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INTRODUCTION

Why Not Call That Man?




Letting go of someone you love is one of the most painful feelings human beings can experience. Letting go means suffering and heartache. It means losing love, and love is the highest form of happiness known to mankind.

Letting go of love is the inspiration of much of our present-day culture. Just listen to the top ten songs on the radio. Almost all are about yearning and longing for someone loved and lost: “I Can’t Live If Living Is Without You,” “The Way We Were,” “You Just Keep Me Hanging On.”

Most of the jazz ballads sung by the great female singers (Sarah Vaughan, Billie Holiday) are about love and loss—“My Man,” “The Man That Got Away.”

Popular movies tell stories of women’s inability to let go. Fatal Attraction was about a woman who became a psychotic murderer due to her obsession with a married man who rejected her. François Truffaut’s The Story of Adele H. concerns a woman who went insane after losing a man she was in love with.

Likewise, television and theater are filled with tales of people unable to recover from loss. In the Broadway show Sunset Boulevard, Norma Desmond shoots her lover, Joe, because he is going to leave her. Both daytime and evening soap operas are filled with story lines of people who spend an entire television season pursuing someone who’s rejected them. Daytime talk shows have an endless string of obsessed guests who can’t let go.

Newspapers are filled with stories of people who can’t let go no matter what the cost. Perhaps if Jean Harris had been able to mourn and grieve and work through her rage at Herman Tarnower (Dr. Scarsdale) for betraying her, she wouldn’t have killed him in one of the most notorious cases of the 70s.

And if Monica Lewinsky had been able to work through all her feelings about the ending of her relationship with President Clinton with a skilled psychotherapist instead of Linda Tripp, then the course of American history might have taken a completely different turn!

So, how do I know so much about the process of letting go? I went through this experience myself.

A few years ago, I fell in love with a handsome, charismatic, articulate, and mystical man. During our relationship, I became emotionally dependent on him. He taught me much about spirituality. He was loving and supportive. I thought he understood me in a way no one else did. However, when I expressed my desire for more commitment from him, he left.

Looking back, I strongly feel that his sudden and almost cruel rejection was caused by his intimacy problems. When I first met him, he told me he had not had a relationship in more than seven years, and was not looking for a commitment. I fell in love with him anyway, hoping I would be the exception. Despite my professional insight as a psychotherapist, I was still left wounded and devastated. I had to learn the arduous process of letting go so I could recover and move on with my life.

At the same time, I was treating several women who were also having a hard time letting go of relationships that had ended. I decided to start a support/psychotherapy group titled Don’t Call That Man! I did workshops in the community and soon found myself on radio and television talk shows as a “relationship expert.” It seemed this was my path.

From my own personal experience and professional work, I learned how deeply abandonment and rejection in adulthood can wound. The pain of rejection can reach into the very core of one’s being. A woman can become so fixated on a man who rejects her that she is consumed by her rage and desire for him. I’ve known women to lose their health, money, jobs, children—even go to jail—because of their preoccupation with a man who got away. I’ve had women come to my support groups and workshops who were on the brink of suicide because of a breakup and their inability to move on.

Women have come a long way financially but still have a lot of work to do to become more emotionally independent. Too many financially self-sufficient women stay in emotionally and physically abusive relationships because they are terrified of letting go. They would rather cling to a man who beats, humiliates, or rejects them than risk the terror of being alone.

In the following chapters, I will teach you to develop the inner resources and skills to let go, so you don’t destroy your life for the sake of romantic love and fear of loneliness. The writing exercises will give you a chance to express and experience your feelings—an essential part of the healing process.

This book, the writing exercises, and the Ten-Step Program evolved from my work with the women in workshops and the Don’t Call That Man! support/psychotherapy group. Although the majority of the women in the groups and workshops were going through breakups, some were in relationships with unavailable men. These women were looking for the strength and support to leave. Other women felt they were acting too clingy and desperate in their present relationships and wanted more insight into their behavior.

The case scenarios I discuss in this book are based on female patients I’ve worked with and people I’ve known socially who have struggled with the problem of letting go. All names or identifying characteristics have been changed.

If you are in a relationship and find yourself wanting to call your man too much out of anxiety or panic that he is going to leave or lose interest, then you can use this book as well. Use the writing exercises, The Ten-Step Program, and the information here to work on your own issues so you do not come across as needy and desperate, which can turn off even the healthiest man.

If you are going through a breakup, you can use this book to help your recovery. By following the advice to control yourself to keep from running after your ex, you will recover from the loss with your pride and self-esteem intact. You will not only survive, you will triumph. You may even go on to find a new love—one who will always be there for you.

There really is life after that man!









ONE

Breaking the Compulsive Cycle




Sheila, an attractive twenty-seven-year-old computer programmer, sat in her apartment staring at the telephone. She yearned to call Tony, a handsome life insurance salesman she had been dating for the past six months.

Initially, Sheila had thought Tony was perfect. He was charming, ambitious, and attentive. Eventually, after a romantic dinner in an expensive French restaurant, Sheila got up the nerve to ask Tony about their future. Her heart sank when he said he did not see himself marrying her. He suggested they should start dating other people. Hurt and angry that he didn’t want to marry her, Sheila told Tony she didn’t think they should see each other anymore.

Now Sheila felt alone and desperate. She wanted to be with Tony on any terms—his terms. She couldn’t bear the thought of life without him. She felt as if it was all her fault. If only she could undo that conversation, maybe they would still be together. She had to speak to him.

She dialed his number, hoping he was home. His answering machine came on. She hung up. She decided to wait and call later. She tried to keep busy doing housework, but she couldn’t stop thinking of him, so she went back and dialed again. Again the machine answered. She started dialing every fifteen minutes for more than two hours. She knew she was out of control. She was like a junkie writhing in pain for a fix, but she couldn’t seem to help herself. She couldn’t bear the thought of not seeing Tony anymore.

We can all relate to Sheila and how she feels because we have all been through this emotional scenario to some degree. The symptoms are painfully familiar: the fear of losing control, the yearning to hear his voice again. You know your behavior is out of control, yet you are unable to put the brakes on the continuous stream of telephone calls. You don’t know what to do.

What is it that makes us feel our emotional stability is too shaken that we will go to any lengths to get a man to come back? Why can’t we just let go?

Let’s look at a few components that lead women down this path. Abandonment is among one of our most primal fears. To be abandoned as a child is to die. A child cannot survive without the nurturing of adults. Depending on our individual histories, that fear remains within us to some degree.

As adults, if we are abandoned by someone to whom we look for love and support, our childhood fear of abandonment is triggered. The result is an activation of the childhood fear, which, coupled with the present threat of abandonment, can generate intense fear and panic. Our ability to reason rationally may be so affected that all we experience is the terror of the abandonment.

When we feel abandoned, we can experience panic over suddenly being alone, together with a feeling of rejection. These painful feelings can trigger clinging. Clinging is any behavior that demonstrates holding on, not letting go. This can be exemplified by activities ranging from a compulsive phone call to showing up at his apartment or place of work without advance warning. Or writing him a continuous stream of letters or E-mails even though he hasn’t responded to any of your previous contacts.

When a woman is in a clinging state, she can become so desperate she will resort to behavior that is humiliating and bordering on masochistic. Nancy was so upset when her boyfriend wouldn’t see her anymore that she went to his house, fell to her knees, and begged him to take her back. She told me that when she was actually groveling on her knees, she cared nothing for her pride or self-respect—all that mattered was her belief that she couldn’t live without him.

Marcy went to her ex-boyfriend’s apartment building and told the doorman to ring his bell upstairs. The ex-boyfriend responded that he didn’t want her to come up. She became distraught and told the doorman she wouldn’t leave the lobby until her boyfriend came down to speak to her. The doorman threatened to call the police, but in her desperation, she wouldn’t leave. Eventually, the police did arrive and Marcy skulked away, terribly humiliated and ashamed.

The pain and humiliation these women endured is not uncommon. Many women, even those you wouldn’t suspect perhaps because of their success, fame, and/or beauty, have experienced what Marcy, Nancy, and Sheila went through.

Wanting to compulsively call your ex or cling to him when you know the relationship is over can serve to mask or anesthetize your feelings of loneliness, hurt, and pain. The same concept applies to women who are presently in a relationship or dating someone new, and are afraid they’ll never hear from him again. When you compulsively call a man because of your own fear of abandonment, there can be a pleasurable rush of adrenaline with the anticipation of seeing him or just hearing his voice. But this rush is just a temporary fix. The true road to emotional freedom is to feel the pain of his absence and work through the pain by yourself or with support.

If there is any hope of the relationship being salvaged, or you want to keep the relationship you presently have, then it’s important to remember that desperate, clinging behavior causes most men to distance themselves even further. Acting desperate and needy makes you look like you feel unlovable and that you’re grateful any man is paying attention to you.

If a man has his own issues about intimacy and closeness, your clinging will make him feel closed in and claustrophobic because he feels he has no room to breathe from your relentlessly trying to get him to prove that he’s not going to leave you. Your clinging also makes you look emotionally hungry, making him feel that he’ll have to endlessly supply you with the reassuring love you’re in such desperate need of, which seems like a large job for anyone.

It’s human nature to have a hard time falling in love with someone who’s bombarding you with phone calls. A desperate woman doesn’t leave a man a chance to long and yearn for her. She’s so available, he doesn’t have the space to fantasize about her or miss her, which unfortunately is sometimes what falling in love is all about.

Desperately clinging can lead to a vicious cycle. The more he distances himself, the more you cling. He distances further, you cling more desperately.

Even with this insight and knowledge, the urge to cling can be irresistible. You know with your rational mind that your behavior isn’t appropriate, but you are driven by a compulsion you feel you can’t control. You feel actual discomfort when you don’t carry out the compulsive act.

 

What is the healthy thing to do when you’re having a compulsive, irresistible urge to call a man?

 

First, give yourself permission to experience the tension and your feelings. Tolerate them until they pass—and they will pass. Feelings are just temporary. That’s the trick—to feel your feelings, and to not act them out. It will take a great deal of self-discipline and work. It’s easier to feel something, give in to your feelings, and act out. Holding in your feelings, experiencing the feelings, and not acting them out is known as containing your feelings.

A warning: You will feel tension when you are in the process of containing your feelings. You’ll probably want relief from the tension because you’ll actually be uncomfortable. This discomfort will drive you to want to call him, because what you want is immediate gratification from the release of tension. Remember, however, the anguish and pain you may have to go through if he rejects you, or if you don’t get the response you yearn for.


Toni, one of the women in my group, had a list of friends she would call when she was overwhelmed by the urge of wanting to contact her ex-boyfriend. Helen, another group member, would go to a gym and work out when she wanted to make a call. If the gym was closed, she’d just go out and run. Barbara went to the movies. Soon, everyone in my support group had a list of things to do when they got the overpowering impulse to call that man.

It is of paramount importance for you to understand that just because you contain your feelings, you should not prevent yourself from expressing them to others. People such as a trusted nonjudgmental friend or support group can be especially helpful, as is a qualified therapist. If you absolutely must wing it alone, then do so with the assurance that other women have done it, and so can you. It’s not the best situation, but certainly possible to do.

The whole point of resisting the urge to call a man you have broken up with and share your feelings with him is to avoid the risk of getting rejected, hurt, or humiliated. Every time you get rejected, you reinforce any feelings of unlovability or desperation you might be struggling with.

And even if he does respond to your call positively, you may feel momentarily comforted and closer to him, but soon the anguish will return, because you’re still not together and then you’ll have to work through your feelings of loss again, doubling your amount of work.

Going through the pain without him may seem like passing through a crucible of fire, but if you don’t call that man, you’ll feel triumphant and confident of your own inner resources.
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