

‘This book is a burning manifesto for the revolutionary act of articulating shame and trauma. It is a testament to the feminist praxis of listening to each other’s stories in collective solidarity as a refusal of erasure and a way to claim presence and power in the world.’
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‘A deeply affecting and eye-opening window into the world of shame, articulating exactly how you and others feel in a way that you may never have been able to say. Grace, style and empathy weave through this salient work.’
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‘A tender, intimate and generous meditation on the burdens of structural and personal shame on bodies and lives; and a radical call for the transformational power of speaking and listening.’
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‘A potent depiction of abuse and transmitted shame – the type of shame inscribed on our bodies, clinging to our insides and concealed deep inside our core.’

NATALIYA DELEVA

‘My Body Keeps Your Secrets will have forever shifted my perception of how shame works physically and psychically. Weaving her own personal experience with the testimony of others, Lucia Osborne-Crowley has written a singular work that I hope will inspire many more books like it. Imbued throughout with the author’s potential for empathy, care and generosity, as well as her skill in both research and storytelling, this book is indeed a reclamation, through which we might reclaim ourselves from the shame of others.’

Alice Hattrick

‘A deeply important book about the wide, deep ocean that is pain and trauma, about the reverberations through our lives individually and collectively, psychically and physically, that we are only just beginning to understand. How we can’t separate our minds and our bodies; how it builds within us, even, maybe especially, if we try to disregard it.’

SOPHIE MACKINTOSH

‘This book brilliantly interrogates our relationship to our bodies but also to those around us, inhabiting each daily, hourly, minute-by-minute contradiction that having a body, and so being alive, entails. A testament to the power of externalising our own stories so as to understand them through others’ eyes, demonstrating how inextricably connected each of us ultimately is. Her writing is beautiful, unflinching and clear and, most importantly, it renders shame visible – a material thing that, having been sewn into the body, can also be cast off.’
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To everyone I interviewed for this book, thank you for lifting me up with your bravery, eloquence and grace. This is for you.


‘What part of yourself did you have to destroy in order to survive?’

Alok Vaid-Menon, Beyond the Gender Binary

‘What are the words you do not yet have? What do you need to say? What are the tyrannies you swallow day by day and attempt to make your own, until you will sicken and die of them, still in silence?’

Audre Lorde, Your Silence Will Not Protect You

‘What is your aim in philosophy?’
‘To show the fly the way out of the fly-bottle.’

Ludwig Wittgenstein, The Philosophical Investigations


Reactions in the aftermath

a list in three parts

From Chanel Miller, Know My Name

1

0 hours to 24 hours after:

	Numbness

	Light-headedness

	Unidentified fear

	Shock




‌Chapter One

I read once that if you want to forgive someone for something – I mean really forgive – something has to die. That grief and loss and acceptance are necessary ingredients of truly letting go. I’ve been thinking about that a lot lately.

I’ve also been thinking a lot about philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein’s fly in the bottle. Wittgenstein said that systems of abuse are like putting a fly in a bottle. The fly can see out at the world because the glass is transparent. But the structure of the bottle is so vast and so consuming of the fly’s small world that it cannot see the glass it is looking through; it thinks it is seeing the world as it really is.

And because the fly cannot see the structure imprisoning it, it is useless to say: You are in a bottle! The fly trusts that its perception of the world is real; to it there is no bottle.

All you can do is help the fly escape the bottle. Only from the outside, flying above it, will the fly be able to see what was imprisoning her.

The body is a very lonely place, especially when it is under threat. And some bodies are always under threat.

As I write this, the world is facing a crisis, the outbreak of the coronavirus.

The UK is in lockdown. Boris Johnson’s government has closed all schools and cancelled GCSE and A level exams until further notice. The whole country has been ordered to work from home.

We are not allowed to go to friends’ houses. All the bars, restaurants and cafes have been ordered to close. A few remain open for takeaways only, but anyone lining up must stand at least two metres away from other people.

This morning, I went for a walk on my own in the sun. I grew up in Australia, and I desperately need vitamin D to stay happy. It is a spring day in London, 23 March 2020. There is not a cloud in the sky, and there are daffodils everywhere.

As I walk through the clear air and look at the fresh flowers, I feel a strange combination of positivity and dread. This really feels like the end of days, but I am calm.

The streets are empty. The roads are empty. It is 9.02 a.m. Rush hour. But there are no cars on the road. The Tube station is closed, boarded up.

I walk past one corner shop that is open but there is a long queue outside, full of people standing alone and two metres away from one another. They all look slightly dazed. I wonder for a moment what I might think if someone dropped me here from another time.

I walk a few streets further to the Co-op. There is no line outside, but only because there is no food left on the shelves. All the big supermarkets have been ransacked and emptied out.

It happened slowly. The first thing to go was toilet paper – I still don’t understand why, and that was weeks ago now. Then it was frozen ready meals. Then vegetables, dried pasta, tinned tomatoes. Coffee. Milk. Bread. Now the only thing left in my Co-op is Easter chocolate, which seems crass, the way it’s all staring through the window at the street.

Last night, my friend and I went outside to see the International Space Station pass by. He has an app that shows him which planets and stars can be seen in the sky on any given night. The International Space Station can only be seen once or twice a year as it passes through a particular layer of the atmosphere. It sits thousands of miles above the earth in orbit. My friend looked on his app to see when it would be coming around next.

He gasped.

It’s coming in twenty-four minutes, he said.

So, twenty-three minutes later, we are standing in the grass outside his flat, looking up at the sky. And then we see it. It looks just like a shooting star, only brighter. It moves through the sky quickly and then disappears after about ten seconds, into a different layer of the atmosphere, out of sight again. We both wonder out loud what the world will look like in 2021. Whether anything will ever be the same again. He asks if I think the people on the International Space Station know anything about coronavirus yet. Can they see us? Can they see that we’ve stopped going outside? Can they spot the cancelled sports and festivals and family lunches?

That’s the best place in the world to be right now, he says. Quarantined in space.

Eighteen months earlier, I had moved to London from Australia. I was born in London, and had always wanted to find a way back here. I never would have guessed what would trigger the move.

When I was fifteen years old, I was violently raped by a grown man with a knife in an abandoned toilet in a Sydney fast-food restaurant. I thought I would die that night.

But I didn’t die. I smashed a bottle over a toilet bowl to startle my attacker and I unlatched the door of the stall and I ran away. I ran and I ran and I ran. All I can remember is running. Down several flights of stairs, outside the restaurant, to where my friends were looking for me. We huddled together in a damp nook a few doors down and I slid down the concrete wall onto the floor.

I put myself in a taxi as fast as I could and I went home. I did not tell my friends what had happened, and they never asked. Because we were children, and we didn’t know what else to do.

When I got home, I sneaked into my house via a side entrance to my bedroom with its en suite bathroom. I made sure my parents couldn’t hear me.

I ran the shower hot and stood underneath it for a period of time that wore on endlessly. I was bleeding onto the floor of the shower and watching the blood drain away, hoping I could erase the memory of the rape with it. But it doesn’t work like that.

At that time in my life, I was a very serious gymnast. I trained almost every day. I was in training for my second World Championships at the time of my rape. I made an excuse to skip training for a week so the bruises on my stomach and ribs could heal. I waited for the muscles in my pelvis to stop screaming and tearing when I walked. I waited for the joints in my wrists to stop aching. And then I went back to life as usual. I told no one. Not my parents. Not the police. Not my teachers. Not my friends. No one.

Eighteen months after my attack, I started having searing pains in my stomach and abdomen. They would come on unexpectedly but with such vigour, like a knife drawn through muscle. They became more frequent and I started collapsing from them. I started vomiting with the pain. I ended up in hospital again and again.

This triggered ten years of emergency admissions, tests and surgical procedures to try and figure out what had happened to me. The truth was there all along, but I couldn’t see it. I couldn’t bear it.

I was eventually diagnosed with endometriosis and Crohn’s disease, both of which are – or could be – inflammatory diseases affecting the autoimmune system. Both often lead to chronic pain for the sufferer. Since 2009, I have been in pain just about every day. It never goes away for long.

When I was twenty-five, I had a breakdown. I am still not sure whether it was primarily physical or mental, but as I am discovering and rediscovering all the time, the distinction between the two is very slippery.

I became sicker than I had ever been. The pain was worse than ever and I developed intense tremors in my arms and legs. I was throwing up nearly every day, either from pain or the excessive doses of painkillers I was using to try and numb it. I lost seven kilos in two weeks. I desperately needed help.

So I decided to tell the truth about my rape for the first time. I told one of my therapists, and then one of my doctors. The house of cards began to fall, slowly at first and then very, very quickly.

Doctors told me it was very likely that my sexual assault was connected to my abdominal pain and my autoimmune illnesses. I started seeing trauma specialists who said the same thing.

I started doing research into the connection between violence and illness; violence and pain; violence and breakdown. What I found out was life-changing.

There followed months of appointment after appointment – with physical therapists, psychologists, psychotherapists, surgeons, masseuses, acupuncturists and sex therapists. The journalist in me decided to pretend that, during all these appointments, I was researching a story about someone else’s sexual assault and recovery. I took fastidious notes. It was a way of keeping some emotional distance between myself and the heartbreak.

After months of this, I realized I had pages upon pages of notes, full of information I wish had been available to me earlier. I am incredibly lucky that I was able to go to all of these appointments – I had a job with enough income to cover them and lived in a place with a semi-functional public healthcare system. I am white and middle-class, both of which make it statistically more likely that I would be believed by doctors and given the appropriate treatment.

But the vast majority of people are not as lucky as I am, so I wanted to share the information I had access to as a result of those privileges. I started thinking about publishing the piece. I started showing it to trusted friends, and over the course of a few weeks, and with a lot of help, I decided to publish it in a literary magazine called The Lifted Brow.

Shortly after I published the piece, an editor in the UK commissioned me to turn it into a book. So I moved here, to London, on my own, to write that book. I thought my arriving here was the end of something hard, but it was the beginning of something harder. Writing that book – I Choose Elena, published in September 2019 – was by far the hardest part of my recovery.

I sat down each day trying to excavate my life, trying to pinpoint all the different ways this act of violence had impacted on me. But there was a problem: the book had to be about the rape and its aftermath, it had to have boundaries. It had to be confined to that. But the more I read and thought, the more I realized the rape was the tip of the iceberg. It was merely the most accessible – the most obvious – violation in a long story of intrusions, physical and emotional and psychological and familial and interpersonal, that make up one life in the body of a woman.

I moved to London to write the book because my publisher is based here, but also because I couldn’t stand myself in Sydney. It was the only way I knew how to write those words down. It wasn’t that I didn’t have the support I needed; I did. I had it in spades. But something about my breakdown and the disclosure of my rape left me bitter and twisted and angry – three things I never wanted to be – and I felt I needed to get away to feel something new. I needed to put myself back together in a new way, in a new place.

I had very few friends in London. I had no doctors, no therapists. I was lost and alone.

I shut myself up in a small room and tried to make sense of things. As I was writing that first book, I read The Lonely City by Olivia Laing. A few friends who knew how isolated I felt had suggested it to me.

‘You can be lonely anywhere, but there is a particular flavour to the loneliness that comes from living in a city, surrounded by millions of people,’ Laing writes.

That’s how I felt every day. I was shut up inside a small room, with barely any reason to go outside, ruminating on all the terrible things that had happened to me and the people I loved. Yet none of the people I loved were close by, so the tragedy felt deeper and deeper each day.

And then I read this:

‘So much of the pain of loneliness is to do with concealment, with feeling compelled to hide vulnerability, to tuck ugliness away, to cover up scars as if they are literally repulsive. But why hide?’

I thought I had mastered the art of anti-concealment. I thought that by writing that book, I had vanquished my need to be invulnerable. I thought I had escaped loneliness by allowing myself to be seen.

But I hadn’t. I was still ashamed. It was the everyday, insidious shame that hurt me most. The bodily shame that creeps into friendships and work and relationships and exercise. The kind that has both nothing and everything to do with my rape. The kind that I share with women and non-binary people all over the world who have, and have not, had experiences like mine. Their everyday shame also has nothing and everything to do with my rape, and with theirs. Shame and violation is a long-running war, and the everyday scars are the foot soldiers.

I spent twelve years thinking almost exclusively about my body. It was the only thing on my mind. As a semi-professional gymnast, I would be constantly appraising its power, its strength, what it needed from me, what it was asking for. Stretches, an ice bath, or maybe some extra press-ups to prime me for a competition.

Then I spent ten years not thinking about my body at all.

Because I had not told anyone about my rape, I had no way of understanding the acute dissociation I started experiencing in its aftermath. All of a sudden, my body felt so far away.

It was a crime scene, and I wanted to run from it and never look back. I started to ignore it, its sensations, its desires.

But the thing about living in a human body is that you cannot transcend it, no matter how hard you try. It is with you every day, every minute. You cannot leave it behind, you cannot change what it has seen and experienced. You just have to find a way to live with it. I know that now.

I have always been a perfectionist and a desperate overachiever. I thought I could challenge my mind to erase my assault and carry on as normal, in the same way I could challenge it to learn my English essays off by heart. But I was wrong.

As I was deciding whether to disclose my assault, I read a book by the psychiatrist Bessel van der Kolk called The Body Keeps the Score. It is all about how the body remembers what the mind has suppressed. About how the body will carry scars of our experiences forever, no matter how badly we want to erase them.

That phrase just kept ringing in my ears for weeks. The body keeps the score. The body keeps the score. As soon as I read that phrase, I knew it was true.

One afternoon on a Wednesday in June, my therapist brings up the fact that I find an excuse to cancel our session every other week. My breath catches in my throat at this accusation.

I just mean, something always comes up, she says. Something always comes up that you are willing to put our session off for.

I stay silent for a moment, just a beat.

You pay for four sessions a month and only ever attend two, three at the most. You are paying good money in order to not see me on the days when you don’t want to.

I don’t respond.

And then she says, You are depriving yourself of care and, quite literally, depriving yourself of money that I know you don’t have. Why is that?

I still have nothing to say.

I think there is a part of you that is still so afraid to be seen clearly by anyone, she says. Sustained contact is terrifying to you because it is the most intense form of exposure. The idea that I might catch you on a bad day really frightens you, because it means I will see that sometimes you are grumpy or underslept or resentful.

Or, she says after a pause, worst of all – when you are unhelpful. When you are angry. You are willing to be seen by me, but only when you feel able to curate yourself first. Only when you know you can say smart things and dutifully recount your week and encourage me when I make an observation that is accurate, only when you can be helpful and pliant and pleasant. This way, you are always in control. On the other days, you find an excuse to hide from me. You can’t bear it.

She is absolutely right. I have worked so hard at expelling my own shame, but its grip is still suffocating. This woman, the person who knows more about me than anyone ever has, is still being presented a false version of me. I am still curating myself for her in order to hide the things I’m ashamed of.

But she has found me out.

Structural oppression lives and dies in the human body. Our tissues are its most elemental canvas. We have always known this, but we are still desperate to hang on to the idea that problems in the body are a matter of personal, not social, responsibility.

I grew up knowing in my bones that everything that went wrong in my body was my fault. When I was sexually abused as a child and I started getting chronic headaches each day that I knew I had to see my abuser, I believed there was something wrong with me, and not with him. When my body collapsed after months of ignoring pain from my rape as a teenager, I blamed myself. On the days when the pain of surgical procedures and side effects of medication get too much for me, I still blame myself, even though I know that so much of this pain was created by one man and his merciless, opportunistic crime.

The body is the beating heart of double-consciousness.

One body. That’s all we get. One body that weathers every wretched storm.

When I started this book, I thought I was writing about personal stories. And I was, but I was also writing about something much bigger. What came out of my reporting is the story of countless systems of structural oppression, each of which enacts their worst consequences on the body we are forced to keep, the body we have to continue living in through every nightmare.

What came out was a story of structural discrimination, a scourge for which the blame is conveniently spread among the amorphous group, dispelled as responsibility spreads but for which the costs are felt in one body, felt sharply by each individual heart. The perpetrators are numbered in the billions – every person who upholds prejudiced structures of shame – but the most severe effects are carried alone.

When we see this clearly, we can ask ourselves: what does that do to a person? To a life? To each pound of flesh?

Almost all of the pain, suffering and illness recounted to me for this book is about keeping secrets. I first realized this when I started my own recovery from a rape I had never spoken of, childhood sexual abuse I had never admitted to, and the stress and toxicity that came from ten years of trying to outrun those basic biographical facts about myself. It occurred to me then that the thing that made me the sickest, the thing that made me suffer most, was the fact that I felt so compelled to hide what had been done to me. Because I believed it was my fault.

I wanted to test this theory, to see if it held true for other women and non-binary people too. People whose stories were more everyday than mine, more relatable. I spoke to almost one hundred women and non-binary people for this book, and in every instance my theory turned out to be right. Everyone I spoke to had either been dehumanized or had their personal dignity invaded at one point or another. They had all been made to feel afraid and then ashamed. They all felt they needed to stay quiet about the worst things that had happened to them.

The stories are all different, but their impact is the same. It’s about the way we carry this impact with us. It’s about the way we are taught to be ashamed of our own oppression. It’s about gaslighting on the grandest scale. It’s about feeling unable to speak the truth.

It is, in a single word, about shame.

Shame is the emotion that compels us to keep secrets. It comes from the outside, but it lives within. A very complicated demon.

Joseph Burgo, a clinical psychologist who has dedicated the best part of his career to researching shame, says in his book Shame that the emotion arises from a few key experiences. One is feeling exposed – that is, the fear of being seen. It’s what my therapist was talking about that Wednesday a few weeks ago.

Another is unrequited attachment, love or affection. The shame of being rejected.

Another is failing to meet societal expectations – the burning shame of failing to fit the archetype you were born into.

Another is the feeling of exclusion based on some inherent rottenness inside of us. The feeling that we deserve bad things because we are fundamentally bad. That we deserve to be isolated, to be excluded.

It strikes me that those four categories can, between them, sum up every single story in this book.

All of those experiences lead to shame, and shame leads us to keep secrets, and secrets lead to suffering and illness and pain.

Here’s another thing I learned. For most of human history, we have regarded emotions as a personal construct, things that appear in the privacy of our own minds in response to an external stimulus.

Something bad happens, and we instinctively feel sad or worried or anxious. By this logic, we punish ourselves and others for the emotional reactions we have. They belong to us, in some important way. We control them.

Women and non-binary people are again and again accused of illegitimately humouring emotional reactions that are deemed inappropriate to the circumstances. It is regarded as a personal failure if we overreact, if we feel too much.

But what if emotions are structural, too, and not personal? What if they are created by the world around us and also affected by shame?

Dr Lisa Feldman Barrett has recently published explosive research in her book How Emotions Are Made which, to my mind, confirms my theory. She has discovered that emotions are not the brain’s private response to whatever external stimuli they are processing. In fact, the brain does not have enough time to take in the immediate stimuli. With so much going on – sounds, colours, bodily sensations – the brain chooses not to focus on analysing what is happening in that moment. Instead, it digests a few key elements of the situation – shouting, an increased heart rate – and immediately digs through all of its available memories about previous times when we reacted to similar experiences. It chooses the most relevant set of experiences and constructs and emotional responses based on those memories rather than concocting a bespoke response to each individual situation.

Here’s what that means for my theory: rather than emotions being our individual response to any given situation, they are a mosaic of every similar experience we have ever had; a house of mirrors, each lurch of fear contains within it every fearful moment that came before it; every violation lives on inside the next, and the next, and the next.

So: we are not wholly responsible for the way we react to things. Our emotions are made up of a lifetime of experience of living in the body we were born with, and everything that comes with that. Once I cried on a second date – literally burst into tears without warning – because someone yelled at someone else at the bar and my brain interpreted it as violence. After that relationship ended, I couldn’t stop thinking about that moment. How had I got it so wrong? How had I let him see how crazy I am?

But I am not crazy, and I no longer blame myself for that night. I interpreted that stimulus as violence because in my experience, that is what it has always been. Every woman in this book would have done the same. This is not my brain or my emotions malfunctioning, it is them responding appropriately to the body I have and the life I have lived inside it.

Once we accept that emotions are a constellation of experiences, we can see that they, too, are a product of structural oppression rather than individual weakness. Just like the illnesses and pain our bodies produce, we cannot be blamed for these vulnerabilities, because we did not choose them.

Because here’s the thing. We all construct emotions out of memories. But some of us construct those emotions out of memories we cannot access and cannot talk about. We construct memories out of secrets. The worst things that happen to women, and those of marginalized genders, are kept hidden. That means our everyday lives, emotions and reactions are being dictated by a powerful force, a group of images and memories, that we do not understand – because we have never been allowed to talk about them.

That, I have discovered, can make us sick. It can make us anxious. It can make us sad. It can make us want to escape. It is a terrible, terrible tension.

In his book Healing the Shame that Binds You, psychologist John Bradshaw talks about chronic shame, or toxic shame. It’s the kind of shame that comes from being told by society again and again that you are not good enough, that you are unworthy. It’s the kind of shame transferred into our bones by a shameless act. It is the kind of shame passed down by traumatized mothers. The kind of shame handed to us by acts of violence and sexual entitlement. It is the kind of shame that gets under our skin through racist and sexist remarks in hallways and in knowing the next character assassination is always around the corner.

That kind of shame – the kind backed up by generations of human history and by tall men in oval offices and by school playgrounds and magazines – can become a way of life. It can become its own identity. If we are taught by the most authoritative sources that our lives are less valuable, then shame becomes a constant companion, and hiding who we really are becomes a way of life. It certainly did for me.

In this way, structural shame becomes personal. We act it out again and again and again, in everything we say and do and think. Because everything, at its root, can be explained by our conviction that we ought to keep hiding.

So we starve ourselves, and we out-busy ourselves, and we Instagram-filter ourselves, and we make ourselves sick, and we drink, and we escape, all to make sure no one actually sees us. All to protect ourselves from feeling exposed. From being found out.

To protect ourselves from the moment we let people see that the self we project is a lie, a curated image cobbled together by society’s ideas about what a woman should be. That underneath all that is a real person, guilty of so many of the things we are taught to be ashamed of.

Guilty of having real, human skin and fat and cheeks and wrinkles and bones. Guilty of having needs – genuine, messy, human needs. Guilty of having feelings that ricochet. Guilty of being angry and sad and sometimes attached. Guilty of needing help. Guilty of having a body that takes up space in the world. Guilty of having been hurt in ways we may never recover from. Guilty of being raped. Guilty of being hurt by the people who were supposed to protect us.

Toxic shame is the voice that tells you that you are worthless. I know now that one of the effects of untreated trauma on the body and mind is to make us ashamed; to make us believe that we are, and always will be, people to whom terrible things happen – people who deserve to be hunted. This is put best in Meera Atkinson’s Traumata: ‘Shame is often transmitted, paradoxically, by shameless acts, acts in which one person’s avoidance of shame demands another carry it.’

I haven’t stopped thinking about that sentence since I read it. Shame is transmitted. That’s exactly the right verb. Shame is passed from one human heart to another.

There is a moment in which one person decides to treat another with disrespect, decides to undermine that person’s humanity and make them feel worthless. And in that moment, the predator hands his victim shame, and they are forced to carry it. Because that is the moment they start believing that there is something rotten in them; something that explains or justifies the predator’s behaviour. We internalize the shame of a shameless act. It is the predator who has done the shameful thing, but they will never see it that way. Shame demands to be recognized, to be held. So because the predator refuses to hold it, we are forced to in his place. And it is from that moment onwards that we begin the project of trying to hide ourselves, so no one else can see the rottenness that the predator saw. Only the predator didn’t see the rottenness, he created the rottenness. He is the rottenness.

Atkinson says of the man who abused her: ‘I was ashamed for him yet it was not my shame.’

For me, that first transmission happened early in my life. I was nine when a man who was involved with my gymnastics club started sexually abusing me. His attention was my most precious thing. I adored him. He was truly godlike.

But he was quick to anger. If I did something wrong, or messed up one of my tricks, or tried to cut corners during training, he would scream at me. Really scream. He would yell and his eyes would water and his hands would flail about. I had no idea what it was about me that made him so angry.

But then when he was happy with me, it felt electric. The happiest I have ever felt. It was like magic. I wanted those moments so badly. I would have done anything to get more of them.

And when he was really happy with me, he would reward me with a private massage to soften my weary ankles and joints. And then those massages started to feel rotten. And then I was confused. I hated myself for making him angry, and I looked forward to the moments when I made him purr with pride. But then those moments started making me hate myself too.

I knew, I think, that the abuse was wrong. But I also knew that it was connected to his approval of me, and so I kept wanting it, even though I also didn’t.

When you are treated like this as a child, it is very, very difficult for a child’s brain to accept the fact that adults are not always good and caring. Especially if that adult happens to be one of your caregivers, which he essentially was to me. Because we cannot think of them as flawed, the only other cause for the bad behaviour must be us. We cannot say: This adult is bad. So instead we say: This adult is bad when they are around me, so I am bad. It’s the only way we can make sense of it.

I became ashamed, for him, but it was not my shame. After that, those moments of transmission came again and again. When I was raped at fifteen. When men would rip my hair out during sex or try to strangle me or whisper horrific slurs in my ear. When boys at school teased me about tampons and sex and called me crazy. When boyfriends yelled at me and made me feel like I was evil. Again and again and again the transmission happens, until the state of shame becomes chronic.

Recently I told my therapist about a dream I had.

I am getting ready for training one morning before school. I pull on my leotard and bike shorts and wrap thick strapping tape around my ankles. Then I am crouching on the floor in a room I do not recognize. I am huddled over myself, my small arms wrapped around my knees and pulling them tightly into my body. I look down at myself in the dream. I am about twelve.

I am screaming: I don’t want to go, I don’t want to go, I don’t want to go, don’t make me go, please don’t make me go.

An adult is standing over me, holding me, and saying: You don’t have to go.

And the dream ends.

When I told my therapist this, I thought about all the times I cried in the middle of the night thinking about going to training the next day. About all the times I cried in the gym toilets before braving the session. I wanted so badly for it to end. I wanted so badly to find a way out.

But I never, never said to anyone what I said in that dream. I never, never told anyone I didn’t want to go.

I just kept going, every day, again and again, swallowing my tears because I believed that I deserved the treatment I was getting from him.

I was the fly, and he was the bottle, and everything I knew to be true was refracted through his eyes.

I never left the gym, not until I injured myself so badly that my career ended. It was just after my rape. I hated it at the time, hated that my dreams had been crushed, hated that I had to leave. But when I think about it now, that injury seems cast in a different light. My mind wouldn’t let me speak up, wouldn’t let me say he’s hurting me, wouldn’t give me a way out. So my body did instead, and with that catastrophic injury, I was finally free.

Recently I told my therapist about another dream.

I am on a train, but one that looks like a hotel inside. I am sitting at a table, as an adult, drinking wine with this man, the man who abused me. Then, with no warning, we are off the train. Lying on the tracks together, as though we are about to get hit. As though these are our last moments.

He says: I’m sorry for what I did to you.

A long pause.

I say: Do you remember what happened on the train?

He says: Yes, I remember.

The dream made me think a lot about all the mixed-up memories I have of him. Some of them are clear, and I know that what happened was wrong. Some of them are less clear, and I still struggle to know what’s real.

It makes me think of the writer Clare Best’s words about her own sexual abuse at the hands of her father. ‘I cannot reach some memories, or can only partially reach them, and that’s both better and worse,’ she writes. ‘Better because I don’t know exactly what happened, worse also because I don’t know exactly what happened. Worse still because I know something toxic remains locked away.’

My therapist said something in that appointment that I keep coming back to.

You are always asking me what’s real, she said. You are always looking for proof, something to show you what happened and what didn’t happen.

I nodded.

But dreams are inventions of the subconscious. Every character in a dream is a part of ourselves. The man who abused you wasn’t actually in that dream, wasn’t in that conversation. It was just you. You talking to yourself.

Now say that dialogue again, she said, with that in mind. Say it out loud.

And I did.

Do you remember what happened on the train?

Yes, I remember.

In Healing the Shame that Binds You, Bradshaw says that when our lives get overtaken by chronic shame, we create a ‘false self’ to present to the world, one that we think is worthy.

Every story in this book is about how we learned the value of the false self, how we unlearned it, and the price we paid trying to attain it.

As the false self is formed, Bradshaw says, the authentic self goes into hiding. The false self is a masterpiece. Because the false self is an act of overcompensation for a part of us we believe to be damaged, he says, it is always more-than-human or less-than-human. ‘It is crucial to see that the false self may be as polar opposite as a super-achieving perfectionist or an addict in an alley,’ he writes.

Brené Brown says in her TED Talk that shame is an unbearable feeling, so we do whatever we can not to bear it. We escape it, we numb it, however we can. We become addicted to overachieving, to alcohol, to drugs, to sex, to toxic friendship, to starving ourselves, to hurting ourselves. These are all ways to numb shame. They are also, it seems to me, ways for the false self to punish us for being defective and carrying shame.

But Brown tells us something else that is very important about numbing shame: we cannot, no matter how hard we try, numb emotions selectively. If we allow ourselves to escape from shame, we also numb all the positive emotions we crave. We numb joy, love, safety, belonging, connection.

So the answer, I think, lies in finding a way to resist that escape. Brown says the best way to bear shame, without numbing it, is through empathy and connection. It’s striking to me that she wrote this sentence in her audiobook Men, Women and Worthiness, long before the current iteration of the movement against sexual harassment was born: ‘Want to know the two most powerful words when we are in struggle? Me too.’

It strikes me that the false self is also the key to understanding why I, and so many people in this book, struggle to know what is real and what is not; which parts of the world might be true and which are to be doubted.

Because we have always believed ourselves to be rotten and worthy of contempt, our own perceptions of the world are not to be trusted. All our lives we have been taught to lie in order to stay alive, and eventually we do not trust ourselves when we tell the truth.

My whole life has been either a paradox or a performance.

Gabor Maté, a physician and psychologist who works with addiction, eating disorders and other conditions brought on by shame, also has a groundbreaking theory.

Many long-term and chronic illnesses, including diabetes, dementia, autoimmune illnesses, arthritis and cancers can be a product of the impact of chronic and prolonged stress on the human body. In his book The Body Says No, he sets out a theory that almost all of those who develop these major illness have survived and suffered through physical or emotional trauma, and the stress carried in the body in the aftermath of this eventually causes disease.

This theory builds on Bessel van der Kolk’s idea of the body keeping the score. Maté extends this theory to suggest that all different types of chronic physical and emotional stress can lead to serious illness. Perfectionism, overachieving, addiction, anxiety – all these traits can eventually make us sick. That is to say: trauma does not have to be life-threatening or even panic-inducing to live on in the body. It can be all the small traumas, pulled together in a constellation over a life, that can show up on the flesh.

The false self is hard work. The body is constantly in a state of fight or flight, afraid of being found out, afraid of being hurt again. Trying to pretend to be more or less than we are. Trying to prove something to someone, anyone. That causes the immune system and the nervous system to overreact and then exhaust themselves, after a lifetime of all that invisible labour.

Smoking cannot cause lung cancer. For that statement to be scientifically accurate, every smoker would eventually get lung cancer. This is not the case. Smoking combines with a number of other factors, including stress, to build up a mosaic that eventually starts to look like lung cancer. That’s what Maté is saying. Of course chronic stress from trauma or from hiding doesn’t cause serious illness. But it could be the tipping point between a person who gets sick and a person who doesn’t. Did you know that, according to an article in Harvard Health Publishing by Laura Kiesel, ‘Women and Pain: Disparities in Experience and Treatment’, 70% of patients with long-term chronic pain conditions are women?

In some ways, Maté’s theory can be interpreted as victim blaming: the way we choose to live determines whether we will become sick with cancer or brain disease or diabetes. This is not Maté’s intention, nor is it how I read his research. But I’d like to add shame to this theory to further demonstrate why this research has nothing to do with how we choose to live.

All the behaviours Maté identifies – overwork, perfectionism, addiction, emotional repression – are all ways that we cope with chronic shame. They are all antidotes to feeling exposed, feeling excluded, feeling like a disappointment or feeling unrequited love. Those things are not personal failings, they are a symptom. They are just us coping with what has happened to our bodies in the best way – the only way – that we know how. They are ways that we keep the secrets of ourselves from the world. They are structural burdens; secrets we should never have to keep.

Here’s what I learned in the years of research and reporting to confirm my theory: #MeToo allowed so many of the previously uninitiated to understand, to finally believe, that those obvious violations truly damage us. That sexual assault and harassment are not victimless crimes. That each act of invasion and violence is criminal and dangerous.

But here is what we have yet to metabolize: it is not just about the crime, but also about the cover-up. It is the years and years and years of hiding that come after the assault.

Sometimes what hurts us the most is the aftermath, the everyday challenge of living in a body that has been damaged and disrespected and shamed in some way.

Sometimes it is an illness that takes years to manifest. Sometimes it is breast cancer, decades after the rape. Sometimes it is PTSD, after too many suicide attempts, unacknowledged until the attempts are fully realized.

Sometimes it is an eating disorder from which we never quite recover. Sometimes it is anxiety that keeps us awake at night, and the physical breakdowns that come with lack of sleep. Sometimes it is alcohol dependence, which leads us to stumble into the road or wake up covered in vomit or that leads us to not wake up at all. Sometimes it is opioids. Sometimes it is depression. Sometimes it is chronic loneliness, enforced by our inability to be seen.

Sometimes it is the life we lost to a pregnancy we didn’t feel able to terminate. Sometimes it is the life we lost to the child we wished we could have kept. Sometimes it is the life we lost to chronic pain that no one paid attention to.

Sometimes it is a death by a thousand paper cuts.

Here’s what I want next from #MeToo. I want to move on from the men we call monsters and start talking about the greyer space. The smaller acts of shame transmission. The ones we cannot pinpoint because they do not have a beginning or an end: a jury’s verdict, a healed bruise. They are just moments. They come and they go, and we think they don’t hurt us, but they do.

I want to move on from the men we call monsters because I am tired of talking about them. I want to talk about us.

I want to talk about the moments after the shame transmission, the whole life that is lived afterwards, and how all the other shame transmissions cumulate until the false self is a necessary weapon. I want to connect the emotionally abusive boyfriend that we make excuses for to the boy who came before him who was too pushy at the party and to the Tuesday morning wolf-whistler who came after. I want us to understand that carrying other people’s shame affects a whole life. I want us to keep watching the woman after the bad thing happens, after the secret has been locked away. I want us to see how it keeps affecting her even though she wishes it wouldn’t. I want to connect the rape to the illness to the aggressive Hinge date to the screaming argument with a man you thought you were safe with.

Because once we do that, once we focus on the lives we live afterwards, we will be able to understand one very important thing that we are currently missing. It is not just the monsters who hurt us.

OEBPS/image_rsrc2C3.jpg
‘Beautiful, unflinching and clear’  ‘An extraordinary achievement’
QOlivia Sudjic Sophie Mackintosh

m
bo
keeps
your
seCrets

Lucia Osborne-Crowley






OEBPS/image_rsrc2C4.jpg
MY BODY KEEPS
YOUR SECRETS

Dispatches on Shame
and Reclamation

LUCIA OSBORNE-CROWLEY

SSSSS





OEBPS/nav.xhtml

Table of contents

		Cover




Guide

		Cover






