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To survivors of trauma—may you find hope on your journey to healing







INTRODUCTION

WHEN HER MOTHER DRANK, JANE FELT THERE WAS NOTHING SHE could do to make her happy. Sometimes, Jane’s mother would fly into rages where she told the children that they had ruined her life, and she wished they had never been born. Jane’s mother especially seemed to hold contempt for Jane—tripping or hitting her, and then kicking her when she was on the ground. Jane’s mother even ordered Jane’s sister to kick her. Meanwhile, Jane’s father would leave the house or go into another room and shut the door. “Just try not to upset your mother,” he told Jane.

As an adult, Jane finds some sense of normalcy and even comfort in chaos. A healthy relationship seems boring to her. She has an exaggerated startle reaction, and when someone raises their voice or yells, she checks out and goes into a dissociative state. Jane compensates for feeling inadequate by throwing herself into her work. Some of her friends have called her a workaholic. She recently lost her job, and she has entered a downward spiral.
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When Hasim was hired, his employer told him that he would be working with a close-knit team. “We’re like family,” his new boss assured him. Hasim quickly found out they were truly like family—a dysfunctional one. Hasim’s coworker Sal takes credit for his work, including a project that Hasim spent six months developing. Sal will say racial slurs to Hasim, just loud enough for him to hear. Hasim finally asked his other coworkers whether they’d ever had issues getting along with Sal. “Sal usually finds one target out of the group,” his teammate Sarah said as the others nodded. “I just ignore him… but I guess that’s easier when I’m not his chosen victim.”

One day Sal openly criticized Hasim during a staff meeting. “You don’t pull your weight around the office, Hasim,” Sal told him. “But I’m not surprised. You’re as lazy as we all expected.”

Hasim had had enough. “You’re bullying me, Sal,” he said clearly. “And it’s not just me. You’ve been harassing other people here, too.” But when Hasim looked around for backup, his teammates were silent. Later, a coworker confided that he wasn’t going to say anything because he didn’t want to get on Sal’s bad side again. Hasim went to his boss with documentation of Sal’s behaviors, but his boss said that Sal was an “exemplary employee” and he had never known anyone to have issues with him. Now Hasim has a feeling of dread when he wakes up in the morning. Sal is now claiming that Hasim has harassed him. Hasim is hunting for other jobs.
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When Ken and Sabrina met in high school, one of the things that they bonded over was their “messed-up” families; their parents got into screaming matches on a nightly basis. Unknowingly, they followed their parents’ example, and their own relationship was intense and full of conflict. Sometimes, their fights escalated into shoving. But they would always make up, and it felt as if they were stronger than ever—strong enough to continue their relationship long-distance in college. Both thought that they were so “passionate” because they were so in love. That was, until they went away to college, and Sabrina realized how much more at peace she felt when Ken wasn’t around.

Ken seemed to sense Sabrina pulling away, and he would call and text her demanding to know where she was and who she was with. He also posted photos on social media with other girls at parties, looking like he was having the time of his life. Sabrina was seized with jealousy and started losing sleep. She felt that she was constantly checking his profile and her grades started slipping. Deciding it was time to end things, she texted him, “I can’t do this anymore,” and blocked his number, email, and social media accounts. That night, Ken showed up outside her apartment. At first she felt somewhat flattered, thinking of how much he must love her to do something like that. But then he started yelling from the parking lot, calling her terrible names. She kept her lights off and didn’t respond. Now, every now and then Ken will text Sabrina from an unknown number, acting as if he’s just “checking in.” These texts always make Sabrina feel sick, and she wonders whether she’ll ever really be able to relax again.
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If you’re reading this book, you can probably relate to Jane, Hasim, and Sabrina. Any relationship—whether it’s with a romantic partner, a family member, a friend, or even a coworker—takes work. Even the closest relationships will have their ups and downs. But when there is competition, conflict, jealousy, resentment, hostility, abuse, and controlling behavior, it’s a sign that a relationship has become toxic.

You may have recently ended a toxic relationship, or perhaps you’re considering leaving one. Life in the aftermath of a toxic relationship can be a struggle. You may have left the relationship with wounds to your heart and your self-esteem. You might be feeling rage and betrayal. You may also be pretty mean to yourself, blaming yourself for things that are not your fault. You may be feeling stuck and unsure how to move on. It may be that you are exploring your options, but you aren’t ready to completely end a toxic relationship, or you can’t leave yet due to logistics or finances.

Perhaps you’re not reading this book for yourself. You may be a clinician that works with clients who have survived domestic or intimate partner violence or are in dysfunctional families. You may care about or love someone who has experienced a toxic relationship. While you can’t fix a person’s situation for them, this book can give you ways to provide help and support.

Whatever your situation, I want you to know that how you’re feeling is entirely normal—and it’s within your power to break free. You can heal, and you will feel better.

How I Came to This Topic

I’m a clinician in private practice specializing in treating ADHD, anxiety, and narcissistic abuse. Because toxic people tend to target individuals with exactly these kinds of vulnerabilities, I tend to see more survivors of toxic relationships and abuse than other therapists do. I am a Florida Supreme Court certified family and circuit mediator and have seen firsthand how toxic relationships can play out in the legal system, particularly in custody disputes. Toxic people also tend to prolong legal battles instead of trying to settle them. Seasoned judges and attorneys usually recognize these signs immediately. However, some toxic people are so good at manipulation that even some mental health professionals don’t see it.

Much as I’ve seen the damage that a toxic situation can do, I’ve also come to see certain patterns in toxic people’s behavior, particularly the “idealize, devalue, and discard” cycle, emotional abuse, and gaslighting (all of which I’ll describe in detail in Chapter 1). My last book, Gaslighting: Recognize Manipulative and Emotionally Abusive People—and Break Free, explored gaslighting in all its forms so that readers could identify harmful relationships and get out of them. In twenty years of private practice, I have seen an increase in clients reporting gaslighting behaviors in their partners, family, employers, and coworkers. The patterns of behavior they have experienced have a push-pull nature to them, where toxic people reel them in, get them hooked, and then abruptly push them away. Many clients will attend their first therapy appointment wondering whether they were the toxic person in the relationship—when the other person’s behavior clearly qualifies as inappropriate and even dangerous. When gaslighting became a commonly used term, more clients began disclosing their experiences in therapy. In some cases, clients had been in a toxic relationship for years, attempting to leave and then getting sucked back in. It was only upon limiting or blocking contact with a toxic person that my clients were fully able to rebuild their lives. By having a name for the behavior they had endured, they were able to recognize it and ultimately separate themselves from it.

My book Gaslighting is mostly about identifying and extracting yourself from harmful relationships. This book picks up where that one left off to explore the aftermath—as well as what you can do to protect yourself, heal, and avoid toxic relationships in the future.

In This Book

First, a note: Throughout this book, I’ll switch pronouns, using “he” or “him” and “she” or “her,” or plurals to reflect that this information applies regardless of gender. People of any sex can be toxic, abusive, or manipulative. Although you will more often hear about toxic men, women can and do carry out these behaviors (though abuse from women is sometimes not seen as abuse or taken as seriously). Men who experience toxicity and abuse deserve support and healing, just as women do. Abuse can occur in LGBTQ+ relationships. One of my goals with this book is to correct those misunderstandings. I also hope to broaden recognition of toxic behavior beyond just romantic relationships. It can also happen in friendships, families, and professional relationships.

As you read this book, you may find yourself saying, “Well, that doesn’t apply to me,” or “My situation wasn’t like that.” It’s important to know that while toxic relationships share some features, each is unique. This is not a one-size-fits-all kind of book. That said, I encourage you to read everything, even if you think a particular section might not apply to you. Toxic relationships and situations can be very complex and you may just find wisdom that will help you in an unexpected place.

Here’s what you’ll find in the chapters to come. In Chapter 1, “How Did We Get Here?,” you will learn what defines a relationship as toxic. You will also discover whether the people around you are genuinely toxic. It can be tricky sometimes to know who is “okay” and who is not, especially if you grew up around emotionally unhealthy people. Knowing what a toxic relationship is or isn’t can help you make educated decisions about who you allow into your life.

The best way to heal from toxic people is to block them from contacting you—including blocking their texts, phone calls, emails, and social media accounts. In Chapter 2, “Block Contact if You Can,” you’ll learn why going “radio silent” sometimes is the only way to gain back your life. You will also learn how to navigate contact with someone with whom you can’t entirely stop contact, such as the parent of your children or someone in your workplace.

In Chapter 3, “(For)get Closure,” you will learn that you may not receive any type of closure or finality after you end interactions with an unhealthy person. It is up to you to create closure, but it can be daunting and may even seem impossible at times. Keep in mind that getting closure in a traditional sense is not necessarily required to experience healing and an emotionally healthy life.

You may have experienced anger and even rage toward yourself for getting involved with a toxic person or situation. In Chapter 4, “Forgive Yourself,” you’ll discover how often people have no way of knowing in the beginning that a person is toxic. Part of healing is being open to the fact that you did nothing wrong while you were with a toxic person—even if the person repeatedly told you that everything was your fault. Letting go and forgiving yourself is an essential step toward healing.

In Chapter 5, “Establish Boundaries,” you will learn healthy ways to protect yourself emotionally from toxic people. Healthy boundaries include being spoken to respectfully, having your belongings treated with care and your pets treated well, and feeling safe in your environment. Setting boundaries, such as how you expect to be treated, can take practice. Toxic people try to undermine and ignore your boundaries. In this chapter, you will learn how to enforce them.

No one gets through healing alone, and talking with a mental health professional (MHP) can help you sort out your feelings and guide you through your journey of healing. In Chapter 6, “Talk to a Professional,” you will learn about the different types of MHPs and types of therapy they can provide, including cognitive-behavioral therapy and solution-focused therapy. You will also discover how to tell whether an MHP is a good fit for you.

In Chapter 7, “Practice Self-Care,” you will discover why it is essential to take excellent care of yourself and practice self-compassion during your healing. That includes taking time for enjoyable activities and practicing good sleep habits. When you take care of yourself, it is easier to deal with the ups and downs of healing from a toxic relationship. When you treat yourself well, you set the tone for how others should treat you.

You may think that you are surviving the aftermath of a toxic relationship all on your own. That is one of the worst things about a toxic relationship—the feeling of isolation that is a product of abuse. Narcissists and other toxic people don’t want you to maintain relationships and friendships with others because your support system means they have less control over you. Part of healing is reconnecting with healthy friends and family and also forming new connections with others. Discover how to best “reintroduce” yourself to people you care about in Chapter 8, “Reconnect.”

After removing yourself from a toxic situation, you may experience an overwhelming feeling of loss. It’s a loss that you may have already started grieving while you were in a toxic relationship. In Chapter 9, “Grieve,” you will learn how grieving helps you understand what you experienced and how feeling “out of control” is part of the process. You will also learn how the grief you experience about a toxic relationship can be complicated, and you may feel multiple emotions at once. You will eventually come out on the other side of grief—and this chapter helps you through it.

One of the most important but least talked about parts of healing from a toxic relationship is devoting some of your time to helping others. In Chapter 10, “Volunteer,” you will learn how being altruistic, or helping others, helps you. Volunteering provides an opportunity to connect with others and focus on a common positive goal. You will learn how to determine whether an organization is healthy, and if you feel called to do so, how to advocate for others who have experienced toxic relationships.

In Chapter 11, “Prevent,” you will learn how to take the information you gained from the toxic relationship and use it to identify unhealthy people and situations. You may be finely tuned to people’s issues after you exit a toxic relationship. Learn the difference between fear and intuition that you may experience when interacting with others. Discover the red flags that let you know that a person or situation is unhealthy. You can go on to have a fulfilling life and healthy relationships.

In this book, the chapters start from a broader view of toxic relationships and continue to more specific ways you can heal from abuse. While I recommend that you read all the chapters, it is okay if you read them out of order. Each chapter provides information on an integral part of healing. Throughout the chapters, you will find people’s stories of their experiences, “check-ins,” and activities that can help you through the healing process. For example, you’ll learn how journaling can be an effective way of processing what you have been through and seeing how far you’ve come in your healing process. If you don’t already have a journal or note-taking app, now would be a good time to get one. You’ll also learn how being active can help with symptoms of anxiety, depression, and grief, and how practicing good sleep habits can help you think more clearly and make healthier decisions.

As you read this book, have it guide you in healing and rebuilding a new life. You’ve already taken the first step. Let’s go on to the next—taking a step back to better understand toxic relationships and why they form.







1

HOW DID WE GET HERE?

What a Toxic Relationship Looks Like and How to Identify Toxic People

NOBODY EXPECTS TO BE INVOLVED IN A TOXIC RELATIONSHIP. THESE DYNAMICS can form quickly and without any signs of potential danger. For instance, you may have been hired by someone who seemed to have your best interests in mind yet who later turned out to play favorites, or a partner may have showered you with affection in the beginning of a relationship, but then their behavior became increasingly abusive. Or you might have grown up with unhealthy family dynamics—say, a parent who was loving and caring when she wasn’t drinking, or a sibling who was the favored child in your family, while you struggled to be accepted. These relationships can take different forms, and in some of the sneakiest ones, you don’t realize it’s abusive until you have been experiencing toxic behavior for months or even years.

Is This Relationship Really Toxic?

You may be saying, “I already know what a toxic relationship is; that’s why I’m reading this book.” On the other hand, you might not be sure if what you’re experiencing is truly problematic. So, ask yourself how many of these statements apply to you and your relationship:


  1. Since I have known this person, I have had more physical ailments—at least some of which can be attributed to stress or have been exacerbated by it.

  2. Trusted friends and family have told me that this person is not healthy for me to be around.

  3. I am belittled through this person’s words and actions.

  4. My interactions with this person have put me in a constant state of emotional turmoil.

  5. I no longer trust my judgment.

  6. I put others’ needs above my own.

  7. I blame myself for things that are not my fault.

  8. I feel that I am a shadow of who I used to be.

  9. I feel I am never good enough.

10. My work has been sabotaged and/or my devices have been hacked.

11. I spend more time Googling about the situation than taking steps to change it.

12. This person has turned others against me, such as my coworkers, friends, and family.

13. This person tells me that I am crazy and I will never find someone to love me.

14. This person tells me mean things that he claims my family and friends have said about me.

15. This person tells me that a lot of people know that I am crazy.

16. I am afraid to walk away from this situation.

17. This person has shoved/hit/slapped me or blocked me from being able to leave.

18. I feel I have no right to exist, or that I am “less than.”

19. I engage in self-harm behaviors.

20. I have thought about suicide because of the way this person makes me feel.


If you agreed with even one of these statements, you might be in a toxic relationship. The more items you agreed with, the greater the chances. Simply put, a toxic relationship is one where there is manipulation, gaslighting (see here), and abuse. It is a relationship that is damaging to you—mentally, emotionally, or even physically—and that seems to turn you into someone you no longer recognize. You consider yourself to be a reasonable person—at least you felt like one before you got into this relationship. Now, you might feel like a shell of your former self. Toxic people are like energy vampires. Simply being around them can leave you feeling like an empty husk of a person.

An important note: you may be thinking, Well, my situation isn’t that bad; I’ve heard of other people experiencing much worse. Please know that there are many signs of toxic and abusive relationships; you don’t have to check all the items in the previous list. And toxic situations usually aren’t obviously unhealthy at first; these dynamics can develop over time, often so slowly that it can be hard to realize what’s happening. See “Is It Abuse?” here for more on this.

It’s common for people who display toxic behaviors to also have narcissistic tendencies, and in this book I will occasionally refer to a toxic person as a narcissist. These are people who tend to not take responsibility for their behavior, feel that they should be afforded special exceptions or rules, behave as if others are beneath them, and have self-focused behaviors. They tend to think of people in terms of what they can get from them. You may feel that a narcissist is showing you empathy, but the feelings you are seeing are most likely displays of cognitive empathy, meaning she has no real feelings behind those words and is just saying things to get you to think she cares. You may have heard of narcissistic personality disorder (NPD). People may have signs of narcissism but not necessarily qualify for an NPD diagnosis. Think of narcissism as existing on a spectrum—on one end, narcissistic traits may just show up when someone is stressed. On the other end, a cluster of narcissistic symptoms impact a person’s day-to-day functioning and ability to form healthy relationships. (To be clear, you can have a toxic relationship with someone who doesn’t have narcissistic traits.)

Other common signs of a toxic relationship or situation include the following:


[image: image] Pathological lying

[image: image] Complaining about your or others’ behavior but refusing any feedback

[image: image] Portraying herself as the victim in all her relationships

[image: image] Push-pull behaviors—swinging between “punishing” and “rewarding” you

[image: image] Pitting you against other people, or pitting children against one another

[image: image] Refusal to respect boundaries

[image: image] Period of intense anger followed by “nice” behavior

[image: image] Harassment and stalking

[image: image] Threatening to bankrupt you via the legal system

[image: image] Abandonment, or threatening to abandon you

[image: image] Yelling or raising their voice in a place where you have no exit, such as a car

[image: image] Leaving you stranded away from home

[image: image] Encouraging you to hurt yourself

[image: image] Blaming you for their behavior

[image: image] Saying cruel things and then insisting that they were just “joking”

[image: image] Undermining you

[image: image] Any kind of physical abuse, including blocking you from leaving

[image: image] Abuse toward children and pets

[image: image] Going through or hiding your belongings

[image: image] Accessing your home without your permission when you are out of town

[image: image] Refusing to talk about their behavior toward you

[image: image] Hacking into your electronic devices

[image: image] Telling you people have said mean or other unfavorable things about you

[image: image] Refusal to take responsibility for behavior

[image: image] Ruining your reputation with others

[image: image] Signing documents with your name, without your permission

[image: image] Stealing from you, including using your credit card without your permission or opening credit cards and accounts in your name

[image: image] Forcing you to quit your job so you can stay home

[image: image] Blaming you for defending yourself

[image: image] Forcing you to work

[image: image] Threatening to have you deported

[image: image] Taking your passport or other legal documents


In a Romantic Partnership


[image: image] Chronic infidelity

[image: image] Speaking poorly about their exes or bringing them up often

[image: image] Forcing you into sexual activity

[image: image] Rape, including having sex with you while you are sleeping or otherwise not able to give consent


In Family Relationships


[image: image] Forcing or guilting you into caretaking duties for an older or sick family member

[image: image] Threatening to disown you

[image: image] Flirting with or attempting to pick up your partner or spouse

[image: image] Coming over unexpectedly if it is not an accepted family practice


In the Workplace


[image: image] Taking credit for your work

[image: image] Changing deadlines frequently or drastically and not notifying you

[image: image] Giving you a poor performance review with no evidence

[image: image] Refusing to give you breaks during the workday

[image: image] Forcing you to disclose why you are taking a sick day

[image: image] Telling coworkers about health issues that you disclosed to your boss in confidence

[image: image] Refusing to pay you or issue correct tax documents

[image: image] Threatening to fire you over small mistakes

[image: image] Telling you to falsify documents


Any of these behaviors is cause for concern, and if you don’t already work with a therapist or other mental health professional, I recommend that you meet with one to discuss your concerns. (In Chapter 6, we’ll cover mental health professionals in depth—who they are, how they work, and how to connect with one.)

The Three Stages of a Toxic Relationship

In addition to the behaviors I just listed, there’s another way to identify a toxic relationship: by its three characteristic stages—idealization, devaluing, and discard. The stages progress in that specific order. Let’s take a closer look.

Toxic people are very persuasive and tend to look good on paper. When you met this person, you probably thought he had his act together. For example, a new boyfriend may have love-bombed you initially by telling you that he had never met anyone like you, putting you on a pedestal and showering you with gifts. Your boss might have told you that you are the smartest employee in the company. Your sibling told his friends, in front of you, that he would be totally lost without you. Your friend told you that you are the only friend she needs. This is the idealizing stage of a toxic relationship. The toxic person seemingly views you as perfect. However, that’s not how he truly feels.

A narcissist needs a “supply,” or a way to get his ego fed—someone who will tell him how wonderful he is, dote on him, and continually give him attention so he can mask deep-seated feelings of insecurity. The love-bombing is a ploy to keep you around: Because this person is telling you everything you want to hear, you are more likely to get into a relationship or continue contact. This is different than the early days of a new relationship where things are exciting and fresh. Love-bombing during the idealization stage is intense and seems too good to be true. Be very wary if someone is moving too quickly and trying to get you isolated or claim you as “their own.” You may find that you have so much in common with this person—so much that it is eerie. However, he is just reflecting your behavior back to you to make you feel that you are truly heard and seen. He may ask you if you are fully in the relationship yet. Once they get that statement of commitment from you, devaluing begins.

Devaluing is a slow slippery slope. First, the toxic person might make comments under her breath—remarks about your appearance or behavior. Then, she may start to make blatant comments, even criticizing you in front of other people. The toxic person starts picking on things you can’t change, such as your height or features of your body. Where you once could do no wrong, now you can do no right. You are embarrassed and ashamed. You start to blame yourself. How could this person who treated you like royalty now think that you are terrible?

You notice that she has a “mask” she wears in public. Everyone you know adores her, or at least thinks she’s an okay person. However, when she gets angry, it’s like her face completely changes. When she is caught cheating, instead of showing remorse, she blames you or denies it. She tells you what you saw or heard isn’t real and that you must be going crazy.

Every once in a while, the toxic person will be very nice to you. Sometimes, it is after a fight (though she never apologizes for her behavior); sometimes, it seems to occur for no reason at all. This type of back-and-forth behavior is called intermittent reinforcement. When you don’t know when the “good” version of the toxic person will appear, you tend to stick around longer. The lows are very low, but the highs are extraordinarily high. Our brain gets addicted to this unpredictability—making it very hard to leave the relationship. As an empathic person, you may blame yourself for this change. (Feeling responsible is normal, but I want you to know that this change is not your fault.) The toxic person may have told you that she acted out because of something you did. This push-pull of a toxic relationship results in trauma bonding, which you will learn more about later in this chapter.

The discarding phase of a toxic relationship happens when you are quickly dropped. The discard is as sudden and intense as the idealizing at the beginning of the relationship. You suffer two losses—the person you thought you knew doesn’t exist, and the person he turned into is an absolute shock.

The discard is swift and brutal, and often makes no sense. The discard is sometimes preceded by rage. You somehow caused the person to have a narcissistic injury, or an event that threatens his ego. It could be that you didn’t “obey” him, you caught him in deceitful behavior, he knows you are catching on to who he really is, or you brought up that his behavior concerned you. What you did could be so insignificant you may take a considerable amount of time trying to figure out what you did to set him off. Remember, you didn’t do anything wrong.

Toxic people often have an issue with object constancy—which is the formal term for our ability to believe a relationship is stable even during conflicts or difficulties. A healthy person loves someone and also accepts that her partner or friend will do things that upset her sometimes. A healthy person also understands that it is her responsibility to respectfully address those issues. A narcissist has a “scorched earth” policy where he will end a relationship in a shocking and ugly way.


“Once he knew I was committed to him, the devaluing happened quickly. The discard was cold and cruel. He was acting like he never had feelings for me. It was like he turned into a different person. His eyes looked cold and unfeeling.”

—Aisha, 32


Hoovering

After discarding you, a toxic person might “bench” you, giving you bread crumbs of attention to keep you around. When a toxic person thinks she is losing you, she will hoover you, or try to suck you back into the relationship. Once a toxic person feels she has “punished” you enough, she isn’t getting enough attention, or you may be useful to her, she may contact you. Sometimes, she will leave a cryptic text to tempt you to answer back, or she will leave a voicemail acting as though the two of you are still on good terms.

It is normal to assume that the toxic person may have changed. We tend to expect some degree of change when people have behaved badly. However, in most cases, a toxic person is still up to the same tricks as before. She may just want to get confirmation that you are willing to answer her message. People tend to leave and return to toxic relationships multiple times before they leave for good.

Just like the three stages, hoovering can be easy to identify when you know the signs. They may tell you they miss you—but they rarely apologize for their behavior. If you ask for an apology, you might see their attitude go immediately from friendly to aggressive. The toxic person will also tell you anything to get you back. She will promise you that things will be different or offer exactly what she thinks it takes to get you back on her side. For instance, an ex might tell you he is finally ready to get married and have children; your mother could say that she will start attending a 12-step program for alcohol addiction; or your boss may offer you a raise if you stay. However, when you get back into the relationship, those plans have disappeared. When you bring it up, the person avoids the question or says that he is rethinking those promises because of something you did. This behavior of promising you the future you have wanted and then taking it away is called future faking. The toxicity just gets worse. And you may even find yourself in physical danger; we’ll explore this further in Chapter 11.

Now, toxic relationships aren’t unhealthy all the time—and that can be one of the most confusing things about them. When things are good, you wonder why it can’t always be that way. And then, the toxic part of the relationship kicks in. This pattern is typical of the cycle of abuse. If your relationship is good 90 percent of the time, but unhealthy 10 percent of the time, it is still a toxic relationship. Just because someone is good to you sometimes doesn’t erase the abusive behavior.


“When I was with him, nothing could have been better. Except for the time he pushed me down a flight of stairs. And slapped me. And stalked me.”

—Pam, 29


Is It Abuse?

Sometimes, when I meet with clients and refer to what they endured as “abuse,” there is an initial resistance. You may be hesitant to use the word abuse when describing your relationship. You might be thinking, He had an anger issue, but I wouldn’t call it abuse, or We just clashed a lot about things. It’s important to recognize that abusive behavior takes many forms. We often think of abuse in terms of physical violence—hitting, kicking, and slapping, for example. Even if the other person never acted physically violent toward you, the relationship may still have been abusive. Abuse may be physical, sexual, financial/economic, verbal, or emotional/psychological. Emotional and psychological abuse, which are also referred to as coercive control, can be just as damaging as physical abuse.

The goal of the abuser, in all these types of abuse, is to gain control and power. The more dependent you are on the abuser, and the longer you stay, the less likely it is that you will leave. Abusers know this. Abusers also have a vested interest in making sure you don’t talk to other people about the abuse.

Ask yourself whether the other person has ever done any of the following:

Physical Abuse


[image: image] Pinching you

[image: image] Tickling you excessively

[image: image] Blocking your exit or escape

[image: image] Biting you or spitting at you

[image: image] Hitting, kicking, punching, slapping

[image: image] Abandoning you by stranding you somewhere, kicking you out of a vehicle, or refusing to take you back home


Sexual Abuse


[image: image] Ridiculing your body or sexual performance

[image: image] Making you “earn” sex

[image: image] “Punishing” you through refusing sex

[image: image] Having sex with you while you are sleeping or unconscious

[image: image] Forcing you into sexual acts (rape)


Financial/Economic Abuse


[image: image] Putting you on an “allowance”

[image: image] Refusing to include or removing your name from any financial documents

[image: image] Refusing to buy food or clothing

[image: image] Withholding money from you as “punishment”

[image: image] Forcing you to turn your income over to him or her

[image: image] Forcing you into prostitution

[image: image] Forcing you to quit your job

[image: image] Threatening to tell your employer that you are unstable

[image: image] Refusing to give you access to transportation


Verbal Abuse


[image: image] Calling you derogatory names

[image: image] Yelling and screaming

[image: image] Telling you that your clothes are too provocative

[image: image] Criticizing you in front of other people

[image: image] Undermining you in front of your children


Emotional/Psychological Abuse


[image: image] Isolating you from your family and friends

[image: image] Pitting you against other people by telling you they have said unkind things about you (triangulating)

[image: image] Guilting and shaming you when you show signs of independence

[image: image] Questioning your abilities as a parent

[image: image] Threatening to take your children away from you

[image: image] Shaming you into not disclosing abuse

[image: image] Comparing you to others unfavorably

[image: image] Making you question your reality (see “What Is Gaslighting?” here)


You may find yourself fighting back against a toxic person by using some of the strategies they use—including yelling, physical violence, or stonewalling. You might become upset with yourself for engaging in these behaviors when you know they’re wrong. However, fighting back against a narcissist with abusive behaviors doesn’t make you a bad person. You are trying to survive in an impossible situation. You may have been threatened physically or emotionally. You may have been blocked from leaving. Sometimes, just to get through the day, victims of domestic violence, including emotional abuse, resort to the behaviors that the toxic person usually uses—because sometimes it makes the abuser stop.

When you use the same behaviors an abusive person has displayed toward you, it is called reactive abuse. It doesn’t mean you are abusive. The abuser, however, may tell you that you are really the abuser, not her. She may tell you that she is really the victim. Don’t believe it. A good thing to look at is your pattern of behavior throughout your life. If you generally did not act out in an abusive manner earlier in life, the chances are that you were reacting to being abused. Now, you may be feeling that the toxic person is being held to a higher standard than you and that you’re getting a pass for your own problematic behavior. That is a normal feeling. Behavior in response to a real threat is a form of defense—it doesn’t mean you are abusive.


“He told me my job was taking up too much of my time and that he needed me at home. I quit. I realize now that he was just trying to isolate me.”

—Ginger, 50


Once you exit a relationship with an abusive person, it is important to attend counseling so you can work through any shame and guilt you may have from using the abuser’s behaviors against her. For more information on counseling, see Chapter 6.


“I told her I didn’t like the way she was treating me. She kicked me out of the car in the middle of nowhere and sped off.”

—Melissa, 43


What Is Gaslighting?

Gaslighting is a form of psychological and emotional abuse. It is a series of manipulation techniques where an abuser makes a victim question his reality. Over time, the victim feels as if he is losing his mind and that he cannot trust his own perception of the world. He then relies more on the gaslighter to determine the “correct” version of reality.

The gaslighter’s ultimate goal is to gain control and power over a person in a bid to get all their attention. You see gaslighting behaviors in people with narcissistic or sociopathic traits and in people diagnosed with narcissistic personality disorder, among other mental health disorders.

Gaslighting behaviors include the following:


[image: image] Telling you that you didn’t see or hear something

[image: image] Cheating often, but obsessively accusing you of being unfaithful

[image: image] Saying that other people think you are crazy

[image: image] Sabotaging your work

[image: image] Pressuring you through guilt and shame

[image: image] Hiding your valuable items, then blaming you

[image: image] Telling you that others treated her much better than you have

[image: image] Telling you that you are the only person who has had issues with her

[image: image] Knowing your psychological weaknesses



If You’re Being Mistreated at Work


How Did This Happen to Me?


Family of Origin Issues




JOURNAL PROMPT: WHERE HAVE I SEEN THESE BEHAVIORS BEFORE?





JOURNAL PROMPT: HOW DID TOXIC PEOPLE CHANGE MY CHILDHOOD?




Self-Esteem Issues
















CHECK-IN: HOW IS YOUR SELF-WORTH?


















Trauma Bonding

























Societal Pressure



Lack of Access to Resources






Sunk Cost Effect


Cognitive Dissonance


















JOURNAL PROMPT: WHICH FACTORS HAVE INFLUENCED YOU?
















[image: image]
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PRAISE FOR GASLIGHTING:

“A succinct, useful self-help guide to responding to an all-too-common but under-discussed personality type.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Sarkis clearly knows her material inside and out… this book will bring gaslighting victims and survivors out of the darkness and into the light, helping them heal.”

—New York Journal of Books

“A fascinating and necessary study of rampant gaslighting and how to steer clear of being a victim.”

—Library Journal, starred review
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