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I asked myself that question for years. 
Why did he choose me? Why
was I drawn to him?


Not just after I left, either - during the relationship, too. In
the
middle of it, on the nights he'd done something that left me
staring
at the ceiling trying to make sense of a person I thought I knew. 
Why
does he treat me like this? Why do I keep ending up here? Why, out
of
everyone he could have chosen, did he choose me?


For a long time I thought the answer was something shameful. That I
was weak. That I had "victim" written on my forehead. That
I'd somehow advertised my availability for this kind of treatment
without knowing I was doing it.


I was wrong about all of that, though I didn’t know it back then.
But it took me a long time to find the real answer as to why he
chose
me and I him - and when I did, it wasn't what I expected. It wasn't
that I was weak. It was that I was exactly what he needed. Those
are
two very different things; think about it in the context of your
situation, of your own relationship.


Abusive relationships don't begin with red flags. Or if they do,
they're buried so deep under everything good that you'd need a
heavy
duty shovel to find them. What they begin with is intensity…
Attention. The feeling of being completely seen by another person -
maybe for the first time in your life. They ask the questions
nobody
else thinks to ask, they match your humor, they seemingly remember
everything, they give you the time of day like no-one had before.
They make you feel like the most interesting person.


And you think - 
finally. This is what it's supposed to feel
like.


That feeling wasn't fake. Not on your part, anyway, I want to be
clear about that. The connection you felt was real. The joy of
those
early weeks or months was real. You weren't stupid for feeling it
and
you weren't naive for trusting it. But underneath it, something
else
was happening. Something you had no way of knowing about because
nobody had ever explained it to you.


You were being assessed. I know how that sounds: Cold, clinical and
almost paranoid. But stay with me, because knowing this is how you
understand how you got caught in the web of abuse. Not every abuser
sits down and consciously thinks - right, I'm going to find myself
a
target. Some do, but many don't. What they do - consciously or not
-
is run their own internal checklist. They test the edges of your
boundaries early on. They say something that was slightly unkind to
analyze your reaction - they check if you flinch, or did you let it
go? Did you assert yourself or cave in for them? They cancel plans
last minute - did you push back, or did you say it was fine, and
tell
them not to worry? They dismiss an opinion of yours - did you hold
your ground, or did you fold? You probably let it go. Said it was
fine or silently folded. They notice that.


This doesn’t mean you're a pushover. It means you're someone who
gives people the benefit of the doubt. Because you don't want to
make
a big deal out of small things. Because you're the kind of person
who
assumes the best about people until they give you a real reason not
to.


Those are genuinely good qualities. But guess what - they are
exactly
the traits an abuser can exploit.


I spent years believing I ended up in that relationship because
something was wrong in or with me. I felt maybe I had some
invisible
damage that drew the wrong people in. My therapist, who I
eventually
saw after I left - asked me once to list the traits that I believed
had kept me in the relationship as long as I had.


I listed them like they were flaws. My stupid empathy. My patience
for bad behavior. My desire to see the best in people. My stubborn
refusal to give up on someone I loved. My limitless hope that
things
could be different.


She listened to my list and said - those aren't flaws. Those are
the
things that are going to make you an incredible partner, friend and
human being for the rest of your life. They just landed in the
wrong
hands. Her words cracked something open in me; she wasn’t meaning
to be flattering or enlightening, but she managed to be both. She
made me see that I'd been so busy hating myself for staying, for
going back, for believing him - that I'd never once considered that
the very things I was ashamed of were also the things most worth
keeping.


So, know this, and remember this: You were chosen because of your
capacity and tolerance for their BS. All the good traits you have
are
the jackpot for those sinister enough to exploit it. The more I
understood that, the angrier I got. Not at myself, this time, but
at
him for seeing something good in me and deciding to use it for his
own gain.


This book is about understanding exactly how that happened. Not so
you can become someone colder, or more guarded, or less willing to
love openly - that would be a real loss here. But rather so you can
understand what was done to you clearly enough that you can spot it
coming next time. Before it gets its hooks in.


The traits that made you a target? They're not going anywhere - you
keep them. You don’t suppress or second guess them. You're going to
take them into every relationship for the rest of your life. Your
empathy, your loyalty, your optimism, your ability to see potential
in people - those things are part of you. They're not the
problem.


The problem was a person who recognized those things and used them.
Deliberately, systematically, and in ways that took me years to
fully
understand.


That's what we're going to unpack together. By the end of this book
you won't just understand why they chose you. You'll understand
yourself - the real version, not the one they spent years trying to
convince you of - in a way you probably haven't in a long time.


So let's talk about how they find you. Because that's where this
really starts.
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It didn't feel like an audition, that's the thing. It felt like
falling in love. Like being swept up in something you hadn't been
looking for but suddenly couldn't imagine living without. That's
how
good they are at this. By the time you realize what was actually
happening in those early weeks, you're already deep in it.


But let me tell you what was actually happening. There's a term
researchers use - target selection. It sounds cold and calculated,
like something out of a crime documentary. And for some abusers it
is
exactly that deliberate. But for most, it's more instinctive than
that. Less a conscious plan and more a finely tuned radar -
developed
over years, sometimes decades - for finding the kind of person who
will stay. Who will absorb…Who will keep trying long after most
people would’ve walked.


They're not necessarily aware they're doing it. But that doesn’t
lessen the impact does it?  What they're scanning for - on a first
date, in those early conversations - isn't just weakness. It's your
availability, your openness, for a person who listens more than
they
talk. Someone who asks follow-up questions because they're
genuinely
interested. Who, when something slightly off happens, gives the
benefit of the doubt rather than filing it away as a warning. A
person who is understanding, even in situations that don’t quite
make sense.


Does that sound like you?


The tests start early. A small but wicked comment delivered with a
smile - something mildly dismissive about your taste, your job, or
a
friend of yours. Not so cruel that you get up and leave, but
hurtful
enough to leave a sting. Just enough to see what you do with it. Do
you laugh it off? Agree with them? Change the subject? Or do you
push
back?


If you pushed back, the comment would get walked back immediately.
A
joke, clearly. They were only teasing. You're funny or adorable
when
you're defensive. Then they'd move on, maybe warmer than before,
like
the whole thing had just been a moment of playful banter.


If you let it go - and many of us do, because many of us are
reasonable and don't want to make a scene over something small -
the
information was filed. She lets things go, the abuser thinks. Good
to
know.


I let things go a lot. I was always very proud of not being someone
who made a big deal out of small things. I thought it was maturity…
Not sweating the small stuff, seeing the bigger picture type of
person. It was just who I was, but it was also the thing that told
him I was someone he could work with.


For me, the test happened in the first few weeks. Some emergency
came
up - his car broke down on his way to pick me up for a date. Our
afternoon plans had to be cancelled. He was apologetic about it,
but
still, I had a niggling feeling something was off… particularly
since he went drinking with his friends that same night. He didn’t
come see me when his car was fixed, he went out instead. It gave me
a
niggling feeling that maybe, just maybe, his car didn’t break down
at all. But, I pushed that feeling way down. Stop being paranoid, I
told myself, people don’t just lie like that.


Looking back now, knowing what I know, I’m one hundred percent sure
his car did not break down, and the lie was told to 1. Test how
well
I took the cancelled date and 2. Test how much I’d push back on him
going out with friends instead of me. I also think he wanted me to
be
hurt by the date cancellation and beg to see him, which I did to a
certain extent.


Maybe you’re the same. Maybe your partner would cancel plans or do
something that made you feel uneasy, but, because you're a
reasonable
person who understands that life is complicated, said it was
completely fine. Maybe it was fine. Once. Maybe twice. But when
your
boundaries  are crossed time and time again without repercussion or
concurrence, the abuser takes note of it. Because what they were
measuring wasn't whether you'd accept one cancelled plan. They were
measuring how much elasticity you had; how much give. How far
things
could stretch before you'd say - actually, no, this isn't okay.


For most of us in these relationships, that threshold is high. We'd
been taught, somewhere along the way, often in childhood, that
having
needs made us difficult. That being low-maintenance was a virtue, a
way to survive. That the person who didn't complain, didn't push
back, didn't make demands was the easy one to be around - and being
easy to be around was something to be proud of. So we stretched.
And
stretched. And kept stretching.


Here's what I want you to understand about this stage - the early
assessment stage of your relationship - because I think it's the
piece that causes the most shame afterward. You didn't miss
obvious,
big, waving red flags. You responded to human behavior in a
completely normal way. You were kind, you were flexible, and you
gave
someone new in your life the grace period that new people in our
lives deserve.


The problem wasn't your judgment, either. The problem was that
someone was deliberately exploiting the trust that good people
extend
to new relationships. That's not on you. That's on them, one
hundred
percent.


I've spoken with women - and men - who spent years convinced they
should have seen it coming. Should have known from that first
cancelled dinner or that first slightly cutting comment. But those
things, in isolation, genuinely aren't red flags. Plenty of good
people cancel plans. Plenty of good people make a bad joke. The
difference was intent - and intent is invisible until the pattern
reveals it.


So, let me tell you: You weren't naive, you were trusting.


The last test - and this one is the most telling - is how you
handle
being hurt.


At some point in those early months of your relationship, can you
think of something that stung? A comment that landed “wrong” or a
moment where you felt dismissed or overlooked or just - less than?
And you had a choice, consciously or not, about what to do with
that
feeling. Did you bring it up? And if you did, how did they
respond?


Did they respond with deflection or see-though apologies that
subtly
blamed you for your inability to take a joke? The subtle turning of
it back on you, a sudden focus on their own feelings that somehow
left you comforting them by the end of the conversation - you just
witnessed something important.


You witnessed the beginning of DARVO, way before you even had the
word for it. And crucially - you stayed. You worked it out and you
gave them another chance. Maybe you were the one who promised to be
better in the future. Which told them everything they needed to
know.


I don’t say this is meant to make you feel foolish, I promise. I
was that person too once. I want to be really clear about that.
When
I first understood how the selection process worked, my immediate
reaction was shame. I felt like an utter idiot, as if I'd walked
into
an obvious trap




                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    










