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One 

What It Feels Like to Live 
with a Trauma Survivor 

Lucy was reaching the end of her willpower. It had been almost 6 
months since Ed got back from his deployment to Afghanistan. He 
had been part of an engineering crew, and his reports back from 
Afghanistan had been generally okay. She knew he had been afraid 
the whole time, and knew that there were three or four events that 
really shook him up. But 6 months? When he first got back, he 
seemed relieved to be home, but then he started pulling away from 
her and the kids. He told her that his superiors in the National 
Guard had recommended they take about 30 days to transition 
back to civilian life, but he kept asking for more time. It didn’t seem 
like he was trying to get a job or get out and be more active, and she 
was starting to lose her patience. How much more would she have 
to put up with? 

Maggie and Ian were concerned about their daughter, Tess, but 
didn’t know what to do. Tess had been sexually assaulted by three 
men while she was away at college. Maggie and Ian had watched 
their usually outgoing and happy girl slowly recede into a shell, and 
it didn’t seem like there was anything they could do to help. She 
had returned to school, but her grades had dropped and she didn’t 
seem to be taking care of herself. They tried to visit as often as they 
could, but she didn’t seem interested in spending time with anyone. 
They had even tried calling the college’s health center on their own, 
but the person on the phone told them there was nothing the college 
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 10 UNDERSTANDING POSTTRAUMATIC STRESS 

could do if Tess didn’t come in on her own. Maggie and Ian wanted 
to take care of their daughter but they felt helpless. 

Juan was tired all day but couldn’t sleep at night. It didn’t help that 
most nights Estelle either was tossing and turning or she was not 
in the bed at all. But even when the bedroom was quiet, he would 
lie awake at night and worry. Would their marriage always be like 
this? Could it ever go back to the way it was? Worst of all, he 
couldn’t stop blaming himself for all of it. He was supposed to pro­
tect his wife; if he had been there, she wouldn’t have been attacked. 
And he should know what to do now to help her. But everything he 
said or did seemed to backfire and just make Estelle either angrier 
or sadder. 

When your loved one is traumatized, the experience and your 
loved one’s reactions to it can affect your life and your relationship— 
your lives together—in many ways. You probably have a lot of unan­
swered questions and may feel confused, frustrated, even frightened by 
what the future might hold. Can you identify with any of the follow­
ing responses that we often see in the loved ones of survivors? 

“It doesn’t make sense.” 

Loved ones often feel a sense of confusion about the trauma survivor’s 
response to the situation. As noted earlier, Joe couldn’t understand 
why Tom was so affected by the car crash. It didn’t make sense to him 
that Tom could be that bothered by a crash he had walked away from. 
Joe thought he should have been relieved to come home. Maureen felt 
similar confusion when her husband, Ralph, returned from a deploy­
ment to Bosnia in 1997. She could understand how he might have been 
bothered by the terrible things he saw, but it made no sense to her that 
he didn’t just get over it and move on with his life. And why wouldn’t 
he talk about what happened when he was there? She could take it. 
After all, she had grown up in a big city, with all sorts of bad things 
happening all the time. 

Friends and family of trauma survivors often cannot understand 
why their loved one can’t seem to “get over” an incident from the 
past, even one that was traumatic. They may have little understanding 
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11 Living with a Trauma Survivor 

of what actually happened because the survivor is not willing to talk 
about the trauma. They may not understand why his difficulties won’t 
go away and might even get worse over time. 

“I never know who will show up.” 

Friends and loved ones of survivors of trauma often report that they 
can never predict what sort of mood the survivor will be in from one 
minute to the next. Susan, whose husband, Jerry, had served in the 
Gulf War, said that his mood changed almost from minute to minute. 
She had no way to know what would affect him: “Sometimes when 
we are out with friends, Jerry is talkative and sociable. Other times, 
he stays in a corner or outside and asks me to leave after just a few 
minutes. I never know who will show up.” She used go along with 
whatever he was up for, but after a while she became frustrated at not 
seeing their friends, so she would drive him home and then return to 
the gathering by herself. This meant they spent less time together, and 
she was not sharing good times with him. Susan was feeling more and 
more distant from Jerry. 

At times there may be clear causes, or “triggers,” of the trauma 
survivor’s angry, irritable, or isolating mood. For example, Susan knew 
that if Jerry saw a movie about war he would probably be in a bad mood 
for the rest of the day. Similarly, Jenny knew that no matter what sort 
of mood Marcus was in when they got to a family function, if someone 
asked him about his time in Iraq he would suddenly become quiet and 
sad. At other times, there may be no clear trigger for the irritability or 
isolation. It seemed to Juan that sometimes Estelle would wake up in a 
bad mood. She would start the day angry or unresponsive, before any­
thing had even happened. If the trauma survivor in your life seems to 
get upset out of the blue, for no clear reason that you can see, you may 
feel that you can’t predict what sort of mood he will be in from one 
minute to the next. 

“I’m walking on eggshells.” 

Trauma survivors often show extreme emotional sensitivity, so that 
even little things can upset them. As a result, family members often 
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12 UNDERSTANDING POSTTRAUMATIC STRESS 

find themselves “tiptoeing around” in an effort to cause the survivor 
as little distress as possible. To avoid upsetting the survivor, they try 
not to burden her with requests, chores, or phone calls. They also may 
try to be very careful about what they say and how they say it because 
they don’t want to suffer the consequences of having made their loved 
one angry. One man described this as “walking on eggshells” because 
he had to be so careful around his wife. Marion quickly learned that 
talking about the economy, the news, or her hopes and dreams about 
college upset her father, Marcus. So she learned to focus their conversa­
tions on sports and to choose her words carefully. 

Perhaps the most unfortunate consequence of “walking on egg­
shells” is that the family member takes over most of the household 
chores and duties. Jeff, whose wife, Emily, had been in a bad car acci­
dent, realized in the months after the crash that paying the bills got 
Emily agitated for what seemed like days. So he gradually started pay­
ing all of the bills in addition to his other chores. When 6 months had 
passed since the crash, Jeff also was cleaning everything in the house 
and maintaining the cars. As much as he cared for Emily and wanted 
her to feel better, he started to resent the fact that he was carrying the 
entire burden of running the house. 

“He gets angry at the drop of a hat. I can’t 
take it anymore.” 

Loved ones can find it challenging to cope with the moodiness and 
anger that some trauma survivors display on a daily basis. They often 
talk about the frustration and powerlessness they feel. Instead of 
withdrawing and walking on eggshells around the trauma survivor, 
some family and friends may do just the opposite and interact with 
the survivor in aggressive ways. You may have noticed that the trauma 
survivor in your life can get angry very quickly. If the survivor feels 
trapped and does not think she has any other way to maintain a sense 
of control in her life, aggression may be the only way she can feel 
powerful. It is difficult to stay calm when someone is yelling at you, so 
you may have fallen into a similar pattern of aggression when respond­
ing to the survivor. Wanda’s husband, Nadim, had been mugged and 
beaten one summer night. By winter he had become sullen and with­
drawn. To Wanda, he seemed to communicate only by yelling at her. 
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13 Living with a Trauma Survivor 

Eventually, she had had enough and started yelling back. On two sepa­
rate occasions, neighbors had called the police after hearing shouting 
and crashing sounds from their apartment. 

“What possibly could have happened?” 

You might not know exactly what happened to the trauma survivor 
in your life, and that might make it really hard to understand how 
she is being affected by the trauma. When the trauma survivor does 
not confide in you, you may feel distrusted, hurt, and frustrated. For 
example, Sean knew that his sister, Kate, had been working at the fac­
tory when one of the massive steam-heaters blew and a lot of people 
were burned. But the news reports had been vague as to how badly 
they were hurt. Kate had been on the other side of the factory at the 
time but somehow ended up with minor burns. When Sean called to 
ask her what had happened, she only stammered, “I tried to help” and 
then hung up the phone. In the two months since then, she had not 
been back to work and had hardly spoken to anyone. Sean couldn’t 
make sense of what she was going through; he kept asking himself, 
“What possibly could have happened?” 

You may be wondering the same thing. Trauma survivors often 
are reluctant to talk about what they experienced. The people who 
care about them are left wondering what they went through and why 
it bothers them so much. You may even have directly asked the survi­
vor to tell you what happened, only to have him refuse to talk about 
it. This may have left you not only confused about the trauma but also 
struggling to understand why he wouldn’t trust you enough to share 
what happened. This can be a frustrating process. You want to help 
and to understand, but the survivor seems totally unwilling to open up 
and you feel left in the dark. 

“I don’t want to know!” 

Loved ones often feel horrified by the events the survivor experi­
enced. When Marcus communicated with Jenny while he was in Iraq, 
he updated her on the kinds of things his unit was doing. They were 
involved in some combat operations but often worked with civilians. 
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14 UNDERSTANDING POSTTRAUMATIC STRESS 

One of the things Marcus told Jenny he enjoyed most was interacting 
with local families, especially the children. They made him think of his 
own family, and he felt more connected to the Iraqis. But then Marcus 
seemed to stop talking about civilians. He mentioned at one point that 
there had been a blast in a marketplace but didn’t give a lot of detail. 
His sudden reluctance to share his experiences with Jenny confused 
her. She wanted to ask him what had happened in that explosion, but 
she realized that she was scared to hear the answer. What if children 
had been hurt or killed? She couldn’t bear the idea of young people 
being involved in a war. She had a hard time imagining her husband, 
with two beautiful kids of his own, seeing children injured or killed. 
She found herself dreading calls from Marcus and hoping he wouldn’t 
talk about what was happening over there because she was not sure she 
could handle it. Whenever he did talk about specific events, she would 
think to herself, “I don’t want to know! Don’t tell me!” 

You may want desperately to help the trauma survivor in your life, 
but you also may want to remain in the dark about what he went through. 
Hearing about very distressing events, especially when they happened 
to someone you care about, can cause you to think more about those 
events than you otherwise might have. You also might struggle with 
anger, sadness, and helplessness when you think about exactly what 
happened to your loved one. You might find yourself, as Jenny had, 
thinking that you really don’t want to know what happened to the per­
son you care about. You may hope that she doesn’t try to tell you. Juan 
knew from her bruises that Estelle had been physically attacked during 
the assault. Images of two men grabbing and punching her came into 
his mind when he least expected it, and he found them very upsetting. 
He felt horrible when he thought about his wife, who would never hurt 
a fly, suffering at the hands of complete strangers. When the police 
came to ask Estelle some follow-up questions, Juan wanted to stay with 
her for support. But he found it too hard and realized he didn’t want to 
hear the details about what happened that night. 

“What am I doing wrong?” 

When the loved ones of trauma survivors do not know about the effects 
of trauma, they may blame themselves for the survivor’s behavior. This 
can lead to feelings of guilt. When her boyfriend Charlie came back 
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15 Living with a Trauma Survivor 

from Afghanistan, Meagan knew from what she saw on TV that he 
would probably have nightmares and flashbacks. But no one told her 
that survivors of trauma often avoid other people and have difficulty 
experiencing feelings like love or happiness. As Charlie withdrew and 
seemed to have no emotional response to her, she started to wonder 
why. This didn’t seem related to his flashbacks so she started to won­
der whether she was doing or saying something to drive him away. 
As much as she tried to draw him closer, he never seemed to respond 
to her with the love he showed her before his deployment. She asked 
herself over and over, “What am I doing wrong?” 

Not knowing the extent of trauma’s effects, Meagan did what many 
loved ones of trauma survivors do. She assumed Charlie’s behavior was 
the result of something she was doing, so she tried to fix it. This often 
led to her feeling frustrated and hopeless; no matter what she changed 
or tried, Meagan couldn’t get Charlie to act the way he had before he 
was deployed. After a few months, Meagan left Charlie, less because of 
how he treated her than because of how she thought he felt about her. 
You may feel so confused about changes in the trauma survivor that you 
blame yourself for the problems that he is having now. Unfortunately, 
blaming yourself not only leads to feeling guilty for something you did 
not do but also makes you think it is your responsibility to change the 
survivor, which places an almost impossible burden on you. 

“We’re not as close as we used to be.” 

Trauma survivors often isolate themselves from their loved ones. As a 
result, even their closest family and friends feel as though they have 
grown worlds apart from the survivor. This loss of intimacy can be 
devastating for loved ones. Despite the fact that he spent most of his 
free time at his brother’s house, Joe didn’t feel close to Tom. It seemed 
like they barely talked even when they were together. Tom didn’t seem 
comfortable opening up anymore. This was hard for Joe to take. As 
brothers, they had always been each other’s best friend, and had always 
told each other everything. It felt weird that Tom never came up to visit 
him, even though Joe was willing to drive to see Tom at a moment’s 
notice. Joe felt like the relationship had become a one-way street. 

Even if the trauma survivor doesn’t completely isolate herself from 
her loved ones, her intimate relationships may suffer. A spouse may 



Cop
yri

gh
t ©

 20
11

 The
 G

uil
for

d P
res

s

 

              
 
 

          
 

 

 

 

  

16 UNDERSTANDING POSTTRAUMATIC STRESS 

become more distant, a son may interact less with his father, or, as in the 
case of Joe and Tom, one brother may no longer trust in and open up to 
the other. Many trauma survivors say they can feel alone even in a room 
full of people. Loved ones and family are often aware of the trauma sur­
vivor’s detachment, and they may even feel the same way themselves. 
Even if you see the trauma survivor often or live with her, you may feel 
as though the two of you have lost the intimacy you once had. 

“We don’t see anyone anymore.” 

The isolation of trauma survivors can gradually shrink the worlds of 
those who care about them. This is especially the case for family mem­
bers who live with trauma survivors or spend a lot of time with them. 
When the two brothers were invited to family events, Tom would call 
Joe and ask him to come spend the day at his house. Joe would be put 
in the position of either not visiting with family or refusing to see his 
brother. He started to feel like whatever he did would be wrong. Sim­
ilarly, Marion knew her father got very uncomfortable when people 
asked him about Iraq. She felt terrible when Marcus left family gather­
ings alone, so she started going home with him so he would have com­
pany. She was spending much less time with her cousins and grandpar­
ents than she would like in order to make sure her father wasn’t alone. 

In the case of couples such as Juan and Estelle, the isolation of 
the survivor can result in isolation of the partner. The survivor avoids 
activities that the couple usually did together, and the partner, unac­
customed to doing those things alone, also stops participating in those 
activities. Juan realized that they saw fewer and fewer of their friends 
as a result of Estelle’s desire to avoid social gatherings. Juan was con­
cerned about Estelle and did not like leaving her home alone. As a 
result, he soon lost contact with most of his friends. When he com­
plained to Estelle, “We don’t see anyone anymore,” she seemed com­
pletely unconcerned. 

“I’m not getting my sleep.” 

Loved ones of trauma survivors may suffer from sleep disruption. If 
you share a bed with a trauma survivor, chances are you have noticed 
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17 Living with a Trauma Survivor 

that he doesn’t sleep well. This may be affecting your sleep, too. You 
may wake up during the night when your loved one tosses and turns. 
If the trauma survivor has nightmares, you may wake up when she 
moves around or makes noise. Jenny was startled out of a sound sleep 
when Marcus cried out next to her. She asked him what was wrong, but 
he just kept yelling. When she couldn’t understand what he was saying 
and he didn’t respond to her, she realized he was asleep and having a 
bad dream. The next morning he didn’t remember dreaming at all. 

Your sleep may be disrupted by the trauma survivor even if you 
don’t share a bed because the survivor may have nighttime habits or 
routines that keep you awake. Keith and Ellie’s son, Todd, stayed with 
them after he returned from Iraq while he was trying to find a job. 
Todd didn’t feel safe at night and usually stayed up all night to watch 
the house. He also watched TV all night to distract himself from bad 
thoughts that bothered him when the house was quiet. The house 
was small, so Todd’s nighttime activity disturbed Ellie’s sleep. Ellie 
and Keith struggled with Todd to try to find a compromise that would 
allow them all to get the rest they needed. 

“When is it my time?” 

Often, family members of trauma survivors sacrifice their own goals, 
enjoyment, and friendships to accommodate the survivor. This can 
lead to feelings of resentment. After Ed returned from Afghanistan 
he was unable to work due to his symptoms, so his wife, Lucy, took 
a second job so they wouldn’t lose their home. Before the accident at 
work, Sandy and Gary had agreed that in the spring semester Sandy 
would take night classes toward an advanced degree that could lead to 
a promotion at work. But with Gary unable to work due to injuries and 
nightmares, they couldn’t afford the tuition for her degree program. So 
Sandy canceled her registration at the community college and put her 
plans off indefinitely. 

The family and friends of survivors of trauma often feel hurt, 
angry, and disregarded as a result of the sacrifices they make. They may 
feel anger at society in general for not recognizing them, or resentful 
toward the survivor for missed opportunities in their own lives. It can 
seem unfair that the survivor receives sympathy and special treatment 
and is allowed time to recover, while the family member labors with­
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18 UNDERSTANDING POSTTRAUMATIC STRESS 

out recognition to keep the family afloat. The uncertainty about when 
they will have the chance to live their lives can lead to building resent­
ment toward the trauma survivor. Loved ones may wonder, as did the 
wife of a combat veteran, “When is it my time?” 

“This is not what I signed up for.” 

Changes in the trauma survivor often alter the nature of her relation­
ships with her loved ones, leading loved ones to feel a sense of disap­
pointment and loss. When Juan had first met Estelle, she loved to be 
around people, whether it was old friends or people she had just met. 
She was perpetually busy, and had many activities and interests. One 
of the things Juan loved most about her was her smile, which always 
brightened his day. After the assault, this all seemed to change. She no 
longer wanted to be around other people, especially strangers, and she 
hardly ever smiled anymore. She no longer engaged in the activities 
she used to enjoy and only wanted to stay home. It seemed as if the 
woman he’d married had been taken away and replaced with some­
one different. On nights when Estelle refused to answer the phone, 
or asked him to go to the grocery store for her, he thought to himself, 
“This is not what I expected this marriage to be like. This is not what 
I signed up for.” 

You may have found yourself feeling like Juan. The changes in 
your loved one after the trauma may make it seem as if a different per­
son has entered your life. The changes in the way you and your loved 
one interact may be so great that it feels like an entirely different rela­
tionship. You may notice yourself thinking that the relationship you’re 
now in is not the relationship you had entered into, and the trauma 
seems to be the cause. You may be wondering whether the relationship 
is going to be this way forever, or whether it’s a relationship you really 
want to be in. 

But despite the changes, you may feel trapped. You may be the 
only person in the trauma survivor’s life whom she trusts or with 
whom she feels comfortable. You might have considered leaving the 
relationship and then thought, “But if I leave, who will she have?” 
Wanda knew that, for all the yelling he did, Nadim felt closer to her 
than to anyone else. When he got scared at work or on the road he 
would always call her as soon as he could. They had been married for 
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19 Living with a Trauma Survivor 

8 years before he was mugged and beaten. Even though he seemed like 
a hollow shell of the man he had once been, she still loved him and 
couldn’t bear the thought of leaving him when he was at his worst and 
needed her most. 

What You May Feel 

As someone who loves a trauma survivor, you may feel many complex 
emotions. Sometimes you may be overwhelmed by one very intense 
feeling. In other instances, you may feel several different emotions or 
even have two “opposite” feelings at the same time. You might even 
have difficulty recognizing what you’re feeling. Your emotions can be 
intense and may seem to change from one minute to the next. The 
many different and sometimes conflicting feelings can be confusing 
and overwhelming. 

Watching someone you care about struggle after trauma can be 
difficult. It’s common to worry or feel anxiety when you think about 
the trauma survivor in your life. Joe worried constantly about Tom 
and wondered whether the changes in his brother were temporary or 
permanent. Juan’s main fear concerning Estelle was about the conse­
quences of her drinking. He fell asleep each night thinking she might 
be drinking herself to death. Bob’s son, Wayne, who had served in the 
Gulf War, lived several states away. Wayne hated the phone, so they 
kept in touch mostly over the Internet. Bob noticed that Wayne’s e-mail 
and blog posts had an increasingly angry tone. To Bob it sounded like 
Wayne was looking for a reason to be violent. He feared that Wayne 
might really hurt someone, be thrown in jail, or be badly hurt him­
self. 

Family and friends also may feel sadness about the effects of 
trauma on their loved ones. As we discuss in Chapter 2, the effects of 
trauma can be chronic and at times debilitating. As Jenny watched her 
husband slowly withdraw from life, she felt very sad about what Marcus 
was going through and the losses he was experiencing. As Estelle’s hus­
band, Juan not only witnessed his wife’s suffering but also felt his own 
sense of loss due to what was missing from his life. They did not go out 
anymore and barely saw their friends. Though he himself had not been 
traumatized, Juan also experienced losses due to Estelle’s trauma. 

Friends and loved ones of trauma survivors almost always want 
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20 UNDERSTANDING POSTTRAUMATIC STRESS 

to do whatever they can to help. They may go out of their way to call 
or check in on the trauma survivor, offer to talk, or suggest things to 
help him feel better. They also may offer to help him find professional 
help and even go with him to treatment. As we discuss in Chapter 
3, however, it is very difficult to make another person change. Often 
loved ones’ efforts to help are not effective. In some cases the survivor 
may respond to offers of help by withdrawing even more. As a result, 
family and friends can often feel helpless, as if nothing they do makes 
a difference. Bob, whose son Wayne lived far from him, tried to call 
Wayne several times a week, but no matter what message he left on the 
answering machine, Wayne never called him back. When Joe couldn’t 
get Tom to answer his phone, he would stop by his house. Even when 
Joe was physically present in the room, Tom would not interact with 
him any more than he had to. They would simply sit together and 
watch TV. Joe often found himself wanting to stop calling and give up 
on his brother. 

Joe also found himself struggling not to get mad at Tom. He found 
himself thinking, “Don’t you see how hard I’m trying?” His helpless­
ness had slowly shifted to anger at his brother. Loved ones and friends 
of trauma survivors can feel angry for a number of reasons. For exam­
ple, Joe became frustrated with Tom’s unresponsiveness to his attempts 
to help. Juan felt angry at Estelle because he thought her reactions to 
the assault had taken away many of the things they loved. At times 
he noticed himself blaming her for having bad dreams or refusing 
to do things. After Wallace’s wife, Maria, returned from deployment 
to Afghanistan she snapped at him over little things and often made 
belittling remarks about his job and the things that he worried about. 
She told him that if he had been to war such minor things wouldn’t 
bother him. When Wallace later heard her talking on the phone in a 
friendly tone to soldiers she had served with, he became angry at how 
Maria treated him. 

You also may have noticed yourself feeling angry at those who 
were responsible for the trauma that hurt your loved one. As angry 
as Wallace was at Maria, he was even angrier at the National Guard. 
Why did they have to send her over? Shouldn’t they have let a married 
person stay home with her family and sent someone else? And why 
weren’t they taking care of her now? Lea had never worried about her 
son, Kip, working at the mall until he was assaulted and robbed behind 
the store where he worked. She couldn’t believe that something like 
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 21 Living with a Trauma Survivor 

that could happen in broad daylight. The mall owners should have 
paid closer attention to what was occurring on their property. There 
should have been cameras and security guards nearby who could have 
heard Kip calling for help. 

As Joe started to drift away from Tom, he began to feel guilty. 
He thought that he should do all that he could to help his brother 
and anything less than 100% effort was letting his brother down and 
abandoning him. Similarly, as soon as Juan started blaming Estelle for 
the decline of their social life, he became angry at himself. It’s not her 
fault, he told himself; what right do you have to judge? Marion started 
to feel guilty for calling her father, Marcus, on the phone from college 
when it was clear he didn’t want to talk. After all, she reasoned, he had 
served his country and fought for her freedom. Hadn’t he earned some 
time to readjust? 

Like trauma survivors, families and loved ones can feel a range of 
emotions. Often, however, family and loved ones think that they are 
not allowed to feel what they are feeling. You may believe you don’t 
deserve to complain because you were not the one who was trauma­
tized. You also may be reluctant to express your concerns to the trauma 
survivor for fear he will react intensely. If you try to convey your con­
cerns to the survivor and offer to help, your attempt to reach out may 
be met with anger, rejection, or indifference. 

You have every right to feel the way you feel. Your emotions are 
neither right nor wrong; they are understandable responses to the 
experience of living with a trauma survivor. Do not judge yourself 
negatively for being confused, afraid, or angry. Allow yourself to feel 
whatever you are feeling. Do not try to escape or suppress your emo­
tions. Instead, accept them and focus on taking care of yourself. In 
Chapter 6, we talk more about how to manage your feelings and act 
constructively to make sure your own needs are met. But first, let’s look 
at how and why trauma has affected your loved one and what you can 
expect in the future. 
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