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Why do people tend to repeat patterns that make them unhappy? Why do we react the way we
do? And why is it so difficult to let go of the past? Your inner child is your core emotional being,
the “person” who runs your life when you least expect them to—or want them to. Your inner child
should be a blessing, not a tyrant. “Discovering Your Inner Child” helps you to understand your
inner child so that you can begin to make new choices to change your life and find your joy.



Discovering YourInner ChildTransforming Toxic Patterns and Finding Your JoyAsha
HawkesworthForeword by Ahnna HawkesworthRevised and Expanded EditionImaginalove
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in most human beings. It is also often the first thing compromised by careless cosmic footsteps,
for many of us. I spent a lot of my early life feeling uncomfortable trusting other people, and I
certainly didn't trust my own power. Conversely, when I did decide to trust, I often trusted those
who were untrustworthy, which ultimately caused me to feel less trusting. It's one of those vicious
cycles—a hamster wheel of unhappiness I didn't even know I was on.I believe the trusting child
waits in each one of us, sometimes burrowed quite deeply for protection. I think she cries
sometimes or looks out on this great cosmic playground where it feels like only other people ever
get to play. Our adult selves can be quite sternly directive about the way we expect the child
inside of us to behave, but this child is our true nature. This child is our joy. No matter how hard
we try to reason with her, she is always whining and cajoling for recognition. This child will
play.On the negative side, if we are acting unconsciously, our inner child can be the cause of
destructive behaviors such as overspending, overeating, or drug addictions. She can willfully
destroy relationships or even keep them from happening in the first place. She will pick



playmates who repeat the patterns she knows, even though they make her miserable.On the
positive side, when we act consciously, our inner child can be a source of great light in our souls.
When she is not bound by her anger or anything that happened to her in the past, she is the
brush strokes on your canvas. She is the words on your page. She is the laughter that helps you
to connect with others. She is the compassion that helps you feel gentle with yourself in an often
painful world.My own inner child cried in my heart for a long time. In the year before I met Asha, I
did a lot of soul searching. I was restless and unhappy despite a good job, many very good
friends, and a happy little nest I was glad to call home. But the deep truth, which only my Spirit
knew, was that I felt unfulfilled. I felt like I was drifting hopelessly off course in a way I couldn't
identify. I felt deeply sad. I knew that if I didn't pay attention, I would miss the place on the horizon
where my greatest happiness lay. This does bear repeating: I knew that if I didn't pay attention, I
would miss the place on the horizon where my greatest happiness lay.I prayed so hard for
answers about what I was supposed to do next that tears would stream down my cheeks. It took
me awhile to realize that the answers had come fairly easily, but I didn't want to hear them. They
were all terrifying. Here they are, in the order I heard them:Move. Lose the job.Be open to what
love looks like, or you will miss it.In the course of that year, I moved to a bigger apartment in the
building where I was living. Three days later, I discovered that my government job was slated for
elimination. I certainly would not have moved if I had known this was going to happen. But
because I moved, the woman who lived above my new apartment moved to my old apartment,
and Asha moved in upstairs. This is not to say that I base my happiness on the existence of one
other person on the planet, but she was the beacon on that point on the horizon where my
greatest happiness lay, and she would tell you I was the same for her. We have had the great
good fortune to embark on our journey of growth together, and it is because of this journey that
this book was written.Sometimes the most powerful thing you can do is trust where you are.
Please read the words that follow and know that you are not alone in your journey. There is a way
to love and joy despite anything that's happened to you. If you want to fight me and say that isn't
so, I challenge you to listen to that voice in your soul that's been with you since childhood. This
voice is the child you once were. Child is faith, and faith is the child in each one of us. Have faith
in yourself that you can change the things you want to. There is a point on the horizon where
your greatest happiness is. And there is every possibility you will find it.Namaste. Ahnna
HawkesworthMarch 2011PrefaceWhen I was growing up, the story that my inner child learned
about my family was one of perfection: we were the perfect family. My parents were perfect, our
house was perfect and perfectly clean, our food was perfect, our health was perfect, and I, as
the only child, also had to be perfect. Unfortunately, none of this was true. Even more
unfortunately, however, my inner child believed that it was true, and I spent years trying to wear
the mask of perfection and wondering why my feelings didn’t seem to agree with the Family
Myth.As a child, I learned very quickly what was acceptable in a perfect household and what
wasn’t. “Negative” feelings were never acceptable. We were perfect, so there was no need to
feel sad, angry, or depressed. Excessive joy, on the other hand, could be “too loud” and



inappropriate, so that wasn’t really acceptable, either. What was acceptable was the bland
numbness of stuffing all of my feelings into a closet somewhere, leaving me ready to face the
world with a placid mask that was designed to show everyone how calm, quiet, and simply
perfect my life must be.One of my earliest memories of our familial bliss was when my dad hit his
head on a window and needed stitches. Back then, stitches were big, ugly, and black. He looked
like Frankenstein with that big line of stitching across the middle of his forehead. He looked scary
to me. He thought that was hilarious, so he purposely scared me multiple times. But of course,
he was only kidding.Most of the time, my dad wasn’t kidding. He would explode in rage at the
slightest provocation. I had no doubt that I had really screwed up something when it happened,
but I never really knew what it was I had done. I tried very hard to avoid setting off the volcano,
but the eruptions came anyway when I least expected them. I remember playing in the living
room once, where he had fallen asleep. I wasn’t being noisy, but something I did must have
awakened him. He charged me from the couch, and my heart nearly stopped. I thought I was
going to die right then. Fortunately, he never did anything. Dad wasn’t physically violent like his
mother was. He always told me how lucky I was not to have abusive parents like that. Of course,
I agreed with him. We were a happy, normal family. This is what “normal” looked like.When I was
six years old, I played a game of “I’ll show you mine if you show me yours” with a male cousin.
We were curious. We were intrigued. My mother caught us, however, and I learned a big lesson
that day: “good” people—perfect people—do not get naked with members of the opposite sex.
My mother saw fit to call my aunt and uncle, my grandmother, and my father into the room so
that I could be appropriately shamed before them all. And I was very ashamed. I learned that
sexual feelings were not okay. Better hide those. I still couldn’t help masturbating, but at least I
managed to feel very guilty about it.My tween years were difficult. Dad spent two years in
Germany (he was in the army) while my mother and I stayed behind on the rural farmland they
had bought to retire on. When Dad returned, it was obvious he wasn’t sure if he wanted to stay
married. No one was happy, and both of my parents became more embittered. But perfect
people don’t divorce, so they came to a sort of truce eventually. I was just trying to figure out
what I could control in my life, which wasn’t much. We lived three miles from a small town in
Texas, and I couldn’t drive. There were no kids close by. I was on my own.
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and perfectly clean, our food was perfect, our health was perfect, and I, as the only child, also
had to be perfect. Unfortunately, none of this was true. Even more unfortunately, however, my
inner child believed that it was true, and I spent years trying to wear the mask of perfection and
wondering why my feelings didn’t seem to agree with the Family Myth.As a child, I learned very
quickly what was acceptable in a perfect household and what wasn’t. “Negative” feelings were
never acceptable. We were perfect, so there was no need to feel sad, angry, or depressed.
Excessive joy, on the other hand, could be “too loud” and inappropriate, so that wasn’t really
acceptable, either. What was acceptable was the bland numbness of stuffing all of my feelings
into a closet somewhere, leaving me ready to face the world with a placid mask that was
designed to show everyone how calm, quiet, and simply perfect my life must be.One of my
earliest memories of our familial bliss was when my dad hit his head on a window and needed
stitches. Back then, stitches were big, ugly, and black. He looked like Frankenstein with that big
line of stitching across the middle of his forehead. He looked scary to me. He thought that was
hilarious, so he purposely scared me multiple times. But of course, he was only kidding.Most of
the time, my dad wasn’t kidding. He would explode in rage at the slightest provocation. I had no
doubt that I had really screwed up something when it happened, but I never really knew what it
was I had done. I tried very hard to avoid setting off the volcano, but the eruptions came anyway
when I least expected them. I remember playing in the living room once, where he had fallen
asleep. I wasn’t being noisy, but something I did must have awakened him. He charged me from
the couch, and my heart nearly stopped. I thought I was going to die right then. Fortunately, he
never did anything. Dad wasn’t physically violent like his mother was. He always told me how
lucky I was not to have abusive parents like that. Of course, I agreed with him. We were a happy,
normal family. This is what “normal” looked like.When I was six years old, I played a game of “I’ll
show you mine if you show me yours” with a male cousin. We were curious. We were intrigued.
My mother caught us, however, and I learned a big lesson that day: “good” people—perfect
people—do not get naked with members of the opposite sex. My mother saw fit to call my aunt
and uncle, my grandmother, and my father into the room so that I could be appropriately shamed
before them all. And I was very ashamed. I learned that sexual feelings were not okay. Better
hide those. I still couldn’t help masturbating, but at least I managed to feel very guilty about it.My
tween years were difficult. Dad spent two years in Germany (he was in the army) while my
mother and I stayed behind on the rural farmland they had bought to retire on. When Dad
returned, it was obvious he wasn’t sure if he wanted to stay married. No one was happy, and
both of my parents became more embittered. But perfect people don’t divorce, so they came to
a sort of truce eventually. I was just trying to figure out what I could control in my life, which
wasn’t much. We lived three miles from a small town in Texas, and I couldn’t drive. There were no
kids close by. I was on my own.I did develop the family sense of perfection at this time, however.
My parents were always right, so whatever they thought was the right thing to think. Anyone who
disagreed was “an idiot,” as Dad would say. So by age 13, I felt pretty secure in my own
superiority. I made better grades than the other kids and knew infinitely more than the teachers



did. I didn’t have many friends, though.I was also fat during these years. It turns out that you can’t
be perfect and fat at the same time. I ate what was given me to eat, but it was still my fault that I
was fat. “She has such a pretty face; it’s just too bad she’s so heavy.” (These conversations
always referred to me in the third person, even if I was standing right there.) Or my favorite, from
my perfect mother, “Do you think if we put all three of them [my fat cousins and myself] in a bag,
that any would fall out?”I was schooled daily in how to be perfect. For a perfect kid in a perfect
family, I sure heard a lot about my imperfections. I never could seem to do anything correctly. My
mother, on the other hand, was the perfect housekeeper. All knick-knacks were kept under
glass; otherwise, they might gather dust, which we were highly allergic to, she said. (It doesn’t
seem to bother me now.) Weekends were for cleaning, and clean I did. Many times. She made
me vacuum the whole house three times in a row because I “missed some dirt.” I never saw the
dirt I missed, but she did. My inability to see the dirt must have been due to some imperfection in
myself. There were a lot of those.Perhaps to compensate for my imperfections at home, I was
very perfect in school—annoyingly so. But some experiences in junior high made me humble.
The principal gave me a heart-to-heart talk one day that really changed my attitude. It had never
occurred to me that my arrogance was hurtful. In my heart, I didn’t want to hurt anyone. I began
to change after that. Over time, I became more accepting and open. Maybe I wasn’t right all the
time. Maybe no one was.During these years, my mother found a new religion. She likes to be in
control, and the near-debacle of a possible divorce probably pushed her over the edge. She
didn’t find God, though. In spite of being raised a Baptist, and retaining all of the “moral
principles” of the Southern Baptist Church, she was never really interested in God. She never
prayed. She never referred to God. Doing so would have taken attention away from her. Instead,
she found a religion that could direct attention to her: nutrition.After years of Shake ‘n Bake,
Lucky Charms, and Wonder bread, my mother decided that sugar and white flour were the Devil.
Our bread had to be 100% whole wheat, our rice had to be brown, and a good dessert would
never again darken our doorway—unless it was a Snickers bar. My mother loved Snickers bars.
Those became an exception because they have high-fructose corn syrup in them instead of
sugar. Somehow, that was okay. Oh, and except for pizza, too. Pizza may have a white crust, but
it was… well, it was my mother’s favorite food, so it was okay. Our vegetables did not have to be
organic, though. Frozen vegetables, she maintained, are better for you than fresh vegetables,
organic or not. There were a lot of rules, really, and they changed depending on which article
she had read recently in Prevention magazine.Dad and I adapted to this new religion as best we
could, and it apparently wasn’t all bad, because I did lose weight. By high school, I was slim and
attractive again, at least according to my mother. Any compliment paid to me was as good as a
compliment paid to her.In high school, I became very good at conforming to my parents’ mask. I
studied hard. I had no social life, and few really close friends. I knew that dating wasn’t really an
option in my house; there was too much risk of physical contact that way—and that was the path
to shame. I basically did whatever my parents wanted and dressed the way they thought I should
dress. My mother always went shopping with me to pick my clothes.As a perfectly smart child, I



was expected to graduate Valedictorian of my class. I did not, and this failure could not belong to
my family, so it was projected onto the school itself: it was rigged in favor of the Superintendent’s
child, my parents declared. Although I was initially upset by this “failure,” I soon came to breathe
a sigh of relief. Maybe I didn’t have to be quite so perfect.College allowed me the first real
freedom of my life, and I began to separate from my overly protective parents. I began to figure
out who I was as a person; in the past, I had always been told who I was. For the first two-and-a-
half years, I lived either in the dorm or in an apartment by myself. It was heaven. I could just be
with my own thoughts.In my junior year of college, my Dad lost his civilian job—he had retired
from the army some years before. Since my Dad had still been working on the military base
doing what he did in the army, this meant he had to find a job in the private sector. There were no
good options in the country, so my parents began to move to Austin, where I was attending
college. Since they were paying for my education, this meant that I would be living with my father
again while he found a job.It didn’t take long for my anger to show up. Everything about living at
home again frustrated me. Dad threw a frozen chicken across the room when I said I wanted to
be a vegetarian. Dad berated me for protesting the first Iraq war. I tried to share some of what I
learned in classes, which contradicted some of the things I had always accepted as true, which
prompted Dad to scream at me and tell me that now that I was going to college, I guess I thought
I was smarter than he was.These events just confused me. Dad had always been rageful and
would say hurtful things, but in the past I had not thought much about the substance of his
words. But now, as a young adult, the things he said did not make sense. I decided I would only
discuss “safe” subjects with him, which narrowed the list pretty sharply: computers, science
fiction books, and airplanes (which he adored, but which bored me to tears).In my twenties
came the first real breaks in the Family Mythology. I moved in with a man at 22—mostly because
it was better than moving in with my parents again—and then I married him at 24. He couldn’t
stand my parents, which was a new perspective for me: weren’t they perfect? How could he feel
that way?In retrospect, it is not surprising that my husband and I attracted one another. We were
both only children, and he had cut off his parents before I met him (he was 17 years older than I
was). He told me about his parents, and I had to admit they sounded pretty toxic: a rageful father
and a passive-aggressive, controlling mother. At that time, I thought cutting them off completely
was extreme, but I respected that it was his decision. As I began the slow process of
understanding how similarly toxic my own parents were, however, I developed more compassion
and understanding for his experience.Awareness did not happen overnight. But during these
years, I realized that I couldn’t be in the same room with my parents for more than ten minutes
without becoming seethingly angry.On a number of occasions, I tried to express my feelings to
my parents—I felt belittled, disrespected, and unheard. And they responded as they always
had: “No, you don’t. You don’t feel that way. We don’t mean it that way, so you can’t possibly feel
that way.” Or, to use my mother’s favorite phrase whenever I objected to something she said to
me, “Don’t get your panties in a bunch.” As you might imagine, their assurances that I couldn’t
possibly feel what I felt did not help me to stop feeling these things. Instead, I became



angrier.Still, they let me know that my anger was completely unjustified—after all, there was no
reason to be mad at them! They had no problems. They were tranquil. They were perfect. So the
message was clear: if I was angry, there was clearly something wrong with me. I believed them,
but it didn’t make my anger go away.In my late twenties, I began to visit healers who commented
on the amount of sadness and grief I was holding inside. This made no sense at all to me. I was
happy. I didn’t feel sad or depressed. Yet, they would work on me, and I would cry. I felt it then.
One actually asked me, “Who did this to you?” I had no idea what she was talking about. I had
perfect parents. They couldn’t have done anything to me. What was all this?In my mid-thirties,
my husband and I moved to Oregon. My parents did their best to get in the way of this move, but
I actually liked the idea of having some distance from them. When we got here, however, my life
changed completely.Within a short space of time, I met Ahnna, who quickly became my best
friend. Before long, we realized we were more than friends. We realized we were in love. That
was hard. I was always gay-friendly, but I knew that in my family being a lesbian was not what
was expected of me as a perfect child. I struggled with internal homophobia I didn’t know I had. I
knew that my parents would disapprove, and my own inner child had internalized that for herself.
I had to re-evaluate my life. Had I always been a lesbian? If so, how could I not have known this?
And the answer came: because you didn’t want to know it. Ouch. This is when my blinders came
off.I left my husband, which I knew had been inevitable even before I met Ahnna. She was just
the catalyst for my leaving a marriage that had ended years before. Still, it was hard. I didn’t want
to hurt him. I also didn’t want to hurt me—and that was the Next Hard Thing. I had to tell my
parents.When I called my parents, I said I had left my husband, but I didn’t say much more than
that. My mother hated him, and now she felt she could fly to Portland and bring me home again
to move in next door to her, so she came pretty quickly. When she met Ahnna, whom she
thought was just a friend, my mother thanked her for “giving me my daughter back.” Oh, boy.After
a couple of days, I took mom for a hike, and then I told her the truth. Suddenly, the weather
changed completely. It was decidedly chilly…“It’s just a phase. It will end eventually. I don’t think
you’re a lesbian. My advice is to stay in the closet. Don’t tell your Dad.”Talk like this infuriated me.
Here was Mom, telling me how I felt and who I was—again. It didn’t seem to matter that her
beliefs did not match my reality. I disputed her view of How Things Were, and she denied and
argued, no matter what I said. There was no final, perfect argument that I could provide to make
it stop. And I became angrier and angrier.When Mom returned to Texas, all subsequent
conversations with her centered on this subject in some way. She worked very hard to find an
argument to make me see that I was not being perfect, and that I should change post-haste. She
was also concerned that I not break this news to anyone else in our family, since that could
reflect poorly on her.Eventually, however, I did tell anyone who asked, and I purposely told my
father the truth. Mom was not happy and said that I had “blindsided her” in doing so. My cousin,
the sister of that shameful boy with whom I had once played doctor, called me up and quoted
Bible verses to me. Since they now knew, my mother was willing to rally the troops to her side.
And this is when I began to realize that I was no longer the Golden Child.Since I could not be



perfect and wear the family mask, my mother shifted her tactics entirely: by degrees, I became
the object of her loathing. She was convinced that I was “doing this” to spite her personally, but
that I would get over it eventually. Still, as time passed and I refused to conform to what was
expected of me, there had to be a new narrative that would explain why I was not behaving
perfectly—one that would simultaneously protect and enshrine the perfection of my parents.
They weren’t the ones with the problem—I was. This meant that, in my parents’ eyes, I was not in
my right mind. I was depressed. Indeed, I must be crazy in some way. It was the only
explanation, right?I married Ahnna in 2004. My parents did not attend. “You didn’t plan your
wedding for our convenience,” Mom said (they were invited in April to an August wedding). Our
wedding apparently conflicted with their need to replace the roof on their house so they could
sell it and move to the country again. That hurt.But my marriage to Ahnna is what has helped my
inner child come out. I began to realize that those feelings of sadness and grief that healers were
pointing out to me years earlier were real. They were present in me. The veneer of calmness that
I had learned from my mother was not really calm. I had simply chosen not to feel the painful
feelings of my inner child. And yet, the anger she felt still came out whenever my mother, in
particular, was in the room. For the first time in my life, I became emotionally aware of myself. I
became aware of my core feelings. But I didn’t understand them yet. Where did all that rage and
sadness come from?I knew my parents loved me, but during these years I became aware of how
conditional that love really was. Yes, they loved me—as long as I was perfect. They loved me—if
I was not a lesbian. They loved me—as long as I acted in ways that validated their beliefs. They
loved me—as long as I reflected well on them. But the more I became aware of what truly made
me happy, and the freer I became to express that, the less I validated my parents’ beliefs and
expectations. In other words, the more I healed myself and did the things that brought me joy
and freedom, the unhappier my parents became with me.Our children came late into our lives. I
was 36 when I had our daughter. Until then, my parents had no interest in seeing or visiting us.
But when I gave birth to a healthy baby, they were interested again. We welcomed them into our
home on several different occasions over the course of two years, and each visit was worse than
the one before.They came for our daughter’s first Christmas. On Christmas morning, we had it all
planned out. We had chosen every gift very carefully. I wanted everyone to open them slowly,
one at a time, so we could enjoy the moment for each person. My mother had other ideas.
Before Ahnna could even join us, my mother was opening our daughter’s presents for her. We
both missed most of it. Within 15 minutes, all gifts (except ours) were opened without fanfare.
Just like that, it was all over. Our daughter was overwhelmed, and we felt like we had missed it
all. I felt really disrespected. It wouldn’t be the last time.We had a rule in our house: no TV when
our daughter was awake. We did not want her exposed to it, and particularly not to anything
beyond “Sesame Street.” Since my dad is addicted to watching TV, this put a strain on things. On
the last day of their visit, my parents wanted to videotape themselves with our daughter on the
couch. The TV was on, so I asked them to turn it off. They didn’t. They also didn’t respond to my
request. They just looked at me as if to say, “What are you going to do about it?” So I walked over



to the TV and turned it off myself, then returned to the kitchen.A few weeks after my parents left,
they mailed us a DVD of the footage they had taken at our home. Included at the end was the
footage of my parents, on the couch with our daughter—complaining about how awful I was for
not letting them watch TV! In my younger days, I didn’t really understand what “passive-
aggressive” meant. Now I do. This was a textbook example.After that visit with my parents,
Ahnna suggested something to me that was a revelation. Ahnna is the daughter of a counselor
and has spent many years as a social worker herself. She has also had experience with
personality disorders, so she asked me if it had ever occurred to me that my mother might suffer
from Narcissistic Personality Disorder (NPD). It had never occurred to me that my mother might
have a mental illness, so I read up on the subject. I was amazed and relieved to discover that my
mother had nearly every indicator of this disorder. This is when my world began to make sense.
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way of this move, but I actually liked the idea of having some distance from them. When we got
here, however, my life changed completely.Within a short space of time, I met Ahnna, who
quickly became my best friend. Before long, we realized we were more than friends. We realized
we were in love. That was hard. I was always gay-friendly, but I knew that in my family being a
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so, how could I not have known this? And the answer came: because you didn’t want to know it.
Ouch. This is when my blinders came off.I left my husband, which I knew had been inevitable
even before I met Ahnna. She was just the catalyst for my leaving a marriage that had ended
years before. Still, it was hard. I didn’t want to hurt him. I also didn’t want to hurt me—and that
was the Next Hard Thing. I had to tell my parents.When I called my parents, I said I had left my
husband, but I didn’t say much more than that. My mother hated him, and now she felt she could
fly to Portland and bring me home again to move in next door to her, so she came pretty quickly.
When she met Ahnna, whom she thought was just a friend, my mother thanked her for “giving
me my daughter back.” Oh, boy.After a couple of days, I took mom for a hike, and then I told her
the truth. Suddenly, the weather changed completely. It was decidedly chilly…“It’s just a phase. It
will end eventually. I don’t think you’re a lesbian. My advice is to stay in the closet. Don’t tell your
Dad.”Talk like this infuriated me. Here was Mom, telling me how I felt and who I was—again. It
didn’t seem to matter that her beliefs did not match my reality. I disputed her view of How Things
Were, and she denied and argued, no matter what I said. There was no final, perfect argument
that I could provide to make it stop. And I became angrier and angrier.When Mom returned to
Texas, all subsequent conversations with her centered on this subject in some way. She worked
very hard to find an argument to make me see that I was not being perfect, and that I should
change post-haste. She was also concerned that I not break this news to anyone else in our
family, since that could reflect poorly on her.Eventually, however, I did tell anyone who asked,



and I purposely told my father the truth. Mom was not happy and said that I had “blindsided her”
in doing so. My cousin, the sister of that shameful boy with whom I had once played doctor,
called me up and quoted Bible verses to me. Since they now knew, my mother was willing to
rally the troops to her side. And this is when I began to realize that I was no longer the Golden
Child.Since I could not be perfect and wear the family mask, my mother shifted her tactics
entirely: by degrees, I became the object of her loathing. She was convinced that I was “doing
this” to spite her personally, but that I would get over it eventually. Still, as time passed and I
refused to conform to what was expected of me, there had to be a new narrative that would
explain why I was not behaving perfectly—one that would simultaneously protect and enshrine
the perfection of my parents. They weren’t the ones with the problem—I was. This meant that, in
my parents’ eyes, I was not in my right mind. I was depressed. Indeed, I must be crazy in some
way. It was the only explanation, right?I married Ahnna in 2004. My parents did not attend. “You
didn’t plan your wedding for our convenience,” Mom said (they were invited in April to an August
wedding). Our wedding apparently conflicted with their need to replace the roof on their house
so they could sell it and move to the country again. That hurt.But my marriage to Ahnna is what
has helped my inner child come out. I began to realize that those feelings of sadness and grief
that healers were pointing out to me years earlier were real. They were present in me. The
veneer of calmness that I had learned from my mother was not really calm. I had simply chosen
not to feel the painful feelings of my inner child. And yet, the anger she felt still came out
whenever my mother, in particular, was in the room. For the first time in my life, I became
emotionally aware of myself. I became aware of my core feelings. But I didn’t understand them
yet. Where did all that rage and sadness come from?I knew my parents loved me, but during
these years I became aware of how conditional that love really was. Yes, they loved me—as long
as I was perfect. They loved me—if I was not a lesbian. They loved me—as long as I acted in
ways that validated their beliefs. They loved me—as long as I reflected well on them. But the
more I became aware of what truly made me happy, and the freer I became to express that, the
less I validated my parents’ beliefs and expectations. In other words, the more I healed myself
and did the things that brought me joy and freedom, the unhappier my parents became with
me.Our children came late into our lives. I was 36 when I had our daughter. Until then, my
parents had no interest in seeing or visiting us. But when I gave birth to a healthy baby, they were
interested again. We welcomed them into our home on several different occasions over the
course of two years, and each visit was worse than the one before.They came for our daughter’s
first Christmas. On Christmas morning, we had it all planned out. We had chosen every gift very
carefully. I wanted everyone to open them slowly, one at a time, so we could enjoy the moment
for each person. My mother had other ideas. Before Ahnna could even join us, my mother was
opening our daughter’s presents for her. We both missed most of it. Within 15 minutes, all gifts
(except ours) were opened without fanfare. Just like that, it was all over. Our daughter was
overwhelmed, and we felt like we had missed it all. I felt really disrespected. It wouldn’t be the
last time.We had a rule in our house: no TV when our daughter was awake. We did not want her



exposed to it, and particularly not to anything beyond “Sesame Street.” Since my dad is addicted
to watching TV, this put a strain on things. On the last day of their visit, my parents wanted to
videotape themselves with our daughter on the couch. The TV was on, so I asked them to turn it
off. They didn’t. They also didn’t respond to my request. They just looked at me as if to say,
“What are you going to do about it?” So I walked over to the TV and turned it off myself, then
returned to the kitchen.A few weeks after my parents left, they mailed us a DVD of the footage
they had taken at our home. Included at the end was the footage of my parents, on the couch
with our daughter—complaining about how awful I was for not letting them watch TV! In my
younger days, I didn’t really understand what “passive-aggressive” meant. Now I do. This was a
textbook example.After that visit with my parents, Ahnna suggested something to me that was a
revelation. Ahnna is the daughter of a counselor and has spent many years as a social worker
herself. She has also had experience with personality disorders, so she asked me if it had ever
occurred to me that my mother might suffer from Narcissistic Personality Disorder (NPD). It had
never occurred to me that my mother might have a mental illness, so I read up on the subject. I
was amazed and relieved to discover that my mother had nearly every indicator of this disorder.
This is when my world began to make sense.My inner child had been raised by someone who is
mentally ill, and who married someone who is a co-dependent enabler of her illness. My father is
not mentally ill, but his own mother has many traits of NPD, although I do not think she actually
has NPD. Still, it was easy to see that my father had essentially married his mother. And our
Family Mythology—that we were all perfectly perfect—is actually an extension of my mother’s
mental illness. It goes without saying that a narcissist must believe in their own perfection above
all else. As her child, I was an extension of her. But as I began to think and feel for myself—from
her perspective, rebelling—her behavior became crazier and crazier. She was pulling out all of
the stops to try to get me to “behave” and respond in a way that would validate her view of
herself and her world. And the more she did this, the angrier I became.It was a tremendous relief
to have a reason for her behavior. It was a tremendous relief to know that it was not all about me
being wrong or bad, or anything else. It was never about me. And yet—my inner child still had
these ingrained beliefs that I was the problem, that I was the failure, and that I was not really
worthy of love because I could not behave in a way that was contrary to my own nature. These
were the roots of my sadness and grief. My inner child wanted to say, “This is who I am!” And
when she tried, my mother said, “No, you are not! You are this way!”When I stopped living a lie,
my mother reacted with amazing ferocity and venom. Few things can match the rage of the
invalidated narcissist. She tried everything to control my behavior, and I tried very hard to have a
relationship with her anyway. I changed the way I talked. I was honest about my feelings. I used
every tool I could find, but as my daughter reached the age where she could talk and interact,
my mother began to see her as my replacement. I became the bad guy, the “bad mom,” and
Grammy was the good, loving one who would protect her from mean old mommy.So what was
Grammy protecting my daughter from? I wanted my daughter to nap. At two, she needed an
afternoon nap. Of course, she was always good at keeping herself awake, but the rule was that



she had to have “rest time” whether she slept or not. Mom said I was cruel.I also wanted my
daughter to feel free to express her feelings. But whenever she cried, my mother gave her food
to quiet her. Suddenly, my lifelong weight problem made sense…We also asked my mother not
to do certain things, like not pulling my daughter by the arm. It’s easy to dislocate a toddler’s
shoulder. She responded that it was okay, the doctor had showed her how to put it back, and she
had done that for me many times. (I remember what a dislocated shoulder felt like, and it hurts.)
We told her that was abusive, and we insisted that she stop doing it. She said we were treating
her like a child. She told me that I was just like Hitler.By this time, I certainly understood that my
mother really did have a mental illness, but I thought I could work with it. She’s my mom, right?
These are her grandchildren. But I was no longer in the fold. Worse, I knew I could no longer
depend on them, or even trust them. I had become the enemy.When we moved in 2007, they
came to help. Ahnna has a disability, and I had become very sick. I had already been to the
hospital in an ambulance once when they arrived. I was on strong antibiotics.The day after they
arrived, I woke up and didn’t feel right. I hadn’t eaten much in days, so I thought maybe I just
needed to eat something. Maybe my blood sugar was off. I went to the kitchen, fixed half a
bagel, and took one bite. Whatever was wrong with me, it wasn’t about food. An icy chill crept
over me, and my vision started to go dark. I was about to pass out. I somehow made my way to a
chair, and it took all of my willpower to remain upright. My mother told my dad to get me some
orange juice. She sat on the couch with our daughter, who was also sick, in her arms.Ahnna
came into the living room, took one look at me, and asked if I could talk. I shook my head. Our
land line had been disconnected already, so Ahnna asked my dad to hand her the cell phone so
she could call 911. He picked it up and just held it. She had to ask him several times. Mom said I
just needed orange juice. My lips, I am told, were turning blue.My father eventually did relinquish
the cell phone. The EMTs arrived and hooked me up to a heart monitor. I had tachycardia, and
my heart was beating arhythmically. I was aware of my mother, sitting on the couch and rocking
my daughter, apparently unconcerned, and I just knew that somewhere inside, it would be okay
with her if I died so she could “get my daughter” (even though Ahnna legally adopted her, the
narcissist in my mother would not see that as an impediment).They put me in the ambulance,
put me on oxygen, started an IV, and drove away. According to Ahnna, after the door closed, my
mom said, “So, what are we having for breakfast?” Ahnna was in shock, but my mom sent my
father to McDonald’s for takeout. Afterward, Ahnna wanted to go to the hospital, but my mother
said she couldn’t be left alone in a house with no cleaning supplies, so she sent my father to the
store for some Windex first. He was gone for two hours, during which time I had a medical
procedure to get my heart to beat normally.I was in good hands, fortunately, and eventually
Ahnna and my father did come to the hospital. I was coming out of the anesthesia when they
came into my room. Ahnna immediately started to cry, and my dad went to comfort her. I was still
pretty weak and tired, but I wondered, “How come I don’t get any comforting?”This experience
and many others with my parents finally opened my eyes. I could not trust them to have my back.
If Ahnna had not been present, I would probably be dead. And the passive aggression, the



control battles, the gaslighting—all of it was toxic. Whenever my parents left, it took weeks for
our daughter and our whole family to regain our even keel. It was terrible. And now we had a son.
It could not go on.Not everyone who has toxic parents must cut them off, but for some people, it
is the only solution. It was for me. But it is painful. I know my parents do not understand why this
happened, and I cannot explain it to them. They would try to argue me into submission if I tried.
And nothing would change. Nothing can change. My mother is mentally ill. She will always be
mentally ill. I still love my parents, but I am happier without them in my life. My family is happier
without the never-ending toxic behaviors that I saw play out in my own home the last time they
were here. It is just not acceptable to me. This is my boundary.Still, most people did not
understand my boundary. I could see the wheels turning in their minds: “What kind of a person
cuts off her own parents? There must be something wrong with you.” Meeting or knowing my
parents did not help to clarify this for family outsiders, either. People with personality disorders
can be perfectly charming, narcissists particularly so. And the Mask of Perfection—the Family
Myth that gets shown to the world—is very convincing. From the perspective of outsiders, why,
these people are the perfect parents. They do have the perfect house. They must be pillars of
the community. For people who either could not see past the mask, or who simply did not want
to understand my reasons, I was the bad guy. I was the troubled one, the depressed one, the
crazy one.I accepted that some people would leave my life, but I was encouraged and gratified
to see the new people who were coming into my life. Amazing, loving, supportive people. Finally!
My inner child is grateful for not having to constantly defend herself from my parents and some
of my extended family, but she still has toxic patterning to work out. She has learned a lot,
however. She learned that she had suppressed her emotions. She learned what those emotions
are and why they are there. She learned how to process them so that they can be released. She
learned how to make new, healthier choices for herself and her family. She learned that it is
possible to find joy. And in the process, she is learning who she really is, instead of playing a role
that someone else has defined for her.Discovering your inner child is a journey into discovering
who you really are. Once you begin to peel away the masks and understand the toxic patterns
that affect your life even now, you can begin to make new choices. Healing is a process, and you
can learn to choose joy.This book captures what I have learned while healing my own inner child.
I am not a clinical therapist. I have no degree in psychology. I am simply a healer who has
worked long and hard to heal herself. It has been an incredible journey of discovery, and even
though I have had painful moments, I learned from them, and the result is joy. I am happier than I
have ever been in my life. I have everything that I need. I have the love of friends and family—a
family of my own creation and choosing.By including my own story here, I hope to illustrate that
healing really is a process. I did not find my joy overnight. I was clueless, confused, and
frequently stumped. How was I supposed to get over these hurdles? What was the problem?
Keep at it, whatever you do. Please do not give up. I went from being clueless to aware to
capable of making new choices to joyful. So can you.In this book, I make reference to Spirit—
specifically, your Spirit, for that is the most important one. Your Spirit was made in the image of



whatever you think is divine in this Universe; therefore, you are also divine. It is my hope that you
can become best friends with your inner child, who will help you discover your Spirit and the
things that bring you joy.This revised and expanded edition of the book includes a new chapter
about inner child archetypes, an expanded chapter about abuse and common toxic behaviors,
and a new chapter about learning to love yourself, which can be one of the greatest challenges
that people face when working to heal their inner child.I want to thank the people who have
supported me on this journey: my beautiful wife, Ahnna Hawkesworth; my beautiful daughter,
Wren; my handsome young son, Harry; our children’s godparents: Lana Lyons, Lyra Hall, and
Tessa Swigart; David Maynard, Thomas TenEyck, David French, and particularly, all of the
people who have written to share their stories with me. I am so glad to have been of service.And
lastly, I want to thank the people who helped me become the person I am today. Without this
journey, this book would never have been written. I am thankful for that. So, to my parents: thank
you, from afar. To my ex-husband, who is also the product of toxic parents: thank you. And to my
extended family, who has judged me and found me wanting: thank you. All of you, in your own
way, have helped me to understand what conditional love looks like, so that now I can choose
unconditional love.Who is your inner child?Adults are obsolete children.—Dr. SeussA grown-up
is a child with layers on.
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Steve, “It's All Good. Asha gets right to the point. You cannot let others control your life or your
quest for happiness. Having been through the process many years ago, the limited number of
self-help books I read, may have helped, but it took finding a higher understanding, and a
conscious decision to do it, in order to achieve it. While my personal journey, as all of ours are,
took a different path, the end result was the same. I highly recommend her book.”

The book by Asha Hawkesworth has a rating of  5 out of 4.0. 1 people have provided feedback.
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