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10 09 08 07 06                                                                      6 5 4 3 2 1



Cover design by David Spohn


Interior design by Ann Sudmeier


Typesetting by Prism Publishing Center















For my mother:
You passed away a few short months before
the publication of Confusing Love with Obsession.
I will always love you.


To my brother Frank:
I am a part of you, and you are a part of me.


To the overworked and underpaid human service worker:
The work you do is important.


To those who suffer silently:
You are not alone.
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SHELTER FROM THE STORM
An Introduction


Any building that has stood firm, surviving the great disaster undamaged still has its roof drowned by the highest waves, and its towers buried below the flood. And now the land and sea are not distinct, all is the sea—a sea without a shore.


—Ovid, The Metamorphoses


WE HAVE FEARED STORMS since the beginning. During early years, our species huddled in caves, pieced together flimsy shelters made of sticks and animal skins, and hid under cliffs for protection from the sky. When ominous storm clouds collided on the horizon, we prayed to ancient gods to shield us from nature’s fury.


As decades turned into centuries, we advanced technologically and learned to craft stronger, mightier shelters made of concrete and glass, daring the storms to take their best shot.


Today, our homes are weatherproof and, for the most part, save us from the sky’s wrath. At this very moment, satellites are in continuous orbit above our world, scanning the planet for signs of trouble and warning us of pending atmospheric doom. We rejoice each time we escape a storm’s rage and feel relieved when the threat of destruction has passed.


Indeed, on those occasions when we have triumphed over the storm, we were in control.


But sometimes, despite the warnings signs, storm clouds collide and destroy our “weatherproof” homes, crushing them with fantastic, intense power. When this happens, we arrive at the stark realization that control was just an illusion. In our grief, we examine the damage to others and ourselves and ask the question, “Why?” Left helpless and alone in a sea of destruction and sorrow, we choke back painful tears and cry out to God, “How could this happen?” and “What do I do now?”


You see, it is not the storm itself we fear but the aftermath of what it leaves behind.


For some of us, being in a personal relationship is like trying to control a powerful, destructive storm. It is a cruel, never-ending battle that requires every ounce of energy to wage. Tragically, however, no matter how much we try to exert control over the storm, it always wins.


When being in a relationship means needing to be in control, we are confusing love with obsession. When we pathologically obsess over our partner’s whereabouts, we are confusing love with obsession. When we refuse to let her have any friends and are constantly monitoring her, we are confusing love with obsession. When we make her quit her job or do not let her work at all, fearing possible infidelity, we are confusing love with obsession. When we believe we can stop his abusive ways by changing our behavior, we are confusing love with obsession. When we can’t sleep at night because our minds are on him, we are confusing love with obsession. When we keep him overweight or refuse to let him exercise, we are confusing love with obsession. When we use money as a tool to chain her to the relationship, we are confusing love with obsession. When we use drugs, alcohol, and sex as a way of coping with the pain in our relationships, we are confusing love with obsession. And when we feel that we cannot live without our partner, we are absolutely confusing love with obsession.


You may be reading this book because you are confusing love with obsession. Quite possibly, you are reading this book because you have learned that your significant other has been cheating, and you want to manipulate the situation to your advantage. Or maybe you are tired of obsessively worrying over your partner’s whereabouts and are emotionally and physically drained. Perhaps you are living with a partner who has become unbearable, controlling every part of your life. For all of these reasons, you are hurting. In a place where darkness rules, it is hard to focus on today.


This book is not about getting over it. Only a fool thinks deep pain is something that can be waved away with a magic wand. The suffering each of us has endured is personal and unique, with its own individuality. It has taken years to learn the art of controlling people, and the energy we have expended has probably caused immeasurable sorrow. The same can be said of the persons being controlled—as their lives often define the word suffering. Pain is a part of who we are, serving as a reminder that we are indeed vulnerable. If pain is left alone to fester inside, however, it gains energy like a powerful storm and eventually overpowers us.


People who do not understand the struggles of those who confuse love with obsession try to help by offering words of support. More often, however, these words are like swords through the heart, reminding us that our secret pain cannot be easily cured. How many times have we heard a friend or loved one say, “You’ll get over it” or “Everything will be okay”? My own personal favorite is, “You really need to bring closure to this.” What they do not realize is that closure implies an ending, but for many of us, ending is not part of our vocabulary.


This book is about those of us who are addicted to our relationships and will do anything to stop our partner from leaving us—in other words, those of us who confuse love with obsession. We will examine the typical traits, characteristics, and behaviors of people who confuse love with obsession and uncover the causal factors behind this insidious form of relational addiction.


Essentially what we will be exploring in this publication is a combination of what the American Psychiatric Association refers to in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-IV-TR, or DSM) as dependent personality disorder and borderline personality disorder. While all of the behaviors of people who confuse love with obsession may not fit neatly into these DSM diagnoses, they closely reflect what we will be exploring. That stated, please avoid the temptation of self-diagnosing, as people who confuse love with obsession often exhibit diagnostic criteria from various DSM-related conditions.


Don’t be frightened by the words dependent, disorder, addiction, and particularly addict. The typical, media-influenced stereotypes of people who suffer from such concerns are, at best, exaggerated and, at worse, false. The truth is, “addicts” are not fully understood, primarily because they are commonly defined by their addiction rather than by whom they are as people. We need to ask ourselves, Is a woman who happens to be addicted to alcohol just an alcoholic or is she more—such as a mother, wife, sister, or friend? As you read this book, try to focus on the concepts and experiences presented herein and try to erase any preconceptions about what it means to be addicted. You will find it easier to grasp the general concepts and to recognize your own behaviors. Furthermore, the words addiction, dependent, and obsessive are used interchangeably throughout this book as a means of describing certain behaviors.


I became aware of people who confuse love with obsession several years ago when I joined a support group for the relationally addicted. In time, I became a sponsor to others in the group, helping them through various crises, while offering help and support whenever and wherever I could. It was then that I began to realize that several group members were employing certain tactics in their relationships because of an overwhelming need to control their partner. Motivated by curiosity, I began to research and investigate the causal reasons behind this problem through personal interviews and then started sharing my findings with others.


As a former case manager in the social services field and now a psychotherapist, I have seen the devastating effects of relational dependency in the lives of many clients. I have also seen these same effects in people attending various addiction support groups and trying to embark down a path to healing. But more important, I have experienced the horrific damage of this addiction in my own life—you see, I am a person who confuses love with obsession. I have learned that recovery from such an addiction is an ongoing process, and part of recovery means sharing knowledge and experiences with others, like you. In other words, I have lived it.


This book is filled with insight from people who suffer from this addiction, with stories from the human perspective. Their stories, coupled with clinical interpretations, help us understand why we behave in certain ways in our relationships—ways that seem normal to us.


This book is for woman and men, because both sexes deal with this problem. While we may fool ourselves into thinking that only women deal with an addiction to their relationships or with an obsession for another person—quite the opposite is true. People who confuse love with obsession can be of any gender, age, or sexual orientation and come from all walks of life. And to be sure, the problem of confusing love with obsession has become exacerbated due to unhealthy societal messages. In our culture, we are taught early on that being involved in a personal relationship is an absolute must and that the woman or man attached to our arm represents a sign of success and somehow validates us.


The ideas and information contained in the following chapters should be thought of as guidelines and spiritual lessons. Some of the stories may be painful or even embarrassing to read because they speak to your current situation. When this happens, put the book aside for a little while and pick it up again later. Although every chapter in this book may not relate specifically to your experience, it’s helpful to read each of them to understand various addictive patterns. The people, experiences, and case studies presented in this book come from a series of personal discussions with people from support groups, clients, friends, and others who have contacted me through various means. As with all addictions, there are faces behind the clinical name. Some of the stories may seem wild, even unreal, but they are all true. You will get the most out of this book if you read it carefully and revisit chapters often. The names of people and some details have been changed to protect identities. Because of the nature of relational dependency and all of the various ways we can exert control over another, it was simply not possible to list and explore every possible method in this publication. What follows are some of the more common, yet insidious, methods that we can use to manipulate a partner and an examination of how, in the final analysis, their employment wreaks great heartache and pain on all parties involved. By identifying these methods and recognizing how we might be destructively using them in our personal situations, we can take the first steps on the path of healing. It is not a book for the faint of heart, and I know it may be difficult to read.


I hope this book sheds light on the daily struggles you may live with. You are not alone. If just one person is helped with this publication, then the goal has been accomplished.
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WHEN BEING IN LOVE MEANS BEING IN CONTROL


In dreams last night, the heavens and the earth poured out great groans while I alone stood facing devastation.


—The Epic of Gilgamesh


HEART POUNDING, stomach churning, Nancy walked into my home that warm summer evening with a stunned look on her face. She appeared disoriented and unfocused, her entire body shaking. As I motioned her toward my living room, she said, “I’m sorry to be bothering you, but the unthinkable has happened. What am I going to do?”


Because I was her designated sponsor in a support group for the relationally addicted, it was my responsibility to offer help during times of crisis. I had only known her for a few weeks and was still trying to understand her needs. When she had called earlier that day requesting to meet, I knew that something serious had happened, given the desperate tone of her voice.


From my chair, I observed her sitting quietly on a nearby couch. Everything about Nancy appeared fragile; she was petite and underweight, with pale, white skin and straight black hair that was fading into something between brown and gray. For a thirty-seven-year-old housewife, she looked much older than her years. She focused her dark brown eyes on the Chicago skyline, visible through the window of my high-rise apartment. Without making eye contact, she asked if she could smoke.


The room became silent for a few moments while she lit her cigarette and inhaled deeply.


“I cannot believe the bastard would do this to me,” she said in a raspy voice, trying to choke back tears. “How could this happen? We have been married for twelve years, and I never thought Ron would sleep around on me, let alone pay for another woman’s rent.” She turned her head in my direction. “I thought things had been going so well. We just celebrated our anniversary two weeks ago. He was going to take me to Mexico later this month as a gift.”


Her next words were measured and deliberate. “What the hell is wrong with me? Am I ugly or something?” She extinguished her cigarette in an ashtray and immediately lit a new one.


“I am going to beat the shit out of her when I get my hands on that bitch. I found out where she lives, you know. I plan on going over there to get her.” She shook her head and ground her teeth. “Oh, she will pay for this! What kind of a woman would involve herself with a married man? I had a feeling something was going on, and I got the proof last night,” she yelled, her eyes welling with tears. “My worst fears have come true.”


Nancy went on to explain the particulars of how she had learned of her husband’s betrayal, detailing the events from the night before. She had been keeping a constant eye on the clock, becoming more anxious with each passing hour. When he was not home from work by ten at night, she decided to find out why.


“I called him at his office fourteen times between five-thirty and nine and got no answer,” she explained. “I found out the truth about his whereabouts from his cell phone.”


Based on her story, I could almost envision her hellish discovery. Earlier that morning while her husband was taking a shower, she had secretly looked through his wallet and obtained the password to his cell phone. When he wasn’t home by ten, she decided to use her newfound information and dialed the number to disaster. What she heard was indeed shocking.


“It’s Denise, babe. Thanks for dropping off the rent check. I cannot wait until you get divorced so we can share the apartment together. I love you!” said a cheery, younger voice on his cell phone’s voice mail.


Nancy started to open up now, talking about the situation with increasing vigor. “I am just so angry for allowing this to happen. Ron is such a good-looking man. I should have known that some lowlife would try and take him away. I cannot get the image of him and another woman out of my mind. The thought of him laughing, kissing, and making love with her is infuriating,” she said, using one of the tissues I had offered to wipe away the black mascara that was running down her face.


“Ron has been working late hours in the past few months, but I never thought anything of it.” I wondered how truthful Nancy was being here. She looked away for a moment and then continued to sing her sad song.


“Actually, he has always worked late, but I could usually track him down if needed. But something weird happened last month that set off alarm bells. He was going to Miami on a business trip and did not offer to take me along.” She clutched the tissues in her fist. “I usually go on trips to Florida with him, you know, as a kind of vacation.” She twitched her nose. “But he didn’t want to take me, using some excuse about it being a short trip and that I wouldn’t have any fun. I begged him to take me, but he wasn’t interested.”


She went on to explain how lonely she had felt while he was gone, experiencing anxiety from the moment he left for the airport.


“So there I was, all alone while he flew to Miami. I was in total misery while he was gone. When I would call him at his hotel, he was never there, even at two o’clock in the morning. I must have smoked three packs of cigarettes each day that he was gone. All I could do was think about where he was, who he was talking to, and who he might be with. Trying to sleep at night was impossible; you get used to someone next to you in the bed, you know?”


In her grief, she struggled to remain focused. After a few moments of tearful reflection, she continued telling her story.


“When he returned home from the trip, he acted completely different. He avoided me as much as possible and started sleeping on the couch. If I tried to seduce him, he pushed me away. I felt so rejected. After awhile, I knew something was going on—something terribly wrong.”


Indeed, Nancy had known that something was wrong with her marriage for quite some time. I wondered how her behavior toward Ron during their marriage might have influenced her current situation.


She continued to talk. “After I heard Denise’s voice mail yesterday, I searched through Ron’s private e-mail on his laptop and found her telephone number. They’ve been writing love notes back and forth like two teenagers.” Her next words were troublesome. “I’ve already called the bimbo’s house five times, but I haven’t left a message—yet. I used the block-caller-ID feature, so she can’t identify me.” She said this with a smile on her face, apparently gaining satisfaction at having control over the caller ID box in Denise’s home.


There was a short period of silence. She lit a new cigarette.


“Okay, if I am going to really be honest with you, I guess I better tell you that this wasn’t the first time I caught him cheating. A couple of years ago, I found out Ron was sleeping with another woman from work. It was some telephone sales agent in another department—the tramp.”


“How did you handle the situation back then?” I asked.


Nancy produced a weak but prideful grin. “I got her fired. Ron’s company values customer service, you know.” She exhaled a cloud of smoke. “Amazing how a few well-placed telephone calls to someone’s boss can wreak havoc upon them.”


She went on to explain that she had called the woman’s supervisor repeatedly, each time disguising her voice and pretending to be a different person. After hearing half a dozen complaints about the employee’s telephone etiquette, the supervisor decided to terminate her employment.


“I got the bitch canned!” she concluded, her grin transforming into a full-fledged smile.


That Nancy would go to such harmful and unhealthy lengths to keep Ron from leaving her for another woman indicated a serious addiction to their marriage. For people who confuse love with obsession, however, her behavior was not that uncommon.


“What are you planning on doing about the current situation?” I asked.


“After I curse out this Denise on the phone, I plan on doing something very nasty to her—far worse than what I did to Ron’s first mistress.” She looked up toward the ceiling in a thoughtful manner. “Maybe I’ll slash her tires.” She paused to reconsider. “No, I’ll get her personal information and then order some credit cards in her name. I deserve a few new outfits after what they have put me through. I can ruin that bitch’s financial life and let Ron be the jerk to foot her bills. We’ll see how far those rent checks go when they bounce into next week.” But her next words were even more alarming.


“It won’t be the first time I have done something behind Ron’s back to keep him from leaving. We had the boys because I tricked him.”


“What do you mean?” I asked.


“From the very first moment I met Ron, I knew I wanted to be with him forever. So when we first started dating, I told him that I was on birth control. Little did he know that the pill he saw me taking was nothing more than a vitamin.”


I started to imagine the early days of their courtship. Nancy was younger and attractive, and Ron was woefully naive to her obsessive ways. I could see them both going out for a “night on the town,” eventually capping off their evening with wild, passionate sex. With each new sexual encounter, Nancy knew that she stood a good chance of becoming pregnant.


“To this day, he doesn’t know the truth about how I got pregnant. I told him that ‘sometimes the Pill doesn’t work.’ I even showed him an informational brochure to prove it,” she said.


Nancy became more reflective.


“You know, I guess I should have seen this coming all along. The more I tried to control Ron, the further he slipped away. Why does this always happen to me?” Her eyes welled again with tears. “Everyone I have ever loved has left me, even my boys.” She was now looking directly at me. “I should have told you that my two sons moved in with Ron’s parents last week. We never really got along because they said I was too controlling. Can you believe that? A bunch of ungrateful assholes, I tell you.” I probed her for more details.


“Whenever the kids would get out of line, I would punish them—you know, take away their privileges. Other times I would just scream at them.”


“And if that didn’t work?” I asked.


“Then I would hit them.” She lowered her head. “Looking back, I guess that I was pretty mean to them. I wish things would just return back to normal—the way things used to be. I’ve got to get Ron back. I know I can. He still loves me, doesn’t he? What am I going to do now?”



So why was Nancy so obsessed with Ron? Why, for example, did she become instantly attached to him so early in their relationship? Why did she manipulate her pregnancy and, for that matter, him? And why did she engage in acts of revenge against the women whom he was having affairs with? Is there an explanation for the abuse that she directed toward her children? How did her past influence her present?


Nearly all of Nancy’s behaviors are common for people who believe that being in love means being in control. One thing is for certain. Becoming a person who confuses love with obsession does not happen randomly. In fact, the clues to this phenomenon can be traced to the past, where childhood memories that should be filled with love and support are instead filled with loneliness, fear, and deep sorrow. The following traits, characteristics, and behaviors are common among people who confuse love with obsession.



COMMON TRAITS, CHARACTERISTICS, AND BEHAVIORS OF PEOPLE WHO CONFUSE LOVE WITH OBSESSION




	We were emotionally abandoned and may have been verbally, psychologically, or physically abused (or all three) during childhood.


	We trap partners into relationships by withholding emotions or finances, or through other means of manipulation.


	We engage in acts of revenge against people we perceive as a threat to our relationships.


	We are constantly preoccupied with our significant other’s whereabouts, spending most of the day monitoring and tracking her physical and financial moves.


	We restrict a partner’s ability to communicate with and/or have friends.


	We use food as a way of keeping a partner overweight, hoping that he will appear unattractive and thus undesirable to others.


	We may be coaddicted to alcohol, other drugs, food, or sex.


	Our worst fear is being abandoned, and we will do anything to stop a partner from leaving.


	When we are unable to control the relationship with a partner, we transfer our need to control to other people.


	We are unable to stay at a job for long periods of time because of anxiety, or we refuse to let our partner work because we cannot be there to monitor her.


	When we do not receive the attention that we want from a partner or other loved ones, we fall into a state of depression.


	We suffer from stress-related gastrointestinal problems. These may include ulcers, esophageal reflux, constipation, diarrhea, or general stomach upset. We may also suffer from chronic stress-related headaches or backaches.


	When a partner or loved one tells us that we are being controlling, we refuse to listen and insist that our behavior is normal. We hear what we want to hear.



	We use sex as a tool of control and manipulation.


	We stay in emotionally and/or physically abusive relationships, believing that we can fix a partner and somehow control his behavior.





Let’s examine Nancy’s past and relate it to her present. Several weeks prior to Nancy’s visit at my apartment, she had telephoned me for support after a nasty argument with her husband regarding his whereabouts. During that conversation, I asked Nancy questions about her childhood and her relational history with men. The information she revealed to me then first made me suspect that she is a person who confuses love with obsession.


She told me that her parents were alcoholics who worked during the day and drank heavily at night. They argued often, and these angry words would sometimes escalate into physical violence. During particularly nasty fights, her father would storm out of the house and disappear for days at a time. When this happened, Nancy remembered feeling confused, abandoned, and alone. In fact, she recalled that these feelings overwhelmed her, causing her to become depressed and unattached to her world.


She went on to explain that at eighteen, she dated a marine named David who was emotionally unavailable and extremely abusive. She looked past his temper, however, believing that if she showed him enough love, she could somehow change his angry ways and thereby control the uncontrollable. So each time she was mistreated, she showed David that much more love. Their relationship abruptly ended in just two short months when she was hospitalized after David broke her arm and bruised her ribs. She reported that she would have stayed with him, despite his abuse, had her father not insisted on the breakup. She recalled becoming depressed for several months after their separation, totally drained of energy and unable to function. Sometime later she met Ron and “knew,” as she put it, that she wanted to be with him forever.


Nancy’s childhood was marked with parental alcoholism and violence, leaving her feeling neglected, alone, and confused. When her father disappeared for days at a time, she experienced deep feelings of abandonment that, unbeknownst to her, would stay with her into adulthood. Thus during the early part of her life, the first storm clouds of destruction appeared on the horizon. The storm would eventually grow into a powerful and uncontrollable force, ultimately obliterating every meaningful relationship she was in and leaving her emotionally devastated. The fuel for the storm, as with most people who confuse love with obsession, was overwhelming fear—fear of abandonment wrapped in distrust. She lived in a world of constant fear, believing that the men in her life would eventually leave her, just as her father had left her as a child. In her adulthood, she mistakenly believed that she could prevent relational collapses through controlling behaviors. What Nancy did not realize is that the more she tightened her grip, the more her suitors felt trapped. That she had managed to stay in a relationship with Ron for twelve years was a miracle, given some of her behaviors in the marriage. To be sure, Ron’s behavior during their relationship was inexcusable and selfish. He is not, though, totally to blame for what happened. Nancy’s obsessive need to control him caused him to feel trapped. Although I could not be sure, I suspected the only reason Ron had stayed with her for so long was out of concern for their children. I also suspected that it was no coincidence that the boys moved in with his parents. The entire family had grown tired of Nancy’s obsessive ways and wanted out.
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