


CHAPTER ONE

My Story

WITHIN THE FIRST COUPLE OF YEARS AS TEACHER AT A VERY WEALTHY, established, private, international boarding school, I reported abuse being done by a colleague. He was a talented drama teacher who put on spectacular yearly musicals in a professional theater. He was also abusive—psychologically, sexually, and physically. Faculty, parents, and students were frequently in distress, with some reporting to the director and chaplain. I simply added my voice to this concerned group, not at all anticipating that I would be treated as if I were the one doing wrong.

I did not know the word gaslighting. It did not occur to me that the director would outright bully me and retaliate against me for bringing up serious concerns about student safety. The penny dropped when the director patted a big file on her desk and told me that it was about me. I might not have known that this was textbook gaslighting—using a reversal to confuse someone—but I knew it was wrong. I observed and heard reports about an abusive colleague. The director told me that I was the problem (for reporting my colleague). Gaslighting is designed to confuse your perceptions and mess up your sense of reality. It’s highly effective.

I took my concerns to the institution’s leader. I told him a simple anonymous survey would give him the information he needed to deal with the abuse crisis. Rather surprisingly, he yelled at me, “Do not tell me how to do my job!” I gave up. The teacher continued abusing. When faculty, parents, and students told me their concerns, I told them that I was powerless and that they needed to report to the director.

The school’s chaplain was positioned as a moral leader but also as a kind of counselor, even an HR representative (because the school, with hundreds of employees, did not have an HR rep, let alone an HR department). He began commiserating with me about our abusive colleague. He acted as a counselor with students and faculty, enabling him to know privileged, vulnerable information. I don’t know if he had any professional training or certification to take this role. For some reason, although in the leadership circle, he seemed as powerless as I was to protect students, but he assured me that he was very concerned and was keeping an eye on the abusive teacher. It never occurred to me that he had been dispatched to get information from me, assuage my worries, and act as a friend. He was betraying me, but I had no idea. As we will examine in greater detail in chapter 6, the chaplain’s behavior is a textbook “psychopath-victim” bond based on “a convenient fabrication.”


The persona of the psychopath—the “personality” the person is bonding with—does not really exist. It was built on lies, carefully woven together to entrap you. It is a mask, one of many, custom-made by the psychopath to fit your particular psychological needs and expectations.1




The target—me in this case—thinks she’s engaged in an actual relationship with a caring colleague, one who shares their serious concern about abuse, but she is being manipulated. I don’t know if the chaplain is a psychopath, but he behaved like one. And the important takeaway from his conduct, and the abusive teacher, the leader, and the director, is to notice how psychopathology seems contagious in institutions. When workplaces enable abusive practices, they become like a virus that infects more and more people. We see this in history when enormous numbers of the populace behave in psychopathic ways once those in power establish it as necessary, normal, and accepted.

In part 2, we will look at how this happens and why we’re vulnerable to this specific kind of betrayal. Within five years, the drama teacher would be fired, under the private school euphemism “retired early.” By this time, a much bigger scandal was brewing that would rip the blinders from my eyes and put me on the whistle-blower’s path.


POINT OF NO RETURN

When a director and leader cover up and enable abuse, when they comfortably use a figure such as the chaplain to further manipulate those who are appalled by the abuse and speak up, it’s hardly surprising that another abuse scandal with a different set of colleagues jolted me out of my powerless state. I was going about my work with blinders on, collecting my salary, belonging to my cherished community, when once again abuse was reported directly to me. It was a whole other department, and this time it wasn’t just one colleague. It was four. Two are discussed here; the others are another story.

The reason I became intrigued—in why some people’s brains succumb to gaslighting, but others don’t—was because this time so many of the targets spoke up. I watched with particular interest one target see right through director, leader, and even the chaplain’s facade and outright reject their manipulations. Although I had heard directly about the abuse from multiple targets, he was one of the targets. He had been subjected to repeat bullying by two teachers—physical and psychological abuse, entwined with a kind of twisted sexual harassment—for two years. It began mildly in textbook fashion and became progressively more and more intense. It began with grooming. The younger teacher would lure him in with a kind, mentoring approach that slowly morphed into threatening, vicious attacks.

The grooming teacher recognized this student’s talent and used it to make it seem normal that he would receive one-on-one time and mentoring. As a junior, the student was brought along to the year’s culminating seniors’ competition, which is a way to showcase the opportunities a teacher can provide to those who bow down. The grooming teacher, along with his colleague, said this target would be the “X factor” the following year because of his talent. Once he was lured in, once the honeymoon was over, his talent was used to publicly shame him over and over in front of his peers. Although his talent would be acknowledged, he’d be condemned for not using it because he “wasn’t trying.” He was repeatedly lambasted with public shaming, verbal abuse, and physical assaults. He and his team were repeatedly put down with slurs: “fucking retards,” “fucking embarrassments,” and “fucking pathetic.”

The physical assaults were intensified by sexual harassment, which was layered into the repeat onslaught of humiliation. The team were all young men, and the teachers were also male, but this student was a special target. All work would be stopped by the teachers, the team would gather into an uneasy audience. The young teacher would yell rhetorical questions in his face about how he was so talented but wasn’t trying. “Do you even like work?” The teacher questioned his commitment to the institution over and over. He asked him what he was worth. The other teacher would watch, and the team would have to watch. When the student couldn’t take it anymore and tried to back away, the teacher who was yelling in his face, would grab him by the shirt or the arm and hold him for more. One member of the team reported that it was “vicious.” Another reported that the team wanted to stop what was happening but couldn’t because they didn’t have power. The teachers did. These assaults happened hundreds of times.




SEXUAL POWER AND DOMINATION

The twisted sexual harassing began one day when the younger teacher—who had been doing the grooming—abruptly became violently angry. We noted in the introduction this textbook gaslighting behavior: going from kind and fun to demeaning and enraged. Prior to this moment was the honeymoon phase, the love bombing, the mentoring, and spending special one-on-one time. That all came to an ugly halt when the teacher yelled at the targeted student and a peer who were engaged and interacting in a joking manner: “Stop fucking touching each other.” It was a shock—so shocking that no one said or did anything. It was the textbook jolt, the feeling of being electrocuted and paralyzed.

Bullying survivor, Nike executive, and author Megan Carle describes this kind of bullying as the “in-your-face-bully” who doesn’t hesitate to drop “an F-bomb.” This kind of bully depends on “explosive” attacks, “belittling,” and “obvious aggression and volatility.”2 It is depressing how textbook bullying is, coupled with our endless enabling of it.

As is also textbook, this kind of homoerotic/homophobic behavior became more and more frequent. The teachers would call the all-male team “fucking pussies” and tell them to “grow some balls.” It was misogynistic, perhaps with the goal of male bonding, creating a sense of superiority to women, a disgust with feminine weakness and anatomy to make the team strive to be invincible. But surely this is not a helpful way to improve the bottom line, make the team more competitive, earn more wins. It begs the question: Why was it happening?

Sex abuse survivor and lawyer Julie Macfarlane explains that “sexual violence is not about sex but about the use of power and domination.”3 These teachers were clearly desperate to establish power and domination over vulnerable targets; and although they claimed (on email) at one point that they didn’t know it was harmful, they certainly were careful to keep it hidden. Considering that male teachers were targeting a team of young, vulnerable males—ones that lacked the power, credibility, and social standing of the teachers—you can’t help but wonder whether the use of power and domination was in response to feeling threatened. Bullying is well-known to occur as a response to threat. Did the younger—perhaps more talented, more ethical, more likely to “win”—males threaten the older ones?

Or was the overarching agenda to use homophobic slurs and misogyny to make the team turn to the teachers and sexually engage with them? If being female and being associated with the female body were seen as insults, a disgusting, pathetic thing to be called as a team, was the idea to establish literal male bonding, students dependent on teachers, turning to them for guidance as well as sexual encounters? These are typical strategies in relationships that engage with those in the Dark Triad.

One teacher came right up to the targeted student’s face in public and yelled that he was “fucking soft.” This was a moment when the violent, vicious assaults were linked with the homophobic, misogynistic insults. Did the teacher want him to show just how “hard” he could be? What was he looking for in his dysregulated, abusive approach? How does this homophobic slur improve someone’s performance?

Flipping back into the honeymoon phase, the teachers gifted the team with T-shirts but used the opportunity to layer in sexual harassment. The targeted student’s T-shirt displayed the first part of his name blended with “-licious” as in “delicious.” Delicious? To whom? How is this remotely normal or appropriate? A person’s name is profoundly linked to their identity and how they are known in social-emotional and professional relationships. Mispronouncing a name, if done repeatedly, is well-recognized as an insult. But manipulating someone’s name into a titillating, tantalizing name is a whole other level of harassment.

After intense competitions, the younger teacher would insist on one-on-one debriefs, the content of which the targeted student has fully blocked from memory. This teacher would send texts all the time and would be angry if the student’s answers weren’t expansive enough. He’d even send texts outside school hours. All these instances when they occurred could be dismissed, might seem part of an intense program, might seem normal somehow, not such a big deal. Not to me, though.

Because I had been exposed to the gaslighting approach to abuse with the initial colleague in the theater department, when I found out about this equally serious and harmful situation involving four other colleagues either yelling or muttering obscenities; publicly shaming; repeatedly assaulting a target who tried to get away; crossing all kinds of professional boundaries; creating a culture of fear, humiliation, and favoritism; using homophobia, homoeroticism, and misogyny, I bypassed the ineffective director and leader who were covering up. I wrote a letter directly to the secretary of the board (henceforth, I will refer to him simply as “the board”). He contacted the chair of the board, who then phoned me. I said in my letter that after I witnessed the way the director and leader handled the abusive behavior of my colleague in the theater department, I didn’t think they would stop the abuse being reported from a different department. I said I would resign if it wasn’t stopped. The chair told me on the phone that the drama teacher’s abuse had been “taken care of.” That teacher was fired a few months later.




KEEP YOUR ENEMIES CLOSE

The board asked me to gather information from parents for him. It did not occur to me that I was being used. I had no idea that by speaking up I was being positioned as an “enemy” to my institution. I thought I was being asked essentially to canvass those involved, survey their experiences. I was used throughout the crisis repeatedly in this way: asked to gather information by board and leader without knowing that a different story was being told behind my back.

I wrote parents and transparently told them about the board’s request. I sent all their responses to him on email. The responses not only confirmed serious abuse but also implicated the director and the leader. Both had repeatedly heard reports of these teachers’ abuses and had engaged in processes to address them for at least a year. Neither had effectively stopped the abuse or protected students or informed parents. They kept what was happening hidden within the institution. I also learned from these parents that the chaplain had also been informed and had intervened—as was his supposed expertise—in sorting out the crisis.

Believe it or not, I still did not clue in that the chaplain was part of the gaslighting. I did not understand that he was a double agent whose job was to get information and hand it over to the director and leader and board. He told me he was worried that I felt he had “betrayed” me, and I assured him that I didn’t feel that way, that I knew his position was complex and that he was trying to be supportive. I cannot believe I was ever that naive. The board assured me that the leader would act immediately and in proper ways to address this latest abuse crisis in the workplace affecting children. I supported and tried to work once again with the leader.

I had a surreal feeling that all was not right, but once again I kept my blinders on to betrayal (as we will examine in greater detail in chapter 5). What worried me was that the initial abuser was fired like the chair of the board said, but as noted, it was announced publicly that he “retired early.” It was once again a cover-up. It was gaslighting. It’s like punching someone in the face, then giving them roses. Everyone’s brain goes offline. You cannot make sense of these contradictory acts entwined together, forming a pattern, saying one thing but doing another. These leadership gestures are like apologies that hook you back in, make you feel that things are not so bad, improvement is happening, ethics are back in play, safety is respected, the vulnerable will receive protection. It was all a facade.

The board’s stopping one abusive employee but faced with others was like the spouse who beats you up, then shows you he can change. He sees your pain and suffering and shows you it’s over. He’s different. He will do the right thing. What happens all too often is the opposite. The abuser intensifies his attacks, hurts you more. That is exactly what happened at my workplace. The firing of the first abuser was just to buy time to figure out how to shut me down—and all the others reporting rampant abuse, including children.




BRAIN STRENGTH AND CLARITY

The intense phase of believing in leadership while they were lying to my face lasted five months. In contrast, the target of the abuse—the student who saw right through the gaslighting—was clear right from the day he reported. He saw that what was happening was manipulative and certainly not to be trusted. Along with at least thirteen other targeted victims, he gave detailed testimony about the abuse. He provided an interview to the leader. He then agreed to do an interview with a lawyer the leader hired with the support of the board. Unlike me, who wanted to help, he did what the leader asked of him but with a jaded, demoralized approach. I hoped for the best, whereas he despaired. I could not bring myself to believe that my colleagues, these leaders, the board, would behave in such a sickening manner, whereas he had resigned himself to their corruption. The chaplain offered to speak with him one-on-one to help, to offer support. The targeted student wouldn’t go near the chaplain. He could see the snake, but all I could see was the suit (as we will examine in more detail in chapter 6).

The target, this victim—who for two years had been repeatedly abused with psychological and physical abuse, entwined with a strange mix of homophobic/homoerotic sexual harassment—was my teenage son, Montgomery.

Regardless of what his teachers had done to him, right from the beginning, Montgomery saw through the leader’s gaslighting. He knew that the chaplain was not to be trusted. He was sixteen. Although it was an utter shock to me at the time to unpack layer after layer of the institutional complicity, it turns out to be all textbook. Macfarlane explains:


Abusers can easily hide inside institutions in which they hold status and power; for example as a teacher or a professor, a religious leader, or a coach. Their institutional status allows easy access to large numbers of subordinates, enabling them to identify potential victims, groom them by flattering them with “special” attention, and then abuse and harass them.4




What is chilling is that the abusers are hidden from the next crop of subordinates (students) and their parents, but they are not hiding from the institution. It is known what they do. As I learned with the dramatic arts teacher and the physical education (PE) teachers, the leader, director, chaplain, and board were all well aware. No hiding was necessary. They had all received reports of abuse, who knows how many times and from how many sources. In the years that I was alerting them to the abuse, they received many, many complaints. The reports were from faculty, parents, students, past students. This would be shocking and scandalous material, but it’s not. It’s typical. We must stop being surprised and instead become informed about ways to change this unhealthy dynamic.

The institutional cover-up was not the only textbook component of the abuse at my workplace. The abusive behaviors were also textbook. The drama teacher, and the PE teachers who abused Montgomery and his peers—fully enabled by the leader, director, the chaplain, and board—fit the textbook profile of enabled abusers that Macfarlane outlined.


Typically, such individuals cultivate a high-profile and positive reputation created and reinforced by the institutional culture. It is not uncommon for this to take on a cult-like aura, sustained by inflation of their personal importance, power, and even qualifications; for example, the high school drama teacher who convinced students he was their gateway to fame and fortune. A predator will demand complete loyalty and obedience from “followers” who will protect him at all costs. He will also use intimidation and sometimes threats to silence those who question or challenge his authority and charisma. Another common strategy is “grooming” those targeted for harassment, extending to family members and immediate peers, employing various self-promotion techniques.5




Macfarlane learned about how abuse works from a drama teacher in Ontario where she waged an all-out battle to halt his abuse of students. Her experience is identical to mine. All you need to do is change the location from West Coast to East Coast as we will discuss further in chapter 4.

Theater is one way to cultivate a high profile and generate a cult-like aura. The PE teachers who Montgomery and many other students reported leaned on the older teacher having coached for a year a student who became a professional athlete some twenty years back. With this talented athlete on the team, the teacher won a provincial championship at the top level. During more than twenty years of coaching, he never won a top-level championship again and yet the myth of what an excellent coach he was seemed to be set in stone. His random coaching of a superstar for a year was harnessed by the teacher (and supported by the marketing department) to generate a cultlike aura, an opportunity to inflate his personal importance. It was all a facade. He established loyalty from his followers and obedience from players and used intimidation to keep his targets humiliated and silenced. He groomed certain useful families whose children received unearned opportunities and benefits. As per usual, it was textbook, as textbook as the abusive dramatic arts teacher. The institution enabled all of it regardless of the many reports of abuse.




ANTICIPATING ABUSE REPORTS

The key to those who target others for the lies of bullying and gaslighting is to notice how thoughtful and calculating they are. Nothing is left to chance. They are skilled at anticipating that abuse reports will come in, and they head them off at the pass adeptly. Montgomery’s teachers gaslit players and parents to believe that they were trying to toughen them up for competition. This cover-up of abuse is used frequently in sports. If you didn’t like being abused, it was a sign that you were not tough enough. Do you see the circular logic? If you don’t like being called a “fucking pussy” and speak up, it means you are a fucking pussy. You’re feminine, girly, pathetic, a snowflake, entitled, a millennial, a wuss. If you don’t like having degrading questions yelled in your face in scenes of public shaming, it means you’re “too sensitive.” This was what the regulator, the commissioner for teacher regulation, ruled when he received the abuse reports from multiple students. Do you see the reversal? The teachers who are trying to toughen up athletes, motivate them, drive them to excel are fine; the weakness, the feminine sensitivity of the teenage boys are the real issues. Blink your eyes, and the powerful, adult perpetrators just became the victims of weak, whiny children. The teachers anticipated abuse reports and did an excellent job of turning them back on the kids who spoke up about their maltreatment.

Like everything else, thinking ahead by abusive individuals is textbook. As we will examine in greater detail in chapter 8, I interviewed lawyer Mary Inman, who has decades of experience representing those who speak up and report wrongdoing. One of her clients is Tyler Schultz, the whistle-blower on Elizabeth Holmes, the founder of the wildly successful blood-testing tech startup Theranos that ultimately fell apart when Schultz exposed that it was built on a house of cards. What’s important to see here is the way in which manipulators such as Holmes are so adept at thinking ahead that they lay the groundwork for concerned questions about the ethics of what they are doing.

Inman told me that she and Schultz were presenting together at a conference on truth telling and accountability, and she was struck by his description of just “how methodical” Holmes was in setting the traps early for the lies she would later need to rely on.6 When we learn more in part 2 about the brains of those who lie with ease, as they gaslight their believers to their doom, the methodical, anticipatory, cognitive skills are not surprising. Schultz shared the example of hearing Holmes position Theranos as “disrupters of the lab world and blood testing world,” saying “traditional laboratories” were going to “come after us.” As Inman explained to me, Holmes “would set this all up so that when they did come after them for fraud, people were like ‘well yeah, she told us that was going to happen.’” Inman comments from a legal mind-set: “They are so premeditated in terms of how they can lay the traps.”

We make the mistake of thinking that people who fall for gaslighting are ignorant and gullible. This mistaken interpretation leads us to be susceptible. The truth is that those who gaslight are often very smart and very articulate. They are masters of cognition and language, skills at the heart of lying, manipulating, and gaslighting. When they set out to hurt people, their chosen weapon is words. Inman reports that Schultz “was marvelling at how good [Elizabeth Holmes] was. She was just brilliant because she bamboozled all of the oversight people and there were many.” Another sign of her premeditated way of operating, Inman notes that she put “only white men” who had “no biotech experience” on her board. They were savvy people who are supposed to ask hard questions, Inman explains, but they “didn’t.” You can imagine they did not want to look ill-informed or inexperienced in a new biotech entrepreneurial venture.

Holmes was adept at creating the conditions in which tough questions wouldn’t be asked, but Inman stresses that it is we, the audience, who are ultimately at fault for being gaslit. Inman shares that in representing Theranos’s whistle-blower Schultz, she realized just how much a manipulator like Holmes “preyed upon what the world wanted.” Inman notes that Holmes was skilled at “whipping up the excitement and the enthusiasm” that replaced the brain’s more skeptical approach that wants to look more cautiously at what’s being offered. Holmes was able to draw the crowd into her circus tent with grand statements. Inman describes Holmes’s enterprise as if it were “some sort of American myth, accompanied by big gestures that distracted her audience from the more boring, mundane small print of what she was doing and offering.” Inman depicts our falling for the likes of Holmes.


The world wanted a woman, a Stanford dropout to finally come and take Silicon Valley by storm and be all over the cover of Forbes . We all wanted to believe; we all wanted the myth and so I guess that’s what their brain is good at, they’re kind of a carnival barker or can be, at least she was.



We will examine this kind of brain behavior in more detail in both parts 2 and 3. We will look at how we think of reality as this phenomenon outside of us when, in fact, our brains create reality. Even more surprising, what we want to be true greatly influences how we experience what we believe to be true. Those who manipulate play on this tendency of our brains to be swayed by our beliefs, convictions, hopes, and desires. What is unfolding can be shockingly different. Those who believed in Theranos lost millions. Elizabeth Holmes’s jail sentence is for eleven years and three months.




REFUSING TO BELIEVE THOSE WHO GASLIGHT

I became interested in gaslighting because I was a victim of it in the workplace, but more importantly, I watched Montgomery, a sixteen-year-old—equally exposed to its manipulative force—resist it every step of the way. One of the questions I strive to answer in The Gaslit Brain is why he did not succumb to manipulation. My struggle to stay sane and safe was mirrored by my son who put full effort into resistance. While I fell prey to manipulation, he taught me lesson after lesson about refusing to submit, making clarity and sanity the only things worth fighting for. While I was tricked, he was willing to endure the societal backlash for refusing to comply. While my brain tried to cling to the community, he consciously gave up the safety net of belonging and carved out his own path and constructed his own resilient mind-set. He even gave up what he loved most to reject the lies that abuse was normal, teacher-perpetrators of abuse should be commended for their “professionalism,” and student victims should be branded with the leadership reversal that they were liars when the leaders were the ones lying.

Montgomery had attended and excelled at the school since fourth grade. He was on the headmaster’s honor roll; he had won a number of major awards, but he had never been disciplined for anything. Now the school’s leaders positioned him publicly as a liar who had issued false statements about his teachers. His track record disappeared as if it had never existed. In chapters 2, 3, and 4 we will see this pattern again and again. The leader paid for a lawyer’s report saying that the students who reported being abused were—in the words of an anonymous student—“telling nasty lies.” Attacking those who report abuse as being “liars” is textbook gaslighting.7 It’s one of the most typical reversals and classic reprisals for reporting. Threats to destroy your reputation are quick to follow abuse reports, even when you’re a child. As we focus on in part 2, those in the Dark Triad are known to “spread considerable disinformation about their rivals.”8 Now imagine how much disinformation they spread about those who speak up about the abuse they do or the abuse they cover up.

No motivation for lying was attached to this character assassination from leader to students at Montgomery’s school. Although it is a deadly serious accusation, no evidence was provided. It’s the sort of accusation that results in suspension at least; and more likely, expulsion. It’s the kind of accusation that could impact university acceptances, even one’s career. The students weren’t suspended or expelled. The teachers weren’t suspended or fired. Instead of any kind of decisive action, there was just the soft glow of gaslighting.

The community—at this point, more like a cult—was simply being asked to believe the version of reality issued from the leader and not ask any questions. The leader’s office with its advantages of power, social status, and credibility appeared to be enough to silence obvious questions, let alone vocal dissent. Not one of my colleagues publicly asked for proof or questioned the report. Two years later, the entire ten pages would be published in national news that exposed the private school colluding with the government regulator.9 They were a textbook example of gaslighting and corruption. They came straight out of what Rebecca Solnit calls “the abuser’s playbook.”

Solnit explains that “the agenda at all scales is to control not just practical matters, but fact, truth, history; who can speak and what can be said.” This is the agenda of coercion and control. As a dependent employee, my voice was not valued. What I had to report was dismissed by my colleagues who chose to believe the institution’s leadership and their version of facts, truth, and the history of what had happened. It did not matter that I had a great deal of evidence spanning five years. It did not matter that the leader himself asked me to collect this evidence and give it to him, which I did. They did not care that he had already been informed from multiple other sources, and a full abuse report had been written by a lawyer a year before. All was seen as irrelevant. The leader’s position of power, credibility, and social standing meant that only his voice was valued and only what he said was seen as true. Sociology professor Dr. Paige Sweet refers to those who fall for gaslighting as comparable to those falling under the “spells of power.” She says that by “taking gaslighting seriously, we can learn about the relation between macro-level inequalities and the ‘micro’ forms of silencing and disempowerment that people experience in their everyday lives.”10




BETRAYAL VIOLATES

The micro forms of silencing and disempowerment were done to me by the school’s complicit leadership and by my colleagues who were at risk because students and parents reported them as abusive. The macro-level inequalities were between the teachers—perpetrators of abuse—and the students who were their victims.

Montgomery went from being an honor roll student who was widely popular, constantly praised by teachers, and an exceptional athlete in multiple sports to a student who, according to the leader, tells “nasty lies” about his teachers in eleventh grade, along with many other students, apparently all of them liars. It was hard to imagine what motivated them or what benefit they received from telling lies about teachers. It was especially hard to fathom how they coordinated with one another to produce very similar abuse reports when many didn’t know each other, and they spanned five years. It’s striking how obviously false gaslighting is and yet at the same time so seductive. It makes ethical, sane, caring people lose the courage to speak up about its illusory qualities and instead become complicit through their silence and lack of action.

This was my first encounter as an adult with gaslighting. Although I can identify it now, at the time, it put my brain into a fog. The mind struggles to understand reversals and lies. These kinds of manipulations do not make sense; and while the brain pours precious resources into trying to answer the question posed by the lie, it cannot, and the impact is like being shattered. I don’t mean that metaphorically. I mean literally. The brain and its functions suffer a series of traumatic blows to a variety of systems when it cannot answer the question. As we unpack throughout this psychological study, asking questions, identifying the overarching agenda behind gaslighting, resisting the well-trained impulse to obey, rather than resist, are all critical to protecting yourself against the trauma of manipulation.




SEEING THROUGH LIES

Powerless, I watched Montgomery be labeled—with the other students who reported abuse—a liar. This reputational blow didn’t take him out at the knees as planned. Instead, I witnessed him stand straighter, taller, and with nothing but disdain for those who tried to smear his reputation to cover up their own negligence. Although I wanted to believe those in power, who had social status and positions that conferred credibility, Montgomery had the mental strength and courage to see the lies for what they were, right from the beginning. He and the other students had reported the abusive teachers. Once the testimonies piled up, he told my husband and me that he had set himself one goal, which was “not to let them break me.” While the teachers used day in and day out physical and psychological abuse, along with twisted sexual harassment, Montgomery responded with an iron will. Students do not have the power to push back against teachers, but he waged an inner battle of self-protection to stay safe and sane.

The reason my brain did not shatter is because he showed me in real time how to sculpt a mind with independence and clarity. His psychological strength and resistant mind-set remained safe and sane despite gaslighting—at higher and higher, more powerful and more prestigious levels. We ultimately learned that the private school had an agenda that drove their gaslighting: covering up negligence. The government regulator should have not only stopped the abuse but held leaders accountable for failure in their legal duty to report and protect children from abuse according to stringent rules of the commissioner for teacher regulation.11 When government bureaucrats do not regulate but gaslight, it’s hard to stay clearheaded.12 When I read the commissioner’s corrupt reports for the first time, knowing how much damage the teachers and leaders had done to Montgomery and so many students—I was literally brought to my knees. I am not one to cry easily but discovering that the gaslighting wasn’t just in a corrupt school but had reached government institutions hit hard.13

Not for Montgomery.

His only comment was that he wanted to put the whole town where we lived “into the rearview mirror.”




WALKING AWAY

During this time of threats and manipulations, Montgomery intentionally withdrew from the school community. He did not go to classes. He did not participate in sports. He did not go to his graduation ceremony. Withdrawal is extremely risky for the brain as it knows that it cannot survive without belonging, but now it’s clear that Montgomery was drawing on the brain’s greatest power: reinvention. He was using his neuroplasticity to imagine a new community, one that was not constructed on abuse being dished out from positions of credibility, social status, and power but, rather, a community of equals, friends, and educators. He was not confused and seduced by gaslighting. The teachers and leaders’ promises rang hollow for him, and he sought authenticity.

Montgomery’s retreat from the school might have looked like giving up. In fact, he was shoring up his strength. His suffering of depression, anxiety, and panic attacks could be rightly characterized as suffering “mental illness,” but his brain was facing the threatening truth rather than collapsing into the gaslighters’ lies. He was manifesting unbelievable mental strength and courage, which was very painful, but it brought him critical thinking, empathic reasoning, and mental resilience. It is hard to look in the dark corners of an institution, but that is what people with moral integrity and courage do.

In the spring of that truly terrible year of gaslighting and betrayal, he and I traveled to the United States on spring break to look at some universities. We had already visited some different American colleges as we knew we had to get him out of the country. If the private school could corrupt the government regulator, they could continue to harm Montgomery’s reputation elsewhere in the country. To say that Montgomery was traumatized would be an understatement, and getting out of town was a key component of his reinvention.

It was cold and drizzling. We were walking across the University of Oregon campus, which had been the first college to send Montgomery an early acceptance the previous fall. As we cut across the campus, he came to a full stop. I followed his gaze and read carved into the northern entrance of the Knight Library, “Ye shall know the truth.” He didn’t say anything, and we resumed our walk through the rain. As we passed the library, again Montgomery stopped and turned around slowly. Above the library’s northwestern entrance, the end of the quote was carved—“and the truth will make you free.”

All he said was, “I choose University of Oregon,” and that was the last college we toured.




SCULPTING YOUR BRAIN

Montgomery is an excellent example of how our minds are scripted or wired in childhood, but each of us is given, throughout our lifespan, the opportunity to take this wiring and change it. When the brain is wired by trauma at the hands of powerful adults, it can form into a fused block. Still, each of us has the capacity to chip away, carve, and sculpt past wiring into the kind of wiring that we practice and choose. Especially in childhood, we are wired by others and by our lot in life, but we always remain the sculptor of our own mind. Montgomery spent many years chipping away at the abuse, gaslighting, and institutional complicity to which he had been exposed.

Santiago Ramón y Cajal, born in 1852, winner of the Nobel Prize for neuroscience in 1906 wrote, “Any man could, if he were so inclined, be the sculptor of his own brain.” A little more than a century later, with the use of noninvasive technology, neuroscientist Michael Merzenich’s decades of research confirmed Cajal’s insight into our brain’s ability to change. In 2016, Merzenich, the “father of neuroplasticity,” earned the Kavli Prize for Neuroscience. Although neuroplasticity was recognized by Cajal a hundred years ago and confirmed by decades of research today, few fully recognize the power of their own mind to unwire and rewire. They do not realize that they can sculpt their brain by what they choose and practice.

Montgomery had the choice as a teenager to remain wired by a private school system, supported by lawyers and governmental institutions, that normalized and enabled abusive teachers, or to refuse the destructive lessons and rewire his brain. He chose the latter. He was given the choice to believe the gaslighting of the abusive teachers and the leaders who protected them, or to take control of the information, follow his own path, and create the meaning of his own life. Again, he chose the latter.

Although potentially wired to abuse others from his abusive past, Montgomery chooses not to abuse others over whom he has power, and he chooses not to lie. He knows the truth and knows that it opens the door to freedom. Remaining subjected to those who wired your mind and shaped your mind-set in your formative years is no kind of freedom. You can continue to fire up those beliefs, those neural networks, and wire them in, or take the harder path of unwiring and rewiring. Every single one of us has neuroplasticity and thus the capacity to sculpt our own mind-set. If you think about it, psychology and neuroscience have taught us, especially in the past thirty years with noninvasive technology, that we can be sculptors of our own minds and their supporting brain functions. The changes in our mind-set from how we sculpt are visible on brain scans. It’s empowering and inspiring, especially if we want to identify and resist the lies of bullying, gaslighting, and institutional complicity.


NOTES

1. Paul Babiak and Robert Hare, Snakes in Suits: When Psychopaths Go to Work (New York: Harper, 2006), 78.

2. Megan Carle, Walk Away to Win (New York: McGraw-Hill, 2023), 118–20.

3. Julie Macfarlane, Going Public: A Survivor’s Journey from Grief to Action (Toronto: Between the Lines, 2020), 26.

4. Macfarlane, Going Public, 112.

5. Macfarlane, Going Public, 112.

6. All citations from Mary Inman are from my interview with her unless otherwise specified.

7. Macfarlane, Going Public, 32–33 and 37–38.

8. Babiak and Hare, Snakes in Suits, 240.

9. Robert Cribb, “Teachers’ Bullying Scarred Us, Say Student Athletes,” Toronto Star, March 14, 2015, https://www.thestar.com/news/canada/teachers-bullying-scarred-us-say-student-athletes/article_446e01ba-543b-5a01-8280-e5003dcd1c4b.html.

10. Paige Sweet, “How Gaslighting Manipulates Reality: Gaslighting Isn’t Just between People in a Relationship—It Involves Social Power, Too,” Scientific American, October 1, 2022, https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/how-gaslighting-manipulates-reality/.

11. I found many manipulations in the commissioner’s reports, but one glaring example offered all the evidence anyone needs to recognize that he was corrupt. His task in making a determination about the teachers and administrators at the school is to adhere to the Teacher’s Act and to the eight standards established by his office for teacher competency and conduct. He did not base his decisions on either. He offered links in his reports for the quotes he used to decide whether to hold the teachers accountable. The links did not take me to the Teacher’s Act or to the Teacher Regulation Branch standards. Instead, one took me to “worksafe” rules and regulations that govern relationships between adult colleagues. And another took me to a 1990s government study on bullying between children in elementary school. Neither of these sources had any place in his reports and certainly should not be the key documents to which he turned for his decisions. When the regulator is gaslighting, you really have nowhere to turn. I took this information to the ombudsman’s office, and after three years, they dismissed it.

12. In a 2024 Medical News Today article, “Examples and Signs of Gaslighting and How to Respond” by Jennifer Huizen, https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/gaslighting, she explains that abusive relationships intensify over time, reaching a point where the victim is told you’re “being too sensitive” to undermine his sense of perception and emotion. The commissioner for teacher regulation used this tried-and-true abusive tactic to gaslight Montgomery and the other students who reported the abuse. He literally used the same phrase: “too sensitive.” It’s a stretch because it required him to decide that the fourteen students who reported abuse were all “too sensitive.” Perhaps this is why he wanted to keep his reports confidential even from the victims and their families. The long-term effects of gaslighting as documented in the article are “anxiety, depression, isolation, psychological trauma.”

13. As reported on by Justine Hunter in 2014, the B.C. Liberals had a long history with cutting hundreds of millions out of the public-school sector, which was reaching its biggest battle. Furthering the agenda begun by Christy Clark as minister of education in 2002, then premier in 2014, her Liberals pushed public school teachers to strike. According to the CBC, the three-month strike ushered five thousand more students into expensive private schools such as Montgomery’s. The Liberals saved further millions in public school costs beyond the hundreds of millions they already took by increasing class size and cutting specialized teachers. According to Hunter, the Liberals tried to cover up court documents that exposed them as acting in bad faith with the teachers’ union, but it was too late for vulnerable students. This was the political background to the Liberal-appointed commissioner for teacher regulation who insisted I keep his corrupt reports on abuse confidential. The one thing that could not be in the public domain was the truth. In 2016 as Katie Hyslop reported, public school teachers finally won their battle in the Supreme Court of Canada to return much-needed funding to public schools gutted by the Liberals. They fought on behalf of themselves as public school teachers and on behalf of families who couldn’t afford, and may not have wanted, the risk of putting their child in a private school invested more in reputation than safety. If it put teachers, administrators, private schools, and even the government at risk, there needed to be a strategy to deal with students, like those at our son’s private school, who reported abuses. The strategy that appeared to work was to confuse the enemy—the child victims—about what they had experienced and what it meant.











CHAPTER TWO

The Nike Executive

WHILE MONTGOMERY AND HIS TEAMMATES WERE BEING ABUSED WITH basketball being used as the cover-up for textbook bullying, Megan Carle was being bullied in comparable ways as a leader in basketball for Nike. More precisely, Carle was the vice president and general manager of North America Basketball. While Montgomery was in the powerless role of student at his “workplace,” Carle was in the immensely powerful role of Nike’s VP of all North America, and yet they were bullied in similar ways.

Both Montgomery and Carle left their beloved worlds of basketball to survive. This painful exit gets turned around by Carle who uses as the title of her book Walk Away to Win and reassigns her exit as a gesture of health and empowerment. It’s important not to minimize what they sacrificed as they both lived and breathed basketball but reached a point where the abuse they were enduring was putting their safety and sanity at risk. I have found Carle’s book to contain the most evocative description of the teachers who harmed Montgomery and the other athletes.

Listen to these quotes from her “Bully’s Manifesto” that starts her book. Hear the voice of the abuser speaking to the target(s).


I know you’re smarter, more imaginative, and more courageous than me. And deep down, that’s what fuels my quiet rage: I know I’m a Lie and you’re the Truth.1




The Dark Triad want to win their internal game more than anything else and see others as pawns. They cannot bear those who have talent and integrity. This is a brilliant insight into the Dark Triad, who pour all their energy into being a puppet master who pulls the strings making some follow them in adoration while others are made to suffer. They will make many happy but only to torment the few. The Dark Triad are playing a game, getting a psychological boost from manipulation, using their playbook that is all about how to tell lies and get away with it. As Carle expresses it in the voice of the abuser, “Deceit is my face paint.”2 But at the end of day, the Dark Triad know they are liars, and their victims are telling the truth. They know they are weak, and their targets are strong. Most of all, they pride themselves on power, but they don’t even have courage.


INSIDE THE BULLY’S BRAIN

As the experts show, the Dark Triad have cognitive empathy so they are painfully aware of exactly what they are doing and the deficits they must cover up. Carle strengthens her insight into what is happening in the bully’s brain by once again speaking in his voice, recording his “Manifesto.”


Seeing you succeed amplifies my feelings of failure. Seeing you happy reminds me of my own misery. So I blow up whatever bridges I can see you’re about to cross.3




These lines struck me as an apt way to describe the initial shocking blowup of the one teacher who had positioned himself as mentor, bestower of favors, sender of many texts, offering privileges, praising, and spending one-on-one time shooting hoops with Montgomery. Namely, the textbook grooming or honeymoon phase. When Montgomery was interacting playfully with a peer, as noted, the teacher screamed at them: “Stop fucking touching each other.” Now let’s look at this unhinged behavior through Carle’s lens.

The bully cannot bear the boys’ happiness as it exacerbates his feelings of misery, just like—as recorded in multiple athletes’ testimonies—any athletic success by targets was swiftly punished. Targets could not fathom why the teachers penalized them for their skills and dominance on the court. They reported shooting three pointers and being benched for it. Not just one player; multiple players in different years. They did not know that for the Dark Triad who want to win their own inner game, not the actual game involving a team, every time a kid like Montgomery succeeds, the bully’s feelings of failure are intensified. One time, when Montgomery had two players boxing him in, he seamlessly slid the ball behind his back to pass it to a teammate, who sank the ball. Montgomery got pulled off the court, and the teacher told him, “I don’t want to see any of your Globetrotter shit.” This kind of punishment for playing well was typical.

As Carle shows, the way to corrupt and subvert success for the target leads the Dark Triad to “blow up whatever bridges” the target is “about to cross.” For Montgomery, this was a carefully constructed system of blocking him from success at every turn. Same thing for Carle in a highly sophisticated, goal-oriented company such as Nike. The bully’s playbook doesn’t change. Why? Because the bully has a mental illness that is as textbook as a chronic illness. Both have symptoms that can lead an expert to a diagnosis. It’s just that we rarely look at mental illness in perpetrators, talk about it, or treat it that way. We don’t bring in the experts to diagnose it, let alone cure it. We cover it up.

Here’s another example of blowing up the bridge before Montgomery or the other talented but targeted athletes could cross it. If one of the beneficiaries—with their constant playing time—earned an award, it would be celebrated publicly in front of the whole school. One high-stakes game, Montgomery was allowed off the bench because one of the beneficiaries was injured. They were playing the best team in the league, which ultimately won the championship at the end of the season. With Montgomery allowed to play, his team won that game. Could they have won the championship? No one will know because Montgomery was benched for most of the championship games while one of the beneficiaries was missing shot after shot and visibly crying on the court. The teachers would not take him off—regardless of his obvious humiliation. Even the opposing team were demanding that the refs take him off the court. For both teams, it was psychotic.

In the earlier tournament, where Montgomery was allowed to play, the organizers awarded him MVP. His teachers couldn’t stop him this time from getting the award, but they made sure no one knew. They gave it to him privately; there was no ceremony in front of the school. How is a teenage athlete supposed to understand this behavior? Carle’s lived experience combined with her notable intelligence and ability to articulate complex dynamics gives voice to this psychosis, so it makes sense. She still couldn’t stop it from harming her, sabotaging her career, and infiltrating Nike’s culture.

Carle’s first shock as a target was when she took on her new position as VP and general manager of North America Basketball. When joining her new team for the very first time at a board meeting, her bully did not even introduce her. So subtle, manipulative, confusing, hard to explain, easy to dismiss as unintentional, a mistake, not meant to harm. See the brain working double time to try to turn this microaggression into part of a coherent story? A coherent story that foregrounds a trustworthy, mentally healthy professional with power, credibility, and social standing who makes it almost impossible to recognize—simultaneously—that a shadowy other figure is at play who might just be an abusive liar.

If Montgomery’s teachers wanted to win the championship, it’s common sense to put their star player on the court, the kid who earns MVP at a tournament where they beat the powerhouse team that goes on to win the championship at season’s end. But after this acknowledgment from the outside of his talent, Montgomery was benched again game after game. Carle describes this dynamic once again using the bully’s voice: “I believe your pain is my gain.”4 Why do bullies inflict pain on their targets? Because for them it’s a “win.” That’s not how healthy brains understand winning, which is why it’s so confusing and hard to understand.

Blocking an athlete from playing his sport, forcing him to watch his team lose when he knows he could work with them for a win, is agony. Blocking the new VP from her team, shaming her as unworthy even of an introduction, exposing her to team members who try to understand why she was left in silence and silenced. What’s wrong with her? Did she earn the position? Why is she being disrespected right out of the gate? Silence speaks volumes and is one of the most effective weapons in bullying, gaslighting, and institutional complicity. The psychopath gets a big hit of power and pleasure in creating this kind of pain in targets, and that sadistic pleasure is condoned and enabled over and over. As we noted, psychological abuse can take a deadly passive form that is at the other end of the spectrum from the active harm done by physical abuse. Pain here was inflicted through omission. The bridge was blown up before Carle could even be introduced.




THEY DON’T WANT TO WIN

My husband phoned me from Montgomery’s championship tournament, and he sounded shocked to the core. He said, “They don’t want to win.” I couldn’t understand why this was so horrifying to him until it dawned on me. If they’re coaches and they’re blocking their own team from winning, they’re blowing up bridges that might lead to success, what’s the real game they’re playing? What’s the agenda? The real game they are playing involves inflicting pain. It’s in those moments that you see the psychopathology. It’s the game of power and control. It’s the game of propping up some to enable hurting others. It’s not basketball they’re coaching. It’s a darker game played by intraspecies predators on the hunt. Not just this time, but always, year after year. Not just at this basketball tournament, but in the office of Nike’s VP and general manager of North America Basketball. No one is immune.

Carle’s next insight cuts to the core of what went on in her work-place, just as it did in Montgomery’s school. These beliefs are what drive the psychopath-bully, not success and a win for the team. Instead, hear the bully’s credo.


I believe in the magic of demeaning, devaluing, and dehumanizing. I believe in screaming, a smack on the ass















VULNERABILITY AND EMPATHY ARE FOR LOSERS








WHY WALK AWAY?










NAME BULLYING TO EXPOSE THE LIE










LANGUAGE CAN DISEMPOWER AND EMPOWER










CATCHING THE VIRUS OF BULLYING AND GASLIGHTING











GASLIGHTING’S HALL OF MIRRORS
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