My complex PTSD and how
I recovered from it
Written and illustrated by Michael Davitt
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The following story describes Michael's initial experiences of living with
complex Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (complex PTSD), how it was
diagnosed and how he started his recovery.
Michael was born in Cardiff and raised in the seaside town of Porthcawl.
He is can independent author, writing under the pseudonym Luke
Pemberton.
He kindly shared his story for PTSD Awareness Day.
Ccomplex PTSD is a condition where you experience some symptoms of
PTSD along with some additional symptoms such as feeling very angry
or distrustful towards the world, among many others.
Please note: the following story includes a reference to suicide.
The story starts in about 2015:

But I had a secret:

I almost always felt the
following:

Life felt a bit like this to me:
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Some of these thoughts were of an
X-rated, adult nature and were very
disturbing and upsetting.

In addition, I would often have
repetitive dreams about being
abandoned...

My general approach to the
problem at the time was as
follows:
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So I went online...
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After a few sessions with my
psychotherapist:
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After discussion and a fair amount of reflection, I started to realise that
deep down, my relationship with my mother was not as I had always
thought.

This caused me to feel intense shame. Shame is very different from
guilt. Guilt is, ‘I have done something bad’, whereas shame is, ‘I am
bad’. Shame is the key emotion, and we’ll look at this closely a little
later.
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In addition…

My mother also used me for emotional support when I was very young.
This was very confusing to say the least. This is known as maternal
enmeshment.
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It felt like this all the time: my mother and myself emotionally bound
together.

This sense of betrayal at an early age stuck with me, and had rather
comical effects later in life.
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Additionally, my emotional barriers were never really developed and
were trampled upon by my mother, meaning I became very
emotionally vulnerable and unable to properly protect myself
emotionally.

However, looking back...
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In therapy I also discussed my relationship with my father. My
experience with my mother meant I was somewhat more vulnerable
to feeling rejected by my father. It didn’t help that, as a child, my
relationship with him was characterised by the following types of
exchange:
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Or...
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It reached a point where I would create fantasy stories…

Then I thought that I had worked it out...
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My mother added to the unreality and inaccuracy of my image of my
father – this rather alien person who would on occasion suddenly
appear in my life – by sometimes using his image to threaten my
siblings and me.

As a result, I created a very distorted and threatening image of my father
in my mind. He looked a bit like this to me:

Apparently I would often scream and refuse to be in the same car as him
when I was very young.
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On reflection...

An image of being on a theatre stage in front of my extended family and
others often came to my mind.
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A child’s view is naturally ‘ego-centric’, so I blamed myself intensely for
my parent’s apparent disgust of me.

How I manage it and how depression links to it:
I undertook psychotherapy, or ‘talking therapy’, which is based on a
patient’s unconscious thoughts and interpretations that developed
during childhood.
You talk about anything you want to (dreams, fears, football etc) and the
therapist listens intently.

When I started doing therapy it felt like there was a huge granite block
in my mind that was standing in the way of my progress. It was a very
strange feeling.
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This granite block now feels about this big. It took a lot of effort but it
was so worth it.

Some of the issues and emotions I discussed in therapy included the
following:
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And…

I used a house as a metaphor for how I was feeling at the time, with a
view to ‘rebuilding’ it on much more solid foundations, from the cellar
all the way up to the attic.
Inside the cellar I found the ghosts of my childhood relationships with
my parents which I just had to face.

These ghosts and other fears / ’gas leaks’ often came to the upper floors
during my life and ‘haunted’ me.
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The idea of my therapy was to drill down through all these ‘floors’ and
then dig up the foundations and rebuild from the bottom up.

Anything else would have been like repainting the rooms without
fixing the ‘structural’ problems.

Through therapy and self-reflection I
realised the importance of trying to
connect emotionally with myself, and
especially with the small inner child
within ourselves that everyone has
inside of them.
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During this process…

Through therapy you bring all the repressed emotions, feelings and
memories from your subconscious back to your conscious self where
you can re-assess, re-interpret, understand and re-frame these in a
proper and rational manner. It’s a bit like recalling data from a
computer’s hard drive into its memory, where it can be used and
processed.
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I put my father on a huge pedestal when young, imagining he was this
perfectly confident person who had no doubts or weaknesses. I had to
gradually ‘de-construct’ this image of him in my mind to build a
realistic one.
This took an awful long time and a lot of mental effort to resize my
image of him so that I eventually saw him eventually on an equal
footing with me.
I then imagined confronting my parents about my fear of them and
frustration with then, and mentally practised asserting myself towards
them.

Imagining doing it as an adult is relatively easy, but then I found I had
to imagine myself as a small boy again, confronting them when I was
younger, all those years ago, as a scared child.
This was a lot more difficult but also very rewarding and liberating.
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My observations, experience and treatment of it
As you can see, I find it really helpful in drawing what I went through
and what I am going through.
I am well on the road to a proper recovery. I have even developed my
own acronym and five-step process, which I call the FRESH approach:

F

ind a suitable, qualified therapist (if you are not already seeing one
or have not already seen one). This step is a simple one, but it requires
courage, and is vital.

Record all your feelings by writing them down.
Examine your anxieties, fears, insecurities and doubts in detail.
Sketch and draw your thoughts to clarify and solidify your progress.
Harvest all of this information until you feel good about yourself
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