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The Exaholic Experience























 


Are You an Exaholic?




“I thought I was the only one who felt this way.”


—Jane D., Exaholic





“YOU HAVE TO MOVE ON.”


“They weren’t good enough for you.”


“Just let it go.”


Your friends say these things to you with such sincerity.


You look into their kind eyes and wish you could believe them. In fact, you would trade everything if only you could take a bottle scrubber to your brain and scour out the obsessions that are consuming you. If there was a magical sword that would slice through the attachment you have to your Ex, you would swing it with all your might, severing the connection completely and finally setting yourself free.


But you can’t. You feel helplessly trapped in grief, pain, and longing. That is what they don’t understand.


You try to explain. You use the most dramatic, searing words you can think of to describe the unbearable agony you cannot escape from.


“Destroyed.”


“Ripped apart.”


“Shattered.”


You try to tell them how the pain throbs constantly—an aching pit in your stomach that is with you throughout the whole day, from the moment you open your eyes in the morning, if you sleep at all. That your self-esteem has been ground up like raw hamburger. That you want to stop them, but you can’t. That every time you think of your Ex (which is constantly), and the injustices you endured, and the ruin of your life together, it feels like being stabbed over and over again. You try to make them understand how you feel trapped in the hell of your inner experience: The worse the pain gets, the more insistent your mind is in torturing you with new obsessions. That you can’t get away from the waking nightmare your life has become. That you can’t make it stop.


That you’re an Exaholic.


There is finally a word that describes your experience. One that captures not just the pain of a breakup, but that encapsulates the addictive nature of relationships. It’s a word that conjures the emotional, psychological, and social destruction of a relationship that ends traumatically, and which finally acknowledges the support and guidance brokenhearted people need to put themselves back together again.


People struggling to heal from other problems have support. Alcoholics have recovery groups. Drug addicts have rehab. But until now, people stuck in unhealthy attachments to other people have only had invalidating platitudes: “Get over it.”


What’s an Exaholic?


An Exaholic is anyone who is addicted to a toxic, hurtful relationship that they can’t let go of or who is struggling with intense emotional pain in the aftermath of a breakup. An Exaholic is someone tormented by thoughts of a lost lover, and may be nursing hopes of reunion. Exaholics know they should let it go, but they can’t. They want to move on but don’t know how. Their craving for connection and communication with their Ex makes them do things they know they shouldn’t.


We all have the capacity to be Exaholics, because we are all built to fall in love and bond deeply with another person, as you will discover in later chapters. Most of us have fit this description at one point or another, because love is the human experience. Being an Exaholic means that you’ve stepped into the temporary identity we can all inhabit when we’re suffering deeply in the pain and obsession of a lost love. When you heal, you will step out again. But during the time you inhabit this terrible place, it defines you.


How Do You Know If You’re an Exaholic?




•  Are you longing to get back together with someone who has rejected you?


•  Are you struggling to finally let go of an unhealthy relationship?


•  Are you obsessed by thoughts of your Ex?


•  Do you feel compulsions to search for information about your Ex?


•  Are you afraid that you will never find another relationship that is as meaningful and special as the one you lost?


•  Do you feel that your self-worth has been badly damaged in the aftermath of your relationship?


•  Are you feeling isolated and alone, and that your friends and family don’t understand what you’re going through?


•  Is your emotional pain so great that you are having difficulty in functioning?





If the answer is yes to some or all of these questions, you are likely an Exaholic.


But being an Exaholic is not about “criteria,” because unlike alcoholism or substance abuse, this is not a formal mental health diagnosis. Being an Exaholic is simply a shorthand way of saying that you can currently relate to a nearly universal experience: feeling absolutely gutted in the aftermath of a lost relationship.


I’m frequently asked, “How is someone who is an Exaholic different from someone who’s going through a ‘regular’ breakup?” Embedded in this question is the assumption that there is such thing as a “normal” breakup—some imaginary civilized parting that ends with a handshake before turning and walking in opposite directions.


There is no such thing as a “Normal Breakup.”


All breakups are unique, and exist on a spectrum between mutual agreement and the frantic, enraged clinging of one person to another. There is a range of pain and madness in our breakups because there is a continuum of love and attachment in our relationships.


The degree to which we are traumatized in the aftermath of a split is directly in proportion to the degree to which we were in love with, and emotionally connected to, our lover at the time of the breakup. Love and pain create a balanced equation in the emotional algebra of the human experience.


There are, in fact, relationships that can end without intense pain.


As is so often the situation, our fond feelings can fade, eroded by the pecks of small disappointments. Over time, you stop believing that the other person can be who you want or need. Finally, the spell is broken and it feels like the house lights coming up at the end of the show. There is nothing left to see. Its just time to find your keys and go home.


Then there are relationships that can last a long time and end for ages too, like soft taffy pulling apart until the gossamer thread breaks. It feels over for a long time before the fact is formalized. Someone eventually says the obvious truth out loud, and then it is so.


It’s also possible to like someone very much, and have sincere feelings of care and love for them that never catch fire and roar into the passion of romantic love. In those cases, ending a relationship is a process akin to relocating for a new job after discovering the old one just wasn’t a good fit. You pack boxes, you forward your mail, you say goodbye to the neighbors, and drive off feeling a little sad, a little guilty, but hopeful about your new future. It’s bittersweet, but necessary.


In these cases you’re not an Exaholic. You just didn’t care that much, at the end.


In contrast, the one-sided severing of a deep attachment feels exquisitely traumatic. Being abandoned while you’re in the flaming fire of love feels like death itself. To be rejected by someone that you love desperately feels as terrifying as being trapped in an airless room, but with the additional horror of knowing that you were locked in by the person you trusted and who should love you more than anyone. Worse, you’re left alone to scream in your confused panic, agony, and rage as they walk away.


The torture of an Exaholic is so fundamentally traumatizing because it is being inflicted on you by the person who should have loved you the most. The cruelty is in the fact that it feels voluntary. You haven’t just lost your beloved. It’s not like they died. That would be terrible enough. The real torture is that they could come back. They could stop this if they wanted. They could change. They could love you again. But they can’t … or they won’t.


All you wanted was for them to love you as much as you love them. You once had their magical, precious love. You entered an enchanted world together, where your love had thrilled both of you and everything had seemed perfect. You felt so special, so cherished. You let yourself believe in love—and believe in this person.


But then something changed. It was like you woke up one day and your true love turned into a cold stranger. It felt like your beloved was replaced by their dark, evil twin. You don’t know this new person, or even like them. You keep coming back to them, hoping to reconnect with the person you loved—and who loved you back. But the cold or hostile stranger your beloved has become just disappoints and hurts you.


Now, all you want is for them to turn back into your beloved, so that you can have a life together again. You try everything you know to make them come back to you, but they seem lost forever. Now you are alone, and in pain—and the evil twin that looks just like your beloved is going about their business, blind to your pain.


The truth is that the rejection—and the confusion—can be even worse than the trauma of being apart from your beloved. As your insides are wracked with grief over the loss and you mourn the life you had together, “Why? Why? Why?” blares in your mind as you try to make sense of what happened.


“Where did they go? What did I do wrong? Why did they stop loving me?” are the questions that occupy your every waking moment. “How could this possibly have happened? Why did they change? Are they coming back?” are the obsessions endlessly digging at the bloody scab of the unanswerable question: “Why?”


You search for information. You need to know where they are, and what they are doing. You are driven to know how they feel. Are they upset too? Do they still care about you at all? You search for clues even though you know you shouldn’t. The anxiety and obsessions make you feel like you’re going crazy.


The most terrible question you wrestle with night and day, stabs at you over and over: “What does this mean about me?” In your most painful, most vulnerable moments, the scariest voice whispers your ugliest fear to you:


“This happened because you weren’t good enough.”


In this way, the relationship didn’t just end. It smashed your self-worth to bits on the way out.


Worse yet is that in the midst of this firestorm of horrible emotions, you may feel very alone. You try to explain the torture you’re going through to others, hoping for comfort or guidance, but are met with platitudes instead:


“It was for the best.”


“Time will heal.”


“You’ll find someone else.”


Their lack of understanding makes you want to scream. The only way you could make your friends understand is to have the person they love and trust the most set their guts on fire … then stand next to a bucket of water and watch while they burn. Could they “get over that” while it’s happening? Their “advice” feels entirely invalidating.


Even more terrible, when you try harder to make people understand how serious this is and how helpless you feel, they start to seem annoyed and impatient with you for being such a mess. Then, because your self-esteem has already been battered and bruised by rejection, you start to feel like there may be something seriously wrong with you because, after all, why else can’t you get over it? Everyone thinks you should.


The combination of rejection, invalidation, and helplessness is a recipe for shame. Not only have you been rejected and abandoned by the person who knew you best, and who you love more than anyone, now people are making you feel, even if not explicitly, like there is something wrong with you for being as hurt as you are. As much as you want to, you can’t change how you feel. The ground-up hamburger that is your self-esteem is smushed into the dirt every time you’re made to feel foolish for feeling the way you do. It seems to confirm your worst fears about yourself: Something is indeed wrong with me.


You feel alone in your pain. You have been betrayed by your beloved. You fear that you are broken and not good enough. You are tormented by obsessions. The pain is emotional, but it is physical too: it’s hard to breathe, eat, and sleep. Is it any wonder that you can’t focus on your work? That tasks of life go undone? That you prefer not to spend time with people you need to hide your feelings from, so they won’t judge you for your pain?


It starts to feel like your entire life is getting shredded, and that it’s your fault because you can’t deal with the situation. When this happens, self-doubt finds fertile ground to grow roots and bloom into mushrooms of self-loathing. Shame then piles up, on top of rejection, abandonment, loss, and fear as you feel like your life is falling apart. Worse, it feels like you are falling apart, which is possibly the most terrifying part of this whole experience.


But something inside of you is still hoping that you can recover. Your hope led you to search for help. And you found this book.


I am here to tell you that there is a name for what you’re feeling, and what you are going through. You are an Exaholic. There is nothing wrong with you. Everything that you are thinking, feeling, and going through right now is normal. What is happening to you is what normal people go through when a relationship ends traumatically.


And here is the unimaginable good news: It will get better.


You Are Not Alone


The first thing you need to know is that you are not alone. Many Exaholics who connect with others say, “I thought I was the only one.” They find great comfort in knowing that there are other people going through the same thing. This is because one of the key experiences of a bad breakup is isolation.


Even though you probably feel enormously alone right now—rejected by the person who was supposed to love you the most, misunderstood by friends and family, and in a newly awkward social landscape—you need to know that many, many other people are feeling the same way you do. Because the experience of obsessive craving and grief-unleashed heartbreak is so common, there are thousands and thousands of people all over the world who are feeling the same way you do right now.


In fact, nearly everyone has gone through what you’re going through. And most people who haven’t, just haven’t yet. What you are experiencing is a universal phenomenon.


Everyone who has ever felt a deep connection to another person who wouldn’t or couldn’t love them in return has felt the despair that only lost love can elicit. Your friends, strangers on the street, rock stars, world leaders, and captains of industry have all curled up on their beds like a shrimp being seared alive by loss and rejection, wishing for their beloved to return.


Our losses are so traumatic to us because of our capacity to love—and our legitimate need for love—is ingrained so deeply. The pain we experience when a relationship ends is in direct proportion to how much we want it to continue. It’s simply the nature of love.


Everyone who has been in love with someone who shattered their trust has walked through days with an aching gut, and the face of their once-perfect lover hanging in their mind. Everyone who has been discarded has lain awake at night seething at the injustice of their betrayal and abandonment. In the aftermath of rejection, we have all gathered up the weight of our many flaws and descended into the depths of shame and self-doubt. Every person has replayed scenes from the drama of their failed relationship over and over again in an effort to detect the small moments when things shifted, rippling out into the earthquake that created rubble of their once-happy lives.


Now it is your turn to descend into this madness and experience the agony that only the loss of a profound love can inflame. This is your moment to be an Exaholic.


As a marriage counselor and therapist, I hear many stories of love and loss. I help people repair their relationships, when I can, and I sit with people in the aftermath of their losses when I can’t. I have never heard the same story twice. I know that we are all unique, perfect snowflakes falling through our one-of-a-kind lives. I know that there are many flavors of horror that you can endure in a terrible breakup, and that they are all traumatizing in their own way.


If you are young and fragile, your frail resources can be entirely overwhelmed. You don’t know how to cope, so you fall apart. The trauma of your loss can impact the trajectory of your life, for better or for worse.


If you are older, you might feel like everything you’ve ever known has collapsed around you, leaving you with nothing. In the midst of your pain and suffering, you need to function well enough to take apart a carefully constructed life. You may despair at how you’ll possibly rebuild.


If you’re a parent, you get to wrestle with the unique indignity of possibly helping your child or children maintain a healthy relationship with the person who crushed you. Worse, even though you can protect yourself from your Ex, you may be helpless from keeping your child or children from having their heart broken by your Ex, too.


Having a relationship end amid the betrayal of infidelity is a special kind of sadistic trauma that cuts deeply into soft places that are hard to repair. The knowledge that your beloved chose someone else over you chops your sense of self-worth to bits with cruel knives of shame and self-doubt, and the scars linger long after the relationship has ended.


Some relationships end in a roar of silence, with the beloved winking out of existence—a ghost who simply stepped out without a word of explanation. You’re left with a shocking hole in your heart, and a head full of unanswered questions.


Other relationships end when your better judgment rejects your beloved for extremely good reason, but goes to war with your heart in the process. You know that this person is not good for you, you know you need to leave, but your attachment and obsession are over–powering. You try to get away but you can’t. It feels as if your beloved has a supernatural control over you, severely limiting your will.


I don’t know what your story is. But I do know that this is your time to walk through the seemingly endless night of grief, pain, and longing. Whatever has happened to you, I know that you are feeling confused, crushed, isolated, humiliated, obsessed, and powerless to help yourself end the madness.


I know this because in the aftermath of abandonment, shattered trust, and rejection, we all share the same agony, because we are humans. Love is the common language across every culture, through every time. We are hard-wired to fall addictively in love, to need each other, and to bond together. And when those bonds are broken, we despair. We throb. We obsess. We crave. We feel alone. When the flipside of love—pain—shatters our lives, we sit among the shards attempting to make meaning of what happened.


The purpose of this book is to help you understand what is happening to you, why you feel the way you do, and to guide you towards recovery. We’ll talk about different aspects of breakups, including the biological and neurological basis for your feelings, the addictive nature of relationships, cravings, obsessions, compulsions, the toll on self-esteem, different kinds of breakups and their unique challenges, and ways to cope with all of it.


My hope is that this book will be your shield aganst shame. Above all else I want you to understand why your current experience of heartbreak is normal and expected.


Finally, we’ll talk about the healing process, and how you can begin to design the invisible staircase that you will eventually walk up, step by step, and into the light of a new day.
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It’s Not Just You




“Love … What is it else? A madness most discreet, A choking gall and a preserving sweet.”


—William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet





SOMETHING STRANGE HAPPENS TO US WHEN WE FALL IN LOVE.


The phrase “falling in love” in itself is evocative—conjuring up images of an out-of-control, unintentional descent into a pool of something warm and gooey. “Possessed by love,” “love struck,” and “love drunk” are terms that people have used to convey the madness that overtakes us when we become enchanted by another person. William Shakespeare wrote of love as the enduring and profound spell that binds lovers to each other, using words such as “madness,” “blindness,” “vexation,” and “folly” in his various works. But my favorite of his astute observations on the nature of love is this:




“And therefore is Love said to be a child,


Because in choice he is so oft beguiled.”


—A Midsummer Night’s Dream





When people fall in love, it’s like their rational minds fly out the window, and they begin living in a reality-distortion vortex of two that can mystify their friends and families. They seem intoxicated by their lover and become deeply and irrationally bonded to them. Once that beguiling and bonding process happens, relationships become very, very sticky. Even when bad things start to happen, people who have fallen in love and bonded continue to hang on. They may be angry, frustrated, hurt, and despondent—but they cannot let go of their lover. They cannot stop thinking about them, craving them, caring about them … and hoping that the relationship can still work.


Even when their lover does shockingly terrible things to them, and new evidence emerges that the person they are in love with is not trustworthy, emotionally safe, or even compatible, it doesn’t matter. It’s like they are under the influence of a drug that has hijacked their better judgment and wrapped them in a fog of delusional fascination with an unworthy or unavailable person. Over time, they may come to realize with certainty that their attachment to their Ex is toxic, but they still feel powerless to stop themselves from thinking about their Ex, checking up on them, contacting them, and wishing that they could just come to their senses, be decent, and love them back.


Jen’s story is a good example of this:




When Jen met Matt, he seemed nearly perfect. She knew he had some kind of girlfriend when they first started talking, but he was gracious, funny, charming—and focused on her like a laser beam whenever they ran into each other. He always knew exactly what to say and do to make her feel like a million bucks. After a while, his girlfriend dissolved into the past and they were free to be together. They lived in Boston and seemed to love all the same things: music, parties, and people. It seemed like they never stopped laughing. Jen had never met anyone like Matt before, and the fact that he was so into her seemed like a dream.


His love for her seemed absolute—so strong that it made him endlessly accommodating. She’d had a longtime dream of leaving the East Coast for San Francisco. After she found a job there, he followed. She wasn’t sure if she wanted children, and that was fine with him. The religion of her childhood—Judaism—became increasingly important to her as she got older. He converted, seeming to relish the rules and rituals of the ancient religion. They went to temple together, and eventually married there. Life went on, and they both climbed the rungs of their professions, living a full life of hard work punctuated by romantic getaways in Big Sur, international vacations, and lots of parties. They went to concerts, shows, and had many accomplished and interesting friends. Jen was happier than she’d ever been and lucky to have such a wonderful husband.


Then the hand of fate once again spun the wheel of fortune, this time turning up a spade. Jen’s mom got sick, complaining of migraines and mystifying, hallucinatory symptoms. She was finally diagnosed with a well-established brain tumor, and her prognosis was dicey. Jen took a leave of absence from her job to be with her mom back in Boston as much as she could. There was the obligatory radiation and chemo and a Hail Mary brain surgery, and Jen’s mother suffered terribly through the treatment. Jen took care of her, spending her days in a haze of disbelieving dread about what was apparently happening to her formerly powerful and larger-than-life mother. There was a much anticipated test result that would show whether the months of agony in treatment had been successful. Jen sat by the phone, anxiously awaiting the call.


But when the phone rang, it was not the doctor. It was the boyfriend of a woman that Matt worked with. Jen had never met him before, but as soon as he introduced himself a sickening feeling started in her throat and spread throughout her body. The voice on the phone told her that he’d just found out Matt and his girlfriend had been flirting and carrying on for months, and had spent the previous weekend together in Big Sur … while Jen’s mother was having the painful tests that would reveal whether she would live or die. Jen felt like throwing up when she realized that while she was texting and talking to him throughout the previous weekend, leaning on him for support through the nightmare she was living with her mom in Boston, there had actually been another woman (perhaps even naked!) in the room with him the entire time.


Then the doctor called. The treatments had been in vain. Jen’s mom was going to die, and probably soon.


The one-two punch of the trauma was more than anyone could bear. Jen called Matt and screamed at him, and then collapsed into a barely functional fog of anxiety, obsession, grief, and pain. Matt quickly admitted fault, announced that he was a sex addict, and entered treatment. As the months leading up to her mother’s death unfolded too quickly, Matt revealed himself in ever more shocking layers that blew apart Jen’s entire concept of their marriage.


Matt told her he’d never been faithful to anyone. He had been cheating on Jen with random people during the entire time of their courtship, and only with great effort during the first few years of their marriage had he been able to be faithful to her. Then his old, flirtatious, attention-seeking ways had gotten the better of him—leading him to seek out sex with anonymous strangers, his co-workers, and more than a few of their mutual friends. Jen was devastated beyond words. Matt cried, apologized for being so terrible to her—blaming it on his illness—and begged for another chance. Then her mother died. Over the objections of her friends, Jen stayed. She was still in love with the Matt she’d known, and the thought of losing both him and her mother was simply more than she could bear.


The months that followed were occupied largely by Jen’s enormous grief and their attempts at sex addiction recovery, consisting of marathon marriage counseling sessions, support groups for both of them, workshops, relationship-repair retreats, plus individual therapy for both. At one time, Jen estimated that between the two of them they were attending eight sessions a week.


As Matt’s immediate fear of rejection was soothed by her commitment to working on the marriage and the emotional safety of their therapy sessions, he shared his true perceptions: that what had happened was really her fault. He felt that she was “sexually anorexic” to begin with, and that her protracted time away from home during her mother’s illness had left him no choice but to gratify his sexual needs with someone who was more available. He criticized everything from her appearance to her personality to the fact that she was sad and withdrawn now, unlike her usual gregarious and happy self, in the months after her trauma. He would often disintegrate into name-calling rages that left Jen feeling like she’d just been beaten within inches of her life by his words. At times Jen felt like her loving husband had been replaced by a sadistic stranger, but the flock of counselors they were attended by supported his right to “expression” and validated his perspective, encouraging Jen to have more empathy for him as he was healing from his disease.


Jen, in the shock and trauma of her grief, fury about the mistreatment she’d experienced, and her unwillingness to lose her husband, descended into blaming herself: This had happened because she wasn’t good enough. She wasn’t sexy enough, or interested in sex enough, or able to be the kind of woman a charismatic and intense guy like Matt needed. If there was any fault in his actions at all, it was only because he was a sex addict. And he was in treatment now, so she needed to be more mature and forgive him for a disease over which he had no control.


So she did what any conscientious person would do (who was completely confused by what was happening in a marriage she was committed to saving). She tried harder. She had moments and glimpses of the person that she’d fallen in love with. The charming, funny Matt would show back up and say all the right things—making her feel hopeful that the “real” Matt could be salvaged. She worked hard in therapy on her “trust issues” and “anger issues” and “father issues” in hopes that she could once again be the person that had been so special and important to Matt. She debated leaving sometimes but felt like she couldn’t since he was so consistently attending therapy. She felt like if she left, the failure of the marriage would be her fault. As the months of treatment stretched over a year, Jen was left struggling in the purgatory of this quasi relationship. It was not emotionally safe for her or satisfying for her, and it crushed her self-esteem—but it was there, unlike her mother.


New evidence emerged that gradually tipped the scales in favor of divorcing: A chain of recent flirtatious emails with one of his coworkers was discovered, and Jen was able to see that the charming, interested, delightful person that Matt appeared to be when they first met was simply the “Casanova Mask” that he wore with all potentially available women. Matt disclosed in a therapy session his view that many women were so desperate for love that they were basically “prostitutes that he didn’t have to pay.” Some of Jen’s old friends revealed to her that Matt had been sexually suggestive or inappropriate with them, causing them great discomfort. All signs were pointing to the fact that Matt was a serial sexual predator.


Jen left. But even after leaving, she was still in love with the person she thought he had been. She missed that Matt terribly. She knew all the horrible things that he had done to her. She knew that she was suffering, stuck in rage and pain, and retraumatizing herself every time she thought of what had happened. But she couldn’t lose hope that the Matt she’d fallen in love with could return. She would start to feel better when there was distance between them, but then would talk to him and fall back under his spell—enchanted by hope. Each time she thought she was done for good, they would reconnect and he would say exactly what she wanted to hear, making her wonder if reunion was possible.


It was only after nearly two years of continued disappointments, traumas, and emotional abuse—plus the efforts of a dedicated therapist who challenged Jen to see the reality of the person she’d fallen in love with—that she was finally able to let go. With continually applied pressure, over many months, this therapist was finally able to pry Jen’s unhealthy attachment to Matt loose, like a hopeful starfish away from a radioactive rock. At the end, Jen finally understood that the situation was not going to change, and that her continued attachment to Matt was going to bankrupt her emotionally. She had to accept the truth, let go, and give up. And in doing so, she was set free.





You may be tempted to think that only flawed or emotionally damaged people would cling so tightly to an unhealthy relationship. You might believe that the only people who would have so much trouble letting go of a toxic attachment (or who would fall in love with such a troubled person in the first place) must have low self-esteem, traumatic childhoods, or abandonment issues. Those core beliefs about “What kind of pathetic person this happens to,” may be fueling your feelings of shame around your own recent experiences, if you too are stuck in an unhealthy attachment.


But I want you to know that this is simply not true. Jen, like all the other people I describe throughout this book, is someone who I came to know very well. Obviously I’ve concealed things and changed certain details in order to protect everyone’s identity, but I can tell you truthfully that she is—in all other aspects of her life—an incredibly resilient, emotionally healthy, attractive, and all-around lovely person. She had two devoted parents, a privileged life, swarms of friends, a sparkling personality, and an enviable career. You would love her if you met her. She is not a “damaged” person because this happened to her, and neither are you.


Consider the emotional, psychological, and personality qualities that supported Jen’s difficulty in letting go: love, tenacity, optimism, commitment, personal responsibility, and hope—all undeniably positive character traits that created happiness and success in all other areas of her life. She employed them all in efforts to salvage a marriage. Is that bad? It’s easy to look back in hindsight and see that she hung on too long, but how do you know—when you’re living the ups and downs of the experience—that its gone past the point of no return?


The truth is, the feelings of love you have for someone, or the anxiety and despair you experience at the thought of being without them, can be confusing in themselves—making you hopeful, determined, committed, and loving. You think and feel differently when you are in love, and there is a biological basis for that. Being in love is akin to being in an altered state of consciousness that can lead you to do things you never would have thought possible in your normal, “rational” state. And assuming that feelings of love are the most important part of a relationship can cause a huge amount of confusion and pain for many people.


Take Anna’s experience:




Anna never married. A beautiful woman, she’d had many lovers. She was intelligent, competent, and successful in her career as a nurse. However, she found herself attracted to men who could not love her back. There was the hard-drinking and wild guitar player that she lived with for a good chunk of the 1970s. She finally left him when he failed to come home again, for the last time. There was the artist she became involved with in the early ’80s, whose brilliance was balanced in equal measure by his depression. He lived in darkness punctuated (infrequently) by visions of light that he was able to frantically capture before they faded away, leaving him alone again in the swamp of his inner landscape. His self-absorption was so absolute that Anna wasn’t sure if, when she finally left, he’d noticed at all. Then there was the small-town real-estate tycoon with the lake house, fast boat, and ski condo. She was thrilled to be his perma-tanned, leggy blonde trophy for several seasons of après-ski happy hours. An excellent cook, she was frequently at the lake house in the summertime whipping up gourmet marinades for BBQ parties on the wraparound deck. She was happy. But that relationship failed around the time of the savings-and-loan scandal, and she was alone once again. She was crushed each time—she’d loved all three of them madly.


Interspersed between her three exciting, passionate, and ultimately disappointing long-term relationships had been briefer dalliances with kind, quiet, “normal” men who she quickly became bored with after a few months. “They were wonderful men,” she told me, “I’m friends with nearly all of them to this day.” The longest of these relationships was with the school teacher, Greg, who’d made home-cooked meals for her, took her camping, presented her to his parents, and eventually proposed. “I couldn’t do it,” she said. “I just didn’t have the passionate feelings for him that I’d had for the others. It felt like I was making out with my brother.” So she broke up with him feeling, at the time, that it was the honorable thing to do. She still sees Greg and his wife socially, decades later, and counts them among her closest friends. But after Scott the real-estate developer traded her in for a newer model with the same matter-of-factness with which he leased a new car every two years, Anna decided to take a break from trying to find love. Pushing forty now, she’d had enough.


So she got busy doing other things. She moved to Palm Springs. She became involved in a transcendental meditation group. She rose to the apex of her career as a supervising nurse practitioner. She was passionate about fitness and spent time every single day exercising or doing something active. Years slid by; as her peers finished raising their children and sent them off triumphantly to college, Anna took extravagant, fitness-related vacations alone.


Then one day at the gym, Dave appeared. He was witty and attentive. Anna felt a flutter that she hadn’t felt in a long time. She thought about him that night as she went about her usual evening routine. “Where did he live? What does he do? Is he married?” His smiling face floated in her mind. Her heart surged the next time she saw him at the gym. They ran together and had kale smoothies after. She laughed the whole time, breathlessly. She asked him about his life: He was in construction, divorced, lived a few miles away—and apparently loved to exercise as much as she did. They made plans for a hiking excursion to Joshua Tree for the next weekend and had a magnificent time. Saturday morning hikes followed by leisurely lunches became a weekend staple, and Anna felt more alive than she had in many years. She felt excited again.


However, there were aspects of her relationship with Dave that were frustrating and confusing. He was very rigid with his schedule. For months, the only time she ever—ever—saw him was Saturday mornings and Tuesday and Thursday afternoons at the gym. Their time together on Saturdays never went past two p.m. He left promptly from the gym at six p.m. She invited him to dinners, movies, paid-for vacations—anything she could think of to entice him to spending more time with her. Nope: Tuesdays and Thursdays at the gym from four to six, and Saturday mornings until two. Chiseled in stone. He was also secretive about his phone. On the infrequent occasions he answered it in Anna’s presence, he hurried away from her to speak, and never left it sitting out.


Anna’s friends were suspicious. Through a blend of spy-craft and interrogation techniques that would have impressed a Guantanamo psychologist, Anna finally arrived at the truth: Dave was married. Like, extremely married. Thirty-plus-years-and-not-going-anywhere married, with four kids to boot. She was devastated. She cried, and raged, and sent him away … and then suffered so badly with pain, anxiety, and cravings that when she saw him the following week at the gym she melted into his arms, relieved. She’d missed him terribly. He was all she could think about. Their time together—limited as it was—had become the most important thing in her life. By the time she found out who and what he really was, it was too late. She had bonded.


She’d felt satisfied and entirely happy without him, previously. But now that she pounded with passion for Dave, his absence made the rest of her life feel like a pit of longing to be with him again. So she waited on him. She accommodated his schedule and bent her life around it. On the infrequent occasions he was able to give her more time, she was elated. The time they were not together she spent stewing, imagining his conversations in the kitchen with his wife, their evenings of TV and errands, and their retiring under the same blanket at night. She knew that he was doing all the things that she wanted to do with him, but with someone else. Her churning anxiety was enormous, and relieved only by the few hours she could have with him each week. Years went by, with Anna dangling on the end of Dave’s string. She tried to break up with him a couple of times, knowing full well that this relationship was a toxic dead end for her but felt such a panic of loss and pain that she was relieved every time he called to make Saturday plans—like nothing at all had happened.


Holidays were the hardest. The days when he was with his family, when everyone in the world was with their family, Anna was alone with her cat, obsessing about Dave. The final straw came on Christmas Day, when he was able to break away to see her, briefly, on his way to the grocery store to pick up some suddenly necessary item for his family’s holiday meal. He stood in the doorway, not even taking off his coat, and with empty hands. The fact that he had not even cared enough to bring her a present snapped something inside of her. She was finally done. She sent him away and stopped taking his calls. She stopped going to the gym. She joined a hiking group that met every Saturday.


But still, she pined for him. Even though she knew that she was done, and that she needed to be done, she thought about him every day. She cried rivers of tears. She felt ashamed of herself for being “the other woman,” something that went against every one of her most important values. But worst of all was the fact that she still craved him and wanted to be with him, even after knowing full well that he was absolutely unavailable and ultimately uncaring of her.


It was also a familiar experience for her. It was a revelation to Anna to realize that she had been confusing feelings of anxiety and excitement for “love” her whole life. She’d thought that love was about feeling butterflies, and angst and obsession and passion. Her core beliefs about love had led to her consciously discarding the men who could have been solid, reliable, and satisfying partners, instead choosing to follow the piper of passion down the exciting path toward pain over and over again. Now in her sixties, she is struggling to be free of Dave’s spell and make peace with the reality that the feelings of anxiety and torment she associates with being “in love” are not necessarily healthy emotions to take guidance from.





But it’s not just feelings of love or passion that can keep people trapped in an unhealthy attachment. People often linger in hopeless situations as a way of protecting themselves from the pain of the grief they will feel when they let go for good. Denial and bargaining are way stations most people go through as they traverse the long road of grief. When you stop hoping that things can be better and when you decide for yourself that the relationship is over, once and for all and forever, you lose any hope of going home to the life you loved. You also lose your dreams for the future you imagined together. Facing these realities can be so painful, they feel paralyzing.


That’s why Martin couldn’t let go.




Martin was sad. He’d been married for nearly thirty years to Gina. When he first came to see me, they’d been separated for two years. He was living in a small apartment a few miles down the road from their spacious family home. I asked about his marriage and he shared that even from the time they first started dating in the ’80s, Gina had been a bitch in boots. She was hard, judgmental, critical, and entirely absorbed by her own priorities. I pressed him as to why he’d chosen her in the first place. He said that she was pretty, she was fun when she was not being mean, he’d liked her perfume, and they’d had a really magnificent time together at one particularly memorable Police concert. Martin’s difficulty in articulating a coherent basis for his marriage proposal reflect the truth of what happens to us when we fall in love: it defies logic, intellect, or rational thinking. It just happens. Martin fell in love with Gina. So they got married.


Life rolled on. They had three girls and went about the business of being a suburban family. They took trips during summer vacations. They gardened. But as the plants in their yard grew ever more lush and well established, Martin withered in the relationship. He was never good enough for Gina. She criticized and berated him for everything from his clothes to his job to his hobbies. He felt bullied in his own home. At one point, in the early ’90s, he had a very brief emotional affair with a woman he worked with. When I asked him why, his answer was as simple as it was heartbreaking: “She was nice to me.”


Of course Gina found out and felt entitled to punish Martin for his transgressions for the next twenty years as their marriage continued to hobble along. He attempted marriage counseling, retreats, and did everything he could to show his remorse and earn back her trust. He hadn’t ever been good enough before and certainly had no hope of proving his worth to her now. As the years slid past, her negativity and belligerence piled on top of his own regrets and self-recriminations, sinking him. At some point, there was a fight so severe that it rallied his basic sense of self-preservation and he moved out of their home and holed up in an apartment down the street—emerging only to go to work (to pay for half of the household bills), and to go back to their family home for yard work and visits with their adult daughters.


When I brought up the subject of divorcing and moving on from the no man’s land of his current existence, Martin resisted. He insisted that there was still hope to salvage the relationship. “What relationship?” I asked. The truth was that even though the actual marriage had been extremely difficult, Martin was, at his core, a loyal and committed family man. No one in his family had ever been divorced, and he had deeply held beliefs about what it would mean for him to “leave his family.” despite the fact that all his adult children encouraged and supported his moving on.


He also would have to grieve the loss of his family as he’d known it—it felt like the precious memories of the three little blond heads asleep in their beds, the Christmas mornings, the afternoons of peaceful mowing and raking, and the infrequent moments of quiet companionship that he did have with his Ex would all be gone forever. He’d also be losing the visions he’d held in his mind’s eye for his entire adult life about what his later years would look like, and the retirement he anticipated spending with Gina, watching their grandchildren enjoy the well-tended green estate he’d worked his whole life to create.


He could intellectually walk right up to the precipice, and talk about all the reasons he should let go, but the intense pain of grief he experienced when he imagined actually doing so, kept him trapped. Martin needed a few things in place before he could move on, including the ability to tolerate his own emotions, as well as a life. He spent time preparing for the end. He made new friends, doubled down on therapy, joined a sports league, and started volunteering at the local animal shelter. Finally, he had enough support in place that he was able to grieve the loss of his old life … and step into his new one.





There is an interesting paradox when it comes to how people typically respond to these stories. Nearly everyone has had their heart broken at least once and remained emotionally attached to a person who could not return their love for longer than they rationally should have. And yet many people feel frustrated when they see other people going through the same thing—it’s so obvious that the people involved need to move on. You may have thought to yourself when you were reading Jen’s, Anna’s, and Martin’s stories, “If that happened to me, I would totally be done.” You may be currently experiencing a similar judgment from friends and family, as they peer into your life from the safety of their emotional distance. It’s easy for them to say, “What are you doing? Get over it! They aren’t good enough for you.” But they aren’t having your experience. They don’t know how you feel. They aren’t currently “under the influence” of love, and you are. The fact that you can’t turn off your feelings and do what they want you to do (and which perhaps you know you should), makes you feel ashamed, like there is something wrong with you.


There is nothing wrong with you. The truth is, if you’ve never had your heart broken and spent too long pining away for an unrequited love, only one of three things is true:




•  You’ve never been deeply in love with or profoundly attached, to someone in the context of an unsustainable partnership.


•  You separated psychologically and emotionally from your partner before your relationship ended.


•  You fell in love with a person who loved you back, and currently have an ongoing relationship with them.





If you are reading this book in hopes of helping someone in your life who is stuck, I’d like to remind you of how easy it is to forget the universality of this experience when you’re observing someone else’s process in the aftermath of their breakup. Being in love creates a biologically based madness that only makes sense when you are either in it or using your emotional mind to understand it. You must have empathy for the emotional truth of someone living through their long period of irrational hope and their grinding, obsessive fixation, as they work through their stages of healing.


Otherwise, being in a relationship with them while they recover can be as frustrating as soberly babysitting a drunk friend who keeps saying dumb things (loudly) and/or falling over at inappropriate moments, and continues drinking. For months. To an observer, an Exaholic will not listen to reason, continues making self-destructive choices, and then complains about the outcome. But inside of them, a deep and difficult emotional process is occurring: the process of severing their primary attachment. Challenge yourself to reconnect with the pain, madness, and obsessive longing you experienced when it was your turn to go through this, keep your heart open, and have patience for their healing.


If you’re the one suffering now, I want you to know that this entire book was written with empathy for you, because I have lived through it too, just like everyone else. I remember what it was like: how obsessed I was with my Ex, all the stupid things I did in effort to reconnect with him, and how bad it made me feel about myself.


Here’s my story:




“Does he still love me? Heads yes, tails no.”


The quarter spun in the air and landed to show its mute answer: Heads. Yes. Relief.


“Does he wish we were back together? Heads yes, tails no.”


Tails. Anxiety tightening like a fist in my chest.


“Okay, two out of three.” Flip.


It was Christmastime. I know this, because I remember sitting on my pink-carpeted bedroom in a red jacquard two-piece outfit with a ridiculous lace collar, prepared to go to church with my parents as I obsessively flipped my quarter. We’d broken up in September, but James was still all I could think about. I was living in a nightmare from which I could not wake up or escape. Breathless with anxiety, abandoned, rejected, and obsessed by unanswerable questions, I was so desperate to understand what had happened that I compulsively sought to make meaning from the random flips of a quarter. It was all I had.


This is not how it started. Two years previously, I’d been okay. I’d been doing the honest work of a teenager—peeling away layers of stumbling self-consciousness through every interaction with my friends, and trying on a new, confident identity every time I put on my stonewashed denim jacket and sprayed up my hair. I’d pulled further away from my parents every time the screen door slapped behind me and I ran out to the putt-putt-putting Volkswagen bug full of friends in front of my house in the morning.


Then one day in this midst of this garden-variety adolescent budding, James appeared. I don’t know when he started at my school, but he had not always been there, like the other kids I’d known since kindergarten. Suddenly there was an intense presence behind my right shoulder in typing class. (To this day, the single most useful class I’ve ever taken.) He told me what an amazing typist I was. I noticed how expertly the keys clacked under my flying fingers. He laughed at my awkward witticisms. I realized, for the first time, that I was pretty funny. He watched whatever I did, and I began to feel extremely interesting.


I felt more alive in his presence, like a better version of myself. His interest made me worth something. I had been chosen. And everything he did seemed perfect and endearing. Even when he was angry or erratic, it was because he was so sensitive and passionate. He wanted only to be with me, alone. Which was perfect, since he was the most fascinating and important person in the world. The smoky, crowded green bug sped past the bottom of my street every morning now, as James picked me up in his silver sedan. We crawled into a cozy world of two. We fused into a unit. I was no longer an entity, but rather part of “James-n-Lisa.” Some primal urge to mate had been satisfied. I had bonded. Seasons floated by.


At some point, our respective parents became concerned about the intensity of our attachment, thinking we were too young for this kind of relationship. (And of course they were right.) He was sent to France for the summer. We talked as often as possible while he was away, his voice crackling through the French pay phone that he had to plug francs in periodically to keep running. I did not know what to do with myself during the millennia between phone calls, so I began spending time with the girl across the street, Laura. She was short and blond and intense. She drove fast and talked faster, and was funny in a cruel way that broadcast her social power. Her wisecracks and bulls-eye jabs quickly organized other teenagers into a fawning hierarchy around her. That summer I became her accessory.


We often snuck out together at night, drifting her dark car to the bottom of the hill before starting the engine and making our escape into the subversive night world that only exists for teenagers. At sailing camp I watched in awe as she unzipped our tent, intent on a nighttime excursion to make out with Dave, the cutest counselor. She brought me to parties and introduced me to important people, and I held her long hair back while she threw up liquefied green Jell-O® shots. It was fun.


Then James came back from France. I was excited to resume our fused life. But things were different. As August turned into September and the trees turned gold, there was a cooling in the new space between us. He turned up the car radio when I talked. My jokes now elicited eye rolls instead of amusement. I didn’t know what had changed. I paid extra attention to my hair, my clothes. I tried to figure out what I’d done. I felt careful and tentative around him. One day, we were lying on his bed together and he was extremely quiet. On impulse, not believing it was true, I asked him the unthinkable—if he wanted to break up. It felt like I was asking him something ludicrous like, “Do you want to get a unicorn tattoo on your face?” I was shocked when he let out a long relieved breath and said, “Yes.” In hindsight he was probably lying there, trying to figure out how to tell me, until I said the words for him.


The moment he said “Yes,” my whole body felt cold, and I felt fear crystalize the room around me. I couldn’t breathe. Could this be happening? What just happened? I reached out for him. He didn’t want to hug me anymore. My right to touch him was over. We were no longer together.


I went home, driving slowly, my ancient, tawny-gold Datsun wobbling down the road with every sob. It felt like my heart was dissolving and pouring out of my face in a flood of tears and mucous. I threw myself on my bed. I wailed. I screamed. My mother stood in the door, wanting to comfort me. I screamed at her too. I felt broken. Destroyed. In the days, weeks, and months that followed, he was all I could think about. Even though we were not together, he was still my constant companion, in my mind. I replayed our conversations in my head. I traced back the lines of our interactions to see if I could figure out what had changed. How could his love for me have been so intense, so certain, and then gone? Why? What had I done? How could it have changed? Had it ever been real at all?


The trauma of rejection was visceral: The best, most important, and most perfect person in the world had been attracted to me, come closer, fell in love with me, chosen me, looked deeply into my soul … and then changed his mind. James was the first person who had really gotten to know me. I trustingly gave him my heart. It had been returned, unwanted. I felt like a bruised apple that looked good at first. Then he had taken a bite out of me, examined me more closely, and dropped me back into the bin. Rejected. Not good enough. It was as humiliating as it was painful.


I didn’t know what to do. I sobbed, inarticulately, on Laura’s sexy waterbed as she watched with hard eyes. When she said in a sharp, cheery voice, “Well I guess it’s over. Time to move on.” I was so surprised that I stopped crying. How could she trivialize this? Did she not understand that source of all love and joy in my life had just rejected me? She seemed irritated with me and the intensity of my pain. She told me it was time to go home because dinner was ready. I was confused by her callousness.


Until I saw the silver sedan parked in her driveway a couple of days later.


Something inside me broke that day. From that moment on, I couldn’t sleep. I couldn’t eat. I couldn’t speak without my voice cracking into tears. I felt like my guts had been scooped out and replaced with broken glass. I walked the halls of my high school enveloped in a repellant fog of aching vulnerability. I had lost my boyfriend to not just my best friend, but to the most socially powerful girl in my school. A career politician is less sensitive to falling political power than a teenager, and Laura’s many friends set their gaze firmly on distant objects over my shoulder as we passed in the hall. James-n-Laura were the fun new power couple, surrounded by a lively bouquet of fans. I slid past them, trying not to notice the victorious glances in my direction.


Nights were the worst. Every night, I sat alone in the dark square of my window, listening to music that was even darker, waiting for a new horrible thing to happen. I saw James’s nocturnal visits to Laura’s house, across the street. I saw him slip into Laura’s bedroom, conveniently located just behind the sliding glass door on the ground level (her parents sleeping in ignorance, three stories above). Everything I saw made me feel worse. Every new bit of information about them exploded inside me like an emotional grenade. But I couldn’t stop watching. Having more information about them felt like picking an itchy scab: painful, destructive, and irresistible. I was frantic to know, and always in worse pain once I did. I was helpless to stop hurting myself through the bits of information I compulsively gathered, every new morsel blooming into nightmare scenes in my mind’s eye. When my compulsion to know was blocked by reality, I found ways around it. I consulted psychics. I flipped my quarter.


I thought it couldn’t get any worse. I was wrong.


James started calling me again. At first I was overwhelmed with relief. My nightmare was ending. I would be vindicated, and valuable again. Perhaps I was not worthless and unwanted after all. When he explained that I’d have to sneak out to meet him, so that Laura wouldn’t find out, I felt an entirely new emotion—a uniquely terrible blend of resentment, humiliation, and excitement. He wanted to meet me in odd locations: under a bridge, or at the empty ballpark at night. I knew I was being used, but my addiction to him possessed me entirely. I didn’t care. I would meet him wherever he wanted. The shattered wineglass of my self-esteem held back together, briefly, while his eyes glittered with interest, only to fall apart every time his receding red taillights left me alone in the dark again. With each rendezvous, the fragile, broken glass of my self-worth was gradually pulverized to dust.


My need for his acceptance and attention was stronger than my dignity. The temporary high I had in his presence was the only time I felt normal, that life was worth living at all. I knew that I was pathetic, the same way that any addict must feel—scrabbling through the carpet, desperate to recover the lost flecks of hallucinatory paradise that they know are destroying their life. Like every addict, I bargained, convincing myself that I was in control of the situation and that I could still win: I could make him fall in love with me again. I kept his secrets and felt the cold comfort of revenge as I watched him and Laura hold hands down the hall in the daytime. At the end, I hated myself as much as I hated them.


It was around this time that my parents finally brought me to see a shrink. This was my first experience, and I was hopeful that she could save me. She was youthful, with curly hair in a banana clip, with the stiff nebula of fluffy bangs arranged into a cupcake on her forehead that was so prized by my peers. I told her what was happening to me as best I could. I told her that my boyfriend and best friend across the street were together now. I attempted to convey my emotional truth: “I am dying. Help me.” She apparently heard me say, “It’s just normal teenage drama. I’m fine,” so she smiled kindly, gave me a relationship book, and said that I should get more exercise. I obediently drove to the track but sat in my car, paralyzed by heavy sadness, and watched normal people jog. I knew that there was no help for me.


I needed new friends. So I pretended to be okay with other people who I knew were adrift and not already part of a tight pack—other loners who might give me a chance. But it’s nearly impossible to be normal enough to form new friendships while it feels like a New York rat is gnawing its way out of your stomach. The pain is so intense that it eclipses all other emotion. You don’t know what you should be feeling so you smile when other people smile, and nod your head when they’re talking even though you have no idea what’s going on until it’s time to force a laugh again.


The truth is, even our closest friends have a limited capacity to deal with our being a total and complete wreck. Our relationships are transactional, to a degree. Our friends like us because we are there for them, we are interested in them, we are fun to be with, and we bring value to their lives. We are enjoyed when we are easy, interesting, supportive, and self-sufficient. Gutted, needy shells of obsessive pain and self-loathing are just not great companions.


The kindest, closest, most patient friends during that time were ones who had gone through their own breakups. They were on the other side of the darkness, and had done the work of healing that still lay ahead of me. They were eager for me to feel better, so they helpfully shared what they had learned, and were entirely correct and well intentioned when they said things like:


“You have to love yourself first.”


“He wasn’t good enough for you.”


“You have to move on and let it go.”


I had no idea what they were talking about or how to accomplish what they were encouraging me to do. The black, uncharted chasm between my destruction and my healing was just too wide. So I just agreed with whatever they said, feeling grateful that they were talking to me at all, and resolved to stop sharing my shameful, pathetic feelings.


I tried to take their advice. I went on dates. I joined the swim team. I read the book the soulless shrink gave me. I filled out college applications. I ran, breathing out the mantra, “Let it go. Let it go. Let it go.” But what I really wanted was to travel back in time. To the world that was real, when I was the girl in the silver sedan. The world where I was loved by James, before he became a cold stranger. Before he decided that I wasn’t worth loving after all. Before I was rejected and abused by the person who tricked me into believing that he loved me. Before I lost myself.


People who are not currently Exaholics don’t understand that you cannot let it go. That as you dutifully run, you’re flooded by memories of the time you drove together past the park you’re now running through, and what the light of that day looked like, and what you were wearing, and what he said, and the way he looked at you, and whether he is looking at her that way right now. You run through the nightmare you cannot wake up from, and through a reality that you cannot escape. Your only solace is the silent voice that will non-judgmentally allow you to feel what you feel and patiently answer your unanswerable questions.


“Is he with Her right now?” Flip. Heads.


“Is he thinking about the diamond ring he gave me last Christmas?” Flip. Tails.


“Does he ever feel like I feel?” Flip. Tails.





This is my story, but it’s also your story. It’s everyone’s story. It doesn’t matter what stage of life, what the circumstances are, how old you are, or anything else: When you have a profound romantic attachment to another person who suddenly changes from being the source of your love and comfort to the source of intense pain, it is deeply traumatic.


Our stories are all different, but they have common elements: The addictive process through which we fall in love, the primal experience of bonding, our tendency to isolate ourselves into a magic bubble of two, the panic and despair we feel when our attachment is threatened, the sickening slash of rejection or betrayal, our compulsion to obsess, how lonely it feels to be lost in the pain of grief, how helpless we feel to get over it, and the complete annihilation of our self-esteem in the process.


I’d like to tell you that by virtue of some insight or specific practice I was healed from my pain, and that I’m going to share the secret of my salvation with you, too. But the truth is, healing is a process. It took me years to recover completely from the trauma of my breakup, but I had no help or support—only platitudes and invalidation. I had to muddle through it on my own.


I learned a lot along the path of my own healing. Then I learned more in counseling school, and still more working as a therapist in private practice, and even more through my work with Exaholics. I’ve walked back into the fire to meet countless people burning in the hell of their emotional pain and obsession, and walked back out with them again. And now I am here with you.


Let’s get started.
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