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This book is dedicated to me—and to


all the people who have learned from me


and allowed me to learn from them.









It is not easy to find happiness in ourselves, and it is not possible to find it elsewhere.


—AGNES REPPLIER









Preface to the Revised Edition
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On Valentine’s Day, 1986—on assignment from the publisher—Terry Spahn, a neighbor who worked at Hazelden, drove to my home in Stillwater, Minnesota, to wrest from my hands the daisy wheel–printed pages that would become Codependent No More.


I’d written it on a floppy disc on a Kaypro—one of the first home computers released into the world. I was enamored with this new writing technology that allowed me to edit endlessly and (unlike word processors) distract myself on breaks by playing Pong. That’s also why Terry needed to show up and physically take possession of the manuscript. After clutching it close and dancing for a moment while Terry tried to take it from my arms, I let go and released the book into the world.


Codependent No More has worn well since that day in Stillwater, Minnesota. It established proof of concept. I still feel good about the rhythm and essential truth of the book.


Yet over the past two decades, and especially with the technological advances that have had such a widespread impact on our lives, I’ve found myself wincing at the sometimes archaic, dated language and references; the cautious way I told my story; the waffling I sometimes did (in my life and the book) about whether it was okay, really okay, to love ourselves, and if so, how much and exactly what that means.


We were in the grip of a different consciousness when I researched and wrote the book in the 1980s, but we were beginning to question ideas we’d taken for granted. Women were moving from being chattel with few rights to full personhood. And people were hungry for information to help them make sense of life in a rapidly changing world. Bookstores didn’t yet have self-help sections, but people were becoming curious about their inner lives. Though the essential truths of the book remain solid, some of the trappings felt so dated that they obscured the helpful information. The book needed an update.


“Do you think younger readers will even know who Bob Newhart is?” I asked my new editor, referring to a chapter’s epigraph.


“No,” she said, “but they’ll know how to Google him.”


•  •  •


There have also been many changes in my life since Codependent No More was first published that have shaped me and my beliefs: relocating to California; the death of my ex (my children’s father) and the death of my father—two of my three original qualifiers for codependency; and caring for my mother at the end of her life (my original love-hate relationship).


The most profound loss, though, was the death of my son Shane the day after his twelfth birthday. It plummeted me undeniably into the world of grief, crippling me with trauma.


Through this dreadful crucible, I would gain an understanding of the ways trauma, anxiety, and PTSD intersect with codependency. Of course I had no appreciation for these lessons when I was learning them. Trauma wasn’t even in our vernacular, save for soldiers returning from war, until 9/11, when we experienced it collectively. The recovery community had begun to recognize that the chaos and fear instilled in us from growing up in an alcoholic family or living through sexual assault or physical abuse was like being at war. Personally, I realized that I needed to address the residual trauma in me, to find my own healing and peace.


That’s what ultimately inspired the writing of the new chapter, “Soothe Yourself,” in this book. I’m grateful to have written it.


•  •  •


While working on the revision, I also decided to come out about my codependency story. Because the people I was most codependent on were still alive back in 1986, I disguised them and myself. I felt I didn’t have the right to tell their stories. I’m now including those stories here. I’m not doing it to speak ill of the deceased, but I’m no longer codependently covering for them either. We can lovingly and compassionately tell the truth about our experiences—without demeaning others or ourselves.


Another goal in the revision was to de-pathologize the writing—to separate people from their afflictions, labels, struggles, and illnesses. Many spectrums exist on which many of us land . . . somewhere. Although much of the writing focuses on codependency triggered by someone’s substance abuse, you’ll also find stories and anecdotes that don’t involve substance abuse. The recovery behaviors discussed in this book can apply to a wide range of codependency triggers.


In this revised edition I’ve also included an inclusive resources guide that’s mindful of the many areas where people may need extra or urgent help. Kudos to Lauren Barragan, who expertly assembled this section.


•  •  •


The longer this lifetime goes, the more convinced I am that our primary responsibility in life is to find a way to make peace with ourselves, our past, and our present—no matter what we face and no matter how often we need to do that. It’s also our job to mindfully practice self-love. Every day. For all our lives. It’s not a narcissistic or obnoxiously selfish attitude toward life and our relationships. Self-love is a humbler, quieter thing. You’ll get used to it. I like it; you may too.


On Valentine’s Day, 2022, I turned in the newly revised and updated Codependent No More. It’s my legacy and long overdue gift to us as we move from the chaotic close of the past age and enter the Age of Aquarius.


May God bless this new edition.









Introduction
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My first encounter with codependents occurred in the early sixties. This was before people, tormented by other people’s behavior, were called codependents, and before people addicted to alcohol and other drugs were labeled chemically dependent. Although I didn’t know what codependents were, I usually knew who they were. As someone who struggled with alcoholism and addiction, I stormed through life, helping create other codependents.


Codependents were a necessary nuisance. They were hostile, controlling, manipulative, indirect, guilt producing, difficult to communicate with, generally disagreeable, sometimes downright hateful, and a hindrance to my compulsion to get high. They hollered at me, hid my pills, made nasty faces at me, poured my alcohol down the sink, tried to keep me from getting more drugs, wanted to know why I was doing this to them, and asked what was wrong with me. But they were always there, ready to rescue me from self-created disasters. The codependents in my life didn’t understand me, and the misunderstanding was mutual. I didn’t understand me, and I didn’t understand them.


My first professional encounter with codependents occurred years later, in 1976. At that time in Minnesota, addicts and alcoholics had become chemically dependent, their families and friends had become significant others, and I had become a recovering addict and alcoholic. By then, I also worked as a counselor in the chemical dependency field, that vast network of institutions, programs, and agencies that helps chemically dependent people get well. Because I’m a woman and most of the significant others at that time were women, and because I had the least seniority and none of my co-workers wanted to do it, my employer at the Minneapolis treatment center told me to organize support groups for wives of addicts in the program.


I wasn’t prepared for this task. I still found codependents hostile, controlling, manipulative, indirect, guilt producing, difficult to communicate with, and more.


In my group, I saw people who felt responsible for the entire world, but they refused to take responsibility for leading and living their own lives.


I saw people who constantly gave to others but didn’t know how to receive. I saw people give until they were angry, exhausted, and emptied of everything. I saw some give until they gave up. I even saw one woman give and suffer so much that she died of “old age” and natural causes at age thirty-three. She was the mother of five children and the wife of an alcoholic who’d been sent to prison for the third time.


I worked with women who were experts at taking care of everyone around them, yet these women doubted their ability to care for themselves.


I saw mere shells of people, racing mindlessly from one activity to another. I saw people pleasers, martyrs, stoics, tyrants, withering vines, clinging vines, and, borrowing from H. Sackler’s line in his play The Great White Hope, “pinched up faces giving off the miseries.”


Most codependents were obsessed with other people. With great precision and detail, they could recite long lists of the other person’s deeds and misdeeds: what they thought, felt, did, and said; and what they didn’t think, feel, do, and say. The codependents knew what the other person should and shouldn’t do. And they wondered extensively why they did or didn’t do it.


Yet these codependents who had such great insight into others couldn’t see themselves. They didn’t know what they were feeling. They weren’t sure what they thought. And they didn’t know what, if anything, they could do to solve their problems—if, indeed, they had any problems other than the other person.


It was a formidable group, these codependents. They were aching, complaining, and trying to control everyone and everything but themselves. And, except for a few quiet pioneers in family therapy, many counselors (including me) didn’t know how to help them. The chemical dependency field was flourishing, but help focused on the addicted person. Literature and training on family therapy were scarce. What did codependents need? What did they want? Weren’t they just an extension of the alcoholic, a visitor to the treatment center? Why couldn’t they cooperate, instead of always making problems? The alcoholic had an excuse for being so crazy—he was drunk. These significant others had no excuse. They were this way sober.


Soon, I subscribed to two popular beliefs: These crazy codependents (significant others) are sicker than the alcoholics. And, no wonder the alcoholic drinks; who wouldn’t with a crazy spouse like that?


By then, I had been sober for a while. I was beginning to understand myself, but I didn’t understand codependency. I tried, but couldn’t—until years later, when I became so caught up in the chaos of my alcoholic that I stopped living my own life. I stopped thinking. I stopped feeling positive emotions, and I was left with rage, bitterness, hatred, fear, depression, helplessness, despair, and guilt. At times, I wanted to stop living. I had no energy. I spent most of my time worrying about people and trying to figure out how to control them. I couldn’t say no (to anything but fun activities) if my life depended on it, which it did. My relationships with friends and family members were in shambles. I felt terribly victimized. I lost myself and didn’t know how it had happened. I didn’t know what had happened. I thought I was going crazy. And, I thought, shaking a finger at my alcoholic, it’s his fault.


Sadly, aside from myself, nobody knew how bad I felt. My problems were my secret. Unlike the alcoholic, I wasn’t going around making big messes and expecting someone to clean up after me. In fact, next to the alcoholic, I looked good. I was so responsible, so dependable. Sometimes I wasn’t sure I had a problem. I knew I felt miserable, but I didn’t understand why my life wasn’t working.


After floundering in despair for a while, I began to understand. Like many people who judge others harshly, I realized I had just taken a very long and painful walk in the shoes of those I had judged. I now understood those crazy codependents. I had become one.


Gradually, I began to climb out of my black abyss. Along the way, I developed a passionate interest in the subject of codependency. As a counselor and a writer, my curiosity was provoked. I also had a personal stake in the subject. What happens to people like me? How does it happen? Why? Most important, what do codependents need to do to feel better? And to stay that way?


I talked to counselors, therapists, and codependents. I read the few available books on the subject and related topics. I reread the basics—the therapy books that have stood the test of time—looking for ideas that applied. I went to meetings of Al-Anon, a self-help group based on the Twelve Steps of Alcoholics Anonymous but geared toward the person who has been affected by another person’s drinking.


Eventually, I found what I was seeking. I began to see, understand, and change. My life started working again. Soon, I was conducting another group for codependents at another Minneapolis treatment center. But this time, I had a vague notion of what I was doing.


I still found codependents hostile, controlling, manipulative, and indirect. I still saw all the peculiar twists of personality I previously saw. But, I saw deeper.


I saw people who were hostile; they had felt so much hurt that hostility was their only defense against being crushed again. They were that angry because anyone who had tolerated what they had would be that angry.


They were controlling because everything around and inside them was out of control. Always, the dam of their lives and the lives of those around them threatened to burst and spew harmful consequences on everyone. And nobody but them seemed to notice or care.


I saw people who manipulated because manipulation appeared to be the only way to get anything done. I worked with people who were indirect because the systems they lived in seemed incapable of tolerating honesty.


I worked with people who thought they were going crazy because they had believed so many lies they didn’t know what reality was.


I saw people who had gotten so absorbed in other people’s problems they didn’t have time to identify or solve their own. These were people who had cared so deeply, and often destructively, about other people that they had forgotten how to care about themselves. The codependents felt responsible for so much because the people around them felt responsible for so little; they were just taking up the slack.


•  •  •


I saw hurting, confused people who needed comfort, understanding, and information. I saw victims of alcoholism who didn’t drink but were nonetheless victimized by alcohol. I saw victims struggling desperately to gain some kind of power over their perpetrators. They learned from me, and I learned from them.


Soon, I began to subscribe to some new beliefs about codependency. Codependents aren’t crazier or sicker than alcoholics, but they hurt as much or more. They haven’t cornered the market on agony, but they have gone through their pain without the anesthetizing effects of alcohol or other drugs, or the other high states achieved by people with compulsive disorders. And the pain that comes from loving someone who’s in trouble can be profound.


“The chemically dependent partner numbs the feelings and the nonabuser is doubled over in pain—relieved only by anger and occasional fantasies,” wrote Janet Geringer Woititz in an article from the book CoDependency, An Emerging Issue.1


Codependents are that way sober because they went through what they did sober.


No wonder codependents are so crazy. Who wouldn’t be, after living with the people they’ve lived with?


It’s been difficult for codependents to get the information and practical help they need and deserve. It’s tough enough to convince people who struggle with compulsive disorders to seek help. It’s more difficult to convince people who struggle with codependency—those who by comparison look, but don’t feel, normal—that they have problems.


Codependents suffered in the backdrop of the afflicted person. If they recovered, they did that in the background too. For many years, counselors (like me) didn’t know what to do to help them. Sometimes codependents were blamed; sometimes they were ignored; sometimes they were expected to magically shape up (an archaic attitude that has not worked with alcoholism and doesn’t help with codependency either). Rarely were codependents treated as individuals who needed help to get better. Rarely were they given a personalized recovery program for their problems and their pain. Yet, by its nature, alcoholism and other compulsive disorders turn everyone affected by the illness into victims—people who need help even if they are not drinking, using other drugs, gambling, overeating, or overdoing a compulsion.


That’s why I wrote this book. It grew out of my research, my personal and professional experiences, and my passion for the subject. It is a personal and, in some places, prejudiced opinion.


I’m not an expert, and this isn’t a technical book for experts. Whether the person you’ve let yourself be affected by struggles with substance abuse, gambling, eating disorders, or sex addiction; whether they are a rebellious teenager, a neurotic parent, another codependent, or any combination of the above, this book is for you, the codependent.


This book is not about how you can help the other person, although if you get better, their chance of recovery improves too.2 This book is about your most important and probably most neglected responsibility: taking care of yourself. It’s about what you can do to start feeling better.


I’ve compiled some of the best, most helpful information on codependency. I’ve also included quotes and stories to show how real people dealt with real codependency problems. Although I’ve changed names and certain details to protect privacy, all the stories are true and are not composites.


•  •  •


A friend, Scott Egleston, who is a professional in the mental health field, told me a therapy fable. He heard it from someone, who heard it from someone else. It goes:


Once upon a time, a woman moved to a cave in the mountains to study with a guru. She wanted, she said, to learn everything there was to know. The guru supplied her with stacks of books and left her alone so she could study. Every morning, the guru returned to the cave to monitor the woman’s progress. In his hand, he carried a heavy wooden cane. Each morning, he asked her the same question: “Have you learned everything there is to know yet?” Each morning, her answer was the same. “No,” she said, “I haven’t.” The guru would then strike her over the head with his cane.


This scenario repeated itself for months. One day the guru entered the cave, asked the same question, heard the same answer, and raised his cane to hit her in the same way, but the woman grabbed the cane from the guru, stopping his assault in midair.


Relieved to end the daily batterings but fearing reprisal, the woman looked up at the guru. To her surprise, the guru smiled. “Congratulations,” he said, “you have graduated. You now know everything you need to know.”


“How’s that?” the woman asked.


“You have learned that you will never learn everything there is to know,” he replied. “And you have learned how to stop the pain.”


That’s what this book is about: stopping the pain and gaining control of your life.


Many people have learned to do it. You can too.












PART I
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What’s Codependency, 


and Who’s Got It?
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My Story




The sun was shining, and it was a beautiful day when I met him.


Then, everything went crazy.


—MELODY, MARRIED TO AN ALCOHOLIC





When we met, I was two years clean and sober from alcohol and drugs. I worked as a legal secretary at a prestigious Minneapolis law firm on the top floor of the then newly built IDS Center, while taking courses at the University of Minnesota to become a chemical dependency counselor. Our introduction had been arranged by my Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) sponsor. I was ecstatic.


David was everything I could have hoped for and more: six feet four, good-looking, smart, well-read, and funny. He was part of the founding family of a major therapeutic community/rehabilitation center in Minneapolis (not the rehab I’d attended) and served as a director there. He was in the newspapers frequently, associating with judges and bigwigs. He worked in diversion, helping people get out of prison and into treatment for crimes related to substance abuse, both pre- and post-sentencing. This work was as exciting as it was novel. As a society, we were just beginning to discover—and get honest about—the depth, width, and impact of substance abuse. Everybody loved David, from the people he helped to the judges to his friends and family.


Soon, I did too. By then, I’d made my amends—emotional and financial; I’d worked my recovery program hard. The process was everything to me. David had achieved five more years of sobriety than I had, though he didn’t attend AA. He said that through the therapeutic community in which he worked, he’d found another way to stay clean and sober. Because he worked in recovery and was so respected and loved, I took him at face value.


Our relationship progressed quickly. He moved into my small, one-bedroom apartment in South Minneapolis. Because we both worked—David often through evenings, weekends, and holidays—our time together was limited and precious. I was busy studying, working at the law firm, and attending AA.


Six months after we met, we got married in Sioux Falls, South Dakota. I’d been excited about the ceremony, but it felt . . . off. Instead of staying in South Dakota for a honeymoon, David changed plans at the last minute and wanted to return to Minneapolis immediately so he could stand in for his brother, Jim, in a theater production. (He and Jim both worked in theater, boxing, and rehabilitation.) I asked if he’d like me to attend; he said no. When he came back to the apartment after the show—our first night home as a married couple—David told me his father had suffered a stroke and died that evening. He needed to go to the hospital, be with his brothers, and make arrangements.


I asked if he wanted me to come with him; he said no. At six thirty the next morning, he walked into the apartment and said that he had decided to play cards with his friends to distract himself from his loss. I’d been up all night crying and waiting for word. David paced back and forth, his large frame filling the apartment and towering over me from my spot on the sofa, while I tried to repress how distraught I felt.


“I took a big chance when I married you,” he said, scowling. “You’re only two years sober. You’re iffy when it comes to sobriety. You’re new at it. Don’t let me down. Don’t prove I made a mistake.”


His words hit their target. The truth was, I knew nothing about marriage, even less about love. My mom had been married eight times; no marriage lasted longer than two years. She was an aggressive, demanding, controlling woman—in pain—who’d been raised on a farm with seven brothers, two of whom would later be sent to prison on charges of child molestation. I was the youngest of her four children by ten years. Mom had placed the father of my three elder siblings in the hospital when they were young and then divorced him. She married my father years later when she found herself pregnant with me. Her favorite thing to say to me? “I should have aborted you when I could.”


Hurt people hurt people, even sometimes their kids.


All the kids in my family ran from home as soon as they could, including me. Mom was a screamer. She walked into a room screeching and yelling and walked out of it the same way. Judgmental, accusatory, blaming, and without mercy, she beat my siblings. I still remember hiding behind a chair when I was very young, watching her pin my thirteen-year-old brother to the wall. She held his hair with one hand and beat him across the face with a heavy wooden paddle. Back and forth. One blow after another. Because I had heart problems, I escaped beatings, unless she asked Stepdad of the Year to punish me. Then he did as he pleased. You’ll be gone from this house before I am, I’d think as I waited for him to leave my room.


I started medicating with alcohol at age eleven; my brother and I slowly consumed all the booze under the sink that Mom kept for the men she entertained. (Mom didn’t drink; she barely took an aspirin when her head hurt.) I marked off the days until I turned eighteen on a large calendar that I kept under my mattress.


At the private academy where I attended high school, I excelled—learning to type 150 words per minute, take shorthand, and speak other languages. I also fell in love with writing when I worked on the school paper—the youngest student ever on staff. But I had zero social life. Since a stranger had abducted me at age four from the street where I lived and molested me, I wasn’t allowed one. It was my mom’s way of protecting me.


My dad had left when I was two. He was a skilled and extremely creative musician who worked as a fireman. He was also an alcoholic. I can’t remember the exact mumbled, drunken, and devastating words he said the night he walked out for good, but they marked me with profound subliminal guilt and shame, making me feel that it was my fault I didn’t have a dad who loved me.


It shouldn’t have surprised me that I was clueless about how to be married, how to participate in a good marriage, or even what being in a good marriage looked like. I wasn’t allowed to date or have friends until I turned eighteen and left home. Soon after, I stumbled into my first real relationship. My boyfriend was ten years older than I and dealt pot and pills. (He later got sober and started Narcotics Anonymous in Minneapolis.) Two years later I ran off with a hard-narcotics dealer, a rich kid from the suburbs who still lived in a posh home with his posh parents. Then I discovered I was pregnant.


I wanted to have the baby, then place him for adoption. My boyfriend said he’d found a family, but then I learned that all he knew about these people was that they were willing to pay him $20,000 for the baby. I put a stop to that; no way would I let him sell our baby. After John was born, the boyfriend and I lived together in an apartment for a few months. We got a marriage license, which I ripped into pieces less than twenty-four hours later. I wasn’t 100 percent sane, but despite my actions and addiction, I had the mental presence to know that this marriage would never work.


But if we didn’t marry, John would be labeled “illegitimate” for the rest of his life. I taped the marriage license back together, and we got married a week later.


By then, I was working as a legal secretary to help with our financial situation. The firm I worked at represented a new clinic within the Mount Sinai Hospital complex that opened sometime around 1970. Methadone is an opiate substitute that helps addicts avoid using drugs. One day I walked into my boss’s office, closing the door behind me. “I’m an addict,” I told him. “On coffee breaks, I shoot Dilaudid. Can you please help my husband and me get on the methadone program? Please,” I asked. “Their waiting list is long, and we can’t wait.”


After a moment, he agreed to help. The next day, we got on the methadone program. But I lost my job. The firm couldn’t afford to have a drug addict on their payroll.


My first marriage dissolved only one month after that. My husband took our baby and returned to his parents. I knew deep in my soul that I couldn’t raise the child; I also knew that I couldn’t allow my mom to have him. As much as one could find peace in such circumstances, I knew allowing his paternal grandparents to raise him was the right thing to do, but after I made that decision, I was lost. For the next year or so, I dove into as much darkness and oblivion as I could find, resulting in a court sentence to treatment and an admonition that even so much as a parking ticket thereafter would result in jail time.


Now, five years later, I was attempting to sort my marriage to David. Maybe everything that was happening to us was normal. Maybe this overwhelming mess of feelings in my gut was normal too. My sponsor was of the opinion that David and I were a match made in heaven. I wasn’t so sure. I wanted it to work; I needed it to work. My hope was that our marriage would not only be good for us but could also inspire others.


My soul and self-esteem couldn’t handle another divorce. I’d discussed my marriage with one other woman my age who had been married for twelve years to another cofounder of the rehab program where David worked. She and her husband seemed so in love; their marriage clicked. One day I asked her, “How do you stay married and not get divorced?”


“Just . . . Do. Not. Ever. Get. Divorced,” she said. “No matter what.”


Seems simple enough, I thought.


•  •  •


One month after David and I married, I became pregnant with our daughter, Nichole. Being pregnant with her inspired me to go for my dream of working as a chemical dependency counselor. I wanted to help others the way my counselor had profoundly helped me transform my life. I started taking job interviews at any chemical dependency treatment center in Minneapolis that was hiring.


In the mid-1970s, there were not many treatment center openings for women outside of office work. After I’d taken every interview available and come up empty-handed, then surrendered to my despair, David came home from work and said his rehab had decided to hire me. “It’s an office job; it involves working with the board of directors,” he explained. “But something else might open up later, down the line.”


I took it.


David and I moved into a larger apartment in Edina; I worked until Nichole was born.


David seemed jubilant about the baby, though he worked all the time. And he traveled a lot for business.


Three weeks after Nichole was born, I was at home with her and David when the toilet wouldn’t stop running. I went into the bathroom and jiggled the handle a few times. It didn’t help. Finally, I removed the lid of the toilet tank.


Like a scene from a bad movie, a bottle of vodka was wedged in the tank. This was too on the nose, too Days of Wine and Roses.


David drinking? I could barely take it in; this hadn’t even occurred to me. Not ever. Not for a second.


When I confronted David later, I threatened to leave. But where would I go with a three-week-old baby? David promised that the vodka had been a one-off; it wouldn’t happen again. His older brother dropped by, encouraging—begging—me to give David another chance.


It struck me as odd that out of the three of us, I was the only one who thought David’s drinking was a problem. I knew that it wouldn’t be smart for my own sobriety to stay with a substance abuser.


But I stayed.


Around that time, our little family moved to a home on Pleasant Avenue in South Minneapolis. My mother had loaned us the money for a down payment; the place was a dilapidated mess. It had been used as a rental property, and it clearly hadn’t received any TLC for many years. I quickly learned that David’s familiarity with screwdrivers extended only to the drink, not the tool. I learned how to repair and paint walls; I sanded and refinished the floors; I patched a huge hole in the bathroom wall that went clear through to the outside; I made the kitchen pretty and welcoming. I turned the house into a warm, comfortable home.


I was also promoted at work. Federal funding required that the rehab facility where I worked fund groups for the family members and loved ones of substance abusers.


“We want you to organize and run that group,” David said. “For the families.”


Horrifying visions of working with women like my mother filled my head. While AA had opened its doors and heart to us, most of the younger people in the program didn’t participate in Al-Anon, which was started in 1951 for family members affected by someone else’s drinking. I mostly thought of it as a program for elderly Catholic women.


“I don’t know what to do with . . . them,” I said.


“Neither do we,” David said. “That’s why you get the job.”


I wasn’t excited. I wanted to work with the substance abusers, the people with the real problem. Not the “significant others” who weren’t significant—not to themselves or anyone else.


Nevertheless, I bucked up and accepted the challenge. My goal was to facilitate the most helpful, effective group I could. It took not more than a minute for me to realize that I belonged in this group too. We were mirrors, the people in this group and me. As I watched and listened, I began hearing myself. Though I dug deeply into the literature and my education at the university on how to deal with families of substance abusers, I found little that was tangibly helpful in terms of therapeutic technique. However, when I started looking inside and around myself and following my curiosity, I began to find answers—though slowly at first.


Forty years in the future, I would discover a universal synchronicity. While our culture was still raising its consciousness about the prevalence of substance abuse and starting to spread information about how to heal from it, American astronomer Charles Kowal identified the minor asteroid Chiron, which was finally big and bright enough to see. Chiron became known as the “wounded healer” planet, referring to the Greek god Chiron’s ability to heal everyone but himself. In 1951, Carl Jung had been the first to apply the term “wounded healer” to the way in which a healer’s own soul disease and pain can train them to help others heal.1


If that’s true, I was well trained.


To quote Rumi, “The wound is the place where the Light enters you.”


David’s drinking “relapses” became more severe and frequent, causing more damage to him, our family, and, ultimately, his career. I became more incensed, frightened, curious, trapped, despondent, uncertain, overwhelmed, suspicious, controlling, rigid, miserable, and unhappy. There was no peace between his relapses; only unexpressed anger and fear about when it would happen again. Our finances were constantly in chaos; I became an expert at fending off the gas company workers showing up at our door to shut off utilities. David didn’t believe in paying bills; I was compulsive about it. I saw over time that we shared very few values except one: we both loved our daughter. I also knew he was having affairs, though I could never prove it. (After we divorced, I learned that he had never ended his relationship with the lover he’d had before we married. She lived a mile from us.) How can you confront someone when they so effectively and wholeheartedly deny your claims and you have no proof? The gaslighting was enough to make me go crazy.


I had to let go.


I didn’t want all this angst; I didn’t want a broken family.


I didn’t want to be codependent.


I hated being codependent.


Two years and two months after Nichole was born, our son Shane was born. David barely showed up at the hospital, even though I had one of those lovely rooms where both parents could sleep with the baby. Nichole was with her grandmother; I’m certain David was with his lover. Little by slowly, the lies and betrayals—and the disease of alcoholism—disabused me of any feelings of love I had for David.


I divorced him when the time was right, when I felt empowered to do that. I waited until the last possible moment; the kids loved their daddy so much. By the time we moved out of Pleasant Avenue, I found dozens of empty vodka bottles hidden in the basement.


David was my karma. He was my qualifier, the person who qualified me for codependency (and Al-Anon), and my trigger (and he triggered a lot). He was also my motivation, the driving force behind me learning about codependency and wanting to share my healing with others. He wasn’t a bad guy, though his behaviors hurt the family and me a lot. Many of our mutual acquaintances knew of his affairs—and his drinking. It was embarrassing and humiliating. I’ve since learned to let his behavior reflect on him and not take it on myself.


He had a compulsion to drink and screw around; he’d lost control.


I had a compulsion to control him; I’d lost control too.


•  •  •


I was about to learn three fundamental ideas.


First, I wasn’t crazy; I was codependent. Alcoholism and other compulsive disorders are truly family illnesses. The way the illness affects other family members is called codependency.


Second, once family members have been affected, codependency takes on a life of its own. It’s similar to catching pneumonia or picking up any destructive habit. Once you’ve got it, it’s yours.


And third, if we want to get rid of it, we have to do something to make it go away. It doesn’t matter whose fault it is. Our codependency becomes our problem—and our challenge. Solving our problem is our responsibility.


If we’re codependent, we need to find our own recovery or healing process—our own path to well-being. To begin that recovery, it helps to understand codependency and certain attitudes, feelings, and behaviors that often accompany it. It’s also important to change some of these attitudes and behaviors and understand what to expect as these changes occur.


This book will search for those understandings and encourage those changes.


There’s more to my story. I found a new beginning. I got better. I started living my own life. You can too.




• • •  ACTIVITY  • • •







1. At the end of the following chapters, you’ll find prompts to record your responses to what you’ve read. You might find it helpful to get a notebook and write down thoughts and feelings you have as you read this book.
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Other Stories




When I say I’m codependent, I don’t mean I’m a little bit codependent. I mean I’m really codependent. I don’t marry men who stop for a few beers after work.


I marry men who won’t work.


—ELLEN, AN AL-ANON MEMBER





Maybe you identified with my story in the last chapter. It’s an example of codependency, but it’s not the only type of codependency. There are as many variations of my story as there are people to tell them.


Here are a few.


•  •  •


Jason, a handsome and personable man in his early forties, has called himself “a success in business but a failure in relationships with women.” During high school and college, Jason dated many women. He was popular and considered a good catch. However, after graduation, Jason stunned his family and friends when he married Lisa. Lisa treated Jason worse than any other woman he had dated. She was cool and hostile toward Jason and his friends, shared few interests with him, and didn’t seem to care much for or about him. Thirteen years later, the marriage ended in divorce when Jason discovered that some things he had suspected for years were true: Lisa had been dating other men since they were married, and she was (and had been for some time) abusing alcohol and other drugs.


Jason was devastated. But, after mourning for about two months, he fell wildly in love with another woman, who was a start-in-the-morning-and-drink-’til-she-passed-out alcoholic. After spending several months worrying about her, trying to help her, trying to figure out what he was doing that caused her to drink, trying to control her drinking, and ultimately getting angry with her because she wouldn’t stop drinking, Jason terminated the relationship. Soon he met another woman, fell in love with her, and moved into her apartment. Within months, Jason suspected she, too, was chemically dependent.


Jason began spending much of his time worrying about his girlfriend. He checked up on her, rummaged through her purse looking for pills or other evidence, and questioned her about her activities. Sometimes, he simply denied she had a problem. During those times, he kept busy, tried to enjoy his time with her (although he said he felt uneasy), and told himself, It’s just me. Something’s wrong with me.


During one of the many crises in his most recent relationship, when Jason was temporarily jolted out of denial, he went to a chemical dependency counselor for advice.


“I know I should end the relationship,” Jason said, “but I’m just not ready to let her go. We can talk about anything and everything together. We’re such good friends. And I love her. Why? Why does this always happen to me?”


He confided, “Give me a room full of women, and I’ll fall in love with the one with the most problems—the one who will treat me the worst. They’re more of a challenge. If a woman treats me too well, it turns me off.”


Jason considered himself a social drinker who had never had problems as a result of his drinking. He told the counselor he’d never used drugs. His older brother had abused alcohol since he was a teenager. For many years Jason adamantly denied that either of his deceased parents had been alcoholics, but as time passed, he reluctantly admitted that his dad, a restaurant/bar owner, may have “drank too much.”


The counselor suggested the alcoholism and excessive drinking in Jason’s immediate family may still be affecting him and his relationships.


“How could their problems be affecting me?” Jason asked. “Dad has been dead for years, and I rarely see my brother.”


After a few counseling sessions, Jason began to identify his codependent behaviors, but he wasn’t sure exactly what that meant or what to do about it. When he became less angry about the immediate problem in his relationship, he discontinued counseling. Jason decided his girlfriend’s problems with drugs weren’t that bad. He became convinced his problems with women were his fault. He was attracted to women who were trouble. Maybe one day he’d get tired of the drama and change his pattern.


•  •  •


Patricia was in her midthirties and had been married for eleven years when she sought help from a private therapist. She had three children, the youngest of whom had cerebral palsy. Patricia had given up her career to devote herself to raising her kids. She told her therapist she loved her children and didn’t regret her decision to stay home but hated her daily routine.


Before her marriage, Patricia had many friends and interests; she worked as a nurse and liked to be active—going on hikes, working out, even training for marathons. However, in the years following the birth of her children, particularly her child with disabilities, she had lost her enthusiasm for life. She had few friends, had gained over eighty pounds, didn’t know what she was feeling, and if she did, felt guilty for feeling that way. She had tried to stay active by doing volunteer work at her kids’ school, but her efforts usually resulted in feelings of ineffectiveness and resentment. She thought about returning to work, but she didn’t because, as she told her therapist, “All I know is nursing, and I’m sick of taking care of people.”


She also shared, “My family and friends think I’m a tower of strength. Good ole dependable Patty. Always there. Always in control. Always ready to help. The truth is, I’m falling apart, very quietly but very certainly. I’ve been depressed for years. I can’t shake it. I cry at the drop of a hat. I don’t have any energy. I scream at the kids all the time. I don’t have any interest in sex, at least not with my husband. I feel guilty all the time about everything. I even feel guilty about coming to see you,” she told the therapist. “Therapy is a ridiculous waste of time and money. I should be able to solve my own problems. I should be able to just snap out of this. But I had to do something.


“Lately, I’ve been thinking about suicide,” Patricia confessed. “Of course, I’d never actually kill myself. Too many people need me. Too many people depend on me. But I’m worried. And scared.”


Patricia told the therapist that before their marriage, her husband had a problem with alcohol. After they got married, he drank less, had held the same job, and was well-liked at work. But when the therapist pressed her, Patricia revealed that her husband did not attend AA meetings or any other support group. Instead, he would be sober for months and then fall off the wagon and go on weekend drinking binges. When he drank, he lost his mind. When he wasn’t drinking, he was angry and hostile.


“I don’t know what happened to him. He’s not the man I married. What’s even more frightening is I don’t know what’s happening to me or who I am,” Patricia said. “It’s difficult to explain exactly what the problem is. I don’t understand it myself. There’s no major problem I can point to and say, ‘That’s what’s wrong.’ But it feels like I’ve lost myself. At times, I wonder if I’m losing it. What’s wrong with me?”


“Maybe your husband is an alcoholic, and your problems are caused by the family disease of alcoholism,” the therapist suggested.


“How can that be?” Patricia asked. “Most of the time my husband doesn’t drink.”


The therapist dug into Patricia’s background. Patricia talked with fondness about her parents and her two adult brothers. She came from a good family that was close and successful. The therapist dug deeper. Patricia mentioned that her father had attended AA since she was a teenager.


“Dad sobered up when I was in high school,” she said. “I really love him, and I’m proud of him. But his drinking years were a pretty crazy time for our family.”


Patricia was not only married to someone who was probably an alcoholic but was also what’s called “an adult child of an alcoholic.” The entire family had been affected by the family disease of alcoholism. Her dad had stopped drinking; her mother went to Al-Anon. But Patricia, too, had been affected. Was she expected to magically overcome the ways she had been affected just because the drinking stopped?


Instead of suggesting ongoing therapy, Patricia’s therapist referred her to a self-esteem course and an assertiveness-training class. The therapist also recommended Patricia attend Al-Anon meetings or Adult Children of Alcoholics (ACOA) meetings, which are self-help groups based on the Twelve Steps of Alcoholics Anonymous.


Patricia followed the therapist’s advice. She didn’t find an overnight cure, but as the months passed, she found herself making decisions with greater ease, expressing her feelings, saying what she thought, paying attention to her needs, and feeling less guilty. She became more tolerant of herself and her daily routine. Gradually, her depression lifted. She cried less and laughed more. Her energy and enthusiasm for life returned. Incidentally, with no prodding from Patricia, her husband joined AA. He became less hostile, and their marriage began to improve. The point here is that Patricia gained control of her life. Her life started working.


Now, if you ask Patricia what her problem is or was, she will answer: “I’m codependent.”


•  •  •


Clients who seek help from mental health and chemical dependency agencies are not the only people who suffer from codependency. Randell was a chemical dependency counselor and a recovering alcoholic with several years of sobriety when he found himself struggling with codependency. Randell was also an adult child of an alcoholic; his father and three brothers were alcoholics. He was an intelligent, sensitive man who enjoyed his work, but his problem was his leisure time. He spent most of it worrying about—obsessed with—other people and their problems. Sometimes he tried to untangle messes that alcoholics created; other times he felt angry with them for creating the messes he felt obligated to clean up. Sometimes he felt upset because people, not necessarily alcoholics, behaved in particular ways. He ranted and felt guilty, sorry, and used by people. Rarely, however, did he feel close to them. Rarely did he have fun.


For many years, Randell believed his duty was to worry about people and get involved in their problems. He called his behavior kindness, concern, love, and, sometimes, righteous indignation. Now, after getting help for his problem, he calls it codependency.


•  •  •


Sometimes, codependent behavior becomes inextricably entangled with being a good wife, mother, father, friend, child, or worker. Sometimes it’s entangled with religion. Now in her forties, Marlyss is an attractive woman—when she takes care of herself. Most of the time, however, she’s busy taking care of her five children and her husband, who is a recovering alcoholic. She’s devoted her life to making them happy, but she hasn’t succeeded. Usually, she feels angry and unappreciated for her efforts, and her family feels angry at her. She has sex with her husband whenever he wants, regardless of how she feels. She spends too much of the family’s budget on whatever toys and clothing the children want. She chauffeurs, reads to, cooks for, cleans for, cuddles, and coddles those around her, but nobody gives to her. Most of the time, they don’t even say thank you. Marlyss resents her constant giving to the people in her life. She resents how her family and their needs control her life. She chose teaching as her profession, and she often resents that.


“But I feel guilty when I say no. I feel guilty when I don’t live up to my standards of what a wife and mother should be. I feel guilty when I don’t live up to other people’s expectations of me. I feel guilty all the time,” she said. “In fact, I schedule my day, my priorities, according to guilt.”


Does endlessly taking care of other people, resenting it, and expecting nothing in return mean Marlyss is a good wife and mother? Or could it mean she’s codependent?


•  •  •


Substance abuse is not the only family problem that can create codependency. Alissa, the mother of two teenagers, worked part-time at a mental health organization when she sought out a new family counselor because her oldest child, a sixteen-year-old boy, was constantly causing problems. He ran away, stayed out past his curfew, skipped school, smoked weed, and generally did whatever he wanted, whenever he wanted.


“This child,” Alissa told the counselor, “is driving me crazy.”


She meant it. She was worried sick. Some days she was so depressed and troubled she couldn’t get out of bed. Alissa had tried everything she could think of to help this child. She’d placed him in treatment three times, sent him to teenage boot camp, and dragged the whole family from counselor to counselor. Alissa had tried other techniques too: She had threatened, cried, hollered, and begged. She had gotten tough and called the police on him. She had tried gentleness and forgiveness. She’d even tried acting like he hadn’t done the inappropriate things. She had locked him out. And she had traveled halfway across the state to bring him home after he ran away. Although her efforts hadn’t helped her son, Alissa was obsessed with finding and doing the one thing that would “make him see the errors of his ways” and help him change.


“Why is he doing this to me?” she asked the counselor. “He’s running and ruining my life!”


The counselor agreed that the problem with Alissa’s son was painful, upsetting, and required action. But the problem also didn’t have to run and ruin Alissa’s life.


“You haven’t been able to control your son, but you can gain control of yourself,” the counselor said. “You can deal with your own codependency.”


•  •  •


Sheryl, a successful fashion model, also labels herself codependent. Shortly after marrying the man of her dreams, she found herself in a nightmare. Her husband, she learned, had a sex addiction. In his case, that meant he was addicted to pornography. He was also compulsively drawn into affairs with other women and, as Sheryl put it, “God only knows what and who else.” She learned about his addiction one week after their wedding, when she discovered him in bed with another woman.


Sheryl’s first response was panic. Then she got angry. Then she felt concern—for her husband and his problem. Her friends advised her to leave him, but she decided to stay in the marriage. He needed help. He needed her. Maybe he would change. Wasn’t she enough?


Her husband joined Sex Addicts Anonymous (SAA), a Twelve Step self-help group similar to Alcoholics Anonymous. Sheryl refused to join COSA (similar to Al-Anon) for family members of sex addicts. She didn’t want to go public with her problems; she didn’t even want to discuss them privately.


Over several months, Sheryl found herself accepting fewer work assignments, turning down evenings out with friends, and sticking closer to home. She compulsively checked her husband’s cell phone. She wanted to be home when he left the house and there when he returned. She wanted to see what he looked like, how he acted, and how he talked. She wanted to know exactly what he was doing and with whom he was doing it. She often called his SAA sponsor to complain, to report, and to inquire about her husband’s progress. She refused, she said, to be tricked and deceived again.


Gradually, she alienated herself from friends and activities. She was too anxious to work, too ashamed to talk to her friends. Soon enough, she caught her husband cheating on her again; her friends were frustrated with her for staying with him.
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