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				Since I wrote the first edition of Perfect Daughters, some things have changed; some things have not. Several things, fortunately, have changed for the better. Foremost is that more help is available today for children of all ages who grew up with one or two alcoholic parents. Educators, counselors, therapists, youth mental-health workers, clergy, legislators and many others are now more aware of the many issues facing children of alcoholics. Also, many excellent programs have emerged to help. These programs now exist at the national, state and local levels.

				Another change is that getting help for being a child of an alcoholic, or an adult child, is more acceptable. Clinicians are better trained to help with the issues of alcoholism and the family. I believe, too, that the approach to helping has changed for the better. We are more likely to use a strength model to help, to recognize adult children as survivors, and to build on the resiliency skills that many people developed as young children. No longer are we treating children of alcoholics as victims.

				Especially relevant to this book are the many changes that women have made for themselves and for others. Although not all the changes that need to be made for women have occurred, as social changes have been made, women are in better positions today not only to seek and receive help, but also to help other women. This change has greatly increased the likelihood that more adult daughters of alcoholics will find needed help and support.

				What has not changed is that we continue to produce parents who develop alcoholism and that children grow up in addicted and other types of dysfunctional families. Additionally, we still have more untreated alcoholics than recovering ones, which means that most children of alcoholics will still grow up in a family with an alcoholic parent who continues to drink. Thus we still need to provide help for children of alcoholics, regardless of whether or not the alcoholic parent finds help.

				Another situation that has not changed according to my perception is that adult daughters of alcoholics still continue to lead the way for helping not only children of alcoholics, but also adult children. I still hear and see more adult daughters than adult sons who are willing to share their stories, insights, fears and strengths in order to recover and improve the quality of their lives.

				Finally, one thing that definitely has not changed is my own passion and desire to help other children of alcoholics. My soul still shouts “Yes!” when I know that somehow I have been fortunate to help someone, and I can see in their eyes that their self-doubts are being replaced by positive self-esteem. Since my first book, Children of Alcoholics: A Guidebook for Educators, Therapists and Parents, back in 1978, I have been blessed to be part of a growing movement to build a community of people who want to improve the quality of their lives. The journey has been magnificent, and I am not finished yet.

				This new edition of Perfect Daughters contains updated information. I have added new sections on resiliency in childhood and adulthood, a new section on high-risk relationships, “Afterthoughts” at the end of each chapter, and two new chapters. The Afterthoughts are quotes from famous women that I hope will leave you thinking about yourself.

				The first new chapter contains letters from perfect daughters that I have received since the first edition of the book. Some of the women who wrote the letters asked questions; some shared their stories of successes; others shared their pain; some wanted to say “thank you”; and some just wanted to connect and say “hello.” As you will see, their letters introduce us not only to other perfect daughters and their issues, but also to all the topics covered in the book. I’ve placed these letters first.

				The second new chapter, “Secrets and More Secrets,” addresses some of the most common issues for many adult daughters, which unfortunately occurred in their own homes in addition to the alcoholism. Parental divorce, abusive behaviors and eating disorders are covered in this chapter. These issues, which have things in common with each other as well as with parental alcoholism, all contribute another aspect to an already difficult life for many adult daughters.

				I hope that this book and the many insights shared by adult daughters will help you. You deserve it.
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				Since the mid-1970s, I have had the privilege of participating in one of the most rewarding, emotional and unique experiences that I could imagine: involvement with children of alcoholics of all ages and with the children of alcoholics movement in our country. I have traveled all over this country lecturing, speaking, sharing and listening to and about children of alcoholics. This is truly a grassroots movement in all respects, about children of all ages who experienced pain in childhood, but want love, joy, health and beauty in their lives. The movement is about recovery. 

				As I have observed and participated in this coming together of millions of previously silent voices, I have observed two things. One is that the children of alcoholics movement has been swept off its feet by generations of adults who were raised in alcoholic families, “adult children,” who are now leading the way for the generations after them. Two, the overwhelming majority of these adult children who are willing to lead and to share parts of their lives in order to help others have been women. Most children’s issues have benefited as a direct result of the women’s movement in this country, and the children of alcoholics movement is no exception. 

				During my travels I have had the opportunity to listen to many women who were willing to share their stories; these stories started my interest in adult daughters of alcoholics. Their willingness to express feelings, ideas, pain, insights and recovery has opened the door for many women and men who have lived in the isolation and silence of alcoholic families. I am indebted to all of the adult daughters who helped me understand them better and thus convey to others what I have learned. If you are an adult daughter of an alcoholic, this book is directed at you, for you and about you. 

				This book is based on research and interviews with women from alcoholic and nonalcoholic families throughout the United States in hopes that it will provide insight and understanding, not only for “adult daughters of alcoholics” themselves, but also for those who love them, live with them, work with them and support them. 

				More importantly, this book is about recovery. Not all adult daughters are affected in the same ways, nor do all have the same issues. All of the daughters in this study, though, shared the desire to better understand themselves, their behaviors today and ways they can improve their lives. The issues they shared ranged from understanding their personality characteristics and behaviors as adults, relationship and intimacy problems, relating to their parents, their own parenting skills, working through childhood feelings, their addictions, sexuality and a desire for recovery. Perhaps some of these concerns are yours. 

				This book is divided into five parts. Part One includes a new collection of letters received over the years from adult daughters of alcoholics. The first part of the book also explores childhood by revisiting many concerns about how an alcoholic parent raised you.

				Part Two considers the different relationship dynamics and effects that occur when the daughter is living with an alcoholic mother as opposed to an alcoholic father. Part Two also includes a new chapter that addresses abuse, eating disorders and divorce as they relate to the life of an adult ­daughter.

				Part Three is about understanding yourself and many of your behaviors. Additionally, we examine the source of many of your behaviors and how many adult daughters have adapted specific behavior patterns in their lives, both positively and negatively.

				Learning to accept your past, your present behaviors and most importantly yourself is the focus of Part Four. Topics in this section include adult daughters’ opinions on relationships, parenting, issues with their own parents and working through their own addictions, if any. 

				Part Five addresses discovery and recovery for adult daughters. As you read this book, and hopefully develop a better understanding of yourself, you will be discovering yourself. Am I saying that you do not know who you are? No, but I am asking, how well do you know yourself? Do you know all of the parts of you, your behaviors, and why you think and act the way you do? In discovering who you are, have you reached a decision on the parts of you that you would like to keep, those you would like to discard forever and those you would like to change? Have you discovered your fears, doubts or perceived limitations? Have you also discovered your strengths, talents, capabilities and abilities to improve the quality of your life? 

				As you read this book, you will see the words of many women and the many common themes expressed. How­ever, please keep in mind this underlying theme about all adult children: All of us are survivors. I am tired of listening to and reading books and articles about adult children of alcoholics as if we were the most incredibly dysfunctional adults ever created. I don’t know about you, but I have never met an adult child who does not consider herself or himself to be a survivor. Yes, the lives of children of alcoholics include much pain. If you look closely, though, you will see that you have many skills and much potential. I am writing about the survival, hope, capabilities and strengths that I have witnessed and heard from adult survivors. I am not writing about the despair and hopelessness of victims. The many women in this book overwhelmingly echoed that they are survivors. 

				The study that this book is based upon drew on a national sample of 1,209 women in the United States. Of these, 624 were raised in alcoholic families, and 585 were raised in nonalcoholic families. In order not to interrupt your reading or your thoughts, all statistics and tables are in the Appendix. In addition to the study, 200 women who were raised in alcoholic families agreed to interviews. Their insights, comments and personal stories provide the emotional reality about the lives of adult daughters that research data alone could never convey. 

				In writing this book, I have faced a great challenge in that I am not “authoring” this book, but rather I am facilitating the words that have been shared. I have called upon my skills as a researcher, writer, counselor, adult child and—most importantly—listener to convey to you what I have heard. I hope that I have listened well and that the two goals of this book—a better understanding of adult daughters and providing choices for recovery—will be met. I also hope that my goals as a writer facilitate your goals as an adult daughter.
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				Chapter One

				Am I the Only One
Who Feels This Way?
Letters from
Perfect Daughters

				We’re all in this together—by ourselves.

				Lily Tomlin

				Most people like letters. A good letter lets you know that someone was thinking about you and took the time to say hello. Since writing the first edition of Perfect Daughters, I have received many letters from adult daughters of alcoholics. The content of their correspondence has included sharing their life experiences, asking questions about themselves, wondering if being raised in an alcoholic family affected them, concerns about their relationships, wanting to know how to let go of the past, offering hope for other adult daughters and, finally, just saying “thank you.” 

				Most importantly, however, these letters are from women who are no longer in denial about their lives, who are taking charge of their recovery and realizing that they are not alone. Experiencing pain and trauma can also lead to becoming inner-connected with others. Some of the letters that I have received make up this first chapter. Although each letter came from a different source, they obviously all share common themes. I share these letters with you here in hopes that you, too, can feel connected. I thank my correspondents for writing these letters and for letting you know that you are no longer alone.

				Dear Dr. Ackerman,

				I wanted to write you after reading Perfect Daughters. It was the first book I read on children of alcoholics in its entirety, as I find most self-help books not very helpful at all. . . . I especially liked that the book didn’t fall into the all-too-common trap of making any and every behavior out to be codependent. 

				In reading  Perfect Daughters, I realized I have made a lot of progress. I also realized I have a long way to go, as I am still in a lot of pain. Mostly I feel stuck in that I’ve been in therapy—have learned a lot about myself and why I act in certain ways—and yet I don’t know where to go from here. It’s as though I’ve realized ­intellectually how screwy my upbringing was, but I haven’t worked through it emotionally. I still have a great deal of anger. I still have a lot of fear in relationships. It is hard for me to feel truly close to people (men and women). When I get scared or vulnerable, I tend to cut people off. I have close friendships, but it’s hard for me to feel like they are really close. At times I become afraid, and then I tend to isolate myself because it feels safer that way. Sometimes I find it is easier to be alone, but then I get confused because I am naturally introverted and reserved—so I don’t know how much of my being alone is just my personality and how much is related to my upbringing. And I constantly question if I am “normal.”

				I think accepting myself is a large part of recovery, but as you pointed out in your book, it is not enough for me to know this. I have to feel it. How does one do this? I’m still not clear on that. You also advise to learn about “letting go.” Can you tell me how you do this? Do you just tell yourself, “Let go,” or what exactly does an individual need to do to let go? I have yet to come across any material that explains the “how to” of letting go. Also, my situation is different from the other daughters in your book. Not only did I have an alcoholic father, I had a chronically mentally ill mother who was extremely emotionally abusive. Are there any books about growing up in this type of household? I think it might be similar to having two alcoholic parents, but I’m not sure. If you have any information that would be useful, I would greatly appreciate it. I have tried a number of ACOA meetings, and generally I do not like Twelve-Step programs. Are there other alternatives to the Twelve Steps that would provide support in a group setting? Again, any information you could provide would be appreciated. I am glad I came across your book. I’m sure it has helped many adult daughters. Thank you so much for your time in reading my e-mail. 

				Sincerely, 
Elizabeth

				Hello Dr. Ackerman,

				I am twenty-five years old with a father who’s been in recovery for eighteen years. Until I read Perfect Daughters, I did not realize I was still trapped in codependent hell. I’ve always referred to myself with a smile on my face as “Daddy’s little girl.” The fact of the matter is, my father is and will always be an alcoholic. Today, I can say with my head held high (I’ll work on the guilt), I am no longer his codependent.

				I found your book by accident . . . just by coincidence (God’s way of staying anonymous—that’ll be the only cliché, I promise). . . . My father at fifty-three is going in for triple-bypass surgery tomorrow. This is the first “normal crisis” for my family, and what a bunch of wackos we are! For the first time in my life, I can see us through the eyes of a semi-healthy person, not just an adult daughter. I’ve cried this week, and it felt great. 

				I am coming to terms with the fact that I cannot fix anyone else. My mom, dad and brother are on their own. I care about ME.

				That’s a little background. I am e-mailing you first to say, “Thanks!”

				Second—just to mention that although parents get sober, not everyone else in the family goes into recovery at the same time. My father has been sober since I was seven. Like I said, I am now twenty-five. Don’t get me wrong; I know that because of his sobriety and MY and my husband’s skills, we are able to maintain a healthy marriage. My best friend has an active alcoholic father and she cannot. (Don’t worry, I sent her your book.) I now have the marriage my parents never did. Thank God!

				So anyway, I am strong. I am learning to stand on my own two feet. I can’t believe the one relationship in my life that I thought was the best is actually the worst. 

				Thanks again—you are a very special man!

				Jen 

				Dr. Ackerman, 

				Thanks so much for asking me to relate some of my ACOA experiences. I agree reading about others’ experiences helps us. I know that it gave me a lot of hope when I read about other women whose experiences were even worse than mine and how they eventually learned to manage their lives without allowing the behavior of the alcoholic or chemical-dependent in their lives to drive them crazy. 

				I am thirty-seven years old and became a widow at the age of twenty-three. I have been in my current relationship for fourteen years now. I am the oldest of four siblings and the only daughter. At nineteen I married my high-school sweetheart, James, who also came from an alcoholic family. We were living overseas while he served in the military, and he was killed in an auto accident. Our marriage was on the verge of breaking up at the time of his death because he continually cheated on me. 

				I met Brian just a few short months after that. He showered me with attention that I so desperately needed at that time in my life. A part of me was sad that my husband had died, but another part felt such relief now that he could not hurt me anymore. I think I’ll always feel a little guilty for feeling that way, but it truly is how I felt. 

				Brian was a bit of a partier when we met, but we were young and single and had no children, so it didn’t seem like a problem. For years after we first met we would get together with friends and drink socially without any adverse effects. We were just young and having a good time. The problems began about seven years down the road when we decided to start our family. It was a no-brainer to me that you just buckle down and grow up when you make this decision. It was not that simple for Brian. I did not realize that substances were a real addiction for him. It became worse when he started experimenting with crack cocaine. He would use and stay gone all night long. This was going on during the time I was pregnant with our daughter. I can remember being eight to nine months pregnant and driving around town in the wee hours of the night on countless occasions looking for him, when I should have been home asleep because I had a job to go to the next day. 

				I would stay awake crying all night long. It was a miserable time in my life. I would call his mother in the middle of the night and complain to her, which she did not especially appreciate. Once I was so fed up, I gathered up all of his belongings and made them into a huge pile and plopped them in the middle of the living room floor with the intention of making him move out as soon as he came back! 

				Since the birth of our daughter, the incidents are fewer and farther between, but he still relapses. I think it’s been a long time since he’s used crack, but I know he still occasionally smokes pot, and he will use alcohol to excess. It still upsets me when he uses, but I finally did realize and have accepted that it is always just a matter of time before another incident. I used to think that someday he would grow up and outgrow all this irresponsible behavior. Now I understand that he probably won’t. Alcoholism and chemical dependency are not problems that you simply “outgrow.” However, I still find it very frustrating when he comes home after one of his nights of partying and tells me how angry he is with himself and how this time is different, and that he really is going to change and never do it again. You can imagine how many times I have heard him say those words. 

				In the beginning, I would believe him, and things would be okay for a while and then, of course, it would happen again. Then more promises, only to be shattered. I no longer have it in me to believe them anymore. I’d really be crazy if I did. It just hurts too much to allow myself to believe it, and to brag to my friends and family about how this time he really means it, that this time is different. They would always look at me, and I knew what they were thinking: “How gullible she is.” I’m tired of feeling like a fool, and it just hurts too much to have all that hope shattered over and over and over again. So now I just accept that this is the way he is. 

				I suppose I consider myself grateful because things could be worse, much worse. He could be a mean, raging, violent alcoholic who drinks every single day and makes the lives of everyone in the house a living hell. That’s the way my father was. So, no, I suppose this doesn’t seem so bad. Brian can go months, even a year or more, between relapses. It creates the illusion that maybe he finally did succeed this time. Until just this week, it had been more than a year and a half since his last relapse. 

				He left the house to take my brother home, who by the way is an alcoholic as well, and did not come home for about four hours. It was a twenty-minute drive. He called several times that evening to feed me excuses about why he wasn’t home yet. I knew all along that he was up to no good. The incident before that, a year and a half ago, he had also been with my brother, and to make a long story short ended up in jail that night. He called me to come and bail him out. I told him no way; that there was absolutely no way I was going to drag our children out of bed in the middle of the night to bail him out of jail. I pointed out that he had gotten himself into the mess and he could deal with it. Why should I suffer for it? He sat there all night long. It was one of the best decisions I ever made. Brian even admitted that himself. It gave him a lot of time to think about his life and what might happen if he didn’t get his act together. So, yes, I know I am doing much better than I was a few years back. I know I have what it takes to take care of me now. 

				My biggest worry now concerns our children, especially my daughter. We have two children together, a daughter who is seven and a son who is four. I know that as our daughter gets older she will begin to sense the tension in her parents’ relationship. Eventually Brian will pull one of his stunts and she will find out about it. I am not going to lie to her about it. I won’t do that. She’d see right through it anyway. Children can tell when you don’t really mean what you say, or when you’re sugar-coating something. I know I always could. I don’t ever want to send her such confusing messages. As a matter of fact I feel that Brian should have to explain that to her. But then, and this is my biggest fear, I know she will eventually come to me and ask me why, when he lies to me and behaves the way he does, do I stay with him? That’s a tough question. It’s even tough for me to answer, even to myself. Of course I love him, and he is a wonderful father. He’s a good person in so many ways. Our daughter just loves him. Our son is a bit more withdrawn from him. He has never really been comfortable around men in general. I worry about how she will react when she finds out her daddy is not perfect, and I worry that she is going to get the message that it is okay to stay in a relationship with someone who lies to you and treats you in a way less than what you deserve. After all, that does appear to be what Mommy is doing. 

				I want so badly for the chain of codependent women to stop here with me, and for her to be as emotionally healthy as possible, and my son, too, for that matter. It is more difficult for me to imagine how this is all going to affect him at this point. I obviously can relate best to my daughter. I do remember reading that boys do often draw on how their fathers treated their mothers when they begin to learn how to relate to the women they have relationships with. 

				So I continue to work on my recovery. I have to because I know that I fit the mold of the “adult daughter.” I used to have a bad habit of trying to fix the rest of my family, too—my three younger brothers who are all chemically dependent or alcoholic, and my mother, who of course was very codependent to my father. My parents finally did divorce once all of us were grown, and my father died only a few years later alone in his apartment from diseases caused by his many years of alcohol abuse and smoking. 

				I believe my mother feels disappointment at some of the lessons I have learned so well from my recovery journey. It upsets her when I say that I hope my brothers eventually get their lives together, because I do not consider it my responsibility to take care of them when she is no longer around to do it for them. I will not be a caretaker to them and make it easier for them to continue drinking and using. She, of course, does not see it that way. She feels I’m being too hard on them, and how could I treat my own family that way? They have to learn at some point in their lives how to take care of themselves. It’s not my job to do it for them. It reminds me of one of the ACOA slogans: “Didn’t Cause it, can’t Cure it, can’t Control it.” I live by those words now. It was such a struggle in the beginning trying to accept that, and to learn to let go and stop trying to control everything and everyone. At the time, I just could not imagine how that could work. I was certain that all that control was the only thing keeping my life, and the lives of everyone around me, together and sane. But it finally sunk in that if I just let go, and started taking care of me, that everything and everyone else would, one way or the other, take care of itself, and that that was okay. Things did not always work out the way they would have if I had taken control, but what a relief it was when I was finally able to distinguish between my life and my responsibilities and those of everyone else. I truly could not tell the difference before. If you had a problem, it was mine to fix. Simple as that. Patty to the rescue! Not anymore. I still struggle with what life dishes out, but I know I’m a lot better at dealing with it than I was ten years ago, and I’ll continue to grow in my recovery and be better yet ten years from now. 

				Thanks for all of your wonderful books. They truly have made a difference in my life, and I appreciate the opportunity to share some of my experiences with you and with others who are on this recovery journey. Thanks.

				Patty 

				Dear Robert,

				I grew up in a family with two alcoholic parents. I never learned to trust my own perceptions, my feelings, the truth or myself. My father would come home from work and bring up a beer from the basement refrigerator even before he greeted us. My mom wouldn’t start drinking until we were in bed. The liquor was kept out of sight in the bottom of their bedroom closet. It’s still there today.

				I remember the fights in the middle of the night. As the youngest of three children, I was the only one who would get up, intervene and try to fix it. I must have been five or six the first time I begged my father not to kill himself.

				This particular time, I remember lying in bed and hearing the murmur of their voices ebb and flow over Johnny Carson’s. I agonized over when to get up. If I got up too soon, they would deny they were fighting and the interruption would just prolong their drinking. If I timed it right, I could persuade them to go to bed.

				This night I knew I’d waited too long when the fight moved into their bedroom. My dad threatening to leave, drawers slamming, jamming his feet into his shoes, getting the car keys, calling my mother names I’d never heard before. The blaming, the cursing. I tried to block my six-foot, three-inch father from leaving the bedroom. With no more thought than swatting at a gnat, he moved me aside. Then he started spewing his self-hatred: “You’d be better off if I was dead. I’m going to kill myself. I’m no good. No one loves me.”

				And me begging, “I love you, Daddy. Don’t. Please don’t. Come back. Don’t go.” And my mother, as always in denial, saying, “He doesn’t mean it. He won’t do it.” 

				And he went halfway downstairs. And just before he would have left our sight, he stopped. And for the first time, I saw my father cry. His sobs echoed through the foyer. And he sat on the steps with his head in his hands. It was over. Until next time.

				In the morning, my father ate his two eggs with me at the breakfast table in our usual tense silence. We pretended nothing happened. To this day, we’ve never talked about it. As a twenty-something newspaper reporter, I interviewed two women addiction counselors. They described the various roles in an alcoholic family and how alcohol abuse hurts everyone. I saw my family and myself. It took more research, more years and other counseling before I went into counseling to understand and accept myself as an ACOA.

				I’m nearly finished with Perfect Daughters—again it’s reassuring to see how far I’ve come. Yet, I know I have far to go. At least I am ready and willing to work on areas of my marital relationship that are unhealthy. I’m no longer in denial about this. It won’t be easy, but he’s trying. I’m not sure if we’re with the right counselor, but he won’t see anyone else and this counselor is also seeing my children. So he knows the whole ­picture. 

				I am still recovering. (Does it ever end?) I no longer live in denial. I’m not perfect, I make mistakes and the world doesn’t end. I’m okay. I survive. I now follow my inner voice—not perfectly, but I’m listening. I still use work and busyness to avoid conflict in my relationship with my husband. But I detect when I’m doing it, try to find out why and speak up. 

				I worry about passing along the alcohol legacy to my children, but not as much as before. I seek help when I need it and experience less shame. I’m still learning about healthy boundaries. 

				Today, I am able to tell my eighty-year-old father I love him—and I mean it. I say it without strings and expectations. It is my gift to him—and to myself. It hurts that he doesn’t say it back. I don’t know why he can’t tell me, “I love you,” but I realize that is his problem. He has loved me the best that he can. I am grateful he tells my children, especially my son, “I love you.” I will never know why he won’t say it to me. And that’s okay. I no longer need his approval for my survival. I’m okay without it. I am learning to love and respect myself. 

				I am worthy of being loved and I deserve to be respected. Robert, it wasn’t until hearing your talks that I realized why I still tell my dad I love him. I don’t excuse him from what he’s done, but I’ve forgiven and released the anger. His silence won’t hurt as much anymore. His inability to tell me he loves me has more to do with him than with me. I still feel sad, but I’m moving beyond it. 

				Thanks again for the wonderful insights your work has provided me. I’m going to read Before It’s Too Late soon.

				Respectfully,
Patt

				Dear Dr. Ackerman, 

				I know it’s ridiculous, but I am so intimidated just writing this letter. I am an aspiring writer myself, but my experience as an adult child from an alcoholic family precludes everything else. I am ignoring my inner critic to send this letter off to you. 

				Your graciousness in asking me if I would consider submitting something for your revised edition of Perfect Daughters set off all those voices that continue to be a part of whom I have been in this life. I have learned, however, to listen to them . . . thank them for their participation . . . and then ask them to please sit down! Only after I go through this little ritual of mine can I find the courage to move forward. 

				Putting your address in my computer was the first step. That one took two weeks. The next step was this: sitting down and just going to it. It has taken me five more days to get to this. I am rejoicing at this moment in time. My recovery has brought me to this. I didn’t even do college till I was thirty. 

				I am forty-three years old this year and in some ways I feel as if I’m just starting out: that sense of freedom a teenager has when they first leave home for school or that heart-pounding adrenaline that comes with taking a healthy risk with a good support system behind you. I was not born into a healthy support system, but I have learned enough over my years in recovery to have been strong enough to create my own—and it is the best. My staunchest supporter is myself. I have a relationship with a God that has a place inside me. I have learned to distinguish between the old self-destructive voices and the self-preserving one. Your work was a major stepping-stone for me. I thank all those women who went before me. I do regular speaking engagements and talk about the miracle of discovery as a result of the miracle of ­recovery. 

				My family was a regular at the well of trauma, and our most repeated lesson was that of “Don’t trust that anything in life is good for very long or without a high price to pay.” It has been a long road and I’m not dead yet, so I still have much to learn. Since they tell me the best is yet to be I have decided to stick around and test that theory. My life is wonderful these days with all the opportunity I see in front of me. I am trying on my wings; they have barely been used. I do hope you will consider writing back to me if you can find the time. Just writing this letter to you has been one of the highlights of my life so far. 

				Thank you for this line of communication with someone I so deeply respect. I will write to you again if it is not an imposition. Please let me know. 

				With sincere respect, 
Maggi 

				Dear Dr. Ackerman,

				My dad was an active alcoholic. My family talked quietly about my dad’s drinking, but only my mom would speak to him about it. That speaking was usually silent smoldering until the volcano erupted. I remember being a very young child, four or five. The kitchen table was yellow—I spent a lot of time there, fiddling with my food. My mom would prepare the evening meal and it would be on the table every evening at the same time. My mother and I would sit and wait for my dad—who stopped at the tavern each night on his way home from work. We would wait. Supper got cold. We would wait. When my dad finally came home, he would come to the table. The stony silence made eating the cold food impossible. So, I would spill my milk. Looking back, it must have been just to break the incredible tension. My dad would leave his meal uneaten and my mom would yell at me while cleaning up the spilled milk. I’ve spent much of my life spilling the milk in tense situations. I married a man, not alcoholic, but just like my dad. He is a runner—in many senses of the word. We were together for over twenty years and raised six children. I continue to be drawn to quiet, contained, distant men. I continue to see the possibility and think that I can live with the possibility in my own head. I continue to this day to struggle to stay in the reality that I see, rather than the possibility that I believe could happen. I’m better at seeing the flags sooner and sooner, and I’m getting better at listening to the wisdom I have gained, If it looks like a duck, and quacks like a duck, and walks like a duck—chances are real good that it’s a duck. 

				I hope this will be helpful for other women. It is helpful for me to see it in print. 

				Nancy 

				Hi Dr. Ackerman,

				I just finished reading Perfect Daughters, and I wanted to say “hello.” After a lifetime of silence, I feel like I want to talk. I feel excited. Finally, someone understands my life. Now, if I can only understand it!

				I am the oldest daughter of two alcoholic parents. I have three sisters and two brothers. As a child I always knew something wasn’t right, and that something seemed to center around the beer bottle that was always there. I didn’t like what it did to my father; I didn’t like how it made my mother react to it, but most of all, I didn’t like how it made me feel—mostly angry and ­confused. 

				I was fifteen years old when the first major crisis caused by alcoholism hit our family. The crisis was the first one that I remember that had a major impact on me. My mother’s alcoholism and depression reached a point where she was hospitalized in a state mental institution for three months. However, at that time I didn’t know those words. All I knew was my mother was gone, and my job was to handle the family responsibilities. My father never learned to deal with responsibilities or how to deal with crisis situations. 

				While my mother was gone, my father depended on me a lot and I was there. I helped keep the family together. The first week my mom was gone, different relatives had taken us all in. I heard talk of foster homes, so I contacted my dad and said he’d better get us home quick! I told some well-meaning relatives where to go in the process. I could now take the anger I felt for the bottle out on these people. Boy, did it feel good! I became known as the young lady with a chip on her shoulder. 

				Even as tough as I was, that period was a difficult time for me. School had always been my oasis and I had good grades, but during this time my grades plummeted. I went to a Catholic high school, and the nun guidance counselor called me in to lecture me about my grades. I happened to be in a very vulnerable state at that time, so I told her what was going on in my life. She said, “Oh, I didn’t know.” That was all; I was sent back to class. She gave me no comfort, no hugs, no reassuring words. I was crushed, humiliated and embarrassed. I had opened myself up for the first time in my life and was made to feel that what was happening in my life was unimportant. That experience helped to confirm my already growing feeling that I could only depend on myself to handle painful situations in my life. My dad was too weak to deal with them, my mom wasn’t there, and my teachers just didn’t care. 

				I didn’t talk about my family’s alcoholism again until seventeen years later—when I walked through the doors of Al-Anon’s Adult Children of Alcoholics group. There I learned that all those times I felt something was wrong with me, there was. I was affected by alcoholism also. It was a disease, a family disease. I threw myself into this program, reading everything I could lay my hands on to understand alcoholism. I remember reading a book by Claudia Black that talked about “Don’t talk, don’t trust and don’t feel.” She said that families with alcoholism had these rules; in fact, they are more than rules, they are laws. As I read those words, I remembered my experience at school when I was fifteen. They are indeed powerful laws, but I was determined to change my way of life. Entering that ACOA group was the beginning of an amazing journey. I am eternally grateful to all of those who had the courage to take those first steps in helping us to learn how to break the silence.

				You helped me, and I just want to let you know that. 

				Thank you,
Barb

				Dr. Ackerman,

				I attended one of your sessions on “Perfect Daughters” a couple of weeks ago at the recommendation of Beverly, my therapist. She suggested that I write you this ­letter.

				I thoroughly enjoyed your session, and you might as well have been speaking directly to me. I have only been in therapy for a few months, so all of this is relatively new to me but so fascinating and right on the mark. I purchased your book and immediately read it. There, too, you were talking directly to me. In addition, I saw many traits in myself as the ACOA that I didn’t even realize had any connection. 

				My father was an alcoholic, and my mother was very ill from the time I was born until she died when I was sixteen. Naturally, after that, my father’s alcoholism escalated until he gave up drinking when he remarried (at which time I had been married for six months). Beverly has helped me to realize that I was neglected as a child due to his alcoholism and my mother’s illness. Therefore, I turned to food as my constant companion and comfort and have become a compulsive overeater. I never knew why I was obsessed with food and could not relate my eating habits with any mood, etc. Now I understand. In addition, in reading your book I have discovered that I am codependent and display all of the character traits you mention for the daughter of an alcoholic father, as well as some of the alcoholic mother. As Beverly helped me to understand, even though only my dad drank, both parents were like alcoholics because my mother couldn’t take care of herself—much less me!

				Dr. Ackerman, thank you for taking an interest in this subject, writing books and speaking on this issue. You have opened my eyes to the “whys” I am like I am and you have given me a better understanding of who I am and where I came from, as well as where I want to go! I have lots of work to do on “me” but I am learning to love myself, and with God’s help and information such as you have given, I will emerge a mentally and physically healthy individual. 

				Grace Ann 

				Dear Dr. Ackerman,

				I just wanted to let you know that I only have a few pages of your book left, and it has helped me sort out so many feelings. I know I still have a long road ahead of me, but I also know that the worst is definitely behind me. Many of the things you pointed out, I already realized but just didn’t know how they fit together with where I’ve been, where I’m at and where I’m heading.

				I know that you have to be extremely busy, but I do have one question. (Okay, maybe two.) If you do not respond, I will totally understand, but I just have to ask. Through reading your book, I realized that I am among other things fighting for control in a somewhat controlling relationship that is currently unhealthy (actually it was always unhealthy; I’m hopeful that it can eventually become healthy) with a high-risk male. Is it probable that the relationship can be salvaged, especially since I realize I still have a lot of recovery ahead of me? Is it probable that I will be able to fully recover and become the person I want to be and know I can be in the above-mentioned relationship?

				I hope that I will be able to have you sign my copy of Perfect Daughters someday.

				Thank you once again for your time and for all the invaluable information in your book that has helped me learn about myself in the past, present and future forms.

				Sincerely,
Autumn

				Dr. Ackerman:

				I’ve been listening to your taped lecture on “Perfect Daughters” this week just to try to get back in touch with the reality of my issues and why the issues exist. I fit so well into the descriptions you give for the daughter of an alcoholic father. When I first read Perfect Daughters, long before going into recovery, I knew that you had met me through your interviews with women around the country. That’s when the connection began for me, even though I had never met you. You were telling the world about me in your book and suddenly I didn’t feel quite so alone because the secrets were out for the public.

				A part of me wanted to lend the book to my mom, but she was not open to the idea that my personal problems had anything to do with her. I had to hide my pain from her, and the only way I could do that was to use drugs and alcohol. Mental-health therapists were available only to the insane in my small town. Besides, if word went out to the community that I wasn’t functioning appropriately, my mother would abuse me even more. I had no one to talk to about who I was, so I lived inside of myself and created an internal world that kept me from leaking my pain. 

				Being in recovery has been confusing to me. If I trust my internal world and keep to myself, I eventually end up on the psychiatric unit. But when I expose my thoughts and feelings, I feel so frightened. I’m vulnerable. I wonder who is going to hurt me. Nearly every woman in my life becomes my insensitive/codependent mother; almost every man becomes my father figure.

				I’ve been walking around this last week in a fog so thick that I only trust the path I’ve had to take in the woods of my internal world. In there, I run from the hostile Wizard of Oz trees. I rest next to the body of a hibernating bear. I shiver in the cold rain and I walk barefooted on the muddy trail. And I think of how wonderful it would be to relive the childhood that I want today. I want to be the daughter of parents who love me unconditionally because they choose to. I hope I can get better.

				Sincerely,
Lois

				Dear Dr. Ackerman,

				Growing up with an abusive, alcoholic father left me very needy and vulnerable. I guess it was obvious all along. I was just never able to recognize or admit it.

				When I was young, less than about ten years old, I think that I probably wanted my father’s approval and love. After about age ten or eleven, though, I began to realize how awful my father was. I realized that he drank too much; my friends began to notice and make comments. I was humiliated, embarrassed and ashamed. I also realized that all of the fights my parents had were his fault. I didn’t want to have anything to do with him or my sick family. I’d leave the house and pretend they weren’t my family, but actually they controlled my life.

				Looking back, I realized how much time and energy I devoted to daydreaming and imagining that I would be rescued, accepted and loved. I didn’t want approval (I was very competent with lots of achievements) as much as I wanted to be loved and to believe that I could be loved. I wanted a loving family, and I wanted to believe that I could be loved by a man as a daughter. I wanted a father so much that it consumed me. I yearned for that love and sense of security and protection.

				I eventually became very tired—tired of life, tired of the pressure and stress of having to be perfect and taking care of everyone else. I was tired of having to rescue my mother and brothers and sister from being abused. I wanted to be taken care of, and I wanted to be rescued. I wanted someone to show me that they cared about me. Everything was so confused.

				All through my college years, this yearning for the love of a father never went away, and it was all confused with my other needy thoughts about being rescued. All of these feelings and thoughts were in me. My neediness made me vulnerable and blind.

				Then a guy came along who claimed to be able to fill these needs. I became a child, as if part of me was reliving that childhood pain and fear and sought to be rescued from it. I felt like he was rescuing me and I wanted to believe it. I let my childhood fantasies of having a loving father control my adult life. I saw myself as helpless. He convinced me that I was helpless and that I needed him, which wasn’t hard for him to do. Something in me became a child—needy, unable to make my own decisions, afraid and wanting to be rescued.

				I let myself be controlled by him because of the emptiness and hurt that I wanted to go away. I wish I had known that by being controlled by someone else, I became less and not more. My hurt and loneliness became bigger. I actually knew how to take care of myself and make decisions, but I was tired. Before I knew it, I was in a terrible situation that I couldn’t get out of for a long time. It was a nightmare.

				I know that some people can be trustworthy, but I also know that some people look for others to hurt and use. Their reasons for acting this way aren’t my problem or concern, but taking care of myself is.

				I guess I would want to warn other women not to make the same mistake by letting their needs and vulnerability control their decisions. Unfortunately, I wasn’t aware that this was happening until it was too late. I wish I would have known that this could really happen to me. Some close friends who had known what was going on in my life would have helped, too. They would have seen things more clearly and would have been able to warn me, but I didn’t know how to have good, trusting friendships. The isolation I was in helped this person to be able to use and abuse me and keep me under his control. 

				I wish I knew then what I know now. I do know, however, that your book has helped me tremendously. Thanks for writing it and for reading my letter. 

				Fondly,
Joann

				Dear Dr. Ackerman,

				I’m not sure why I am writing to you. I don’t want any answers. I guess I just wanted to write to someone who understands me. I hope you don’t mind. I never realized that my alcoholic father controlled me. I thought I was the “chosen one” in the family to have escaped his angry ways. No one could penetrate the bond that I had with my father. I was confused and weary at times when I would witness him beating my mother, but I knew not to cross his path and by doing so I was shown the love he could not show towards my mother.

				My childhood had many chaotic moments. I watched my mother lie knocked out cold on the kitchen floor from a punch by my father. My father never hit me, but soon it was my turn to feel the brunt of the beatings from my mother and two older brothers. Even though I was a child at the time, I had the sense to protect myself from them by befriending my alcoholic father. He cared for me when they could not show their love for me. The father-daughter relationship I had with him was very special, and I found solace in learning from the simplicity of its genuine love.

				My father and I enjoyed the sport of alpine skiing together for years. We raced father-and-daughter events all over the state and won and collected ribbons and medals. What made skiing so fun for me was to have my father ski with me as a partner, watching me as I improved my skills and teaching me new ones. If I fell on a racecourse, he was there to pick me up and brush the snow off me, always telling me not to give up. He was so supportive of me. Today, it is hard to believe that he was probably a full-blown alcoholic at the time and unable to relate to the adults in his life. I know I am defensive today when I talk about my father, but he was the only person in my family who really knew me and loved me.

				My first drink was with my dad at the age of five or six, sipping beer from his bottles that I would get for him from the refrigerator every night. That was part of the routine, beer and crackers for my drunken dad before supper. The more serious drinking I did began when I was a teenager because I could not handle the stress of seeing my alcoholic father’s health deteriorate. I watched him turn into a street person, a man with no purpose but to consume alcohol and roam around town in tattered clothing. When he finally died I was seventeen. At that point in my life I couldn’t handle my grief either, so my answer was to drink more alcohol. I never intended for it to become a “problem,” but it did. 

				I am consistently questioning who I am, wondering if I’m okay, and always attempting to accept my strengths and weaknesses. I find myself seeking approval from the men in my life more than I do the women. I have a valley of lows and a mountain of highs. Medication helps, but not to the extent of allowing me full freedom to be the person I want to be. I can’t be the gorgeous model or the money-making executive. I’m the recovering alcoholic living vicariously through the eyes of a “wannabe.” 

				Life is interesting with a dual diagnosis of “alcoholic” with “bipolar illness.” I fought being labeled for a long time, partly because I did not want to believe I was either. But a day came along when I relapsed after being six years sober and I felt the insanity of both illnesses. My madness grew into rage towards God. No recovery tool I felt comfortable using that afternoon could curb my irrational thoughts. Plain and simple, I hated my life. I feel fortunate to have not died that day, knowing what I know today as a recovering adult daughter of an alcoholic. 

				My life as a daughter of an alcoholic was one huge secret. What happened in my home on a regular basis, utter chaos, was never revealed to friends or teachers. I lived two lives. At home, I was a soldier in a war. In school, I was a mischievous little girl buying time in a safer haven where no one asked me what was going on at home. But as the wars continued, I began to want my teachers to care a little bit more. Though my grades were good, my classroom behaviors were uncontrollable. I spent many afternoons sitting in jacket closets or out in hallways alone, wondering what would happen that night between my parents. Would Dad come home drunk again? Would my mother harass him and cause a fight? Whose side would I take? Life was so complicated. I didn’t understand it for a moment. I seemed to only get along with my dad. Why didn’t I feel safe with my mother? I felt hated by my mother and two brothers. So Dad and I chiseled out a childhood for me that consisted of skiing, playing softball, hiking, going to the beach, basketball camp, taking long drives in the convertible, watching plays and eating out. All the destruction from the domestic wars was put aside once we stepped out of the house together. My mother raged with jealousy as she watched us leave every day; she never received any positive attention from my father. No hugging or kissing, no tenderness or love. Just broken promises and physical pain. 

				My brothers felt that their father abandoned them; I was not a popular sibling with them. When I was not with my father or at school, I was a target of bitterness and anger. My mother saw the bruises and the scratches on my body, but she seemed to think I deserved them. When my brother broke my hand during a ritual beating, she yelled at me and delayed taking me to the hospital for hours. 

				I learned to become a tough little tomboy by age seven or so in order to protect myself. I also had an imaginary family in my mind that I kept to myself for years. This family encouraged me to sing songs from the musical Annie (I had bright red hair) out in my front yard in hopes to be “discovered” and be in movies. I also wanted to go to the Olympics as an alpine skier, and my imaginary family members cheered for me through every downhill race I entered, win or lose. Such a world of make-believe helped me to isolate and survive by keeping the secret. 

				My parents finally divorced. I was nine, and with no explanation other than “he didn’t want you,” I lived with my mother and brothers. The wars continued, but my dad wasn’t there to protect me anymore. My behaviors at school worsened and my teachers finally began to investigate the homestead. What they found was nothing more than the normal sadness of divorce; they empathized with my mother. I wanted so badly to tell them the truth about my family, but I maintained my loyalty as I had been taught to do. Eventually, my childhood ran away from me. 

				When you grow up in an abusive home, you have no sense of safety. I used to climb up this enormous tree in the front yard just to get away from everyone when an argument or fight broke out. Usually I wouldn’t be followed, so I had the privacy to cry if I needed to. I stayed wedged up amongst the limbs of the tree for a few hours counting the cars going by, singing songs to myself, whittling a branch with my pen knife until my mother would come out and yell for me to “come down this minute.” Sometimes I did, sometimes I didn’t. The tone of her voice usually made that decision for me.

				Despite the family problems and the poor attitudes I brought along to school, the amount of resiliency that I portrayed each day was remarkable. My grades were good. Each season I prospered at playing a sport, and I belonged to extracurricular clubs. I spent weekends and summers with friends who were goal-oriented. Sure we experimented with drugs and alcohol but we were fortunate not to have landed in any trouble over the years that we did those things. I vented but without telling the family secrets, so my friends had no idea that my dad was a chronic alcoholic. 

				They also did not know about the conflicts I encountered with my codependent mother. My friends liked my mother because she appeared “cool.” Obviously, my mom put on a good act in front of them. We both kept our secret. So to look at my life from the perspective of a teacher or a coach, I would see Shelley’s life as a rather stable one. In actuality, I felt as though I was struggling to keep my head above water. I worked hard at these tasks to seek attention from my parents; everything I achieved was done for them. It didn’t take long for me to lose control once I went off to college to be on my own. 

				I graduated from high school without an acceptance into a college for the following semester. Why? I hadn’t applied to colleges. No money was ever put aside for my future. Besides, I barely got through my senior year. I didn’t know how to grieve the recent deaths of my father and older brother. I hid my pain and was “strong for my mother.” That was the rule in our household. I look back at that year, and I feel so much anger towards my family and teachers for not taking better care of me. Why didn’t they realize that I was playing a part in a horror movie directed by God and my mother? I was seriously depressed and no one really appeared concerned. All eyes were turned on my mother and how she was dealing with the loss of her son. I appreciated that. My parents had divorced years before my father’s death so she was not so sad about his dying. My main concern turned toward my mother because I didn’t trust she could take care of herself. I didn’t want to lose her as well. I sacrificed a noticeable part of my young life that year taking care of my mother and not myself. I needed to read Perfect Daughters back in that year of 1981.

				Thank you for writing it.

				Sincerely,
Shelley

				Hello,

				I was at one of your workshops a couple of weeks ago. Your work always makes me very emotional. I spend days processing.

				I am an adult daughter of an alcoholic father. I am also an incest survivor, a recovering alcoholic, codependent, drug addict, sex addict and workaholic. I have recovered from anorexia and compulsive spending. I have been married three times and had two more long-term relationships with men, all of them unhealthy. I am thirty-seven, the mother of two, a case manager for people with disabilities. 

				Having said all of that, what makes me saddest about me is the guilt I still feel taking any time for myself and the almost compulsive way that I constantly feel I must work on me. God, do I need a rest! 

				If you want, I am happy to correspond. I have always enjoyed and hated your work. Please take that in the way it was written, with humor.

				Sincerely,
Kelly 

				Dear Dr. Ackerman,	

				My name is Christina. I am a reader of your book, Perfect Daughters. Doing something like this is rare for me, but I had to write you and thank you for writing that book. I will keep and read this book more than once to keep up on recovery. I am twenty-four years old and single. My father and mother were both alcoholics. My dad divorced my mother when I was three years old. He went sober up until a year ago. My mom was not a part of my life, and she died when I was sixteen. Up until I started seeing a counselor about six months ago, I had no idea what was wrong with me. I felt lost, lonely, tired of trying so hard in relationships and wondering why I still felt so empty. 

				My dad was my savior. He never talked about his alcoholism, I heard about it. My mom was always to blame. Now, at fifty-eight years old, sober twenty years, he’s at it again. I thought my world was going to end. I never remembered him being drunk, only my mother. I’ve come to find out in my healing that I don’t have the father-daughter relationship I thought I had with him. I am looking at it realistically now, not how I did as a child. I’ve changed my outlook anyway. Three or four years ago I found myself angry with my father, and I’d ask myself, Why? Alcohol was not found in our house from when I was four years old up until I moved out at nineteen. You know, it’s terrible—my dad stopped drinking for nine weeks after his last downfall. He’s back again and hasn’t worked for four days. (He has his own business.) But his girlfriend called and told me. I said, “What do you want me to do about it? I can’t save him or watch over him. I love him, he’s my father, but I’m going to take care of Christina now, something I haven’t done the whole twenty-four years I’ve been around.” Your book has inspired me. It’s scary, sad and a relief. I’m not in denial, though—you can’t be if you want to truly change. I’ve never had a serious boyfriend. I’ve always wanted a healthy, meaningful relationship with a man and wondered why I didn’t have one. I take on men unavailable in some way, shape or form and push away the guys who are ready to get to know the real me. Before that can happen I lose interest, and that’s something else I want to change. 

				I know I can do this. I’m still young, single, attractive, no kids, and I’m ready to take on the world. I feel so good now that I know why I felt so out there and lost for so long. Now, I know why. Once I can change, I can’t wait. I want to go back to school eventually. I’d love to counsel children or be a speaker, anything of that nature. I’d love to counsel kids before these terrible patterns became habit—prevent the habits before they became ACOA. 

				Again, thank you, thank you and thank you!

				Sincerely,
Christina 
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