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This book describes a syndrome known as emotional incest, a surprisingly common but rarely identified style of parenting in which parents turn to their children, not to their partners, for emotional support. To the casual observer, the parents may appear loving and devoted. They may spend a great deal of time with their children and lavish them with praise and material gifts. But in the final analysis, their love is not a nurturing, giving love—it’s an unconscious ploy to satisfy their own unmet needs.

Being a parent’s primary source of support is a heavy burden for young children. Forced to suppress their own needs, they struggle to satisfy the needs of the adults. Because of this role reversal, they are rarely given adequate protection, guidance, or discipline, and they are exposed to experiences well beyond their years. In adolescence and adulthood, they are likely to be plagued by one or more of the following difficulties: depression, chronic low-level anxiety, problems with self-esteem and love relationships, overly loose or rigid personal boundaries, some form of sexual dysfunction, eating disorders, and drug or alcohol addiction.

Because few victims of emotional incest can pinpoint what was wrong with their families, they have limited insight into the underlying cause of their problems. Many have a rosy view of childhood that makes recovery even more difficult. How can they think ill of a parent who showered them with so much time and attention? Breaking through this mythology is a necessary step in the healing process.

Emotional incest is not a new phenomenon. History is full of people who were overly involved with their children. Human beings have an innate need for companionship and intimacy, and when those needs are not met by a partner, the natural tendency is to turn to a child. But the syndrome has become newsworthy for the following reasons:

1. Recent changes in family life—notably the dramatic rise in single-parent households and substance abuse—have dramatically increased the incidence of emotional incest.

2. The adult consequences of the syndrome are more clearly understood.

3. Recent advances in the relatively new field of Structural Family Therapy have made emotional incest a definable, curable problem.

4. The syndrome finally has a name.

I have devoted the past five years to researching this book. The clearer I’ve become about the nature of the syndrome, the more I see it around me. Fully half of my clients have an overly close relationship with a mother or father as a central issue. When I lecture on the subject, I can always count on a handful of people coming up to me afterward to tell me, “What you’re talking about happened to me. You’ve just described my life. For the first time, I have a name for what’s wrong with me.”

It is my hope that bringing this problem to the public’s attention will help address a severe but often overlooked form of abuse and play a role in creating healthier family relationships.

PAT LOVE, ED. D.
AUSTIN, TEXAS
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“Daddy told me the day I was born
he fell in love all over again.”

Gwen, 33 years old and a talented graphic artist, came to me with two of the telltale signs of emotional incest—chronic relationship problems and a curious blend of high and low self-esteem. When she first walked into my office, she seemed quite poised. She had a confident stride and a warm handshake. She was dressed in a softly tailored green suit, and her dark, shiny hair was very becoming. If I’d been an employer interviewing her for a job, I’d have been favorably impressed.

At first glance, her family background also seemed fairly normal. “I don’t have much to complain about,” she said when I asked her about her childhood. “I’m one of those rare individuals who came from a ‘functional family.’ My parents weren’t perfect, but they didn’t drink, they didn’t divorce, they didn’t hit us, and they didn’t fight. So why am I such a mess? And why am I about to get my second divorce?”

Over the phone, Gwen had told me she was in the middle of divorce proceedings. The year following her first divorce had been really rough, and she wanted to minimize the pain this time around.

“Now that I know what your parents didn’t do,” I said with a smile, “tell me what they did do. What were they like?”

“Well, I was a lot closer to my dad than my mother. In fact, Dad and I were really close. He called me his ‘Little Princess.’ ”

Immediately, a red flag popped up in the back of my mind. “What do you remember most about your father?” I asked.

“One of my favorite memories is sitting on the couch with him listening to music. Dad was crazy about Mozart, and so was I. By the time I was twelve, I could identify just about every piece Mozart wrote—just from hearing the first few bars. He was really proud of that. My brother wasn’t very musical. Dad would say to him, ‘You have tin ears.’ ”

“What else did you and your father do?” I asked. I was looking for signs of an overly close bond.

“When it was bedtime, Dad would put me to bed and read to me until I fell asleep. In the morning he would wake me up so we could have breakfast together before he left for work. We’re both morning people. My mother and my brother are night owls. He looked forward to that time alone with me each morning. He’d talk about his job, his worries, his plans for the future.”

Gwen went on to say that she and her father were avid skiers, jogged together every evening, and often accompanied each other to the symphony. By now the red flags were flying. Gwen and her father seemed more like a happily married couple than a father and daughter. They even operated according to the same biological timetable—just like a couple of newlyweds.

“Did you have many friends when you were young?” I asked. Children who are overly attached to a parent generally spend very little time with peers.

“You know, it’s a funny thing to say, but I think Dad was my best friend,” she replied. “We did everything together.”

“What would your mother and brother be doing while you were spending all this time with your father?”

“Mother would be cooking or cleaning the house or reading. My brother would be watching TV or out with his friends. There’s only one thing that bothered me about my dad,” Gwen said, switching the conversation back to her father. “He was always complaining to me about Mom. He’d say things like, ‘You’re smarter than your mother,’ or ‘I wish your mother had your sense of humor.’ He’d even say those things in front of her.” As she said this, she turned and looked out the window. I could see it still troubled her.

“How did your mother react when he did this?” I asked.

“She just shrugged it off. Sometimes she’d get a cold look on her face and walk out of the room—slam a few cupboard doors, that sort of thing. But they never fought. I used to think that meant they had a good marriage. Now that I have some idea what marriage is about”—and here she looked at me with a wry smile—“I can see they were just putting up with each other. They had little in common other than my brother and me. They’d go to the company picnics, but that’s about all.”

I had been hearing this kind of sad story more and more frequently. Gwen’s father wanted what we all want in life—someone to confide in, someone to be on his side, someone to share his interests, someone to adore him. Not finding what he wanted in his marriage, he, like so many other parents, turned to the next available resource—a child. He had a void in his life that he tried to fill with his daughter.

“Was it hard for your father when you went away to college?” I asked. “You were so close.”

She nodded emphatically. “He was devastated. He was depressed my whole last year of high school. ‘You’re not going to go away and leave me?’ he’d say. I felt guilty for leaving home. He drove me to the campus in the fall so we could have one last day together. When we pulled up to the dorm, he told me that the day I was born, he fell in love all over again. I’ll never forget that. He had tears in his eyes.”

As our session was drawing to a close, I asked, “What would you like to get out of our work together? Over the phone you talked about wanting help in getting over your divorce. Could you be more specific?”

Gwen tilted her head and bit her upper lip, then reached into her purse and pulled out a notepad and a pencil. “I’m better with a pencil than I am with words,” she said. She made a few quick lines and held up the pad so I could see what she had drawn. It appeared to be a large, open-petaled flower with a dark center. She pointed to the fluted edge. “This is how I feel about myself some of the time. I feel powerful, special …” she paused for a second, then laughed, “my two ex-husbands might even say grandiose.” Then she pointed to the tiny, dense black scribble in the center. “And this is how I feel about myself the rest of the time. Small. Dark. Guilty. Worthless.” The contrast between the two parts of the drawing was a graphic depiction of her anxiety. She wasn’t what she appeared to be. Beneath her confident exterior she felt like a frightened, guilty child. “I want to know why,” she said.

* **

Gwen is a classic example of what I call the Chosen Child, a child chosen by a parent to be a primary source of emotional support. In the broadest terms, there are two ways that a parent-child relationship can be out of line: (1) the parent and child can be estranged, which means there is too much distance between them, or (2) they can be enmeshed, which means they are too close.1 Of the two, enmeshment is the more common, and a close bond between a parent and child of the opposite sex is so common that we have everyday words for it: “daddy’s little girl” and “mama’s boy.”

When there is a high degree of enmeshment—as in Gwen’s case—it merits a special term: emotional incest.2 These are strong words, I know, but I use them advisedly. Just as children are powerless against a parent’s sexual advances, they are powerless against an emotionally Invasive Parent. Their sense of self is so limited and their need to be connected to their parents is so great that adults have total control over the relationship. When a parent takes advantage of this power and turns to a son or daughter for need fulfillment, there is a violation of the intimacy taboo between parent and child.

For the child, the consequences of this violation can be severe and long-lasting. Fluctuating self-esteem, a sense of powerlessness, problems relating to their peers and maintaining friendships, eating disorders, depression, and anxiety are some of the common repercussions. Adult children of emotional incest often have sexual dysfunctions and problems in love relationships.

Unfortunately, public awareness of emotional incest is very limited, so the syndrome often goes undiagnosed and untreated. Gwen, for example, was a well-educated woman, yet she was blind to her father’s excessive involvement. Even as an adult, the danger signs that were so obvious to me were invisible to her. All she saw was what she had gained from the relationship—praise and affection, extra privileges, patient tutoring, and shared confidences. Every child secretly wishes to have the exclusive attention of the opposite-sex parent, and for Gwen this wish had come true.

The difficult task I faced in the coming weeks was to help Gwen see the negative consequences of this excessive devotion. It would be unsettling for her to see how she had been harmed by her relationship with her father, but confronting this fact would give her insight into her puzzling emotional problems. For the first time she would understand the underlying cause of her marital difficulties, and she would know why she experienced such dramatic shifts in self-esteem.

[image: ] Varieties of
Emotional Incest

Emotional incest can take many forms. Gwen was allied with what I call a Romanticizing Parent, a parent who turns to a child of the opposite sex for the intimacy and companionship one would normally expect to find in a love relationship. In essence, the child becomes a surrogate spouse. As in the case of Gwen’s father, often the parent adores the child. Typically, there is a flirtatious, teasing quality to the relationship.

A variation of the theme occurs when a parent is enmeshed with a child of the same sex. Then the relationship has more of a “best friend” or “buddy” quality and lacks the romantic overtones. Mother/daughter and father/son partnerships are especially common in single-parent or one-child families where the choices are more limited.

Emotional incest takes on a decidedly different character when the child is allied with a Critical/Abusive Parent. Then the child is used not just for emotional support but for the release of anger and tension. The child may be treated kindly one minute and abused or shamed the next. Whatever emotion the parent happens to be feeling may be targeted at the child. When a parent has such little self-control, often the family is dysfunctional in other ways as well. Domestic violence, poverty, alcoholism, drug abuse, or criminal activity may also be part of the picture. These more obvious problems mask the enmeshment. Many people who were raised by physically abusive or alcoholic parents, for example, belatedly discover that they were also the victims of emotional incest.

Although at first glance there may appear to be a great deal of difference between these common forms of emotional incest—one child is treated like a “date,” another like a friend, another like a scapegoat—these parent-child relationships have two fundamental things in common:

1. The parent is using the child to satisfy needs that should be satisfied by other adults. The parent is turning to the child for intimacy, companionship, romantic stimulation, advice, problem solving, ego fulfillment, and/or emotional release. The child is not equipped to handle these needs and suffers long-lasting consequences as a result.

2. The parent is ignoring many of the child’s needs. When a parent turns to a child for emotional support, the child is rarely given adequate protection, nurturing, guidance, structure, affection, affirmation, or discipline. It’s a flip-flop of healthy parenting: instead of the parent meeting the needs of the child, the child is meeting the needs of the parent.

Families in which emotional incest occurs are also united by a common family profile. They tend to have the following characteristics:

1. The parent lacks sufficient companionship and support. Almost without exception, a parent (or stepparent) who is enmeshed with a child has an inadequate adult support system. The parent is single, divorced, widowed, or unhappily married. The emotional support that should come from a partner or adult friends is missing. To fill the void, the parent turns to the child.

2. In a two-parent household, the parent who is less involved with the child feels resentful. When one parent is enmeshed with a child, the other parent will feel jealous or left out. But since there is no recognized taboo against emotional incest, the left-out parent finds no grounds for complaint. How can you criticize your husband or wife for loving a child? Lacking a rationale for this anger, the left-out spouse abuses or withdraws from the child.

3. In families with two or more children, there is more than the normal amount of sibling rivalry. Sibling rivalry can be found in any family with more than one child. But when one child is getting a disproportionate share of a parent’s love and attention, the rivalry can be long-lasting and severe.

If you are wondering whether you were a Chosen Child, compare your family of origin (the family in which you were raised) to the above list of traits. The first one—a parent with unmet emotional needs—is the most telling. If your parent was single or unhappily married and did not compensate for this lack of support by developing a network of friends, it is likely that some degree of enmeshment occurred. Human beings are compelled to satisfy their emotional needs, and they will do so within the available resources. For all too many adults, the most readily available resource is a child.

In the coming chapters you will learn more about the surprisingly high cost of emotional incest. It’s a syndrome that has negative implications not just for the Chosen Child but for every member of the household. And once emotional incest takes root in a family, it sends tendrils into generation after generation.

However, this book is not just a description of unhealthy family life. It’s a helpful, hopeful book about realigning family relationships. My purpose in writing it is twofold: (1) to help you overcome the numerous problems that come from growing up with an Invasive Parent, and (2) to help you create more fulfilling relationships in the present.

[image: ]Applying Today’s
Insights to Yesterday’s Families

As you take part in this recovery process, you may begin to see your family history in a harsh, new light. Like Gwen, some of you may need to alter significantly your view of a parent. What looked like normal parenting may in fact have been a disguised form of abuse. Those of you who have children may even begin to question ways you’ve treated your own sons and daughters.

If you make some unsettling discoveries, keep in mind that what I am doing in this book is applying today’s insights and values to yesterday’s families. Ways of relating that we all took for granted twenty or thirty years ago are now being labeled “dysfunctional.” A generation ago, psychologists didn’t view the family as a system. They didn’t pay a lot of attention to family roles, so they didn’t think in terms like “surrogate spouse.” They focused on the needs of the individual. Because of this narrower view of human psychology, few people understood the difference between normal parenting and enmeshment. It is only because of recent advances in the relatively new field of Structural Family Therapy that emotional incest has emerged as a definable, curable syndrome.3

For this reason, I urge you to look at your family, past or present, with a tolerant attitude. On some level, we are all wounded creatures struggling to satisfy essential needs, and we do this for the most part without adequate guidance, reliable information, good role models, or genuine understanding. Mistakes are inevitable, especially in the formidable job of parenting. Ideally, we should use any new insights we acquire not to blame ourselves or others, but to make our lives healthier and more enjoyable. I hope that this book will guide you in this endeavor.
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When a parent relies on a child for emotional support, the results are not always sweetness and light as in Gwen’s story, the example in chapter 1. A parent who is overly attached to a child can also be critical or neglectful, which results in a confusing mixture of love and abuse. Instead of feeling privileged for being a Chosen Child, the boy or girl wonders, Why me? Why not someone else?

The Neglectful Parent

I have an added measure of compassion for clients who were enmeshed with an abusive parent, because that was my situation. My mother and father were separated shortly after I was born, and I didn’t see my father again for many years. For fourteen years I lived alone with my alcoholic mother. There were times when she was so drunk, she would stay out all night. I would wake up to an empty house and have to get myself ready for school. We had no alarm clock, so I was often late. I remember being called in to the principal’s office one day to explain my tardiness, and I quickly fabricated a story. I told her that we lived down by the river and the moisture in the air gave me a sore throat.

Like many children, I became what therapists call a “parentified child”—one who takes on many of the responsibilities of an adult. I was the one who decided what to eat and to wear, when and if I should do my homework, and whether I should visit the man down the block who offered me candy to sit on his lap.

It may seem that I suffered more from neglect than enmeshment, because I was left on my own so much of the time. However, the reality is that I experienced both extremes. When my mother was drinking, my needs were neglected. But when she was sober, she turned her full attention on me. By the time I was 12, I was her confidant, social partner, and adviser. I was there to help her fend off her loneliness and give her a reason to get out of bed in the morning; to joke and laugh with her when she wanted some fun and console her when she was blue. I was the constant in her life—the one person she could count on. She had no husband. Her friends came and went. But I was always there.

Strangely, I was not aware of being burdened by this role. I admired my mother and for the most part felt privileged to be her friend. She was pretty, witty, and fun to be around. She treated me kindly and showered me with praise and devotion. She often told me and everyone who would listen that I was pretty, smart, and reliable. She thought I could do anything, and I believed her. The fact that she had such a high opinion of me helped me screen out her faults.

There was only one incident I recall that got me in touch with my hidden anger. The summer I was 10 years old, my mother didn’t come home for three days and two nights. By the third day I was terribly worried. She had stayed away before, but never for that long. That evening, the man who lived downstairs came to the door to tell me my mother had been in a car accident and was in the hospital. “I wish she had died!” I blurted.

After that one outburst, my anger subsided and went back underground. The only aftermath of the eruption was that I became even more self-reliant than before. I’d discovered it was too painful to be vulnerable. If my mother wasn’t going to be reliable, I was going to do my best not to rely on her.

My mother remarried when I was in junior high school, and for a short time I was no longer my mother’s best friend. I was not perturbed by this, however, because I perceived my stepfather as a pale threat. I was right. He had little presence and virtually no authority. He was such a nonentity that it wasn’t long before my mother would have little to do with him, and I was summoned, once again, to her side. From that point on, we were intertwined like braids. We handled all the finances, made all the decisions, and did all the shopping. We ran the house. My stepfather had no legitimate role in our family.

Not surprisingly, my stepfather resented this coalition between his wife and stepdaughter. When he got drunk, he’d yell at me and call me hurtful names. At the time, I didn’t understand why. I kept thinking to myself: I’m not mean to him. I haven’t done anything wrong. I’m a good girl. I had no idea how life looked from his point of view. I had no concept of “family roles,” no awareness that I was usurping his place in my mother’s life.

When I look back on my childhood, it’s as if I spent those early years wandering blindfolded through a maze. I would run headlong into an obstacle and realize I had to turn one way or another, but I had no idea what was obstructing my path, and no idea which way to go. I had no overview. No roadmap. No guide.

It’s taken me most of my adult years to gain some perspective. For me, as for most people, the blindfold of childhood was removed layer by layer. The first piece of information to lodge in my consciousness was the fact that although my mother and father cared for me, they both had abdicated their roles as parents—my father by disappearing, my mother by consistently placing her needs above mine. This simple fact, which is now so blatantly obvious to me, was revealed only through therapy. Before that, it had been too painful a reality to absorb.

The revelations continued. With a therapist’s help, I realized that my mother’s praise and high regard for me was partly an unconscious device to relieve her of the burden of parenting. “You’ve never caused me a moment’s trouble,” my mother had told me again and again. Underneath this benediction was a disguised ultimatum: “Don’t have any needs, Pat, because I’m not willing or able to cope with them.” I did my best to cooperate. I looked around at the little she had to give me and made sure I asked only for that. I repressed the rest of my needs or kept them to myself. I was the Hero Child who was asked to come to her own rescue.

Later I discovered that my mother’s effusive praise had another purpose, which was to bolster her fragile ego. If she kept telling me I was an extraordinary child, and if I managed to meet or exceed her expectations, she could look at me and see that she was a good parent—and therefore a good person—despite her many shortcomings. She could continue to drink and stay out with her friends and still feel good about herself, because she was doing such an admirable job as a parent. I was the sole, tangible evidence of her worthiness: I was the college diploma she never got, the career that never got off the ground, the public recognition she never received. My mother lived her life through me, and she ordained that I do a good job.

Finally, a few years ago, I got the last piece of the puzzle: I had been the victim of emotional incest. By default, I had played the role of my mother’s surrogate spouse. I had been the faithful, loving, supportive partner she never had. Without knowing it, I had been her only reliable source of intimacy and her primary source of emotional support.

When I was able to work my way through the layers of denial that had veiled my childhood, I finally understood why I had so many problems later in life. I understood why I was drawn to men who were not there for me, why I had difficulty getting close to people, and why I had such a hard time asking for help. I understood why, despite all my accomplishments, I felt inadequate and empty. And I understood one of the reasons I had been drawn to a career as a therapist—to be paid for helping others, something I had done all my life.

[image: ]The Abusive/Critical Parent


“I got the feeling my mother was trying
 to live her life through me, only I wasn’t
doing a good enough job.… She used
love like a club.”



Although my mother neglected me, she was never mean to me. She had great affection for me and held me in high regard. Some Chosen Children are less fortunate. David, a successful architect in his mid-fifties, had a mercurial mother who doted on him one minute and attacked him the next. “She wanted me to be with her all the time,” he told me, “but she was hypercritical. She made me feel like a failure. I was never good enough. My grades were never good enough. I wasn’t clever enough. She would taunt me and ridicule me.” David’s mother, like mine, tried to live her life through her child, but she decided he wasn’t up to the job. No matter how hard David tried to please her, she was always disappointed in him. She had drawn him into the void in her life, but he was unable to fill it.

This is the sad truth about emotional incest. The only relationship that can come close to satisfying an adult is a loving, intimate relationship with another adult. A child lacks the wisdom, the experience, and the skills to be an adequate partner. And it goes without saying that a child must never be a parent’s sexual partner. While a child may appear to be an adequate companion for an adult, there is always something missing, and, tragically, the child bears the brunt of the parent’s frustration.

As I listened to David, I noticed some similarities between his story and mine. Both of us had been only children raised by single parents—a classic setup for emotional incest. Also, David’s mother and father, like mine, had separated shortly after his birth.

One difference between us, however, was that David had had few playmates. I had been allowed to roam the town as I pleased, and I had drawn a lot of strength from my friends. David’s mother had shown a more possessive love. He remembers one snowy day when he was quite young. Some kids knocked on the door and asked him to play. As David walked down the stairs, the children pelted him with snowballs. His mother hurriedly called him inside and told him not to play with those children ever again. “And I don’t think I ever did,” David said. “I just did everything with her.” This lack of contact with other children made life difficult for David. “I never did well in school,” he told me. “I was socially immature. I didn’t know how to get along with other kids. I should have been held back. I wish someone had been paying attention to me.”

When David said those words, I knew exactly how he felt. Even though we both had been entangled with our mothers, our mothers and fathers hadn’t looked out for us. Their own needs had gotten in the way. Again and again I hear this lament from adults who grew up in enmeshed households: “I wish someone had been paying attention to me.” Although we may have been the focus of our parents’ lives, they held us too close to them for them to see what we needed. We had been lost in a nearsighted blur.

When David was 7 years old, his father moved back home. “One night there was a knock at the door,” he told me, “and I saw a stranger’s face through the window. I ran to my mother and told her there was a man at the door. She invited him in, and I saw that he was carrying a big suitcase. He spent the night. The next morning, I learned he was my father.”

David’s father turned out to be a depressed, ruined man. “He never had a job all the years he lived with us,” David said. “He just hung around the house. He used to be a fairly successful farmer, but four years of drought wiped him out. He never could get over that failure, and he never could adjust to city life.”

David’s father took out a lot of his frustration on his son, expecting him to do an extraordinary amount of work. In addition to having a paper route, he insisted that David take care of the five-plot family garden and do most of the household chores. David struggled to win his father’s approval, but it never happened. His father would say to people, “I have these five garden plots, and they make me so much money a year,” but he never mentioned that his son did all the work. One day he told David he was “no better than a pissant.” In addition, he seemed to delight in punishing David and denying him privileges. Once David overheard him say to his mother, “You always tell the boy ‘yes,’ so I tell him ‘no.’ ”

In many families, not just enmeshed families, it’s common for one parent to be more strict than the other. One parent is the disciplinarian, the other is more permissive. This behavior is an unconscious attempt to balance the family. But the polarization is often extreme in enmeshed households. The parent who is allied with the child sets virtually no limits, and the left-out parent counters by being abusive. I have heard horror stories of jealous parents pushing their children down stairs, locking them out in the cold, and imprisoning them in closets—behavior that brings to mind the torture meted out by wicked parents in fairy tales. When the parent’s anger is this extreme, it’s more than an attempt to temporize a spouse’s leniency—it’s an expression of intense, uncontrolled jealousy.

To see if this was true in David’s case, I asked him if his father had ever been jealous of his relationship with his mother. He thought for a moment. “I don’t know. I didn’t see it that way. But I do know that he wasn’t getting much attention from her. They were never affectionate. They never did things together. I remember one day when my father was out of the house, she told me he was a millstone around her neck.”

Later, as David went on to describe all the things he had done with his mother, I could see plenty of cause for his father’s anger: David had become a surrogate spouse. He went to the movies with his mother; he escorted her to church functions; he was her confidant; he comforted her when she was unhappy; he read her stories at night. A stranger looking in the window might have mistaken them for an older woman and her young lover. His father’s anger was not without justification. Unfortunately, the anger was directed at David, not his mother. Like many adults, his father found it easier to confront a child than a spouse.

As I listened to David, I could tell he was having a hard time believing that jealousy had been the cause of his father’s anger. He was still seeing his family from his viewpoint as a child, and a child does not attribute complex emotions like jealousy to a parent. A child’s world view is simple: “If Mom or Dad is upset, I must be to blame.” The fact that his father wanted something he had—in this case, his mother’s love and attention—was a foreign concept.

Understanding his father’s anger would be a milestone in David’s recovery. When he realized that the lack of love between his mother and father had been the source of his father’s unhappiness—not something he, David, had done—he would be released from the unnecessary burden of guilt. He would no longer feel like such a failure. He would see that it wasn’t his fault the family was so out of balance—his parents were the architects of the skewed dynamics. But it would take time for David to come to this awareness. As with me, the blindfold would have to be removed layer by layer.

When David entered high school, he began to spend more time with friends. “For the first time I wanted to feel a part of the group,” he said. “To be liked and accepted.” This was a natural and healthy stage of his development, but his mother, like many overinvolved parents, tried to bind him to her with guilt. “One time I wanted to go to the movies with my friends, not her, and she said, ‘Wait until you have children of your own! They’re nothing but a disappointment and a heartache. One of these days I’ll be dead, and then you’ll be sorry.’ She used love like a club.”

When David graduated from high school, he tried to escape from the web of enmeshment by enrolling in a college one hundred miles away, not the one in his hometown. This strategy worked well during the week, and he felt happy and carefree. But when the weekend drew near, he felt obligated to drive home to see his mother. “My mother interpreted my going to another city as an act of desertion,” he said. “She made me feel as if I were leaving the country. She insisted that I see her every weekend. I would be so angry about having to go home, I would pick a fight with her as soon as I walked in the door. Then I would feel bad about fighting with her, and I would go back to school feeling guilty. I would have five more good days, then it would start over again.”

Guilt is a potent weapon of the overinvolved parent. Any time the child’s needs conflict with the parent’s, the parent can lower the boom: “You only think of yourself.” “You’re so selfish.” “Can’t you think of anyone else?” The martyr role is equally effective: “Go ahead. Go out with your friends. I’ll be all right. I’ll be fine sitting here alone by myself. Don’t worry about me!” Thus begins a lifelong association between love and guilt.

As my conversation with David drew to a close, I asked him to tell me a few things about his present life. He is an architect involved in the preservation of historic public buildings. He has been married for twenty years and has two children. He is doing quite well financially and is respected in his community. But underneath this facade—which is how he described it to me—he feels like a failure. He finds his mother’s dependence on him and his father’s hostility a crushing burden to carry. “I hope that there is such a thing as reincarnation,” he said, “because this life is kind of shot. Neither of my parents really cared about me. I was a whipping boy for my father and a playmate for my mother. They’re both dead now, but my anger doesn’t go away. Most of my life, I feel as if I’ve been wading in mud up to my armpits.”

David’s relationship with his mother can be broken down into two separate roles: he was part surrogate spouse and part scapegoat. He was expected to satisfy his mother’s need for romantic attachment and absorb her tension and disappointment as well. When she was lonely, she had someone to talk to. When she was angry, she had someone to yell at. When she felt like a failure, she could project her unhappiness onto him. When she wanted more out of life, she could harp on his shortcomings. No wonder she had been so distraught when he went away to college: he was the narcotic that dulled her pain.

A child like David, who is both surrogate spouse and scapegoat, often has a harder time in life than a child who is simply a surrogate spouse. The Scapegoat Child experiences fewer of the benefits of being a Chosen Child and more of the drawbacks. But even people like David can heal the wounds of emotional incest. As you will see in the following chapters, gaining insight into the past and making strategic changes in current relationships can repair much of the damage. I have worked with many clients who had suffered just as much as David and yet went on to live happy and fulfilling lives.

[image: ] The Sexualizing Parent


“He would show me off to his friends
and brag about how beautiful I was.
It was all very romantic.”



The final case history in this chapter is one of the most extreme examples of emotional incest I’ve ever encountered. Maria, like many Chosen Children, makes a favorable first impression. She has beautiful big blue eyes, dimples, long eyelashes, and delicate features. The first time I saw her she reminded me of the Terry Lee doll that was popular in the early fifties, when I was a child. The only visible sign of Maria’s struggle is twenty pounds of excess weight that she alternately loses and regains.

By most people’s standards, Maria has been very successful in life. She has a Ph.D. in economics and has worked twelve years in a high-ranking position for the federal government. She is bright, competent, and vivacious. Yet I have seen her in anguish time and time again. I remember once in my office when she was overcome with self-loathing. Her lovely face became contorted, and she leaned forward with her head down, as if the internal struggle were cutting her in two. “Each day I try so hard to love myself, to care for myself, because at the core there is such self-hatred,” she sobbed. “I find it so hard to believe that I’m okay. I find it so hard to believe that I’m lovable.”

In Maria’s family, the conditions that foster emotional incest were evident in the first year of her parents’ marriage. As soon as the glow of the honeymoon wore off, her mother and father lost interest in each other, and their relationship was limited to an occasional sexual encounter and whatever mundane interactions were required to run the household.

Unwittingly, each parent tried to find comfort and companionship by bonding with a child. Maria’s mother turned to her first child, Derek. When Maria was born, her mother was too wrapped up with Derek to have much energy for a new baby, so Maria and her father had mutual needs: they both needed someone to belong to, to bond with, to love and to be loved by. By the time Maria was 2 years old, she was clearly “daddy’s little girl.” Now Mother was allied with Son, and Father was allied with Daughter. Families that split up in this manner are quite common. As Lynn Hoffman writes in her book, Foundations of Family Therapy, “A boy for you and a girl for me is not just a songwriter’s fantasy …”1

The bond between Maria and her father strengthened with each passing year. “My father absolutely adored me,” she said, “and took me everywhere he went. He managed a tennis club, and I spent my early years tagging along behind him at the club. He had a tennis racket designed especially for me when I was four years old and began drilling me on my swings.” When she was old enough to go to school, he picked her up at school every afternoon and took her to the club, where he tutored her until dark.

As we’ve seen in previous examples, when a child is over-bonded with one parent, the child is usually estranged from the other parent. The family forms itself into an isosceles triangle, with the Chosen Child’s and the parent’s sides intersecting and the other parent’s side pushed far away. In Maria’s family, the geometry was exaggerated. Her father was totally devoted to her, and her mother was physically and verbally abusive. “When I was with my father,” Maria told me, “I felt like Cinderella at the ball. When I was with my mother, I felt like an orphan in rags. I think she truly hated me. She would hit me and call me names. I learned to stay as far away from her as possible. When my father wasn’t around, I was either in my room or sitting outside on the steps waiting for him to come home. It was a strange childhood. I didn’t learn to roller-skate. I didn’t learn to swim. I didn’t have any friends. I didn’t go to birthday parties. I just spent as much time as possible with my father.” Maria saw nothing wrong with this arrangement. In fact, she said, “I loved it! My father called me his ‘pretty baby.’ He let me sit in his lap and he would hug and kiss me. I thought he was wonderful!”

In many families, emotional incest becomes a vicious cycle. This was true in Maria’s case. The more attention she received from her father, the more her mother resented her. The more violently her mother expressed her resentment, the more Maria was drawn to her father. Soon she and her father were so entwined that Maria had little time, opportunity, or desire to play with friends. After all, what playmate can compare with a doting, sophisticated, powerful adult? Her father took her out to expensive meals and bought her beautiful clothes; he even had a tennis court installed in the backyard so she could improve her game! What girlfriend could compete with that?

By the time Maria reached adolescence, she was an expert tennis player. She won many trophies, including first place in a national competition. In the summer she and her father traveled around the country so she could compete in various tournaments. While they were on the road, they went to a lot of parties. “I would be my father’s ‘date,’ ” she told me. “I would get all dressed up, and we would dance together. He would show me off to his friends and brag about how beautiful I was. It was all very romantic.”

When Maria and her father
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