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				Praise for 
Silently Seduced, Revised and Updated

				“For the past twenty years, Silently Seduced has been the comprehensive guidebook on the subject of covert incest for both the clinician and the layperson seeking insight into this difficult-to-identify issue. With this updated edition, Dr. Adams has brought new and timely insights to the subject, expanding discussion of the issue to include a broader range of relationships—one that reflects the more complicated world we live in.”

				—Eleanor D. Payson, LMSW, author of The Wizard of Oz and Other Narcissists

				“Dr. Adams expertly sheds light on a critical issue that is, sadly, romanticized by Hollywood and insufficiently deconstructed in clinical training programs. This book is a must read for men and women experiencing compulsive sexual and romantic pain, parents interested in raising healthy children, and clinicians who want to offer sensitive, informed support along the way.” 

				—Kelly McDaniel, psychotherapist and author of Ready to Heal: Women Facing Love, Sex, and Relationship Addiction 

				“Like the original Silently Seduced, Dr. Ken Adams’s updated version is engaging, clear, and hopeful. It adds new insights and guidance that makes this new edition a compelling read for those in need and professionals alike.” 

				—John C. Friel, Ph.D., and Linda Friel, M.A., authors of 
Adult Children: The Secrets of Dysfunctional Families and An Adult Child’s Guide to What’s “Normal”

				“In this welcome new edition of his classic book, Adams perceptively expands his earlier work, and in a nuanced way explains much more about the subtleties of covert abuse and its aftereffects.”

				—Richard Gartner, Ph.D., author of Beyond Betrayal and past president of MaleSurvivor.org.

				“This groundbreaking recovery classic shines a compassionate light on the hidden world of covert incest. Dr. Adams’s poignant stories and clinical wisdom empower readers to recognize dysfunctional relationships, heal long-standing emotional wounds, and create an intimate life of their own choosing.” 

				—Wendy Maltz, LCSW, D.S.T., author of The Sexual Healing Journey and coauthor of The Porn Trap

				“Silently Seduced is a must read for those who have difficulty establishing and maintaining romantic relationships. It gives the reader the keys to understanding how covert incest in childhood stands in the way of having an adult, healthy, intimate relationship and offers the hope of a new beginning. Dr. Adams so thoroughly ‘nails’ the problem that Silently Seduced is a stand-alone book on the topic.”

				—Alexandra Katehakis, M.F.T., author of Erotic Intelligence

				“The confusing and complex conflicts experienced by the child who is filling in for what is missing in the parent’s relationship are explored with expertise, and Adams does a compelling job of delineating how these conflicts play out as these ‘little partners’ enter their own, adult relationships.”

				—Tian Dayton, Ph.D., author of Emotional Sobriety

				“Kenneth Adams has done it again! As in the original Silently Seduced, Dr. Adams eloquently speaks to the source of so many adults’ chronic struggles with intimacy. This revised edition uses powerful anecdotes to bring well-organized theoretical perspectives to life, creating a highly readable, deeply moving experience for readers. The Q&A at the end of the book effectively creates the experience of a personal conversation with Dr. Adams. We cannot wait to begin using this revised edition as a powerful treatment resource with our clients!”

				—Ginger Bercaw, Psy.D., CSAT, CST, and Bill Bercaw, Psy.D., CSAT, CST, 
authors of The Couple’s Guide to Intimacy and From the Living Room to the Bedroom.

				“This book is a must read for anyone looking to understand or heal from incestuous relationships. Dr. Adams’s raw and in-depth look brings clarity to a controversial topic. By answering the ‘why’ and the ‘how,’ readers can gain new insight to process their emotions and make important changes in their lives and relationships.”

				—Stefanie Carnes, Ph.D., LMFT, author of Mending a Shattered Heart

				“Silently Seduced offers precious insight into some of the least understood and most hidden of men’s emotional challenges.”

				—Robert Weiss, LCSW, CSAT-S, founding director of The Sexual Recovery Institute and author of Cruise Control and Untangling the Web

				“Silently Seduced is a necessary tool for all therapists who work with survivors of overt or covert incest as well as the client who has even a slight dysfunctional relationship with a parent or family member. The book includes great case examples that are easily relatable and would benefit anyone struggling with an inappropriate relationship with a parent—some that most may not even see as inappropriate until reading this book.”  

				—Erin A. Munroe, author of When Big Issues Happen to Little Girls 

				“Silently Seduced is a book [we] here at PCS recommend to therapists and to our clients. No one has done a better job at dealing with covert incest in the manner that speaks clearly to therapists and clients and provides helpful information in terms of ‘what to do.’” 

				—Ralph H. Earle, Ph.D., founder and president of 
Psychological Counseling Services, Ltd.

				“Silently Seduced offers much-needed validation for anyone who has been held hostage by a parent’s inappropriate need for companionship. Dr. Adams speaks to the overwhelming responsibility placed on a child who becomes the surrogate partner for a needy, lonely parent and explores how this burden interferes in normal development, which results in later struggles for intimacy, healthy sexuality, and commitment. He offers help and hope for anyone who has been the victim of covert incest and greater understanding for those in the helping professions.” 

				—Jane Middelton-Moz, M.S., coauthor of After the Tears: Helping Adult Children of Alcoholics Heal Their Childhood Trauma
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				WE ARE FORTUNATE when a gifted clinician drills down into a specific problem many have, and then writes about it in a way most of us can make sense of it. When Ken Adams’s Silently Seduced first appeared, the book became an instant classic by providing recovering people the links and insights that help make sense of unfathomable incongruities. In therapy, we learn to watch the patterns of the mind, first to stop dysfunctional behavior and then to construct new and reengineered thinking patterns leading to sexual and relationship satisfaction. For many, Silently Seduced was key in that process.

				Within the field of sex addiction, Ken Adams focuses on the set of dynamics that many sex addicts find true to their patterns. Loving a person but not being able to be sexual with that partner is a great irony when sex is easy with anonymous or unavailable partners. Moreover, sex is often driven by an anger for which we use the term eroticized rage. Sex addicts are aware of the sexual arousal but oblivious to how their behavior is angry. Further, why there would be such anger is a mystery to them, given that they felt so cared for as children. In Silently Seduced, the anatomy of how this happens is laid out in a way that is so helpful. 

				Dr. Adams followed up Silently Seduced with his book When He Is Married to Mom, which looked more closely into the issues involved with the mother bond. Taken together, these books have been a literal godsend to patients and a resource to therapists.

				This new version of Silently Seduced is an enriched and insightful edition of an already successful book and updates the original content with new findings, expanded discussions of key points, and a section of frequently asked questions. It adds insight and clarity to the topics of women who were their mothers’ surrogate companions, gay men, single parents, and spouses or partners of covert incest survivors. Dr. Adams also expands his discussion regarding overcoming the fear of commitment, setting boundaries, and how best to handle dating and new relationships. For those of us who are book watchers, we note those who work for continuous improvement and model integrity, both as authors and clinicians. That is the way I have always known Ken Adams to be: thoughtful, thorough, and insightful. His books are always worth the effort of a careful read.

				—Patrick Carnes, Ph.D.
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and Updated Edition
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				WHEN I BEGAN WRITING Silently Seduced twenty years ago, I could not have imagined its longevity and impact. Since then, hundreds of covert incest survivors have discussed the book with me in therapy sessions and have mentioned it in lectures. They most frequently report two main reactions to the book: one, that it clarifies a troublesome parent-child relationship history that was perplexing and previously beyond the reader’s understanding; and two, that the succinct and clear manner in which it is written allows readers to be undistracted by repetition or material that is spurious to the topic. As such, Silently Seduced has not only been informative to its readers, but transformative as well. For many, it opened an emotional, experiential moment that ignited the search for more clarity and healing. 

				Over the years, I have received many important and thoughtful questions that the original text did not adequately answer. For example, some readers are still seeking clarity on why I consider it incestuous when a parent turns a child into a surrogate husband or wife but does not touch them sexually. Others have sought more information on how best to manage their adult relationship with their parent. They want to neither continue with the same level of inappropriate closeness nor completely “divorce” their parent.

				Other questions have been about how to deal with siblings, how to date, and how to handle the tension between the intrusive parent and the romantic partner. Readers have wanted more perspective on emotional issues, such as how to break free from the suffocating guilt or fear of engulfment that seems to plague covert incest survivors so often. A desire for a healthy relationship and a way to finally feel contented in love is the source of many questions. Wanting to understand why their sexuality seems so burdened, even though there was no sexual touch, creates a frequent source of confusion for survivors.

				I’ve also been asked about certain populations or special circumstances. For example, are there different issues for a gay man who is involved as a surrogate husband to his mother than for a straight man? What about when a daughter plays the role of a surrogate partner to her mother as opposed to her father? Are there implications for single-parent households or for adults who choose to have and raise a child as a single parent? What are the specific problems and concerns for the partners or spouses of covert incest survivors? How should they best respond to the difficulties in their relationships caused by the covert incest of their partners?

				Although many survivors of covert incest are able to relate to the stories of overt incest survivors, most struggle to feel validated because they have not been physically violated. Covert incest survivors are still suffering in silence. In fact, most are not aware that their relationships with their parents were incestuous. I’ve written this book to give such survivors a framework to understand what happened to them, how their lives continue to be affected, and how to begin the process of recovery.

				What follows in this new edition is an update to the original text and a new chapter that addresses the questions that have emerged over the last twenty years. The new chapter, Frequently Asked Questions, is a dialogue between you, the reader, and me, as if we were sitting down in a therapy session or I was responding during a lecture. In addition, new material has emerged in the field over the years that supports my observations. The bibliography has been updated to reflect those sources.

				In the first part of the book, I use the word “victim” to describe the person still experiencing the effects of covert incest. These early chapters describe the victimization process and its consequences. In the last chapters, I discuss change and recovery. I use the word “survivor” instead of “victim” at that point to help underscore the important transformation from being a victim to reclaiming life. Also, to help the stories flow without the encumbering use of he/she or him/her, I use personal pronouns interchangeably.

				The stories presented in the book are composites designed to illustrate the traits of covert incest survivors. Your actual experience may vary. No one story represents any one person’s particular life. To protect their right to privacy, I have purposely avoided using the stories of my clients. However, their sharing certainly has influenced my thinking. To that extent, there may be some overlap between what I have heard in my practice and what I have included in these pages. I am grateful to my clients for the sharing of their lives and the trust they have given me in the process. I respect their courage.

				As I did in the original book, I strive to be clear and to the point, with as little psychological jargon as possible, in hopes that the new edition becomes another transformative step in your journey from pain and struggle to healing and freedom.
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				What Is the Silent Seduction?

				As long as the child within is not allowed to become aware of what happened to him or her, a part of his or her emotional life will remain frozen . . . all appeals to love, solidarity, and compassion will be useless.

				—Alice Miller, For Your Own Good

				TOM CAME HOME from a long day at the office and was looking forward to the quiet, intimate dinner he and his wife had planned. The telephone rang. It was his mother. Now what? he thought. He listened as she described her day. Eventually, she began discussing how lonely and miserable she felt with Tom’s father. Tom felt his rage boil but was paralyzed by his guilt. He looked for an opening in her tirade so he could politely excuse himself and eat his dinner, which was waiting for him.

				How do I get out of this one? Tom thought as his mother went on describing her feelings of sexual dissatisfaction with his father. Impatient and outraged, he paced the floor and hoped his mother would hang up.

				When she said, “I don’t know what I would do if I didn’t have you. I wish your father would listen to me like you do,” Tom had had enough. He hung up without a word and threw the phone to the floor in a rage. Teary-eyed, he screamed to his wife, “I don’t want to know about her personal problems! I hate it, but I don’t know what to do.” As had happened so many times before, Tom’s evening with his wife was ruined.

				As a therapist, I’ve learned Tom’s story is not unique. Frequently, I hear comments such as, “I can’t stand it when my dad keeps telling me how much he loves his ‘little princess,’” or “I wish my mom would stop telling me about her loneliness. It’s not my business,” or “I know my dad doesn’t mean anything by it, but it feels funny when he seems so worried about how I dress and gets jealous when I go out with men.” The list is endless, but the theme is the same: a sense of violation and a boundary crossed. These violations are usually done in the name of loving and caring.

				There is nothing loving or caring about a close parent-child relationship when it services the needs and feelings of the parent rather than the child. “Feeling close” with your parents, particularly the opposite-sex parent, is not the source of comfort the image suggests. It is a relationship in which the individual, both as a child and later as an adult, feels silently seduced by the parent. Feelings of appreciation and gratitude do not prevail in these “close” relationships. Instead, they are a source of confusing, progressive rage.

				During the feedback section of my lectures on the subject, some participants are quite vocal with their rage. They express relief that they now understand why at times they hate with vengeance the same parent who has always loved them “so much.” Some are frozen in their seats and can’t speak, while others can’t wait to leave. A few courageous parents speak up, expressing that they are now beginning to understand why their sons or daughters struggle in relationships.

				Others listen to the lectures and insist there is no harm in their close relationship with their opposite-sex parent. Actually, they claim to feel special and privileged. These children were given a special position by being idealized by the parent. But there is no privilege in being cheated out of a childhood by being a parent’s surrogate partner. As adults, these individuals in turn idealize their parents to cover the pain of the abandoned and victimized child within. To be a parent’s surrogate partner is to be a victim of covert incest. This book is about the silent seduction covert incest victims experience and its effect on their sexuality, intimacy, and relationships.

				Throughout most of the book I use examples of the covert incest survivor with his or her opposite-sex parent. This better illuminates the inappropriate sexual and romantic tension created by covert incest. However, a child can also be the surrogate partner of the same-sex parent. In chapters four and eight, I address issues specific to covert incest that involve the same-sex parent.

				Being a parent’s surrogate partner as a child, and continuing to be one as an adult, has a profound effect on one’s life. If you find yourself in the following descriptions, this book is for you.

				Common Characteristics of Silent Seduction

				A Love/Hate Relationship. You often have intense feelings of both love and hate for the opposite-sex parent. On the one hand, you feel special and privileged because of the relationship; on the other, you frequently feel you aren’t doing enough for that parent. This conflict causes feelings of guilt that result in rage, which is seldom expressed directly.

				Emotional Distance from Same-Sex Parent. In contrast to the love/hate relationship with the opposite-sex parent, you feel abandoned by the same-sex parent. This relationship is often competitive, and the parent feels like an adversary. Feeling contempt for this parent is common.

				Guilt and Confusion over Personal Needs. You feel guilty about your needs and probably have a difficult time identifying what they are. You generally try to “be strong,” caretake, or always “be there” for others as a way of meeting your own needs.

				Feelings of Inadequacy. You are likely to have chronic feelings of inadequacy and unworthiness. You believe your worth as a man or woman is determined by what you can do rather than by who you are.

				Multiple Relationships. You are likely to have been in and out of many relationships and never felt satisfied. You are always on the lookout for the perfect partner or relationship. Establishing intimacy is difficult for you.

				Difficulty with Commitment. You are generally ambivalent about commitment in relationships. You always seem to have one foot in and one foot out of the door, just in case.

				Hasty Commitments. You make a quick commitment to a relationship then realize later it was not a good choice. You feel too guilty to leave, and you try to make it right instead.

				Regret over Past Relationships. You find yourself looking back at a previous relationship and wondering if it could have worked if you had stuck it out.

				Sexual Dysfunction. You find yourself feeling sexually shut down or driven and compulsive in the pursuit of sexual highs or conquests. Sex may become addictive.

				Compulsions/Addictions. You have other compulsions or addictions. You may be driven in the areas of work, success, and achievement. You may find yourself addicted to food, either compulsively overeating, starving yourself, or binging and purging.
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				When a Child Is Betrayed 
by a Parent’s Love

				Your children . . . are the sons and daughters of Life’s longing for itself. They come through you but not from you, And though they are with you yet they belong not to you.

				—Khalil Gibran, The Prophet

				INCEST CONFUSES AND STIRS US. The word is usually used to describe sexual contact between a parent and child. Webster’s New World Dictionary defines incest as “sexual intercourse be-­tween persons too closely related to marry legally.” There are both overt and covert forms of incest.

				Overt Incest

				Overt incest occurs when there is sexual contact in any dependent relationship involving blood relatives, the most obvious being between parent and child. A more inclusive definition is given by Mike Lew in Victims No Longer where he states, “Incest is a violation of a position of trust, power, and protection.” It is the dependency in these relationships that is exploited by the adult for their sexual needs that crosses the incestuous line. As we shall discuss later, this is the same dependency that is leveraged by the parent to turn a child into a surrogate partner. 

				Sexual contact in dependent relationships is never justifiable because there is always a loss of choice. People in dependent relationships seldom challenge those in positions of authority, even when they feel victimized and violated. This is especially true when the violation is between parent and child. One of the ways parents justify their behavior is to believe, “This is my child, so I can do what I want.”

				Children are not property. They feel terrified and degraded when a parent, or any adult, is sexual with them. Cooperation does not equal enjoyment. They are too scared, too emotionally needy, or too starved for affection to say no. Even if children report that at some level they enjoyed the sexual contact, it is still emotionally damaging. Children are generally too needy and confused to understand inappropriate sexual touch. Their enjoyment is, at some level, a source of guilt and shame later in life: “It was my fault because I enjoyed it and didn’t say no. All my life I carried guilt because I thought I seduced my father. It wasn’t until I went over the wreckage of my life that I realized I was a victim of incest.”

				Historically, most reports of overt incest involved girls. However, many boys have been sexually violated by both women and men. Unfortunately, instances of boys being violated have been underreported. This is beginning to change, thanks to the efforts of groups like Male Survivor. (See appendix and bibliography for resources and books about sexually abused boys.) Reported cases generally involve an adult man with a boy; however, many boys report being sexually violated by their mothers, stepmothers, aunts, female neighbors, and babysitters. Sexual stereotypes about men contribute to the underreporting of boys who are incest victims. For example, the myth that “men are just more sexual than women and always want sex” suggests a young boy would welcome being sexually stimulated by an adult woman and would not necessarily feel victimized. On the contrary, a young boy just learning about his body and sexuality is overwhelmed to have a woman touch him in a sexual way.

				One man described his shame and confusion during his childhood relationship with his mother:

				My mother always insisted on washing my genitals, even when I was old enough to do it myself. Sometimes it was embarrassing; other times I enjoyed it. I didn’t know what to think. Sometimes she’d give me kisses on the lips that seemed to last too long. I would often find myself sexually aroused when I looked at her. I privately felt I was strange, and I worried that someone would find out. To this day I feel like I was some kind of pervert, because I was sexually aroused by my mother’s presence.

				A victim of overt incest commonly reacts by internalizing fault—in other words, the victim feels responsible for what occurred. This internalization of fault or guilt inhibits healthy expression of anger. Instead, self-hatred festers. The expression of anger is necessary, however, in the healing and letting go process of an incest victim.

				Overt incest is one of the most frightening and traumatic experiences a young girl or boy has to endure. A common myth is that overt incest is the exception rather than the rule in American families. This is not the case. The National Center for the Victims of Crime reports that one in four girls and one in six boys will have experienced an episode of sexual abuse by the time they are eighteen years of age. Another myth is that most sexual abuse is perpetrated by strangers or nonfamily members. In fact, according to Childhelp, 68 percent of all childhood sexual abuse is committed by family members. 

				Yet, as traumatic and injurious as overt incest is, healing is possible if adults are gently guided and supported through the pain and into expression of their feelings. Victims have to be encouraged to express anger and separate from the shame and guilt. They need to be reassured that they did not cause the incest. Over time, this approach helps victims grieve the loss of their sexual innocence. Experiencing the sadness and shedding tears permit a cleansing from the incest experience. In its place grows comfortableness with one’s sexuality and the hope for a healthy sexual future.

				Generally, incest victims who do not recover are the ones who keep the experience a secret, deny it ever occurred, or minimize its effects. In these cases, comments frequently include statements like: “Well, it only happened once . . . maybe a couple of times,” or “It’s easier just to forget about it.” As a result, the victim remains stuck in the guilt and shame. This contributes to dissatisfying intimate and sexual relationships.

				Victims need support and appropriate professional guidance to recover from the violation. Incest victims (both as children and adults) who report their experiences to a helping professional (therapist, doctor, clergy, nurse, or teacher) may find they are not believed. Worse, they are sometimes accused of being the seducer. This furthers the shame and is another violation. Appropriate professional guidance that does not further the shame is available and should be sought. Support groups such as Incest Survivors Anonymous and Survivors of Incest Anonymous are available for help. (See appendix for listings of these and other support groups.)

				If children are discounted by a helping professional or any adult, they fall into deep despair. Helping professionals must be willing to follow through and intervene when necessary. A helping professional who receives a report of incest and consciously chooses not to take appropriate action participates in the victimizing process. This is also true if a child goes to one parent complaining that the other is sexually abusive. For that parent to minimize or deny the violation is to become a participant in the incest. The child is being abused by both parents through the direct sexual contact of one and the failure to protect of the other.

				Covert Incest

				Victims of covert incest, also referred to as emotional incest, suffer pain similar to that of overt victims. Understanding covert incest as a sexual violation is less clear, since direct sexual contact does not occur. This is not to imply that it is easy to identify or sort feelings of overt incest: it is not. However, similar feelings and dynamics are at work with covert incest. Although estimated numbers of overt incest victims exist, similar statistics are not available regarding covert victims. The numbers are potentially staggering, since the possibility for covert incest exists anytime a chronic break occurs in the emotional, spiritual, or sexual bond between parents.

				Covert incest occurs when a child becomes the object of a parent’s affection, love, passion, and preoccupation. The parent, motivated by the loneliness and emptiness created by a chronically troubled marriage or relationship, makes the child a surrogate partner. The boundary between caring love and incestuous love is crossed when the relationship with the child exists to meet the needs of the parent rather than those of the child. As the deterioration in the marriage progresses, the dependency on the child grows, and the opposite-sex parent’s response to the child becomes increasingly characterized by desperation, jealousy, and a disregard for personal boundaries. The child becomes an object to be manipulated and used so the parent can avoid the pain and reality of a troubled marriage.

				The child feels used and trapped; these are the same feelings overt incest victims experience. Attempts at play, autonomy, and friendship render the child guilt-ridden and lonely, never able to feel okay about his or her needs. Over time, the child becomes preoccupied with the parent’s needs and feels protective and concerned. A psychological marriage between parent and child results; the child becomes the parent’s surrogate spouse.

				A healthy emotional, sexual, and spiritual bond between parents creates an unspoken, unseen boundary that properly channels sexual feelings and energies. When a child grows up in a family in which the marriage is chronically disturbed, sexual feelings and energy are never put into perspective. To the child, the parent’s love feels more confining than freeing, more demanding than giving, and more intrusive than nurturing. The relationship becomes sexually energized and violating, even without the presence of sexual innuendos, sexual touch, or conscious sexual feelings on the part of the parent. The chronic lack of attachment in the marriage is enough to create an atmosphere of sexualized energy that spills over to the child.

				The sexual energy or tension created in a relationship of covert incest is more akin to young love than to a caring parent-child love. Eric described his story of growing up with an alcoholic father and a mother who kept him close.

				My mother and I fought a lot, but I would have killed anyone who put their hands on her—including my father. Sometimes I had fits of jealous rage when she paid more attention to my father or some other man. She was mine and I wasn’t going to share her.

				Monica described her experience this way:

				I always felt special being Daddy’s girl, especially when he brought home presents just for me and no one else. I wanted to be with him wherever he went; I was so in love with my daddy.

				There is an important difference between overt and covert incest: while the overt victim feels abused, the covert victim feels idealized and privileged. Yet, underneath the thin mask of feeling special and privileged rests the same trauma of the overt victim: rage, anger, shame, and guilt. The sense of exploitation resulting from being a parent’s surrogate partner or spouse is buried behind a wall of illusion and denial. The adult covert incest victim remains stuck in a pattern of living that is aimed at keeping the special relationship going with the opposite-sex parent. It is a pattern of always trying to please mommy or daddy. In this way, the adult continues to be idealized. A privileged and special position is maintained, and the pain and suffering of a lost childhood are denied. Separation never occurs, and feelings of being trapped in the psychological marriage deepen. This interferes with the victim’s capacity for healthy intimacy and sexuality.
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