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For my dad, who kicked the can down the road pretty damn far. I love you.







The quality of our relationships determines the quality of our lives.

—Esther Perel











introduction

This book is a tool that will help you navigate the relationships you have and create the relationships you crave—whether romantic, platonic, or familial. It will guide you to figure out what you want, what you need, and what you can abide by, and how to communicate that to others.

If you are overwhelmed by the idea of reading a whole book but desperately want the information inside, there are two things you can do:


	
Consider purchasing the audiobook.
Some people find that audiobooks are easier for comprehension and attention. I can listen to audiobooks only while cleaning, driving, or doing something with my hands, like puzzles or crocheting. I require stimulation to pay attention.



	
Read the following selected chapters first.
While I believe all the chapters are helpful, if you can read only selected parts of this book, you may want to choose the chapters that lay the groundwork for identifying relationship dynamics that need work and offer specific ways to address them in the following order:


	
Finish reading the introduction and chapter 1:
This will give you important big-picture information about the goal of this book.



	
Chapters 3 to 4:
These chapters cover the Vulnerability Cycle, which helps you identify harmful and reoccurring relationship patterns and provides tools for working on your end of those patterns.



	
Chapters 7 to 8:
These chapters outline the Relationship Decision Tree, which is a tool that will help you decide what changes to make in your relationships and why.



	
Chapters 12 to 16:
These chapters will introduce you to a new and realistic way to define boundaries that honors the real and nuanced dynamics of life so that you can implement the decisions you have made. They will guide you through a process of finding your own boundaries.









As a therapist who has been working in the mental health field for almost two decades, the majority of my career has been focused on working with individuals who struggle with substance-use disorders and their families. I didn’t expect that working in addiction would result in becoming an expert in relationships, but that’s what happened. Many people who struggle with addiction turn to substances to cope with painful feelings activated by interpersonal relationships. It follows, then, that developing relationship skills is a key part of recovery, and not just for the substance user. When families and loved ones build better relationship skills, the person with an addiction has a better chance at recovery. So I also developed weekend workshops to help the relatives of people who are addicted identify and address family dynamics that weren’t working. Therefore, an essential component of my practice has always been understanding relationship dynamics. What I’ve learned about relationships isn’t unique to addiction—these dynamics affect everyone. Relationship struggles are universal.

There are lots of books out there about relationship dynamics. My hope is that this book offers a different perspective on how to think about them. “Codependency” is a pop-psychology term that often finds itself in these types of books. But it won’t be in this one. That’s because codependency often implies that there’s a problem in being emotionally dependent on others. Some people then mistakenly believe that true emotional health only occurs when you achieve the Zen-like state of unattachment, as though you need to be able to meet all your own emotional needs yourself.

This is crap. You are a social creature and you need relationships to survive, and you thrive in a state of interdependence. While you are not responsible for meeting every emotional need of another person, you do have some responsibilities to others, as they do to you. This book will help you identify which responsibilities are reasonable to meet and which are reasonable to expect. This understanding will be rooted in your own values—not in the demands of others.

Another myth that popular self-help books love to push is that you must love yourself before you accept love from others. This is ridiculous. As you’ll see in the stories that follow, so much of my healing emerged from being loved by others! High self-esteem and self-acceptance are not prerequisites for finding deep connection.

You deserve to find a good relationship even if you don’t like yourself. Healing our struggles with trauma or insecurity can happen in all kinds of intimate relationships—family relationships, friendships, and romantic partners. Contrary to what society often says, non-romantic relationships are just as valuable as romantic ones.

I would even argue that some issues cannot fully heal outside of relationships. I’m not suggesting that love can magically fix you. Instead, relationships bring issues to the forefront, often painfully, and if you consciously use that opportunity, you can work toward healing and growing. This is called conscious co-healing, and the tools in this book can help you achieve it.

Relationships are hard is a common refrain, but what does that really mean? You might think identifying which of your relationship issues are run-of-the-mill difficult and which are actually toxic is perfectly obvious. But it may not be as obvious as you think. The two most common mistakes I see when I work with couples is that a person is either demanding too much or giving too much. But knowing which one you are isn’t so easy. Is your mind circling the people you’re closest to, trying to assess where you land? How often have you asked yourself, Am I being unreasonable, or are they being an asshole? Am I being gaslit, or am I the source of the drama?

Many people have behavior patterns that they may not be fully conscious of—and that may fluctuate according to the relationship. That’s why there isn’t a uniform approach to interpersonal dynamics. Context is everything. And this book does not do fixed rules. You will not find quippy, one-size-fits-all statements regarding when and how you need to put up hard boundaries.

In my experience, the biggest problem with relationship advice isn’t bad advice. It’s good advice applied incorrectly. If two people are in conflict over keeping the house clean, sometimes the problem is that one person is not pulling their weight; sometimes the problem is that one person has unreasonably high standards; sometimes it’s the combination of both.

If I offered a blanket statement to never put up with a partner who won’t clean the dishes, you’d see that it might be harmful if applied to the second couple, where the issue is that one partner has unreasonably high standards. Good advice for one of these dynamics is not necessarily good advice for all.

My goal is for you to identify the role that each person plays in the dynamics you encounter—to truly diagnose the issue at the heart of the matter—so that you can apply strategies that are appropriate, helpful, and healing.

I may not cover every situation, but I hope to lay the groundwork so that you can apply the lessons with the confidence and knowledge to create the connections you crave.


when it comes to relationships, some of us are set up to fail.

I didn’t realize that some of my father’s behavior during my childhood was emotional abuse until I was nineteen. I was standing in my college’s cafeteria, which held banners about college-wide discussions—from Mental Health Awareness Month to Black History Month to International Women’s Day. I never really looked closely at the content on the pillars until my sophomore year.

I remember it vividly:

In the cafeteria are three large pillars. The first pillar is covered with the words “PHYSICAL ABUSE.” Underneath there is information on physical abuse and how to get support if you think you have been a victim. Later, when I’m older and have kids of my own, I will come to understand that the spankings I received as a child—where my bare bottom was exposed and struck repeatedly by the hands of my father—constitute physical abuse, but that day I pass the banner without much thought.

Next, I pass the pillar with the words “SEXUAL ABUSE.” No one has yet told me that the coercive peer genital touching I experienced during preschool—incidences where the same boy cornered me day after day and pressured me to do things that made me uncomfortable—is not the same as consensual experimentation that happens when kids “play doctor.” So I pass this one, too.

And then I see it, the pillar that stops me cold.

EMOTIONAL ABUSE.

I have never heard this term, and yet my stomach tightens and a lump forms in my throat as I read the information: Emotional abuse is a pattern of behavior where a person controls, isolates, or frightens you in ways that don’t include physical contact.

A list of behaviors that constitute emotional abuse is listed underneath:


	Belittling, name-calling, shaming, and ridiculing

	Threatening violence

	Making someone the subject of jokes, often in front of others

	Questioning memories or reality

	Isolating a person from family and friends

	Engaging in vindictive behavior against another person

	Subjecting others to unpredictable mood swings that cause fear

	Refusing to respect requests to not be touched, even when the touch is not violent

	Not allowing privacy



An additional banner includes a list of behaviors that are specific to the emotional abuse of children:


	Exposing a child to upsetting and age-inappropriate events, such as drug taking

	Withholding affection or comfort from a child as a form of punishment

	Making a child feel unsafe, whether through direct action or lack of action

	Engaging in volatile and unpredictable behavior



My mind automatically highlights the items on the lists that happened to me, and my eyes well with tears. I think of my father.

I love my father, but we had a rocky relationship in my childhood, and the lack of stability did damage. He was emotionally unpredictable largely because of his drinking problem, which caused him to vacillate between being a father who was fun, loving, and affectionate, and someone who was cold, vindictive, and frightening.

I read on: Emotional abuse creates a traumatizing lack of psychological safety.

I was not beaten, raped, abandoned, or bullied by my peers. Yet the repeated nature of the emotional abuse that came with living with a father who was addicted to alcohol was traumatizing, and it messed me up.

I wish he would just hit me, so then someone would take me away from here, was something I thought on more than one occasion.

I grew up mistreated just enough to want to be rescued but not mistreated enough to deserve it. I never felt my pain was enough. This one-two punch instilled in me a deep sense of worthlessness that affected my relationships and behavior for years.

I grew up in a home where cruelty was justified when we were angry. I even adopted this mean streak myself at times, not because it brought me pleasure to see someone in pain but because it was a shield that deflected cruelty by lobbing it right back. It was a weapon of desperate defense: If I can hurt you enough, then maybe you will see how much I am hurting.

My father and I were locked in a volatile cycle where we constantly triggered and lashed out at each other. I hated him. I loved him. I wanted to punish him. I sobbed myself to sleep after I saw him pour alcohol into a to-go cup that everyone thought was soda—the anger breaking apart under the weight of witnessing my dad in such a sad and vulnerable moment. This dynamic worsened when I developed my own addiction issues as a teenager.

The trauma wasn’t just the distressing circumstances of my dad’s alcoholism and our volatile relationship. It was also the story that I told myself about why it was happening to me: He does this because he doesn’t love me. This is happening because I am broken and unworthy of love.

It was that belief that traumatized me.

I didn’t know what was acceptable and what wasn’t. This was true when it came to others and in the ways I behaved, too.

Now on the cusp of adulthood, staring up at the words “EMOTIONAL ABUSE,” I close my eyes and the tears break the levy of my eyelashes, rolling down my cheeks. Finally, here are words to describe my woundedness.

There, in the middle of the food hall, I finally acknowledge that my pain is enough. What happened to me was real. And it was wrong. And, as a result, I developed a belief system about myself and others that forever affected the way I interpreted my relationships.

Another core memory flashes before my eyes.

I am in second grade. My best friend is a thin, shy girl with blond hair and blue eyes. I am a frizzy-haired brunette with painfully pale skin whose loud voice and personality tend to take over the room. We hang out together on the playground. The boys compete to engage with her, and so when she runs, they chase her. Then I chase the boys. Eventually, I lose steam, and the gap between the boys and me widens until I stop completely.

I am standing alone.

I am not good enough to warrant the attention of others.

Is this a preposterous conclusion for a seven-year-old to make? Yes. Is there something ridiculous about a white, conventionally attractive, economically privileged woman claiming that not being chased by boys on a playground was a core memory of being unloved? Absolutely.

What I know now is this: This event did not damage me.

This event did not cause anything.

This event simply highlighted the belief that I had already internalized—about my value, or lack of it—due to the instability in my most important male relationship at home—the one with my father. I believed that I did not deserve love from anyone—especially boys.




the effects of not having psychological safety in relationships

When you experience a pervasive lack of psychological safety in childhood, you learn to hide, suppress, or despise the most vulnerable pieces of yourself because they will be weaponized against you. You hide them to protect yourself, but, in doing so, you ensure that you never get the opportunity to prove the story wrong.

On paper, I was thriving. I had friends. I did well in school. But I always felt like an outsider, secretly afraid that one day my pathetic true self would be discovered and push away any real friends. My fears kept me from finding the right people and caused me to mess up good relationships when I found them.

By junior high, having interpreted every normal childhood experience of hurt feelings or perceived rejection as further proof that I was not good enough, I had an ache, and it was a constant undercurrent in my life. Maddeningly, it was the kind that gnawed on the inside like black mold spreading within the walls of an otherwise well-constructed home. An invisible and lonely pain.

I decided to make this pain manifest into something that would get attention.

I tried self-harm, purging meals, drinking excessively—anything that would get me attention, however negative. Anything that would prompt someone to tell me that they loved me, that they were worried about me. That I was worth worrying about.

None of these schemes worked—I disliked the feeling of puncturing my skin, hated throwing up, and I didn’t like the taste of alcohol.

At the beginning of high school, I launched my newest plan. I would be a drug addict. Children who use drugs often find themselves addicted because they slowly become dependent and lose control, desperately wishing they could stop. Not me. When I saw society’s adoration of tragic figures like Nirvana’s Kurt Cobain, I became convinced that my only chance at love and self-worth was to purposefully run headfirst into addiction and make myself beautifully broken.

Plus, I loved doing drugs. Becoming a stoner and a junkie felt like slipping into a custom glove. Relationships were easier. I received attention, affection, and approval and felt deeply connected to others for the first time in my life. I was loved. Finally.

But it was a fleeting kind of love.

I still secretly believed I wasn’t worthy of love. But now with several hard drugs in the mix, my feelings were heightened and magnified. If someone was angry with me, it felt like my world was ending. If someone was happy with me, I was euphoric. My moods swung wildly based on how I believed others saw me, and I could not tolerate being alone. It felt like I would cease to exist if I wasn’t in the presence of someone else. I hurt good people, and I let bad people hurt me. My relationships felt like a house of cards ready to collapse at any moment.

My addiction to drugs landed me in rehab on the last day of tenth grade. I spent the next eighteen months in inpatient treatment, fighting my addictions.

My experience in the troubled-teen industry is complex. I learned how to identify and talk about my feelings. I discovered and admitted that underneath the bravado, I really hated myself. I also found a community. The way the other girls in the facility embraced and loved me was healing—and I didn’t feel so alone anymore. I also had every aspect of my life and body controlled. When I complied and made “therapeutic progress,” I was offered praise, acceptance, and basic privileges such as speaking to my family or using the toilet alone. When I did not, there was shame, social isolation, and treatment “exercises” that lasted months, like being forced to carry a bag of bricks or staying silent unless I was given express permission to speak.

This behavior-modification therapy certainly modified my behavior. It put an end to most of my self-destructive behavior. I no longer used drugs or lied or hurt people. I was a productive member of society. But it did not fix what drove the behavior. Although I made healthier choices, my relationships were still driven by a persistent feeling of worthlessness that went back to my relationship with my father.

It wasn’t until an interaction with a mentor in a twelve-step program years later that everything cracked wide open for me.

While I was telling her about my father and the trauma related to growing up with an alcoholic—how much he disappointed me, how angry I still was at him for not giving me safety as a child, how I repeatedly attempted to convince him to get sober and apologize—she said four words:

“How old are you?”

“Twenty-two,” I responded.

She paused before speaking again. “Your father’s responsibility to be the person you needed emotionally when you were a child ended when your childhood did,” she said. “I know it’s not fair—I know you deserved better. But you can’t keep coming back to your father now that you are an adult, expecting him to give you the emotional support you never received—emotional support he isn’t capable of right now. You keep going back to an empty well, hoping that there will be something to drink. But the responsibility to heal is now on you.”

As painful as this was to hear, it was also incredibly freeing. I had autonomy. I was not reliant on a broken man to change my life. I could heal whether or not my father chose to.


I was only a hostage to my childhood if I decided to be.



I realized that I could reframe my own story: The story could now be that I had a father who was imperfect and who harmed me but who still loved me. Deeply. He always had.

He was a father who had written me a letter every single week I was in rehab (that’s nearly eighty weeks), telling me that he believed in me. Some letters were long, written on a legal pad; others were short, a few lines scribbled on a cocktail napkin, even a large piece of paper tablecloth from a restaurant. During a particularly dark week when I wanted to give up, I received a box. It was empty. When I looked closer, I found the contents of a heartfelt letter written on the outside. It was so absurd that I laughed for the first time that week. I was always with him.

I realized that I had to work on reconciling two narratives to show up as an adult in my relationship with him: the father whose addiction traumatized me and the one who always loved me. To change the way that I functioned in relationships moving forward, I had to do two things:


	
Realize that the impact that the trauma had on me was not my fault. Rather, addressing my behavior in relationships was my responsibility.


	
Make a decision: Can I learn to love my father for who he is and heal within the relationship as it is? Or is my healing dependent on my putting space between us?




I had to learn from scratch how to balance self-accountability with having standards of behavior for others. I can tell you now that it’s a lifelong process. Though I have always been willing to grow, I also recognize that my ability to do so has been massively impacted by the privilege of mental health access and a support system. I have learned not to judge too harshly those who lack the awareness or coping skills that I have.

This is why I’ve written this book—to share my relearning with people who may not have the access that I’ve had.










part one how to work on your relationships










chapter 1 three types of relationship behavior


There are lots of ways to be an ass—here’s why that matters.

In a good relationship:

The good times are really good,

And the bad times are safe.

Good relationships are not perfect. But they are:


	
Physically safe
No one is harming you physically or creating an environment in which you fear they might.



	
Psychologically safe
You feel that the person you are engaging with does not wish you harm. You feel safe enough to share your weaknesses without fear that they will be used against you in an intentionally cruel way. You can be open about who you are without fear that the other person will use that openness to punish or humiliate you.





All relationships—friendships, romantic, familial—have good and bad parts. All people have good and bad. But how good is good enough to stay in the relationship? And how bad is bad enough to leave?

Relationships can be hard. Every partnership has conflict, and where there is conflict there are sometimes hurt feelings. People make mistakes. Sometimes they make big ones. Even the best people can be assholes sometimes. But in a good relationship there is a feeling of safety even in challenging times.

Often when you’re unfair or unreasonable in a relationship, your reactions can be traced back to some old wound inflicted when you were most vulnerable, before you were able to rationalize what was happening to you. Your past relationship wounds can also cause you to accept unreasonable behaviors from others. These same wounds may cause you to hurt the people closest to you.

I believe that everyone is redeemable. No one forfeits the right to accept love. But many people will behave in ways that make it difficult for others to remain in a relationship with them. That is the consequence of their actions. Some people choose not to be redeemed. Everyone deserves love, but no one is entitled to yours.

Yes, it takes two to tango. But no amount of working on your own imperfections is going to fix a relationship with a person who wants to put you in a choke hold and call it a waltz.

Identifying what kind of a dance you’re in is half the battle—and a big part of this book.

To begin to answer that question, we first need to identify and define the three categories of relationship harm:

[image: A diagram categorizes hurtful or harmful behavior into three levels.]
Description 1




	
Screwups:
Hurtful or harmful behavior.



	Mistreatment:
When a hurtful or harmful behavior is happening over and over, and there is a pattern of refusal to address the behavior.



	Abuse:
When hurtful or harmful behavior is happening over and over, and there is a refusal to address the behavior, and there is an element of coercion, control, degradation, or intimidation.







category 1 behavior: screwups within equitable (fair) relationships


Even in good relationships, people hurt each other from time to time. Sometimes this happens by accident and sometimes on purpose. I call these screwups. I once told my husband to go fuck himself during an argument. A friend forgot about our plans and stood me up for lunch. A relative didn’t show up to my baptism because he was under the influence of drugs. One of my friends cheated on his wife once ten years ago.

None of these actions is loving or respectful. They are not acceptable ways to behave, nor do they warrant being easily forgiven and forgotten. I’m simply saying most people have screwed up—often in big ways—and done something damaging or disrespectful to someone they love and respect. An equitable relationship is one where both people admit their mistakes and try to do better most of the time.


screwup

If Bill scheduled a weekend boys’ trip without consulting his wife, Elaine, who now must care for their three young children alone, that’s inconsiderate. It’s a screwup. They argue about it, perhaps they raise their voices a bit—maybe Bill sleeps in the guest room—but in the end, they figure out a way to move forward. Maybe Bill apologizes and promises not to schedule big trips without checking in again. Maybe Elaine says that there needs to be some reciprocity in the future, that she would like the opportunity to go away with her friends, which Bill then supports. Whatever way forward, they resolve it. There is give-and-take and collaboration.







category 2 behavior: chronic mistreatment


What happens when someone does something hurtful repeatedly and refuses to acknowledge it or refuses to change? This is a different category of behavior.


chronic mistreatment

Compare Bill to Tommy, who goes buck hunting every weekend during hunting season, despite his wife, Nancy, complaining many times that it leaves her to do all the housework and child-rearing. Nancy is worn. She is exhausted. And she tells him so. But Tommy turns his back in a huff and says, “You’re the one who begged for kids.”



This didn’t happen once or twice. Tommy goes off hunting repeatedly without any intention to collaborate on a mutually beneficial solution. It wasn’t a one-time screwup or a blowup. It was a pattern of behavior. I refer to this as chronic mistreatment.

In chronic mistreatment, one person is suffering—and is vocal about it—yet the other person either dismisses it or doesn’t care enough to change. In some cases, they may apologize but then continue the behavior.

Chronic mistreatment doesn’t have to be the exact same behavior repeating—it can also be the same type of behavior repeating. For example, if a friend calls me a name during a fight, and we talk about it, but then they stand me up the next week, and I confront them, and then they criticize my appearance a few weeks later, that’s still a pattern of mistreatment.





category 3 behavior: abuse


When I speak to audiences about relationships, there are always a handful of people who hear about Tommy, the hunter, and say, “That’s abuse!” Perhaps that’s what you thought, too. It’s true that all abuse is mistreatment, but not all mistreatment is abuse. It’s important to define the difference.

Not all forms of abuse are listed. Nor are all examples of abuse easy to spot—abuse often travels under the radar. Defining what constitutes emotional abuse, financial abuse, spiritual abuse, or even covert sexual abuse can be particularly tricky. For example, being hit once is abuse, but how many times does someone need to call you a bitch for it to be considered abuse? The answer lies in whether the behavior is a part of a repeated effort to coerce, control, intimidate, or degrade you.


Abuse is never safe.



I am not outlining these three categories of harmful behavior to tell you how to feel about your relationship. The category of chronic mistreatment is not my way of saying it’s “not that bad because it’s not abuse.” On the contrary.


abuse

As a therapist, when I see behavior like Tommy’s, I look for three things when assessing abusive dynamics:


	Hurtful or harmful behavior.

	The repeated occurrence of that behavior with a pattern of refusal to address the behavior.

	An element of coercion, control, intimidation, or degradation on the part of the person exhibiting that behavior.



Keep in mind that there are some violent behaviors and sexual behaviors that are always abusive regardless of how frequently they occur. These behaviors are:


	
Making physical contact with the intent to cause another person bodily injury or pain. This includes, but is not limited to, hitting, slapping, punching, pushing, grabbing, pinching, or throwing something at you.

	
Intentionally making someone fear bodily injury or pain. This includes, but is not limited to, grabbing by the collar, raising a fist as if they are about to strike, throwing things near you, or brandishing a weapon.

	
Sexual contact with another person without their consent. This includes, but is not limited to, touching of genitals or breasts, under or over the clothes, or forcing someone to perform sexual acts.





What I have found in my practice is that many people who are chronically mistreated by their friends, partners, or family members know that something about their relationship is deeply painful but don’t quite feel like the label of abuse fits. For them, the recognition that yes, this treatment is abnormal and unreasonable, is very validating.

It is also not my intention to tell you that you are wrong if you define abuse differently than I do. I use “screwups,” “mistreatment,” and “abuse” to differentiate categories of behavior simply to communicate clearly in this book which advice may or may not be effective for each dynamic. If you are in a relationship where there are elements of control, coercion, degradation, or intimidation, you have unique needs, and some of the relationship advice that is effective in other relationships may be dangerous for you.

Perhaps the most important task ahead is answering this question: How do you approach a relationship where someone is doing their best and their best is hurting you?

To even begin answering it, you are going to need some reinforcements.


the takeaway:

You need to establish the basic standards for a good relationship. You will build from here, but it’s essential for you to know what level category of harm exists in your relationship so that you can move forward safely.










chapter 2 building your advisory team


Everyone needs a friend who shows up with margaritas (but maybe don’t ask them for relationship advice).

You might think it is perfectly obvious, intuitive even, to know whether your relationship issues are rooted in reasonable struggles or if they are caught up in dynamics that are beyond repair. But in my clinical experience as a therapist, it’s not so clear-cut. We all know someone whose partner, friend, or family member seems to lack a baseline respect. I can’t believe they put up with that! you think. They deserve so much better! But they don’t see it.

At the same time, I’m sure you can think of a relationship where a friend’s expectations are so high that they tend to drop people for the slightest mistake. You might be able to see it clearly. But do they?

Can you clearly describe your own patterns in relationships? So many people cannot. Are you sure you see the other person’s behavior accurately?

This book is going to give you a lot to think about it. There will be questions to reflect on, and you might be prompted to make some decisions about your relationships. In my experience, this is most effective when you have a good support system of friends and mentors.

Ideally, you would also have a kick-ass therapist who can help you process. But therapy is not universally accessible—nor are all therapists created equal—and I want this book to be helpful to those who do not necessarily have a good therapist. (Although if your therapist gave you this book, I’m sure that they are wonderful!)

Realistically, most people can get the support they need from a good group of friends or mentors. An Advisory Team is about having a group of people you trust to give you feedback, encourage you, challenge you, and walk you through hard things, such as making difficult decisions. They are the ones who help you understand the relationship with the clarity that some distance often brings.
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