Toxic Parents

Overcoming Their Hurtful Legacy
and Reclaiming Your Life
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down there, on my pee-pee. Then he rubs his pee-pee on my leg know, 5. . . o licks 5 5 o= touches 5 cebpanties e Loiis
and he breathes real hard and after a while this gooey white stuff comes out and then he tells me to get a
towel and clean it up and he tells me if | ever tell anybody he’ll beat me up.

SusAN: How do you feel when your daddydoes those things to you?

LITTLE CONNIE: | feel really scared and sick in my tummy. | guess | must be a really bad girl for my daddy to

do this to me. Sometimes | just wish | could die 'cause then he would know how icky | feel and if | was dead

he’d have to stop doing that to me.

At this point Connie’s “tough guy” defenses crumbled. The other members of the group formed a circle
around her and cradled her as she wept for several minutes.

Between sobs, Connie told us that she hadn’t cried for years and that she was frightened by how
defenseless it made her feel. | assured her that freeing up her soft, vulnerable side would be a great
source of strength, not weakness. The frightened, hurting child inside her wouldn’t have to hide
anymore.

After your “child” has had a chance to express herself, and has been comforted and validated, you
need to make a conscious choice to return to your adult self. Stand up and experience the size of your
body. Feel your adult power. The ability to return to your adult self is a source of great strength that you
can summon whenever you feel like a helpless child.

These are just a few of the many group exercises that your therapist may draw from. Along with letter

writing and role playing, the group exercises are major steps along the road to devictimization.

Confronting Your Parents

As | write this | feel a deep sadness at having to warn you that the people who were supposed to nurture,
love, and protect you will, in all likelihood, assault you emotionally when you dare to tell the truth. Everything

I've told you about confrontation goes double when you confront the incest aggressor.

You must have a strong support system.»
You must rehearse, rehearse, and rehearse.*
You must have shifted your beliefs about who is responsible.»

You must be prepared to significantly change your relationship with your parents, or even to *

sacrifice it.

If your parents are still together you can confront them at the same time or separately. However, | have found

that in incest cases, it is usually less explosive to confront parents separately. Confronted together, parents of



incest victims often close ranks to defend their marriage against what they perceive as an all-out attack. In that

case, it will be two against one, and it becomes especially important for you to have a support person with you.

While there is no way to predict how any aggressor will react, confronting him by himself does seem to
take some
of the heat out. Your aggressor may deny that the incest ever happened, may become enraged and
leave the session, may attack your therapist for encouraging you to hurt the family, may try to minimize
his crimes, or may even acknowledge what he did. You must be prepared for anything. If he does
acknowledge his crimes, beware of excuses. Aggressors often try to manipulate their victims into
feeling sorry for them.

Though the steps of confrontation are the same as with other toxic parents, there are some very
specific things you need to include in “this is what | want from you now.” Your aggressor’s response to

these requests will be your only accurate indicator of your future relationship with him.

Here’s what you want:

Full acknowledgement of what happened. If the aggressor claims not to remember, ask him .1

to acknowledge that even though he doesn’t remember, it must be true because you remember.
An apology. .2
Full acceptance of responsibility and explicit removal of any responsibility from you. .3
o apologize «hae sl sl olas J3h 4 i) 315 he Sl 51y reparations. 1S« «Willingness .4
need s &5 i be available to talk about this with s pain he’s caused, o ¢ x S 5 3 a2 0
:. A word of warning: apologies can be very seductive and can create false hope that things will change
significantly in your relationship. If apologies are not followed by behavioral changes in the aggressor,

however, nothing will change. He must be willing to do something about the problem. Otherwise,

apologies are empty words that will only set you up for further hurt and disappointment.

Obviously, few victims get a positive response to all or even most of these requests, but it is essential

for your growth that you make them. You need to define the ground rules for any future relationship.
You must show clearly that you will no longer live with lies, half-truths, secrecy, and denial. Most
important, you must make it clear that you will no longer accept the responsibility for the violence

committed against you—that you are no longer willing to be a victim.

“IT’S TIME FOR US TO STOP PRETENDING”

Tracy decided to confront her father and mother separately. Tracy told her father that she was in therapy but
didn’t specify what kind. She said it would be very helpful if he would come in for a joint session with her. He

agreed but canceled several appointments before he finally showed up.



L2 a slightly built, balding man 25 Tracy’s father, Harold,
his late fifties. H i ab d and looked
s Iel\?gry i?n@ha?r{?%%%utf\'\f@ [[ grtnﬁe %BW(\)/\(/)ag. When | asked him if he knew why Tracy wanted him to come in to
see me, he said he had “a pretty good idea.” | began by asking Tracy to tell her father what kind of therapy she

was in:

I'm in a group for victims of incest, Dad. People who have fathers and sometimes mothers who did to them what

you did to me.

Harold flushed visibly and averted his eyes. He started to say something, but Tracy stopped him and got
him to agree to hear her out. She continued to tell him what he had done to her and how sick, frightened,
confused, and dirty it had made her feel. Then she told him how the incest had affected her life.

| never felt it was okay for me to like another man. | always felt | was betraying you or cheating on you. | felt like a
possession, like | had no life outside you. | believed you when you said | was a slut—atfter all, | had this dirty
secret inside of me. | thought it was my fault. I've been depressed most of my life but | learned to act like
everything’s okay. Well, everything’s not okay, Dad, and it’s time for all of us to stop acting. My marriage almost
fell apart because | hated sex, | hated my body, | hated me! That's all changing now, thank God. But you've been
getting off scot-free while I've been carrying the whole load. You betrayed me, you used me, you did the worst

thing that a father can do to his little girl.

Then Tracy told her father what she wanted from him—an apology and a full acknowledgment of his

responsibility. She also gave him a chance to tell her mother before she did.

Tracy’s father was stunned. He accused her of
blackmailing him. He made no attempt to deny the incest, but tried to minimize it by reminding Tracy that
he had never “hurt her physically.” He did apologize, but his primary concern was about the effects on his
marriage and his professional status if all this became “public knowledge.” He denied that he needed any

therapy because he had led a “useful and productive life.”

The following week Tracy pressured her father into “confessing” to her mother. Tracy then

came to group and reported on the aftermath:

My mother was pretty devastated but in the next breath she asked me to forgive him and not to tell anyone else in
the family. When | told her | wouldn’t agree to do that she asked me why | needed to hurt them so much. Do you

love it—all of a sudden I'm the bad guyin all of this.

Everyone in group was eager to know how Tracy was feeling since she had taken this huge step. |

will never forget her answer:

| feel like this thirty-ton weight has been lifted off my shoulders. You know, what | realize now is that | have a

right to tell the truth and I'm not responsible if other people can’t deal with it.

We all were thrilled to see how Tracy had taken back her power and come a long way toward

devictimizing herself. Ultimately, Tracy decided to maintain a relationship with her parents but to have



only limited contact with them.

RUNNING INTO A STONE WALL

Tracy needed very little help from me in her confrontation with her father. On the other hand, Liz—
whose stepfather, the powerful local minister, not only abused her but almost strangled her when she
found the courage to tell him to stop

—needed a great deal, especially since her mother and stepfather insisted on coming in together.
When Liz told her parents that she wanted them to come to a therapy session, they told her they
would “do anything to help her with her mental problems.”

When Liz was 13 she had told her mother about her stepfather’s abuse in a desperate effort to

stop it. Her mother hadn’t believed her, and Liz had never brought it up again.

Liz's stepfather, Burt, was a courtly, ruddy-faced man now in his early sixties. It was significant that

he wore his black clerical suit and white collar to the session. Liz’'s mother, Rhoda, was a tall, thin,

stern-faced woman with black hair heavily streaked with gray. Both were full of righteous indignation
from the moment they walked in the door.

Liz did and said everything she had practiced, but every time she attempted to talk about the molestations
she was met with a stone wall of angry denial and accusation. According to her parents, she was insane,
she was making it all up, and she was a wicked, vengeful girl, trying to get back at Burt for having been a
‘stern disciplinarian.” Liz was holding her own but getting nowhere. She looked at me helplessly. | stepped
in:
You've both betrayed her enough—I'm not going to permit it anymore. I'm sorry that neither of you has the
courage to admit the truth. Burt, you know everything Liz is saying is true. No one makes up these humiliating and
painful things. And no one makes up years of depression and shame. The statute of limitations has run out on your
crime, but | want you to know that because you're in a position of trust and authority with other children, Liz and |
have reported you to Child Protective Services. If you ever hurt another child, that report will weigh heavily against
you. | don’t see how you can minister to other people when your whole life is built on a lie. You're a fraud and a

child molester, Reverend! You know it and God knows it.
Burt’s face turned to stone. He said nothing, but his rage was obvious. | turned to Liz’s mother in one last
attempt to get her to face the truth, but all my words fell on deaf ears.

Burt and Rhoda’s defenses were impenetrable, and | saw no reason to prolong Liz’s pain. She had

all the information she needed, so | asked Burt and Rhoda to leave.

Liz knew that she had to make a choice between her parents and her emotional well-being. It

was not possible for her to have both. Her decision didn’t take long:

I've got to cut them out of my life. They're just too crazy. The only way | could have a relationship with them is for me

to be crazy too. Now that I'm so much stronger, it's like they're from another planet. God, Susan, that woman was



supposed to be mymother!

She started to cry. I held her for several minutes as she sobbed. Finally, she said:

Cadl ye (531 a Ll 4S realizing <o ide o hurts 4sl
about me and never have. | mean, by any normal definition of love, el ea 9 Gr G NUMS 43 guess

theydon’t love me.

With that last statement Liz showed a willingness to face the terrible truth that many adults who were
abused as children have to face—in the final analysis, her parents were simply incapable of love. It
was their failure and their character flaws that created this painful reality, not hers.

CONFRONTING THE SILENT PARTNER

Connie’s parents lived in another state, so she decided to confront with separate letters to her father and
mother. During the exercise in which she played herself as a child, Connie had remembered that when
her father molested her the first time, she had told her mother. It was especially important to Connie to

find out why her mother had failed to take steps to protect her.

Connie was climbing the walls with anxiety after she mailed her letters. After three weeks she

bemoaned the fact that she hadn’t gotten an answer from her father.
“But you have,” | said. “His answer is that he’s not willing to deal with this.”

Connie did, however, get a letter from her mother. She read part of it to the group:

No matter what | say, it will always be inadequate for all the harm that has been done to you. At the time | thought |
was protecting you the best | knew how. | did talk to him about it, but he apologized and swore he wouldn’t do it

again. He seemed so sincere. He begged for
another chance and told me he loved me. No one will ever know my fear, my uncertainty. | didn’t know what to
do, | thought the problem was over. Now | realize to my own disgust how he tricked me so easily. | wanted a
happy family so badly that | resorted to the big cover-up. | was so intent on keeping peace in our lives. My mind
is going around in circles and | can’t say any more about this right now. Maybe, as always, I've been no help to

you, Connie, but please accept that | do love you and want the very best for you.

Love, Mom

The letter stirred up some hope for Connie that the two of them could initiate a more honest relationship.
At my suggestion, Connie set up a conference call between her mother, herself, and me. During the call,
Connie’s mother, Margaret, again expressed her sorrow over what had happened and again
acknowledged her weakness and complicity. | too began to have hopes that these two women could

build something of value between them . . . until Connie asked for the one thing she really wanted.

ConNIE: | don’t expect you to leave him after all these years, but there is one thing that's really important to me. |

want you to go to him and tell him how horrible what he did to me was. | don’t want anything from him—he’s a sick,



crazy man and I've had to accept that. But | do want him to hear this from you.

Margaret was silent for a long moment.

MARGARET: | can’t do that. | just can’t do that. Please don't ask me to do that.

CONNIE: So you're going to protect him over me, just like you always have. When | got your letter, | thought
maybe, finally, | was going to
have a mother. | thought maybe you could be on my team this once. Just being sorry isn’t enough, Mom. You

need to do something for me. You need to show you love me, not just sayit.

MARGARET: Connie, it was a long time ago. You have your own life, your own familynow. He’s all I've got.

Connie was bitterly disappointed when her mother refused to do the one thing she asked. But she
recognized that her mother had made her choice a long time ago. It was unrealistic for Connie to expect
anything different at this time in their lives.

Connie decided that for her well-being she would maintain minimal mail and phone contact with

her mother and accept her mother’s limitations. She decided to cut off all contact with her father.

“WE GO ON FROM HERE”

Dan’s mother, Evelyn, a retired high school principal, responded quite differently when he broke
the silence. Dan’s parents had been divorced for about ten years when Dan finally felt strong

enough to tell his mother about the years of sexual abuse his father had inflicted on him.
Evelyn wept as she heard the details of what had happened to her son and went over and took
him in her arms.
idea. | 4 @il 11, ¢l » 2 have done something ¥l sise me? | & 55255 sorry. Why o i <Oh, God, honey,
terribly wrong with him. We had an awful sexual relationship, and | somethin g sl 2ot

knew he was always masturbating in the bathroom, but | never dreamed he would do anything to you.

Oh, my baby, 'm so sorry, I’'m so sorry.

Dan was concerned about loading too much on his mother’s shoulders; he had underestimated
her capacity to empathize. But she assured him that she would rather share the awful truth with

him than live a lie:

| feel like I've been hit by a truck, but I'm so glad you told me. So many things are starting to make
sense now. So many things are starting to fall into place . . . like your drinking and your depression and
so many things about my marriage. You know, for years I'd blame myself because he seemed to have
so little interest in me sexually. And I'd blame myself for his temper. Now | know he was sick, really sick,

and neither of us was to blame. So we go on from here.



Dan had not only given himself a gift by telling the truth, he had given his mother one as well. By telling her
about the incest, Dan had answered for her many of the painful, bewildering questions she had about her
marriage. Dan’s mother responded as all incest victims yearn for their mothers to respond—with

compassion, anger at the aggressor, and genuine support.

As Dan and his mother left my office arm-in-arm, | couldn’t help but reflect on how wonderful it

would be if all mothers responded this way.

Graduation
There comes a time in the treatment process when you will have written and rewritten all the letters, gone
through the role playing, the exercises, and the confrontations, and made the decisions about your future
relationship with your parents. You will see ever-increasing evidence of your strength and well-being. The
changes in your beliefs, your feelings, and your behavior will be integrated into your personality. In short,

you will be ready for “graduation.”

This will be a sad but exciting time for you, for the other members of your group, and for your therapist.

You will have to say goodbye to the only good family you have ever known, though many of my group
members maintain close friendships long after they have left group. These friendships from group, based
on having shared powerful emotional experiences, tend to be extremely strong and provide ongoing

affection and support to help alleviate the sense of loss when you leave therapy.

The timing of your graduation will be guided by your needs. Most of the incest victims in my

groups take a year to a year and a half to work through the treatment cycle. If your parents are
unusually supportive, as Dan’s mother was, that time may be shorter. If you elect to cut off your
relationship, as Connie did with her father, you may need to stay in group somewhat longer to
avoid piling one loss (of your group) on top of another (of your parent). | never cease to be
amazed at the dramatic changes that occur in this relatively short period of time, especially when

you consider how extensive the original damage was.

A NEW PERSON

From time to time clients who have graduated contact me to let me know how they are doing in their lives. |
was especially delighted and touched by a letter | received recently from one of my first graduates, a young

woman named Patty.

Patty was in one of the first incest victims’ groups | conducted. She was then 16 years old. |

mentioned Patty briefly in chapter 7; she was the little girl whose father threatened to put her up
for adoption if she didn’t submit to him. | had not heard from her for many years, but |
remembered that she had been unable to confront her father because he had disappeared

several years before she started treatment. Here’s what she wrote:

Dear Susan,



| wanted to write and thank you again for helping me become a new person. Thanks to you and to the
group, | am really okay.

| am married to a great guy, we have three kids, and | have learned to trust again. | think because
of what | went through | am a better mom. My kids know not to let people touch them in the wrong

places and they know if it happened they could tell me and I'd be on their side.

| finally did confront my dad. It took some doing, but | tracked him down and told him how | felt about him. His
only answer was, “l am a sick person.” Never once did he say he was sorry. But you were right, it didn’t matter. |

just needed to put the blame where it belonged and | felt better. Thank you for your love. | owe mylife to you.

Love always,
Patty

Patty is not unusual. Though life may look grim from the perspective of an incest victim, therapy does
work. No matter how low you feel, there is a better life for you, a life of self-respect and freedom
from guilt, fear, and shame. All the people you’ve met in this chapter have moved from despair to

health. You can too.
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Shortly after the publication of Men Who Hate Women & the Women Who Love Them, a woman named
Janet wrote to say that she had just read my book:

| recognized my husband and myself on every page, and what | realized was that not only was my
husband abusive but that | had come from several generations of victimized women and abusive men.
Your book gave me both the courage and the conviction to make it stop here. ’'m not sure my husband is
willing to change and I'm not sure whether | will stay with him. But | am sure that from now on, my children
will see a mother who will no longer accept abuse of any kind and who will not allow them to be verbally abused
either. My sons will not grow up believing that it's okay to be abusive to women and my daughter will not be

programmed to be a victim. Thank you for leading the way.

Even though the cast of characters may change, the repetitive cycle of toxic behavior can remain
for generations on end. The family drama may look and sound

different from generation to generation, but all toxic patterns are remarkably similar in their outcome: pain and
suffering.

Janet was bravely confronting the long-established patterns of abuse and passivity in her
family. By changing her behavior and setting limits on her husband’s emotional abuse, Janet had

taken a giant step to ensure that her children would be freed from the power of the family legacy.



She was breaking the cycle.

The phrase “breaking the cycle” was originally coined in relation to child abuse—preventing a battered

child from growing up to beat his own children. But I've expanded the term to include all forms of abuse.

For me, breaking the cycle means to stop acting like a victim, or to stop acting like your abusive or
inadequate parent. You no longer play the helpless, dependent child with your partners, children,
friends, colleagues, authority figures, and parents. And you get help if you find yourself striking out at
your spouse or children in ways that make you ashamed. Though the changes you make begin with
yourself, you will find the effects to be much broader- reaching. By breaking the cycle, you are
protecting your children from the toxic beliefs, rules, and experiences that colored so much of your
childhood. You may be changing the nature of your family interactions for generations to come.

“l CAN BE THERE FOR MY CHILDREN?”

One of the most effective ways of breaking the cycle is to make the commitment to be more emotionally
available to your children than your parents were to you.

Melanie realized that just because she didn’t get love and nurturing from her parents didn’t mean
she couldn’t give it to her children. Even though it was a struggle for her to remain vigilant against old

habits, her commitment was firm:

| was so scared to have children. | just didn’t know what kind of mother | was going to be. It's been
really hard. There were a lot of times | screamed at them and told them to go to their rooms and leave
me alone. | mean how dare they be so damned needy and demanding. But since I've been in therapy,
| realize that’'s exactly how my mother treated me. So when I'm feeling low, | really make an effort not to
shut them out. | have to reach way deep inside myself, but | do it. 'm not perfect, but at least I'm doing

something to be better. Dammit, the buck’s got to stop here!

Melanie took specific steps to heal herself. After she confronted her mother, the two women were
able to talk much more openly about their feelings and experiences. Melanie learned that she was
the product of several generations of distant, helpless mothers. It was exciting to see her take

personal responsibility for not repeating those patterns with her own children.

In addition to her work in therapy, Melanie enrolled in a parents’ support group. She had made a
commitment to be a better parent, but because her only role models—her parents—were so inadequate,
she wasn'’t sure what being
a good parent entailed. She had never seen how a good parent acts. The parents’ group helped ease
many of her understandable fears and helped her deal with everyday domestic crises without either

withdrawing or becoming panicked by her children’s neediness.

Melanie also found new ways of taking better care of herself and of combating her inner

emptiness. She made new friends, both from her parenting group and in a folk- dancing class that |



suggested she join. She became much less vulnerable to her old pattern of attaching to troubled
men and becoming their self-sacrificing caretaker.

“I SWORE | WOULDN'’T BE LIKE MY FATHER”

We began this book with Gordon, the physician whose father had beaten him with a belt. After six
months of therapy, he had fully accepted the fact that he had been an abused child. He had done
his letter writing, his role playing, and his confrontation with his parents. As he gradually released
much of the pain from his past, he began to see how he had perpetuated the cycle of abuse in his

own marriage.

GORDON: | swore a hundred times over that | wouldn’t be like my father, but when | look back, | guess |

treated my wife just like he treated me. | had the same training and got the same results.

SUsAN: Love and abuse were linked for you as a child. Your father represented both, sometimes at the same
time. It makes sense that you should get them mixed up.
GORDON: | really thought | was different because | didn’t physically abuse my wife. But | abused her with

words and | punished her with mymoods. It’s like | left home but | took myfather with me.

Throughout Gordon’s life, he had denied the fact that his father had been abusive; throughout
Gordon’s marriage, he had denied the fact that he himself was abusive. But in fact, Gordon had merely
substituted one kind of abuse for another. Gordon’s father had controlled him through physical violence
and pain; Gordon had controlled his wife through verbal violence and emotional pain. Gordon had

become a rationalizer, a victimizer, and a tyrant just like his father.

As long as Gordon denied that he was, in a way, repeating his father’'s abusive behavior, he
was not aware that he had a choice to make. If you don’t see the cycle, you can’t choose to

break it. It took Gordon’s wife’s departure to make him face the truth.

Gordon was fortunate in that his hard work paid off. His wife, seeing the difference in him, recently
agreed to a trial reconciliation. He has stopped intimidating and belittling her. He has dealt with his anger
at the source instead of displacing it onto his wife. He is able to talk openly to her about his fears and

abusive childhood. The cycle has been broken.

“MY KIDS WON’T HAVE TO GROW UP WITH AN ALCOHOLIC”
Glenn—who made the mistake of taking his alcoholic father into business with him—swore that he would
never have anything to do with another alcoholic. Nonetheless, he found the cycle of alcoholism continuing
in his own family. He had married an alcoholic, and his teenage children were in danger of becoming alcohol

and drug abusers.

| didn’t think my kids were going to have the same problems | did, because | don’t drink. But their mother



drinks a lot and she refuses to get help. It really scared the hell out of me when | came home from work one
night and found Denise sharing a case of beer with our two teenage boys. The three of them were loaded. |
found out this wasn't the first time. My God, Susan, | don’t drink and | still can’t get alcohol out of mylife. This

has got to stop!

Glenn was no longer the timid, nervous man | had first met. He was willing to be far more confrontive with
his wife, Denise, than he had ever been before. He knew he had to take forceful action if he was to break
the cycle of alcoholism before it ensnared his children. He finally threatened to leave his wife—a threat he
was prepared to carry out—unless she agreed to get help. As a result, Denise enrolled in Alcoholics

Anonymous and their two children enrolled in Alateen, the Twelve Step program for young people.

If you are the adult child of an alcoholic, you are at significant risk to perpetuate the cycle of
alcoholism in your own family. Even if, as in Glenn’s case, you don’t abuse alcohol yourself, you
may very well gravitate toward a partner who does. When this happens, your children will
grow up with the same alcoholic/enabler role models as you did. Unless you break the cycle, there is
a strong likelihood that they in turn will become either alcoholics or enablers.

“IDON’T WANT TO HURT MY CHILD”

In chapter 6 | introduced Holly, who was referred to me by the courts after having been reported for
physically abusing her young son. | knew that to truly break the cycle, Holly would have to work on two
tracks: the past and the present. But in her first few sessions | focused almost exclusively on techniques
that would enable her to achieve the impulse control she so desperately needed. She had to regain control
of her day-to-day life, which meant gaining control of her anger, before she’d be ready to begin the lengthier

process of dealing with the pain of her childhood.

| insisted that Holly attend weekly meetings of Parents Anonymous, an extremely supportive self-
help group for abusive parents. At P.A., Holly found a “sponsor’— someone to call if she felt she was in
danger of hurting her son. The sponsor could then intervene by calming Holly, by offering advice, or

even by coming over to help defuse the situation.
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preceded her angry or abusive outbursts. Anger has a lot of physiological components. | told Holly that her
body was a barometer that would tell her what was going on if only she’d pay attention. As Holly began to
tune in to the body sensations that she typically experienced before she became violent, she was surprised

to discover how many she could identify:

| didn’t believe you when you told me, Susan, but it’s true! When | get mad, | can feel my neck and shoulders

getting real tight. A lot of grinding and gurgling goes on in my stomach. My jaw clenches up. | breathe real fast. My



heart pounds like a sledgehammer. And | get hot tears behind myeyes.

These physical sensations were Holly’s storm warnings. | told her that it was her responsibility to heed
the warnings and avoid the storm. In the past, she would either yell or hit her son to release the
enormous tension inside her. She had to find alternatives to these automatic reactions if she was going to

break her family cycle of abuse.

Once Holly learned to recognize the physical signs of her rising anger, it was time to come up with specific
alternative responses to those feelings. We talked a lot about the difference between response and
reaction, but Holly had been on automatic pilot for so long that she had a very tough time thinking up
new behaviors. To help get her started, | asked her what she wished her parents would have done
instead of acting out their violence against her. She replied:
| wished they had just walked away until they were calm. Walked around the block or something.

| suggested she could do just that the next time she got angry. Then | asked her what other things

she wished her parents had done that she could apply to herself.

| could count to ten . . . knowing me, I'd better make that fifty. | could tell my son | don’t want to hurt him and tell

him to go to another room for a while. Or | could call my sponsor and talk to her until | got it together.

| congratulated Holly on coming up with some excellent behavioral strategies. Over the next several
months she was very excited about the changes she was making in managing her feelings and
impulsive behavior. Once she saw that she could control herself, that she wasn't doomed to behave
like her mother, she was ready to tackle the difficult task of dealing with her own pain as an abused

child.

“I'WON’T LEAVE MY KIDS ALONE WITH MY FATHER”

Janine—who was molested by her father and spent the next twenty years trying to recapture his love—came
out of her confrontation with a new sense of confidence. One of the members of her group asked her how she
was handling her parents’ relationship with her eight-year-old daughter, Rachel. Janine told the group that she

had set very strict ground rules for how her parents could spend time with their

granddaughter.

| told them that there was no way | would leave Rachel alone with them. | said, “You know, Dad, nothing’s
changed. You haven'’t gotten any therapy. You're still the same person who abused me. Why should | trust
you with my daughter?” Then | told my mother | had no faith in her ability to guarantee Rachel's safety. After

all, she was in the house when he molested me.

Janine recognized what many incest victims do not—that breaking the cycle also means protecting other

children from the abuser. Incest is a mysterious compulsion. The aggressor who molests his own



daughter often goes on to molest his grandchildren or any other children who are available to him. Janine
had no way of predicting whether her father would repeat his incestuous behavior, so she wisely chose to

be cautious.

Janine also went to her local bookstore and bought her daughter a number of books written to help

children learn the difference between healthy affection and inappropriate sexual behavior. There are also
videotapes available on this subject. The object of these materials is not to scare the child but to calmly
teach him or her about a subject that most parents find uncomfortable but that all children need to be

aware of.

At my insistence, Janine took one more brave and healing step:

I'm telling everybody in the family. You convinced me that I'm not only responsible for protecting Rachel, but all the
other kids in the family, too. | mean, my father has access to all of them. Not everybody’s

thrilled with my decision, especially my parents. But they’re going to have to deal with that. For years | kept my
mouth shut because | thought | was protecting the family when | was really protecting my father. But bynot
telling, | was endangering the kids in the family.

Even though Janine acted responsibly and courageously, not everyone was grateful for the information.
In a typical incest family, some of your relatives will thank you for telling, others flat-out won't believe you,
while others may become enraged and accuse you of lying or of betraying your parents. As with
confrontation, the response of other family members determines to a large extent the nature of your
future relationship with them. Some of your family relationships may suffer, but sometimes that’s the price
you have to pay to protect children. Incest can exist only in a conspiracy of silence. Breaking that silence

is a vital part of breaking the cycle.

“'M SORRY | HURT YOU”

One of the hallmarks of toxic parents is that they rarely, if ever, apologize for their destructive behavior.
That's why apologizing to the people you may have hurt—especially your own children—is an important
part of breaking the cycle. You may find this embarrassing or may see it as a sign of weakness. You may
even be afraid that apologies will diminish your authority, but I've found that children will respect you all

the more for it. Even a child can sense that a volunteered apology is a sign of character and courage. A

heartfelt apology is one of the most healing, cycle-breaking actions you will ever take.

As Holly worked through the pain of her abusive childhood, she realized that she wanted to

apologize to her son. But she was afraid to. She couldn’t figure out what to say. | used role
playing to help her. In our next session, | moved my chair close to hers and took both her hands
in mine. | asked her to imagine that she was her son, Stuart. | would play the role of Holly. |

asked “Stuart” to tell me how the abuse made him feel.



HOLLY (as Stuart): Mom, | really love you, but I'm really scared of you, too. When you get crazy and start hitting
me, | feel like you must really hate me. Half the time | don’t even know what | did. | try to be good, but. . . Mom,

please don't hit me anymore.. . .

Holly stopped, fighting off tears. She was experiencing her son’s pain as well as her own. She would have
liked to have said to her mother the things she imagined her son saying to her. She determined to go home

and apologize to Stuart that night.

The following week, she came in glowing. Apologizing to Stuart hadn’t been nearly as hard as she had
expected. She just thought of the things she had always longed to hear from her own parents. She

explained:

| told him: “Baby, I've done some things that hurt you a lot and I'm really ashamed. | had no right to hit you. |
had no right to call you bad names. You didn’t do anything to deserve that. You are a terrific kid. It was me,
honey, all me, but I'm finally getting the help | should have gotten a long time ago. See, my parents beat up

on me real bad and
| never knew how much anger | had inside of me. I've learned a lot of new ways to behave when | get mad and
you've probably noticed that | don't lose it so bad anymore. So | honestly don't think I'm going to hit you anymore.
Butif I do, | want you to go next door and get help. | don’t ever want to hurt you again. It's bad for both of us. | really

love you, honey. I'm really sorry.”

When you apologize to your children, you are teaching them to trust their feelings and perceptions. You are
saying, “The things | did that you thought were unfair were unfair. You were right to feel that way.” You also
show them that even you can make mistakes, but that you are willing to take responsibility for them. The
message there is that it's okay for your children to make mistakes, too, as long as they take responsibility
as well. By apologizing, you are truly modeling loving behavior.
You have within you the power to change your children’s destiny. When you free yourself from the legacy
of guilt, self- hatred, and anger, you also free your children. When you interrupt family patterns and break
the cycle, you give a priceless gift to your children, and to their children, and to the children who will follow.

You are molding the future.

Epilogue

Letting Go of the Struggle

In the movie War Games, a U.S. government computer was programmed to start a global nuclear war.
All attempts to alter the computer's program were futile. However, at the last second, the computer

stopped itself, saying: “Interesting game. The only way to win is not to play.”



The same could be said of the game that so many of us continue to play: trying to get toxic parents to
change. We struggle to do whatever it takes to get them to become loving and accepting of us. This
struggle can drain our energy and fill our days with turmoil and pain. Yet, it's futile. The only way to win is

to not play.

It's time to stop playing, to let go of the struggle. This does not mean you have to let go of your

parents; it does mean you have to let go of:
« trying to get your parents to change so you can feel better
trying to figure out what you are supposed to do to get their love*
being so emotionally reactive to theme

the fantasy that one day they are going to give you the caring support you deserve®

Like many adult children of toxic parents, you may know, on an intellectual level, that if you haven't gotten
emotional nurturing from your parents by now, chances are you're not going to get it. But this understanding
rarely filters down to the feeling level. The striving child within you probably still clings to the hope that
someday your parents—no matter how limited they are—will see how wonderful you are and will give you their
love. You may have a heartbreaking determination to make up for your crimes even if you're not sure of the
charges, but when you go back to your toxic parents for the nourishment and validation that you missed as a

child, it's a lot like going back to an empty well for water. Your bucket is going to come up dry.

Letting Go and Moving On

For many years, Sandy—whose religious parents relentlessly harangued her about her
abortion—had been
locked in the typical determined struggle to get her parents to change. It took great courage for her to

recognize the hopelessness of her hope that she might somehow unlock her parents’ love and acceptance.

All these years, | believed that | had really wonderful parents and that | was the problem. It was really hard for me to
admit that my parents don’t know how to love me. They know how to control me, they know how to criticize me,
they know how to make me feel guilty and bad, but they don’t know how to let me be me, how to respect me. They
give or take back their love depending on whether or not they think I'm a good girl. | know that that’s not going to

change. They are who they are, and | have better things to do than to keep trying to get them to be different.

Sandy had come a long way from her need to deify her parents. She had confronted them about
their reaction to her abortion and had received some minimal acknowledgment from her mother
that they were not as supportive as they might have been. However, they continued to make

excessive demands on her time and her life.

Sandy asked me to help her work out some things to say that would allow her to set limits on her parents’

visits, her availability to them, and their attempts to control her with guilt and criticism. Here are a few of the



statements that Sandy and | came up with:

. Mom and Dad, | know that it means a lot to you to spend time with me. But | have my own life
now and

I’'m not willing to make myself available to you whenever you want.

I'm not going to let you attack me anymore. You have a right to your opinions, but you don’'t have a*

right to be cruel or belitting to me. If you start, I'm going to stop you.

| can appreciate that this will upset you, but I'm going to be saying “no” to you a lot more than | have ¢
in the past. I'm not going to spend every Sunday with you. And I'm no longer willing to have you

come over without calling first.

| know that all this means there are going to be a lot of changes, and | know changes are scary. But | ¢

believe that they’re healthy changes. | know we can come out of this with a better relationship.

Sandy was truly transforming the destructive interaction between herself and her parents. She set
reasonable limits on their intrusive, controlling behavior while at the same time making no attempt to

change their attitudes and beliefs.

One of the most difficult parts of letting go of the struggle is letting your parents be who they are. You
don'’t have to lie still while they ride roughshod over you, but when they try, you do have to learn to tolerate

your anxiety and control your reactions.
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new behavior. They didn’t acknowledge that they had
intruding in her life and treating her like a child, but Sandy didn’t need their acknowledgment. She had

taken control of her life. Over time, her parents grudgingly accepted her new ground rules.

Sandy had been expending a lot of energy on her struggle with her parents. Now that she had

let go of the struggle, she could redirect that energy toward her marriage and her personal goals.
She and her husband actively set aside time to talk, to make plans, to make love, and to give
their relationship the attention it needed. She also started to work toward her goal of someday
owning a florist shop. About two years after she left therapy | was delighted to receive a flyer

announcing the opening of Bouquets by Sandy.

You may continue to behave as if you were little or helpless because you are waiting for your
parents to give you permission to be an adult. But the permission is within you, not them. When you

truly let go of the struggle, you will find that you no longer have a need to sabotage your life.

Redefining Love

Love involves more than just feelings. It is also a way of behaving. When Sandy said, “My parents

don’t know how to love me,” she was saying that they don’t know how to behave in loving ways. If



you were to ask Sandy’s parents, or almost any other toxic parents, if they love their children,
most of them would answer emphatically that they do. Yet, sadly, most of their children have always felt

unloved. What toxic parents call “love” rarely translates into nourishing, comforting behavior.

Most adult children of toxic parents grow up feeling tremendous confusion about what love

means and how it's supposed to feel. Their parents did extremely unloving things to them in the
name of love. They came to understand love as something chaotic, dramatic, confusing, and
often painful—something they had to give up their own dreams and desires for. Obviously, that’s

not what love is all about.

Loving behavior doesn’t grind you down, keep you off balance, or create feelings of self-hatred.

Love doesn’t hurt, it feels good. Loving behavior nourishes your emotional well-being. When

someone is being loving to you, you feel accepted, cared for, valued, and respected. Genuine love
creates feelings of warmth, pleasure, safety, stability, and inner peace.

Once you understand what love is, you may come to the realization that your parents couldn’t or didn’t
know how to be loving. This is one of the saddest truths you will ever have to accept. But when you clearly
define and acknowledge your parents’ limitations, and the losses you suffered because of them, you open a

door in your life for people who will love you the way you deserve to be loved— the real way.

Trusting Yourself

When you were young, like all children, you used your parents’ approval or disapproval as a
gauge to determine whether you were good or bad. Because the approval of your toxic parents
was so distorted, that gauge often required you to sacrifice your own version of reality in order to
believe in something that didn’t seem right to you. As an adult, you may still be making that

sacrifice.

However, through the exercises in this book, you are shifting the source of your gauge from

within your parents to within yourself. You are learning to trust your own perception of reality. You
will discover that even when your parents don’t agree with you or don’t approve of what you’re
doing, you will be able to tolerate the anxiety because you don’t need their validation anymore. You

are becoming self-defined.

The more self-defined and independent you become, the less your parents are going to like it. Remember,

it is the nature of toxic parents to be threatened by change. Toxic parents are often the last people in the

world to accept your new, healthier behavior. That's why it is so important that you trust your own feelings

and perceptions. In time, your parents may accept the new you. You may even develop something

resembling an adult-to-adult relationship with them. But they also may dig in even deeper and fight to

maintain the status quo. Either way, it's up to you to free yourself from the destructive rituals of your family
behavior

patterns.

Becoming a true adult is not a linear process. It will take you upward, downward, forward, backward, and



inside out. Expect to falter; expect to make mistakes. You will never be totally free of anxiety, fear, guilt, and
confusion. No one is. But these demons will no longer control you. That is the key.

As you gain more control over your past and present relationship with your parents, you will

discover that your other relationships, especially your relationship with yourself, will improve

dramatically. You will have the freedom, perhaps for the first time, to enjoy your own life.
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Read on for an excerpt from Susan Forward’s

Men Who Hate Women and the

Women Who Love Them

The Most Romantic Man in the World 1|

It's the Rodgers and Hammerstein way to fall in love. You see him across a crowded room, your eyes
meet, and that certain thrill surges through you. Your palms grow damp when he stands near you; your
heart beats faster; everything in your body seems to be more alive. This is the dream of happiness, sexual
fulfilment, and completion. This man will appreciate and be responsive to you. Just being near him is
exciting and wonderful. When it happens it's overpowering. We've come to call it romantic love.
Rosalind was 45 when she met Jim. She is a striking woman, tall, with auburn hair and a trim

figure, which she

works hard to keep in shape. She has a distinctive style of dressing that shows off her height and her



artistic flair. She owns an antiqgue shop and is a successful dealer, collector, and appraiser of advertising
art, which is her specialty. Rosalind was married twice before and has a grown son. She was excited about
meeting Jim because she’d heard so much about him from her friends. They took her to hear him play with
a local jazz group. Afterward, when the four of them went out for a drink, Rosalind felt very drawn to Jim,

who was tall, dark, and extremely good-looking.

Jim and | were very attracted to each other. We talked about kids and music. He told me he’d
been married before and that his two kids lived with him. | was impressed with that. He was
interested in hearing about my antique shop because he was doing some furniture refinishing and
was interested in the market in general. He asked me if he could see me again the next night.
When the check came, | could see he didn't have much money, so | volunteered to make us
dinner at my place for our next date. He took my hand and squeezed it and just caught my eyes
with his for a moment. | could tell he was grateful that I'd understood his position.
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living room; he’s holding me so close and the world is just spinning around me. Here’s this man who
really likes me, who's strong, who’s willing to work on a relationship. All this stuff is flashing through

my mind while I'm floating away with him, feeling so terrific. It was the most romantic thing that ever

happened to me.

Jim was 36 when he met Rosalind. He was as carried away as she was by their romance; she was

the woman he’d been looking for all his life. As he later told me:

She was beautiful and had a figure that wouldn’t quit. She had her own business

and was making a go of it by herself. She’d raised her son and seemed to have done
a good job of that. I'd never met anyone like her. She was outgoing and bubbly and
enthusiastic about everything | was doing with my life, even about my kids. She was
perfect. | started calling all my friends to tell them about her. | even called my mother. |
tell you, | never felt like that before. | never thought about anyone so much or dreamed

about them all the time like | dreamed about her. | mean, this was really different.

After their third date, Rosalind started writing her name with his last name to see how it looked. She

canceled social engagements for fear of missing his calls; and Jim didn't disappoint her. Instead of
behaving like a “typical man,” he became as involved with her as she was with him. He always phoned
when he said he would—no more waiting for weeks for a man to call—and he never put his work ahead

of his need to see her. Together, they were on an exciting emotional roller-coaster.

My client Laura’s whirlwind courtship started out literally “across a crowded room.” At the time, she was

a successful account executive for a major cosmetics firm, a very pretty woman with light brown hair,



dark almond- shaped eyes, and a slender figure. She was 34 when she and Bob first met. She was out

one evening with a woman friend at a restaurant:

| had gone to make a phone call and when I returned to our table there was this very handsome
man sitting there talking to my friend. He had noticed me and was waiting for my return. There
was electricity between us from that first moment. | don't think | was ever so attracted to anyone
before in my life. He had those flashing eyes that | just can't resist. | was so turned on by him that |
couldn’t wait to go to bed with him.

We got together the next night for our first date. He took me to a lovely little restaurant on
the ocean, and he took care of ordering. He’s one of those men who knows all about wines
and foods and | just love that in a man. He seemed interested in everything about me—what |
did, how I felt about things, what | liked. | talked and talked and he just sat there, gazing at me
with those electric eyes, absorbing everything | said. After dinner we went back to my place
and listened to music together, and then | seduced him. He was too much of a gentleman. |
loved that about him. Of course, it was terrific with him sexually, and that was it. | felt closer to him
than | ever had to any man before in my life.

Bob was 40, working as a sales representative for a clothing manufacturer. He told Laura he

had been divorced the year before. Within the first month of their relationship, he and Laura
moved in together and he began to talk about getting married. When he introduced her to his two
young children, they all hit it off immediately. Bob’s obvious devotion to his children made Laura

feel even closer to him.

Jackie and Mark’s romance started out as a blind date. It became a serious involvement that very first
night. As Jackie described it to me:

| opened my door and saw this incredibly handsome man standing there. He just smiled

at me. The first words out of his mouth were, “Can | use your phone?” | blinked and said

yes, and he walked over to the phone and called the guy who had introduced us and said,

“John, you were right. She’s everything you said she was.” That was only the beginning of

the evening!

Jackie was a petite, vicacious 30-year-old when she and Mark met. She was working as a teacher in an
elementary school, supporting her two children from a previous marriage, while trying to get her doctorate.
Mark was 38 and had recently run for public office. Jackie remembered seeing his picture on billboards

around town. She was very impressed with him and extremely flattered by his attentions to her.

We were having dinner with John, who had introduced us, and his wife. She turned to me and
said, “l know you two have just met but I've never seen two people look so right together.” Then
she took my hand and said, “You are going to marry this man.” Mark nodded and said to me,



“Pay attention to what she’s saying. She’s a very smart girl.” Then he whispered to me, “You've

got a problem and his name is Mark.” | laughed
and replied “Why, are you going to be around for a while?” “I certainly am,” he said. Then,
when he took me home that night, we were sitting in the car in front of my house and he kissed

me and said, “l know this sounds crazy, but I'm in love with you.” Now that’s romantic.

The next morning, when he called me, | told him that | wouldn’t hold him to anything he’d said

the night before. His response was, “I'll repeat every word of it right now.”

Jackie felt like she was on a magic carpet from that evening on. Mark’s falling in love with her

so quickly completely swept her off her feet.

We All Love Romance

Romance makes you feel wonderful. Your emotions and your sexual feelings are at fever pitch, and in
the beginning the intensity can be truly overwhelming. The relationship can affect you like a euphoric
drug; being on “cloud nine” is the way many people describe it. The body, in fact, is producing a

tremendous number of chemicals that contribute to the “wonderful glow” people talk about.

The fantasy, of course, is that we’re going to feel like that
forever. We've been told all our lives that romantic love has magical powers to make us whole and happy
as women. Literature, TV, and movies help to reinforce this belief. The paradox is that even the most
destructive misogynistic relationship starts out filled with just this kind of excitement and expectation. Yet
despite the good feelings experienced in the beginning, by the time Rosalind came in to see me she was a
nervous wreck, and her previously thriving antiques business was on the verge of bankruptcy; Laura, the
former account executive, became so demoralized that she was sure she was incapable of ever holding
another job; and Jackie—who had successfully juggled teaching, graduate school, and raising two young
children—found herself breaking down and sobbing over minor incidents. What had happened to the
beautiful, exciting romance that had marked the beginnings of these relationships? Why were the women so

hurt and disillusioned?

Whirlwind Courtships
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unexpected might happen—I might get thrown; | might get hurt. It's the same sense of thrill and danger we

all experienced as children when we rode the roller-coaster. It’s fast, it's exciting, and it feels risky.

Once the element of sexual intimacy has been added, the speed and intensity of the emotions
becomes even greater. You don’t go through the normal progression of discovery with your new lover
because there has not been enough time. Your new partner has many qualities that are going to affect
your life—qualities that cannot be seen immediately. It takes time for both partners to develop the
openness, trust, and honesty that are needed for a solid relationship. A whirlwind courtship, thrilling as
it may be, tends to provide only pseudo-intimacy, which is then mistaken for genuine closeness.

Romantic Blinders

In order to see who our new partner truly is, the relationship has to move more slowly. It takes time to see
others realistically so that we can recognize and accept both their virtues and their shortcomings. In a
whirlwind courtship the emotional currents are so swift and strong that they overwhelm both partners’
perceptions. Anything that interferes with the picture of the new love as “ideal” is ignored or blocked out. It's

as if both partners are wearing
blinders. We become intensely focused on how the other person is making us feel rather than on who

the other person really is. The logic goes: since he makes me feel wonderful, he must be wonderful.

Laura and Bob were swept up by the spellbinding chemistry they felt between them in their first

meetings. This chemistry had very little to do with who each of them was as a person. The
rapture that Laura described related not to Bob’s character but to his eyes, the way he moved,
and how he ordered wine in the restaurant. Never did she say, “He was a decent, honest man.”
Bob was fulfilling for her the role of the perfect romantic lover, and both of them were caught up

in the seduction and infatuation of the moment.

The first indication Laura had that there might be trouble came soon after she and Bob had begun living

together.

We were out together and he said, “I have something to tell you. I'm not divorced yet.” | nearly
fell off my chair, because by that time we were making wedding plans! He said, “I felt divorced,
so | really didn’t think it made that much difference.” | was so shocked | couldn’t talk. | just
kept staring at him. Then he told me the divorce was in the works and he was taking care
of it and | shouldn’t worry. | realized that he’d lied to me from the beginning—I mean, he’d
given me dates and all that sort of thing—but it just didn’t seem
that important then. Then, the important thing wasn’t that he had lied but that he actually was
getting the divorce.



Bob’s deceptiveness should have been a warning to Laura that she needed to take a closer look

at him, but she didn’t want to see. She wanted to believe that Bob was the man of her dreams.

Jackie also received an early warning. In the beginning of her relationship with Mark, he told her a great deal
about himself and his attitudes toward women, but his information was cloaked in flattery, so Jackie had not
been alerted by it.

He told me that all the other women he’d been involved with only wanted to know, “What
can you give me?” But what he found so special about me was that | was interested in what |
could give to him. He said it was as if | had been born, shaped, and existed only to take care of
him. All the other women had been taking and taking, all gimme gimme gimme, there for the
good times but running from the bad ones. | was different.

Jackie could have heard that Mark lumped all women together and categorized them as greedy,
selfish, and
untrustworthy. But she chose instead to see his statements as further proof that she was the special one
who would make his life better.

A warning that there might be trouble ahead came early for Rosalind, too, but she failed to notice the

signal for what it was.

That first date, when he came over to my apartment for dinner, we went to bed together.

He had a lot of trouble in that department, staying hard. It was disappointing, but | told
myself that a lot of men have trouble like that with someone new and it didn’t mean
anything. Then the next morning we made love again and it was a little better, but still |
could see that he had problems. | figured | could help him overcome this, and | told myself
that sex wasn’t that important. What was so overpowering to me about Jim was how close |

felt to him and how much he responded to me as a person.

Rosalind did what so many of us do: she ignored everything that did not fit into her romantic
picture. Jim made her feel so good about herself that she discounted what turned out to be a
long-term sexual problem that seriously affected their relationship.
Without realizing it, many women divide the emotional landscape of their relationships into a
foreground and a background. In the foreground are all the wonderful characteristics that the man
possesses. These are the traits that are focused on, maximized, and idealized. Any hint of

trouble gets pushed into the background as unimportant.

An extreme example of foreground and background manipulation is the case of the woman who
falls in love with a convicted murderer. She will tell you he is the most wonderful man in the world.

No one understands him but her. The murder has fallen into the “unimportant” background while



the murderer’s surface charm takes center stage.

The phrases people use to describe this process in the early stages of a romantic relationship are very
telling:

[ just couldn’t see his faults.

| chose not to look at his problems.

I just shut my eyes and hoped it would be different for us.

| must have been blind not to see it before. «

It's easy not to see clues about someone’s past relationships, problems, and irresponsibilities
when that person makes you feel terrific. Blinders serve the function

of eliminating from your vision any information that might cloud or spoil your romantic picture.

Desperation and Fusion

Another recurring theme in the early stages of a misogynistic relationship is the sense of
underlying desperation in both partners, each of whom has a frantic need to bind the other

person to him.

Mark told me, “The reason | came on so strong to Jackie was that | was afraid | would lose her if | didn’t.”

In Mark’s statement there is more than just love for Jackie: there is a sense of panic. He added:

On our second date | just laid it all out. | told her what kind of life | wanted and I told her we were
going to get married. | asked her if she was seeing anybody else, and when she said she was |
told her to end it because she wouldn’t be able to see anyone else but me now. | knew this was it

and | wanted her to believe it too.

In Jackie’s eyes, Mark’s intensity was proof of his willingness to commit fully to their relationship.
Laura experienced a different sort of desperation. Her thirty-fifth birthday was two months away
when she met Bob, and her traditional Italian family was putting a great deal of pressure on her to
marry and have children. When Bob began pushing for marriage during the first month of their

relationship, she was not only flattered but relieved.

A casual observer of these whirlwind relationships might say: “What’s the rush?” Obviously, when people
meet, fall in love, move in together, and start making wedding plans all within a few weeks, what is going on

is more than just two people caring about and wanting to be with each other.

What these people are experiencing is a heightened, almost unbearable need to melt into or “fuse”
with the other person as quickly as possible. The separate sense of self becomes secondary to the

relationship. They begin to feel each other’s feelings. Every change of mood is contagious. Often,



work, friendships and other activities fall by the wayside. A tremendous amount of energy now goes
into loving, being loved, gaining approval, and psychologically melting into one another.

It is this need for instant oneness that appears to be the major force propelling these relationships

forward.

Rescuing

Rescuing is another important ingredient in the “Crazy
Glue” of misogynistic relationships. It creates a particular bond that makes a woman feel both needed

and heroic.

Much of Jackie’s excitement early in her relationship with Mark came from the abundance of maternal

emotions she felt for him. She was going to provide for him what no one else had, and her love would make

up for all the hardships in his life. He would become the successful, responsible man that she knew was
there underneath. She explained:

The second time | saw him he told me all about his financial situation, and | was so

flattered that he was being so honest about it that | made it all right with myself that he was
38 years old and didn’t have a job. After all, he’'d just run for office, and someone has to lose
an election. He painted such a glorious picture of his future prospects, and he was so suave
and charming and winning that | was sure, with just a little help from me, he’d be all right in no
time. | decided that | was going to provide him with the love and support he needed to get back

on his feet.

Jackie believed that she would magically transform Mark through the power of her love. For many women,
this belief is a very strong aphrodisiac. It enables a woman to see herself as a goddess, an earth-mother,
and a healer. Her love can cure him, whether his problem is financial, drug or alcohol abuse, or
unsatisfactory prior relationships. By
giving, helping, and providing, she also creates an illusion of power and strength for herself. There is a
sense of heroism in this for her: she becomes ennobled through rescuing, because with her help he will

become a different man.

There is a big difference, however, between helping and rescuing. We all need help over the rough spots in

life from time to time. To assist financially if you are able to, to be compassionate, and to offer support lets
your partner know you are on his team. But | am referring here to the man who has a track record of being
able to take care of himself. His trouble is just temporary. Helping him is an occasional thing. It is not a

constant.

Rescuing, on the other hand, is a repetitive behavior. This man always needs your help and is



usually in difficulties. He has an extensive pattern of instability in both his professional and his personal
life. He also consistently blames others for his failures.

Compare, for example, these two men:

Man #1 has always worked hard and been financially responsible. The company he
works for is sold and his job is phased out. He needs to borrow some money until he gets
back to work. He is actively looking for a job, and when he finds one he starts paying you
back.

Man #2 has had long periods of financial chaos in his life and is constantly -
coming to you to bail him out. No job is good enough for him, and he has a history
of not getting along with his bosses. When he does get work, he makes little or no
effort to pay you back for your help.

Rosalind had noticed Jim’s financial problems the first evening they met, and she immediately began

to help out by inviting him to dinner for their first real date. Within weeks, she had suggested that he
and his two teen-aged children come to live with her until he could get a regular job with a band. “He
said | was the most wonderful woman in the world and now that he knew me, things were going to be

different in his life.” It wasn’t long before she was supporting all of them on a permanent basis.

Initially, Jim’s gratitude to Rosalind intensified his feelings for her. If he was in love with her
before, he was insane about her once she started taking care of them all. For Jim, as for so many

misogynists, her helping became proof that she really cared.

Many women bask in the glow of their partners’ gratitude; it makes them feel truly needed and wanted. And
yes, it is exciting to help your mate and to feel that your love and your giving make a difference in his life. His
effusive gratitude may feel so wonderful that you begin to accept it as

sufficient repayment.

Obviously, not all misogynists need rescuing. Many are stable both professionally and financially. In

fact, the more successful the misogynist is, the more he may insist that the woman in his life be totally
dependent on him. It is the misogynist who has serious patterns of instability who is in need of
being rescued. His instability can show itself in a variety of ways: problems with money,
substance abuse, chaotic relationships, gambling, or inability to hold a job. This man is sending
out distress signals for someone to save him. Many women, especially those with a career of
their own, rush in all too quickly with a life preserver, only to get pulled down by the undertow

themselves.

Not every high-pitched romance involves a misogynist. Certainly a relationship that starts out with a
great deal of excitement can turn out just fine. But if, in addition to the romantic excitement, you find some

of the other elements | have described coming into play—rescuing, a sense of panic and desperation, a



too-quick bonding or fusion, and a kind of purposeful blindness—then you may be headed for some very
rough waters.
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