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Dear Reader:

I offer trainings for professionals, public lectures on healing from child sexual abuse, and workshops for partners. If you are interested in bringing me to your area, please contact my agent:


Denise Notzon

1450 Sixth Street

Berkeley, CA 94710



As a working writer, I regret that I am unable to answer individual letters, phone calls, or requests for referrals. (Contact the organizations listed in the resource section for referrals.) For reasons of confidentiality, I also cannot put you in contact with any of the people whose stories appear in “Partners’ Stories.” I do read my mail, however, and if you have feedback or responses to this book, I’d be happy to hear from you. If you want to be on my mailing list, send a note to the address below.

In the spirit of healing,

Laura Davis

P.O. Box 8503

Santa Cruz, CA 95061-8503






“This whole thing was new to me. I never knew much about incest.”

 — Mary, forty-six-year-old partner

 

“It’s moved from being an unrecognized problem to a vaguely recognized problem to a present it’s-here-all-the-time kind of situation. It’s kind of grown into a monster.”

 — Eddie, thirty-four-year-old partner

 

“I’ve sat in bed and had these emotions churning and I’ve thought, ‘I should know how to do this.’ There’s this guy out there who’s the perfect partner. If I could just get into his brain, I’d do this partner thing right. You know the guy I’m talking about. He’s the one who says, ‘It’s okay, honey, if we don’t have sex for two years. I can do that.’ I hated the guy.”

 — Jack, thirty-six-year-old partner









INTRODUCTION


In the last fifteen years, the sexual abuse of children has become an acknowledged social and political problem. Adults who were sexually abused as children have broken the silence, talked about their abuse, formed support groups, and courageously struggled to heal from the pain they’ve carried throughout their lives. There is a strong and powerful healing movement that offers resources, support, and advocacy to survivors of child sexual abuse.1

In the midst of this growing movement, there is one group that has been consistently overlooked — partners of survivors. Partners are people involved in intimate relationships with survivors — girlfriends, boyfriends, husbands, wives, and lovers. If you consider the statistics — that an estimated one in four girls and one in seven boys are sexually abused by the time they reach eighteen — and you think about the fact that most of these survivors grow up to form intimate relationships, it’s clear your situation is not unique. There are partners of survivors everywhere.

Whether or not you were abused as a child yourself, the fact that you are involved in a relationship with a survivor means that you, too, are living with the effects of abuse. Survivors frequently have difficulties with trust, commitment, sex, and intimacy, and these problems have a direct impact on you and your relationship.

This book will reassure you that it’s possible to have a satisfying, mutual relationship with a survivor. It will encourage you to take care of yourself, teach you to look to your own needs, and show you how to support the survivor in your life without selling yourself short.

But you need more than words to support you. Books can be invaluable, but they don’t give you someone to call in the middle of the night. Being the partner of a survivor can be lonely and frustrating at times, and you need people to support you when things get rough. I strongly encourage you to reach out by talking to a counselor, or a friend, or by starting a support group for partners. (See pages 39 and 162 for more on reaching out.)

WHERE AM I RIGHT NOW?

Listed below are some of the common reasons you might pick up this book. Feel free to check off the ones that apply to you:

____ I’m about to make a commitment in a relationship. My girlfriend was sexually abused as a child.

____ Everything was going fine until we got closer. Then things fell apart. I’m trying to find out why.

____ I’ve just broken up with a survivor. I want to understand what happened.

____ My husband doesn’t want to make love anymore. I think it might have something to do with the things his brother did to him.

____ I just started dating someone who was sexually abused. I wonder what kind of effect it’s going to have on us.

____ My lover has just “discovered” that he’s an incest survivor. I’m skeptical. I want him to get over it so things can get back to normal.


____ All the focus is on her and her memories. What about my needs?

____ My boyfriend started going to therapy and suggested I read this.

____ My lover doesn’t remember anything from her childhood and is starting to get these funny feelings that something bad happened.

____ Since this came up, I feel like I’ve been in a nightmare. When is it going to end?

____ My girlfriend was raped by a couple of neighborhood boys when she was growing up. She says it didn’t affect her, but I think it did.

____ My husband is a survivor and he doesn’t tell me much about what he’s going through. I thought this book might help us communicate.

____ My wife and I are doing pretty well now. We just need help with sex.

____ I feel like I’m the only person in the world dealing with a spouse who’s suicidal. I’m so scared. I don’t know what to do.

____ I’m thinking of leaving the relationship. This book is my last resort.

____ My wife and I are both survivors. Things are nuts. We’re like two three-year-olds half of the time. We need help.

____ I’m not sure it’s good for me to experience so much distance and deprivation. Should I stay or should I leave?

____ I’m an alcoholic, and my lover was raped by her father. We’re fighting all the time. I think it’s her fault; she thinks it’s mine.

____ I’m a survivor, and my partner is starting to have memories. I’m not sure I want to go through it again.

____ I’m a survivor, and I want to see things from my partner’s viewpoint.


____ I’m a survivor. I want to know what I’m going to face when I get in a relationship.

____ I’m a counselor, and I’m looking for a resource I can use.

If you check off anything on the list, this book will have something to offer you. Keep reading. You’ll find validation for your feelings, answers to many of your most pressing questions, and strategies for dealing with tough problems. You’ll hear from dozens of other partners in your shoes. Their words will inspire you and reassure you that you’re not alone.

WHOSE PROBLEMS ARE WE DEALING WITH?

Many of the problems addressed in this book are not unique to couples where one or both are survivors. Most couples struggle with issues of control, intimacy, trust, and sexuality. You’re not having these problems solely because you’re with a survivor. Everyone comes to relationships with baggage from their past, and although yours might not have to do with sexual abuse, it is there nonetheless. (See pages 56 and 143 for more on this important idea.)

Since the publication of The Courage to Heal in 1988, I’ve been traveling around the country talking to survivors, training counselors, and leading workshops for partners. At the beginning of each partners’ workshop, I ask everyone an introductory set of questions:

“How many of you came from a home with at least one alcoholic parent?” “From a home where there was physical abuse?” “Emotional abuse or neglect?”

“How many of you lived with a mentally ill parent?” “Had a sibling who was sexually abused?” “Were sexually abused yourself?”

“How many of you are drug addicts or alcoholics?” “Are in a 12-step recovery program?” “Are war veterans with your own post-traumatic stress to deal with?”

Even though I give people permission not to raise their hands, hands go up all over the room. There’s a lot of laughter and camaraderie as people look around. Many people raise their hands for more than one category. One man joked in the middle of this exercise, “Do I have to keep swinging my arm up and down? Can’t I just keep my hand up for everything?”

I pause after the last question, and then say, “I have one more question to ask. How many people here came from a home they feel was basically healthy and happy?” Out of a hundred partners, usually ten raise their hands. (And by my estimation, five are probably in denial.)

You may be picking up this book because you want to understand more about sexual abuse and the impact it is having on your relationship. You may want to learn how to minimize those effects. You may want help with specific problem areas. You will get your answers. This book is full of them. But you will also be asked to shift your focus from the survivor and the survivor’s problems to yourself — your needs, your feelings, your history, the places you can grow.

I was reading through some old workshop evaluations recently. At the bottom of his evaluation form, one man scrawled: “I made an observation today. The people who complained the most about the survivor’s behavior were people who took the attitude that it was all the survivor’s problem. The partners who were making it through the crisis were the ones who were willing to stand up and say they had problems and growing to do, too.”

I couldn’t agree more. As you read through the responses and stories in this book, keep an open mind. The best way for you and the survivor to make it through this process is to view it as a mutual journey.

ABOUT THIS BOOK

At the start of every partners’ workshop, I ask each person to write their most pressing questions on an index card. The questions are always poignant and cut straight to the hart of things: “What percentage of survivors can be healed, and what is the average time period for healing?” “How can I stop being a nice guy and make sure my own needs get met?” “Will she love me in the end?” “How do I know when to throw in the towel?”

The first part of this book “Partners’ Questions,” answers these and other questions drawn directly from the partners’ workshops. As you read, you’ll see that some of the answers are practical, offering suggestions, ideas, and strategies for coping with specific problems. Others are more philosophical; they ask you to examine your beliefs, values, and feelings. You’ll also find a variety of exercises you and the survivor can do together.

The questions are grouped by category: The Basics, Allies in Healing, My Needs and Feelings, Dealing with Crisis, More about Sexual Abuse, Intimacy and Communication, Sex, Family Issues, and Final Thoughts. Flip through the book and look for the headings that interest you. You can begin anywhere. There may be sections you want to share with the survivor, and other parts you want to think through on your own. You can use this book in the way that best suits your needs.

It’s important to note, however, that there are no definitive answers that hold true for every couple. Each survivor is at a different point in the healing process. Each partner has a unique history and set of needs. Where relationships are concerned, there are always more exceptions than rules. So while I can talk about ideal solutions, real life rarely fits the ideal. There is no one formula for having a successful relationship with a survivor, but the responses in this book can help you find answers that work for you.

The second part of this book, “Partners’ Stories,” explores the struggles, triumphs, and courage of eight partners. Their stories are important because of their diversity, and also because they give a human face to the concepts and ideas in this book.

Throughout the book, you’ll see quotes and stories from partners. These are drawn from the hundreds of partners I’ve met in workshops, and from the twenty-five partners I interviewed in depth for this book. The interviews provided me with a wealth of material: I couldn’t tell each person’s story in its entirety, but I’ve included portions of each. Most of the quotes you’ll see are unidentified; each one stands alone and represents one person’s experience.

ABOUT LANGUAGE

Throughout this book, the word “partner” will be used instead of “wife,” “husband,” “spouse,” or “lover” (except in the questions, where I’ve left the original language intact). Partner is a more inclusive word. It fits for all kinds of couples: married couples, unmarried couples, gay and lesbian couples.

The word “survivor” will be used to describe anyone who has survived child sexual abuse. I consciously use the word “survivor” instead of “victim” because it communicates a feeling of empowerment and possibility.

I’ve varied my use of pronouns throughout the book since both men and women are sexually abused, both men and women are partners, and both men and women abuse children. Focus on yourself and the particulars of your situation, changing pronouns as needed. That way, the shifts from “he” to “she” shouldn’t leave you feeling left out.







IF YOU ARE A SURVIVOR READING THIS BOOK…


Even though this book was written for partners, there is also a lot you can learn from it. It’s full of information about sexual abuse, strategies for coping with problem areas, guidelines for forming a healthier relationship, and exercises you can do with your partner. If you’re in a relationship, you might want to read it together. (If you’re not ready to read it at all, or only want to read the sections your partner asks you to, that’s fine too.)

Remember, however, that this book was written with the needs of partners in mind. It does not teach partners to be perfectly supportive of the survivors in their lives. Rather, it teaches them to look at themselves, pay attention to their own feelings, assert their own needs, and take care of themselves. This may or may not lead to you getting the kind of support you want or hope for.

There may be times this book will be hard for you to read. It talks a lot about the difficulties of being involved with a survivor. You will hear from partners who are angry, sick of being supportive, and tired of hearing about sexual abuse. You will meet partners who have left their relationships, or are thinking of leaving. You’ll also read stories that are hopeful and inspiring. At times, you may find yourself despairing about the relationship you’re in, or worrying that no one will ever love you.

I’d like to encourage you to assume the attitude I ask survivors to take when they sit in on a partners’ workshop. As much as you can, put aside your own needs, feelings, and desires. Think of yourself as an observer who is getting the chance to learn about things from a partner’s perspective. See this as an opportunity to step out of yourself and see that partners hurt too.

When you’re healing from sexual abuse, it’s easy to become self-absorbed; to forget that the abuse is affecting not just you but also the people you love the most. Knowing that you’re not the only one whose life has been turned upside-down is a necessary step toward becoming real allies. See if you can use this book as a way to listen. Let it form the basis of a more honest dialogue with your partner.








PART I:


PARTNERS’
QUESTIONS








THE BASICS



“This has been the year of sexual abuse. Once it started opening up, it’s been everywhere around me.”

 

“I have to keep reminding myself, ‘This isn’t personal. This is what happens when someone is healing from child sexual abuse.’”

 

“There’s a part of me that would like to have a wife who has it all together. I’d come home and she would be there, looking all refreshed, carrying a tray of cookies and milk. Instead, she comes out, looking bedraggled, and has a memory to tell me about. She’s not June Cleaver.”

 

“It’s just too big to go ‘poof’ and make it better.”




WHAT IS CHILD SEXUAL ABUSE?

What is child sexual abuse?


Child sexual abuse is a violation of power perpetrated by a person with more power over someone who is more vulnerable. This violation takes a sexual form, but it involves more than sex. It involves a breach of trust, a breaking of boundaries, and a profound violation of the survivor’s sense of self. It is a devastating and selfish crime.

The most important thing in defining child sexual abuse is the experience of the child. It takes very little for a child’s world to be devastated. A single experience can have a profound impact on a child’s life. A man sticks his hand in his daughter’s underpants, or strokes his son’s penis once, and for that child, the world is never the same again. As a partner, it’s crucial that you believe the survivor and learn about the impact abuse can have.

Child sexual abuse includes a broad range of experiences. Girls and boys are abused by fathers, mothers, stepparents, uncles, aunts, cousins, siblings, grandparents, family friends, foster parents, neighbors, teachers, Little League coaches, rabbis, ministers, religious counselors, psychiatrists and other doctors, therapists, police officers, camp counselors, neighborhood kids, and strangers. Sexual abuse can begin in infancy, childhood, or adolescence. It can be a one-time experience or something which happens repeatedly.

Some abuse is of a covert nature and doesn’t involve physical touch. A young girl is developing breasts and as she dresses in the morning, her father watches with a sexual interest, making lewd comments about her body. A young boy tries to go to the bathroom, but his mother is always in the room, asking the boy if he masturbates and how. A football coach insists on seeing his players naked before they can make the team. He makes crude, suggestive remarks about their penises. These are examples of abuse where the perpetrator does not physically touch the child. But they are traumatic nonetheless.

Children are fondled, raped, french kissed, forced to perform fellatio and cunnilingus, forced to watch sexual acts, and made to have sex with each other. Sometimes abuse is couched in “gentle” cuddling or touches; other times it is violent, coupled with beatings or torture. Ritual abuse, a particularly horrifying form of abuse, involves severe physical, sexual, and psychological abuse of children by organized groups of perpetrators. (For more on ritual and cult abuse, see page 132.)

Children both hate and love their abusers.

If you’re not familiar with some of the horrible crimes perpetrated against children, you may find it hard to believe these things. Part of working with survivors (for me) and living with a survivor (for you) is that we have to accept the fact that human beings are capable of such atrocities.

If you haven’t been abused yourself, particularly if you grew up in a “good” home, it may be difficult for you to believe that people molest, torture, and sexually abuse children. It may take time for you to fully accept the survivor’s experience. Yet it is a powerful thing to do. Being intimately involved with a survivor makes you take in more of the world. When you let yourself feel and really see the sickness in the world, you also see more of its beauty. You no longer live on the surface. You have to go deep. When you’re involved with someone who is fighting back and healing from abuse, you join in a struggle that says yes to life. As one partner told me, “If it hadn’t been for this, I never would have woken up.”


HOW’S THIS GOING TO AFFECT ME?

How is it going to affect me to be involved with a survivor?


To answer that question, you have to consider two things: where you are in your relationship and where the survivor is in terms of dealing with the abuse. If you’re already in a long-term committed relationship with a survivor, and he’s just beginning to look at issues of childhood sexual abuse, you’re in a very different position than someone who’s starting a brand-new relationship. Generally, the longer you’ve been together and the more history and commitment you’ve built, the better equipped you’ll be to deal with the stresses involved in facing the abuse. That’s not to say a new relationship with a survivor can’t work out; it’s just that it’s usually harder — there’s less of an investment in the relationship to back you up when things get tough.

If the survivor in your life is just starting to deal with the abuse, you’re probably facing years of fairly volatile change. Healing is slow, and the beginning is often the hardest. If, on the other hand, you’re with a survivor who’s been dealing with these issues for years, you’ll be able to benefit from the growth and clarity he’s already achieved.

No two survivors are alike, and only you know the inside of your particular relationship. One thing is clear, however. The more open you are to the idea of a relationship being a place in which to challenge yourself and grow, the more successful you’ll be at being involved with a survivor. (For more on coping with change in relationships, see page 48.)


POSITIVE CHARACTER TRAITS FOR PARTNERS

What are the most important characteristics for a partner of a survivor to possess?


Compassion, flexibility, resourcefulness, patience, humor, and knowledge of your own needs and limits.

When you’re intimate with someone who has been sexually abused, it’s natural to empathize with the pain, the anger, the feelings of shame and sadness; to feel outrage at the unfairness of the abuse. Compassion is the ability to enter someone else’s world, to be touched by their pain without being consumed by it. Loving a survivor means that you love someone whose suffering you cannot control and will never fully know.

Life is often topsy-turvy when a survivor begins the healing process: you need to roll with the changes, adjust your expectations, and find new ways to meet your own neglected needs. That’s where flexibility and resourcefulness come in.

Healing is slow, and the changes never seem quick enough. If you can develop an attitude of patience, while continuing to affirm your own needs and desires for your relationship, you will offer the survivor support without selling yourself short.

Humor is a necessary antidote to the heaviness of healing. Encourage the survivor to laugh, to take breaks, to have fun. If that’s impossible, find small pockets of pleasure for yourself.

You also need to know your own limits. Not everyone wants to be in an intimate relationship with someone struggling to heal from child sexual abuse. Give yourself permission to leave or to consider leaving. That way, if you stay, your commitment will resonate with the power of free choice. (See page 87 for more on the decision to stay or go.)


EFFECTS OF ABUSE

How does sexual abuse affect children once they grow up?


Sexual abuse has severe long-term effects. It’s important that you learn about these effects so you can better understand the impact they’re having on both you and the survivor. Exploring the ways abuse affects your relationship might ease some of the confusion you’re feeling right now. This isn’t to say that all the problems you’re facing are due to the fact that your partner was sexually abused as a child. You, too, bring a lifetime of history to your relationship. (For more on this, see page 56.)

Sexual abuse does not happen in a vacuum but in combination with other life experiences. The duration of the abuse, its severity, the closeness of the child to the offender, the dynamics of the family, and the presence or absence of support for the child all have a role in determining the later effects of abuse. In families where children are supported, listened to, and protected, the effects of the abuse in adulthood can be negligible. When children are discounted or further abused, the damage is made worse.

Other life factors (dealing with racism, divorce, poverty, war, disability, being an only child) and other forms of dysfunction (alcoholism, neglect, or physical abuse) all play a part in determining the way sexual abuse affects a particular child. For one child, sexual abuse is the most pervasive influence in their lives; for others, the death of a parent is much more significant. In some families, the effects of alcoholism, violence, and sexual abuse blur together.

As you learn about the effects of abuse, you will find some fit the survivor in your life, and others don’t. The survivor may be highly functional at work, but have a lot of trouble with intimacy; may be good at communication and parenting, but have problems with sex. Or she might be having trouble with everything. One partner explained, “Incest gets into every aspect of the relationship. I like to heat the plates before dinner, which seems to be a semi-normal thing to do. We’ve had fights about it because her perpetrator did that. She says, ‘I can’t stand it when someone warms the plates.’”

As you learn about the long-term effects of abuse, you may feel helpless, frustrated, or depressed by the recognition that so many of the struggles you face as a couple echo back to the abuse. Take your time as you read through the next few pages. If you’re not familiar with the dynamics of sexual abuse, you may be shocked at how much of an influence they have had on your own life. Pay particular attention to the sections on intimate relationships and sexuality. These are likely to be the areas in which the survivor’s history will have the greatest impact on you.

SELF-ESTEEM

What Happens in Childhood

The child’s boundaries are violated. He loses any sense of control and gets the message he’s not valued. He’s humiliated and his real needs are ignored. He’s isolated from family members and peers. In many cases, the child is blamed for the abuse, told he’s crazy or making up lies. The child’s reality and sense of the world are greatly distorted.

What This Means in Adulthood

Adult survivors believe the abuse was their fault, that they’re not worth much, and that somehow they’re different than other people. Survivors say things like: “It’s as if everyone else is on the other side of this glass wall living real, normal lives. And I’m over here on this side of the glass all by myself. I feel like I’m from another planet.” Or, “If you ever really knew me, you wouldn’t want to know me.” The survivor often feels there’s something bad, wrong, or dirty at his core. The sense of shame and self-loathing survivors feel is often hidden, but extremely deep. This self-hate is often expressed in two ways: the survivor tries to be perfect or good on the outside to make up for bad feelings on the inside and/or he acts out self-destructive feelings through suicidal feelings or suicide attempts, intentional self-injury, overindulgence in drugs, food, alcohol, unsafe sex or seeking out dangerous people or situations. Self-hate also shows up in more subtle ways. The survivor sabotages himself right before he achieves success or makes a commitment to a healthy relationship.

The survivor may also not know how to protect himself, how to pay attention to his own instincts, feelings, or inner voice. He doesn’t believe he deserves to be treated with respect or caring. The predominant feeling in his life is one of powerlessness. This can lead him into dangerous situations or associations with people who hurt him further.

FEELINGS

What Happens in Childhood

Abuse manipulates and twists a child’s natural sense of trust and love. Her innocent feelings are belittled or mocked, and she learns to ignore her feelings. She can’t afford to feel the full range of feelings in her body while she’s being abused — pain, outrage, hate, vengeance, confusion, arousal. So she short-circuits them and goes numb. For many children, any expression of feelings, even a single tear, is cause for more severe abuse. Again, the only recourse is to shut down. Feelings go underground.

What This Means in Adulthood

Adult survivors are often unaware of their feelings or only express feelings inappropriately. They get stuck on a particular emotion (like anger or sadness) and are unable to feel anything else. Because they don’t value their feelings, they say things like “I wouldn’t know a feeling if I fell over one,” or “Feelings? They’re such a bother.” Emotions become scary and the survivor worries about losing control: “If I ever let myself get angry, I’d kill someone.” “If I ever let myself cry, I’d never stop crying.”

Yet we all have feelings. Whether we’re aware of them or not, they exist. When survivors repress their feelings, they experience depression, nightmares, panic attacks, and sometimes become abusive themselves.


For many survivors, “good” feelings — contentment, happiness, pleasure, joy — are particularly frightening. Whenever things were calm or felt good at home as a child, disaster was sure to follow.

BODY AWARENESS

What Happens in Childhood

When a child is abused, the conflicting sensations he experiences (pain, anger, humiliation, arousal) are too much for him. Rather than give the abuser the satisfaction of seeing his body react, the child shuts down and “leaves” his body. As a result, survivors often describe their abuse as if they’re watching a movie: “It was like I was up on the ceiling looking down at these things happening to some other child. I couldn’t feel a thing.”

What This Means in Adulthood

As adults, survivors are often extremely disconnected from their bodies, living only “from the neck up.” “I thought of myself as a giant brain,” one woman told me. “Body?” one man asked. “What body?” Many survivors hate their bodies and either ignore or abuse them. Others compensate for the “betrayal of their body” through excessive working out, weight training, and exercise, in an attempt to make their bodies so strong that no one can ever hurt them again.

Dissociation (splitting off from the self) becomes automatic for many survivors. When he’s upset, threatened, or sexually aroused, the survivor checks out. When this happens, you get the eerie feeling that you’re with him but really all alone. It’s almost as if no one is at home. No one is. The survivor has taken his attention away. Only his body is left behind. (For more on the continuum of dissociation, see page 136.)


INTIMACY

What Happens in Childhood

Abused children receive confusing messages about sex and love, trust and betrayal. The abuser often says, “I’m doing this because I love you,” and then proceeds to hurt the child. The child learns she can’t trust the people she loves, and that she doesn’t have a choice about being close to someone else; people take what they want, regardless. Love becomes a dangerous force, wrought with confusion, pain, and violation.

What This Means in Adulthood

Most adult survivors struggle with the issue of trust — either trusting inappropriately or not trusting at all. Many are severely isolated and scared of being close. Relationships that combine love and sex are fraught with confusion and dangers. Instead of love feeling like love — safe, warm, and positive — for the survivor, it feels like potential annihilation. When you say “I love you” to a survivor, you can never be sure of the response you’re going to get.

Survivors often develop an exaggerated need for control in their adult relationships. It’s the only way they feel safe. They also struggle with commitment — saying yes in a relationship means being trapped in yet another family situation where abuse might take place. So the survivor panics as your relationship gets closer, certain that something terrible is going to happen. She pulls away, rejects you, or tests you all the time. (For more, see “Intimacy and Communication” on page 142.)

SEXUALITY

What Happens in Childhood

When a child is sexually abused, his normal sexual development is cut short. He’s forced to be sexual on an adult’s timetable. He doesn’t get to feel his own desire, sexual orientation, or interest. Nor does he get the chance to explore sex in an age-appropriate way. He learns that desire (the abuser’s desire, is a scary, out-of-control force. The child’s first experiences of sexual arousal are linked with shame, disgust, pain, and humiliation. This makes for powerful imprinting. If the abuse was linked with affection and nurturing, the child grows up confused about the difference between affection and sex, intimacy and intrusion.

What This Means in Adulthood

Many survivors are celibate, choose partners who don’t want sex, or find other creative ways to avoid having a full sexual life. Survivors are often scared of sex, think it’s basically “dirty,” or see it as an obligation they must perform. The survivor forces himself to “go through the motions,” even though he’s numb, absent, or in a panic.

Violent or abusive fantasies may arouse the survivor, and this can cause deep shame. Other times, he may experience flashbacks to the abuse, in which he can’t differentiate between you, his partner today, and the abuser. Sex becomes a mine field full of painful associations and memories.

Other survivors act out sexually and become promiscuous. The survivor was told he was only good for sex, and he fulfills that legacy, sometimes with a disregard for his own safety. His sense of well-being and self-esteem gets hooked up with sexual desirability. Sex becomes the primary way he feels connected and cared for. Never having learned how to say no to sex, he takes the position, “If someone wants me, of course I have sex with them.” Sex becomes a source of power, a way to manipulate, to gain control. (For more on sexual issues, see “Sex” on page 176.)

THE SURVIVOR’S FAMILY

What Happens in Childhood

Incest and sexual abuse take place in an environment of secrecy, lies, and silence. When abuse takes place within a family, the child learns that her family is a dangerous place where people hurt each other. She learns that her parents will not protect her, and in fact, may be the source of her pain. Usually, she is isolated from other family members, and her peers as well. Often she is blamed for her family’s troubles.

What This Means in Adulthood

If the survivor’s abuse took place in her family, relationships with her family are likely to be strained. The essential mistrust, silence, and abuse of power that existed in her family are probably still there. The abuse may still be a secret and the abuser may still be at it: ruining the lives of the next generation. This means, quite literally, that your children may be at risk. (See page 224 for a clearer warning about the dangers.)

The survivor is unlikely to get support from her family in dealing with abuse that took place within the family. She may be the family scapegoat, rejected or blamed for the problems in the family. This may leave her feeling crazy, depressed, or invalidated when she has contact with her family. (For more on family issues, see page 211.)

PARENTING

What Happens in Childhood

When a child is abused in his own home, he lacks positive role models for parenting. Instead, he sees parenting that is punitive, harsh, and often abusive. Often he is told he is doomed to repeat the cycle of abuse.

What This Means in Adulthood

Because of the prevalent (and false) myth that all abused children go on to abuse children, many survivors are afraid to become parents. When survivors haven’t faced their own abuse, they sometimes abuse or fail to protect their own children. Most survivor-parents, however, become fierce protectors. Like the rest of us, survivors can make conscious, often painful efforts to be better parents: learning to set healthy boundaries and limits, communicate respectfully, and build their children’s self-esteem. It’s harder to do these things when no one did them for you, yet many survivors overcome the limitations of their parents and do a better job with their own children. (See page 234 for more on Parenting.)

WORK

What Happens in Childhood

A child who is being abused has little time to explore her interests or talents. Her education is often spotty. In her family, she is isolated and left to cope on her own; she has little chance to learn about cooperation and working as part of a team.

What This Means in Adulthood

Many adult survivors are confused about the kind of work they want to do. The survivor may have unrealistic job goals or keep trying to fulfill her family’s ideas about the work she should (or shouldn’t) be doing. Suffering from a lack of self-confidence, the survivor may have trouble making decisions and may consistently settle for less than she’s capable of.

The workplace often mirrors family life; many survivors end up in jobs where the dynamics are similar to their families of origin. This can translate into difficulties with co-workers, personality conflicts, problems with bosses and other authority figures, or an overall feeling of being trapped. Survivors on the job are particularly prone to exploitation.

Some survivors use achievement as a way to compensate for deep feelings of inadequacy. The survivor’s skills at controlling things and solving problems help her to succeed in the workplace. She works harder than anyone else; no task is too difficult. She becomes a prized worker and a workaholic. The rest of her life suffers accordingly.

As you’ve read through this list of effects, you may have grown increasingly overwhelmed. Or you may feel relieved, because so much more of your experience with the survivor makes sense. You may feel angry about the abuse or feel hopeless at the enormity of the problem.

You may have also recognized some of the effects of abuse in your own life. If you were neglected or abused as a child, you may be realizing that those early experiences had more of an effect on you than you previously thought. Other kinds of traumas (war, for instance) can produce many of the effects listed above; but you may also find yourself wondering if there’s something from your past you’ve overlooked or forgotten. (See page 56 for more on exploring your own history).

If both you and your partner have been abused, you may have seen both similarities and differences in the ways the abuse affected you. The places your problems dovetail are probably the places you’ll experience the most conflict and the greatest potential for growth. (See “Survivor-Survivor Relationships” on page 58 for more.)

The most important thing to say about the effects of abuse is that most of them can be reversed or mitigated to a large degree. Overcoming the limiting effects of abuse is one of the primary reasons the survivor is facing the abuse to begin with. With a solid commitment to healing and good support, tremendous change is possible. The effects of abuse do not have to last forever.


HOW LONG DOES IT TAKE TO HEAL?

What percentage of survivors can be healed, and what is the average time period for healing?


Under proper conditions, one hundred percent of survivors can heal. Survivors are like seedlings. With proper conditions — light, air, warmth, food, and water — plants grow. Survivors are the same way. When their desire to heal is met with information, skilled support, and a safe environment, they begin to grow in ways they never dreamed possible. The sad thing is that not all survivors have access to these conditions. Many are still being abused, don’t have access to information or support, and are still terribly isolated. Some have tried to get help only to be reabused by the people who were supposed to be there to help them. Others don’t want to change or don’t believe they can. Hopefully, resources and information will continue to grow, services will become increasingly affordable, and more and more survivors will be in a position where they have the support necessary to heal.

I could not work with survivors if I thought that the damage from child sexual abuse was irreparable. I deeply believe that survivors can overcome the damage of abuse. It’s difficult and slow, but it’s possible.

“How long?” is one of the most heartfelt questions I hear. Survivors want to know, and you want to know, too: “How much longer do I have to live this way? If I hang in here, will it be worth it to me? Will there be a time when I will get more of what I need in this relationship? Is there hope for the person I love?”

The only answer I can give to the question “How long?” is that healing takes a long time. If you’re with someone who’s commited and active in her healing, things will continue to change, and over time, improve. But there is no time frame I can give you. I can’t say, “Well, this crisis period will last another year and then she’ll be ready to deal with sex.” I can only say that very little will stay the same for long. You won’t be dealing with the same crisis in the same way two years from now. You may be facing a different kind of crisis, or the same kind of crisis with better strategies, or you may be experiencing a period of calm and closeness where abuse has faded from center stage. It’s hard to predict. Sometimes things get worse before they get better, but if you hang in there over the long haul, gradually they change for the better. Life begins to be about all of life, not just about the impediments.

People always ask me, “Are you healed?” I can’t answer yes to that question because I don’t believe there’s a finish line. But I do know if I sat down and read the voluminous journals I kept during the first couple of years after I remembered my abuse, it would be like reading about someone else’s life. I would find little resemblance between the suffering I was experiencing then to my life today. The immensity of my pain and my need to focus on it exclusively would be hard for me to relate to. I would vaguely remember feeling that way, I would be able to say, “Yes, I needed to do that,” but the pain itself would seem kind of dim and far away. I’m glad. Healing was a way to get through the pain to something else. I didn’t want to hurt forever. I wanted to move on — and I have.

Healing is definitely possible. Seven years ago, when things were at their worst for me, there were times I wanted to give up or wished I was dead. As far as I could tell, my life was always going to be this way. Pain created more pain. I couldn’t see a way out. I remember thinking I would never have a moment when I wasn’t absorbed in child sexual abuse, obsessed with my own healing, or yanked out of the present to remember some atrocity.

I was wrong. I have a life now. It’s not a perfect life, but it’s a good one. It has integrity and joy and moments of real pleasure. I’m not always happy, but I am rooted in the present. I’m no longer sentenced to play out the past, over and over again. It’s been worth it to heal. It continues to be worth it.

I’ve accepted the fact that I will be dealing with issues connected to my abuse for the rest of my life. Not always, but sometimes. When I take on a new challenge or go deeper with someone I love, I will see new wrinkles, new ways that the abuse tore at my spirit. But I have the skills, knowledge, and support to deal with it. It doesn’t have to stop my life. Abuse no longer diminishes me or robs me of my right to a life in the present. I’m not damaged; I’m a whole person.

Any survivor can make it to this place. There is nothing extraordinary about me that doesn’t exist in every other human being. I had the desire. I was lucky enough to get the support. I made the commitment and I followed through. It’s taken years, but it’s been worth it.


As a partner, you can provide a backbone of support and safety for the survivor you love. You can hold out the belief that it’s possible. If the rest of us do our part — making support services for survivors affordable, accessible, and widespread — the pieces will be in place. Healing will become an empowering revolution and not just a privilege of the few.


THE HEALING PROCESS

What does it take to overcome the effects of abuse?


Healing takes hard work, determination, and time. Although every survivor heals in a different way, there are certain common stages survivors go through as they work to overcome the effects of abuse in their lives. These stages make up “the healing process.”1

The healing process is best described as a spiral. Survivors go through the stages once, sometimes many times; sometimes in one order, sometimes in another. Each time they hit a stage again, they move up the spiral: they can integrate new information and a broader range of feelings, utilize more resources, take better care of themselves, and make deeper changes.

THE DECISION TO HEAL

The survivor is ready to face the abuse and explore the impact it’s had on her life. She makes an active commitment to heal: to find help, seek the truth, face the unknown, make changes, and feel the feelings necessary to resolve the pain. She renews this commitment again and again as she faces new challenges and deeper levels of pain.

Being with a survivor who’s made the decision to heal means you’ll be dealing with sexual abuse for some time in your relationship. Keep reading. You’ll learn more about what you can expect and what you’ll need to do to take care of yourself.

THE EMERGENCY STAGE

When a survivor first remembers his abuse or decides to heal, he often (but not always) goes through the emergency stage, a period of crisis in which he, and often you by extension, is immersed in dealing with sexual abuse. The characteristics of the emergency stage (length, intensity, kinds of crisis) vary from survivor to survivor, but the core of it is this: the survivor is obsessed with sexual abuse and finds it difficult to think, talk, or pay attention to anything else.

The survivor’s task during the emergency stage is to gradually integrate the terrible reality that he was sexually abused. Survivors are frequently bombarded with memories, uncontrollable feelings, and deep, wrenching pain. They’re reliving the painful feelings and sensations they felt at the time they were abused. The intensity of the experience overshadows everything else in their lives. Survivors often have trouble working, living, even taking care of themselves on the most basic level during the emergency stage. They may act out self-destructive urges or feel suicidal. As a partner, dealing with a survivor in the emergency stage can be terrifying. Turn to page 91 for help dealing with times of crisis.

REMEMBERING

Some survivors have always remembered what happened to them; others begin to suspect later in their lives that they were abused. For survivors who’ve always remembered the abuse, remembering involves delving into the feelings they had, looking at the effects, and acknowledging the damage in their lives. For survivors who forgot the abuse entirely, remembering involves putting together recollections, bits of memory, body sensations, physical responses to other people’s stories, conversations with family members, and other clues to get a sense of the abuse. Some survivors go through periods of intense flashbacks, where they relive and rewitness aspects of the abuse. Others never recover clear memories, but nonetheless, find ways to piece the puzzle together.

As a partner, you may be deeply involved in the survivor’s process of recovering memories (see “Noah’s Story” on page 258) or you may choose to stay more separate (see “Virginia’s Story” on page 293). But however you work things out with the survivor, you will still be affected. Her pain, anguish, and grief at remembering will spill out onto your life together. (For more on memories and flashbacks, see pages 115, 118, and 187.)


BELIEVING IT HAPPENED

Many survivors struggle to believe the abuse happened. They don’t want to believe it. It’s too painful to think about. They don’t want to accuse family members or face the terrible loss involved in realizing “a loved one” hurt them; they don’t want to rock the boat. Many survivors were told they were crazy or liars for so long, they don’t trust themselves. “I must be making this up,” one man said. “I always did have a vivid imagination.” Others struggle to believe the abuse took place because their memories are sketchy or incomplete. For all of these reasons, it is difficult for survivors to consistently accept and believe that the abuse took place.

Often, the survivor’s ability to hold his belief comes and goes. Ellen Bass describes it like this: “When the survivor believes the abuse, he feels pain, terror, and anguish. When he doesn’t believe it, he feels intense self-hatred for ‘making it up.’ He often flips back and forth between the two, until, eventually, the pain of dealing with the abuse becomes preferable to the intense feelings of self-hate.”

Survivors aren’t the only ones who struggle to believe the abuse took place. Partners often have a hard time grappling with the reality of abuse. If you’re having trouble believing the survivor, turn to page 51 for more on handling these feelings.

BREAKING SILENCE

Abuse takes place in an environment of secrecy and silence. In order to heal, it’s critical for survivors to talk about their abuse. The survivor can tell one person or a thousand, but the crucial thing is for her to let the secret out and to share the truth of her experience with at least one caring, loving, responsive listener. Otherwise, she continues to live with the horror of the experience alone.

Breaking silence can involve finding a therapist, joining a support group, telling friends, or letting you know about her childhood experiences. Initially, telling is scary; many survivors say things like “I’ll die if I tell,” or “She’ll come and get me if I tell.” After a while, though, survivors become more comfortable talking about the abuse. Sometimes, in fact, they go through a stage where they want to tell everyone. I did that for a time: “Hello, my name is Laura Davis. I’m happy to meet you and did you know I was an incest survivor?”

For some survivors, breaking silence becomes more than just a personal step in their healing journey. It becomes a political commitment. They choose to speak out publicly as a way of fighting back against abuse. Survivors have organized art shows, rallies, marches, speak-outs, conferences, media events, and information networks. These are all empowering, effective ways of breaking the silence.

As a partner, you will have to confront

UNDERSTANDING IT WASN’T THEIR FAULT






GETTING IN TOUCH WITH THE INNER CHILD



GRIEVING AND MOURNING




ANGER



CONFRONTING THE ABUSER



RESOLUTION AND MOVING ON




SELF-ABSORPTION

Is the survivor aware of her partner’s pain?















SUPPORT GROUPS

Is there anyone else here from Duluth?









EVERYONE HAS PAIN

Sometimes I feel like she’s joined this club and I’m not qualified to be a member. I feel left out and it’s kind of lonely sometimes.
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