
Have you been, or are you being, 
emotionally/verbally abused?

Would you like to be heard ... 
in total anonymity?

Email lisa@onethousandtrees.com
for details on an upcoming project 

to raise awareness and 
offer hope and encouragement.



Metamorphosis: 
from the darkness of abuse to the light of empowerment

Metamorphosis: from the darkness of abuse to the light of empowerment is my own life
story, but it is also the story of so many of us, who are searching for meaning, connection,
fulfillment ... and a place in this life, that we can call home.

The book has been in the planning stages for several years now. It has taken me that amount
of time to get clear on exactly what I want to say, and how I want to say it. My personal story,
which was published in the first edition of Sharing: our stories, our selves, our success, is
part of it. But I have realized, over those years, that the emotional abuse I suffered was a
symptom of the underlying problem, not the cause.

And so ... I want to take it further, and try to create a light out of the darkness for so many
people who are struggling as a result of low self-esteem and/or emotional abuse ... the
nuances of which can be so subtle, but the effects of which are so powerful.

The book itself is scheduled to be published in June 2020, in recognition of World Narcissistic
Abuse Awareness Day (June 1) and National PTSD Awareness Day (June 27).

Because this will be an interactive project, I will be providing a questionnaire for those who
are struggling with low self-esteem or have experienced or are experiencing emotional
abuse.  I am also looking for contributions (“snippets of memories”) on various sub-topics.
Email me at lisa@onethousandtrees.com or send a private message on Facebook for more
information.

IMPORTANT NOTE: I am very well aware of the need for anonymity in many cases
of abuse. Those who choose to contact me online can be assured that their personal
information will be held in strictest confidence. No names will be provided in the book.
Those who are uncomfortable contacting me online, or for whom it is unsafe, can
contact me by mail at:

One Thousand Trees
3-304 Stone Road West

Suite 338
Guelph, ON  N1G 4W4



From Fear to Faith
by Lisa Browning

When I was a baby, I cried a lot. I was born in 1960, and the concept of scheduled feeding had just
been introduced as preferable to feeding on demand. My mother’s decision to follow her doctor’s
advice and incorporate this method into her care of me resulted in my frequently being hungry. And
because I cried as a result of that hunger, my mother was often frustrated. More often than not, when
my eleven-year-old sister returned home from school each day, my mother would thrust me into her
arms, saying “Take her. I can’t stand it anymore.” So, through no real fault of my mother’s, I was
deprived of two of the fundamental needs of a newborn – the safety and security of being loved and
held, and the safety and security of being fed when hungry. Instead, I was inadvertently treated as a
nuisance and a burden.

I never knew my mother’s mother, because she died before I was born. But I remember being told the
story of my mother frequently coming home, as a child in public school, to find her mother in a
darkened living room, with the curtains drawn, staring into nothingness.

My grandmother’s depression was passed on to my mother. From the time I, and my brother and
sister, were old enough to understand the spoken word, we were told “You are not on this earth to be
happy” and “Whatever can go wrong, will go wrong.” If we were laughing and playing ‘too much,’
we were told “You’re going to cry before you go to sleep.”

And so it was. I started my life with an inherent fear of happiness, and a deep-seated belief that I
would not get out of life what I needed to survive, let alone to thrive.

Growing up in a family of five, with an eleven-year age difference between me and my sister, and
fifteen years between me and my brother, I was often the "forgotten" one. When I was very little, my
family would gather for Sunday dinner around our large formal dining room table. Because I was so
small, in size and in voice, I was often unheard at that table of adults and teenagers. When dinner
was finished, but conversation still continued, I would usually crawl under the dining room table,
hoping against all hope that someone would notice that I was missing. No one ever did. And so ... I
became far more serious than I needed to be. Play took a back seat to the "more important" jobs of
getting things done. I figured, if I excelled, I would become worthy of attention.

My creativity was thwarted in kindergarten. I remember, as clearly as if it were yesterday, the day I
got up during naptime, and happily stirred the vibrantly-coloured tempera paints, lined up in cans
on the painting easels at the back of my classroom. My punishment for this indiscretion was to bring
my blanket to the middle of the room, and serve my naptime while my classmates moved on to their
post-nap activity. Their snickers and pointing fueled my embarrassment and sense of shame.

In grade one, I was chastised by my teacher for holding the scissors the wrong way, and sucking on
my hair. In grade three, I was recruited to lunchtime detention because I was talking in line, waiting
for the entry bell to ring. I didn’t show up for that detention, and I went through the remainder of the
school year in terror, wondering when Mrs Freeman would track me down and punish me further
for failing to serve my time.



By grade four, my deep-seated sense of shame was fully a part of my psyche, and yet I still displayed
sporadic attempts at bravery, however short-lived. The day I proudly wore fluorescent blue nail polish,
as was the fashion statement of the time, but scratched it off each nail when I was teased by a couple
of classmates intent on embarrassing me, was the day I surrendered my own sense of self to the ‘more
worthy’ opinions of my peers.

I continued through public school with the subconscious belief that my only worth lay in my
accomplishments. I was an A student, always the first to turn in assignments, and never coming to
school without all homework being completed, neatly and with headings underlined with ruler-
straight coloured lines ... a double line for the title, a single line for the date.

My mother’s depression took on a manic component and, by the time I reached high school, I never
knew what would greet me when I arrived home at the end of the day. One bright, sunny afternoon
in grade 9, I came home in a particularly cheerful mood. 

“Hi Mom,” I called out when I walked through the front door.

“You’re mad at me,” came the response.

“I’m not mad at you,” I replied.

“Yes, you are.”

“No ... I’m not.”

This exchange continued until I could no longer contain my frustration. “I am not mad at you!”

I will never forget the look of satisfaction on my mother’s face as she said “See, I told you that you
were mad at me.”

I became uncomfortable when my life was going well. “Whatever can go wrong, will go wrong.” In
order to stay true to this deep-seated belief, I found ways to self-destruct in the midst of any success.

“Who am I to be brilliant, gorgeous, talented, and fabulous?” 
~Marianne WIlliamson

I became paranoid, conjuring up worst-case scenarios at every turn of the road. When I became
involved in my first serious relationship, I used three different forms of birth control, but still panicked
each month, convincing myself that I was pregnant. When that ‘reality’ failed to come to fruition, I
convinced myself that I had contracted AIDS, despite the fact that I never once engaged in risky
behaviour.

In first-year university, I met the first in a series of abusive partners. He was athletic, popular, and
incredibly good-looking. I never understood why he chose to be with me. The longer we stayed
together, the more emotionally distant he became.



We attended different universities, in different cities. Most Fridays, I took the bus to his university
town so we could spend the weekend together. He rarely came to me.

One Saturday evening, we went out with a group of friends to have a few drinks and watch a band
at the university pub. Out of the blue, he pointed to a good-looking girl at the next table. “I tried to
get her into bed,” he announced proudly.

“When was that?” I asked, thinking he would tell me it happened the previous year, before he and I
were a couple.

“Last weekend,” he replied, just as proudly.

I ran to the bathroom and cried. A girl I didn’t know asked me what was wrong. When I told her what
had happened, she said simply “Dump him. You deserve better than that.” I stayed in the relationship.

Things between us went from bad to worse. He made it abundantly clear that he didn’t want me
around and, the more he showed me how little I meant to him, the more I tried desperately to prove
my worth. The epitome of my shame came one Sunday night when I pretended to get on the bus, but
hid in the basement of his residence. When everyone in the building had returned to their dorm rooms,
I made my way quietly to his room. Just as I was about to turn the doorknob, I heard him tell his
roommate “I’m trying to let her down easy.”

Anger trumped humiliation. “You bastard!” I screamed at the still-closed door. I spent the night in
the same basement room in which I had previously hid, and caught the first bus back to university
the next morning. I never heard from him again.

After a series of unhealthy and unfulfilling relationships, I got engaged. My fiancé was an alcoholic,
with very little education and no goals or interests that jived with my own. When friends or family
commented on these realities, I replied “Well, at least he doesn’t hit me.”

The marriage didn’t last for long. I tolerated his drinking and his resultant neglect of me, until my
daughter was born. We had been in counselling for many months, but he continued to live in denial,
stating that there was nothing wrong with him, and that I was the one with all the problems. I finally
came to the sad conclusion that I had no choice but to end the marriage. We divorced when my
daughter was two years old. I spent the next few years alone, licking my wounds and devoting my
life to raising my daughter on my own.

I marrried my second husband four years after my first marriage ended. Because I wanted to avoid
making the same mistakes twice, my fiancé and I went for pre-marital counselling with two different
counsellors, to ensure we were on the right track. My family was pleased, as “he” presented himself
as caring, kind, and considerate. The night before our wedding, I saw a side of him I’d never seen
before. He was cruel and cold, and I was scared to death. I should have cancelled the wedding, but I
didn’t want to disappoint those who were looking forward to the celebration. I went through with
the ceremony. At the reception, he got very drunk. It was the first time I’d ever seen him that way. I
was embarrassed, but tried to make light of it, to ease the discomfort of our guests.



Our honeymoon was a nightmare. It was as if I was spending time with a complete, psychopathic
stranger. 

Back at home, he often left the house, choosing to spend the night or the weekend with a female
“friend.” Eventually, the weekends turned into weeks. Ever the dutiful wife, I prepared a week’s
worth of single-serve casseroles, and left them on the front porch for him to pick up. He never entered
the house to say hi, or thank you. He simply took his food for the week, and went back to Connie.

It was only when he became abusive to my six-year-old daughter, taunting her like a nasty child
would do, that I asked him to leave for good.

He knew I would have to put my house up for sale, as I would not be able to continue making the
payments on my own. When he walked out the front door, he looked me in the eye and said “I hope
you end up on the street.”

Someone once told me that people who did horrible things (ie Adolf Hitler, Paul Bernardo) should
not be given notoriety by having their names immortalized, but rather should remain nameless. It is
a good point. And so, the men featured in the following vignettes from my life and relationships are
nameless. They know who they are, and that is all that matters.

Before “he” met me, he had purchased a pair of floor vases, each standing about two feet tall. When we moved
in together, they graced either side of our fireplace. One Christmas, as I prepared to change the vases for two
Christmas violins, I left them on the kitchen floor, ready to be taken downstairs for the season. My dog knocked
one of them over, and it broke. 

He was absolutely livid. As his screaming reached a fever pitch, I knew it was best for me to leave the house. He
followed me out to the garage, with the broken vase raised over his head, threatening to hit me with it. “Go
ahead,” I said, calling his bluff. He lowered the vase and stormed back into the house.

I went for a drive, and tried to calm down. When I returned to the house a couple hours later, all was quiet. He
was up in his office, on the computer. On the kitchen table was a large pile of broken pottery. I recognized it as
the remains of a sculpture a friend had brought me back from Africa ... a piece that held great sentimental value
for me. The pieces were so small that it was obvious he had taken a hammer to it.

“What in the hell did you do?” I asked him with incredulity.

He looked at me with smug satisfaction as he said “The dog did it.”

* * *

The first punch was so severe that I fell to the floor. Unaccompanied by words, the sound of the impact echoed
through the house. I looked up in terror as “he” approached me. No longer silent, he orchestrated verbal insults
with kicks and punches. I put my hands over my head to shield myself, but I could not avoid the incessant blows.

The assault lasted several minutes, and I dissolved in a flood of tears. His final words as he left were “You
deserved it. You had a glass of wine at dinner.”



When I knew I was alone, I got off the floor and went to the bathroom to inspect the damage. I had scrapes and
bruises over my arms and legs, and an emptiness in my eyes. The most frightening injury, however, was the
ringing in my ears. I washed my face and climbed into bed.

The next morning I awoke gradually, willing the previous night to be only a dream. The ringing in my ears had
stopped and I had a brief moment of relief. When I fully awakened, however, relief turned to dread as I realized
I couldn’t hear out of my left ear.

I went to the hospital and sat in the emergency waiting room. I had never before noticed how many of the posters
on the walls addressed the topic of domestic violence. I fought back tears as I realized that I was now one of the
statistics. I imagined never being able to hear the glorious choral music that formed part of my weekly church
services, or the sound of my daughter’s theatrical and vocal performances that I loved so much. I was terrified.

“You have a perforated ear drum,” the doctor said, without emotion. I wondered at his complacency. Was he
unwilling to venture into the dangerous territory of physical abuse, or had he become numbed to a situation
that he saw far too frequently?

“Am I going to get better?” Unlike my anxiety, my voice was small.

“Yes,” the doctor replied. “It will take a few months to fully recover, but you will regain your hearing.” This
time, I allowed my emotions, and my tears, to flow freely. I thanked the doctor, and I left.

* * *

We had spent the day in Niagara-on-the-Lake. On the drive down, “he” didn’t say a word to me. As we walked
along the streets, he was always three feet in front of me. When we sat down to lunch at a local restaurant patio,
he flirted with the waitress, and totally ignored me.

When we returned to Mississauga, he stopped at a corner store. While I waited in the car, I opened the glove
compartment, as I knew there was always gum in there, and my mouth was dry. In the glove compartment, still
in the envelope, was a birthday card. I opened it, wondering who it was from and wondering, even more, why it
was not brought into the house and put on the mantel with all his other cards. “Hope you have a wonderful
day! Love Nancy.” I put the card back in its envelope, and closed the glove compartment.

“Who’s the card from?” I asked him when he returned to the car. 

“What card?” He tried to act nonchalant, but his eyes displayed his discomfort.

I opened the glove compartment. “That card,” I pointed.

Minutes of hesitation, and then he said coldly “Nancy.”

“When did you see Nancy?” I asked. When we had first started dating, he told me he would never go out with
a female friend without me, because he didn’t want me to think there was anything going on behind my back. I
was touched by the gesture, however unnecessary I thought it was ... at the time.



He could no longer contain his frustration. “I met her on the street last week. I pulled up to the corner where
she was, she handed me the card, and I left.”

I knew it was a lie. 

When we got home, I went out to the backyard and called my sister, wanting a second opinion. “Do you think
it’s strange?” I asked, after telling her what had happened.

Suddenly, I saw the lights go on in our unfinished basement. “You’re done,” he sneered into the phone extension,
and ripped the phone cord out of the wall.

I knew there was going to be trouble, so I quickly weighed my options. I could go to the kitchen, where I had left
my purse, but that would mean crossing his path as he returned from the basement. I opted to run to the master
bedroom, which had a lock on the door.

I managed to get there just before he caught up to me, and I locked the door. He banged on it so hard that he
shattered the wood surrounding the lock, but the door remained intact so he could not get in to the room. “If I
get to you, I’ll do far worse to you than I did to the door,” he threatened.

A group of neighbours were outside in the driveway, chatting amicably. I opened the window and asked them to
call the police.

Several minutes later, a SWAT team arrived, and I was taken out of the house through the upstairs window.
Safely in a police car, I waited.

One of the officers knocked on the front door, and “he” answered, and looked around in feigned amazement.
“What in the world happened?” he asked. “I’ve been in my office all evening.”

* * *

One spring, I attended a wellness weekend at a local resort. After participating in workshops and
seminars with a variety of inspirational speakers, I went home armed with a new sense of hope and
purpose. I looked forward to repairing the brokenness of my current relationship, and joining with
“him” in creating a life of purpose and joy.

After telling him about my weekend, and sharing my optimism and excitement, he looked at me with
disdain and said “You are on a spiritual path of wellness ... and I want no part of it.”

I was stunned. I could not understand how anyone could denounce a life of wellness, no matter the
path it took to get there. And yet, I did not leave. I suffered through many more months of emotional
and verbal abuse, without fully understanding the damage that was being done. 

This type of abuse is insidious. Little by little, the abuser chips away at the self-esteem of the abused,
until only a shell of the former self remains. Because the scars are invisible, the abuse is often ignored
or downplayed. “At least he doesn’t hit me.”



I was often told that I expected too much from other people. Over time, I learned to expect nothing,
even though I secretly longed for someone I could trust wholeheartedly, without fear of abandonment
or betrayal. I put up with far more than I should have, feeling powerless to change the life I found
myself living.

Despite all of this, I managed to hold on to a fine thread of dignity and determination. “Weebles
wobble but they don’t fall down.” The jingle from a commercial for those pre-school toys danced in
my head. I drafted a story entitled “My Life as a Weeble.” I knew, in some secluded part of my psyche,
that all roads were leading to my highest good. 

My health suffered. I was severely dehydrated and malnourished, and I lived a life of hyper-vigilance,
not eating, and rarely sleeping.

When we had decided to move in together, we needed to downsize, in terms of the duplicate furniture
we owned. Because his furniture was newer than mine, my furniture was either sold or given away. 

When the relationship was nearing its inevitable conclusion, I was not allowed to sit on the couch in
the family room. “It’s my couch, and I don’t want you sitting on it,” he said. He even went so far as
to dismantle the bed in the master bedroom. “It’s my bed, and I don’t want you sleeping in it.” I slept
on the floor, like a dog, while he slept in a comfortable bed in the guest room.

“We all have our breaking point, when our heart will finally have enough of being lied to and
will shut off. It will hurt but it knows when it's time to move on.” 

- unknown 

I was out for dinner with a friend. During the course of our conversation, she mentioned nonchalantly
“So, I see “he” has a girlfriend.”

”He,” in an act of either stupidity or cruelty, had posted this new relationship on his Facebook profile,
while at the same time telling me he was committed to mending our relationship.

I was sitting at the kitchen table when he walked in the front door. “How’s Valerie?” I asked, my
words laced with cold venom.

He knew then that the end had come. The process of separating was brutal, as his manipulation and
cruelty reached its peak. Legal, financial and health issues brought me to my knees, and I ended up
in the hospital under “suicide watch.”

The weekend before I was admitted, I had made arrangements to visit friends out of town, and was
looking forward to having Easter dinner with them. Easter morning, my brother came to visit me in
the hospital, and brought me a lily. The nurses immediately confiscated it, as ‘Form 1’ patients were
not allowed to have “foreign” items in their rooms. My silent tears spoke to the nurse on duty, and
she brought the lily back, and placed it on the table in my room so I could look at it.



The doctors wanted to admit me to the local “psych” hospital, but I refused. My perfectionistic self
would not allow myself the ‘luxury’ of time off work, and complete attention to self. I did, however,
agree to out-patient status.

“Fat slut, ugly bitch. 
You’re not worth the breathing space to even consider.” 

~the man who shall be nameless

Abused No More

Sitting on a front porch that will soon no more be mine,
Thinking of all the dreams we shared until you crossed the line,
Wondering how you could have done the things you did to me,
Praying that I’m granted eyes to see what you must see.

I never thought you could become the monster you became.
You were so kind and loving from the day I heard your name.
How could you throw away a love so precious and so rare?
How could you walk away again, confirming you don’t care?
I said I’d never let another bring me down again.
You came so close I almost thought I’d truly gone insane.
But I am strong and will get through the anger and the fear,
And I will be the better one. I’m sorry for you, dear.

You need some help before you take another victim in.
There is no shame in getting help. Denying is the sin.
So for your sake, your children’s too, please make that crucial call.
You’ve lost our dream and, with no help, you’ll surely lose it all.

I wish our story could have had a very different end. 
You were the one I counted on as confidant and friend.
But when the past is ever-near, the present can’t survive.
Now that you’re gone, my mind is clear. I truly am alive!

* * *

It took me almost two years to get to a point where I no longer believed that the world was out to get
me, that the earth would eventually open up and swallow me whole. With the help of an amazing
therapist, and the support of wonderful friends, I reclaimed my power. I became the creator of my
life, rather than the victim of people and situations, or forces beyond my control.

In previous years, I had struggled with my faith. Although I loved my church and, more importantly,
the people I encountered there, I became more and more disillusioned with the dogma that was being
put forth. I didn’t believe in the resurrection, I didn’t believe that Lazarus was raised from the dead,
and I didn’t believe that Jesus walked on water.



I left the church, because I knew I could no longer stand proudly and recite the Apostles’ Creed. When
I discovered a correlation between spirituality and faith, I returned, to the open arms of a community
I consider to be family.

Are you a victim or a creator?

I don’t remember where I first heard the question, but I know it resonated with me. For so long, I
considered myself a victim, and my struggles with my faith did nothing to change that belief. Over
the years, however, I came to understand that we are all a part of “God.” We are all creators, as God
is Creator. This feeling comes to me most strongly as I walk my dog through the wetlands surrounding
my subdivision. 

I am a creator, not a victim.

Sometimes, I still have to stop berating myself for not having left sooner, for wasting so much time.
What could I have done, had I known then what I know now? The question threatens to haunt me.
So, now, I choose to change the question. What will I do in the future, knowing what I know today?
Life today is beautiful. I surround myself with creative people who affirm me, and I take great pleasure
in helping others find their own path of empowerment and joy. I spend as much time as I can in
nature, because it is there that I am grounded, and receive my strength.

I am no longer that scared little girl, hiding under the dining room table. I am out, speaking my truth
to any and all who care enough to listen.


