
“It’s not you, It’s me” 
The problem with the way your subconscious operates is that it doesn’t have any sort of quota. You 

can’t say “You’ve already protected me from that spider today, you don’t have to worry about me 

for the rest of the day”. It is on alert all the time. For example, in a standard working day, every 

interaction could lead to feeling like you are being judged.  Therefore, your subconscious barely has 

any need to re-engage your thinking brain.  

These moments when your subconscious perceives a threat and takes over are what I refer to as 

‘alert points’. We all have our own individual and unique alert points, because they come from 

memories, and more specifically, from the meaning in the memories. By the time you are fourteen 

years old, you have experienced approximately 7,363,228 minutes. You are not going to remember 

every single one of these minutes. Even the human brain is not that powerful. There are different 

classifications of memory, including short and long term, sensory, episodic and autobiographical. For 

this book we will focus on autobiographical and episodic memory, as these memory types have the 

biggest impact on the things that screw you up.  

The first type is Autobiographical memory. These are chronological memories, a bit like the old-

fashioned photo albums, or photos on your phone, that are sorted in date order. Moments in time 

are stored in order, connected only by a sequence of time markers. Individual examples of that time 

are stored as snapshots. These are relatively two-dimensional memories without significance. I went 

to four different schools as I was growing up. If you asked me which schools I went to and when, I 

would start with the first, on Anglesey, then move to the second which was in Manchester. To do 

this I would visualise my first school, and some connected event from the second school. The third 

school was a primary school back on Anglesey. I am now thinking of the headmaster of that school 

and the house I lived in. From there I can make my way to the fourth school which was the last one I 

went to. It’s easy to approach this kind of autobiographical recollection. You simply pull on a thread 

and see where it leads you. 

The second type of memory is Episodic. These are memories that are easy to recall because they 

have some sort of meaning. Unlike Autobiographical memories, they often appear unbidden.  

Taking the example of my four schools, as I typed episodic memories were popping into my head.  

My first school made me smile. I remembered the dinner ladies standing at a table with my brother 

and I after dinner time. The hall had no other kids there. They’d all gone out to play. The dinner 

ladies had put one of the giant metallic pots they used on the table. This one had custard in it. They 

were ladling a runny pale-yellow custard into our bowls, and we were hungrily polishing it off. I was 

starved as a child. My stepmother often neglected to feed us. Many years later I found out school 

knew all about this. So, the memory that I have just described made sense as the dinner ladies were 

doing their best to feed us up.  

When I talked about my second school, I had a feeling of safety and fun. When I was about nine 

years old, I was living with my father and my stepmother. Life was full of fear and horror. I used to 

go and stay with my mother and her new man. When I was nine, I went to stay with my mother for 

the summer holidays, and at the end she didn’t send me home. It was so exciting. We were fed and 

not hit. It seemed the days were bright and sunny. At the end of the road, was the primary school I 

went to. My brother, who was a little older, went to high school. My school had an amazing 

headmaster who put extra focus on developing kids with potential. I would get extra maths and 

English lessons and I loved them. I would run home after school, do my homework straight away and 



then read for the rest of the night. It was a wonderful time and, as I sit here typing this, I am smiling 

at the memory.  

For the third school, everything goes dark. I am not totally sure what age I was when I moved back to 

Anglesey with my mother and stepfather, but I do know that everything changed. My stepfather was 

a tyrant, wielding emotional power over all of us, and treating me and my brother like his slaves. 

And then, after the sexual abuse started, he incorporated that into the threats and bullying. School, 

which had been a place to escape in Manchester, was now dull and boring. I was in a mixed age class 

because it was a small school. I wasn’t learning anything. Up until then, school had always been the 

good place. Now it was grey and lonely.  

I was in the third school for less than a year before I moved up to the last school. I don’t have good 

or bad memories of this school. I went through most of this school in a daze. When I was around 

twelve, I told my mother that I was being abused. She was furious at me. I begged her to take me 

away from the situation, but she was too mad to listen. She told me that I should never talk about 

this again. I remember sitting on the bed in my room after that conversation feeling utterly hopeless. 

She didn’t believe me. Maybe I was wrong. From that point onwards I have no memories. It is a total 

blank. I later learned that my subconscious has been protecting me from remembering what 

happened after that conversation with my mother. The memories are accessible to me again from 

the age of sixteen, when I had a conversation with my best friend that lifted the lid on what I had 

blocked out for the last four years. That is why, at eighteen years old, I was sitting in my University 

halls of residence, ready to kill myself. This means that I don’t have autobiographical or episodic 

memories from when I was around twelve to sixteen years old. In fact, I recently reconnected with 

my best friend from that time. I cannot remember a single thing that we did together. Her name is 

Rebecca and I even had to ask her what I called her, as I genuinely had no idea.  

It’s a weird feeling, having a big blank space. I’ve spoken to quite a few people over the years, 

friends and clients, that say they don’t remember much of their childhood. This is fairly normal. Even 

if you don’t consciously remember, your subconscious has these episodic memories stored ready to 

call on at any moment. Very few people have a chunk that is fully locked away. I got so frustrated 

with not remembering even the good times, I arranged for a fellow therapist to help me find my way 

into that space. I knew the memories were there, just inaccessible. As we began to enter that blank 

space, I got a preview of what I was going to find. I quickly stopped what we were doing and said 

that I didn’t need to go any further. I was happy to keep them locked away. In that brief moment, I 

realised that the abuse did not stop after I told my mother about it. That, combined with my mother 

telling me never to talk about it again, sent my subconscious into lockdown. Even now if I attempt to 

talk about some of what happened, I find myself unable to speak or move. It is how my subconscious 

protects me from entering memories that are so intensely painful, that they threaten my sanity.   

Episodic memories are what your subconscious uses to create alert points. These memories carry an 

emotional meaning. That meaning is used by your subconscious to protect you once you are 

responsible for looking after yourself. This is usually after the age of sixteen. This means that 

generally, with the exception of trauma, the issues we face as adults come from lessons we learn as 

children.  

They also form the basis of how we identify ourselves. You will have a narrative of what has 

happened in your life, that you use to project how you will react in different circumstances. Clients 

often say things like “This is what I always do when I’m in a relationship”, or “I have always felt like 

that fat one”, or “I have never felt good enough”. Words like ‘always’ and ‘never’ are indicative of a 

narrative running in the background. Always has to start somewhere. When did you first learn that 



thing about yourself that now holds you back? Whilst it is relatively easy to change an episodic 

memory, changing the narrative is trickier as it requires evidence. Evidence can only be gathered by 

observing enough differences to prove the old narrative wrong. That takes time, and curiosity.  

As you look back through my story of four schools, you can see that the range of emotion in episodic 

memories varies. Of the millions of moments you experience as you are growing up, meaning comes 

from small things, big things, sad things, happy things, and everything in between. Think about my 

story of breakfast. If I eat porridge with sugar on it, I am happy. Not because porridge is capable of 

making me happy, but because of the memory associated with eating porridge that pops into my 

head unbidden. If I’m feeling sad and lonely, I may now choose to eat something stodgy and 

satisfying like porridge. If I didn’t do the job I do, I would have no idea that I was doing that. It would 

happen outside of my conscious awareness; instinctively I would turn to food for comfort.  

Sometimes my clients say “I don’t know if this really happened but…”. You experience millions of 

moments as you grow up. There is no way your brain can remember everything that happens. It has 

to use some sort of algorithm to filter through what is important and only remember those things. 

What matters is what your subconscious perceives, not what you think, or want to remember. Any 

moment in time can be turned into an episodic memory. When a client is talking to me and a 

memory comes to mind, out of the millions of possible moments that could have popped up, there is 

always a reason.  It is not your choice, nor is it anything to do with how good or bad your upbringing 

was. Another common thing for clients to say is, “I had a great childhood, I don’t know what is wrong 

with me”. You will be learning regardless, because finding meaning in moments when you are 

growing up, is critical to survival as an adult. This is a primitive thing. A baby animal needs to learn 

how to stay safe when it’s sleeping or finding food. It will learn this when it is young, so that when it 

is older, it has the best chance of survival. Humans are the same. We learn as we grow up, so that 

we can stay safe as adults.  

 


