
When Loving Too Much Hurts Too Much

. ttl started hurting on the bottom of my stomach. The
pain was unbelievable. It was like, oh, God, why
doesn't hejust call? I didn't go to work. I'djust sit and
drink wine cooler after wine cooler . . . all the time
thinking about him.')

. "Iwaited patienth fo, two years for her to leave her
husband, but nothing changed. I kept telling myself,
well, if I'mjust patient. . .I felt like I was on a torture
rack."

. ttlt was very melodramatic, like something out of a bad
movie. I knew I wasn't about to actually burn his
house down, but I couldn't stop thinkirg about it."

. t'I'm afraid of the total emptiness I used to feel. I'm
afraid it'll come back.Just total emptiness."

. ttl kept calling into the night, but she wouldn't answer
the phone. So Ijust kept going at it on and otr, over
and over. Like a robot."

These people regained their emotional wholeness and
freedom. You can, too. This compassionate and practical
book will show,you the way.
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lntroduction

q omethirg wasn't right when Gloria arrived at work. All eyes
tJwere on her as she walked through the newsroom toward her
oflice. Many of her co-workers were smiling like guests at a surprise
parfy knowing the birthday girl has arrived at the door. Her adren-
aline began to pump. Was she getting a promotion? Did her brother
and sister-in-law have their babyP Did her vacation request come
through?

As Gloria swung open the door to her office she was over-
whelmed by the smell of roses. Covering the entire surface of her
desk was a breathtaking arrangement of at least six do zen of the
most beautiful red roses she had ever seen. What was the occasionP
She checked the calendar on her watch. May 2. The date meant
nothing.

Then it dawned on her. They were fromJi*.
The fear and anger hit her like a train.Why couldn'tJim under-

stand that she didn't want to see him anymore? Why wouldn't he
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Introduction | 3

jealousy that she felt suffocated. What had started out as passion be-
gan to feel more like prison. She had tried to get him to understand
her feelings, to understand that she needed to have more inde-
pendence, to feel less like a possession, but nothing she said seemed
to make any difference. Finally, she lost patience and told him she
didn't want to see him anymore. When he begged her to reconsider,
she tried to let him down easy? but she still held firm.

In the ensuing months, he had refused to give up. She felt driven,
by his never-ending campaigr to win her back, to become increas-
ingly assertive. She was convinced that the kindest thing she could
do was to get him to give up on her so that he could offer his enor-
mous passion to someone who would appreciate it.

Ji* sat at his desk, waitirg for Gloria's call, rehearsing the words
he would use. He opened a file to appear to be studying a contract
should anyone walk into his office. But work was the last thing on
his mind. After three hours of bouncing between hope and anxiety,
he sensed his growing anger over Gloria's blindness to his love and
to her own true desires. He fought off this anger by rationalizing
that she wasn't calling from her office because she wouldn't have
time for all the catching up they'd have to do. But his head was so
full of things he wanted to tell her that he picked up a pen and be-
gan to write her a letter. By the time he finished, he had filled twelve
pages.

Gloria couldn't concentrate on work either. Whenever she tried
to edit the story on her desk, her thoughts returned toJim. Was she
encouraging him withoutreaJizirg it? When she broke up with him,
she may have given him double messages in trying to spare his feel-
ings, but she had become painfully blunt since. A chilling thought
seized her: what if he tried to kill himselfP Would it be her faultP
Her head began to ache.

About eight o'clock that night, Ji* finally decided that he
couldn't wait any longer. The roses had apparently not done the
job, but he didn't care anymore. Ile felt like he was about to explode
from the pressure of his own anxiety. He had to hear her voice. So
he called her. She hung up. He was devastated.
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lntroduction | 5

Ji*
What makes me do these things? I'm a lawyer-I'm

supposed to act logically. But when it comes to Gloria, I just
can't. Am I going to be like this foreverP I feel like I'm never
going to get over her. Am I going to be screwing up my
relationships for the rest of my life? I can't go on like this.
It's too painful. Is there anything I can doP

I toldJim that I understood how alone, confused, and out of con-
trol he felt. Most obsessors feel this way, yet they often have
nowhere to turn for support. Their friends and family can't under-
stand why they don'tjust ttforget about" their lover and get on with
their lives. Because their behavior is so often oppressive, they rarely
find a slrmpathetic ear unless they seek professional treatment, and
sometimes not even then. I assured Jim that if he really wanted to
change, I wanted to help. The fact that he had chosen to come in to
see me was an important first step.

As I began to work withJi* to find answers to his questions, I re-
alized that these same questions must be going through the minds
of millions of other troubled, hurting obsessive lovers.

By the -same token, I knew that Gloria must be plagued by
questions of her own. Shouldn't she have known early on that
something was wrong? Was she unwittingly feeding Ji*'s obses-
sion? Why couldn't she get him to take her seriouslyP Would she
ever be able to trust another loverP While I sympathized with

Jim's pain, I also felt a lot of compassion for Gloria. Thrgets of ob-
sessive love are often forgotten victims. Their confidants often
find their plight amusing or accuse them of exaggeratirg their
lover's behavior.

After Ji* left, I thought about the hundreds of obsessors and
many targets of obsessive love I had treated over the years. I had
been repeatedly moved by these men and women whose lives had
been dramatically altered by this particularly destructive type of ob-
session. Many of the obsessors were intelligent, attractive, success-
ful people, who had been shocked and ashamed by their own
behavior yet had felt powerless to do anything about it. They had
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lntroduction I Z

Throughout this book I will be using the word "obsessive" to
describe certain behavior. This is technically incorrect since the
term ttobsessive" traditionally refers only to thoughfs. The correct
psychological adjective for behavior driven by obsession is "com-
pulsive." However? for simplicity's sake, ir this book I have chosen
to use the one adjective, ttobsessiver" to describe behavior as well as
thoughts.

Obsessive love knows no gender. Both men and women can be-
come obsessed, and both men and women can be targets. Obses-
sors may be completely rational in other areas of their lives or may
be involved in other driven behaviors. These behaviors can range
from alcoholism, d*g addiction, or compulsive gamblirg to less
publicrzed compulsions like workaholism or rigid perfectionism.
Anyone can be an obsessor.

Likewise, there are no rules about what kinds of people get
singled out as targets. Some targets encourage their obsessive
lover, others bluntly refuse all contact. Some targets initially share
their lover's passion, others reject it out of hand. Some targets are
married to their obsessor, others barely know him or her. The
only thing all targets have in common is an unwanted, tireless
pursuer.

The Myth of the Ultimate Passion

Popular culture has long cultivated a romantic fascination for obses-
sive love. In the miniseries ttNapoleon and Josephine" there is a
wonderfully erotic scene during which Armand Assante (Napoleon)
expresses the power of his love forJacqueline Bisset (Josephine) by
telling her, ttYou are my obsession." A popular perfume uses the
same line in its TV ads to promise a shortcut to passion and romance
for its users. In the best-selling book Presumed Innocent (and in the
subsequent movie), the main character still longs for the hot sexual-
ity of his obsessive love affair, even after his lover's death. Even such
movies as Play Misty for Me, Star 80, and Fatal Attraction, which
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loving obsessive lovers may feel, they are controlled by their own
needs and desires, often at the expense of the needs and desires of
their target.

Healthy love aspires to trust, caring, and mutual respect. Obses-
sive love, on the other hand, is dominated by fear, possessiveness,
andjealousy. Obsessive love is volatile and sometimes even danger-
ous. Ultimately, it never satisfies, it never nourishes, and it rarely
feels good.

Are You on Obsessive LoverT

I certainly don't mean to label every intense, romantic relationship
as obsessive. I'm an extremely romantic person myself. I'm a
pushover fsr a candlelit dinner? a beautiful opera? or an evening of
dancing. In the first bloom ofpassion l-like almost everyone else-
go through a stage that seems very much like obsessive love. It is
possible to become very preoccupied with a new lover without be-
i.g driven by obsession.

But obsessive lovers never outgrow that state of preoccupation.
Their world becomes increasingly narrow as they neglect family,
friends, and activities that were previously important to them in or-
der to focus all of their attention on their lover. And as their world
narrows, their need for their lover increases accordingly. Should
their lover not continue to reciprocate their feelings, the blow is un-
bearable. Rejection is the obsessor's ultimate nightmare.

When confronted with the loss or growing disinterest of a lover,
obsessors do not let go. Instead, they grow more desperate for their
target's love. This is key to understanding obsession:

Rejection is the trigger of obsessive love.

Obsessive lovers are so caught up in the maelstrom of their pas-
sions that they simply refuse to accept when a relationship is over.

Many of you already know that you are obsessive. Others of you
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13. Have you crossed the line to vandalism or even violence
against this person or against yourselfP

If you answered ttytt" to three or more of these questions, you
are an obsessive lover. But don't despair-obsessive love is not a ge-
netic flaw but a way you and a lot of other people learned to try and
meet normal needs for loving and being loved. llou c&n overcome
obsession. Anythirg learned can be unlearned.

Before you can free yourself from the demons of obsessive love
you must recognize how much control they've been exerting over
your life. I know this is easier said than done. Obsession creates its
own shell of denial and confusion and then hides inside. But I
promise you that this recognition will help you make positive
changes in your life.

(NOTE: If you answered "ym" to the last checklist question, in
addition to reading this book, you must seek professional help im-
mediat.ly, before you permanently harm yourself or someone else.)

Are You the
Target of Obsession?

If you are in a troubled relationship or if you are the object of
someone's unwanted attentions, the first step toward dealing ef:
fectively with your situation is to determine whether your lover
or admirer is in fact obsessive. The followirrg checklist will help
you make that determination. Once you've made it, you'll be able
to adopt appropriate strategies for taking back control of your
life.

Do you feel suffocated by your partner's behaviorP
Does someone you have discouraged try repeatedly to con-
vince you that you don't know your bwn feelings or desires,
that you really love him or her?

3. Does an ex-lover or ex-spouse refuse to believe that it's over
and continue to pursue you despite your objections?

I .

2.
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was coerced into a sexual afhir by the woman who was her super-
visor at work, to the woman who miscarried when she was thrown
down the stairs by her estranged husband.

If you know that you are? or suspect that you might b", an obses-
sor, I want to help you get past your pain, confusion, and anxiety.

In this book I will give you specific new techniques and strate-
gies that will allow you to regain control of your emotions, rather
than having them control you. I know some of you are thinking
ttthat's impossiblef'but I assure you it isn't. You can learn to rea-
son, to perceive, and to make rationaljudgments without being mis-
guided by your obsession. You can learn to relate to other people in
less desperate and driven ways. By confronting the source of your
obsession, you can significantly lessen your need to possess or be
possessed by another human being in order to feel whole.

If you are the target of someone's obsessive love, this book will
reassure you that you are not alone and show you how to reestab-
lish some normalcy in your life. The people you will meet in these
pages will help you understand what you're dealing with and, in
some cases? what you may be doing to inddvertently encourage your
obsessor's attentions. You will learn to face the difficult decisions
you must make to put a stop to your obsessor's invasive behavior.
This book offers specific communication, behavioral, and legal
strategies to enable you to free yourself from your obsessor's op-
pressior, whether it is merely annoying or actually dangerous.

Though obsessors and targets may appear to have different
probleffis, they share a strong sense of powerlessness over their
lives. The obsessor's life is dominated by seemingly uncontrollable
impulses? passions, and hntasies, while the target's life is often
dominated by the need to escape oppressive and relentless pursuit.
With this book, I hope to help both obsessors and their targets es-
cape from the intensity, the pain, the chaos, the yearning, the pow-
erlessness, and the power of obsessive love.





PART ONE

Obses sive
Lovers





1 The One Magic Person

I can't believe I did all those things. The phone calls, the
drive-bys, the letters, the tantrums, the threats . . . itjust
wasn't me. But it took me so long to get him out of my head.
The way he looked, the way he smelled, the way he touched
me . . . he drove me crazv.

-Margaret

T t was Margaret's last duy of therapy. She had worked hard to
I break free from the painful obsessive patterns that had been
plaguing her for the past three years, and she had largely succeeded.
She was a very different woman from the depressed, desperate,
volatile Margaret I had first met a year and a half earlier.

Margaret is a willowl, red-haired, thirty-four-year-old divorc6e
who works as a paralegal with a large law firm. She came to see me
because her preoccupation with Phil-a lover who was clearly not
interested in a monogamous relationship-was making her feel like
she was losing control of both her personal and her professional
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in her description that could not just as easily describe the begin-
nings of some healthy relationshipr.Most ofus relish the giddy feel-
ings that Margaret talked about. When we first fall in love, we feel
like we're walking on air. Flowers smell more fragrant, music
sounds more beautiful, the sky seems bluer, our pulse quickens, our
mood soars.

These heightened sensations are not just imagin ary. Physical
changes are triggered in our bodies by romantic feelings, hopes,
and fantasies. Our heartbeat quickens, we become flushed? our
adrenaline pumps, we experience hormonal changes, and our
brains release endoqphins-the body's natural opiate. As a result of
all this chernical activity, love is a physical state as well as a state of
mind.

The ldealized Lover

In the thrill and passion of a new romance, it is only natural to see a
lover through rose-colored glasses. We go out of our way to see only
what we want to see, filtering our perceptions through romantic ex-
pectations and dreams. This optimistic filtering of reality is called
ttidealization."

\Iou can see idealization at work in Margaret's description of Phil.

Margaret
After a couple weeks, he told me he was in love with me. I

was ecstatic. He was so perfect. I felt like my life was finally
roundirg out. Not only did I have ajob I liked, and my son
seemed to be doing okay, but now, finally, I had this fantastic
guy. The sex was great, the talk was great, he cooked these
romantic meals, he even fixed my car for me. I felt totally safe
with him, notjust physically but emotionally. I'd finally
found the man I was going to spend the rest of my life with.
He made me feel like I was more than I'd ever been before,
like I was finally a whole person. And I knew there was no
one else on earth who could make me feel that wav.
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This is the
one-&nd only one-magc person

who can meet ull -y needs.

Obsessive lovers truly believe-sometimes without realizing
it-that their "One Magic Person" alone can make them feel
huppy and fulfilled, solve all their probleffis, give them the passion
they've yearned for, and make them feel more wanted and loved
than they've ever felt before. With all this power? the One Magic
Person becomes more than a lover-he or she becomes a necessity
of life.

There are no prerequisites for the One Magic Person. It is not
necess ary that he or she be especially attractive, intelligent, witty, or
successful or possess any other qualities we usually associate with
desirability.

In fact? some obsessors fall in love with deeply troubled or even
addicted lovers. These obsessors are irresistibly drawn into rela-
tionships by a deep-seated need to be needed and a belief that they
alone can save their lover (as wetll see in Chapter Four).

Obsessors' fantasies and expectations about their One Magic
Person may have little to do with who that person really is and
everything to do with what they themselves need and how they ex-
pect that person to fulfill those needs. No one really knows with ab-
solute certainty why one person has such a powerful eflect on
another. But something about the One Magic Person clearly taps
into the individual needs and yearnings that lie deeply embeded in
the obsessive lover's unconscious.

The Mental Sculptor

In healthy relationships, ?s lovers grow more emotionally intimate,
they begin to feel secure enough to reveal themselves as real people
with shortcomings. The romantic expectations of these lovers nat-
urally evolve to reflect the changes that this increased honesty
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Cynthia was married. In other circumstances this would have dis-
couraged him, but Don was convinced that he had found his One
Magic Person. So he began to mold his own realiry to eclipse the
magnitude of this stumbling block.

Don

We began to have lunch together pretty regularly, and

we'd talk and talk and talk. She was very British, so she

wasn't used to discussing her feelings openly, but that only
intrigued me more. Then one duy we took a walk on the
beach. The sun was shining, the water was shimmering. . . .
I looked at her and I just . . . leaned over and kissed her. It

was the most amazingmoment of my life. After that, all I

wanted to do was be with her, all I could do was think about

her. As we got to know each other a little better, she finally

began to talk more about herself and her marriage.

Cynthia had come to the United States when she was eighteen to
study piano at Juilliard. A year later, she had met her husband, a
physician fifteen years older than she. They married, and she gave
up her studies to move to the West Coast with him.

Don

She'd always resented givirg up the music, but she never

talked to her husband about it. She never talked to him

about anything. She said she'd never been able to open up to
him like she could with me. She said no man had ever been
so tender and warm and caring and sincere with her as I

was. Here was the woman I'd dreamed of since I was a teen-
ager, and she was making me feel like I was the only man for
her. I knew it was only a matter of time before shetd leave her
husband, even though she never talked about it. I started
checking the paper to see how much it would cost to get a
bigger apartment when she was ready to move in with me. I

even asked around for the name of a good divorce attorney
so I could give her a reference when she was ready.
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Laurie
I don't know what to do. This feels so crazy . .. he

doesn't even know I exist. I'mjust one of a million nurses to
him. He's gorgeous, he's charming, he's witty, he's perfect. I
can't get my mind off him. I think about making him candle-
light dinners; I think about us naked together, about him
putting his arms around ffie, holding me, making love to
me. . . , And the worst part of it is, I know he's happily mar-
ried. The other duy his wife came in to have lunch with him
and I couldn't stop cryrng. My supervisor finally told me to
go home early. Every time I go out with somebody else, I
have a horrible time because Ijust think of him all the time.
But I could never bring myself to ask him out, you know, for
a drink or even a cup of coffee or somethirg. I mean he's
married; itjust wouldn't be right. I know it's stupid, but
some nights Ijust can't stop crying about it. I'm losing so
much weight that my friends are all worried about me. It's
like this guy has taken over my life and he doesn't even
know it.

Laurie's romance was sculpt ed entirel2 from imagin ary compo-
nents. She had no reason to expect that her fantasy lover would ever
be even remotely interested in her. In hct, ail the evidence pointed
to the contrary. Yet, although she knew she had no hope of a rela-
tionship, she still remained totally fixated on her One Magic
Person.

I call people like Laurie t'worshipers from afa4" obsessive lovers
who have no romantic or sexual involvement with the targets of
their obsession. These obsessive lovers build elaborate relation-
ships in their minds, sometimes with targets whom they've never
even met (often movie stars or other celebrities).

While this form of obsessive love may sound benign, its power
should not be underestimated. It can bejust as destructive to an ob-
sessor's emotional well-being as any other type of obsessive love
and, if left unchecked, can escalate into obsessive behavior, drasti-
cally affecting the lives of both the obsessor and the target.
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together. I mean, it was the only time I really felthis love . . .
he'd always clam up when I'd try to talk about our
relationship.

Margaret believed that she and Phil had a close, loving relation-
ship even though he never verbally expressed his feelings for her.
She was convinced that the intensiry of his sexuality was his way of
expressing the intensity of his feelings. Only a man who truly loved
her could make her feel so fantastic in bed. As so many obsessive
lovers do, Margaret was confusing sexual passion for love, and in so
doing, she was setting herself rp for a painful fall.

From Romance to Rejection

The feelings that Margaret found so delicious were no different
from the feelings that many of us experience during the heady tidal
wave of new love. Because of this, a potentially obsessive relation-
ship is virtually impossible to spot in the early stages. Almost all of
us become preoccupied by thoughts and fantasies of a new lover at
the beginnitg of a romantic relationship. Almost all of us disrupt
our lives to spend as much time as possible with him or her. This
mild form of obsession is perfectly healthy as long as it is generally
a temporary phase and the feelings are reciprocal.

But when lovers are truly obsessive, there's nothing temporary
about their preoccupation. And if, after the first flush of romance,
their target begins to withdraw, falls in love with someone else, or
simply walks awvft their preoccupation fans their feelings of rejec-
tion into an emotional inferno.

Rrlr,cnoN; Tue OnsrssoR's NlcnrMARE

The difference between healthy and obsessive lovers becomes
parent when rejection enters the picture. If healthy lovers are
jected, they generally grieve the loss of the relationship and get

ap-
re-
on
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house if he really loved me. I knew it bugged him but I
couldn't help myself--I had to hear him say it. I was so much
in love with this man. I started hating it when he had to go to
work; I wanted to be with him every second. When he
wasntt there I was terrified that he wouldn't come home.

When Margaret's rejection anxiety kicked into high gear, her
need for reassurance became insatiable. She felt threatened by any-
thing and everything that took Phil away from her. She became
clingy and demanding, which only increased her fear because she
knew such behavior would alienate Phil. But she couldn't help her-
self. Her obsessive tendencies, brought to the surface by rejection
anxiety, had taken on a life of their own. Margaret's betterjudgment
was no match for the power of her obsessive love.

Because obsessors believe that their emotional survival depends
on the success of their relationship, they often become hypersensi-
tive to every nuance of their lover's behavior-whether it be a
changed tone of voic€: & broken date, or a new hobby. Anythirg
short of their target's complete devotion and attention can make an
obsessor feel shut out in the cold.

In an attempt to protect against rejection they fear, many obses-
sors try to second-guess what kind ofperson their lover wants them
to be. They agonize over how they look, how they speak, how they
perform in bed, how intelligent they appear twisting themselves
into pretzels in their attempt to be desirable to their One Magic Per-
son. Anythirg to avoid rejection.

Ttrvr Dorsv'r Hrtp

Rejection anxiety is not limited to new relationships. My client Hal
struggled with it for almost two decades. Hal was a slightly built
forty-two-year-old dentist with thinning brown hair and a disarm-
itg smile. He came to see me because his obsession with his own
wife hadjust about destroyed his marriage.

Hal and Fran had been married for nineteen years. Hal had al-
ways felt insecure in their relationship. Fran was so witty and out-



a{lT'txou aql Eurnol puu olnuru euo Surlcofe"r lru uaryo daqt s3urlaag

Jraql lnoqe alns l6ue;u sla8rq uoq6'lu?lsuoc sdumlu l,usr uoqceltU

NOTJJTEU JtoWOdS;

'dcaqdord E,qlltJInJJ[os u satuo)aq dlarxuu

uorlcalsr s,rossosqo aql ouaryo ool ilv'JeaJ srossasqo uoqcaler d-ran

eql se{olord pue le8ru1 rrerll sro8uu luql rollut{eg of srelol olrsses
-qo speol uoryo fta1xuu uoucefar 'dum sTql uI 'uollcofar pnlen sE lraJ

Jo etrrus oql qJnru aluq uuJ uorloaftrJo tna{'s.relol allssesqo Jod

Jlesurrq puu uurd uoa&uoq oSpe/\^, Fuorlolua uB e^orp dlaluul
-p1n luql aruoq lu dsnoluof puu uorcrdsns Jo araqdsounu ue paluero
oq ttulq aluol ppo/rl u€rd luql sruoJ sSlJo llnser u su puv'eruoplla roJ

sruoJ potrupsqns IuH lsru3ruru a{lT'aruoprna paou l,uplp IUH lnfl
'ecueprna duu /q lno ouJoq lou ere/u, lur{l soqruqrssod dq pa"rn1

-rol Suraq su/r eH 'ol popuelur or{s luql ro 6olurrdordduur llq lsual
eql ur Surqlduu Surop su^l uurd lurll lcadsns ol uosuor ou puq IUH

'd*p duu sdn3 eseqtJo ouo t{t1l\go 3urlel oq p,o{s
arns sui!\ I:ll puuls l6uplnor I 'pruoq{celq u uo sluura8t|}

o{[ su,l\ lJ ' ' ' ',(np 
il€ sosnoq ftdtuo osoql W q qq 8tT

-leetu ag p,eqs puu dn3 u suiv\ llJI puu'sluaqr Eupla3 pagqs
oqs ua$ puY 'qll/u\ Surqro^\ su/I^ otls sdn3 oseql ilu lnoqe lol
u Surqpl su/r, eqs pecqou I qof 

"ql 
pouuls eqs se uoos sv

TNH

'8urr ErTp
-peil\ sFI rltynr dlsnoareu poduld I€H'srual slq lnoqu Po{lEl eq sv

diln"puru
-urp elul€cse ol uu3eq dlaguu uoqcelat s,lEH'ppom eql w lno u?rd

rIllAA '1uaEu olu1se Ieer u sB uoqudncJo JaruroJ Jaq ol paurnlar ueJd

puu looqcs qE1q parolua ratrq8nep d1uo rloqt uaql '{rerlr ur sruoJ

sFI dae>1 ol pe8euuur puq aq sruad eql g3norql lnq 'e8erneru rot{

aleel ol req epunsred ppo^\ oql. ueru ouros luellouo ppo/r u€rd

leql porrrorr,r. sdervrlE Put{ IeH 
'u^^urptlllx\ pu€ .(,{t 09 ol papuel tpueq

rorlto aql uo 'tq oilqn^ 
"tq 

ol paryuds sr(urvrp eldoad luql Suro3

1AO1 SATSS]SBO | 0t



The One Magic Person | 31

rejection anxi eV, this kind of sporadic rejection is just as powerful
a trigger for obsessors as is the blunt ttl-never-want-to-see-you-

again" variety.
Don experienced sporadic rejection more and more as his rela-

tionship with Cynthia developed. After their first kiss, their at-
traction escalated swiftly into an intense affair. They would meet
three or four times a week at Don's apartment for furtive afternoon
lovemaking. But Don was becomirg increasingly restless with this
arrangement. He wanted more than a part-time affair-he wanted
to make a life with his One Magic Person. And he was sure Cyr-
thia wanted the same thing. After all, she professed her love
for him.

Don /

I waited patiently for two years for her to leave her hus-,
band, but nothing changed. I kept telling myself, well, if I'm
just patient, if I'mjust patient . . . but she wouldn't leave
him. I felt like I was on a torture rack, being torn apart. One
minute she was mine, the next she was with him. One week
I'd feel us growing closer, the next week I'd feel like she
wanted to end it. I couldn't stand it. One duy she'd be
making love to me, and the next day she'd be making
excuses about why she couldn't see me. I didn't know if I
was coming or going, and it was driving me crazy.

By bouncing back and forth between being loving one moment
and rejecting the next, Cynthia was giving Don what in my business
we call ttintermittent reinforcement." Perhaps she was being manip-
ulative in order to keep both men, perhaps she couldn't make up
her mind, perhaps she was using Don to prop up her marriage, or
perhaps she simply lacked the strength to leave her husband. What-
ever her motives, for Don the net result was the same. The good
times gave him encouraging'glimpses of what he yearned for while
the bad times escalated his rejection anxiety.

Sporadic rejection keeps obsessors on an emotional see-saw? tee-
tering between the dread of life without their One Magic Person
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him, he made me feel so good, I really thought this was it. I
slept with him on the first night and it was wonderfu'I. I felt
like our bodies just fit together like yin and yang. He said he
felt the same way. I just knew this was it. It had to be. We
went out a couple more times and everything seemed to just
keep heating up. And then hejust stopped calling.Just like
that. I left a few messages on his machir€: but he never
returned my calls. How could he treat me like this after all
we had?

What they "had" were four dates and some good sex, but Nora
had become convinced that Tom was her One Magic Person. When
he stopped calling and refused to return her calls, she truly felt like
she had lost a meaningful relationship. Like Margaret, Nora had
mistaken sex for love.

It is astounding how little real emotional connection some obses-
sive lovers need in order to turn a few crumbs of affection into a whole
loaf,, For Nora, the pain of rejection was every bit as great after four
dates as it might have been after four years. Clearly, the depth of her
pain was not determined by the depth of her relationship. It was de-
termined by the depth of her obsession. Obsessive love distorts time
and magnifies feelingse creating a reality all its own.

Denying the Undeniable

When rejection darkens the landscape of the obsessive lover's real-
ity, he or she invariably seeks refuge in denial. Denial is one of our
most basic, potent defense mechanisms. In its most extreme form,
denial can be used to totally negate reality-to believe that the truth
isn't true. But most people use less extreme forms of denial:

I. They rationalize what is happening with seemingly reason-
able excuses or explanations.

2. They minimize the importance of what is happening.
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Nora

Muybt he'll call one duy and say, "I was waiting just to see

what you would do to get me." It's like a game. He's putting
me to a test and one duy I'll pick rp the phone and he'lI say,
ttOkay, let's get married." Because I know that that's got to
be on his mind. I know him better than he knows himself.

Nora's rationalizations were keeping her from doing what she

needed to do to deal with her pain, disappointment, and frustra-

tion. Instead of facing the reality of Tom's rejection, she was cling-
itg to a stubborn belief,

He really loves ffi€: he just doesn't know it.

Obsessive lovers often believe that they know far better than their
targets how their targets really feel: They believe that if they canjust
prove the depth and intensity of their love, their targets will awaken
to their "true feelings" and reciprocate that love. Using rationaliza-
tion, obsessive lovers can reduce a target's rejection to a tempo rcry
aberration.

MwrwrztNc TunouGH SELECTTvE Focus

If you say to an obsessor, ttlt's over. I don't want to see you any-
more, and I don't want you to try to contact me. You're a terrific
person, but it's just not working," the obsessor will typically only
hear, ttYou're a terrific person." By extracting the one positive
phrase of a clearly rejecting statement, the obsessor drastically min-
imizes the negative overall meaning of the message. I call this kind
of minimizing "selective focusing." Obsessors resort to it all the
time.

Don
After two and a half years, she finally did leave her hus-

band. I thought, ttThis is it, she'll move in with me." But she
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Margaret minimized the fact that sex had become the sum total
of her relationship. Phil was clearly losing interest in her, but she
just focused on the one aspect of the relationship that still worked.

In their cmsade to hold on to their One Magic Person, obsessors
spotlight any fragment of hope that their lover still cares about
them. At the same time, they push into the shadowy background
any evidence to the contrary. They are masters of denial.

Obsessive lovers have enormous magical expectations for how
their target will fill up their lives. These expectations are often for-
tified by fantastic sex and intense initial passion. Obsessors become
so invested in their relationship that when they experience rejec-
tion, they truly believe they will never be loved again, they will never
love again, they will never be happy, they will never be whole. Be-
cause of this, obsessors simply refuse to let go when their One
Magic Person pulls away. They cannot let go. Holding on to or re-
capturitg their rejecting lover is much more than a question of de-
sire for obsessive lovers. It is a question of survival.
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But most obsessive lovers cannot disconnect. Instead, they try to

"do somethitg" about their pain by resorting to certain predictable,
repetitive behaviors that are either self-punishing, oppressive to
their target, or both. They try to escape from the pain they are feel-
ingby becoming totally preoccupied with what they are doing. This
translation of painful feelings into negative behavior is what, in my
business? we call ttacting out."

Acting Out Through
SelfrPunishment

The image of obsessive lovers' behavior that we get from newspa-
pers? films, and'television involves intrusions on a target?s life and
threats or even harm to a target. But many obsessive lovers react to
the pain of rejection by unconsciously turning again st themselaes,
acting in ways that sabotage their own emotional and often physical
well-being.

When Tom stopped calling Nora, for example, her pain was so
great that it made her physically ill. And her self-punishing behav-
ior only made matters worse.

Nora
I started hurtitg on the bottom of my stomach. The pain

was unbelievable. It was like, Oh, God, why doesn't he call?
I didn't go to work. Ijust sat home and got depressed and
watched the phone. I'd just sit out there and drink wine
cooler after wine cooler . . . eatjunk, drink wine, eat more,
ache more, eat more, drink more . . . all the time thinking
about him.

Nora was on an obsessive treadmill. Her ruminations about Tom
led to intense emotional pain that she tried to medicate with two fa-
vorite remedies of rejected lovers: food and alcohol. Self-punishirg
obsessors often resort to drinking excessively, overeating or eating
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SurrrnrNc; Tur DrcprMTE CoruruECTroN

Some obsessive lovers have a great deal of trouble expressing their

anger. Though this is true for obsessors ofboth sexes, it is especiully

true for women? who have so often been socialized to believe that

showing anger, even in direct and appropriate ways? is unattractive.

Like Nora, many women have learned to contain their anger, to suf-

fer it rather than to acknowledge it.

Sufferitg has a special role in the obsessive drama. For obsessive

lovers-both men and women-suffering provides a last tenuous

connection to a dead or dying relationship. Suffering allows obses-

sors to keep their target vividly present in their lives. A relationship

may be physically over, but suflering can prevent it from coming to

an emotional end. However? in maintaining this kind of connection,

the obsessor gains nothirg but pain and postpones the possibility

of taking steps to move on.

In addition to a minimal connection to the target, suffering also

offers obsessive lovers a curious emotional side effect. Nora found

that in a strange way her suffering alrnost made her feel heroic.

Nora
Even when I was really touching bottom, at least I knew I

was going through this for love. It made the whole thing
seem so meaningful. Like I was some kind of martyr to the
cause of love.

For Nora, as for so many obsessive lovers, the magnitude of her
suffering kept her in touch with the magnitude of her love. Nora felt
secure-almost proud-in the knowledge that no one else could
possibly suffer for Tom as much as she could.

In the beginnitg of obsessive relationships, obsessors are nour-
ished by the power of their passion. When rejection deflates that
passion? something has to fill the emotional vacuum. Suffering is
one of the few states that generate strong enough emotions to do so.

Though almost all obsessors act out through self-punishing
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phoning the target incessantly
driving repeatedly by the target's home or work place
showing up unannounced at the target's home or work place
stalking the target
threatening to harm themselves or the target

Some of these pursuit tactics may seem relatively benigr, but in
fact they arc all exercises in power. Even Jim's seemingly romantic
gift to Gloria of six dozen roses was a power trip. He thought he was
being loving, but what he was really doing was fighting how power-
less he felt against Gloria's rejection by forcing her to think about
him. He was muscling his way back into her life. She did not want
any contact with him, she did not want any reminders. But he im-
posed them on her nonetheless. Obsessive lovers use pursuit tactics
to assert power where they feel most powerless-in the loss of their
One Magic Person.

Cnr,qnruc Excusrs

When Margaret's relationship with Phit dwindled to infrequent
sexual encounters, she began tryrng to manipulate him into seeing
her more. She resorted to a seemingly harmless pursuit tactic: cre-
ating excuses to make contact.

Margaret
I was going to bed at one and I was waking up at four. I had

nightmares. I was losing weight. It was like a slow death when
I wasn't with him. So I'd find all kinds of excuses to get him to
see me. I'd get extra concert tickets, I'd break somethirg in my
house and then ask him to fix it, one night I even made up a
prowler so he'd come over to check it out. Itd call him at the
station, I'd call him at home, I'd try him at his brother's, I'd
try him at this bar where he hangs out . . . wherever I thought
he'd be. I'd make up some reason for him to come over. There
was almost always some reason why he couldn't come, but
that never stopped me from tryrng.
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she didn't love him anymore. He hadntt believed her. For a month,
he'd called her, stopped by her house, and sent letters. To no avail.

Although Sarah continued to refuse to see him, Robert wouldn't
give up. He believed there was something he could do to make
Sarah realtze what a mistake she was making by rejecting him. The
telephone became his lifeline.

Robert
I remember it was my birthday. I stopped by her house,

just thinking I would suqprise her. But the surprise was on
me because there was someone else there. Itjust broke my
heart. I could see that she felt very uncomfortable about it. I
got back to my apartment and started calling and I wouldn't
stop. I had to talk to her, to fix it, to convince her she needed
to see me. It was my birthdry and she needed to be with me.
Whether she wanted to or not wasn't really important at the
time.

R.petitive callers like Robert have sulprisingly little concern for
how their invasive behavior affects their target. They may be ex-
tremely empathetic people in other relationships or areas of their
lives, but once obsession takes over? the intensity of their feelings
toward their target overshadows all other considerations.

Robert was convinced that if he could get Sarah on the phone, he
could persuade her that their relationship was not over. The fact
that his repetitive calling (among other behaviors) was upsettirg
Sarah, invading her privacy, and harassirg her was of little conse-
quence to him. He was oblivious to the fact that she had a right to
her own feelings and her own life. He had convinced himself that it
was in her best interests to be with him, and he was treating her as
if she existed in the world onlv to serv e his needs.

Tnr ErceuENT H,,4lvc-Up

Nora, who became obsessed with Tom after only four dates, devel-

oped a pattern of repetitive calling that was quite different from
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Druvr-Bvs

Repetitive phoning is rarely the culmination of obsessive pursuit; it
is more often the beginnirg. Most obsessive lovers soon find the
electronic connection wanting and develop a need for closer prox-
imity to their targets.

After a week of repetitive phonins, Nora's slim sense of contact
with Tom began to wane. She felt compelled to step up her pursuit.

Nora
I started drivirg over and sitting in front of his house. I

jmt had to know if he was alone, but I didn't want him to see
me because I felt like such a turkey spying on his house in
the middle of the night. So I rented different cars to make
sure he wouldn't know it was me. I'd get up at two or three
in the morning and drive by to see if there was someone
parked where I used to park my car when I stayed over. He
has a boat in the garager so whoever comes over has to park
outside. So I'd go over and if I saw a car parked behind his
car? I knew it was another girlfriend. And each time I saw
one? the painjust got worse. But every night, I'd have to
drive by again. I knew it was stupid, but I just had to go over
there.

The fact that Nora went to the trouble and expense of renting
cars to conceal her identity indicated how embarrassed she was by
her behavior. But this expense? trouble, and embarrassment did
nothing to stop her.

At first, Nora's need was to know whether Tom had rejected her
for another woman, and indeed, she found proof. But instead of us-
itg her evidence of his disinterest to help her begin disconnecting
from Tom, she continued her drive-bys. Now she was no longerjust
gatheritg information. The drive-bys had become an additional
source of suffering for her, keeping her obsession very much alive.

Drive-byt may appear to be mislabeled as pursuit, because there
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My behavior is out of my control.

By subscribing to this belief, Don was eflectively eliminating all
other behavioral options. In surrendering his free will, he allowed
his panic to dictate his behavior.

"l Jusr Hnvr ro Br Nr,qn HtM"

Fot Margaret, drive-bys were sparked by longing, not suspicion or
jealousy. Margaret felt the need to be with Phil every duy, and he
wouldn't allow that. So she resorted to drive-bys, to at least feel his
presence.

Margaret
If I couldn't be with him, I had to be near him. Or else I'd

just sit home and ache. So I'd drive by his house. I'd lie to
my son about having to go to the store or something and tell
him to call our neighbor in case of an emergency and leave
him home alone. What the hell was I doingP I felt like a high
school kid with a crush except I'm in my thirties. But I
needed to see his car or the lights on inside. Once or twice I
even saw him through the window. Itjust made me feel good
to know he was there, to know I was near him. But I always
felt lousy afterward. It was never enough.

From the heights of a passionate romance, Margaret found her-
self reduced to sitting alone in her car? staring at the outside of the
house that contained her fading dream, feeling awful.

Adding to Margaret's misery was the growing guilt over rvhat ob-
session was doing to her most precious relationship-*ith her son.
Not only was she becomirg increasingly short-tempered with him,
but she was being dishonest with him and leaving him home alone.
Obsessive lovers who are parents are frequently dismayed to realize
they have relegated their children to the backseat as their need to
pursue eats away at their time and energy.
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in his robe, the color drained out of his face, and I knew I'd
made a big mistake. "There's somebody here," he said. ttl

got drunk last night and she came home with me." Well, I
was devastated. I know he hasn't exactly been Mr. Attentive
lately, but I thought if Ijust give him enough time . . . I
mean, I thought I was with someone who, deep down, really
loved il]e. And rlo\M . . . I mean hejust crushed me.

Margaret should have known that her relationship was a dead-
end street long before she found another woman in Phil's house. He
may not have told her in so many words, but his withdrawal from
their relationship was pretfy clear.

Unfortunately, she hadn't read the signs. Obsessors like Margaret
have their own way ofprocessing information. They don't allow ev-
idence of their lover's disinterest to filter through their denial. If ob-
sessors show up unannounced five times and are met with a closed
door, they are likely to try a sixth time. Instead of learning from ex-
perience, they remain convinced that sooner or later their target?s
resistance will break down.

Even when armed with all the facts they need to see the naked
truth about their target's feelings, obsessors will almost always turn
their back on that truth in exchange for an opportunity to spend time
with their target, if only a few moments. When it comes down to a
conflict between facts and obsessive love, obsessors invariably em-
brace the outlook of one of literature's great deniers of reality, Don

Q"i"ote, who put it quite succinctly: "Facts are the enemy of truth."

"How Couto Srur Do Tur ro Mr?"

Margaret's hopes were at least pinned to a tenuous reality. If noth-
itg else, she and Phil still had a sexual relationship. Ji*, on the
other hand, had ample evidence that Gloria did not want to have
any contact with him. Gloria had told him to stop calling, had re-
fused to see him under any circumstances, had returned all his let-
ters unopened, had discarded his roses, and had even threatened to
call the police on him.
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oun behavior. Jim was a wizard at selective focusing. Never mind
that he was frightening and infuriating Gloria by showing up unan-
nounced virtually everywhere she went-his emotional tunnel vi-
sion pushed this behavior into the blurry background. Ji* simply
couldn't understand why Gloria was ttso upset." In focusing on his
goal of recapturing Gloria, he failed to see that the tactics he was us-
i*g to achieve that goal were making her life miserable.

Ji* believed he had no alternative but to pursue Gloria. He was
merely doing what any man with such a profound love would do:
fight to overcome Gloria's ttunreasonable" resistance. After ail,, he
was the innocent victim here-he just wanted to talk to her. What
was the big deal? Why was she being so inflexible?

Ji* refused to see that it was the oppressiveness of his own be-
harrior that had forced Gloria to become resolute in her decision not
to speak to him. He had backed her into a corner, and she was pro-
tecting herself in the only way she could. If anyone was victimrztng

Ji*, it was himself. By continuing to impose himself on Gloria,Ji*
was orchestrating his own disaster.

SramrNG

Just as the trapper stealthily shadows his quarry without alerting it
to his presence) many obsessive lovers covertly stalk their targets.
Stalkers often copy the furtive cloak-and-dagger techniques they've
seen in movies or on television. They follow their target from place
to place; spy on their target in restaurants, bars: or other public
places; or stake out their target's home or office.

Hal-the dentist we met in the last chapter-stalked his own
wife. When Fran resumed her career after their daughter entered
high school, Hal began to suspect her of harborirg sexual desires
for other men. Tio defend against his fear that she would leave him
for someone else, he became increasingly possessive. If she talked to
a man at a party, he would accuse her of flirtirg. He grew sullen
when she got calls at home from male co-workers. And he con-
stantly interrogated her about her day's activities.

Fran became increasingly resentful of Hal's distrust and began to
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I was totally convinced that they were out for a lovey-dovey
lunch. But then they were joined by u couple of business-
men. It hit me that I was weaving this whole thing in my
mind. It was like I was looking at myself for the first time,
and I felt really creepy, really disgusting. That should have
been a real eye-opener for me, but then a couple weeks
later . . . I did the same thing again.

Hal knew that Fran was withdrawing from him. Loving her as
much as he did, he couldn't believe that he was doing anything to
drive her away. There must be someone else. It never occurred to
him that her rejection could be a response to his behavior. As a re-
sult, his life was being taken over by u quest to find'a phantom rival.

Stalkers justi$' their behavior with an irrational logic. Hal rea-
soned that his stalking, despite the shame and self-reproach it
caused him, would somehow put his suspicions to rest and give him
some peace from the relentlessness of his obsessivejealousy. But his
suspicions could not rest because no matter how often he found
Fran innocent, he would have no guarantees against doubts in the
future.

OrsrssvE JEALIUIY

The persistence and depth of Hal's unfounded jealousy and suspi-
cion suggested the possibility of what mental health professionals
call a "paranoid personality disorder." A paranoid personality de-
scribes someone who is frequently envious, suspicious, oversensi-
tive, and often hostile (not to be confused with "paranoiar" a severe
mental illness involvirg highly system atized delusions of persecu-
tion or grandeur).

When an obsessor has a paranoid personality, or even tendencies
in that directiorr I am always concerned about the potential for vi-
olence. If Hal had not been separated from Fran, I would have in-
sisted that he do so as a condition of treatment, even though he had
no history of violent behavior or of drug or alcohol abuse. Because
extreme jealousy and suspicion are so often precursors to violent
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hoping for, and he seemed to like her as well. They began to see
each other more and more often; within three months, they were in-
separable.

Anne
It was bright lights and big city. He took me everywhere,

flew me everywhere, did everythirg for me. . . . We both kept
our own separate places but we were tteither/orr" his place or
mine. I became very dependent on him. I wanted to marry
him. I wanted to be with him the rest of my life. All the time.

Six or seven months into the relationship, things began to turn
sour. John started spendirg less time with Anne, telling her that
their relationship was getting too intense for him. He knew Anne
wanted to get married, but for him it was too early in the relation-
ship to consider such a commitment. The nrore he pulled away)the
harder she clung to him. He finally told her he was feeling smoth-
ered, that he wanted to take some time off from her.

Anne tried to figure out where she had gone wrong. She was
convinced that his decision was due to some shortcoming of hers.
Perhaps he didn't find her intellectually stimulating enough. Per-
haps she wasn't well enough educated. She determined to make
herself over into what she thought he wanted. She enrolled in
French and art history classes at her local community college. She
also began going to a voice coach to improve her diction. She got lit-
tle pleasure out of these classes and lessons, but she thought they
were well worth the effort if they could make her more appealing to

John.

Anne
All that time, my heart was broken. I'd call him every

couple days and ask if he was ready to go out again, but he
never was. He tried to let me down easy, but the more he
wasn't available, the crazier I got. I just couldn't understand
why he was doing this to me, why he wouldn't want to be
with me. He said he loved me so much and he did so much
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wanted to make their trial separation permanent. He had come to
the realization that there was no future for their relationship. He
claimed that he still cared about her but that he just didn't love her
anymore.

Anne
He started to leave and I told him I'd really kill myself if

he walked out now. Hejust said, ttl,ook, I really hope you
don't do anything that foolish, but I have to go," and he
started to go down the stairs to my front door. I had to do
somethirg to make him take me seriously, so I started
breaking my apartment up, throwing things left and right. I
broke every light, every dish, anything I could find . . .
anything that would make noise or get attentiorl. I could hear
a neighbor shouting, "Call the police, Harry" but Ijust kept
breaking things. And thenJohn came back up. At this point
I'd smashed all the lights so it was pitch-black. He lit a
candle and we sat there in the dark-with about an inch of
glass all over the carpet-until the cops came. This was now
three or four in the morning. Ijust sat there whileJohn
convinced them that everything was okay and they finally
left. ThenJohn left and I sat there alone iust hating myself
for being such an ass.

GettingJohn to come over was a hollow triumph for Anne. She
knew he had withdrawn from their relationship because of the op-
pression of her obsessive love. Nowl in threatening suicide, she had
only made matters worse by geometrically increasing the weight of
that oppression. Her hysterical out-of-control behavior only served
to further alienate John, to reinforce his decision to pull away. Sit-
ting there in her darkened apartment, surrounded by shattered
glass, Anne hated herself for having acted so foolishly.

Although obsessors feel powerless to do anything about the "act-
itg in" and ttacting out" that makes them feel so degraded, they still
believe that they should be able to control themselves. As much as
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The endjustifies the means.

The ttend" of course almost never works out as obsessors hope.

They cannot force their target to love them.

And the t'means" of obsessive pursuit create a punishing, self-

pe{petuating cycle that makes obsessors feel increasingly desperate

and debased. The more obsessors act out, the more they alienate

their target; the more they alienate their target, the worse they feel;

and the worse they feel, the more they are driven to try and escape

the pain by acting out more. This is how obsessive pursuit feeds on
itself.

Once rejection has opened the floodgates of obsession, obsessive

behavior becomes inevitable. But whether obsession is acted in

through self-punishment or acted out through pursuit, obsessive
behavior is always self-defeating. Sooner or later, all obsessive lovers

are forced to confront the negative effects of their behavior, and
when they do, the resultant frustration and humiliation often turn to
rage.

For all too many obsessive lovers, this rage sets the stage for re-
venge.
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When Rage and Love
Go Hand in Hand

Rage and love would seem to be diametrically opposed emotions,
and yet within obsession, they coexist. Rage never completely con-
sumes obsessive love; instead, the two battle for dominance inside
the obsessor. Margaret bounced between her rage and trer love like
a Ping-Pong ball.

Even after Margaret found Phil with another woman, she contin-
ued to see him for another six months. Then she learned that the
other woman had actually moved in with Phil.

Margaret
I'd never felt this kind of pain. I can't even describe it. He

must have seen what he was doing to me. He must have seen
how he was killing ffier but he still did it. I couldn't figure
out why he was doing this to me. I was so furious I just
wanted to smash his fucking face in. Some days I couldn't
think of anything else. But then I'd think about the good
times we had together, how good he made me feel. He was
very charmirg in his way, very sexy? you knowP But then
there were times when I really wanted to hurt him. I really
wanted him to hurt. I hoped his dick would fall off. I don't
think he'll ever completely understand how devastated the
relationship made me. I really hope I never see him again
because if I do . . . I'm afraid I might go back to him.

I don't know why Phil rejected Margaret. He might have been a
terrific guy who just wasn't interested in a serious relationship at
that time. He might have been a hit-and-run lover. He might have
become alienated by her clinging, demanding behavior. He might
have found another lover. Or he simply might have lost interest in
her. But no matter what Phil's reasons were? Margaret was con-
vinced that his rejection was a deliberate attempt to hurt her, to pull
the emotional rug out from under her. She was enraged at him for
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against depression. The rage that underlies revenge fantasies makes
people feel powerful and energi zed,Depression, on the other hand,
doesjust the opposite. Depression makes people feel powerless? ex-
hausted, and hopeless. Because of this, people rarely experience
rage and depression at the same timerthough they can coexist in the
same person.

Rage and depression are actuully opposite poles of the same force:
anger. Rage is usually anger turned outward toward someone else,
while depression is usually anger turned inward against the self.

By turning her anger into revenge fantasies against John, Anne
was able to relieve some of her feelings ofpowerlessness. But the re-
lief was short-lived.

Anne
It was very melodramatic, like somethirg out of a bad

movie. I knew I wasn't about to actually burn his house
down but I couldn't stop thinkirg about it. It made me feel
like.Iwas calling the shots. I was going to hurthim for a
change. For a couple of days I even felt better, but the more
I thought about it the more I reahzed how stupid it was.

As Anne's revenge scenario developed in her mind, she could
begin to feel in control. She was no longer a helpless victim of

John's rejection. In her fantasi es, she was making the next move. For
a brief period of time, she was finally playing the lead in her own
life's drama.

HorwcrDAL FnNrnsrEs

Anne's fantasies centered on destroying somethirg that was mean-
ingful to John. Robert's fantasies, on the other hand, were more
lethal.

Robert was the stereo salesman who came to see me because he
was afraid ofhis own anger when his lover, Sarah, moved out. When
Sarah began living with another man, Robert's anger turned to dis-
turbingly violent revenge fantasies.
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has caused them such pain. When obsessors turn to revenge, the
struggle for dominance befween love and rage is finally over-rage
has won.

"l'vE Brrru HawNG AN Arrnn wrcH Youn WFE"

r/Yhen Don's married lover Cynthia finally rejected him after five
years of their on-again-off-again afhir, his passionate love was over-
whelmed by equally passionate rage.

Don
I'll never forget how it ended. She called me up and said,

ttl cantt take the pressure anymore. I want to make my mar-
riage work. I need to have peace in my life. I love lou, but it
can never work. We're too different." I couldn't believe it. I
said, "Why is it you're always so willirg to leave me? but you
won't leave him? Why is it so easy for you to walk out on
this relationship but you won't walk out on that oneP I know
Itm a better man. I know that I can offer you more. It doesn't
make any sense to me that you would want him more." But
she just said somethirg like "it's nbt negotiable." How could
that bitchjust walk away from five years of love with one
lousy phone call? It was like I was just ajoke to her,just a
clown. I was going to make sure she regretted it.

Don was devastated. He managed to continue workirg but when
he got home every night he would just lie on his bed, drink, and
brood about getting even.

Don
About a week later, after a half bottle of wine, I finally de-

cided to do somethirg. I knew she left me to try to make her
marriage work, so I decided to really screw her. I called up
her husband and said, ttHi, you don't know my name but it
really doesn't matter. I've been having an afhir with your
wife for five years. She told me she loved me; she told me she
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cause there are no laws to protect them. Victims ofphysical violence
can call the police. Victims of emotional violence have no recourse.
Don may have destroyed Cynthia's marriage but he broke no laws.

While revealing an affair is perhaps the most common act of re-
venge, other tactics are just as emotionally violent. I've known ob-
sessive lovers, driven by desperation and anguish, to sabotage their
ex-lover's career by makirg scenes at important business-related so-
cial events or in their ex-lover's office. I've known obsessive lovers
to disrupt their ex-lover's social life by malignirg him or her to mu-
tual friends and associates. I've known obsessive lovers to under-
mine their ex-lover's finances by running up excessive charges on
joint credit cards. I even had a client who posed as her ex-lover's
wife and had his house reroofed, while he was on vacation, even
though the old roofwas in excellent shape. Though this may sound
more like the plot of a TV sitcom than a malicious act, the ex-lover
returned home to be confronted with a $7,000 roofing bill. He
spent a year under tremendous stress because of the legal and fi-
nancial complications that followed.

Emotional violence can be extremely damagirg to a target?s life,
but for some obsessors? that is not enough. These obsessors need a
physical outlet for their rage.

Violence Against Property

A target?s possessions often become symbolic representations of
the target to obsessive lovers. Obsessive lovers who believe them-
selves incapable of physical violence against another person are of-
ten shocked at how explosive they can become when they focus
their vengeful rage against their target's property.

When obsessors fixate on a possession that symbolizes their tar-

Bet, it is generally something that is part of the target?s daily life, that
the target is particularly attached to, or that had meaning in the re-
lationship. Houses? cars, clothing, furniture, appliances? pottery
glassware,jewelry art, gardens-virtually anything may be fair game
for the obsessor's rage.



turcEe euo8 su/v\ oqs ttrraqog ol {req otuor puq eqs su llueppns su

lsnltueql tng'duuuq aluol ol tuotulilutuoc oql eputu dlpug put{ oqs

llal eq tueqog qlll\ 1da1s qurus uot{M 'dlarxue osualul Jo olels u ul

uaqog lde{ sa3essotu alqnop roH ,(uueq tralol ,l\eu req aluel tq3rtu
oqs luql suouuc1pq qly!\ uoqog poztptuul dlpoluaclar qerus

Jlesreq qurus tu puu drqsuopular rrorll lu
qloq lno 3un1u1s sex\ st1 6ruc req pa{ceri!\ ueqog uot{AA 'roJ Surrrus
sruad otq luads purl arls Eurqlaruos s€A l] 'uorssessod olqenpl /1uo
rorl sB/v\ lI Torl ol luuoru Juc oql qcnru /!\oq A\ou)l oslu oH 'drqsuoqul

-or rror.ll roJ sruuarp splJo puu rotl rltla\ puoq sTqJo loqurds u su^t, tI
'aEur s6lJeqog JoJ lellno lueruoluoc € ueql oJour su/v\ ruJ s.rluJ€S

'ouop oluq lqEru I lurll\ ,l\ou>l l,uop 1 
' ' ' JuJ luql poqsuurs

o^uq l,upeq IJI leql o^erloq dlpar J 
'sropual eql'pooq oql

'slq81 oql 'ppp{rpul^a orlt paqsurus I 'll 
Jo lno lFIs eql lueq

lsnf puu roruruuq u {ool I oS 'sul\ lr aroql puv'Surqleruos
op ol purl I puru os sel{ I 'Jec lno lsotup su^l, l1 6duan

-a^rrp s?q u\ l1 ryed eqs ppoc ^aoH 'lno trr 
lcrd req padlaq

p6J 'ruJ luql uo uuol aql pau3rsoc p,I tsnsaf 'ruJ rerl &\us

1 uat{l puu ' ' ' dpoqoruos ilFI ol Euque/v\ aculd sF{ dq elorp

J'slnu lue/u, lsnf l tuol oqs uoq/u, pu€ toru qlF{ 1de1s uo^o oqs
oruq ouo 'uru3e 

JIo lT {eerq ua{l puu ur eur {ooq pue euroc
p,oHS 'urII rllTl\ {rug oB p,aqs 'll eq ppo^\ luql tnq 6oru

ql1,t\ r{cunl a^uq p,a{s uaql puv 'lr sul\ slql 'acuuqc oql sul,
sgl 3ur4ur{l 6utu8u aq p6I aro{l pue duuuq o^uol ot Euquu,l\

tnoqu {lut puu [€c ppo^^ rlurus ue{l lnq'oml ro al€p
e enurl p,I puu pr3 rer{loue tearu p,1 oqdehl 'slu$l atu Surm8

puu tculuoc Surquu ilps s6eqs eruq s1t{l lnoqEnorql
paqo[

'alqrssoJJu dpsee sur\

leql rleres rltl,v\ drqsuopuler s5{ Jo loqruds e lu lno paqs€l aq 'a3er

sllJo ernssord aql alarlar ra8uol ou p1nor sersetuuJ s6uoqog uaril\A

,,flflN rNlM rsn( L,

1AO1 rArSSrSsO | 0/



From Pursuit to Revenge | 71

crushing his dreams. I don't mean to imply that Sarah's provocation
in any way justified Robert's attack, but for obsessive lovers, shat-
tered hope es often a powerful catalyst for violence.

"WHy Suouto I Br tu Omy Orur Wnos Hun rrNG?"

Vengeful acts merely express inner conflict; they never resolve it.
Kuy found this out the hard way. She came to see me because of the
unrelenting anguish and guilt she was feeling after having turned a
revenge fantasy into a reality.

Kuy was a fifty-two-year-old divorced housewife with three
grown sons. Her dark hair was lightly peppered with gray, and
laugh lines werejust beginnirg to appear on her still youthful face.
Her brown eyes were swollen and red; she'd obviously been crying
on her way to my office.

She told me she had been married for twenty-six years to a suc-
cessful buildirg contractor named Lewis. Toward the end of their
marriage Lewis had become more distant, but Kuy felt it was just a
reflection of their aging together. Then, when the last of their sons
got married and moved out, Lewis told Kuy that he'd been unhappy
for several years and that he wanted a divorce. Kuy felt betrayed,
abandoned, and terrified.

Koy
I felt like I'd been run over by u tank. My whole life had

been built around my family. Then my kids left. And now he
was going off for no good reason. That's what I get after
giving him half my life? What the hell did he expect me to
doP I was so depressed.

Lewis was generous in the divorce settlement. Knowing that Kay
had no marketable skills, he ensured that she had enough money
to live comfortably. He remained supportive and friendly, hoping to
soften the blow he knew he had dealt her. They still went out
to dinner once or twice a month, and he sent her flowers on
Mother's Day and gifts on her birthday,
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"l'D Nryrn DoNr,q VtorcNr Tutxc
IN MY LIFE,,

Kuy was understandably devastated. But instead of grieving her loss
and starting a new life, she grew increasingly bitter. Her thoughts
turned to revenge.

Koy
I kept seeing them come home from their honeymoon

swoonirg with love and him carrying her across the
threshold and throwing her on the bed tike he did to me
when we got married, and I couldn't stand it. I kept thinking
I had to ruin that moment. Their happiness was like this

t l

stabbing pain in my heart. I don't even remember driving

over there, I was on automatic pilot. But I knew exactly what

I would do when I got there. I'd been thinking about it for a

week. I went around to the back and broke a window to get
in and once I was inside Ijust started ripping things up. His

suits, his shirts, her dresses, the sheets-that was a big one,

the sheets-the couch, the curtains, anything that would tear.

Ijust wanted to knock them offcloud nine, Ijust had to

destroy that moment, to make them hurt and to make sure

they knew how much I hurt.

As Kay drove home from Lewis's house, she began to shake. She
had never done a violent thing ir her life, and now she was over-
come with feelings of shame and disbelief. When Lewis returned
from his honeymoon a few days later, her guilt over what she had
done compelled her to call him and apologize. He told her he
would refrain from pressing criminal charges against her if she
would seek counseling.

Koy
My first reaction was to accuse him of being arrogant,

trying to tell me that I need help after what he'd done to me.



ill^{ Surpoog eql ororl,lr 3uq1atr ou sr eroql 'o8ur;o salu8poog ot{l

uedo sranol alrssesqo ueq1A 'papunoJ-lla,t,r ora^{ srual s6ileqog

'peueddnq o^ut{

lqEru lurl/r lnoqu Surqurql lsnf oru soruJs lJ 'ralo 
lorluoJ

ou puq I dpoqoruos 6rerutuuq luql Eur3uy!\s eslo /poqotuos

a{TI su^\ tJ Jlasdur l6usur/\ I luatuour leql lB lnq'"JI[ dur u1

u€ruo,l\ u lTrl Jolou oA,I tueotu 
1 

' ' ' ,l[ou{ l,uop 1 
truc Jotl

Surqsuq sEiA I ellqr!\ asnoq oql Jo tno oruor puq qurus JI

boaqoa

'sllnussu 
l"uos.rad trsure8u aoluuJun3 ou aplnord dlradord lsuru8u

s{cullu .suretuoJ a8ur oql osnucaq puv 'pasuolal lou oJu serns

-sard osorp 'oEer palu1ntunrcu Jo sornssard oql tuo{ alrdser JeTrq
u aprnord 6nw,,tradord Eurdorlsep eilq^\ tlnfl 'llurap daql eullrc

reluorE eql Jo osnureq pogqsnl moqaruos orell\ &rodord trsurc8u

s>lcullu JI se 'dlpuosred la8rel rleql 3ur4cu1tre uro{ sollesruoql

luelerd daql slcalqo Eur4cellu /q ler{l elaqoq sro^ol onlssasqo ouros

,,o9 rHgrw I aw MoH MoN) JrNOO L,

'uorlcefa-r s,sr,t\eTJo A olq eql uro{ SuuanoceJ pJul\ot dats lsJt;

rorl su,l\ luaurEpoll\ou{ru slt{I 'pareJlns put{ ot[^a ouo dluo aql lou

sel\ or{s lur{l pozruSoror ol{s etuq lsrl} eql roJ puu 'utroP 3u[qrunl

oruur sasueJep roH 'ror{ ol q3non{l to3 ll luql a3uurrllas rol{ tllT^tr

sppo 1e dpeelc os s€A , Jorlurleq elrssasqo s,duy So duell s6srl ,aT

'drrq

paau p5p I 'lqEy se,t\ oq /rnatnl J 
' ' ' 

f puu'sleoqs rreqt dn

Surddrr 'puuq d.u ur srossrcs u qlr,lr uoorpoq rloql uTglesdul

^&\€s 1 ua{l puu ' ' ' selllJutlc Jo lol u q elqcu Euraq 6asnoq

3tq u Suruunr tsuos 
InJJapuo/u, oarrll Eursrer glasdur lnoqu

lq3noql f 'eur se/u. l| tnq 'uosrod raqlouu Eurqrrcsop s€/r,r ar{

e{11 s€A\ lt fic ol pauels.f ueql puu srued aerqt tsul eqt relo

,(zen urg a^Trp ol auop p,I sEurql aql iluJo lry u qEnorrll

luoir, oH '8ur&c pauuls pue u^.op a{orq lsnf oq uaql lnfl

1AO1 INSS1SgO I bl



From Pursuit to Revenge | 7 5

stop. Even obsessors who have never been violent before are highly
susceptible to havitg their violence against a target's possessions
unexpectedly escalate into violence against their target.

Physical Violence

In the heat of obsession, people lose their sense of self, lose their
predictability, and do things they never dreamed themselves capa-
ble of. Physical violence against other people is the most extreme
example ofthis.

Obsessive lovers who resort to physical assaults are so consumed
by rage that it often interferes with their ability to function in their
lives. For these obsessors? vengeful assault is an attempt to regain
control by exorcising their rage. But physical assault is a futile
catharsis. Obsessors who try to cause pain to others are uncon-
sciously trying to hand off their own pain. But this sort of transfer
inevitably fails because the rejection that created the pain in the first
place is not eliminated, it is exacerbated.

Some obsessors lose control and assault their target only once.
Other obsessors? with severe character disorders? are chronic bat-
terers. The tragic reality is that it only takes one uncontrollable out-
burst to end a victim's life. (W" will explore obsessive assaults in
greater depth in Chapter Seven.)

Revenge lsn't Sweet

If you find yourself preoccupied with revenge fantasies, I strongly
recommend that you seek professional help to ensure that your fan-
tasies don't escalate into realities. If you have already crossed the
line into some sort of destructive ttacting out" behavior against
property, it is essential that you seek help before you hurt someone.

If you have already exploded into physical assault-even if only
once-r0u mu,st get hdp. The impulses that are drivirg you are out-
side of your conscious control. It is foolish to imagine that you can
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4 The Sovior Complex

Everybody's got problems. But his just seemed to be so
overwhelming. It really broke my heart. I had to help him. I
knew that if I couldjust pull him through this, things would
be great. What a moron I was.

-lVatalie

q, ome obsessive lovers are magnetically drawn to targets who
t-, have perpetual life problems of enormous proportions. The
partner may be unable to hold ajob, or an alcoholic who is usually
drunk or hung over, or a d*g addict whose life revolves around the
next fi*, or a con artist. The partner may be struggling with severe
or chronic sexual problems or, in extreme cases, may even be a
physical abuser or habitual criminal.

But no matter what the problem, the obsessors who are attracted
to these lovers believe that they have the power to fix it. They be-
lieve that if they can just love enough, give enough, do enough, or
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and validation from helping other people deal with problems. For
Saviors, the salvation of a troubled lover is the cornerstone of their
self-worth and very identity; it's their reason for existence. Saviors'
lives are dominated by their need to be needed.

This intense need manifests itself in very specific ways for Sav-
iors. When they shoulder some of the burden of their lover's prob-
lems, they feel noble. If they can fix or solve some of those
probleffis, they feel needed. If their fixing becomes habitual and
their lover becomes dependent on them, they feel indispensable.
And once they believe their lover can't do without them, they can,
for the time being, allay their greatest fear-the greatest fear of every
obsessive lover-the fear of abandonment. No wonder so many ob-
sessive lovers are drawn to the role of Savior.

The mythical Saviors of old heroically faced impossible odds
without losing faith. They slew giants; they battled heathens; they
defied death. Obsessive lovers who take up the cause of a deeply
and consistently troubled partner also face impossible odds with-
out losing faith. Their faith is sustained by their need to be needed.
But this faith is never enough to overcome the very real problems
that Saviors attempt to solve. Unlike the Saviors of old, these ob-
sessive lovers never win.

Are You a Savior?

To help you determine if you are a Savior, I have devised the fol-
lowing checklist. In considering your responses to this checklist, re-
member that there is nothing wrong with trying to help your
partner once in a while. We all need a helping hand now and then.
But if your partner's problems have become the focus of your life,
and if all the effort is comirg from lou, if your partner has regularly
shown little or no interest in taking responsibility for his or her own
life struggles, you are a Savior.

Please take your time and determine whether any of these state-
ments describes you.



'ratrduqc slql pauado sprol\

asoq^\ 6arplug e{TI lsnf 'pa1er1sn{ puu pesn puu paulurP Eurlaa;

nol Sunual'sllTlupula\ eseqt tu Surtp dn posn eq IIT,tr /3raua Puu
eruq rnod Jo Iuap luar3 V 

'allos ol ramod rnod uqlL!\ lou aru stuol

-qord oseql q3noql uola-alrlcTppu ro tpuollotua .lenxas 'lutcuuu

-ll raqloqd\-suelqord s,ra^ol rnod Surnlos roJ &lllqlsuodsor 3urqu1

Jlesrnod pug {prlqnopun ily!\ no1'roIAuS u dlquqord aru nol 6uot1

-unlrs rnod seqrrcsep lsq rarltro ur sluoruoluls oql Jo ouo uola JI

'rorlurlaq SurluaJapJlos e3uuqc ppo^,r oqs ro orlJI

eq ppoc sBuFIl InJrepuo^{ ̂ oq ees ol rolol rnod lo3 ol 3ur&t
're^ol rnol dltq o1 q8noue Surop lou lnoqu ftpn8 Euqoa;

'sualqo"rd 
Fnxas oruoJJelo Jolol rnod Surdleq

'qof u relol rnod to3 ol EurLrt

-uu3 ro's8mp Eurqq'3ur4ulrp lrnb ol ralol rnod la3 ol Jttr
'ruulEord dals-o^leil l u ro dduraql olq rolol rnod laE ol g,rrlrf

'9
'9
a?

't

'6
'f

' ' ' qrym pa?dntcoatd, 6y,n7nfra"e aln notr

'A\ul eql qll/t,. elqnorl olur sleS d1pn11quq reAol rnod '6

'ollsnqu dlpclsdqd ro tllpuoqotuo ttrlpqrol sr rolol rnol 'g

'Jalquru3 arrtspduroJ u sr Jolol rnod 'l

's3mp Jo IoqoJIu sesnqu Jolol rnod 'g

'nod uo sl€eqJ trlpeluadal Jalol ;nod 'g

'snluls 
luluutu ro tholspl

qof'punor8>1ceq dlltueJ tnoqe nod ot seq dlpateodar re^ol rnod '?

'{cuq 11 ded

lcusoop puu nol ruo{ dauour sA orroq {paleadar ralol ;nod 'g

'seq

-1ncl1;lp lurruuu1;Jo lno ra^ol rnod IIEq ol o^uq {pateedar nod 'G

'ror,\uqeq JarI Jo slqJo secuanbasuoc aql ruo$ Jalol rnod

lcalord ol dn Suueloc -ro 8ur(1 Jlasrnod pt5 dlpeleader nod 'f

q?noql uana "r,aaol tno( afrunqt uol no6 qulUt nl"f,

1AO1 lArSSrSsO | 08



The Savior Complex I 81

Obsessed with a
Lover Whose Life ls a Mess

Natalie, forty-three years old, is a brown-haired, brown-eyed histo-
rian who teaches civics and government in a Los Angeles public
high school. Shejoined one of my therapy groups because she was
in a relationship that was proving to be very costly to her, both emo-
tionally and financially. Her calm, soft-spoken manner belied the in-
ner turmoil she expressed on her first duy in group.

Natalie
I just wish he'd leave. This is too toxic, too destructive,

too crazy.I don't care if I never get a penny of my money
back, I know I'd be better offwithout him. But Ijust can't
kick him out. We're so bonded together. Our lives are so
intertwined.

Natalie had left her husband two and a half years earlier when
she discovered his long-standing afhir with his secretary. Since
then she had had a two-year rebound relationship with a married
colleague that ended disastrously when his wife came home unex-
pectedly one afternoon and discovered them in bed together. About
a month later, she met Rick. He was behind her in line for an after-
noon movie, and they both happened to be there alone. They
started talking and decided to sit together. After the film, they went
out for coffee and really hit it off.

J\b,talie
I was probably at my neediest, my worst, my most

desperate alone time in my life. I really wanted to be with
somebody, and here was this gorgeous blond, blue-eled,
thirty-five-year-old Pisces who kind of attached himself to
me as of day one. I mean here I was, eight years older than
him, and he didn't care. It felt great. Before I knew it, he was
all I could think about. I wanted to be with him all the time.
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said he was so depressed about money problems that hejust
couldn't get in the mood. He was having trouble making
payments on a condo in Bakersfield he'd bought as an
investment-his father had left him a little money-and it was
really getting him down. He'd rented the place to a deadbeat
who hadn't paid rent in six months, but he couldn't go up there
to evict the guy because the transmissionjust went out in his
car and he didn't have the eight hundred dollars to fix it . . . he
was feeling very desperate about keeping his head above water.
I couldn't stand to see him like that. I had to help him out.

The more Rick told her about his financial woes, the more sym-
pathy Natalie felt for him. Driven by her compassion, she lent him
the money to fix his car, barely giving a second thought to his in-
ability to pay her back. To Natalie, Rick was an innocent victim of
bad luck and worse people.

Natalie willingly accepted this notion of Rick as an unlucky vic-
tim because that meant he needed someone to change his luck. Like
all Saviors, she was drawn to her target's helplessness. In appealirg
to her need to be needed, this man, whom she already found phys-
ically attractive, became irresistible to her. She saw in him the po-
tential to become her One Magic Person, once she could turn his
financial problems around-as well as his sexual ones.

Tur, Srxun Sewon

Natalie bought into Rick's story that his lack of sexual desire was a
direct result of his financial pressures. No*, after lending him
money, Natalie expected him to become more sexually responsive.
But when their sexual relationship-or lack of one-didn't change,
she decided to become more aggressive.

Natalie
I finally had to seduce him. What a disaster. He just lay

there. I thought, ttWell, he's never had a real woman,
someone as experienced as I am . . . someone who's as
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was unpleasant, but she was afraid to turn him off, not willing to risk
losing ground in her crusade to save him.

When I asked Natalie why she didn't encourage Rick to go into
therapy, she told me she was afraid he would resent her implication
that there was something wrong with him. And besides, why would
he need therapy when she was absolutely convinced that she could
save him herself?

Atwnvs oN THE Bnlrurc oF DrAsrER

Natalie had about as much chance of saving Rick from his sexual and
financial troubles as she did of sweeping back the ocean with a broom.

Natalie
Things just went from bad to worse for him, and the

worse they Bot, the more depressed he got. When he finally
went to Bakersfield to sell the condo, he found that his
tenant had practicully destroyed the place. It needbd 

"urpets,
drapes, paintirg, a lot of repairs . . . it was a mess. He called
me really upset. He couldn't sell it without fixing it up, but
he couldn't fix it up because he was broke. I knew it was
going to be expensive, but I told him to come on home and
we'd work something out.

Natalie, like all Saviors, was being dragged by her lover into a
whirlpool ofproblems. Rick was a classic loser, always on the brink
of disaster. If it wasn't his transmission, it was his brakes. If it wasn't
a repair for his condo, it was a creditor breathing down his neck. If
he managed to get ajob, he couldn't get along with his boss. He was
always out of money but, according to Rick, it was never his fault.
Hejust couldn?t get a break.

Rick's solution was to borrow from Natalie to stave off the suc-
cession ofpeople who seemed bent on betraying him, using him, or
failing him. Overwhelmed by his never-ending probleils, Rick
never even thought about the possibility that he might be betrayirg,
using, or failing Natalie.
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Natalie
He needed seven thousand dollars to fix up the condo. I

told him I didn't have that kind of mone5 and hejust went
to pieces. He started ranting about how everything in his life
always turned to shit anyway. Why should he expect any-
thing to change nowP I was the one person in his life he
thought was on his side and now he couldn't even depend
on me anymore. The more he went on, the worse I felt until
I just couldn't take it anymore. I found myself apologizing
for letting him down and the next thing I knew I was going
to my credit union and borrowirg the money.

When Rick sensed that Natalie's sympathy and maternal feelings
were not sufficient to induce her to make this enormous sacrifice for
him, he pulled out the heavy artillery: guilt. He made Natalie feel
like the villain. Now his misery was her fault because she was aban-
doning him at the worst time in his life. Forget the fact that she had
moved him into her house, had bailed him out of numerous finan-
cialjams, had comforted him when he was lo*, and had put up with
his painful, unfulfilling sexual practices-nothing was ever enough.

To a committed Savior like Natalie, the guilt was unbearable. It
threatened the very foundation of her self-worth by contradicting
her belief that she was a giving, loving person. Once Rick per-
suaded Natalie she was being selfish, h. had her in the palm of his
hand. The only way she could live with herself was to go into debt
for him.

The more deeply involved Natalie became with Rick, the more
di{ficult it became for her to extricate herself. Her pattern of rescu-
itg became a way of life for both of them, a way of life that depleted
her financially, emotionally, and sexually.

Obsessed with a Deceitful Lover

Natalie's obsessive love and her need to be needed made her vul-
nerable to Rickts never-ending litany of troubles. These same



-l€ lurlsdqd Suo.rls rar{Jo tuntuatuoru oql u1 dn lq3nu3 'aEpelrr,r.ornlcu

ol Sugr^\ su/r, oqs uurll IuH lnoqe orotu lol u l\ou{ .fien1cu eJqoq

'our pelrcxe dlpal lurll uosuor etuos JoJ puu tLralsdur;o

ueru sFIl a{I se^&\ aH 'ruF[ lnoqu frry,q1(un i^ou>l dguer l,uplp

I 
' ' '| 'sp,r{ puq oq Joqleqrn .parnuru s€/t or1 Jotllor{/!\ tptnll

eq araq^\ /r,roml ue^o l,uplp I tnq tq3ru w SuDIIel uoog P,om
pezquer 1 

6aurorl elorp I sv'raqrunu dur tuFI anu8 I os'*FI
dq uo peurntr dlpar sui!\ I ,,'luulrodrur s6luql aldoad su rel{lo

qJue lnoqu IeaJ aA4, Aro{ s,ll 'luuuodq lou s,llr, tppr lsnf
all '3ul^TI u roJ pTp oq luqra eru ilal l6uplnol\ eq uoI{J 'slq

su,l\ ruc qclql\ eru ilel l6uplno.,\,\ puu stuu3 epll s1{l ps.(u1d
eq tlol Surqrud aqt ot {ruq lo3 o/v\ uoq6 'uo lol p,I JT peuurep
og p,I lnq toru StIIH aro,l\ slooq .(tu requetuer f ' ' ' '3ur41u1

1sn['1t13Tr lerll uurruru aql punoru dem eql IIB pe{lul\ aM
'qlFA lJauuoJ plnoc J otrooruos o{I pauoes d11ual etl ' ' ' ale

oql uI aru pa{ool aq duru, oql puv,, ou lnoqu A,\ou{ ot
sluulr or{,v\ auooruos dlpuld 6Suqsaralffi slql l,us1r, t3ur:1urql

JequouroJ I puv'eur ol punoJu lr r{clr/ils p,ay t3urqlauros

urg {su p,I ou}l l"rolg '3un1pl aul lo8 dlper'roturur{r Ieor
u su,l\ eH 'ruls orloru u a{I pa{ool oq Eunlurql roqrueruer J

n"Jqao

'sluoq eql oes ol rolum, o{l ol uA\oP uIH tIlP\ lFrl,\
or aTI p,aHs Jr urqoq po{su IUH 

6paur aqt raUV J}o ll lH ol potuoas
/1par urqoq puu oq puu 6urag qlld\ rouulp Surnuq dn puno^^,

IuH 
'eJuulurunbcu uu tlnH otuT uur eAuO t"lqq rroqt roJ Eutlrean

erol\ deql e[rl,t\ puu tluurnulsal uuueru e lv allq e roJ 6anuq 6puapg

e8aloc plo uu paurof puq aqs 'uorplrrlr urrnorE eorqt rllla\ pue
'pacrollp s;uad eng 6ualos-ftro3 su/u, oqs IUH laur urqaq uarllA

'sdrqsuouulor otuT Suolpuaq SurqsnrJo urailud € seq
oqs aJII luuosrad req m tnq .ssoursnq ul IooJ s,dpoqou fi otls 6apuolq

luaErgalq 6snorJulrl tanqcuJllu uV 'urJrJ Sursrlralpu pezrs-pilu u
roJ o^pncexe lunocre ue se s>lro^ orltr\ puelJJ 

"Tjl::J:.q 
BrqaCI

'slsruu uoJ pue sJurl

pcrEoloqlud ol elqureuln -urqoq a4l-srorlus raqlo e{etu srolcuJ

1AO1 lArSSrSsO I 98



The Sauior Complex | 89

traction, Debra was overlooking important clues that, as it turned out,
would have saved her not only a lot of grief, but a lot of mciney. Hal
had been evasive about even the most basic information about him-
self, but instead of readirg this as a warning, Debra allowed her infat-
uation to overcome her betterj"dg*ent. When Hal gave Debra the
runaround, she should have had serious doubts about his character,
his honesty, and his life situation, but she chose to couch his secrecy
in romantic terms like t6mysterious" and ttexcititrg." She was so taken
by his charm and his appearance that she refused to allow any suspi-
cions to color her view of him.J.rdg*ent is one of the earliest casual-
ties of the Savior cornplex? or of any form of obsessive love.

Aw AwSwTR FoR EvrnwruNc

Hal called the next duy and invited Debra to the beach. When he
came to pick her up, she was shocked to see him driving a fifteen-
year-old Chevy with rusted hinges, mismatched dented fenders,
and torn upholstery.

Debra
I was so stunned that he would drive such a horrible

wreck of a car. . . . I mean, the way he talked and the way he
dressed, he seemed so . . . successful. He must have read my
mind because the first words out of his mouth were!, "This is
just a loaner. Someone rear-ended my Maserati, and it's been
in the shop for a month." That seemed plausible to me, but
on the way home he asked me to fish some Kleenex out of
the glove compartment, and when I did, I saw that the car
was registered in his name. I was a little upset that he'd felt
he had to lie to me, but I knew it was because he was embar-
rassed, so I didn't say anything about it.

It's not unusual for people to exaggerate certain aspects of their
lives or slightly color the truth to try to impress new or potential
lovers. But Hal's deception about the car was an out-and-out lie that
should have alerted Debra to serious questions about his honesty.
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Instead of seeing the blatant inconsistencies befween Hal's self-
description and his lifesty'e, Debra chose to see his stories as per-
sonal revelations, welcomirg them as signs of his budding trust in
her. To not trust him in return would be to sabotage her own dream
of a truly honest relationship. How could she not believe him?

Like all Saviors? Debra avoided looking at the holes in her lover's
story. It was more important to her to establish a trustirg relation-
ship. She was afraid to paint herself as a suspicious cynic, fearing
that he might find her less loving or less lovable. In her desire to ce-
ment a lasting relationship with Hal, she was predisposed to over-
look his discrepancies.

As the relationship progressed, Debra caught Hal in a number of
small deceptions. For example, she found that he had used her credit
card without asking. He apologized, saFng he had intended to tell
her about it but 'ljust plain forgot." On another occasion, she found a
number of lengthy phone calls to Costa Rica on her bill. He denied
making them? even though he had told her that he had a good buddy
living there. Thken singlS any of these deceptions might have been ex-
plained away as a lapse injudgment, but taken as a group, they indi-
cated an alarmirg pattern of dishonesty and exploitation. Still, Debra
refused to lose faith in Hal and accepted all of his apologies.

" l 'MNor Urce HER"

When Hal finally told Debra about his ex-wife, he depicted her as
greedy, cruel, and abusive-and himself as her poor? helpless victim.
He even confessed to havirg been afraid to trust a woman since he
left his marriage. Buying his story lock, stock, and barrel, Debra felt
compelled to save Hal from his emotional wounds by proving that
not all women were as bad as his ex-wife.

Debra
When he'd apologize that he couldn't afford to take me

out, I'd tell him that I could take him to a restaurant or a
concert once in a while. What difference did it make who
picked up the check as long as we were together? He really
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Srr No EvrL, Heen No Evtt

Debra wasn't worried about lending money to Hal. She had no
doubt that he would pay her back as soon as one of his deals went
through. She believed he had the potential to be the most dynamic,
successful, loving man. . . . She believed it because her heart told
her so. She knew once she helped him through his temporary hard
times, she would have her One Magic Person.

And then the roof fell in.

Dehra
I ran into Dave at the market. He seemed amused to hear

that I'd gotten together with Hal. We went out for a cup of
coffee and I asked him if he knew Hal's ex-wife. He was
suryrised. He said, ttWhat ex-wife? He's never been married
in his life." My first thought was, "Dave's kiddirg." But he
swore he wasn't. Then I got so upset I thought I was going
to have a heart attack. I started screamirg about how it
couldn't be true! "Hal's paying two thousand dollars a
month in alimony and child support! )Iou don't know what
you're talking about! How can you play such a crueljoke on
me. . . ." I even told him I never wanted to see him again. I
ranted and raved and then stormed out. I'll never forget the
total shock and confusion on his face.

Dave's bombshell threatened to destroy Debra's world. If she be-
lieved him she would have had to believe Hal was lying to her, and
her One Magic Person couldn't lie. Like most other obsessive
lovers, Saviors will tolerate no reality that threatens to erode their
idealized image.

Debra's anger at Dave was her way of defending against the panic
she felt at the possibility that her lover was deceivirg her. If he were
lying about his ex-wife, he could also be lying about his love for De-
bra, about needing her, about wanting her. He could also be lying
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trust in him, So she accepted his increasingly complicated and un-
likely explanations. She needed him to make the pain and fear go
away) to reassure her that the relationship was still viable. And once
again, he obliged her.

Dehra
He swore I would never hear another lie from him, and

we both had a good cry. The idea of kicking him out didn't
even cross my mind because I knew we were in this to-
gether for the long haul. That night we had the best sex
we'd ever had. The next morning I woke up and he was
gone.

Debra never saw Hal again. When she looked into her real estate
"investmentr" she discovered that the papers he had given her re-
ferred to a nonexistent project. He had committed a well-planned,
well-executed fraud. By the time she tallied up her financial losses,
she was out almost $30,000, but that was a drop in the bucket com-
pared with her emotional damages.

"How Couto I Hnvr Lrr
Tur HnpprN ro ME?"

Debra told me this story over lunch, a week after Hal took off. At
first I was astonished. She had always been open with me about her
relationships in the past; yet during the course of this relationship,
I had seen her a number of times and she had never even hinted at
problems. But once the details were clear, Debra's secrecy was
hardly surprising. Saviors routinely lie for their lovers, make ex-
cuses for them, cover up for them, and put on a brave front both for
the rest of the world and for themselves.

Debra realized that, even at the last, she had overlooked absolute
proof of Hal's continuing deceit. When he admitted to lying about
having an ex-wife and child, he claimed it was to get $6,000 for his
brother's bail. But Hal had made up the story about the alimony
and child support money at least a month before his alleged brother
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feel what most people feel in normal human interaction. They lack
the internal monitors of moraliry, ethics, and caring that cause most
of,us to feel guilt and anxiefy when we hurt others.

Saviors often wind up in relationships with sociopaths because
Saviors are givers, and givers are easy quarries for predatory takers.
Sociopaths have the added advantage of often being extremely
adept at the art of seduction. Unfortunately, the goal of that seduc-
tion is not love, but money.

Most sociopaths move so fast that their victims know little about
them before becomitg inextricably enmeshed. When Debra al-
lowed Hal to move into her house, she had no idea where he lived
previouslp how he supported himself, ot what his background was.
She was swept away by passion before she had a chance to think
about the dubious nature of his stories, and once she was commit-
ted to the relationship she didn't want to think about it.

If you, like Debra, find yourself continually rescuing your lover
financially (or are tempte d, eaen once)to hand a large sum of money
to your lover, whether as a gift; loan, or investment), don't be afraid
to consult a lawyer or a financial adviser to protect your interests. I
don't mean to imply that if your lover asks you for money he or she
is necessarily a sociopath, but in the real world, the only way to pro-
tect yourself from someone like Hal is to seek the advice of an ob-
jective third party whose perspective is not clouded by emotions.
Third-party involvement may anger your lover or threaten the trust
you believe exists in your relationship, but financial dealings should
never be matters of the heart.

Sociopaths always seem to offer the moon at the outset of a rela-
tionship, but by the time they leave, that moon is invariably eclipsed
by the shadow of betrayal.

Obsessed with an Addicted Lover

Nowhere do Saviors confront more powerfirl demons than when at-

tempting to rescue a partner who is addicted to drugs or alcohol.

Physical addictions cannot be overcome by u lover's efforts, no matter
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All that changed when he met Loretta. She was a file clerk work-
irg across the hall from his office.

One duy my car wouldn't ,!:#,^"d I knew she lived nearby,
so I asked her if she'd give me a lift home. When we got there I
invited her up for a drink and she said sufe. I felt really grungy
so I said I had to take a shower, and as soon as the words were
out of my mouth I had this feeling. So I asked her if she'd like
tojoin me. She said sure and we ended up making love in the
shower. After that we did some speed and had some more
extremely mad and passionate sex and I was in love, Every-
thing was coming up roses. We spent the next ten days in bed,
only taking time out for food, work rbooze, and dope.

Kirk's relationship with Loretta was born in the distorted reality
of alcohol, drugs, and lust. This already heightened emotional at-
mosphere was tailor-made for obsession.

A DtrrcnENT Klwp oF IDEALtzATtoN

When most obsessors idealize, they use denial to sweep their lover's
shortcomings under the rug. Saviors, however? are often well aware
of their lover's inadequacies or destructive life patterns.

Kirh
Sure, she was ajunky and a drunk, but so was I when we

started. I mean, who was I to judgeP Inside, I knew she was
good, she was sensitive. I remember once I squashed a spi-
der and she got really upset. I knew, deep down, she was the
perfect girl for me, absolutely terrific. She looked great, she
made me feel great, she really knew how to turn me on. We
were totally obsessed. Then, at the conclusion of those ten
days-the best I ever had-she disappeared, She just took all
her stuff and split. I was a basket case.
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live in her car? so I said, t'Fine. Come and live with ffie, but

no drugs or alcohol." She said fine.

Loretta moved in that duy and resumed her drinking that same

night. While supporting Loretta over the next several months, Kirk

tried to persuade her to go to AA meetings with him, but she re-

fused, seeming resentful that he was trynng to tell her what to do.

Kirh
I knew from AA that I couldn't help her unless she

wanted to help herself, but that didn't stop me from trpng.
She had no self-esteem and nojob, and was going nowhere. I
kept tqnng to convince her to get work, but she never did
anything about it. I started circlingjobs in the newspaper
and leaving it open on the bed, but that only made her furi-
ous. She'd scream and yell about how I was a miserable son
of a bitch who just wanted to control her life. I didn't get it. I
was doing everythitg for her, and she was screamirg at me
like I was some kind of monster.

Kirk thought that if he took care of Loretta, she would have to
love him. He would make himself so indispensable to her that she
would never leave him, as his wife had. But Loretta experienced his
tthelp" as an encroachment on her freedom. Yes, she was dependent
on him, but she resented that dependence deeply and struggled
against it. Kirk's support only served to underscore how much of a
failure she was.

Saviors often find themselves in love-hate relationships with
troubled lovers. The more troubled lovers take from their Savior,
the more dependent they feel, and the greater their dependence, the
greater their rage over losing control over their own life.

Yet if Saviors hesitate to rescue-as Natalie did when Rick
needed more money than she had in her savings-their troubled
lover is equally enraged at being abandoned. Saviors are damned if
they do and damned if they don't.
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"l RaN Our oF LovE"

Because of Loretta's addictions, both her life and Kirk's were in a
shambles. Sooner or later, even the most devoted Saviors reach
their limits. Kirk eventuallv burned out.

Kirh
I was sick and tired of paying the bills. I was sick and

tired of hearing her complain. I ran out of money. I ran out
of love. I ran out of compassion. We werejust bitching and
nagging at each other, and I'd had it. So I decided to invoke
the golden rule, which is that he who has the gold makes the
rules. I told her, ttl,ook. I've been paying for everything. I
can't afford to pay the price any longer. It's time for you to
leave." The next duy she packed up all her things and a
couple of her doper friends came over, threw her stuffin a
truck, and drove away. I expected to feel relieved, but
instead, I felt sick.

Kirk didn't feel half as tough as he sounded. The lopsided nature
of the relationship had ground him down. Saviors are typically
used, exhausted, and drained by their lovers: so it is hardly surpris-
itg that many of them eventuully give up. Unfortunately, this healthy
decision is rarely permanent.

Tue Hrcu Cosr oF SALVAnIN

Kirk may have run out of love, but he was far from running out of
obsession.

Kirh
That first night without her was horrible. I couldn't sleep.

I had to go to the bathroom every five minutes. My stomach
hurt, my palms perspired, my head ached with guilt for what
might happen to her without me. I was kicking myself for
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said all she could attract were vice cops. She was in really
bad shape. She was doing a lot of drugs and she looked
really pathetic. She was scared about going back on the
street, so I oflered her the rescuing that I always do. The
next thing I knew, she'd moved back in. Now I'm feeding
her, I'm feeding her scumbag friends, I'm giving her
money. . . . We're exactly back where we started except now
I'm sober.

Kirk hadn't realized that, despite his attempts to cleanse his life
of Loretta's toxic influence, he was still extremely vulnerable, both
to his obsessive love for her and to his need to be needed. He falsely
believed that time and distance alone would eradicate his feelings
for her. Predictably, when Loretta returned, her appeal for help was
all it took to shatter his commitment to live without her.

Many obsessive relationshipr, especially those between Saviors
and troubled lovers, end not once? but many times. These relation-
ships easily fall into a frustrating? repetitive pattern of breaking up
and reunitirg.

If you are a Savior and you have found the strength and the in-
sight to set limits on what you are willing to do for your lover or
even extricate yourself from the relationship, it's important that you
don't make the mistake of believing you are out of the woods. Even
though their betterjudgment invariably tells them otherwise, most
Saviors find it extremely difficult to resist taking a troubled lover
back into their lives.

The lmbalance of Power

Thoubled lovers play the guilt, pity, and compassion of their Saviors
like the finely tuned strings of a violin. Loretta took full advantage of
the fact that Kirk couldn't bear to see her out on the streets and
would go to almost any lengths to save her. Hal used Debra's ob-
sessive love to lure her into a web of lies and to expertly maneuver
her into thinking she was volunteering to help him out. Rick came
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PART TWO

Targefs of
Obsessive

Lovers





5 The Co-obsessive
Target

It drives me crazy being in this relationship where I'm loving
all the attention I'm hating.

-Karen

J t is fashionable to believe that both partners in a relationship are
Iequally responsible for the problems that arise between them.
But for many targets of obsessive love, the concept of shared re-
sponsibiliry simply doesn't hold true. Some targets are not even
aware that someone is obsessive about them; others do nothing to
encourage their obsessor to pursue the relationship; and still oth-
ers-who find that their partner in a relationship has become ob-
sessive-make very clear, decisive efforts to get that lover out of their
lives. These targets don't invite the obsession, they dontt enjoy the
obsession, they don't want the obsession.

But there a,re targets who are as deeply enmeshed with their ob-
sessive lover as their lover is with them. They behave in ways that ei-
ther encourage their lover's obsessive behavior or hil to discourage
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consultation, they both seemed highly motivated to find a way of
building a lasting, healthy relationship from the wreckage of what
they had.

Karen

I have a lot of inner conflict because I'm suffocated and

pressured and I always resent it when he intrudes on me.
But, by the same token, we really love each other and I know

how hard that is to find. He fills this need in me and I can't

let go of that

Karen was expressing the inner strife that almost all co-obsessors
feel. One minute she wanted in, the next minute she wanted out.
Like most co-obsessors, she was torn between love and frustration,

and her indecision was fueling Ray's fear of rejection, provoking
him to become even more possessive.

Roy
Every time she tells me she wants to call it off, it kills me.

She kicks me out and then in a couple of weeks she changes
her mind. It drives me nuts. I love her so much . . . it's really
painful. We get into these enormous fights and then we make
up. Up and down, up and down. I keep fighting to get and
she keeps withdrawing, fighting not to give. So I try even
harder. And that's how we've related for most of the rela-
tionship. It's like her sickness plays offof mine.

Ruy and Karen's pattern of repetitive breaking up and reuniting
is common for co-obsessors. But even if co-obsessors never reach
the point of actually trying to break rp with their partner, they typ-
ically describe him or her as being impossible to live with and im-
possible to live without. This kind of relationship is bound to be
turbulent, draining, and ultimately debilitating.
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Karen
I felt his desperation from the first phone call. He wanted

to see me right away? all the time. There was a poem in my
mailbox every d"y. There were phone calls from him several
times a day. There were flowers. I was very drawn to him, it
was great in bed, and I loved all the attention . . . that was a
big part of it. I knew somethirg didn't feel right about it-it
was just too much, too intense-but I had come out of a
marriage to an alcoholic who ignored me and was having a
lot of afhirs, so the fact that Ruywas so hot to see me was an
incredible lift for me.

Karen's self-worth had been devastated by u bad marriage and a
long string of unsuccessful attempts to find a new relationship. She
was hurting and needed reassurance about her desirability. Ray's
hot and heary pursuit wasjust what the doctor ordered. Ray tapped
deeply into her need to once again feel good about herself as a
woman, and his validation was far more important to her than her
misgivings.

"l FrrL 50 SwoTUERED"

From the very beginnirg of their relationship, Karen noticed certain
aspects of Ray's personaliry that disturbed her. Even though she
initially welcomed his romantic pursuit, it soon escalated into in-
tense jealousy. This was a major source of conflict between them.

Karen
I had many male friends before I met him . . . friends of

six years, seven years, ten years . . . platonic friends. And we
would get together and have lunch or work out business ar-
rangements or things like that. But when Ruy came into my
life he was immediately very veryjealous of all these men. If
there was a phone call, he'd go, "Who's that? How many
times has he called you? Why is he calling you? What's
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rights. He was running roughshod over her freedom to be separate
and independent, and that enraged her.

Karen
There's all this anger inside of me but it never comes out

as anger. I feel overwhelmed and intruded upon like I have
no individuality and no life. Like I'm not my own person
anymore. I always had to be whoever he wants me to be. It
infuriated ffie, but the only way I ever expressed it was by
withdrawing. That was my way of expressing anger, kind of
sideways. I started putting up walls. I'd bury myself in the
paper every morning instead of talking to him. I'd stay late at
work. I wouldn't hold his hand when we'd go for walks. It
was the only way I could feel like my own individual person
again.

Instead of openly resisting Ray's psychological trespassing,
Karen withdre\M. She built an emotional wall and hid behind it.
Other co-obsessors deal with this sort of encroachment by resist-
itg. They argue? they make scenes, they make accusations, or they
walk out (invariably to be pulled back). They believe that through
uproar they can reclaim their lost autonomy. But as soon as the dust
settles, their relationship tends to slip back into the familiar patterns
of suffocation and resentment.

By withdrawirg, Karen thought she was regrouping and getting
her feet back under her, and in a different kind of relationship, she
might have done so. But one of the paradoxes of co-obsession is
that the very withdrawal that many targets use to try to deal with
their resentment only serves to incite more of the invasive behavior
that angered them in the first place.

Ro!
She'd go into the bathroom and close the door. That's all

shetd do. But Itd go nuts. There was somethirg about the
closed door that meant rejection to me and that terrified me.
It wasn't that I had to have the door open when she was
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Co-onsEsslyE NrrprNEss

While there are some differences between obsessors and co-
obsessors-primarily that obsessors tend to be dominating and
aggressive while co-obsessors tend to be passive-the two invari-
ably share one overridirg character trait: an insatiable need to find
a love that can fill their inner emotional emptiness.

Karen
All my friends keep telling me to get out of it, that Ruy is a

real sick person and this relationship is an unsafe place for
me to be. But I have this big void inside of me, and I need to
fill it and be with a person who fills it. He fills it better than
anybody else in the world

When Karen talked about her "void," she was describing an
emotional vacuum that went far beyond the yearning for love and
romance that most ofus share. To obsessors and co-obsessors alike,
nothing-not work, not family, not friends-can be fulfilling enough
to overcome this deep sense of emptiness.

When Ruy came into Karen's life, he filled this void for her. Unfor-
tunately, he filled it with the chaos of obsession instead of the nourish-
ment ofhealthy love. Karen failed to see the distinction. Her neediness
was too great-a neediness she had been harboring since childhood.

Karen's parents had a very troubled marriage. She remembers
her father shouting at both her and her mother whenever he was
home. He would frequently spend the night away) and Karen's
mother became increasingly preoccupied by the fear of losing him.
As the marriage deteriorated, Karen's mother suffered from severe
depressions, making her emotionally unavailable to Karen for a
great deal of Karen's childhood.

Karen
Looking back, I don't think *y father and I ever had

more than ten minutes together unless he was yelling at me.
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As Karen spoke, her terror was palpable. She saw her relation-
ship with Ruy as an either-or situation-either she put up with his
turmoil or she returned to her emptiness. What a choice.

CorurusrNc Jrercusy wtrH Lovr

From the beginnitg of their relationship, Ruy was extremelyjealous
of Karen. She felt suffocated by his suspicions and accusations, and
yet she put up with them because, like most co-obsessors-as well
as most obsessors-she inteqpreted jealousy as an expression of
love.

Karen
He gets upset if I leave a button unbuttoned on my

blouse. He says I'm showing too much. Or if I wear a skirt
with a split on it, he'll say he can see right up my dress, right
up my crotch. I feel like he wants me to wrap myself up like
one of those Persian women: so no one can even see my face.
He wants all of me for himself . . . all of me . . . more than I
have to give. I hate it, but I need it, too. When he gets jealous
I can feel how much I mean to him, all that love, all that
fear . . . it's exciting and maddening at the same time.

Karen realized that when Ruy criticized the way she was dressed,
he was saying a lot more about himself than he was about her. He
was really expressing how threatened he felt by her attractiveness,
how afraid he was of being replaced. So she saw his increasingly
frighteningjealousy as an expression of how much he cared for her.
How could he get so upset unless she meant everything to him?

Ruy, like Karen? romanticized his jealousy.

Roy
When we fight, I never hear what I need to hear to alle-

viate my doubts. So I probe . . . and I know I get verbally
abusive . . . I come down heavier and heavier, but it's never
enough to satisfr me. So I physically try to restrain her from
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erable amount of internal conflict, or they act out their ambivalence,

repeatedly standing up for themselves and then backing down.

One duy Karen would resist Ray's demands, the next duy she'd give
in. One week she'd break up with hh, the next she'd take him back.

In their ambivalence, most co-obsessors are so confused about

what it is that they really feel and what it is they really want that they

can't make the most basic decisions about their relationships. They

lose trust in their own instincts and perceptions, which makes it

even harder for them to be decisive. This paralysis makes them feel

inadequate and weak, leading to an enormous amount of shame and

self-reproach.

Tur Co-onsEssoR's Snr- Rrpnoncu

Self-reproach is an ongoing source of pain for co-obsessors. In ad-

dition to the self-reproach they feel because they can't make deci-

sions, co-obsessors chastise themselves for actirg weak in the face

of their obsessive lover's demands and sometimes even for stayirg

in what they know to be an unhealthy relationship.

Karen

When he's being a shit, I never stand up and say ttRuy, that

isn't any of your business" or ttl don't want to answer that."

And I feel ashamed of myself because I don't stand up to him.

I feel "less than" because I stay in the relationship. I feel like

I'm as sick as he is because of my own decision to stay.

Despite her insights, Karen was unable to change her capitulat-

itg ways. Instead, she fell into a frustrating cycle of giving in and

blaming herselfi

. The more she reproached herself, the less confidence she had.

. The less confidence she had, the more powerless she felt.

. The more powerless she felt, the more passive she became.
' The more passive she became, the more she tolerated his in-

appropriate behavior.
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Karen
He begged me to let him stay, even though we'd had this

big discussion about my getting away. I felt really resentful,
but then he started cryng and I felt guilty for feeling re-
sentful. The elemental mom in me came up-he needs that
and he needs this and I'm being such a shit. It was like he
loved me more than I loved him and I was somehow bad
because of it. So I finally said okay and he spent the whole
weekend tellirg me what a good time I was having. It was
horrible.

Karen reacted to Ray's suffering as if she had committed a crime,
though she had done nothing cruel or malevolent. Once again she
accommodated his feelings at the expense of her own? and she was
miserable for the entire weekend. But Karen endured her suffering
because it eased her undeserved feelings of guilt. Unfortunately, it
did nothing to ease her anger.

The Turning Point

For Karen, Ray's violation of his promise to ttgive" her the weekend

to herself turned out to be the last straw. It finallv drove home the

fact that she was paying too high a price.

Karen
I stewed in the car all the way to town. Itjust felt like the

whole relationship was him getting his needs taken care of
and hirn always coming first. But love is respecting another
person's wishes, it's not having to come first all the time. I
was fed up with hisjealousy, fed up with his arguments,
fed up with him.I was tired ofwaking up in the middle of
the night with my stomach in knots. By the time I got home,
I was really worked rp. . . . He was there waiting for ffier
grinning. I was very very angry and he didn't even notice.
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the inner emptiness they have in common with their obsessor. But
by tolerating inapproirriate behavior, co- obs es sors inadvertently en-
courage their lover's obsessiveness. They become increasingly en-
meshed in a chaotic and unhealthy relationship until they find the
courage and determination to make some positive changes in their
life.
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lationship is over. But many targets have trouble ending the rela-
tionship because they are handcuffed by their rwn feelings-feel-
ings of compassion, guilt, and sexual desire.

When the Target's Feelings
Get in the Way

No one with any conscience likes to be the cause of someone else's

pain. But in the complex and often bewildering maze of human re-

lationships, it is inevitable that lovers sometimes get hurt. Even ifwe

have no unkind intentions? even ifwe commit no malicious acts: w€

are all still susceptible to feeling cruel when we hurt a lover by end-

itg a relationship. In an obsessive relationship, these feelings are

amplified by the enormity of the obsessor's su{fering.

"l CoutoN'r Srqrup Ir WUEN SHE CRIED"

Elliot, thirfy-five, is a husky, blond, bearded New York-based doc-
umentary film producer. While at a party, he met Lisa, a freelance
graphic designer. He had been seeing a woman named Hanna fairly
regulath fot about a yea\ though they both dated other people.
When he started going out with Lisa, he was open about Hanna,
and Lisa didn't appear to be bothered by it. She seemed to agree
that because she and Elliot were just getting to know each other, it
was premature to expect any emotional commitments. But it soon
became apparent to Elliot that Lisa's acceptance of his other lover
was a facade. In subtle ways? she began to let him know that deep
down, she found his relationship with Hanna very upsettirg. She
became increasingly possessive.

It took only five weeks for Elliot to feel suffocated by Lisa. He re-
alized that he didn't want to continue seeirg her.

Elliot
I absolutely wanted out, no ifs, ands, or buts. But I got so

hung up in trying to let her down gently that I wasn't letting
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On their very first date Mark asked Shelly to stop seeing other

men. She had serious misgivings but, intrigued by the intensiry of

his interest, she agreed. As their relationship progressed, she was

initially drawn in by his growing adoration but eventually began to

tire of his need for constant reassurance.

Six months later Mark asked her to marry him. With some trep-

idation she agreed, hoping that her "sacred vows" would relieve his

fears. It didn't work. By the end of their first year of marriage Shelly

was fed up with what had become a constant barrage of suspicious

outbursts and accusations. She was convinced that she and Mark

could never make the relationship work. But she couldn't bring her-

self to tell him. Shelly came to see me as a client a few weeks after

their second anniversary.

SheIIy
I don't even know if I was ever really in love with him, but

he was so in love with me that I figured it was meant to be.
The Lord must have had a plan and purpose to lead me into
this relationship. There were a lot of things about him that
bothered me-he has this horrific temper-but I figured
once I made the commitment, I would open up to him and
he would calm down. So we got married and I really tried to
love him, but he gets so upset about the littlest things. I've
talked to my minister about it and he suggested coming in
together to try and save the marriage . . . but that's just not
what I want. I want out. Period. Ijust want out. I just can't
figure out how to tell him. He's so . . . I mean, I don't know
what he'll do. He's always saying, ttl can't live without
you . ., I love you so much it scares me . . . you're my
who le l i fe . . ,  . "

Shelly married Mark for all the wrong reasons. It was his Iave,
not theirs, that led them to the altar. In addition, she made the mis-
take of underestimating-as most targets do-the insatiability of ob-
session. She believed that marriage would make him feel secure
enough to ttcalm downr" when, ir fact, no commitment is reassur-
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tionship, her betiefs about how ^W:-: ff: :il"::i
to act prevented her from doing anything about gettirg out.

Tur Tnnp oF GREAr Srx

The power of sexual pleasure can also make it difficult for a target
to act decisively to end a relationship. \ /hile some obsessors are as
insensitive to their target's sexual needs as thby are to his or her
emotional needs, many obsessive lovers are so preoccupied by their
target that they become extremely responsive to sexual needs.
These obsessors can make unusuully satisfrirg lovers.

Even though Elliot had made the still-unspoken decision to stop
seeing Lisa, he continued to want her sexually. This desire was ini-
tially more powerful than his resolve, but under the circumstances?
sex led to increasing guilt. So a few weeks after his aborted attempt
to cut back on seeirg her, he told her he 'Just wanted to be friends."

Elliot
She agreed to do whatever I wanted as long as we could

keep seeing each other. I cut back on seeirg her to once a
week, and we stopped sleeping together, but she kept tryng
to tempt me back into it with new massage techniques, sex
toys, whatever. She'd model her new lingerie for me under
the pretext that she had bought it for some other guy, then
she'd wind up sittirg in my lap half-naked, trying to seduce
me. Then one night, after we'd had a bottle of wine, she was
massagirg my feet and she was . . . just the way she was rub-
bing my skin, it was really sensual . . . and then she started
inching up my calves, up my thighs. . . . I was getting
incredibly turned on. I thought to myself, "What am I
doingP" Sex was the only thing I still er$oyed doing with
her, and it was the only thing I was denying myself. And it
wasn't like abstinence was making any difference to her-she
was still calling me ten times a day. So I thought, "What the
hell." Before I knew it we were back to seeing each other
three times a week.
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sages? which only succeed in fanning the flames of their lover's ob-
sessive behavior.

Most people mistakenly believe that we communicate our feel-
ings primarily by talking about them. Psychological research indi-
cates that as much as 75 percent of all communication is nonverbal.
Body language, behavior, and attitude are often more expressive
than words. When we are conflicted, or are trying to hide our real
feelings, we often say one thing but do another, giving out what are
commonly known as double messages.

9vlruc Orur TnwG, Dollc Aruorrurn

Despite grave misgivings, Elliot continued his sexual relationship
with Lisa. He also continued to see Hanna, which increasingly frus-
trated Lisa. One night she finally exploded. But this time, instead of
backing down, Elliot got angry and told her this just wasn't work-
itg for him and he didn't want to see her anymore. Then he
stormed out, leaving her in tears. 

'

Elliot didn't hear from Lisa for two weeks, leadirg him to believe
it was finally over. Then she showed rp unexpectedly at his apart-
ment.

Elliot
I opened the door and there she was, all smiles and

sweetness as if nothirg had happened. She was wearing this
fancy coat and these sexy spike heels, and I remember
wondering what she was dressed rp for. Then she opened
her coat and she was naked underneath. My first thought
was, ttOh, no. Not again." I tried not to hurt her feelings, but
I told her to go home, this was a bad idea. I might as well
have been speaking Swahili. She just walked right in. I kept
thinkins, "Don't be an idiot. She's too crazy. You'll just start
the whole thing all over again." But she looked so good, and
she was so sexy. . . . I meah, ? naked woman showing up at
your door-this was like a lifelong fantasy come true. I kept



oql roJ puu ll dtq l6useop oq lng ,,'eull u,I t.lnt;,, to8 
I puv

,,il{8Tr IIu nod ary,,'sdes aq uaqa 'r(ernu pueq srq Surqsnd
ro 3ur33nn1s;1as(ur IaoJ I puu 6paqsenbs Suraq u,I a{I

t"lqo.ldorlsnulc /11uor IoeJ otu so>luru aH 'puuq.(tu 3urp1ot1
ro replnorls (tu Surqcnol ro rlul{ /tu qlp,\ Sutssau oq ol

lo3 sdurr,r,lu s,oH 'aur Sunlcnol aq ol seq sdurnp aq 6qcrnqc lu
er6e^A, uorl^ o{lT i^\oq nod 'r13noqt 'q3norql s{uol ilps JInIS

'luo{ u uo lnd I oS 'laal 
I ll\oq ulFI IIel ot dpuor lou u,I lnq 1l

lnoqu InJA\u IeoJ I puu'a>1uls1tu 3lq u epuru I {uFIl dlpar I 'ur1tl

rpll\ aq of luul\ l,uop /guar J ororll^, lurod aql ol oruoJ s,ll

Qrrrys

'peluerr,r, dlpar aqs luq/v\ opFI of l"n ol sprolt pasn oqs tpuatrsuJ 'lno

poluu^ , oqs tur{l ryuru ilal ot Jlosreq Suuq l6uplnoc 6role,r,roq 'trll".Ig
'sprol\ oql ua>1ods puq oq tsuol lu lnq .drqsuoqular rleql puo ol
poluu/r,\ eq rer{ plot oq uaqrn dlsnorros lomg ue{ul o^eq lou duur uslT

no lwo) llrM HrnuJ HI

'/lenqernEg puu dlpratrI qloq 6ur 
lcuq req lol puq aq uru8u oruo

-dn anl8 ol posnJer uslT rapuo^\ oN 'trnsrnd roq dn 1da>1 lsnf aqs

JI req roJ aJII sH ur eruld u ilps su/v\ oraql luql a3essaur a{l loE oqs
6pue1su1 's8urleal srq tnoqu e3ussoru snon3rqtueun 6rea1c e ustT arrf
ol alquunJlesurpl punoJ tolilg 6reqlo eql uo lno laE ol uoqeurruralap
sH puu puerl ouo aql uo uorssuduroc pu€ orrsap snl uoanaloq uroJ
'alq€rauln^ os Jlesreq epetu p€q oqs uoq/u, llprcedsa 'ttq alEIIIru
-nq ol acuulcnlar dq prpunodruor 6orrsep 

Fnxos uo pesuq dpuslc
sul\ usTT Suusrsor ur ftpcrgrp s6torllfl dlpuopoua tnq 'dlpcrsdqd

dluo lou Jlesreq Sursodxa sp,t\ oqs leoc req pauado esIT ueq6
'{learq silI PoAEs

ol€q ile^\ se lq31ur aH 'alrsoddo aqt lsnlsel.-ror{ r{lr,\{ Surdaels sFI
w poluunulnc qJrql,-a8usseur IBqJoAuou sq lnq ,,tnod luula l,uop

Ir, 
'ppr spJoll, slH 'o3essaur olqnop JIsselJ € uslT anu8 loilfl

'doq 6;aqunu dur puq eJns aqs 'eJIoA,(ur ur uoBcIAuoJ
.(ue te8 ppoJ I durr,r, ou sui\. eJeql lnq ,,tor 

tou totr, t3urdes

1AO1 INSS1SgO I h€ L



Breaking Up ls Herd to Do | 1 3 5

rest of the duy he's all over me, tryng to make me "feel
better." I just want to scre&ffi, ttl-,et me breathe!"

When Shelly pushed Mark's hand away)she didn't have to tellhim
she didn't want him to touch her, she was speaking with her behaaior.
And in questioning her, he was making it clear that he got her mes-

, sage. Though she hoped that by not expressing her feelings out loud
she could somehow hide them from Mark, he still sensed that she was
slipping away from him. But her reassurirg words reinforced his con-
viction that there was somethirg he could do to woo her back. So he
acted increasingly clingy and solicitous, irritating her all the more.

When a target wants to end a relationship, there is no way of
keeping the negative feelings secret-there are just too many ways
for true feelings to escape. And when obsessive lovers sense nega-
tive feelings, their possessive behavior invariably escalates, making
any kind of breakrp that much harder.

It is natural for targets to slip into a pattern of double messages,
but they invariably pay an emotional price when they do. As we've
seen, when targets say one thing and do another, they rarely feel
good about themselves. Instead, they feel weak, anxious, and above
all, deceptive, adding to the guilt that already compounds their dif:
ficulties in ending the relationship.

If you are the target of an obsessive lover and have come to the
decision to end your relationship, you need to recognize that dou-
ble messages only add confusion to an already chaotic situation. In
the end, you are only prolonging your unhappiness and delaying
the inevitable.

Many targets fail to recognize their own role in peqpetuating a fail-
itg relationship because they are so focused on how the obsessor is
behaving or might behave. I don't mean to imply that once you stop
giving double messages your obsessive lover will simply pack up and
go away quietly, But your partner is not the only one preventing a
clean break. Until you deal with your own conflicts and ambiguous
behavior, you can't even begin to deal assertively and eflectively with
your lover. And until you become assertive with an obsessive lover,
there is no chance that he or she will leave you alone.
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room until she could ttprt on a huppy face." She was constantly ad-

monished not to say anything at all if she didn't have anything nice

to say.

Shelly?s mother (and role model) also lived by these homilies,

rarely expressing a negative thought in front of her children. Shelly

never saw her parents argue and, as a result, came to see domestic

conflict as somethirg unnatural, to be avoided at all costs. She never

learned that personal confrontation was a normal part of human re-

lationships and a necessary tool for resolving conflicts.

As an adult, Shelly had no personal experience to draw from

when she wanted to express her dissatisfaction to Mark. She knew

that what she had to say would upset Mark, and she felt much more

comfortable hiding her feelings than she did precipitating an argu-

ment. That was how she had avoided conflict all her life. The very

thought of expressing negative feelings filled her with anxiefy. It

would have been uncharacteristic of her to confront Mark and, like

the rest of us, she was extremely resistant to anything that went

against her nature.

Few of us grow up in a household where the open expression of

our negative feelings is encouraged. This is as true for men as it is

for women. Though some people overcome this upbringing and

manage to develop assertive communication skills on their own?

many never do. People with undeveloped assertiveness skills have

neither the vocabulury nor the confidence to hold their own in a re-

lationship with an overbearing lover. And obsessive lovers are al-

most always overbearing.

I didn't think Shelly needed intensive psychotherapy to deal

with her relationship with Mark. Instead, she needed to learn how

to stop giving double messages and start getting her real message

across to Mark. I suggested some short-term crisis resolution work

that included assertiveness training. After a few months Shelly was

finally ready to tell Mark, honestly and decisively, that she wanted to

end their rnarriage. He was extremely upset, but when she refused

to back down after he made an eloquent, teary and lengthy plea, he

finally accepted what she had to say,

Most obsessive lovers are not so accommodating.
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riatingly deaf to even the most articulate, emphatic, unambiguous,

and decisive statements.

Elliot

When I first tried to break rp with Lisa, it was like "I
don't think we should see each other anymore" but then I

went to bed with her. Obviously, that was a mistake, so I

tried, ttl-et's not sleep together anymore. We can still be

friends, but that's it." When that didn't work, it became,
ttYou're really terrific, but we're just not compatible, and I

think the feelings between us are too confusirg for us to have

any kind of a relationship, even a platonic one." When that

message didn't compute, I was forced to get into, ttl don't

want to see lou, I don't want you calling ffi€: I don't want to

have anything to do with you." And when even that didn't

work I had to finally start hangirg up the minute I heard her

voice and slammirg the door in her face.

Elliot learned the hard way that nothing short of being cold and

blunt would get through to Lisa. When he tried to let her down

easy? Lisa misread his attempts to be kind and supportive as proof

that he cared about her. It didn't matter what he said. She wasn't lis-

tening, she was just looking for an opening. Her unwillingness to

take no for an answer left Elliot with little choice but to act in ways

that he hated.

Elliot
I'd always thought of myself as a pretty sensitive, honest

guy. But she really brought out the worst in me. I mean, she
forced me to be an asshole. I believe in communicatirg with
people, that's how you solve problems. I'd neverjust
slamrned the phone down on anybody in my life. It really
made me feel shitty about myself.

Elliot had strong feelings of self-reproach. He'd acted in ways
that contradicted his self-image. Instead of feelirg assertive, he felt
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wedding of a mutual friend that she wanted to caryool to
because she always got lost when she drove herself to this
person's house. I kept saying ro, until she finally asked me
point-blank why I was turning her down on all these things,
since they were all so innocent. I told her I just didn't trust
her. So she went into this very calm, lucid argument about
how she'd changed in the last two months and how unfair it
was of me to judge her now on the basis of a very troubled
time in her life. By the time she finished, I was drowning in
my own guilt again. I came this close to agreeing to see her
again. But I didn't. Ijust knew if I gave her the inch, she'd
take the mile.

When Elliot agreed to have lunch with Lisa, he was, in effect, giv-
itg her a few crumbs of hope. But from crumbs, obsessive lovers
make loaves. Elliot should have known that Lisa wasn't about to
give up easily. What appeared to be a harmless meeting quickly
turned into another seduction. Only this time, instead of using sex-
uality, she used reason. She knew that he feared her volatility and
emotionality, so she managed to keep those parts of her personality
in check. She presented herself as a changed woman. But Elliot
sensed that she had changed only her stIl", not her goal.

Obsessors take the slightest indication of friendship or even cu-
riosity to mean that the target is still ambivalent and can perhaps be
won back. In some cases it may be possible to maintain some
friendly contact with a former lover, but because there is no way of
predicting how an obsessor will interpret or experience a brief act
of openness, it is safer to err on the side of caution. The harsh real-
ity for many targets is that once they make the decision and manage
to extricate themselves from an obsessive relationship, it is risky to
let their former lover back into their lives in any way.

After his lunch with Lisa, Elliot decided-again-to cut offall fu-
ture contact with her, no matter how persuasive her approach might
be. He simply wasn't willing to make himself vulnerable to her ma-
nipulations anymore. Still, she continued to call every few months
for the next two years, each time with a different clever story. She
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Telling mutual friends that you don't want them inviting you

and your former lover to the same party

Refusing to open the door to your former lover when he or

she makes unexpected visits

Calling security guards or the police

Getting a restraining order

llou don't need a therapist to teach you these behaviors-you
simply need to become determined enough to put them into prac-
tice. This is always tough at first, but if your obsessive lover refuses
to stop pursuing you, I promise you that assertive action will get
easier with practice. And sooner or later, in the face of truly assertive
and unambiguous action, most obsessive lovers do give up.

I know some ofyciu will feel guilty over the lengths to which you
are forced to go, but guilt under these circumstances is not an indi-
cation that you are doirg something wrong. Instead, it is an indica-
tion that you are doing something you are not used to doing. In
order to become truly free of an obsessive lover, and to regain con-
trol ofyour own life, you need to tolerate that guilt. The guilt will go
away? but if you don't act assertively, your obsessive lover probably
won't.

Wur,N Turm's MIRE To Losr
TH,q/v n Lovrn

Sometimes assertive action is complicated not only by emotional

factors, but by practical considerations. Some obsessors take ad-

vantage of positions of power to pursue their targets. Whether it's

the clergyrnan who pursues a member of his congregation, the psy-

chologist who pursues one of her interns, the physician who pur-

sues his receptionist, or the college professor who pursues one of

her students, obsessors in positions of authority make it infinitely

more complicated for a target to end the relationship.

Rhonda is an associate professor of literature at alarge university

in southern California. She is a very delicately featured brunette,
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disiac. Rho nda,s attraction was ru:'":r -n': :;::r;r 

"n"'lJ

ductive trappings of the power of Lynn's position.

Rhonda knew her relationship with Lynn was complicated by

the imbalance ofpower between them, but it wasn't until Lynn's ob-

sessive nature began to emerge that Rhonda realizedjust how great

that complication really was. As Lynn and Rhonda settled into their

sexual relationship, Lynn began to have jealous fantasies about

Rhonda. She became increasingly possessive. When Rhonda went

to San Francisco for a two-week seminar, Lynn flew up to see her

three times. Lynn also called Rhonda four or five times a day and in-

terrogated her about whether she was having sex with anyone else.

Then, when Rhonda returned, Lynn began showing Rhonda o{f to

her friends, as if they were engaged to be married.

Rhonda

I began to feel like a piece ofproperty. I knew I had to end

it, but I was afraid that I couldn't get out. Not only would she

go nuts, but I was sure I could kiss my tenure good-bye. Five

years of my life down the drain. She really had me over a barrel.

Rhonda had gotten herself trapped in a situation that had no easy

exit. In past relationships, she had generally tried to express her

emotions clearly and assertively, but if she were to do that with

Lynn, she would be risking serious consequences to her career. On

the other hand, if she stayed in a relationship solely for the sake of

herjob, she would be sellirg out her emotional well-being.

Rhonda

Then one night we were having dinner with her sister and

Lynn started ramblirg about all these plans for the future

that I'd never heard of before . . . and how I was the woman

she was going to spend the rest of her life with. I realized I

couldn't put it offanymore. It wasn't fair to her; it wasn't fair

to me. No matter what it cost me professionally, I had to get

out. When we got back to my house that night, I told her.
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The Ultimate
Emotional Blackmail

It is not unusual for obsessive lovers, in a desperate attempt to pre-
vent a target from leaving, to threaten suicide (as we saw with Anne
in Chapter Two). When obsessors declare that their life now lies in
the hands of their target, they place an enormous amount of pres-
sure on their target to stay in the relationship. This happened to
Gloria the first time she toldJi* she wanted to leave him.

Gloria
I decided it wasn't working about a month after we started

going together, but it took me another couple months to ac-
' tually do something about it. When I told him I was leaving

him, he started sobbing about how he was just going to go
drive off a cliff. Without me, he had nothing to live for. I
mean, he was really melodramatic about it, but he's so
damned unpredictable . . . I was terrified that he might
actually do it. So I calmed him down and told him I'd give
him one more chance but he had to stop acting so pos-
sessive. He swore up and down that he'd change . . . of
course, h" never did.

To assuage h"T understandable fears, that he would follow
through and that she would feel guilty, Gloria submitted to Jim's
emotional blackmail and backed down on her intention to leave
him. In capitulating, Gloria was virtually guaranteeing that he
would repeat this threat whenever he felt fearful that she might
leave him.

Gloria
Within two weeks I was climbing the walls again. It got

to the point where I felt like it was him or me. So I decided
I was just going to have to tough out the breakup and pray
that he didn't mean what he said. I begged him to get
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7 When Obsession Turns
to Violence

\ n f 
e're about to explore a dark realm-the chaos inflicted on the

Y V lives of targets whose rejected obsessive lovers become vio-

lent. This is a tough chapter for me to write because I know how

shocking some of these stories can be to read. The last thing I want

is to dissuade anyone from entering into a new relationship, or to

frighten anyone out of endirg a bad one. But there are important

lessons to be learned from the sometimes tragic mistakes made by

the women and men you are about to meet.

Violence is an ugly rbality for some targets of obsessive love, and

you can't change that reality by pretending that it doesn't exist.

We've all heard the highly publicized stories of celebrities who have

fallen victim to an obsessive lover's violence, from actresses Do-

minique Dunne and Dorothy Stratton to Scarsdale Diet doctor

Herman Thrnower. But this sort of violence is hardly limited to the

rich and famous-the papers are full of stories of rejected obsessors

who assault or even murder their former partners.

If you are planning to end an obsessive relationship or have al-
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to rem arcgbut she became increasingly insistent and agitated about

it. Finally, he told her he wanted to end their relationship.

Nan didn't believe that Walter really meant it. She began calling

several times a day, droppirg by the shop, droppirg by his apart-

ment, and sending letters, hopirg to get him to change his mind.

When Walter refused to respond to her attempts, she became hys-

terical. On one occasion, she threw a coffee cup at Walter in his

kitchen. On another, she threw a wrench through his shop window.

Walter was increasingly annoyed and frustrated by her refusal to

give up despite his blunt rejections, but he had no idea how to get

her to stop. He just hoped that she would finally run out of steam

and leave him alone.

About a month after he broke up with Nan, Walter met Betty, an

insurance agent. They began dating and quickly fell in love.

Walter

When me and Betty got engaged I figured this was the

straw that would get Nan offmy back. The next time she

came into the shop, I told her. She turned into an ice queen.

She just shut down. I remember she muttered something

about making sure I'd never forget her, then she just split. I

figured that was that and went back to work.

Walter, like many targets? was lulled into a false sense of relief by

the fact that Nan seemed to take the news of his engagement calmly.

He had expected an explosion, and when it didn't happen on the

spot, he assumed he was home free. But obsessive rage? as we have

seen throughout this book, rarely remains contained. It may erupt

against an innocent third party; it may erupt inwardly causing the

obsessor to become self-destructive; but usually, it erupts against

the target, too often in the form of violence.

Nan gave Walter a pretty blatant clue that he would be seeing

more of her, but he failed to pick up on it. If he had paid closer at-

tention he might have realized that when she '6muttered something

about making sure I'cl never forget her," she was deliverirg a threat.
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Walter
It was just dumb luck that she didn't burn the whole

building down. And I gotta tell lou, that's all I could think
about for the next two months. I mean, what was to stop her
from coming back, burning the place down while we're
sleepingP I fought in Korea-I can take care of myself. But I
was scared. I was real scared. I'm still scared. I heard she
took an overdose and wound up in a hospital somewhere,
but I still worry she'll come back. It's been two years, but I
still think about it.

Walter, who started out without even a thought that he might be
in danSerp was still scared two years later. Even though Nan's violent
outburst fuas directed only against his possessions, she had graphi-
cally derr{onstrated her capacity for violent revenge. He was justifi-
ably cottCptned that the next time she might escalate into an assault
against him or his new wife. Walter found no comfort in the fact that
she neve{ came back-instead, hr became preoccupied with the fbar
that she inight. When obsessive lovers transform violent feelings
into violent actions, there is no way of telling how long they will
continue or how far they will go. Even if they never escalate beyond
attacks against properfy, the fear they engender can hang like a
sword over the target's head.

Sexual Assault ,

Janey is an exceptionally beautiful twenfy-year-old redhead, the
daughter of dear friends. I've knownJaney since she was born. Two
years ago, when she was a freshman at an Ivy League college, she
met Victor, who was twenfy-four years old and a graduate student
in business administration. She was not romantically interested in
Victor, but they shared a love for classic films and on the weekends
would often go to the movies, though always with a group of other
friends. Janey became increasingly aware that Victor was very
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alone. His response was ,"I love you so much it's killing me.

Just give me one kiss." I said, "You've got to be kidding," and
it turned into this kind ofpower struggle where he tried to kiss
me and I tried to fight him off, and all the time he's telling me
how much he loves me, and the next thing I know he's got this
knife and we're in the bushes and he's threatening to kill me if
he can't have me. And then he rapes me.

After the rape, Janey became depressed and isolated, dropped
out of school, and moved back home. She told her parents she
wanted to take some time to get over the trauma, but she refused to
talk about the rape? she refused to get counseling, and she refused
to press charges. Like many rape victims, Janey was unwilling to
face the ordeal of a trial, despite a haunting fear that Victor might
find her and repeat his crime.

This went on for almost ayear.Janey's parents were increasingly
concerned. Although she seemed to be functioning on a day-to-day
basis, they were aware of how much she had changed since the
rape: she was making no moves toward returnirg to school, she was
working in a dead-end job, and she wasn't dating. She saw old
friends only occasionally, and when they asked her about her mood-
iness, she insisted that she was all right and that she would soon
start thinking about getting on with her life.

"l'M Ttnro oF FEH.,ING Tur WAY"

Since the day she came home, I had been pushing Janey to let me
help her find a therapist who could workwith her to get over the emo-
tional hurdle of her trauma, but she had steadfastly refused. Like so
many victims of violent crime, once Janey's physical wounds had
healed, she was so anxious to forget about what had happened that
she chose to ignore, rather than face, her emotional wounds.

I felt incredibly frustrated at being unable to do anything about

Janey's suffering-or about her denial. One moment of power for
Victor had become months of torment and anguish for her. It infu-
riated ffie, as it always does, that the life of an innocent young
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When a rapist is an obsessor, his victim has additional fears. {Jn-
like many rapes, this fype of rape is not a random act. The victim
has been singled out as the target. And the rapist is much more likely
to try again.

If for no other reason than this, women who are sexually assaulted
by obsessive lovers must press charges and be prepared to go the full
legal route to get their rapist behind bars. Even if the trial does not re-
sult in a prison sentence, the target is sendirg a strong, clear message
to the obsessor that she will not remain a victim. This does deter some
obsessors from attempting further contact with their victims.

Janey was forced to uproot from the ftiends and teachers she had
come to know because Victor remains a student at the university
she had been attendirg, but she has begun appltrng to new col-
leges. She is less afraid to go out alone at night, she is empowering
herselfphysically by taking a self-defense class, and she now carries
Mace. She is also empowering herself psychologically by going to a
rape victims' group once a week and volunteering on a rape crisis
hotline twice a month.Janey has been plagued by nightmares since
the rape, but they are becoming less and less frequent, and through
therapS she is beginning to reclaim her capacity for enjoying life.

Physical Vitolence

Violence is a very real threat in intimate relationships-at least one
out of every ten American women is beaten by u husband or lover.
For targets of obsessive love, the danger continues even after the re-
lationship ends. Obsessive lovers who think they're losing their
One Magic Person may be driven either by a need to regain power
over their former lover or by a desire for revenge.

Though men can be the targets of violent obsessive lovers, the
majority of reported victims are women. A violent ex-lover or hus-
band can terrori ze everF corner of a target's world, making it im-
possible for her to live a norrnal life. Every memory is a fearsome
reminder that he's out there. Every knock on the door, every foot-
step? every shadow raises the specter of an obsessed assailant
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That night she moved in with her mother. A few days later she
filed for divorce. To prevent Harry from having an opportuniry to
repeat his assault, Samantha's lawyer went to court to obtain a re-
straining order. Harry was prohibited from contacting Samantha di-
rectly or from coming within 300 yards of her.

GrurvtNG THr Elvp
OF A VIOrcNT REIATIONSHIP

Samantha had put up with Harry's outbursts and tantrums for two
years? but she was not willing to put up with being hit. The moment
he crossed that line, she knew she had to leave him, and she did so
quickly and decisively. Yet, her decision was anything but easy.

Samantha
I got really depressed for a while. After all, I was still

carrying his baby, and we had had some great times. I had
always thought I was going to be with him for the rest of my
life, then all of a sudden . . . that's a hard thing to give up.

Many targets, like Samantha, believe that because they are do-
itg somethirg healthy for themselves by ending their violent
relationship they will come away emotionally unscathed. But
Samantha's shock and horror over Harry's violence did not prevent
her from suffering grief over the death of their relationship and over
the failure of her expectations for the future.

It is difficult for most people to understand how a target can
grieve the loss of a violent relationship. But no matter how bad a re-
lationship has become, when it comes to an end, most targets feel
some sense of loss for the good times, for the security of being con-
nected to another person, and for t'what might have been."

RqfloN,4LIZING VtorcNcr

Samantha's natural grief softened her feelings toward Harry taking
the edge off her well-justified fear of him. She began a process,
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, So I told him he could come over to see me for ten minutes"
that?s it, and then he'd have to leave. He said okay.

\il[hen Samantha agreed to talk to Harry despite the restraining or-
der, she gave him the message that she really didn't care about the or-
der. She was virtually giving hi* permission to resume his pursuit. It
is always hard to remain firm in the face of a contrite, hurtirg former
lover, but no matter how apologetic Harry may have sounded,
Samantha never should have lost sight of the essential fact that he was
still the same man who had hit her-nothing had changed.

Samantha was being careless by agreeing to talk to Harry but
once she had made that decision, she should never have agreed to
meet him in private, alone at her mother's, where she was vulnera-
ble and unprotected.

Samantha
We started talking and he seemed fine. He told me how bad

he felt about what had happened and how sonry he was and
he wanted me to come back to him. He wanted us to have our
baby together and be a family. I tried to be gentle, but I told
him it was too late, that I could never trust him again. I could
never feel safe. He tried to persuade me that I could, and when
it didn't work he became more and more frustrated until he
started screamirg at me. At that point I was getting pretty
scared, so I told him his ten minutes were up and he should
leave like he promised. But when I opened the door he
refused to go, so I pushed him out. And when I tried to close
the door, he went nuts and dragged me into the hall. Then I
started to scream and hejust heaved me down the stairs. The
next thing I knew I was in an ambulance with this incredible
pain all over. Later that night I lost the bubf I'll never forgive
myself for being so stupid.

In an instant, Samantha's life had turned into a nightmare. In ad-
dition to her miscarriage, she su{fered a concussion, two cracked
ribs, and internal bleeding that almost cost her her own life. She
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some? extremely intelligent architect named Grant for a little more
than a year when she had decided to end the relationship. All Rachel
told Ellie was that she had gotten tired of Grant's "moodiness." But
Grant had not been willing to give up. The duy Rachel had moved
out, Grant mounted a campaigr to win her back. Every duy he had
sent her flowers, or candy, or a passionate love letter. He had left notes
on her car-even when she was not at one of her usual haunts, which
indicated that he was following her. Rachel had responded to his pur-
suit by ignorirg him and throwing away his gifts. She had found it ex-
tremely annrying, but she believed that he would eventually tire of
being rejected and give up. She had seen no reason to be afraid ofhim.

Ellie
Then one duy he showed up at my house and begged me to

help him. He seemed so sad and so in love . . . ?rd I'd always
thought he was a nice guy, certainly a lot nicer than some of
the otherjerks Rachel had gone out with . . . ?rrd all he
wanted was a chance to talk to her. I told him she was really
pissed offby the fact that he wouldn't leave her alone, and he
swore to me that if I could get her to talk to himjust one more
time, if it didn't work out he'd go away and never bother her
again. I figured, what harm could it do? So I invited her over
for dinnef and didn't tell her he was going to be there.

If Ellie had known the fulI extent of Grant's obsessive behavior
patterns, she would never have agreed to set up the rendezvous. But
Rachel had never told anyone in her family what Grant was really like.

Many targets are reluctant to disclose the full extent of a lover's
obsessive behavior to relatives or friends. Some targets come from
families that are not likely to give them much support or encour-
agement if they were to confide their personal feelings and experi-
ences. Others, like Rachel, are afraid of looking foolish for putting
up with behavior they know to be inappropriate. They may be em-
barrassed by their relationship and uncomfortable about defending
it. In Rachel's case, her reluctance to be open with her sister turned
out to be a fatal mistake.
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Tur Dnrucrn oF DIING NonrrNG

Like Rachel, most of us have a powerful need to believe that we
could never fall in love with someone capable of hurtirg us. We re-
sist facing the possibility that we've misjudged a lover, that we've
been duped in a romantic relationship. We like to believe that our
judgment is sound, that we really know the people we're close to.

In addition, to some of us violence is so foreign to our nature
that we can't conceive of anyone we've been intimate with actu-
ally assaulting us. Rachel made that mistaken assumption with
Grant, rationalizing that he was just being his "usual melodra-
matic self."

There is no telling whether Rachel could have done anything
to prevent Grant from making good on his threat, but she might
have reduced his chances by taking his threat seriously. She
should have reported it to the police. She should have told her
family and friends about his threat and his behavior, and asked
them to help her avoid him. This is not to say that Rachel was to
blame for her own murder. Even if she had taken more assertive
action to protect herself, she wouldn't have been able to guaro,n-
tee her safety. But in underestimating the rage of her rejected ob-
sessive lover, she made a very human mistake that made her more
yulnerable-and slight differences can sometimes tip the scales
between life and death.

Forewarned ls Forearmed

I wish I had a crystal ball to help you predict whether you have
anything to fear from your obsessive lover, but no one can predict
with absolute certainty how people will behave. There are? how-
ever? certain personality traits, behaviors, and backgrounds that
can increase the likelihood that a rejected lover will become phys-
ically violent.
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Violent family background:

There are two kind of family violence-spouse abuse and child
abuse. Both teach a child that violence is an effective way to gain
power and control. Though many people come out of violent fam-
ily backgrounds determined never to repeat the pattern, others
come away knowing no other way to deal with frustration. Obses-
sors who grow up with violence often resort to violence.

I want to emphasize that these are indicators, not forecasts. But
if your obsessive lover has any of these characteristics, the risk is
much greater that he or she may use violence against you in re-
sponse to rejection. The more awareness you have of the risk, the
greater your ability to take steps to protect yourself.

Protecting

!1'e live in a world
against every conceivable danger, but you can reduce your chances
of becoming a victim of a violent obsessor by taking advantage of
whatever protective measures are available to you.

Having worked with victims of violent crimes for many years, I
am all too aware of the shortcomings and frustrations of our legal
and law enforcement systems..They can only respond after a law
has been broken, and too often, that is too late.I call this the "if-he-
kills-you-give-us-a-call syndrome." However, these institutions and
agencies are becoming increasingly sensitive to the needs ofpeople
who believe they are in danger but have not actually been attacked.
If you fear for your personal safery I can't emphasize strongly
enough how important it is for you to contact your local police de-
partment.

Local battered woments shelters, your personal attorney and
legal aid oftices are important resources for anyone concerned
about a violent ex-lover. They may be able to help you obtain a

Yourself
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PART THREE

Freeing
Yourself

f

rrom
Obsession





B I Connection Compulsion:
The Root of Obsessive
Love

What do you mean it's not love that's making me do this! If
it's not love" what the hell is itP

-Robert

I n fhatmysterious power propels obsessive lovers to feel, think,

Y V and act in ways that are so contrary to emotional balance,
common sense, and loving behavior?

Why are obsessors so needy? Why are obsessors so angry? Why
are obsessors so scared? Why are obsessors so confusedP

To answer these questions we must begin at the beginnirg,
where obsessive behavior is learned.

The Blissful Connection

As newborns we are purely emotional beings. When our basic
needs are not met-when we are hungry or tired, or cold, or
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trust in ourselves and others to negotiate the stormy, uncharted wa-

ters of increasing separation.

WurN SrpntunoN Grrs Drtutrco

Parental love is the only love where the ultimate goal is separation.

Good parents try to raise their children to become confident, self-

reliant, and independent. But no matter how hard some of our par-

ents may have tried, the realities of life may still have conspired to

make our normal separation process especially difficult. An illness

in the family, the birth of a sibling, unavoidable parental absences

due to work schedules, the death of a parent-any of these events,

even in the context of a caring family, can disrupt thejourney from

dependence to independence by makirg children feel abandoned.

And if children feel abandoned, they usually lose the courage to

separate, as if they had lost their safety net with their first step onto

a tightrope.

If the separation process can be so easily disturbed in healthy

families, imagine what happens if our parents frighten us, hurt us,

abuse us? or neglect us on a regular basis. Such parents sabotage our

separation by damaging the self-confidence, and confidence in oth-

ers, that we need to continue on the path to independence. If we

grow up in an unhealthy family, in an atmosphere where our needs

for respect, love, approval, and protection are generally ignored or

trampled, the disconnection process is more than interrupted, it is

almost certainly derailed.

The Connection Compulsion

When we suffer a setback in the separation process, whatever the
reasonr we do a psychological about-face. Outwardly, we may
appear to be increasingly independent, but inwardly, we feel
frightened and we desperately try to reconnect with that now-
unattainable original feeling of total fulfillment and safety. For
obsessive lovers, the wish to recapture that blissful connection is
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face. Whether they are rejected outright or simply frustrated be-
cause their needs are too insatiable to be satisfied, obsessive lovers
are forced to relive the pain, fear, and desperation of childhood all
over again.

The connection compulsion is invariably a reaction against these
demor alizing childhood feelings. This is not to say that every child
who experiences rejection will grow up to be an obsessive lover.
Human behavior is not all that clear-cut. People are not simplyjig-
saw puzzles where all the pieces fit neatly into place. Our behavior
in adult romantic relationships is aflected by many other factors, the
most important of which are:

genetically determined personaliry traits
biochemical imbalances that a{fect mood or temperament
relationships with siblings
relationships with childhood peers
youthful romantic experiences

Ary of these factors can be influential in shaping our approach
to adult love. Recent research has shown that genetic makeup
strongly influences our basic personaliry style. Imbalances in our
body's chemistry can make us depressed or overly moody. Sibling
or peer relationships can make us belligerent, jealous, or with-
drawn. And failed youthful romances can scar us at a time when our
self-image is extremely vulnerable.

But for most of us? our parents'behavior constitutes the primary
classroom from which we eventually graduate into romantic rela-
tionshipr. From our parents we learn how men and women are sup-
posed to interact. The way in which our parents treat each other is
the model for how we usually come to treat our own partners in love
relationships, and for how we expect to be treated by them in re-
turn. The way in which our parents treat us forms the basis for our
understanding of love.
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Nora, like many children in her situation? reacted to the death of
her parent as if she had been rejected. Children also often react that
way to divorce or to unavoidable parental absences. Parents need not
overtly reject children in order for children to experience rejection.

Even the most benign parent can make childrenfeel rejected at
one time or another, merely by sending them to their room to be
disciplined or by being too busy to pay attention to them. Rejection
can be a highly subjective experience. The k y to preventing this
kind of subjective rejection from developing into a connection com-
pulsion is to comfort and reassure children, to make it clear that
they are loved and that no rejection is intended.

The majoriry of children who grow up to become obsessors come
from famfies in which they frequently feel unloved, unwanted, ig-
nored, or abandoned by their parents. Such continual feelings of re-
jection make children understandubly desperate for love, but thry
know only one source to look to-their rejecting parent. The more
they try to reconnect with parental love, the more they're rejected.
The more they?re rejected, the more desperate they become. And the
more their desperate connection compulsion grows, the more likely it
is to stay with them as thev enter adulthood.

"l Wouto Hnvr Dorur ArurrrurNG
TO Grr MV FEnIen BACK,,

Margaret's obsession with Phil was in many ways a replay of her
childhood compulsion to connect with her hther during and fol-
lowing his divorce from her mother. Margaret was the red-haired
paralegal who showed up unannounced at her policeman lover
Phil's house and found him with another woman.

Margaret
My father left my mother when I was seven. It turned out

he left for some other woman, but at the time nobody would
tell me that. I couldn't understand why he left me. I thought I
must have done somethittg to drive him away, but I couldn't
figure out what it was. Ijust knew he didn't love me anyrnore.
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dependent on the actual loss of a parent. They can be every bit as
intense if the child feels emotionalfu abandoned.

Anne, for example, had an intact family, but she grew up hur-
dened byjust as much unfinished emotional business as Margaret
did. Anne is the hairdresser who threatened suicide and shattered
all the glass in her apartment when her lover,John, tried to end their
relationship. When she first came to see me she described her
childhood as happy and loving. But when we started to explore her
memories, she realized that her parents were so preoccupied with
her older brother that they rarely had time for her.

Anne
My older brother was the golden boy. Everything he did

was perfect. Everybody really loved him, includirg me. But
when I was about eight or nine-he was seven years older-
something happened and all of a sudden he was fighting
with my parents a lot, and they were always taking him off to
doctors, and he started having trouble at school and even
with the police. It wasn't until later that I realized he'd gotten
into drugs, but what it meant to me was that I felt like I
didn't even exist and I couldn't figure out why. I was always
going ttYoo hoo! I'm over here," but no one seemed to care.
Theyjust never had time for me anymore. I felt like they'd
stopped loving me andjust decided to ignore me. I hated it.

Anne's parents may have been loving and well-intentioned, but
in their preoccupation, they emotionally shortchanged their daugh-
ter. The household turmoil brought on by her brother made Anne
feel rejected because her needs for emotional support and encour-
agement were going largely unmet.

As a child, Anne couldn't understand that life events had taken
her parents awry from her; she only knew that she was being ig-
nored, and it hurt. The humiliating message Anne got was that her
parents found her unimportant, and she translated this to mean un-
wanted. She needed the love and attention that all children deserve.
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Prrn RepcttoN

Almost all children who have been rejected by their parents experi-
ence continuing, debilitating feelings of humiliation. Such feelings
invariably distort a child's personality, aflecting his or her ability to
make friends. Robert was a prime example.

Rohert
I had a really hard time at school. I was so shy and self-

conscious that people used to call me Mouse. I hated that,
but I never said anything. Every time I saw someone laugh-
irg, I thought they were laughing at me. Especially the girls.
I just waited for each day to be over.

The rejection Robert felt from his peers added an additional
load of rejection to the one he was already carrying, further damag-
ing his sense of self-worth. As a result, he became shy and with-
drawn.

It is all too common for children who are rejected at home to be-
come victims of peer rejection at school or at play. Many become
afraid to interact with other children because they anticipate being
belittled or made the butt of cruel pranks. Others become so moody
that they have trouble attracting friends and are often made fun of
because they cry easily. Still others attempt to compensate for their
feelings ofinadequacyby becomirg bullies or taking foolish risks to
get attention.

Peer ridicule or ostracism adds insult to the irjrry ofparental re-
jection, further fueling the child's compulsion to reconnect with the
love his or her parent has been withholding.

C,qnnrNG oN THE Srnuc GLE:
Tnr SvtvtsoLrc PARENT

Children struggle against rejection in a number of ways. Since chil-
dren are generally discouraged from verbally expressing their distress,
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In turnitg a lover into a symbolic parent, obsessors are not recy-

cling normal childhood romantic fantasies about mommy or daddy

as much as they are resurrectirg a childhood tragedy. Their rela-

tionship becomes a theater in which they mount an old, depressing

play with a new, exciting actor. And the sole purpose of this new

production is to give the old play a new ending-ahuppy one.

Fntwuen EvrNrs, Fnmuen Frrurucs

When Margaret first told me the story about her father's abrupt de-
parture, she resisted *y suggestion that she was using Phil as a sym-
bolic father. But then I pointed out the striking parallels between
the two men:

Her father left without warnirg.

Phil left without warnirg.

Her father left for another woman.

Phil left for another woman.

Her father's sporadic phone calls kept her hopes alive.

Phil's sporadic sexual interest kept her hopes alive.

Her father showed little interest in maintaining a close rela-

tionship after he left.

Phil showed little interest in maintaining a close relationship

after he left.

Phil was inadvertently pushing emotional buttons that switched
on the same desperation and longing in Margaret that she felt when
she'd been rejected by her father. She was terrified that Phil would
abandon herjust as her father had, and she was equally terrified of
having to relive the same feelings. So she refused to accept Phil's re-
jection,just as she had refused to accept her father's.

As a little, girl, there was nothing Margaret could do to pursue
her father, but now? with Phil, she had an opportunity to overcome
her earlier feelings of helplessness. Instead of being passive, as she
was forced to be as i child, she actively struggled to defeat Phil's at-
tempts to reject her. She unconsciously believed that if she could
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the events of his childhood were not reflected in Karen's behavior,
his emotional reaction was clearly a reenactment. Who but a toddler
becomes terrified when a parent disappears behind a bathroom
doorP Who but a toddler becomes enraged when that parent
doesn't open that door?

When Karen ultimately rejected Ray, she told him to leave-an
experience that had no literal parallels in his childhood. Nonethe-
less, Karen's action made Ray experience? once again, the frustra-
tion and rage over being made to feel that he wasn't good enough,
over being made to feel that no one loved him. He railed against the
same deprivation and abandonment. He felt the same desperation
to win Karen back that he had as a child to win his mother's ap-
proval.

Despite the difference between euenfs in his relationships with
his mother and with Karen, Ruy was flooded with the same old
childh ood feelings of rejection. By turning Karen into his symbolic
mother, he was back in the struggle.

How C,qru n^ Snr Br, n H*

Just as parallel events are not required to turn a lover into a sym-
bolic parent, neither are physical parallels. Though many of my
clients object that their lovers don't look like, act like, talk like, or
otherwise remi"d them of their parents, such external qualities are
irrelevant.

Robert's case is a particularly poignant-though not unusual-
example.

Rohert
When I was about fourteen, mI dad had an afhir and

ultimately left my mother. It was horrible. I just-the feeling
that he can't leaae, he just can't leaae, he just can't leaae, kept
going over and over in my mind. There has to be a wry I can
control this.I really believed that our whole life was going to
fall apart and there was no choice but for me to find a way to
stop him. At one point I remember hiding in the back of his
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ents have in common: the mysterious ability to reawaken the pow-
erful connection compulsion that lies deep inside their obsessive
lover.

The Roofs of the Savior Complex

Saviors are unique among obsessive lovers because of their need for
a distinct type of target to play out their obsessive drama. Their
need to rescue a deeply troubled lover is rooted, almost without ex-
ception, in a specific type of childhood struggle.

Saviors usually come from homes where at least one parent was
either alcoholic, addicted to drugs, chronically ilI, severely de-
pressed, or physically or mentally incapacitated. Because of the
enormity of their probleffis, these parents typically had very few re-
sources available for meeting either their children's or their own
emotional needs. As a result, their children had a chronic sense of
deprivation, and as we've seen throughout this chapter, children in-
variably experience emotional deprivation as rejection.

The childhood rejection experiences of Saviors are com-
pounded by the bewilderirg role reversal that often occurs. Chil-
dren attempt to overcome their sense of rejection by taking on the
responsibilities that the parent neglects, hopirg to win their par-
ent?s approval. The children essentially assume the role ofparent to
their own parent.

Another, similar form of role reversal sometimes occurs in fami-
lies broken apart by divorce? death, or abandonment where the re-
maining parent turns the child into a surrogate partner. The child
becomes weighed down by the responsibility for makirg that par-
ent huppy, a hearry enough burden for an adult, let alone a vulnera-
ble young child.

All these children become preoccupied with succeeding in their
reversed roles, becomirg caretakers both as a means of suryival and
as a way of struggling against rejection.

As adults, they reenact their struggle by trying to save their sym-
bolic parents. They continue with their lover the caretaking behavior
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absorbed most of her mother's emotional energy, Her father, of
course? was in no shape to offer any emotional support.

Though Natalie felt important because of her responsibilities,
she also felt lonely and unloved. The more deprived she felt, the
harder she tried to overcome her feelings of rejection by making her
father well. If she could make him better, life would be good for all
of them and she knew he would love her for it.

Natalie was pla)rng a game in which the cards were stacked
against her. Not only was she taking on adult responsibilities at an
age when she wasn't prepared to handle them, but she was at-
tempting to do the impossible in trying to 66fix" an adult who was
unwillirg to help himself. Natalie was destined to lose.

Natalie's inability to resolve her father's problems resulted in a
deep sense of guilt over having failed. And, as is almost always the
case? she carried this childhood guilt into her adult life.

Years later, when she ran out of money to help Rick and he ac-
cused her of not caring enough, h. tapped into this rich vein of
guilt. Rick's accusations felt like rejection to her, and she dealt with
those feelingsjust as she had in her childhood, by trying harder, do-
irg more? and making additional sacrifices.

"WHY Do I Prcrc Lovrns
WITH SO MNIVY PROBLEMS?"

As I worked with Natalie, I learned that Rick was not the first trou-
bled lover she had felt compelled to rescue. Her ex-husband had
been an alcoholic. And a man she almost married in college had suf-
fered from bouts of manic-depressive illness. As she thought about
other past relationships, she began to recognize a pattern of being
drawn to men who needed a lot of repair work.

Kirk was drawn to troubled lovers, too. Kirk is the recovering al-
coholic whose substance-abusing lover, Loretta, repeatedly left him
only to reappear when she needed money or a place to stay. His ex-
perience with Loretta reflected a pattern that ran through almost all
of his relationships and, like Natalie, h. discovered that this pattern
was rooted in his childhood.
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all, to finally win a symbolic victory over his mother's unintentional
yet painful rejection. :

Before Loretta, Kirk had fought this same battle in other rela-
tionshipr.

Kirh
Loretta was hardly the first. I had already gone through

three women? or three women had gone through me, de-

pending on how you want to look at it. It was always the

same thing-total losers. I'y. managed to stay out of insti-

tutions andjails, and I haven't killed myself, and I've even

cleaned rp my act in the program. But I can't seem to stop

repeatitg this idea of gettirg involved with women who

choose to be completely self-destructive. And now it's

Loretta. I know she's inappropriate to ffie, for me, and about

ffie: but I can'tjust give up on her.

In his relationships, Kirk was symbolically tryng to save his

mother. He unconsciously believed that ifhe could overcome his part-

ner's probleils, he could overcome the sense of helplessness he felt as

a child when he struggled to prevent his mother from slipping away.

Saviors, like Kirk and Natalie? come to believe as children that

their parent's problems are standing between them and the love

they need. As adults, in order to reenact their struggle to overcome

their parent's personal probleffis, they become attracted to partners

with personal problems. No other kind of lover can fulfilI the re-

quirements to be a Savior's symbolic parent.

But despite their singular way of replaFng the struggle, Saviors are

still motivated by the same pain ofrejection that motivates all obsessive

lovers. They are gripped by the same connection compulsion.

The Need fo, High Drama

Obsessive lovers who come from turbulent households-as so
many do-learn to associate love with "high drama." When I use
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Why Only One Magic Person?

The power of the drive to reenact childhood struggles gives obses-
sive lovers psychological tunnel vision. Because their lover becomes
a symbolic parent, and parents are not interchangeable, they cannot
see arry alternative to their choice of a partner.

Margaret was convinced that her emotional survival depended
on reconnecting with Phil and only Phil. Even after the humiliating
shock of findirg him with another woman? Margaret could not
bring herself to give him up.

Margaret
I felt like I was hanging on to a cliffby *y fingernails.

How could I let go? I either held on to Phil or I fell.

When a member of Margaret?s therapy group asked why she
didn't try dating someone new? Margaret said she couldntt even
consider the possiblity. I wasn't surprised. After all, Phil had be-
come her symbolic parent. Margaret could no more conceive of re-
placing Phil than she could have, twenty-seven years earlier,
conceived of replacirg her father.

If you have turned your target into a substitute for a rejecting
parent: /ou are still waging a desperate campaigr to overcome
childhood rejection. Like that little girl in the woods, still poundirg
at her parents' door, your life has been dominated by your battle to
recapture the one and only blissful, ideal love you've always so des-
perately craved. But in your efforts to fill your inner emptiness? you
have become the prisoner of your own connection compulsion.

Let me assure you that you can free yourself. And in the chapters
that follow, I'm going to show you how.
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enough to wake you to the need for change, and this awakenirg

gives you an opportunity to take steps to free yourself.

A Healing Journey

Obsession is a treatablb condition. It doesn't matter whether you

can't stop mournirg a relationship that has ended, you're still in ac-

tive pursuit of a lover who doesn't want lou, or you're trying to save

a relationship that you now suspect is being ruined by your obses-

sion. Though the healing path is not an easy one? I promise that if

you are willing to follow it with ffi€, your pain will recede and your

life will begin to calm down.

\ fe are about to embark on an importantjourney together, ajour-

ney to break old patterns and exorcise old ghosts. Along the way, I

will guide you through a series of specific exercises and techniques

to help you rid yourself of-or, at the very least, gain some control

of-your obsession.

On the first leg of thisjourney we will isolate and identifr your ob-

sessive thoughts, feelings, and behaviors? so you can see how they in-

teract. Then we can move on to work on actually controllirg them.

Once th"y are substantially under control, we will confront some of

your childhood issues to begin to root out obsession at its source. And

finally, we will explore new ways to live and love without obsession.

Of course, all this takes time, strength, courage, decisiveness? and

stick-to-ihveness if you are to defeat the demons of obsessive love.

But these exercises and techniques have worked for my clients. I

know they can work for you, too.

Berone Wr Grr Srenrco

I'm often asked whether the treatment sections in my books can be
used without professional help. Certainly you can learn the behav-
ioral and communication strategies on your own. For many of you,
this can be enough to help you overcome your obsessive tendencies.

But if you are also struggling with problems like recurrent
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ifhe or she rejected you, you were in hell. This sort of misplaced re-
sponsibility is unfair to your lover and it's unfair to you. In focusing
on yourself, you're going to begin to take responsibiliry for your
psychological health back into your own hands where it belongs.

Don't worry that you will become too preoccupied with yourself.
This is one time when it's going to pay to be obsessive. I want you
to become obsessed with finding your misplaced dignity, your con-
fidence? your self-worth, and your ability to love in a healthy, nour-
ishing way.

Again, please don't go into these exercises under the misconcep-
tion that you are doitg them for the pulpose of winning your lover
back. If your lover comes back after you've made some changes in
your own life, terrific. If not, the work you will have done will en-
able you to be at peace with yourself, either with a new lover in a
very different way or without a lover at all. The most important vic-
tory for you is the rediscovery of yourself.

Ensy Dors lr

For the first two weeks ofyour healing process I'm not going to askyou
to stop seeing your lover or to even stop thinking about him or her. In
fact, I'm not even going to ask you to stop acting in obsessive ways.

I know how frightening it may be for you to contemplate letting
go of your obsession. You may be afraid that if you give up obses-
sion, you will be givirg up love itself, Obsession and love have be-
come so intertwined in the minds of most obsessors that they
cannot imagine one without the other. So we're going to avoid
jumping into this work all at once. Instead, we're going to enter
these waters slowly, carefullS and relatively painlessly.

Logging Your Obsession

Before you can begin the actual work of freeirg yourself from the
thoughts, feelings, and behaviors of obsessive love, you've got to
beconie aware of exactlv what thev are and how thev have been
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5.WHAT DID I DOP
o.WHATWAS THE RESULTP

It doesn't matter whether your answer to a question fills several
pages or half a line. The important thirg is that you log your thoughts,
feelings, and behaviors so that later you can recall them clearly,

Some people carry around a notebook all the time and make entries
as they go. Others sit down for a half hour every evening and fill in
their log either from memory or from little notes that they've been
scribbling all duy No matter how you do it, be diligent and consistent.

To rnany people, keeping a log sounds like a lot of work, espe-
cially ifyou are so preoccupied with your lover that you think you'll
be filling volumes. Also, it's hard'to find the energy to do something
like this if you're depressed and don't feel like doing anything but
crawling into bed and pulling the covers over your head.

But keeping your log will mahe yufeel better.Ifyou want to get
your life out ofits obsessive rut, you've got to be willing to make this
e{fort on your own behalf.

UruprnsTlANDtNG Youn Loc QursroNs

Each of your log questions refers to a different aspect of obsession
and its effect on your life. Because these aspects are so intercon-
nected, they have a tendency to become confused with one another.
In using your log, you will learn to differentiate the thoughts, feel-
ings, and behaviors of obsession. This differentiation will help you
gain the clear understanding you need to begin to get your obses-
sive patterns under control.

Here's what you need to keep in mind when you answer your log
questions:

1. WHAT CAUSED THE THOUGHTSP

To answer this question you must become aware of your individual
tttriggers"-those specific sights, sounds, smells, tastes, sensations?
places, and things that prompt thoughts ofyour target. A trigger could
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sults from thoughts or feelings about your lover. That could consist
of eating a gallon of ice cream or drivirg by his or her house or
watchitg a romantic movie or burying yourself in work or simply
staring at the walls. You should write down whatever your obsessive
thoughts and feelings prompt you to do.

6. WHAT WAS THE RESUITP

This answer should have more than one part. If you have any con-
tact with your target, there is your target's reaction. Did your target
hang up on you? start crying? call the police? Then there is any
physical outcome: a smashed car,)a hangover? a neglected job.And
finally, there are the feelings you are left with as a result of what you
did: sadness, humiliation, relief, rage-whatever is true for you. Be-
havior always has physical and emotional consequences, and I want
you to focus on both.

Aw lrponrqNT DlsnrucTloN

Almost all my clients get confused when they first try to fill in their
log questions because they, like most of us, sometimes have a hard
time distinguishing between thoughts and feelings.

Thoughts and feelings are so closely interwoven in our con-
sciousness that the difference between them is often muddy. But
there is a simple way to tell them apart. This may sound like merely
an intellectual exercise, but-as anyone who has read my other
books already knows-I consider the relationship between
thoughts and feelings to be a central factor in changing behavior.

Most of us make the common mistake of expressing thoughts
as if they were feelings. We constantly say things like "I felt the
movie was too long." But there is no such feeling as ttThe movie
was too long." That is a thought. Th e feelings the film goer is try-
itg to express are probably restlessness? boredoffir or disap-
pointment.

Thoughts, unlike feelings, are generally expressed in complete
sentences. They embody ideas? perceptions, and opinions. To clarifr
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glect their personal needs. Obsessors who turn to passive behaviors
invariably withdraw into depression.

You might not think these passive behaviors are behaviors at all,
but let me assure you that they are. Staring at the walls is as much a
behavior as incessant calling. Both are specific reactions to obses-
sive thoughts and feelings, and they can be equally damagirg to
your emotional health.

If you tend to be a passive obsessor? don't overlook what you ac-
tually did, even if that means writing r "I slept all day." You'll dis-
cover that as you begin to really focus on your passive behaviors,
they will become clearer to you and your log work will become eas-
ier with each entry.

Some Sample Logs

Most of my clients are initially daunted by the idea of keepirg a log,
especially before they make that ice-breaking first entry. Nora was a
prime example.

Nora
I hated writing ir high school and I don't like it any better

now. I work too hard all day to do homework. I'm depressed,
I'm exhausted. By the time I get home I just want to collapse.
I don't have the energy for this shit.

Nora came into therapy, as many people do, hoping I had some
sort of magic wand to make her feel better. But the truth is, no one
can deal with major personal problems in an hour or two a week.
Even if I could have seen her every duy, she still had a whole life out-
side of therapy. If Nora wanted anything to change, she had to be-
gin integrating the things we were doing in therapy into her life.

I wasn't suryrised that she felt too exhausted to work on her
log-she was pouring an enormous amount of energy into her pre-
occupation with Tiom. But I promised her that if she wouldjust give
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WHAT DID I DOP ate ice cream for breakfast
WHAT WAS THE RESUIJT? I thought about him all

morning-even after I got to work

You may notice a significant difference between the first two en-
tries and the third. The first two referred specifically to incidents:
the phone call that raised her expectations and the call she made as
a result. The third entry was a much more general one, referring to
a period of time during which she was flooded by so many different
thoughts about her former lover that it was impossible for her to be
specific about them.

Nora told me she felt bad about answering the question "What
caused the thoughts?" with "once I started thinking about him I
couldn't stop" because she thought that she hadn't really answered
the question right. I told her what I tell all my clients: there is no
right or wrong. Don't let this log make you anxious, no one's going
to grade you on it.

!ryrc Dorsru'r CouNr

Nora's writing sfyle was spare. Ruy, the movie cameraman? tended

to write longer entries. Despite his busy work schedule, Ruy looked

forward to writing his log because he knew he was doing somethirg

to fight the obsessive tendencies that were sabotaging his relation-

ship with Karen.

When Ruy and Karen came in for their consultation, they had

been living apart for two weeks. Although they wanted to go into cou-

ples therapy, I preferred to work with Ruy alone for a few months be-

cause he was the one whose obsessive patterns were out of control. At

the same time, I referred Karen to a women's support group where

the focus was on learning to set limits, to communicate clearly, and to

be assertive. I assured them that couples therapy would be much

more constructive after th.y took some time apart to deal with some

of their individual issues. They both agreed and set to work.

Ruy was highly motivated and soon began his log. Here is an ex-

ample of one of his entries:
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Ruy was still spendirg time with Karen. This meant that, unlike
Nora, Ruy had entries to make based on his interactions with his
lover. Here is an examole:

L

THURSDAY? evening
WHAT CAUSED THE THOUGHTSP We're going out

for dinner. I've been thinking about it since I woke up.
WHAT DID I THINK? I'm worried about what kind of

mood she's going to be in. I spent about 20 minutesjust
picking a shirt, I'm so worried about how I'm going to look.

When we went out I kept thinking she was looking at this
other guy in the restaurant. Everything I said was just small
talk, I really just wanted to ask her if she was going to come
home with me after dinner or not, but I didn't because when
I put pressure on her she gets mad. I wasn't sure how to act
because now that we're both in therapy I'm not sure what
the rules are anymore. She seemed like she didn't even want
to be there. After dinner she made me take her home and I
couldn't stop thinking that she didn't want to sleep with me
anymore because she didn't love me anymore.

HOW DID I FEEL? I feel really neryous and uncom-
fortable because things are changing and I'm not sure it's for
the better. I feel scared that I'm losing her and I feel like a
wimp because I can't seem to do anything about it.

When she wouldn't come home with ffi€: I felt rejected
and horny.

WHAT DID I WANT TO DO? I wanted to talkher into
coming home with me.

WHAT DID I DOP I tried to talk her into coming home
with me.

WHAT WAS THE RESULT? She got mad and I felt like
an idiot.

You may have noticed that Ruy took an entire evening and boiled
it down to one entry (again starting the entry at one time and com-
pleting it at another). Nora? on the other hand, took a single incident
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10 | Pismontling the
Obsessive System

T1here 
is only one way to escape the pain of obsessive love: shut

I down the ttobsessive system." This system has three compo-

nents-obsessive thoughts, obsessive feelings, and obsessive behav-

iors. These three components feed on and nourish one another

and, like the cogs of a machine, if you slow down any one? the oth-

ers will inevitably follow suit.

The interconnected, interdependent parts of the obsessive sys-

tem affect each other in a predictable and repetitive way.

Thoughts create feelings
which

Lead to behaviors
which

Thigg"r more thoughts
which

Start the cycle all over again.
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somethirg courageous: take time out from your obsessive behaviors
and thoughts. This is what I call an "emotional vacationr" a time
away from your lover and/or your pursuit tactics. Durirg this time
you will focus on yourself, learn some techniques to control your
obsessive patterns, and gain some realistic perspective on your sit-
uation. 

'

If you're in a relationship, I know it sounds frightening to take
time off from your lover-which is why I'm asking you to do it for
only two weeks. I'm also going to give you a lot of constructive emo-
tional and cognitive work to help you to find the strength for this
and to fill the emptiness that you will probably feel.

Don't expect yourself to make deep, dramatic changes in
your life in only two weeks. Simply by interrupting your self-
defeatirg patterns you will begin a chain of small, progressive
changes that can ultimately lead you out of the destructive maze
of obsession.

" ANYTHING B:JT Tt-tAr!"

For my obsessive clients, the idea of giving up a lover, or the pursuit
of a former lover, even for a short time, seems inconceivable. It's as
if they were being asked to give up breathing.

I'm reminded of an alcoholic who came to me for help many
years ago bemoaning the fact that his wife had left him, his chil-
dren had cut off contact, he had been fired from his job, hr had
gone through his life savings, and his liver was shot. When I told
him the first thing he had to do was stop drinking, his response
was 'Anythirg but that"-anything but the thing he most needed
to do.

tAnythitg but that." I've heard this answer echoed by hundreds
of obsessive lovers over the years when I've asked them to take an
emotional vacation.

When Margaret contemplated two weeks without hearing her
lover's voice, without seeing his face, without knowirg what he was
doing, she panicked. Margaret is the woman whose relationship
with her lover Phil had deteriorated into a purely sexual one.
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wagon. You can't help Loretta until she's ready to help

herself. 
'llou 

have to take responsibility for yourself and you

have to let Loretta do the same thing. It's as simple as that.

Kirh
But I can't.

Susan

I don't see how I can help you until you do.

Kirk was astounded by the finality ofmy statement. As Saviors al-

ways do, he was hoping I could make him feel better while at the

same time giving him permission to keep on rescuing. But I was not

willing to collude in his and Loretta's mutually destructive behav-

ior. If he wanted to feel better, he had to start breaking the patterns

that were making him feel so bad. And chief among them was the

hct that he was shacklirg himself with Loretta's problems-prob-

lems that were impossible for him to solve.

Kirk understood what I was saying. He had been hearing the

same message several times a week in his AA meetings. But in real

life, an understanding of the truth does not always make appropri-

ate action any easier.

Kirk only agreed to take his emotional vacation after he found a

way to get Loretta out of his life for the allotted time without relin-

quishing his feelings of responsibility for her. His compromise so-

lution was to persuade Loretta to visit her mother for two weeks.

Though he was not yet ready to stop being a caretaker, this solution

at least freed him to begin his vacation, and at this early stage of our

work, that was all he needed to do.

PlqrururNc Youn ErvortoNAl Vnc,qnoN

The arrangements you have to make for an emotional vacation will
vary accordirg to how much or how little contact you have with
your lover or former lover.

If you're currently living with (ot married to) your lover, it's
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tion, don't let it undermine your determination. If your lover at-
tempts to talk you out of doing this, assuring you that the two ofyou
can work out your problems together, you must hold firm. You must
do this work on yourself, for yourself, and by yourself.

There are some situations where a two-week physical separation
is simply not possible-there may be children involved, there may
be financial constraints, there may be medical complications. If a
separation is genuinely out of the questior, the work we're going to
do in this chapter c&n still be e{fective. But it will be considerably
more difficult and take considerably more time. It is extremely hard
to disentangle yourself psychologically from an obsessive bond
when you are still physically connected. Where you need clarity,
you find confusion. The physical presence of the target feeds the
obsession at the same time that you're trying to starve it.

If you can't separate physically, it's almost mandatory that you
get professional support to overcome the obstacle of your lover's
presence. But consider your situation carefully to make sure that
you truly are a captive of circumstances, not of excuses.

Of course, if, as in so many of the cases here, your target has al-
ready told you he or she doesn't want to see you anymore or has
simply disappeared, you have a head start-you don't have to figure
out a way to tell him or her about your plans for a two-week hiatus.
But the fact that you already have a physical separation from your
lover does not mean you have a psychological separation. You still
need to take an emotional vacation to cool down the overheated ma-
chinery of your obsessive system.

Jamming the First Cog:
Behavior

Though you can't just will your obsessive thoughts away) you c&n
use willpower to take a break from obsessive behaviors. In this way
you can give yourself the emotional breathirg space you need to
work on controlling your thoughts and feelings.

I'm a strong believer in starting with behavior because it is external,
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Tur OnsrssoR's Fntucy:
"l CAN'r HrLp MysELF"

Your obsessive behavior isn't really out of your control, itjust feels
that way. The belief that you can't help yourself is a seductive form
of denial that has allowed you to avoid taking personal responsibil-
ity for your actions. But in the process, this belief has cost you self-
esteem, huppiness, dignity, and perhaps the possibility of a healthy
relationship. The k y to controlling your obsessive behavior is to
recognize that it is not somethirg that happens to lou, it is some-
thing you have ch,osen.

The concept of obsessive behavior as a choice is hard for many
obsessors to accept. Most of my clients describe their obsessive be-
havior in terms like these:

"Before I knew it I had already done it."

"I felt like I was watching someone else."

"I tried to stop myself but I couldn't."

t'somethingjust took control of me."

"There was nothing I could do about it."

The general theme of these statements is that the obsessors have
no choice, that they act purely on impulse, as if they were in some
sort of altered state. But obsessive behavior for the most part is not
impulsive. When someone gets angry and smashes a plate without
thinking, that's impulsive. When someone on a restricted diet re-
flexively grabs a cookie offa dessert tray and eats it, that's impulsive.
Impulsive action is sudden, with little or no thought between the
impulse and the action.

Most obsessive behavior, on the other hand, is the end product
of lengthy rumination. What may start out as an impulse usually
gets bogged down in obsessive preoccupation before it emerges as
an action. This is a crucial distinction, because if you think about
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How to Change Your Behavior

When you become aware that you have choices you begin to wrest
control of your behavior from your obsessive system. To help you
continue this progress, I'm going to show you how to interrupt
many ofyour obsessive behavior patterns. Ifyou use these strategies
every duy, they can go a long way toward putting you back in the
driver's seat of your own life.

PurnNc Youn Brunwon oN Noncr

Your behavior is like a difficult child-it needs to be warned that
you will not tolerate any more disobedience, and it needs to be
given firm limits so that it knows exactly how far it can go. Don't be
afraid to read the riot act to your behavior for all the trouble it's
caused you. I want you to put your behavior on noticerjust as you
might a disobedient child, detailing exactly what your frustrations,
limits, and expectations are.

To do this, find a quiet time and place, disconnect your phone
for a little while, and place an empty chair in front of you. Imagine
your behavior as an unruly child sitting in that chair. Imagine your-
self as that child's loving but firm parent. The child has been creat-
itg havoc, and you are finally at the end of your rope. What would
you tell that child?

I'll never forget the duy I asked Anne to do this exercise. Anne is
the hairdresser who trashed her own apartment in an attempt to
keep her lover John from leaving. Later, when John broke off all
contact with her, she swallowed a bottle of painkillers and then
calledJohn to tell him what she'd done. She hoped he would come
running to save her, but instead, hr called the paramedics.

When I first asked Anne to talk to her behavior she, like many
people, had trouble taking the empty chair seriously. But as she be-
gan to talk, she became more and more involved, berating her be-
havior for what it had done to her in the past. By the time she got to
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an on-offswitch to the wire between your impulse and your behav-
ior. Ideally, this switch would be equipped with an alarm bell that
would sound every time you had an impulse to act obsessively. Of
course there is no such thing, but you can use visual reminders to
do thejob of that bell.

One of the most powerful symbols of restraint in our culture is
the simple stop sign. Most of us are programmed to stop at stop
signs. We practice this on a daily basis when we drive. So, for the
next two weeks, take advantage of this programming and surround
yourself with miniature stop signs to serve as visual alarms when-
ever you feel the urge to act out in impulsive ways.

My clients have found these stop signs very effective for inter-
rupting their obsessive impulses. You can draw them with red
marker or crayon on self-stick notes and put them anywhere you
might go to act out your behavior. This usually means putting them
on your telephones, your steering wheel, and inside your front
door. .llou might also want to put one on your bathroom mirror, on
your purse? on your refrigerator, on your pillow, and on your desk
at work. For the next two weeks, every time you see a stop sign, re-
mind yourself that you have made the commitment to stop your ob-
sessive behavior and think about what you are doirg right now.

This may sound simplistic, but a great deal of research on the urr-
copscious,has shown that visual symbols often have a far greater
impact on us than words do. These stop signs are going to help you
turn your impulses into options, reminding you that you dohave the
power to interrupt your obsessive patterns.

FlwplwG AN EwonoNAL Arucruon

Twelve-step programs like Alcoholics Anonymous provide "spon-
sors" who are available to members when they feel the need for
support and encouragement. When AA members feel that theytre
losing the battle, their sponsor is the cavalry riding to their rescue.
The same technique can be extremely eflective in fighting obsessive
love.

If you have a close friend or relative with whom you feel safe



nod suuoru teql 'olrssesqo Surqldue Europ Jo lno nod {1ul ol lseq
rorl ro srq op ol osp lnq'ue1sq o1 dpo aroql lou sI rotlruu rno1

'rorsuo dlalpgur rolleqeq ellssosqo SunslsorJo qof
aql e{€tu uuc alTluler ro pualr; Sur.ruc uJo uoddns aql tnq'dlrssacau
u lou l,lurugec $ Jor.lcuu uV 'Jorlcuu uu lnrqlxm uoqecul Iuuollotue
rleql Suunp {ro,l\ aqt EuTop dn puu!\ sluoqc eptu durgo duutrAtr'sseu
-{uot\yo u3rs E sr dp.l roJ {se ol tuql o^eqoq uoryo ual41 'sonlasruar{l

ol suolloura rraql dae>1 ol pozrlercos ueeq oneq uoru luutu os esnec
-oq roqcuu uu lsrlue ol ueru roJ prerl {Frcadsa satuqaruos sT lI

'11 lsud lo8 no/ dleq ol aruuqr aql etuorle/ur

lq8rur pu€ JoJlns nod Sunluru sr uolssasqo rnod l!\oq uoas oAut{ ular{l

3o duetu '[u reUV 'reolunlo^ 
{pu18 ily,\ so^Itulor ro spuel{ Jo req

-runu Sursudrns u lng 'poou ol Euro3 aru nod Eur,roqcue qcntu ,!\otl
uo Surpuedep .auooruos 

Jo {su ol lol u o{I ruoes deru ll 'nod roJ srql
a{H luorulrruruor u e{uru ol puol$ u {su ol luulrnlor IaoJ duu no1

'lno ure{l pn o1 ,{1e1q ssel ar,nor(

lno s3u1qr TID7 nor( uerltt[

'rorlJue rnod IIuJ 
tdlp ol su€ls Jol\od1grr,r, rnoL uar{M 'sJorluqaq

Suquagep-Jles rnol dots ol lo3 el,nod talc.f,c eql >porq ol luuir. nod;r

lnq tnod oprsw dn lpng aleq t€ql sornsserd elquruoqun aqlJo aruos

JIo uoqdls ol dum reqlo ,(uu Jo {up{l l,uuc nod ueq/h lno Suqcu dols

ol sT lT prurl /u\oq a\ou{ r 
'e^rssesqo Surqtaruos Surop ol asolc ̂(1sno

-roEuup Jlosrnod IeaJ nod ueql\ soruB osor{l 1u 6auoqd dq ro uosrad

ur rol{1ro cnod ol {Fl ol olquilulu oq of q qof uluru s6rotlcuu rno1

('tP$lP ol

qcnu ool dupano ror{rue puu rosuods Jo solor eql uaryo alrnb tnfl
'drqsuoqeler elrssesqo rnod qtrrn {pcglcads Surpep uI rotlcu€ rno/

eg of osle ouooruos {su nod leql rogard pFol,l aqs ro ar{ Jr rosuods

rnol {su ol luull deru no1 'ror{cue rnod su Suqce dpeorlu dlqeqord

sr rosuods rnod 'ururSord dols-a^lodq € q or€ nol I :gJOt{)
'olqnoJl

olq Eurryup ruo{ nod daal dltq ol Suuooru leuorlorue uB 'nod ro;

Joqcuu ue eg ol uosred sFIl {sv 
'poued 

{ae/u,-oil,u sF{l Sur.rnp JerI

Jo rmq ol lno qreor .uoqunlrs rnodJo slrelap aql ap1;uoJ ol q8noua

1AO1 lArSSr SsO I ZZZ



Dismantling the Obsessive System | 223

must tell your anchor what your obsessive behavior patterns have
been in the past and how you are attempting to interrupt them dur-
itg your emotional vacation. Explain your concerns about being
tempted to repeat some of your past behavior during the next two
weeks and ask your anchor to do whatever seems appropriate to
help you through those moments of vulnerability.

Nora had lots of trouble asking her best friend Anita for help, b.-
cause she was embarrassed by how absurd her behavior seemed in
light of the fact that she'd gone out with Tom only a few times.

Nora
tr hadn't been real honest with Anita about my feelings .

because I knew she'djust say I was being ridiculous, so it
was hard to ask her to be my anchor. But when I finally
leveled with her, she wasn't all that surprised. I guess she
knew what I was going through more than I thought she did.
But I don't know how I would have made it through the two
weeks without her. I remember the first Saturday night I was
dying to drive by andjust know where he was. So I called
her and she talked to me for a while, but that didn't do a lot
of good, so she came over and we watched TV and talked till
about midnight. When she got up to go home, she asked me
if I wanted her to take my car keys overnight, but I really
didn't feel like I needed that anymore. All that talk had kind
of put out the fire.

By spending an eyening with her anchor instead of going over to
Tom's, Nora was able to experience what it felt like to resist her im-
pulses. And she also found that after she made the choice to resist,
the impulse actually faded. Before her emotional vacation Nora had
been convinced that it was useless to resist her obsession. Now she
could see that she did, indeed, have that choice.

Nora told me she was concerned that by using her friend as a
crutch, she was not learning how to change her own behavior. I as-
sured her that there was nothing wrong with using a crutch during
her two-week vacation. Just as a crutch helps you through the
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loneliness is to push yourself to get out and spend time with other
people.

You might be surprised to find that tt is possible to have a good
time without your lover if you're willirg to emerge from the cocoon
of your obsession. A lot of things can make you feel better. Give
yourself some flowers? head for the beach, bry yourself some new
clothes, Bo to the ball game with a pal, enroll in a class, take up a
hobby-whatever you like. Try to reconnect with the memories and
sensations that gave you pleasure before your relationship took over
your life.

DvrnflNG Youn Bruewon

When you find yourself hounded by u desire to do somethirg ob-
sessive it is often helpful to have a strategy ready to divert that emo-
tional energy into a more productive activity. If you make a contract
with yourself to do some physical exercise when you have an im-
pulse to do a drive-by or to contact your lover, you can divert much
of your obsessive drive into activities that not only will be good for
you physically, but will make you feel better emotionally.

Your brain releases chemicals called endorphins when you exert
yourself physically. These chemicals are part of the body's natural
painkilling system and, like many artificial painkillers, have the ef-
fect of raisirg your spirits. But, unlike artificial painkillers, endor-
phins have no down side-they make you feel good without side
effects and without bringirg you down when their effects wear off.

Thke five minutes to write down all the phyqical activities you en-
joy (or at least put up with to get exercise). These can include any-
thing from racquetball to aerobics to joggirg to pumpirg iron-my
personal favorite is my tap-dancing class. I've had several clients
who, like ffi€: had an aversion to organized exercise, but they still
erfoyed riding bicycles, taking nature hikes, or going out dancing.
Anythi.g that makes you work up a sweat will suffice.

Once you've listed your favorite forms of exercise, make a deal
with yourself that once a day, when you feel an impulse to do some-
thing obsessive, you will divert that impulse into exercise. Instead of
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ever you can-within reason-to remove these personal triggers
from your life.

The triggers wetve considered so far have been external. But
some triggers are generated from within us. For example, if you feel
sad, that can trigger thoughts of your lover because you wish he or
she were with you to comfort you. If you feel angry you may think
about screamitg at your lover. If you feel sexual yearnings, you may
wish he or she were there to make love to you.

Unavoidable life situations can also act as triggers. There's noth-
irg like having a fight with your mother? or having the dry cleaner
ruin your favorite shirt, or having your boss bawl you out, to make
you long for your lover's embrace.

You can't possibly eliminate every external trigger from your life.
And you can't avoid internal triggers any more than you can protect
yourself against unavoidable life situations. But no matter how in-
escapable some triggers may be, they are only as powerful as the
thoughts they invoke, and you can do something about those.

lprrunFnNc Onsrssle TuoucHTs

Before you can control your obsessive thoughts, you have to be
clear about what they are. Again, your log can help you obtain this
clarity. Read through the "What did I think?" entries and try to sep-
arate your obsessive thoughts into three basic categories:

7. memories
2. fantasies
3. internal monologues

A memory is any thought about the past involving your lover. It
can be painful or pleasant. It can be of anything frorn a particularly
thrilling sexual encounter to a particularly painful rejection.

A fantasy is a mental picture of some place and time (either past,
present, or future) in which you imagine being with your lover. Ob-
sessive fantasies are often long imaginary conversations with your
lover in which you get your thoughts and feelings off your chest.
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nothing propositions. Many of my clients think they have to fight
their thoughts to the death, like mental gladiators. But thought-
stopping and -changing is much less daunting if you approach it
gradually. Don't expect instant success the first time you try any of the
following exercises. They become increasingly effective with practice.

I .

I-esrtilvc OssEssryE TuouGHTs

If your doctor tells you ice cream may cause your arteries to clog,
you will never look at another dish of ice cream without thinking
about its potential danger. Once you see ice cream differently, you
label it differently in your mind. What you once enjoyed without
worrying about consequences becomes forever stigmatized as

"harmful." In the same way, labeling can help you stigmattze your
obsessive thoughts.

Once you have identified your obsessive thoughts, think of the
label "obsessive" whenever they occur to you. When you realize
you're thinking about how badly you need to hear your lover's
voice, or how huppy he could be ifhe'djust let himselflove you,just
say to yourselfi "This is obsessive."

Now that you've accepted the fact that your obsessive thoughts are
working against you, the label ttobsessive" witl make them less tempt-
itg. They will never occur to you again without reminding you that
they represent somethitg self-defeating. Labeli"g is a suqprisingly
easy way of thro-irg cold water on your obsessive thoughts.

Ttrvr, UwmNc

When I first mention the idea of stopping obsessive thoughts to my
clients, they invariably complain that once the thought pops into
their mind, they can'tjust will it away. They are usually surprised to
learn that I don't expect them to. Instead, I introduce them to tttime

limiting."
Time limiting is a simple technique in which you give yourself

permission, once a day, to give your obsessive thoughts free rein-
but only for a specific amount of time.
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When you begin having an obsessive thought, force yourself to
do something that requires you to shift your focus. Make sure the
activity is easily available when you need it. Ifyou've taken up paint-
itg, keep your easel standing. Ifyou're into home video games, keep
your system hooked rp. If you're into chess, invite a friend over to
play or get a chess computer.

Whatever activity you choose, if it forces you to concentrate, it
will help push your obsessive thoughts out of your mind. The con-
cept is simple, but effective.

PurvrNZNG Youn Ossrsslyr TuoucHTS

In psychology, as injournalism, a picture can be worth a thousand
words. The last technique I'm going to give you to control your ob-
sessive thoughts is a visualizationexercise in which you are going to
picture yourself actually destroFng those thoughts.

This visualization is a powerful way to gain some psychological
distance from your obsession. It will help you come to see your ob-
sessive thoughts as entities separate and distinct from yourself.
Though you must acknowledge personal responsibility for your ob-
session and for keeping it alive, it is not embedded in the core of
your being. Your obsessive thoughts are not pieces ofyou-they are
your burdens? your enemies.

Though this exercise only takes a few minutes, to minimize dis-
tractions you should find a quiet time and a comfortable place to sit.
Thke a few deep breaths to relax before you start, then close your
eyes. o o .

Picture your obsessive thoughts as a huge boulder
crushing your hunched-over shoulders. Now imagine
standing up straight to throw off your burden. Watch your
boulder fall to the ground with a resounding crash. Feel the
sense of relief as you stretch your muscles and appreciate
how light you feel without your burden.

Now look at your boulder and feel the rage as you realize
how it has been weighirg you down and making you ache.
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during your two-week vacation, but overcoming obsession entails
hard work and commitment. If you feel overloaded, feel free to
stretch your vacation out for another week or two to get a better
handle on these techniques. And if you slip now and then, don't
beat up on yourself. Obsession is a powerful force, and if you can
take two steps forward for every one step back, you're still making
progress. Ifyou can succeed even slightly in loosening the strangle-
hold that obsession has on you, these few weeks will pay off for a
long time to come.



uo ,(up s1t{l pueds o1 uuld lspueuJ qlT^ sotup duu o{etu l,uoq '{rol\

Iuo{ go dup u uo slluJ dnp sFIt luqt os uorturul rnod ueld 'alqrssod

JI 
'uollunplo 

Jo dnp u q uouucul luuorloruo rnod 3o dup lsul or{J

,{ne L,lluaalJnoJ aql

'aJII rnol r{lTil\ uo Surnoru

tuo{ nod daerl uuc tur{l durl u sl odoq osluJ puu 6espy sr edoq luqt uot
-Jo ool lnfl 'ralol rnod qlp\ errynJ u o^€q nod luqlJlesrnod apunsrsd

ol pu1; uuc nod adoq Jo roruur[8 rolaluq,l\ ot uo ploq ol nod roJ aq

^(etu ll lueuodtur A\oq r!\ou{ I 'oq uuc sTrll Surualq3lrJ A\or{ /rt,oml J
'pu11 nod luq/!\ qly,\ dlarunbs

Fop ol pue-Joareql {cul ro-drqsuoqeler rnol lu {ool lseuor{ uE

o{ul otr 3uq[r1a oq lsnu nod 6szro1 onrssasqo Jo srelul\ {rup eql ralo

nod,furuc o1 o3plrq slql roll rapro ur lnfl 'oJII rnol,Jo lsor eql A A
ol uop€run Iuuorlorue rnol ruog e3pr,rq u ppq ol lnoqu ,rrrfy t

drqsuollnlay
rnoL tnoqv qtnu
ar4l rhlrM gulll\aQLL



Dealing with the Truth About Your Relationship | 23 5

your own. You've got a lot of thinkirg to do about the true nature of
your relationship.

If you are like most obsessive lovers? taking a tough, candid look
at your relationship is the last thing in the world you want to do be-
cause you know in your heart of hearts that this will inevitably re-
sult in some painful revelations.

Many of you have already lost your lover. Others are in a rela-
tionship that seems hopeless and is probably doomed. And a
few of you are in a relationship that might have a chance of sur-
vival if only you can stop the obsessive behavior that is driving
your lover away. Now that you've spent two weeks putting some
distance between yourself and your obsession, you are ready to
gain some real perspective about which of these situations applies
to you.

Srerus Curcrc

To help you gain this perspective, I have devised the followitg rela-
tionship status check. Even though some of the items on these two
lists may appear self-evident, I've known scores of obsessive lovers
whose denial was so great that they were blinded to even the most
obvious of these signs. Don't let this happen to you.

YOUR RETATIONSHIP IS ATRBADY OVER IF . . .
7. your lover has cut off all contact with you.

YOUR RELATIONSHIP CANNOT CONTINUE AS IT IS
I F . . .

l. you have to initiate almost all contact with your lover.

2. your lover rarely returns your phone calls.
3. after having had an exclusive relationship with lou, your lover

wants to begin, or has begun, dating other people.
4. the only way to get your lover to spend time with you is to

make him or her feel guilty or sorry for you.
5, your jealousy? possessiveness, violence, or pursuit behavior

repeatedly angers or frightens your lover.
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much clearer perspective on the nature, if not the future, of your re-

lationship. With this perspective, you are ready to deal with the loss

ofyour relationship, ifyou no longer have one, or to reenter your re-

lationship on new terms, if that's still possible.

Your Emotional Vacation
Ends: Nor,v What?

For two weeks you've been living in a state of emotional suspended
animation. You've artificially isolated yourself from your target and
from your obsessive patterns. During this time you've learned vari-
ous ways to control the thoughts, feelings, and behaviors that make
up your obsessive system. I know a lot of you may have slipped a
few times during this two-week period, but even so: you made
progress and you deserve to congratulate yourself for it. But the
changes you've made have been temporary.

Now the permanent healing must begin-no more Band-Aid so-
lutions. Ifyour relationship has ended, I'11 help you to come to grips
with that painful truth and to continue work on controlling your ob-
sessive tendencies. If you are returning to a relationship, I'll help
you maintain control of your obsessive love in the presence of your
lover-your most irresistible trigger.

It's duy fifteen. Your suspended animation is over. It's time to ac-
cept what you've learned about your situation and your obsessive
behavior and actually start to integrate it into lour eaeryda2 life.

When Your Relationship ls Over

If your status check convinced you that your relationship is over,
you are ending your emotional vacation on a very sad note. But the
good news is, the confusion, doubt, and speculation that have been
making you feel crazy are now behind you. With this new clarity,
you can begin to develop a sense of stability in your life and to move
out of the rut of your obsessive love.
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Susan
Looking at your relationtHp, Tom, and your pain-your

pain is the only thing you have the power to do something
about.'\Iou can't create a relationship out of thin air . . . nobody
can. And you can't force Tom to care about you if he's not
interested. But you can do some work to get rid ofyour pain.

To help Nora, I asked her to do what people have been doing for
thousands of years when they've needed to accept the finality of a
loss: conduct a funeral ceremony.

A Eutocv FoR Youn RturtoNsHrP

I often ask my clients to express their griefby delivering a eulogy for
their relationship and for all of its attendant fantasies and dreams.
Over the years, I've found this ritual to be extremely effective.

If you, like Nora, come to the reahzation that you have no rela-
tionship left, take a few minutes to sit down with a pencil and paper
and memorialize what your relationship meant to you and how its
death is going to affect you. Then read your eulogy out loud as you
visualize yovr relationship being lowered into a grave.

When I asked Nora to do this, we staged a memorial service in
my office using a chair as a podium. Nora was a little self-conscious
at first as she stood behind the chair, but by the time she finished
her improvised eulogy she was surprised at how much she had had
to say. Here is an exceryt:

Nora
I used to believe that Tom was the answer to all my prayers?

but today I'm here to bury all that. Let it rest in peace. All the
love I felt for him, dl the dreams I had for us, all the good
times we had . . . theytre gone now and I have to accept that. I
really thought we had a future together, but today I'm lutrrg
that future to rest because that son of a bitchjust doesn't care.
I guess I expected too much too fast but now . . . Itll never see
those expectations again. I thought it was love but it was just a
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up to Nora to continue it. Nora discovered that what worked best
for her was to discuss the end of the relationship with her friends.
Every time she talked about it, it became a little more real to her.

Some people need to talk about their feelings. Others need a
shoulder to cry on until their sadness subsides. Still others grieve
by themselves, workirg through their pain by writing in a journal,

expressing themselves through art or music, or engaging in strenu-
ous physical activity. Some people deal with grief quickly; others
need more time. In the end, it doesn't matter how you grieve-as
long as you don't avoid it.

When Your Relationship
Cannot Continue As lt ls

I'm well aware that many of you will end your two-week vacation
and go right back to your lover, even if you've only got a shadow of
a relationship. But if you answered tty"r" to any of the items in the
second part of the status check: /ou cannot go back to business as
usual. If you do, you will wind up right back where you started,
mired in an obsessive, unhappy relationship.

Once you acknowledge that your relationship cannot continue as
it is, you must take responsibility for doirg something about it. If
you are like most obsessors, you probably realized a long time ago
that your relationship must change, but your solution has been to
try to get your lover to change. The hct is, you can't change your
lover, you can only change yourself. And in changing yourself, you
will change your relationship. Either the relationship will get better
or you will grow strong enough to leave it behind.

Reestabl i shin g Contact

Whether you live with your lover, see your lover once or twice a
week, or see your lover only sporadicallp returnirg to your rela-
tionship can be very precarious for you.
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huy twice a month, and I told him if he wasn't willing to give
me more than that, I didn't want to go on. He got really
confused. This was the last thing he ever expected to hear
from me. He said he'd think about it and give me a call.
Then he left. The minute the door closed I had this in-
credible urge to run after him. It was like all the work I'd
done and all the thought I'd put into what I was going to say
went down the drain and I was ready to do anything to stop
him from leaving. But I didn't! I don't know why, but I
didn't. So now it's been a week and I still haven't heard word
one. But I know if I call him, I'll fall right back into it and
that's just too hard for mer so I'm not going to do it. It really
hurts when I think about what we had at the beginnirg, but I
know I'll never get it back anyway? and the bottom line is-I
really stood up for myself. I really did.

Though Margaret was convinced that she had pushed Phil to
leave her, the truth is he had left her, in an emotional sense? a long
time before.

Margaret had gained a new clarity about her situation with Phil
through her log and her status check, and that clarity gave her the
courage to refuse to continue her emotiorally unnourishing rela-
tionship. The real test came when Phil walked out and she was
flooded with obsessive impulses to follow him. But the work she
had done during her emotional vacation gave her the strength to
hold her ground and, after working through her grief over losing
him, she has never looked back.

Rey AND K,qnrru

When Ruy returned to Karen, hr was, unlike Margaret, returning to
a mutual relationship. Ray and Karen had both been working hard
in their separate therapies on learning to overcome the obsessive as-
pects of their interactions. But Ruy still found himself reacting to
the same triggers that had driven him crazy before. He still felt re-
jected when she closed the bathroom door, he still feltjealous when
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havior, but now those controls were becomirg self-generated.
Where his obsessive thoughts used to incite him to actiorr they now
triggered new thoughts about exercising control. Though Ruy still
had a long way to go, he was clearly heading in the right direction.

Tne VtorcNr OssEssoR

If you have crossed the line to violence against either your target or
your target's prop erVr I strongly advise against reestablishing con-
tact with your lover under any circumstances. I realize this injunc-
tion may make you feel angry and frustrated, especiully if you're
working hard to conquer your obsessive behavior, but the fact is,
violence has a tendency to repeat itself.

I am well aware that some people who resort to violence manage
to overcome their particular demons and return to relationships
without further incident, but that's the exception not the rule. Your
relationship with your target has triggered your violence before.
Though there is no guarantee that it will do so again, you can reduce
the odds against you by avoiding a situation that is fraught with
known risks. \Iou have enough difficult emotional work to do with-
out increasing your burden in a relationship with proven triggers.

But it is not enough to do the work in this book if you are strug-
gling with violent tendencies as well as with obsession. Violent ten-
dencies are very deeply, firmly rooted, I can't emphasize strongly
enough that your violence is outside of your conscious control, and
all the wishing, willpower, promises, and resolutions in the world
are not going to change that. You owe it to yourself, to everyone
around Iou, and to everyone in your future to enter therapy with
someone who has specific experience with violent clients and who
will work with you both on behavioral controls and on dealing with
your childhood rage.

Tur S,qwon's Rrrunru; Klnr AND Lonrna

If you are a Savior, you cannot go back to your lover without de-
manding behavioral changes unless you are prepared to continue
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Kirk knew that when he confronted Loretta in this way, he ran

the risk of her leaving him. When you set firm limits on a target who

is refusing to take responsibility for serious life problems, any or all

of three things can happen:

Your lover will become enraged.
Your lover will make empty promises to change.
Your lover will agree to seek help.

You must recognize that, if your lover chooses not to make the
healthy choice to seek help, you have not only the right but the re-
sponsibility to refuse to continue rescuing him or her. This is not an
act ofbetrayal; it is an act ofpersonal survival. This is a difficult truth
for most Saviors to accept because they are so heavily burdened with
guilt. But, as we've already seen? caretakers and rescuers are part of
the problem, not part of the solution. You can't dig your way out of
obsession if you're buried under someone else's troubles.

N,qrarrE AND Rlcr

The limits Kirk set were clear-cut. For Natalie, who went through
her savings bailing her lover Rick out of money troubles, setting
limits was more complicated.

Natalie could hardly insist that Rick stop dreamirg or improve his
financial track record. But, after taking her emotional vacation, she
did insist that he set up a schedule to begin patrng offhis debts to her.
She also asked him to start patrng his part of household expenses.

Rick surprised Natalie by responding positively to her new
ground rules. He told her he was fed up with feeling like a failure
and agreed with her that things had to change.All he asked was that
she give him a thirty-duy grace period so that he could find a job.

Natalie agreed.

JVatalie
He went out every duy with the classifieds under his arm,

but somehow nothing ever panned out. I don't know why.

I .
2.
3.
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I call this the "three-month reality check." It's very simple: three
months after your reentry into your relationship, just repeat your
status check. If you are still answering tty"r" to even one of the
items, you are still in a seriously troubled relationship, and you
would be well advised to end it.

Turrc ls No Cnvsrnr Bnu

Almost all of my clients in failing obsessive relationships come to
me lookitg for the reassurance that if they change their behavior
they can save their relationship. I can't make that promise. Each sit-
uation is different.

Your lover may have rejected you for reasons that have little or
nothing to do with your behavior. Even ifyour obsessive tendencies
were solely responsible for turning off your lover, your change in
behavior may be comirg too late to reverse his or her feelings. Your
target may not be willing to risk trusting you again, period. If you
are a Savior, your target may refuse to take personal responsibility
for his or her own problems. And if your target has truly lost inter-
est, no amount of change on your part will make a dent in his or her
indifference.

It is vital that you don't put all your emotional eggs in the frail
basket of your relationship. Your emotional well-being is too im-
portant to entrust to a lover who, for whatever reason, has already
rejected you.

Your relationship must take a backseat to your emotional health.
If your relationship gets better as a result of the work you do on
yourself, more power to it. If it doesn't, you'll still be walkirg away
from your lover feeling infinitely better about yourself and you'll
have gained new skills for building healthy relationships in the fu-
ture. Either way, you come out a winner.
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patterns. If you want to internalizethose changes, if you want them
to become part of you instead of something you have to force your-
self to do, you've got to root out the old emotional demons that still
drive your connection compulsion. It's time to exorcise the ghosts
from your past.

Confronting Childhood Rej ection

It will come as no suqprise to those ofyou who've read any ofmy other
books that I am going to take you back into your childhood to deal
with relationship problems that have been plagurng you as an adult.

People who deal with their deep-rooted childhood issues usually
do so with the help of a professional therapist. But many obsessive
lovers-especially those whose childhoods were not marred by ex-
treme abuse-are able to do this work on their own. Ifyou decide to
attempt this work without a therapist, be prepared to stir up a lot of
old feelings that may be significantly stronger than you anticipate.
Make sure that you have a ftiend or relative-perhaps your anchor-
who can be there to offer you support. If you still find yourself
thrown off balance by the intensiry of your feelings, I urge you to
seek the support and guidance that a trained therapist can provide.

"WHAr lr I Heo Gooo P,qnrruTs?"

I know that some of you will insist that your parents were generally
loving and never rejected you as a child. And in many cases, I'm
sure this is true. But that doesn't mean you never experienced child-
hood rejection. As we've seen, children do not need to actually be
rejected in order to feel rejected.

Anne certainly believed her parents loved her. Although she
talked to me at length about how they had inadvertently neglected
her when they became preoccupied with her brother's drug prob-
lem, she still considered them good parents. She didn't see how her
parents'inattention could possibly have had anything to do with
her attempted suicide.
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link, she was able to take steps to reduce the obsession's power
over her.

Anne's story illustrates how the experience of childhood rejec-
tion can be quite subtle. This is even true for some Saviors, espe-
cially if their parents were physically or mentally ill as opposed to
being alcoholic or d*g addicted. But it doesn't matter whether
your wounds are obvious or obscured-if you want to heal them
you need to face them.

A L*=rrn ro YounRrTrczruc Pnnrrur

Through her work in therapy, Margaret came to understand that her
pain was caused not orly by her failed relationship with Phil, but also
by the way that relationship reopened wounds from her childhood.
Not only had Margaret's hther left her, but he had added insult to in-
j,rry by failing to maintain contact with her after he left.

I asked Margaret what she had done about all the pain she had left
over from her father's rejection. She replied that she'd never really
done anything about it. To Margaret-as to most people-childhood
trauma was somethirg to just get through and then try to forget. But
that approach left the trauma buried within her where it continued to
cause her pain. I told her that if she wanted to get the pain out of her
system once and for all, she had to stop suppressing it.

To help Margaret do this, I asked her to write a letter to her re-
jecting father, telling him how she felt when he left the family. She
would have to somehow face her pain once she had committed her
feelings to paper. Here is what she wrote:

Dear DaddS
When you went away you broke my heart. I felt so horri-

ble. I can understand why you left Mom, lots of people get
divorced. But why did you leave me tooP Why didn't you
come and see me once in a whileP Why didn't you callP Why
didn't you write? I always thought it was because you didn't
love me anymore. Or maybe I'd done something bad and
you were mad at me. When I saw other kids with their
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Roprnr's RnGr,

While Margaret's letter expressed a great deal of hurt, other let-
ters-for example, Robert's-focus on different feelings altogether.

Robert was the stereo salesman who, after attacking his girl-
friend's car with a hammer, came to see me because he was afraid
that unless he got a handle on his temper he was eventually going to
hurt someone. Robert was unusual in that most people who act out
their rage or revenge fantasies through violence lack the courage or
insight to seek help. Robert seemed genuinely motivated to get a
handle on his anger.

I asked Robert to write a letter to his father so he could con-
structively express the feelings he'd had as a child when his father
left his mother for another woman-the same feelings he had been
destructiuel2 reenacting in his obsessive relationship with Sarah.
Here is an exce{pt from a five-page letter he brought in the follow-
irg week:

Dad,
The night you left me standing on that road and drove off

with that woman, I felt like a bug who'djust been stomped
on. I wish I could have stomped you right back. . . .

What the hell kind of father cares more about some bimbo
than he does about his own sonP A real asshole, that's who. . . .

I'll never forgive you for doing that to me. And I'll never
forgive you for doirg that to Mom. You treated us like dirt
and I hate vou for it.

Vour son?
Robert

In contrast to Margaret's letter, Robert's focused on his anger at
his father instead of on his sadness. But in reality, Robert and Mar-
garet were more alike than different. Anger and sadness go hand in
hand when they're rooted in childhood rejection.

Robert's anger and Margaret's sadness reflected the same pain;



suouoruo rorlto oroldxa ol snorrsuoJun snl olq radaap Ep uoqog

luql Fquasso sui\ l1 lqSno{l I 
6setruePuat luelom slq Jo asnucofl

sslNavs: s(Jufsou

'slua"end e?xoJ t{ooq snorlord l'tu ur qldep

ur paroldxa pue pauqlno q sserord tl.lJ Jlasrnod ro.; op uuc nod

s3urql Surrerrnodure t3urpeq lsoru arpJo ouo sr uorluluo$uoc anqcoJ
-Je uu 6Jalo,lv\oH 'uorluJudard 

luuorlotue elunbapu 1no{l}d\ uo{ul aq

lou ppoqs luql uolslcop oJII roluur u sl uolluluo{uocJo uos sFII
'sluorud rnod puu nol, uoaluaq flclguoJ puu suon

-orua Euorls dlatuerlxe qsuopn duur sFIl luql nod urul, ppoqs I tnfl
'puorle oE ol nol e8urnocus I ts5{l op ol oprcap nodgJ'luarud Surlcal
-or rleql ot rollal rleql puos dlpnlcu ol esooqr queqc dur;o duutr41

'snorcsuoJun rnod uo lJarlla lryJeru,od u suq Surduep

ueoq al,nod spro/tA eqt Zuylparl,(1pn1cv 'eq 
me\ lT elllceJle arotu aql

top nol uoryo ororu eql 'a>lTI nol su uaryo su rallol rnod p€areg
'3uo1 os roJ Sugynls uaaq

arr,nod suonotue eqlyo &ryor or{l otuoq salrrp IUry luql llJo Surpuar

eql q lI Jlosrnod ol ro oJus IoeJ nod tuoql, qllrro\ euooruos ol raql
-To 'pnole ronol rno A pnar ol peou nol 'Euqtrm qsFII nod uoq6 'qol

equlerl dluo sr rallol oql ?ug4ym'osrrraxa snll op ot osoor{r nod;1
'Je{ooc eJnsserd pu

-relw rnodJlo pTI eql a{el ol qcuor uuc nol s8urlee; relaluq^^ u^aop

alrJ/rt, ol q lcafqo eq; 'puq Jo poo3 ou tEuorrr,r ro IqEIJ ou sr aleql
6ra11e1 rulncqred s5lJo sasod-rnd oql Jod 'sosrJraxo reqlo ur uo {Jo/v\
p1noc arr,r, 3uplleuros suzlr leqt 6suoqoruo uspp1q {daep ororu rloql

qty!\ qrnol ur la3 ol pepoou lare8runl pue uaqog qloq q3noq;
'e3ur req plon€ ol ssaupus pesn dlsnorcsuocun

'ptnr{ reqlo aql uo'lere8reyl 'ssoupes :alquuoJtuorun tlal aq qclq^

rlllfft uoqouro 66euruTuaJ, u dn JeAoJ ol .roEuu sII Sursn dlsnorcsuoc
-un sei!\ Uaqou 'alrsoddo aql lsnl ag of Puel uoru aUI{/!\ 'ra8ue uug

ssoupus Surssardxe elqeuoJruoJ eJoru uaryo oJu uatuo/t.-soqaloos

lsotu ur 'lceJ ur-.&aroos Jno q 'sn 
Ieuu€qc ol spual eJnl

-lno rno qrlqiv\ ur ,(um aql Jo pcrdft aro/n ured Surssardxa Jo surol
-l€d relncqrud rTeqJ'sdum, luorejglp q lr pessardxa daql luql 1sn[s,lt

1AO1 INSS1SgO | gse



Exorcising OId Ghosts | 257

that were certain to be lurking beneath his rage. So I assigned him
another letter to his father, only this time I asked him to refrain from
expressing anger in order to see what other feelings he might con-
nect with. When he brought his letter in a week later, it was only half
a page long-afar cry from the five pages of his first letter.

Dear Dad,
When you left me it made me feel like a piece of shit. I felt

like you didn't love ffier you didn't care about ffie, you didn't
want ile, you didn't need ffi€, and you didn't like me. I cried
so hard I thought I'd never stop. I still feel like crying some-
times. I still feel like shit sometimes.

Your son?
Robert

Rage had always been accessible to Robert, but now he had con-
nected with the emotions that lay beneath his rage-less "mascu-
line" emotions like sadness, helplessness, and humiliation,
emotions that had been making him feel weak and ashamed since
childhood.

These were the same emotions .Robert felt whenever a woman
rejected him. As a child he was too helpless to do anything but suf-
fer them, but as an adult he could explode into violence, which
would momentarily flood him with feelings of strength and power
to mask the emotions that made him feel so inadequate.

Robert?s second letter allowed him to reexperience his ttsofter"

feelings in a context that didn't make him anxious. He could begin
to accept them as a normal part of his humanness. This, in turn,
made the feelings much less threatening to Robert, reducing his
need to defend against them with violent behavior. In getting in
touch with the emotions beneath his rage, Robert was essentially
eliminating one of the major triggers for his violence (though by no
means the only one) . ,

As he progressed in therapy, Robert continued to work to con-
trol both his violent tendencies and his obsessive ones. In time, he
let go ofhis obsession for Sarah. He has since become involved with
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feelings of rejection. She was learning that she had the ability to ease

her own pain.

This reahzation came as a big suqprise to her. Until now she had

been looking to someone else-most recently Tom-to make the

pain go away. But now, for the first time, she was coming to believe

that it was within her own power to soothe and comfort her inner

child. And she was getting very excited about it.

/Vonq's "GooD MoruER" Exrnqsr

The following week, when Nora came in for her session, she was

bursting to tell me about an exercise she had come up with on her

owlr. She called it her t'good mother" exercise, and she was doing it

every morning before going to work.

Nora
I was thinking about how my mother never said anything

nice to me and how things would have been different if she
had. I used to have this teacher who was really nice to me
and I used to dream about what it would be like if she was
my mother. So what I do is picture myself as a little girl with
this teacher walking across the room to me with this big
smile on her face, and I imagine that she zr my mother. She
sits down next to me and puts her arm around me and tells
me all the things that I always wanted my mother to say to
me. I imagine her saying ull these nice things to me and I say
them out loud.

I was anxious to hear what

her to do the exercise for me.

mother" said to her:

Nora had come up with, so I asked
This is what her visualized "good

Nora
I really love you. You're so pretty, you're so smart. Itm so

proud of you. Everything you do is so fine. You're such a
terrific kid I wouldn't trade you for anybody. I'm so glad
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free yourself from the chains of obsession, you've got to give up, once
and for all, the childhood struggle to change your rejecting parent.

After writing her letter to her father and doing a good father ex-
ercise, Margaret was feeling better than she had in years. But before
she could really give up her struggle, she had to uncover the anger
that still lay buried beneath her more accessible sadness, just as
Robert had had to get to the sadness that lay beneath his anger.

To help Margaret do this, I asked her to imagine she was in a
play, cast as her own father. The play was an improvisation in which
her father would read the letter she had written and then respond
as he might if he were here today.

When Margaret began, she portrayed a man who seemed truly
sorry for the pain he had caused. Considering how her father had
treated her, this was an unrealistically sympathetic image. So I
stopped Margaret and asked her to play her father, not as she
wanted him to be, but instead, as her worse fears might depict him.
This was much harder for her.

Margaret
(ot herfather)

I don't know what you want me to.say about your letter.
It's all ancient history as far as I'm concerned. I couldn't
stand your mother anymore so I split, and you were part of
the package. I didn't call because I didn't want to. I had
nothing to say to you and I didn't have any interest in
hearing what you had to say. I didn't care about you then.
And now, you're part of a past that I'djust as soon forget.

Susan
Okay. There it is. Your worst fears put into words. What's

going on with you right now?

Margaret
I don't know because those *.r. really rn) words, not his.

Those were m2 fears. I don't believe he'd really say those
things to me.



'q8noue uaryo ;o /13uorls sFIl ezrsuqdura l,uuc I 'pilrlJ u se pecua
-uadxs no( luql uoqcofrr Jo ruroJ duu roJ olq€lunoccu lou aru no1

MrlrflrsNodsru TyNosurd oNy
NOrJf t?y oooH1lrH)

'/-rolsrq olrraar ol e133mls aql dn 3ur
-nr8 :uorlrafar pooqpilqc 3o urud eqt osuelar o] sdurr,r, InJrol\od lsoru
aql Jo auo poJalocs1p leru8rutr4l tssauaru^&\u r\au u Wp\ patuJv

'uorssosqo trsuru8u
lq3rJ raq ur l-rolcur;ofuur uJlosraq uo puu ralol rar{ uo qloq 6s1run1

las ol ,(peer dlpug su/h orIS 'drqsuoqulor e ul alurelol ol Suqpm lou
su/u. puu su/u. oqs lur{A{Jlasrorl roJ,fyulr rorl padleq sTqI'PolBaJlslu
og ot Jlosraq Suqlruned ro3 Jlasreq lu f-r3uu osp su,l\ 1eru3"ru141

'lla,v\ su uoqcalar s,llr{d poluosor oqs qonu ,!\oq ozquor ol alqe
su/r,r orls crornuqaq luql lnoqu lloJ orls ro8uu eqt r1lT^a qrnol ur Suqla3
dg 'arrol leql qll,t\ lcouuoc ilrls p1noc aqs ̂^oqeuos pue req pelol
dlpar raqluJ rorl lutll :suroned ernssosqo req Surrurp ueeq puq luql
sJolloq aroc eqt Jo auo 3o oB 3uwe1 suir laruErel41 'raq ro3 sBuHaoJ
sFI poluprruu ror^uqoq s.rorlluJ rorl lerll truJ aqt Euqdacru uJ

ldofs o1

lo3 lsnf oA,I 'our e^ol l,uop orlrlo\ sprulspq osaql Eursuqc dols
of lo3 oA,I 3lasdur ol sql Europ dols of to8 aArI ldurr,r, eruus

eql dllcuxa se/v\ IIr{d puv iarec l,uplp lsnf eH ierec l,uplp aH

iprutsuq tuqJ iplus eq luq^\ dllcuxs s6lurlJ 'lq3u ar6no1

7al,n3"rDW

'peelsur &3ue oru€Joq aqs 6ur >1ues qlnrl eql
su lnfl 'Lrc ol lnoqu s€i!\ aqs a{I pe{oo1 leruEr€I tr 6luauroru u rog

'JOrAUqAq

sFI r{116 'nol ol s3unlt osorp dus p?p oq ' ' ' lere3ru171 'lnfl

uDSns

1AO1 rAlSSrSsO I Z9Z



Exorcising Old Ghosts | 263

You are in no way responsible for any form of
rejection that you experienced as a child.

This is a basic truth that can have an enormous impact on how
you feel about yourself and on the way you treat yourself and
others.

B(JT . .. now that you see some of the connections between
childhood rejection and obsessive love, Iou may be tempted to use
this understanding to justify how you have been treating your target.

Ruy yielded to this temptation. Ruy was the movie cameraman
who came into therapy with his lover Karen. As we explored his
childhood issues, Ruy came to appreciate how much he was still
suffering from rejection by his alcoholic mother. He grew increas-
ingly resentful toward Karen for not being more sympathetic to his
plight.

Roy
Of course I'm a little overbearing. I've got a lot of stuff to

deal with. When you had a childhood like mine, you don't
grow up to be the mental health poster boy. Why can't she
see that? Why doesn't she cut me a little slackP

Ray's rationalizing threatened to become an impediment to our
work together. I told him he was using the classic "I-can't-help-
being-obsessive-I-was-rejected-as-a-child" excuse. I pointed out
that Karen was not responsible for the emotional pain he may have
suffered in childhood and she had no obligation to put up with his
unacceptable behaviorjust because he was still hurting.

I urge you not to fall into the same trap that Ruy did. The truth
is, you are totally responsible for any pain you have inflicted on your
target and for finding ways to stop doing it.

Understanding the power of the connection between childhood
rejection and adult obsessive patterns is no reason to believe your
obsession is beyond your control. Nor is the fact that you were not
responsible for what happened to you as a child anyjustification for
avoiding responsibility now for changing those patterns.
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I had to take care of her; you can take care ofyourself. Itwas
herjob to take care of me; it's not yourjob. She always made
me feel helpless and scared. I feel that way with lou, too,
sometimes? but I know that's coming from ffi€, not from lou,
and I've got to remember that whenever I feel that way She's
her and you're Iou, and I'm really sorry I haven't been
keeping that straight.

In doing this exercise, Ray was feeling, as well as understanding,
the di{ference between his mother and Karen. He told me he was
surprised at how deeply this exercise moved him. This was an im-
portant emotional experience for Ruy, something he could think
back on whenever he started to react to Karen in the ways he had
reacted to his mother in childhood.

Ruy had been projecting onto Karen all of his obsessive fantasies
about changing his mother. But by desymbolizing Karen, h. was
freeing her of those impossible expectations. 

\

No lover can heal the wounds

of childhood rejection.

You, and only lou, have the ability, the motivation, and the re-

sponsibility to accomplish that task.

The emotional pain of childhood rejection won't go away

overnight. It took a long time to form, and it will take time to dis-

mantle. But if you make these exercises an ongoing part of your life,

you will continue to diminish the power that childhood rejection

has over you and over your behavior in love relationships. You are

no longer a helpless child. You are an adult with not only the re-

sponsibility but the power to deal with the ghosts from your past.
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two of you may even grow apart and decide to separate. Human

feelings ebb and flow. No relationship comes with an ironclad guar-

antee.

If you're looking for a relationship, you may very well be jilted a

few times before you find one. llour new love interest may not be at-

tracted to you, h" or she may be terrified of intimacyrthe timirg may

be wrong, there may be family complications, your prospective lover

may hate your dog . . . there's no end to the possibilities. Even if you

have your obsessive behavior completely within your control, you

may be rejected for reasons that are completely beyondyour control.

I don't mean to imply that your love life is destined to be one re-
jection after another. You are nzf programmed to be attracted only

to people who will hurt you. You are no,f doomed to a life of ro-

mantic disappointment and pain. You have not been singled out by

some greater power to be obsessive for all eternity.

However? a little preventive medicine can't hurt. And having the

skills to deal with rejection will make you feel safer and more confi-

dent in any relationship. In this chapter I'm going to show you how

to be prepared by changing your perceptions of rejection and learn-

irg new ways to respond to it.

Old Triggers,
New Perceptions

As an obsessive lover you were often oblivious to the damage your be-
havior was doing to your relationship. You may have seen yourself as
the innocent victim of a heartless lover. Now, as an ex-obsessive lover,
you may be so sensitive to your former blind spots, and so deter-
mined to avoid repeating past mistakes, that you take too much re-
sponsibility for any troubles that may arise in your relationships.

This is especially easy to do when a new lover rejects you with-
out clearly communicatirg why. After all, it's not unusual for people
to have a diflicult time being straightforward about their reasons for
leaving a relationship. Or your lover may simply leave or stop call-
itrg without explanation. Some people don't even know why they're
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He has a wife and 12 kids in Peoria.

He's decided to become a monk.

He's emotionally constipated.

He only has six weeks to live.

He only likes stupid women.

He's intimidated by intimacy.

He's on the lam from the Mafia.

He's on the lam from the law.

He's on the lam from his wife and 12 kids.

He's ashamed of the fact that he can't a{ford to go out anymore.

He's an alien from another planet.

I was pleased that Nora was able to find some humor in this ex-

ercise. Therapy doesn't have to be relentlessly grim and serious any

more than life does. Love relationships are often flavored by irony

and absurdiry and it helps make the pain of rejection less over-

whelmirg if you can use laughter to soften the blow. While I don't

mean to discount the pain or sadness of the end of a relationship,

finding the humor in a difficult situation always makes it easier to

endure.

Nora's humor helped her put a damper on some of her disap-

pointment and did nothing to undermine the eflectiveness of her

list. Even her playful entries helped her gain an important under-

standing: that her lover could have rejected her for reasons that had

nothing to do with her.

Between the extremes of taking too little and too much responsi-

bility for problems in love relationships, there lies a middle

ground-reality. When you finally find that middle ground, you will

appreciate that there are two people in a relationship, both ofwhom

have their own internal conflicts and agendas.

If you accept the fact that rejection is not necessarily a reflection
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Drcrur ry Dr,srRoyERs

In the past, Margaret had reacted to rejection as most obsessive

lovers do, with what I call "dignity destroyers."

The most common dignity destroyers are:

. pleading for another chance

. refusing to accept that the relationship is over

. threatening harm to the other person or to yourself

. predicting that you will not be able to survive a breakup

. offering to do anything to keep your lover

In the past, Margaret's dignity destroyers had made her feel fool-

ish, desperate, and sometimes crazy. To alleviate her fears of repeat-

irg these behaviors in the future, I suggested that she practice some

new responses to her old triggers.

Dlcrul w PnrsERyERs

One of the ways I help people learn new responses to rejection is to
simulate their worst case scenario in a nonthreatenirg setting.

Before I took Margaret through this exercise, I demonstrated
for her by asking each member of her group to say something
rejecting to me as if we were ending a relationship. Margaret's
group was made up of men and women who were trying to over-
come obsessive patterns. Since rejection was an issue for all of
them, they had no trouble coming up with rejecting statements
that had served as triggers for their own obsession. I then showed
Margaret how she might respond to these triggers with new re-
sponses.

I call these kinds of responses "dignity preseryers":

oLD TRIGGER: ttl don't ever

NEW RESPONSE: ..It hurts to

your decision."

want to see you again."

hear you say that but I'11 respect
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itg a pause between them for your response. You can use the trig-
gers that Margaret's group members came up with and add any
other rejecting statements from your own experience. When you
play the tape back, respond with one or more of the dignity pre-
seryers above. You'll find that almost all of them can work as a re-
sponse to almost any form of rejection.

Having a repertoire of new responses to old triggers prevents you
from yielding to the desperation that has typically driven you to say
and do things you've come to regret. These dignity-preserving re-
sponses are like emotional life preservers. They keep you afloat
when your emotional tides threaten to drag you under.

CorurnoNrNc DounLE MEssAGEs

Another way to avoid triggerirg obsessive behavior is to learn to
clari$' any double messages that a current or future lover may give
you. As we've seen, double messages can really throw you off bal-
ance. You cling desperately to the part of the message that says or
implies that your lover wants Iou, while at the same time you're ter-
rified of the part that says or implies that he or she doesn't. The eas-
iest way to cut through the fog is to refuse to be confused.If you find
that your lover is srying one thing and doing another, don't try to
guess what's going on-ask.

Here are a few examples of the kinds of questions you can ask
your lover:

"I don't understand somethirg. You say you love me but
you don't make any time for me. Doesn't that seem
contradictory to youP"

(tl'm getting very mixed signals from you. We see each
other three times a week, but you're still going out with other
people. What kind of a relationship do you want?"

ttYou actlike you want to make a real commitment to me,
but every time I bring it up, you get very distant. Am I
wasting my time in this relationship?"

"'llou talk about wanting to make a real commitment to me
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was very concerned that if she allowed herself to be spontaneous,
she would lose the control she had gained over her obsessive be-
havior.

I assured Anne that her trust in herself would increase over time
if she could relax enough to permit herself to take some emotional
risks. Even if things didn't always work out, she could learn from
her setbacks as well as from her successes. Being constartly on your
emotional guard can be extremely taxing both on you and on your
lover.

Anne agreed to make an effort to be less restrained around her
new boyfriend. By the time she and her lover celebrated their six-
month anniversary she was feeling much less anxious about being
open and genuine with him.

Anne
I don't know whether I trust him more now or I trust

myself more now, but I feel a lot more philosophical about
this relationship than I ever did before. It's like, I don't feel
like I'm going to go offthe deep end again so I don't worry
about it too much anymore. If this relationship doesn't work
out, it doesn't work out. It has to be good for me, too, you
know. I never paid attention to that before. I was always so
intent on getting him to love me that I never cared that I was
miserable in the relationship. Now I know that if I'm not
huppy I can walk away from it. I'll be disappointed, but I'll
live. And that's really freed me to be myself. It's an incredible
feeling. If you had asked me six months ago if I ever thought
I'd feel like this I would have said "no way1'Muyb. I'm
kidding myself, but all I know is I'm not going crazy
worrying about my relationship right now, and that in itself is
a miracle.

Anne had done far more than just relax into this new relation-
ship. She had made changes in her attitudes and expectations that
helped keep her relationship and her life in perspective. She real-
tzed that a relationship needed to work for her in the here and now,
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important of all things to me, your dignity and individuality.

I grieve for the lost love and wasted time.

I know now that the anger and pain inside of me has noth-

irg to do with lou, and every duy my love for you helps me

remember that. I know that we will thrive as long as I can

continue to act consistently out of respect and out of love.

I know in my heart that it will not be easy. There are still a

lot of things to learn and alot of habits to break. But I love

you for stickirg this out with ffie, despite the pain and suffer-

itg I caused you in the past. And I love you for not letting

me get away with any of my old crap anymore. And I espe-

cially love you for giving me a chance to change when a lot of

other women might have given up on me. But most of all, I

love you for being exactly who you are.

Huppy anniversary baby. I love you.

Ruy

Ray's anniversary letter was ajoyous way of celebrating not only

his renunciation of obsessive patterns, but his discovery of a new

way of loving that freed him from the fear and anger that had dom-

inated his life with Karen in the past.

As a result of the work he had done to understand how he had in-

vaded Karen's boundaries, Ruy now accepted the fact that Karen was

a separate individual. That meant that she had a right to her own feel-

ings, thoughts, and interests, and that he had to respect that right.

Obsession can't coexist with this kind of respect for a lover's per-

sonal rights, and a good relationship can't exist without it.

TtuotNG Tunrvot FoR Rr,qr lNnrvecr

But how do you know a good relationship when it comes your way?
How do you know when it's the real thingP The answer is, you
can't-at first. If you go into a new relationship "knowirg that it's
the real thing," you're loading up that relationship with the same
kinds of fantasies and magical expectations that have sabotaged you
in the past.
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