How to Switch Off Your Inner Alarm?

Mini-guide for adult children of alcoholics / dysfunctional families (DDA/DDD):
Understand the “Key in the Lock” mechanism

(Includes an excerpt from “Skradzione Dziecihstwo” (“Stolen Childhood”) and a
therapeutic exercise)

What is this document? This is not an ordinary excerpt from a novel. It is a tool. If you
grew up in a home where the mood could change like the weather, and your safety
depended on what kind of mood a parent came back in — this text is for you.

Below you will find:

« Story: An excerpt about the “sound of the key,” where you will likely recognize your
own memories.

« Knowledge: An explanation of the hypervigilance mechanism (why you are still on
guard even though you are an adult).

e Practice: One “Shadow Work"” exercise you can do here and now.

Ready? Take a deep breath. Let’s begin.

Prologue: The Sound of the Key

“Before the lock made its first sound”

There are sounds that never grow old. They do not fade like photographs. They don’t
live in the mind — they live in the body. The sound of a key in the lock was one of
them.

| didn’t have to see who was behind the door. The rhythm was enough. First a short
pause, like hesitation, then metal on metal, a jerk — something like quiet anger or
exhaustion that could not be named. And at the end, that movement — the turn —
which decided everything: whether today the house would pretend to be a home, or
turn into a minefield.

In the apartment block it carried like an alarm signal. An echo in the stairwell, the
squeak of the front door on the ground floor, someone’s footsteps through a thin wall.
And inside me — a silence that could not be held. Silence always cracked first.

| lay motionless and pretended to sleep, though my heart was already running. | knew
that reaction better than my own name. | tensed my muscles so | wouldn’t be heard.
So | wouldn’t exist at all.

Children from dysfunctional homes don’t have invisibility — they have something else:
a radar. My radar picked up details no one ever named. The tone of the lock. The
weight of a breath. A draft under the door. The twitch of silence.

(More on how to survive the night at the window and find refuge in a world of chaos
can be found in the full version of the book.)

Why Are You Still Listening?

The Science of the Radar



What you read above is not only a memory of a little boy. It is a description of a
biological mechanism that still operates in you today.

In trauma psychology we call it hypervigilance. A healthy nervous system has two
phases: action (stress) and recovery (rest). In a child who had to listen for a father’s
footsteps, the recovery phase disappears. The brain learns that relaxation means
death or pain.

That’s why, even today in adult life, your radar is still running:

« You walk into the office and in a split second you assess the atmosphere before
anyone speaks.

e You tense up when you hear footsteps in the stairwell, even if it’s “only” a neighbor.

« A slammed door triggers anger or panic in you that is out of proportion to the
situation.

This is not your flaw. It was a brilliant adaptation of your body, which did everything to
save you. But today that adaptation costs you chronic fatigue. Because how long can
you stand watch?

Special Chapter: The Trace Cleaner

But listening alone is not enough. When the threat is real, a child tries to take control
of the chaos.

In my home, truth was a scarce commodity. When my father came back with friends
for a “quick drink” before my mother returned, the house turned into a wreck. Spilled
alcohol, ash, a sticky table. When the guests left, my father would say briefly: “Clean it
up.” And he would go to sleep.

| cleaned not so it would be clean, but so it would be impossible to prove. | was a little
detective working under time pressure. Cloth, detergent, hiding bottles, airing out the
smoke. | knew my mother was a perfectionist — she would notice a spoon put back
the wrong way. So | didn’t just clean dirt. | cleaned evidence of a crime, to save the
evening. To keep it quiet. So my mother wouldn’t start screaming, and my father
wouldn’t start hitting.

| became the “Trace Cleaner.” | learned that my job was to hide adults’ chaos in order
to earn a moment of peace.

The adult voice: do you still do this today? The “Cleaner” mechanism stays with us for
years. See if you recognize it in your adult life:

« Fixing things at work: When a colleague messes up a project, do you quietly repair it
so the boss doesn’t yell at the team?

« Explaining your partner away: When your partner behaves badly in company, do
you turn it into a joke or excuse them to friends (“they’re just tired”)?

o Fear of judgment: Before you invite guests, do you clean your home to exhaustion
because you fear someone will see the “mess” (a symbol of your imperfection)?

Shadow Work (Exercise)

Do It Now: Scan Your Radar



In the book, each chapter ends with exercises. Here is one of them.
Take a piece of paper, or just answer in your mind. Be honest — no one is judging you.

1. Your “key in the lock” today
In childhood it was the sound of metal. What triggers your immediate alarm today?

o [ A phone call from a specific person?
e [ Your boss asking you to “step in for a word”?
o [ The ping of a Messenger notification?

o [ Your partner’s footsteps in the hallway?

n

Finish the sentence: “My key in the lock today is:

2. Your strategy
When you feel that threat, your body automatically:

e [ Freezes (immobility).
o [ Attacks / controls.
o [ Withdraws / disappears.

e [ Pretends to be calm and smiles (mask).

3. A small change for today (an anchor)
Your brain needs a signal that the danger is over. Choose one action for the next
week:

« When you feel tension, do 5 long exhalations (make the exhale longer than the
inhale).

e Look around and name 5 things you can see (this brings you back to “here and
now").

”

« Say to yourself in your mind: “l can rest. | don’t have to stand guard. | am an adult.

Soothing: A Letter to the Inner Child

In “Skradzione Dziecinstwo” (“Stolen Childhood"”), each chapter ends with a letter
from the Author to their past self. It is the most intimate part of the healing process.
Read this letter — maybe it is about you, too.

Letter to Robert: About the Boy in the Sandbox
Boy in the sandbox,

| see you as you stand up and brush sand from your hands, even though you don’t
want to stop playing. | see you watching the unsteady step of the man who should be
your support, and is your threat.

| want to tell you that this is not your fault. You are not responsible for whether he
falls, whether he yells, or whether Mom is safe. You are a child. Your job should have
been building sandcastles, not survival strategies.

Thank you for your listening. Thank you for your radar. | know it exhausts you, but it
was exactly what allowed us to survive all those nights. You were the bravest soldier



in a war no one declared.

But | promise you one thing: a day will come when that radar is no longer needed. A
day will come when the key in the lock will mean only one thing: that you are coming
back to your own, safe home.

Your adult self

This Is Only the Tip of the Iceberg

What you have read is only a fragment of the first chapter. In the full book “Skradzione
Dziecinstwo” (“Stolen Childhood”) we go through the whole journey:

o From naming anxiety and shame,

« Through the mechanisms of the “Little Father” (parentification) and the “Trace
Cleaner,”

« All the way to building your own safe refuge.

The book contains over 200 pages of story and 9 sets of “Shadow Work” exercises
that will help you win yourself back, piece by piece.

You no longer have to listen for the key in the lock. You can build your own home.

(0 Read more in English on the website: https://robertshadowbooks.com/en/


https://robertshadowbooks.com/en/

