really understand that thinking, but years later I would come to know I was doing what I needed to do to prevent further damage to myself.

4. We’ve talked about the connotations of the word “betrayal.” How does this word feel for you? How does it feel to use it in relating to your mom?

As I am writing this, I am thinking about how confusing betrayal felt as a little girl. Although I didn’t use the word “betrayal,” I felt like I was holding a secret. I felt like something was wrong with my family. I wanted to tell someone but was afraid if I did, I would be in trouble, or even worse, I would be blamed. I remember I desperately wanted someone to make my family better. I carried these thoughts with me throughout my childhood and into my teen years.

Strangely, for most of my adult life, I have felt very comfortable around the word “betrayal.” It is something that I have been forced to know, intimately and early on. It has been a part of my life for as long as I can remember. In my career as a therapist, I worked largely in the areas of abuse, trauma, grief and loss; and thus, I was well-acquainted with betrayal on many levels. I don’t want to imply my experiences with betrayal made it easier to navigate; it was and still is difficult work. Being familiar with it makes me less fearful of it.

However, even with my personal and professional background navigating betrayal injury, I was blown off course by the last squall of betrayals. In May of 2015, my mom betrayed several other family members and me on multiple levels. My mom lied about me to others, and she lied to me about my sisters. We were blamed for things we did not do. The climax of the betrayals crushed my sisters and me when my mom disowned us. For the first four months, I could barely speak of her. When I did, I referred to her as “The Betrayer.” Although there was horrific brokenness around this series of unconscionable betrayals, at the same time I was also grieving my father and uncle whose passing immediately preceded my mom’s betrayals.

I am aware of how grief and betrayal can be easily intertwined; and yet each one carries with it distinct characteristics. After working through the stages of grief due to triple loss—the physical deaths of my dad and uncle and the relational death of my mom—I am now in a place of acceptance. After recovering and restoring the broken pieces from my mom’s most recent series of betrayals, I am once again in a place of wholeness.

When I started thinking about “The Daughters Project,” I wondered if other females might struggle with the word “betrayal,” not only in expanding upon the different kinds of betrayal as well as integrating betrayal’s broad connotations into their lives, but also in subscribing these applications to their mothers. Talking about betrayal and engaging in an exploration of it, especially when it concerns our mothers, is like wading into dark waters, uncertain as to the depth of stigmatization it often carries with it or to the degree of shame we experience. Today, I no longer carry any secrecy, stigma, or shame over the betrayals from my mom. Today, I am ready to speak my truths.

Background

5. How would you describe your family as you were growing up?

I believe betrayal is like a cancerous growth. When its inception is deeply lodged within an unhealthy family system, vulnerable conditions become further weakened. Without early intervention and treatment, the source struggles. Ongoing, ensuing dysfunction provides fertile ground for betrayal to take hold and spread. Tragically, my family fell into this diseased dynamic.

When I think about my environment growing up, it was chaotic. My parents were very young when they married. I believe they were ill-equipped, both physically and emotionally, to handle marriage let alone a fast-growing family. Four daughters came into their lives within seven years. Being the second oldest, I remember there was always much to be done and not enough time to get it done right. There was always a sense of tension in the air, like something or someone could snap at any time. Money was very tight and I remember my mom complaining to us about not having enough to pay bills or buy milk. I worried about not having enough food, never eating more than my share. What was so confusing to me was there was always money to buy alcohol. Both my parents drank every night before dinner. When the drinking started, anger entered our home. My dad would get mad at the slightest things, especially with my mom. Almost every night at dinner, there was some kind of blow-up followed by the slamming of doors or cupboards. Holidays seemed to be the worst. There were major explosions with blame-filled remarks targeting any one of us. My mom didn’t say anything to help us understand what was going on. She always made excuses for my dad and for herself.

Our household was also filled with criticism. No one ever measured up or was enough. Neither my older or younger sisters nor I could reach the standard which was set, although we all performed at high levels in almost everything we did. My youngest sister, who struggled physically, emotionally, and psychologically and who was unhealthily enmeshed with my mother, was not held to the same standards. I remember being belittled and berated for insignificant or minor things. It tore away at my self-worth and contributed greatly to my insecurities and shyness.


My mom and dad were very authoritarian in their parenting. While it seemed they didn’t really care about how my sisters and I felt about things or how their behaviors were affecting us, their rules were strict, unreasonable, and without justification. It was “because they said it was.” When one of us did mess up, my mom and dad overreacted, imposing restrictions which were illogical and emotionally detrimental. I know I was compliant most of the time, fearful of the consequences I might face. I believe this to be true for two of my sisters as well.

6. How many siblings, parents in the home, other family?

When I think of my family growing up, it felt repressive. It was not an environment in which children could flourish. Happy moments revolved around my parents “highball hour” (at least for a short time) and time we spent with my grandparents, either summers in Nevada or when they would come and visit us. My Pappy and Grandma spoiled us. There was plenty of money for food and other treats. Life was easier and more gentle during their stay. My parents seemed less stressed and on better behavior. I remember feeling more safe when my grandparents were with us.

As I would later come to understand in my Al-Anon work, I was the classic lost child and rescuer. Even as a little girl, I was a pleaser—the peacemaker—and wanted to try to make everything better. I was also very shy, very introverted. I envied my older sister (just one year older) who was outgoing and gushing with personality. When we were little, my mom dressed us like twins because we were so close in age and in size. I liked that others thought we were twins. I always felt closer to my older sister than to my mom.

When I think back to when my sister and I were five and four, memories of my mom are vague but good. She worked hard to clean the house, cook, and take care of us. When I was four, my first younger sister was born. We moved into a new, nicer and bigger house. I remember I loved my younger sister. She was a good baby and she was very cute. Even though my mom was busier, she still made time for us—keeping us clean, washing our hair, making doll clothes, and teaching us how to do our chores. However, my mom did not show her love outwardly or express it verbally. She always seemed preoccupied, and I felt a detachment from her at an early age…a sort of distance or coldness. It was hard to understand. I felt sad and alone.

When I turned six, my mom gave birth to one more daughter, my youngest sister. From that point, everything in my life and my two other sisters’ lives changed. The new baby was fussy, cried constantly, and even as an infant she seemed angry. My mom became even more detached. She seemed anxious, on edge, and demanding. Although my mom was a stay-at-home mom, with four children there was always much to be done. My dad, who was a school band teacher, also worked other jobs such as teaching private lessons and playing gigs in a jazz band in order to keep up with mounting expenses. He was not at home much. It was during this time where my older sister and I became our mom’s “worker-bees.”

My older sister and I did whatever we were taught and told to do. And, we did it extremely well. In fact, we did it perfectly. Along with regular chores of making our beds and clearing and cleaning dishes, at an early age we took on more and more responsibility. As we continued on into elementary school, we vacuumed and dusted the house. We cleaned the bathrooms. We changed the beds. We learned to iron, and to do so with perfection. My mom purchased an Ironite (a mangle) like the kind which is used in professional cleaners. As a small, petite girl, I learned how to work it, often fearful of burning myself. I ironed sheets, pillow cases, and other large pieces of clothing. I didn’t understand why everything had to be ironed. It was hard work; it was hot and uncomfortable. I also learned to iron using a regular-sized iron. I ironed shirts, pants, dresses, and blouses. I ironed handkerchiefs, underwear, and silky slips and other under garments. I ironed for hours on the weekends. Six people. Lots of clothes.

There were numerous other chores related to our family’s endless laundry. I remember when our washing machine broke, and then our dryer. There was no money to fix it. For several years, every weekend my older sister and I would load up a week’s worth of laundry into baskets, put them in our little red wagon, and walk down the street to the local laundromat. We spent the most of the morning there—washing, drying, and folding clothes. When we returned home, we put everyone’s clothes in their proper places and sorted those items which needed ironing. I don’t remember my mom ever thanking my sister and me for anything we did. It was just expected. It was our job. We did what we were told.

Although there was always a lot of work to do, I didn’t know anything different. It was the way our home was. I didn’t feel important. I didn’t feel valuable. Mostly I felt invisible, except when told there was work to do. My mom seemed self-absorbed and distant, detaching more from my older sister, my younger sister and from me. She was consumed with taking care of my youngest sister, whose various diagnoses, disorders, and demands required more and more of her time. I began to feel unsafe as our household was becoming more and more angry. Although my mom and dad always drank—always had cocktails before dinner—as the drinking increased so did the tension and the blow-ups. Before my dad came home from work, my mom ordered us to be quiet, not to speak at the dinner table, and to get our work done. She didn’t talk to us about what was going on, she didn’t explain, she didn’t “mother” us. She did not guide us through the turmoil. I felt I was on my own.

7. How would you describe your role?


Almost entirely, my role remained the same throughout my middle and high school years. When I was in middle school, added responsibilities and pressures were placed on my older sister and me when my mom returned to college to obtain her nursing degree. At a young age, my older sister and I took over the cooking and cleaning. When my mother wasn’t at school or studying, she was sleeping. She was simply not available—physically, emotionally, or psychologically. My father remained absent a lot, working his various jobs. The tension and fighting between my youngest sibling and my two other sisters reached volatile and explosive levels. I felt like the parent, like the mom in the home. It wasn’t until years later when I would understand how normal that was in an alcoholic family dynamic.

Growing up I had a few girlfriends whose households and roles within them were very different from mine. Two of my friends had moms who were incredibly loving and giving. Their homes felt warm and safe. Although my girlfriends had responsibilities and chores, their mothers “mothered” them in ways which were so foreign to me. After spending time with their families, I would often return home feeling more confused by my mom’s absence and aloofness toward me. I couldn’t make sense out of her lack of involvement in my life or interest in my well-being. Those feelings of confusion contributed greatly to my growing sense of worthlessness.

Betrayal Narrative

8. When did you first start thinking about your betrayal narrativewith your mom? What was that like for you?

Although I was only six when my youngest sister was born, the shift in my mom’s “mothering” of my other sisters and me was deeply felt. Being a very sensitive child, I felt alone. Even though my mom was present physically, I felt abandoned emotionally. I was too little to understand what was going on; however, I knew things were not right in our household. Over the years as my mom continued to detach and distance herself, the injustices seemed to pile up, one on top of the other.

9. How would you like to share your betrayal narrative now?

• Is there a chronology to your betrayal/s with your mom?

• Was there a pattern of betrayal? Episodes? Re-occurring?

10. When you feel ready, please share your narrative.

As I begin to share my narrative more fully, I choose to do so by describing the layers of betrayal. Although there are many different experiences which contribute to the different layers, the memories I have chosen to write about are the ones which have stayed with me the most, signifying their importance to me and their impact on me.

The first layer is best described as meanness toward me. With the birth of my youngest sister, I took on more responsibility. I worked very hard to please my mom, doing whatever I was asked to do in order to help out. I wanted to be a good daughter and a responsible older sister. Although I felt I was not a perfect child, I did the best I could for being six years old. Even though my persona was quite shy and very compliant, if my mom felt I disrespected her or talked back, I was given a choice—to have my mouth washed out with soap or peppered. I hated both options, but would typically choose soap. Its after-effects were not as long-lasting. Even today, I can picture myself standing on a little stool, leaning over the sink gagging and choking as my mom demanded, “Open your mouth” and proceeded with the ritual.

Although there are many worse and more horrific forms of child abuse, the soap-washing of my mouth felt like a deeply personal scouring of my core being. Because I was already not one to speak up easily this brutal washing further diminished my feelings of worth, resulting in a more quiet restrained voice and an even more responsible compliant child. As the meanness continued, I developed a fear of my mom, uncertain as to when she would get mad and impose the ritual again.

The next layer of betrayal is a difficult one to write about. It is one which moved my feelings about my mom from being a mean mom to a new level—being a punisher. Although I had learned to anticipate and to control my environment to whatever degree I could, as a little girl of eight I did not foresee the consequences of my choices.

For most of my life growing up, my family spent our summers in Nevada visiting our grandparents and other relatives. It was a time of freedom and fun. It was an escape. My sisters and I had many cousins from my mom’s side who were loving, caring, and easy to be around, as were my aunts and uncles. One warm afternoon, my grandparents and parents took us to the local horse races. This was something we did every summer. Although to this day I can’t remember why, but during the middle of the races I asked my mom and dad if I could go back to my grandmother’s house. Because the races were not finished, they of course declined my request. I was persistent.

I said, “I want to go home.”

My mom sternly replied, “If you want to go home, then go. But you’ll have to walk back.”

Because we were several miles away from my grandparents’ house, she didn’t think I would go. But, I did. I left our seats and the stadium, and headed at least a mile down a long dirt road toward the highway.


Hearing my named being screamed from behind me, I stopped before reaching the highway. When my mom caught up with me, she spanked me. It was not an ordinary spanking. With each step I took, my mom struck me with every force of her being. It felt like hatred being spread across my body mixed in with layers of anger, resentment, and madness. I was crying uncontrollably. I was afraid. I was in pain. Wearing a little dress, there was not much protection on my legs or rear end from her blows. By the time we reached our car, I was beaten, blistered, and bleeding. My body shook as I whimpered, pleading for her to stop.

The incident was never spoken of or mentioned again, until just a few years ago when it was minimized, joked about, and dismissed by my mom. What I knew then and every time I’ve thought about it after was, with every blow which accompanied every step I took, another layer of distrust and damage was painted onto my soul. Every mark on my body and every memory of it reminded me of how I was responsible for making my mom angry, and how I was punished for it.

As a little girl, my family’s unhealthy structure continued to fracture and become more fragmented. The word “betrayal” was not part of my vocabulary. However, within its cancerous camouflage, betrayal shows up in many different forms. It is often hard to recognize, until it presents without any masks to disguise it. The mask came off of my mom when I was eleven years old. She was no longer a protector, like a mother should be. She became a violator of my trust and a silencer of my voice. Although this incident is still hard to talk about, it is important to my betrayal narrative.

I was visiting a teen female neighbor who lived across the street from my parents. She was a little older but much bigger than I was. With no adults at home, she turned a game of tag into an opportunity to attack and assault me. I fought her with all my might, struggling to break her grip and get out from underneath her. After several minutes of clawing and kicking, I was able to slide out from under her grotesque weight and run back home. With my clothes torn and tattered and my body shaking with fear, I screamed to my mom who was washing something in the kitchen sink. Crying and trembling, I grabbed hold of her arm.

“Mommy, Carla hurt me.” Barely able to speak, I continued. “She chased me around the house and then threw me to the ground…” I choked on my words. “She started touching me…”

Before I could finish, my mom glared at me. With her hands still in the sink, she responded. “We don’t talk about those kinds of things. Nothing happened to you. Quit your crying.”

I pleaded. “But mommy, she did…she is so big and I couldn’t get away…she held me down, hurting me. But I slid out from under her arms…”


My mom became angry. “I won’t talk about this. Go change your clothes right now.” And then she added, “And Holli, don’t talk about this to anyone. Ever.”

At that very moment, any trust I had in my mom vanished. I no longer felt safe in her presence. I knew I was on my own, and I knew I would need to take care of myself. I also learned my words held no value. I could not and should not speak up—ever. From that point forward, my mom—the silencer—took away the voicing of my truths. I repressed the event, burying it deeply within my core. Although I would not address it until many years later, my mom’s mask was off. I would not see her the same way.

As I grew into my tween and teen years, the layers of distrust and detachment continued to form. I accepted more responsibility at home, working to please my mom with whatever I was asked to do and taking on more parenting roles with my younger siblings. I also worked very hard in school and in my musical interests.

From middle school and into high school, when my mom wasn’t working or sleeping, she was focused on my youngest sister whose problems, both physical and psychological, were escalating. By the time I was in my last years of high school, the layers of abandonment I felt from her had solidified. She simply wasn’t available or interested in being present for anyone else but my youngest sister. By the time I left for college, I was comfortable being on my own.

Over the years, my sisters and I married and had children. My older sister and I both moved away and remained away, except for short intervals. Although my two younger sisters remained in close proximity to my parents, my mom and youngest troubled sister never differentiated or individuated from one another. With my disturbed sister under her wing, my mom became the justifier of her injustices to my two other sisters and me.

Thus, the layers of betrayal have thickened exponentially. From my early twenties until present day, the toxic coatings range from unfounded accusations of not being there for my younger sister; unhealthy alliances between my mom and youngest sister damaging and destroying family gatherings, special events or individual celebrations; to a plethora of my troubled sister’s real as well as fabricated illnesses, court dealings, dangerous relationships, and life-threatening diseases or dramas which served to erode further the fabric of our fractured family. During all these years, there has been little to no recognition of me as a daughter. There was no room for me. I became accustomed to it.

With a great deal of recovering work under my belt and embracing wellness in my own life, many years ago I came to accept the reality of my relationship with my mom. I have chosen to be kind, respectful, and loving. For example, I’ve never missed sending a card or calling on her birthday and Mother’s Day. During visits, I’ve helped out with any needs of hers and done so with a caring spirit. Because I developed a very close and loving relationship in my adult years with my dad, I called often to speak with him, welcoming the opportunity to talk with her as well. However, my mom never had much to say to me. I held no expectations of her. I was in a place of peace, until recently.

Fueled and fed by years of weakened toxic environs, betrayal’s cancerous growth spread throughout our family system. The malignancy reached a critical stage, subsequently poisoning its paternal carriers and paralyzing their dutiful descendants. On April 8, 2015, both my mother and my father methodically planned, carried out, but did not complete a dual suicide. An overdose of medications did not grant them their last wish, but instead cast the final layers of brokenness onto an already fractured family. Both parents were found and hospitalized; my dad in critical condition and my mom serious but stable. My dad was moved home and passed on April 16th, 2015, under hospice care. Although my mom recovered, she was transferred to a nursing home for further rehabilitation. As our family hung in the balance by a thread, I both anticipated and expected for there to be additional betrayals with ensuing fallout. However, I was not quite prepared for the enormity or finality of being disowned by my mom.

Because I live a great distance from my mom, I called the nursing home frequently to check on her. My three sisters were nearby helping out; and thus, there was no need for my presence. Within a few days, bitter accusations and disputes started to arise between my mom and youngest sister against my two other sisters. It continued to escalate with disastrous consequences. My youngest sister moved into my mom’s house with her family, changed the locks, and took control of everything and of my mom.

During the chaos, I continued to call my mom, desperately defending my sisters and myself against a pile of lies and pleading with her to reconsider the baseless foundations for them. There were moments during our calls when I felt as though she heard me, but she would not change her mind. After a week of upheaval and with threats being waged against my other sisters and me by my youngest sister, I made one last call to my mom.

When I called, I asked her for one request. “Will you please listen to what I have to say? Allow me time to finish? And then, I will listen to you?”

My mom agreed. For the next two hours, I talked to her about our family. I spoke softly and gently but with conviction. I described the brokenness—a family built on lies and secrets and enveloped in denial and shame. And with a heavy heart, I spoke of the betrayals, not just mine but those my sisters had shared with me. She listened.

When I was done, I asked her if she wanted to respond. My mom acknowledged what I said. She did not deny or dismiss it. There was a sadness in her voice and an owning of sorts about various pieces. However, there were no apologies. Toward the end of our conversation, I needed to know what she wanted—from me and my two sisters—if anything.

I took in a deep breath. “Mom, with Stephanie (youngest sister) moving into your house, how will I have any relationship with you? She won’t allow it.”

My mom knew well what I meant. She cautiously replied, “Well, I will try and call you when I can.”

I went on to describe my concerns about Stephanie’s unhealthiness and her inability to take care of my mom. I told her how I was worried about her safety and long-term quality of care. My mom continued to listen, even agreeing at times but not wavering in her position.

Before we ended our conversation, I made one last request guessing this might be the last opportunity I ever had to speak with her again. And although I knew, without question, what her response would be I wanted my mom to know where my heart was—in a place of love and forgiveness.

My voice was strong and filled with compassion. “Mom, choose us (my other two sisters and me). We love you. We can help you. Even though I live far away, I will be there for you. We can help you get settled—stay in your home or move to a smaller place. Whatever you want or need. We will be there for you.”

My mom’s reply was short. “I can’t. I need to be with Stephanie.”

I spoke once more. “Mom, she is not well. She cannot take care of you. Please, this once…this time. Choose me…choose us.”

Her voice was firm, but soft. “I can’t.”

I understood. I accepted what had been true for most of my life. I paused, waiting for the anchor lodged in my throat to come lose and allow my words to flow. “I love you, Mom. Goodbye.”

She whispered, “I love you, too.”

Over the next several weeks, a few more layers of betrayal followed—a certified letter from my mom and Stephanie warning my sisters and me to stay away from my mom’s house and cruel voicemails telling us of the awful individuals we were.

I don’t know if there are more layers to come. I don’t know what is more final than being disowned.

Brokenness From Betrayal

11. How did your mom’s betrayal /s affect you? What do you remember thinking, feeling, and doing?

Although I have described many of my feelings underneath my layers of betrayal, my brokenness manifested itself in all kinds of emotions, thoughts, and behaviors. Until I embraced a path a wellness, my broken foundation, for the most part, contributed to a fractured sense of self.


When I was very young, my dominant thought was I could not trust anyone or anything. There was no one else to rely on except myself (and my older sister). I was not close to my father, so there was not another adult to turn to. With the chaos and confusion in our home, I was constantly feeling anxious and hyper-sensitive. I could not turn to my mom for comfort. She was not available. This belief remained with me throughout my adult life, even while I began my recovering work.

Along with the lack of trust, I did not feel safe around other people or in my environment. After the assault at age eleven and my mom’s dismissal of it, these feelings, of course, intensified. Whenever I was frightened or nervous about anything, I typically kept my feelings to myself believing no one would believe me if I shared what was going on, or even if someone did, that nothing would be done. I did not feel I had a “voice;” and thus, I kept quiet. I kept to myself. I spent a lot of time thinking about my family, my life, and my environment, especially in comparison to my friends and their families. However, I was very vigilant, always wondering if someone might hurt me; therefore, I continually assessed my circumstances in order to implement protective measures. I rarely took risks, afraid of what might happen.

It was also during this same time, although I was only eleven, I remember promising myself two things. “First, I will do whatever it takes to get out of this environment. I will study, practice, work and save money, maybe get a scholarship, it didn’t matter. I will do what I have to do to go away to college and get out of this house.”

And then, without really knowing the depth of what I meant, I made another promise to myself. “Secondly, what is going on in my house, I will never repeat. And, if and when I am a mom someday, I will never, ever be like my mom. I will do it differently.”

Not feeling as though I could trust anyone or anything, not feeling safe, and not believing what I felt or said mattered, all contributed to my feelings of being alone and being on my own. My mom was there, and yet she wasn’t. Whatever I was going to accomplish or do with my life, I would need to do it by myself. As I would write years later about my younger years, I knew I was flying solo.

12. What life messages came to you from your mom and/or in your relationship with her?

In my recovering work and in my work as a therapist, I have come to know and understand how powerful life messages are. They are an individual’s internal dialogue (or messaging) which is composed from each person’s unique life experiences and perceptions of them. Life messages come from any external source and they form our personal truths about ourselves and our inner-personal value.
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