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Praise for Let the More Loving One Be Me






“Foreman, an undaunted truth-seeker, describes herself as ‘a regular old human being . . . trying to understand what we are all doing here.’ If this is true, the rest of us ordinary humans can take heart. She is the perfect example of what William Faulkner said, stressing his belief that humanity ‘will not merely endure: (we) will prevail.’ She has given us a testament to the resilience of a spirit ever reaching toward love. And finding it.


—MARA WAGNER, psychoanalyst and professor at the Boston Graduate School of Psychoanalysis


“Foreman’s lovely memoir about growing up with abusive and emotionally absent parents is transformative and shiningly hopeful. The book delivers funny and wise vignettes sometimes set in the vibrant newsroom of The Boston Globe, where she worked as a journalist for decades. Foreman exudes a courageous determination to discover how to give and receive life-changing love despite a childhood where love was nowhere to be found. From where I sit as a therapist who works with trauma survivors, this is nothing short of a miracle. A wonderful, wonderful read.”


—EILEEN LYNCH, psychologist specializing in complex trauma


“Wonderful! I laughed, feared, and cried throughout this talented woman’s courageous sharing of the truths, loving, traumas, and impermanence of our lives. As a syndicated medical journalist, musician, and woman who dares to look inward, Judy Foreman has embraced the opposite of her childhood silence. The reader is healed and informed.”


—JOHN LIVINGSTONE, MD, former Director in Child and Adolescent Psychiatry and Consultant in Clinician Selfcare, Harvard Medical School
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CHAPTER ONE






Danger


He never touched me.


Still, it was decades before I could tell my mother about it, a feat I managed only when it was clear that she was dying. My mother seemed shocked at this belated telling, but how could she have been? Where did she think her husband was disappearing to, half naked, every night?


I remember his penis, much as I would rather not. It terrified and disgusted me. He would come to my bedroom door, open it, and stand in the doorway, clad only in a T-shirt, his potbelly sagging and hairy, the hairs sticking out from under the shirt hem.


Above the neck of his T-shirt, his face erupted, oversized, two chins sinking down to touch the edge of his shirt, the dim light from the hallway bouncing off his hairless head, his thick, bushy eyebrows—the hairs poked up every which way—casting his eyes into shadow. His penis just hung there between his legs—pink, fleshy, an appendage, menacing, almost alive. This image, unerasable, set me up for a lifetime of insomnia, a fear of falling asleep. I couldn’t afford to go to sleep. I didn’t want to be surprised.


Bad things were not supposed to happen in a house like this.


This was Westchester County, an upper-middle-class neighborhood outside New York City. A chandelier, bought on one of my parents’ many European trips, hung ostentatiously in the hallway, its delicate components having been assembled by workmen hired particularly for this task, its job not so much to shed light in the hallway but to make clear to all who entered that this was a house of success, the house of a self-made man. This was a house of Waterford crystal and Evesham china, not the plastic tablecloths and mismatched plates and glasses of the house in the Pennsylvania coal-mining town where my father grew up, a house he was always ashamed of.


The suburban house had all the ornaments a big corporate executive needed—expensive suits and silk ascots from Harrods hanging in his closet above the rows of soft leather shoes, an ever-smiling wife always at home with dinner waiting, and the other two props such an important man needed to complete the picture: my younger brother and me. We were ornaments, my brother and I, living proof of the corporate man’s success.


And so it went, every night until I finally went to college. Every night, I would hear his footsteps coming down the hall, getting closer and closer with each breath I took. Hastily, I would switch off my light, hoping I had been fast enough that no light would show under the doorsill when he turned the corner toward my room. I would burrow down, squeezing my eyes shut, feigning sleep the way a small, frightened animal plays dead. I got hot huddled under the blankets, yet my body was stiff, frozen in fear.


In the beginning, I was too young to know the word “rape”—after all, I was only twelve when the nightly exposure started—but my brain knew somehow, knew deep down that this, whatever it was called, was wrong, horribly wrong, that fathers were not supposed to stand there in the semidarkness exposing themselves to their daughters.


What if he came all the way into my room? What if he could tell I was awake? What if it didn’t matter whether I was awake or not? What if he lay down on top of me, his heavy, awkward body squashing me? Would I be able to breathe? What if he took the covers off? What if . . .?


He always smelled terrible, reeking of stale man-sweat. By this time of night, his breath would be sour, too. At dinner, he would keep the full crystal decanter close by his wineglass, all the wine for him. He barely glanced at the rest of us, my mother at one end of the table, facing him, smiling the way the women’s magazines said to, my brother slouched miserably, directly across the table from me.


After the wine had worked its dark magic, he would start to cry. Nobody ever knew why. Nobody looked at him. Nobody knew what to do except wait for dinner to be over.


“I love this family so much,” he would sob, his chest heaving, fat tears rolling down his cheeks. “Families are everything. This is a happy family,” he would say as my mother, nervous, looked on encouragingly.


Everybody stared at their plates.


“Look at me,” he would jerk up and snarl to my brother, who would slide down in his chair, his food untouched.


“Stop,” my mother would protest feebly. “Stop.”


“You stop.”


My brother would cry. In our father’s eyes, my brother couldn’t do anything right, especially sports. But that was partly because he couldn’t see out of his left eye. And that was because he no longer had a left eye. Because of my father. That is another story.


There was so much I didn’t understand, then or for years afterward. A child only knows the world she is born into. Her parents are all there is, her only reality. That world is supposed to be a safe haven. But mine wasn’t.


At night, as always, my father would knock on my door. “Are you awake?”


I would pretend not to hear.


“I just wanted to say good night.”


I would say nothing.


“Are you sure you are not awake?” he would persist.


“I was just falling asleep,” I would mumble, afraid to not respond at all.


“I just wanted to talk,” he would say, then silently walk away.


Nothing actually happened. So why did I feel raped?


After all, he never touched me.
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I am content. Happy, even.


This was not a foregone conclusion. In fact, it was pretty unlikely, given the family I grew up in.


I grew up in danger. In danger because of a sexually abusive, alcoholic, and rageful father. And in danger because of a mother who was terrified of feelings—her angry husband’s, certainly; her own, presumably; and mine, because of how utterly family destroying it would have been to have a little child speak the truth of how terrifying the family really was.


My father was a large man, and not just physically. He was a vice president of one of America’s largest corporations, a larger-than-life figure to most adults and certainly to me as a young child.


He was physically imposing, a good six feet, massive, though neither obese nor muscular. He had enormous, straggly eyebrows and a large bald head. His voice was stentorian. In adulthood, he sang bass, loudly, in the church choir. In college, he dabbled in stage acting. I have little doubt that his voice could carry to the farthest balcony; it certainly dominated the dining room table.


My father was not a handsome man. It was difficult to look at his face because his eyes were cold and small compared to the rest of him. His body radiated tension with every gesture, every word. An irritable, anxious man, he was a caged tiger, ready to pounce. My being slow to bring him after-dinner tea would trigger a growl. My brother slumping in his chair would occasion a sharp reprimand. Even scrambled eggs drew his ire if they didn’t clump up on time.


A Trumpian figure, he was narcissistic and authoritarian, easily wounded, physically awkward, chronically angry. He cried as easily as he raged, especially after his wine at dinner, and I could never figure out how to handle either the tears or the rage. To a psychiatrist, he would have been called a “depressed alcoholic.” To us, he was simply “terrifying.”


He was the only important one in the family. The rest of us tiptoed around him. No one else’s feelings or needs mattered or could even be spoken aloud. At his insistence, we had regular, dreadful “family meetings,” where he was the only one who could speak with impunity. He ran these tense sessions like the corporate executive he was, never seeming to get the difference between work and family.


My brother and I were not allowed to call him “Dad.” We knew he was our real father, not some stepfather, but we had to address him by his first name. He mocked me when, as a teenager, I begged to call him “Dad.”


“So what should I call you?” he taunted. “Daughter?”


No one dared cross him, lest his rage, just millimeters beneath the surface, be triggered. Early in adolescence, I developed the habit of twisting my hair with my left hand at the dinner table so I would not have to look at him. To avoid him after dinner, I spent hours alone studying in my bedroom. Summers, I’d sit alone outside in the backyard with the little statues of the characters from a board game, moving them around in pretend scenarios of happy families.


He never actually hit any of us—my mother, my brother, or me—unless you count spankings with what we called the “fish paddle,” a small wooden paddle that he used to cut up fish food for the angel fish in his aquarium. But on the eve of my first wedding, he did tell Bruce, my soon-to-be first husband, that if I ever got out of line, to go ahead and smack me. That advice, thankfully, was totally ignored.


My father grew up in a small, gritty town in western Pennsylvania, a town he hated visiting, for reasons I never fully understood. He was secretive about his growing up. I know only a few of his childhood stories: That his mother once made him drown a litter of kittens. That he was sick a lot as a child and spent long weeks in bed reading. That his younger brother died of polio. That his father, who ran a dry-cleaning shop, went under financially and emotionally during the Depression and never recovered from either.


That tragedy left a lasting impression on my father, creating a desperation not to “fail,” as he thought his own father had, but to get rich. Which he did until, against my mother’s better judgment, he invested heavily in a risky real estate company and went bankrupt. At one point he was in debt to thirteen banks. Money was the ever-elusive goal, but despite his millions, it was never enough. He was a rich man but an empty one.


He never admitted he was an alcoholic and never attended AA. He made it a point never to have three-martini lunches at work, as he said other businessmen did, but saved his drinking for home, for us. He would buy wine by the box with a little spout for easy refills. The alcohol never seemed to make him jolly, just sadder and angrier. He and my mother would say only that he had an “allergy” to alcohol. Eventually, he quit drinking, but sobriety did little to change his underlying personality.


Even when sober, he would make frequent inappropriate sexual comments to adult women guests, urging them to take off their clothes and go skinny-dipping with him in the pond by our house. My mother would try to hush him and guide the startled women to the kitchen. Preoccupied by sex, he would shame me at dinner when I had period cramps, asking what was wrong with my ovaries. After one trip to Australia with my mother, when I asked what he liked best, he said, “The tits, the tits.” Incredibly, he actually dropped his pants when my brother brought his new fiancée to dinner. He even said once that he wanted my brother and me, still young, to watch him having sex with our mother. Mercifully, that never happened.


But the sexual abuse did, night after night when I was a teenager. I told no one.


Only later in life did a series of “mini strokes” slightly dent his domineering nature, making him a bit softer. Only then, for the first time I can remember, did he tell me I was pretty. Only then did he seem to like me. Eventually, he became dependent on my mother, though still unable to accept vulnerability. When he finally needed a cane, he refused to use one, insisting that my mother, despite her bad knees and leukemia, be his cane.


And then there was my mother.


It was my mother who encouraged me to travel, to go on a youth cycling trip one summer, to become an American Field Service student living with a Danish family for another summer, to spend yet another summer traveling all through Europe with my college roommate.


My mother was the one who encouraged me to play the clarinet and join the band. To open a bank account and learn to write checks. She taught me to canoe smoothly and quietly. She taught me to swim around the dock at the house of some friends and, eventually, all the way across the lake, with her paddling beside me, a youthful feat that instilled in me a lifelong love of the water and of swimming. She taught me to decipher foreign phrases, to love foreign languages to the point that, for a while, I seriously considered becoming a professional linguist. A devoted stargazer, she taught me to recognize the constellations. And how to garden. I learned from her how to lay out a garden so it didn’t look too rigid or box-like. How to pick the right plants for shade, and for sun. To plant things so that something was flowering all summer. And most of all, to enjoy the feel of the earth, the scent of the flowers, the peace of a sunset moment in nature.


Until she married my father, my mother was apparently a spunky person. She was the son her father always wanted. They rode horses together. They sailed together, and she taught us to call him by his nautical nickname, “Skipper.” In high school, she played drums and the French horn.


Though she remained pretty and charming, most of my mother’s playful spirit disappeared when she became a submissive wife. (My parents met at a party where my father was lecturing the partygoers on swimming by lying on his stomach on a hassock, demonstrating the crawl. Only later did my mother learn he could not swim a stroke.)


I think that, in some ways, despite my father’s domineering personality, my mother truly loved being the wife of an important man, and, given that her own parents were not wealthy, I am sure she loved the money, too.


She saw herself as the quintessential corporate wife. And that, of course, was what I was supposed to be, too. Once, when my then-fiancé, Bruce, and I were staying at my parents’ house for the summer, I was getting ready to accompany him as he drove around visiting customers for his job as an insurance salesman. He was all dressed up. I wore jeans and a shirt, intending to sit and read in the car while he made his house calls.


My mother took one look at me and gasped. “You can’t go like that. You have to learn to be a good corporate wife.” I argued that no one would see me just sitting in the car; then, as usual for my still-intimidated self, I caved and promptly changed my clothes.


For all the harm my father did, the damage from my mother was, in some ways, worse. She was an enigma, physically present but emotionally absent, there but not there. This was intensely confusing for me. If I felt sad, she would deny those feelings, suggesting instead that I must have a cold or a stomach ache. Instead of consoling me or asking me why I felt that way, she assumed something was wrong with me; not surprisingly, my child-self took that message to heart, internalizing the belief that there was something intrinsically bad and wrong about sadness. She herself, ever chipper, never admitted to sadness or any other deep feeling. If she had, she might have left him, a radical act in those days.


I can’t remember her ever snuggling me or consoling me or reassuring me. Decades later, when I was getting over my second husband’s death, a dear friend said, “Everything is going to be all right.” With a shock, I realized I couldn’t recall my mother ever saying those words to me, giving me that reassurance, or even holding me.


Indeed, my deepest feelings as a child were of profound emptiness, of no one being there, the sheer infant terror of being left alone, invisible. Nobody home. My father was frightening. But it was my mother’s emotional not-there-ness that left me for a long time without a center, and with deep feelings of abandonment.


And so, I looked to the outside world. School. What else could I do? To a child like me whose home was not safe, school felt like salvation, sanity. A child has to find something to attach to, and if it’s not a parent, it has to be something, or somebody, else.


My grandparents helped a little. With my grandmother, Baba, and “Skipper,” I was not invisible. I was special. When I had dinner at their house, Baba would cook lamb chops for me. She let me eat dessert first. She made a fuss about me. Even as a small child, when she would come over to visit, I would sneak outside and hide in her car, on the floor behind the driver’s seat. I hoped she wouldn’t see me there until she got home, so I could stay with her. But usually, she caught on to my trick and made me go home to my mother.


I learned much later, as a young Boston Globe reporter covering a conference on alcoholic and abusive families, that my family fit a typical alcoholic, abusive pattern. A conference speaker was describing such families as having tight boundaries around the family but loose boundaries within it. I was stunned. This was us. Only then did I recall that my father had explicitly and repeatedly forbidden us to talk about the family to anyone outside the four of us—a nondisclosure agreement without the handshake or the money. Such secrets are the hallmarks of unsafe families.


And there are so, so many unsafe families.


I have a friend whose brother sexually abused her every night, then warned, “Don’t tell.” For years, she didn’t. When she finally did, her family fell apart.


I have a friend who was raped by her live-in grandfather. She told no one for years.


I have another friend whose stepfather, a former priest, shoved her headfirst into a snowbank when she was six, nearly suffocating her. He then raped her when she was eleven.


I have a friend who was first raped by her father, an MD and a university professor, when she was three. She is still grappling with it. Her sister committed suicide.


These are women whom I happen to know well. I did not seek them out to make a point. Only over time did I learn their stories, and stories from other women friends too.


By comparison, my father’s nightly exposure of himself to me, a kind of psychological rape, may seem mild, but it wasn’t. I never knew when it might be physical rape.


Sexual violence, defined as sexual activity in which consent is not obtained or freely given, is widespread, affecting millions of people, most of them female, every year, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Put starkly, an American is sexually assaulted every seventy-three seconds, according to the Rape, Abuse & Incest National Network, with most victims under thirty years of age; a child is victimized every nine minutes.


CDC figures show that nearly one in five American women (more than 18 percent) experiences completed or attempted rape during her lifetime. For males, other data show the figure is 1.4 percent. But these figures, striking as they are, are almost certainly underestimates because, as a team of Virginia researchers pointed out in a 2005 paper, most sexual assaults are not reported to authorities.


The Virginia researchers conducted a randomized telephone survey of nearly two thousand women aged eighteen or older. The prevalence of sexual assault was 27.6 percent, and most of these assaults were rapes. A whopping 78 percent of the victims reported that the sexual assault occurred for the first time when they were children or adolescents.


Other data show that one in three female rape victims experienced rape for the first time between eleven and seventeen years of age. And one in eight female rape victims reported that it occurred before age ten.


Perhaps most disturbing, more than 90 percent of child sexual abuse victims know their attackers. In fact, the majority (77.5 percent) of perpetrators were parents of the victim, according to US Department of Justice figures.


So, how did I escape?


This book is that story, the story of my slow liberation, my gradual disentangling from my dangerous family. It is, ultimately, a story of the freeing of a soul.


It is the story of a young woman who stumbled into the tremendous gift of a gratifying career—journalism, an enterprise that centers on the very thing I never had as a child: the ability, indeed the permission, the necessity, of speaking the truth right out loud.


It is the story of a personal search for meaning and healing through meditation, psychotherapy, and plain old self-reflection. This search isn’t over and probably never will be. It is the search for the kindness and self-compassion to recognize and befriend the traumatized parts of my soul, though getting to the truth of my family, the root of my character, has taken decades.


And it is the story of love and marriage—or, to be precise, three marriages—each man remarkably appropriate for the stage of life I was in and the amount of intimacy I could tolerate. The first was passionate, adventurous, and immature; the second, peaceful, stable, and lovely; the third, once again passionate, but this time far more intimate, occasionally tumultuous, but ultimately it was the deepest connection of two souls.


I have been lucky enough, in other words, to have the two things that Freud (and I) believe matter most in life, though he put it better than I: “Love and work are the cornerstones of our humanness.” I have had to work hard for both. It has been well worth it.












CHAPTER TWO






Nobody Home


Growing up with an alcoholic parent is a lonely, frightening business.


Even when there’s another (nonalcoholic) parent around, that parent may be so busy placating the alcoholic and denying the problem that that parent isn’t really there either. The family is empty.


This translates into a childhood marked by some degree of abuse, neglect, or both. And an adulthood marked by trying to “re-parent” oneself, to give oneself the emotional security that should have been there all along.


I should know.


I am one of the millions of American adults—one in every five, according to the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry—who grew up in an alcoholic home. Some put the figure at one in four. Violence is often part of the pattern, though thankfully, not in my case. One of every eight kids who grow up in alcoholic homes witnesses their mother being beaten or hit, according to a leading medical journal.


While it’s widely known how deadly alcohol abuse can be to the drinker—alcohol kills 95,000 Americans a year, making it the third leading cause of preventable death after tobacco and poor diet/physical inactivity—what’s less widely recognized, at least among laypeople, is the extent of emotional harm suffered by growing up in an alcoholic family.


But sociologists, psychotherapists, and medical professionals do know what happens to a child’s mind in an alcoholic family. And it’s not pretty. Trust and security, for instance, are nowhere to be found in an alcoholic home. The very people who are supposed to be grown-ups, sources of comfort and safety, simply aren’t.


Instead of security, there is only danger and uncertainty. In a child’s still-forming mind, this creates the unconscious belief that the world at large, not just the home, cannot be trusted and that no place, even within one’s own mind, is truly safe.


In other words, the rules of growing up in an alcoholic family become: “Don’t talk. Don’t trust. Don’t feel,” as Father Joseph Martin, a priest, recovering alcoholic, and renowned speaker on addiction puts it.


The surprising thing, as social psychologist Claudia Black notes in her best-selling book It Will Never Happen to Me, is that many children growing up in alcoholic homes never come to the attention of school counselors, ministers, or other outsiders. They slip under the radar, too well-behaved to cause trouble, get bad grades, or wind up in doctors’ offices with vague somatic complaints.


Some children in alcoholic families become so “good,” so overly responsible, that when their father or mother starts drinking, they grab coats and pajamas and take their siblings to the neighbors’ house for safety. These kids learn early that they can’t rely on others, so they rely only on themselves. This works for a while, but as they grow older, adult children of alcoholics can experience a loneliness that simply doesn’t make sense to them.


I can attest to that. My father was not a falling-down drunk. He never lost his job. As I’ve said, he was a high-powered businessman. Our house was neat and clean. My mother looked pretty and gave nice parties. We were never poor. But tension and denial ruled the day. All feelings had to be stuffed, denied.


This makes sense now, though it didn’t at the time. For my mother to be able to hear my feelings, she would have had to acknowledge her own. And her own had to have been anger, disappointment, and eventually the realization that she would have to leave this tyrannical man. And where would that have gotten her? With no career, two years of college, and no money of her own, what were her options? I’m sure she saw none.


In an alcoholic family like mine, the whole idea of normal life just doesn’t exist. If you don’t grow up experiencing what normal is, you end up guessing what it must be. And spending years learning to tell truth from lies. My father’s rages were hushed up by my mother insisting, “He really is a wonderful man. We have a wonderful marriage. We wake up holding hands.”


It took me years to know deeply how much of a lie those statements were. And to even realize that this alcoholic family of mine was not normal, that this was not how most kids grew up, that not everybody goes home to a rageful father and a mother determined to deny it all.
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