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Would you like to have a relationship but do you find that your partner always withdraws? Do you keep falling in love with someone who is already taken? Or do you have the tendency to keep the other person at a distance, just as they are beginning to develop feelings for you? If you keep ending up in situations like this, you might recognize the dance of pursuit and withdrawal. You’re not the only one! The fundamental conflict between our need for intimacy and our need for freedom creates this game of pursuit and withdrawal, of attracting and repelling. It imprisons us in destructive dependency relationships.

This book explains why people with fear of abandonment attract people with fear of commitment. With great clarity and openness Hannah Cuppen offers insight and shows which steps you can take towards greater self-esteem, self-love and connection. If you want to stop your ‘love phobic‘ dance and become available for love again, this book will show you the way.


Love Phobia is a masterpiece! It is one of the most insightful and helpful books on love I have read. I recommend it to you wholeheartedly. 

Robert Holden, author of Loveability and Finding Love Everywhere

A book by a woman with the courage to understand her own dance of commitment and abandonment. In  Love Phobia Hannah Cuppen draws candidly on her own experiences to make sense of those of others. A seasoned practitioner who shares her own experiences with her clients and readers and talks openly about the age-old theme of human relationships. 

Wibe Veenbaas, Phoenix Opleidingen

It’s rare to see professional expertise combined with self-revelation and a love of the nuances of language. 

Margriet Wentink, Interakt, Institute of Multigenerational Psychotraumatology
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As humans, we’re driven by a need for love. We want to love and be loved. For some love is near, for others it feels distant, and for others still love seems unattainable. If we can’t open our hearts to love, there’s usually an underlying reason. Somewhere along the way we’ve been hurt, death has broken into our hearts, loss has left indelible scars, our dreams have made way for sorrow and we’ve been left clinging to fantasies about love. We’ve taught ourselves to deal with this sad reality and learned to hide our feelings of longing and loss. In life, love can hurt us more than anything else. However great our desire to find love might be, we have become fearful and we’ve learned a dance that keeps love at a distance, instead of bringing it closer. We’ve lost ourselves in this dance, and to change this we must start with our own steps. 

 

 

Hannah Cuppen
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Pursual and withdrawal is a dance I’m intimately familiar with. I was brought up with it. It has marked all of my relationships, even my earliest crushes in primary school. Whenever I fancied a boy he wouldn’t respond; but as soon as I’d let go of my feelings, he’d fall in love with me. Little did I know then that this was to become a central theme in my life. I only realised this much later. At first glance it appeared as though my relationships followed the same course as everybody else’s. In hindsight, however, I’ve learned to recognise the many faces of my fear of abandonment and to understand how it’s hidden deep beneath the surface of love — like a hunter lying in wait to ambush love — just when this budding feeling takes a few tentative steps closer, like a vulnerable, wide-eyed deer. Before my love had any real chance, it would often be rudely shattered. I’ve learned that love isn’t simply there for the taking but tied in with fear. This is something I grew up believing, not because anyone taught me this, but because it worked out that way. 

I always fell for men who, for whatever reason, were unavailable. I was drawn to them like a magnet. The men I fell in love with were either already in a relationship or they were too scared to start one. When men fell for me, I did everything I could to sabotage the love. And so the dance of pursuing and withdrawing became my life, and love was left without a chance. 

The more I began to see my own fear of abandonment and fear of commitment, the more I recognised the function of these interacting poles in other people’s relationships. With this new, but well-developed sense I often ‘know’ instantly when the twin fears of abandonment and commitment ruin relationships. I see it happening all around me: the interaction of these two poles, which I refer to as a ‘dynamic’, follows an unmistakable pattern. It’s almost a law of nature. No matter how badly people want to change, this invisible hunter is always there, ready to kill love. 

Having gained a clear insight into this dynamic, I wrote an article in 2010 about ‘abandonment and intimacy’ which dealt with how these two fears interact. Judging by the numerous reactions I received, it struck a chord with many, and one of the most common questions I received was how to deal with this complex issue. In this book I want to answer this and other queries and explain the many, often invisible, layers of the dynamic. 

This book looks at the ways in which we have unwittingly learned to keep love at bay for fear of losing it. We tell ourselves that as long as we don’t connect, we won’t be abandoned either. As a consequence the old pattern is repeatedly reinforced and we miss out on the love we so crave. 

I hope this book will help you recognise the pattern of pursual and withdrawal and show you how to break it. By sharing the insights I’ve acquired, I want to give you the tools and the support you need to set yourself free from this dynamic so that you can embark on relationships that are less likely to cause pain and have a stronger foundation of trust and self-love. 

Above all, I hope that this book will contribute to greater recognition, understanding and acceptance of people who have difficulties truly connecting. It can be comforting to know that you’re not the only one struggling with these issues. Many people are, to a greater or lesser degree, afraid of establishing a true intimate connection. And these are not just people who aren’t in a relationship. Many people who do have a partner, and perhaps have lived with them for many years, may have developed strategies to make themselves and each other feel secure, however unsatisfying or even destructive those may be. Take a good look around and you’ll see that you’re not the only one. 

This book is built on many years of self-examination, on my work as a therapist and on the stories and experiences of the many people who were willing to share them with me (and whose names have been altered to protect their privacy). The interviews I conducted give this book a wealth of authentic, practical examples, as does the inclusion of my own experiences. I felt it was important to illustrate how I too have danced the dance in my life. 

Because the different elements of the dynamic are not gender-specific, ‘he’ and ‘she’ are interchangeable throughout the text. I would also add here that the dynamic is not found exclusively in heterosexual relationships, it can be found in all forms of relationships regardless of sexual preferences. 

This book is my brainchild. It’s my way of passing on life. By bringing fear of abandonment and fear of commitment out of the shadow and into the light, I hope to help all those who struggle with these issues. I invite you on a journey into the love-phobic dance, so that ultimately you can let more love into your life. 
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PART 1

The dance of pursuing and withdrawing
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THE MYSTERY OF LOVE

For one human being to love another: that is perhaps the most difficult of all our tasks, the ultimate, the last test and proof, the work for which all other work is but preparation. 

R.M. Rilke1

 

[image: images]

 

In Part 1 I describe all the aspects of a fear-based love dance and its steps. By the end of this first part you’ll know whether you are love-phobic and what part you play in the dynamic. You’ll know the difference between fear of abandonment and fear of commitment and understand how the two sides of the dance – pursual and withdrawal – interact. 
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Are you love-phobic? 
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‘Love-phobic’ isn’t a term used to refer to people who have failed in life; on the contrary, it often applies to people who are extremely successful in many areas of their lives. But when it comes to matters of the heart, they keep repeating the same patterns: love either never lasts or it never leads to the desired relationship. If you feel like love always seems to slip through your fingers, and you suspect that there might be a pattern behind this, then there’s a fairly good chance that you’re love-phobic. Do you fall in love quite often but find your love is usually unrequited? Or do you not fall very easily, but when you do it’s for the wrong person, for someone who’s unavailable, already in a relationship or incapable of emotional intimacy for some other reason? Do you have an image of what your ideal partner should look like? Do you never get beyond short-lived relationships or do you bolt as soon as a real connection is on the cards? If so, then it looks like you are love-phobic. 

Alternatively, you may be in a relationship but not experiencing the reciprocity you long for. You’re lacking true intimacy or closeness. Often the partners in such a relationship behave more like a brother and sister. They may be best mates and effective managers of their family, but the intimacy you would expect in a romantic partnership is nowhere to be found. These two create distance by living side by side while pursuing completely different interests, for instance, or by losing themselves in work, sports or their devices. When intimacy becomes all but non-existent, they sneak out of the back door and reach out to others. Those others may or may not be in a relationship of their own and have similarly seen the intimacy dry up. 

You may ask yourself why it’s always your predicament to have a partner who refuses to commit to a real connection or closeness. You tend to put all your time and energy into making your relationship work, but sooner or later you find yourself beating a dead horse. It takes courage to ask yourself whether you have a problem allowing true intimacy into your life. The strong urge to connect with another person, one who deflects your attempts, could be an unconscious way of camouflaging your own fears. This unconscious fear is like a saboteur who keeps manoeuvring you into the same painful role. 

If you struggle with intimacy, you often have a strong desire to maintain your single lifestyle, your freedom and independence. You probably need space, both in and out of romantic relationships. You won’t easily settle down or truly connect but keep searching for the ‘perfect’ partner — someone who doesn’t actually exist. 

Of course, there could also be genuine reasons why you might be afraid to commit or why you want to end a relationship. For example, you may have a strong wish to have children while your partner doesn’t, or you may feel that your personal development is being stifled or that you have nothing left to say to each other. These are legitimate reasons. What this book is about is the recurring pattern of being unable to connect because fear keeps eclipsing love. This fear manifests in varying degrees of severity. Some people are able to embark on a long-term relationship and develop coping mechanisms that mask their discomfort and commitment-phobia. And for others, the mere thought of an intimate relationship causes anxiety. They may be so overcome by fear at the first signs of love that a crush is never given the chance to get off the ground. In their bestseller He’s Scared, She’s Scared,  Julia Sokol and Steven Carter define commitment-phobia as ‘a claustrophobic reaction to being in a relationship’.2

In short, ‘love-phobic’ applies to people who are looking for a partner, but who are unable to enter into a long-term, close and reciprocal relationship for fear of intimacy. And it also applies to people who already are in a relationship, but without the desired level of intimacy and genuine connection. If this happens too often and it becomes a pattern, it’s time to accept that it is more than a coincidence. Until you understand how this conflict plays out, you run the risk of falling into the same trap again and again and you will continue to attract relationships that revolve around pursuing and then withdrawing from love. 
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The dance steps
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A true love dance is everlasting. A love-phobic dance usually isn’t. The dance of pursual and withdrawal has a clear beginning and end and its rhythm is determined by different phases. In their book He’s Scared, She’s Scared,  Steven Carter and Julia Sokol described five stages that embody the love-phobic dance.3 Inspired by their work, I will illustrate these phases based on my own personal history. My experiences, however, are just a couple of variations on these phases, and they can range from fairly subtle to more explicit. The idea is to visualise the steps of the dance and in doing so reveal its distinctive pattern. In later chapters I will analyse this pattern in more detail to show you its structure and the role[s] both partners play. 

PHASE 1: THE OPENING

The opening phase of the dance revolves around pursuing and seducing. The man who fears commitment will do everything he can to win the other over. In this phase he appears to be capable of ignoring his fears, sending signals to the other that suggest he has special feelings and might even be open to a relationship. He enters an intense phase of seduction, romance and excitement with the sole purpose of conquering the other. Likewise, the woman who fears abandonment goes all in and denies any signs her body might be giving her that cast doubt on the other’s availability. She opens up completely, beyond any fear, and completely surrenders herself. This is the phase when love is most blind; both only see the perfect other and entertain their own fantasies of the future. They draw on this same fantasy to explain away any potential obstacles. The intimacy is intense, and it looks as if the man who fears commitment is giving all of the love he’s saved up, something he isn’t normally open to. The woman with fear of abandonment experiences this overwhelming love as confirmation that she has found ‘the one’ and that at long last she will get her heart’s desire. Fantasy is shielding them both from their fears, which don’t seem to exist in this phase. 

▶   I’ve noticed him looking at me for a while now. He intrigues me, although I can’t say why. I feel a magnetic pull and I can’t keep my eyes off him. The whole evening we’ve been circling each other, until a female friend breaks the ice for us and introduces us. Pressed up against each other by a throng of people and the deafening music, we share the most intense thing that’s ever happened to us, and it turns out it’s something we have in common. It creates a bond, as if we’ve known each other for ever. Although he joins his mates again after a while, something inside me can’t let go of him. That evening I give myself to him without reservations, and the result is an infatuation the likes of which I haven’t experienced before. Somewhere in the back of my mind I hear a little voice whispering that there may be a catch, but I completely ignore it. I allow myself to be carried away by the intoxication of a crush with its seductive message: ‘It’s possible after all, the time of unattainable love is over, here’s the man with whom you’ll live happily ever after.’ And that’s what I want to hear. 

PHASE 2: INCOMPATIBLE STEPS

The next phase commences when the man who fears commitment realises that he has achieved his goal: he’s made his conquest and she’s beginning to have expectations about a relationship or a shared future. This is where fantasy starts to make way for reality. Fear starts to replace love and the first bout of panic occurs. He asks himself all kinds of questions: do I want this, do I love her, and what exactly is ‘loving’? With each answer he becomes more and more entangled in his circular thinking. The man is overcome with doubt and starts to withdraw. He does so by creating distance and by sending mixed messages. So begins the game of push and pull: closeness must be followed by enough distance, so the other person can’t come too near. 

The woman who fears abandonment doesn’t react by also withdrawing, which would make sense. Instead, she tries to intensify their contact and does everything she can to make him feel closer. Her heightened insecurity drives her to draw him in in an attempt to receive affirmation from the other person. She doesn’t wait for him to emerge from behind his wall, but takes the initiative so as not to acknowledge that that’s exactly what he’s failing to do. This phase can last anywhere between a few weeks and several years. 

▶   While I’m riding the wave of infatuation, I’m cruelly brought back to earth when after a few weeks I receive a dismissive text message from him, telling me that he fancies my best friend. My heart shuts down. Looking at the intensity of our feelings, I don’t understand; surely, he hadn’t been pretending? But on the other hand, I do understand. I’m a threat because I’m available. I can see through the game and to my great disappointment I realise that I’ve become caught up in it again. I tell him I know what he’s up to and that I’m stepping back, because I don’t want to play this game anymore. I will no longer waste years on something that doesn’t lead to anything — I’m making progress. But I underestimate the dynamic. My resolve was clearly a decision made by my head. Somewhere deep inside of me something has been ignited and it has a mind of its own. When I see him again, he mobilises all his most charming ways to tell me how much he regrets his text message. ‘You’re on to me,’ he whispers, ‘you get it and I really do have feelings for you, but I’m just scared.’ 
The inner voice that says, ‘You see, I knew it, he does have feelings for me’, pushes itself to the foreground with surprising cheeriness. I feel flattered and reassured by his positive outpouring. Although I make a concerted effort to express my anger, he skilfully neutralises it by readily professing his guilt and remorse. After an intense inner struggle I ultimately fall back into my old pattern. Once again we’re completely into each other. The attraction, which seems to be entirely out of this world, has triumphed over my common sense. We haven’t seen the last of this yet. 

During this phase of pull and push, the roles are constantly reversed. The increasing distance becomes more and more painful for the woman with fear of abandonment. For her, the downsides of this distance outweigh the benefits of the closeness. She’s beginning to wonder where her own boundaries and needs come in. She tries to gain more control over the situation. 

▶   One evening we bump into each other again. He says he’s been meaning to phone to ask how I’m doing. But he never got around to it — same old story. I’ve heard this one before. It’s becoming abundantly clear that it’s all words and no actions with him. We flirt and sparks fly, but what others don’t see is the distance when we’re not together: he doesn’t get in touch when we’re apart. Whenever we meet the attraction is all-consuming and I enjoy it, but I’ve become too familiar with the emptiness that follows. I don’t wait for closing time to tell him that I’m going home. He looks at me to see if I’m serious. ‘Yes, I mean it,’ I say and leave. Later that night he calls me and asks if he can come over. ‘No,’ I say, ‘my heart can’t handle being allowed to come close to you and then being rejected again.’ ‘No heart can endure that,’ he says, and with that my confusion is complete. ‘But that’s what you do.’ I stand my ground. ‘You stop texting, you say you don’t want a relationship and that you don’t feel enough for me, so I’m better off protecting myself.’ Despite his kind words, which give me a brief glimpse into his actual vulnerability and are a last attempt to persuade me, I stick to my guns. However badly I’d like us to be together now, I manage to resist and to take his words more seriously this time than my desire to be with him. I have risen above myself. It feels great! 

As soon as the man who fears commitment feels that he’s no longer in control and runs the risk of losing the other person, he switches position. The distance he’d created has become too big and now he has to do everything in his power to pull his lover back towards him. The woman who fears abandonment now feels that he does want her, which provides her with the affirmation that she’s loved after all. His avoidance made her doubt his love for her, but now that he’s making overtures again her hope that he has genuine feelings is rekindled. Both are reassured. They can dance again, each in their familiar role. 

▶   It lasts exactly a week. For days I bask in the power of prioritising myself. But somewhere along the way the fear of losing him for good rears its head and it’s more than a match for my burgeoning strength. When he persists and redoubles his efforts to be with me, I ultimately find myself unable to resist. When he tells me how pleased he is I cave in again, because deep down I want nothing more than this. He even goes as far as telling me that he’s in love with me. I quietly sweep my desire for a relationship under the carpet so as not to jeopardise these wonderful moments. Something is better than nothing! 

PHASE 3: THE DANCE IS NEARLY DONE

Too much closeness revives the man’s fear: he feels trapped by her claim on him. He sees her possessive behaviour and her expectations as an encroachment on his space and freedom, which in turn triggers his fear. He deals with this anxiety, which is often felt very physically, by behaving distantly and selfishly. He’s now fully focused on creating enough distance to feel safe. And when that’s not effective, he won’t shy away from hostility or infidelity as a way to keep her at arm’s length. His motto: pack up and clear off, by whatever means necessary. 

The woman with a fear of abandonment develops a blind spot for the distance her partner is creating, which results in her laying an even stronger claim on him. She has a tendency to shift her boundaries out of fear he will otherwise sever all contact. In order to avoid a definitive break, these constant adjustments can be far-reaching. Her motto: I won’t let you go that easily. 

▶   However nice our intimate moments together are, in company I feel a latent, but heightened sense of alertness, a feeling of discomfort, an unfamiliar jealousy, a suspicion that any moment he could choose someone else. Not without reason, it turns out. We’re in a pub together and we click the way two people in love do. Then a group of women enter. His attention is drawn to them, but the feeling between us is so strong that I’m not worried at all. Till I see him go over to the women and strike up a conversation with one of them. The longer he talks to her, the more the line between us weakens. Now he’s completely focused on her. As this continues, I feel a queasy anxiety surface and decide to head to another pub with a female friend so as not to have to witness this ‘innocent’ chat. But my mind remains in the café, with him. After thirty minutes, I feel my stomach turn and I know that I have to get back right now. Just as we arrive the woman he’d been chatting up comes out, followed barely three seconds later by him. Our paths cross at the door. After a brief hesitation he looks away from me and walks after her. I think I know what he’s going to do and feel sick at the thought.
I walk home in a daze, full of anger and disbelief. How can he do this, especially now, after that intense feeling between us at the start of the evening? I sit up in bed, wide-eyed, unable to sleep or cry. The phone rings. Still numb with disbelief I answer and listen as he tells me how upset he is that he couldn’t find me anymore. I confront him with his behaviour and after first denying it he finally confirms my worst nightmare. I hear the words, but the reality fails to sink in. 
Again and again, I end the conversation. But he keeps calling back and every time he skilfully takes up a bit more space. In a soft voice, he expresses his desire for me to come over, but says that he understands if I don’t want to. ‘Of course I’m not coming over,’ I react angrily, but it’s as if there’s magic in his words, because eventually I say, ‘All right, I’ll come over’. Not for the first time, he touches a sensitive chord and the lost part inside me only wants one thing: to lie in his arms and not talk about anything so we don’t break the spell. That night is more passionate than ever and I know why: he’s making up for something, but I don’t mention it. He wants me for ‘true love’, he says, and it gives me a peculiar sense of satisfaction.
It takes days before I’m ready to confront my image of him and her, which has seared itself onto my retina, and to grapple with the painful truth. It dawns on me that I can’t justify what I’m doing; I don’t have an ounce of common sense left. The more I try to convince myself that I want nothing more to do with him, the less I believe it. It feels as if I have no say over a part of myself, somewhere deep inside me, that has become chained to him. He makes it very plain that he doesn’t want any kind of relationship with me, but during our infrequent moments together he pours all of his love over me and I don’t want to lose that. 

The two parties can balance on this tightrope for some time, with the commitment-phobic man trying to carve out the greatest possible space that’s still just about tolerated by the woman who fears abandonment. In a last-ditch attempt to delay the inevitable end, the two parties keep dancing around each other. They take turns leading. The more explicitly he expresses that he doesn’t want a close connection, the more she appears to deny this to herself. In this way, neither has to give up their strong attraction to each other, despite the mounting price they’re both paying. The dynamic, which is driven by something deeper, prevails over common sense. How long they keep this up varies, but with each change-over the definitive break-up comes a little bit closer. The final steps are imminent. 

▶   The price of my longing is becoming too high, the pain and the disappointment too intense. Letting go of him is now my number one priority. When I see him again, I’m angry and disillusioned. I notice how it affects him and how he’s bending over backwards to find soothing words. However much he feels compelled to create distance between us, it’s not his intention at all to lose me, let alone hurt me. 
I try hard to be consistent and battle my inner voices. 
‘Don’t give in,’ I urge myself, ‘be strong.’
I keep my distance, until the moment comes when I can no longer resist the insatiable hunger. The harder I try to maintain the distance, the harder he tries to be with me. I enjoy it intensely, although I know that eventually I’ll have to deal with the consequence: the distance that’s bound to follow. I’m finding it more and more difficult. I search for ways to confront myself with the painful truth and detach myself. I decide to turn up on his doorstep — unannounced. Surprise visits aren’t ‘part of the deal’ and I feel like I’m invading his privacy. When he finally opens the door, he says he has a hangover from a night out and doesn’t invite me in. Having accomplished nothing, I go home. Another rejection, followed a little later by an apologetic text message. It would appear that I need this, that this is what enables me to cut more ties. I’ve agreed with myself that I need three disappointments to let go once and for all. Two, I tell myself, can be a coincidence, but three point to a recurring pattern. How much clearer can it get? 

PHASE 4: THE INEVITABLE END

The man who fears commitment is now in the throes of a great internal conflict, which manifests itself in an indifferent and selfish avoidance of contact. He stands her up or stops responding to text messages. His behaviour becomes increasingly erratic and hostile. He may refuse all contact, for instance by not answering the phone, or he may turn his back on her by throwing himself into a new love or an old flame. 

The woman with fear of abandonment is left behind, stunned, and may feel a final impulse to try and go along with the rejecting partner’s confusing and hurtful behaviour. She’s walking on eggshells, trying to cling to the minimal contact they still have. The effort needed to hold on to the other is like a drug, a kind of ‘addiction’. When this becomes more and more unbearable, the end is in sight. When the painful rejection starts to sink in, sadness follows and in the worst case she may even feel depressed. Unable to reconcile his behaviour with the depth and intensity of the feelings at the outset, she has a tendency to replace the painful reality with fantasies about what the relationship could have been. In most cases, it’s the commitment-phobic partner who ends the relationship. But sometimes, it’s the one who fears abandonment who, on the verge of despair, plucks up the courage to make up her mind. This is often easier said than done. Telling someone that it’s over — for good — triggers even more anxiety than letting yourself down yet again and allowing the other to neglect and violate your boundaries. Whichever side ends the relationship, both the rejection as well as the self-rejection cause great sadness, and the person who fears abandonment won’t easily come to terms with this. 

▶   Despite how much I’m fighting it, I feel that somewhere inside me I’m still reserving some space for him. My decisions are all geared towards making sure I’m not tempted again. I consider not attending a festival where I know I could run into him. But at the last minute a friend persuades me and I decide to go. How disastrous is that? The moment I bump into him and we gaze into each other’s eyes all my resolutions disappear. We derive an intense enjoyment from each other’s company. It’s so easy in a crowd without any familiar eyes on us. I surrender to it and it’s wonderful again. The intensity of these moments carries the promise that I’ll receive everything I’ve been missing and all of my wishes and desires will be satisfied. During these intimate moments he manages to give me exactly what I need. And as if that isn’t enough, he starts talking about wanting children, with which he taps into my deepest, most innermost desire. This is contradictory behaviour taken to extremes. On the one hand, his touching offer makes me melt, but on the other it also sparks outrage, because I know that this intimate moment will be followed by total distance. I muster all my strength and express my feelings in an effort to somewhat salvage my relapse, the fact that I’ve ended up in his arms. ‘How can you broach such a delicate subject, knowing that when I walk out the door I’ll never hear from you again?’
Complete silence. I sense him withdraw to a far-off place. 

The final steps are not far off once the spell is broken. This happens when one of the two is prepared to risk losing what caused the huge attraction to start with: the sharing of an intense sense of intimacy. When the illusion they cocreated is exposed, the definitive break-up is one step closer. 

▶   A week after the festival I bump into him again. I recognise the tell-tale signs in my belly, as though my body knows before I do. He’s distant and the later it gets, the more he ignores me. He showers attention on another woman and eventually leaves with her. We don’t exchange another word. 
This is the third disappointment I was waiting for. There have been three let-downs, there’ll be ten. I don’t want to do this to myself. I’m going to close the door on this and I want him to know. Because I never get the chance for a proper conversation, I write him a letter about my feelings: candid and vulnerable. He may not want to hear my truth, but that doesn’t stop me from writing it down. 

PHASE 5: AFTER THE FINAL STEPS

When the woman who fears abandonment has managed to end the impossible dance, the partners often switch roles. The man with fear of commitment doesn’t accept the rejection, but will try to rekindle the relationship by offering understanding and fresh promises — this time he’s really going to change — which gives new hope to the woman who fears abandonment and leaves just enough room to enable her to stick around. It creates an opening so the entire cycle can repeat itself and both parties’ fear of a definitive break-up is eased. At least for the time being. 

When the commitment-phobic man ends the relationship, the decision will instantly restore his sense of freedom, so it won’t take long for his fear to recede into the background. With the feelings of love allowed to breathe again, his desire for the partner he rejected is rekindled, perhaps more passionately than ever. The woman who fears abandonment is highly susceptible to this and will experience a strong impulse to go back to the partner who turned her down not that long ago. And so the cycle of dependency repeats itself. 

▶   Months pass. We’ve had no contact. But I still feel him in my body every day. I miss him terribly but I suppress those feelings so as not to lose control over my heart. I try to put him out of my head but thoughts of him keep resurfacing. Just as I’m starting to get used to it, I receive an invitation to a party. I know he’ll be there too. This comes sooner than I’d hoped. All this time I’ve had no reaction to my letter whatsoever. I always knew I wouldn’t hear from him, but there’s no way of preparing your heart for that. It makes me angry. I hope that the intensity of my anger will help me keep my resurgent desire for him in check this evening. 

When one of the two partners finally manages to end the relationship, you’ll sometimes see another variation of the dance. One or both partners throw themselves into a new relationship. When that happens, the woman who fears abandonment will often end up on the side of fear of commitment and the commitment-phobic man on the side of fear of abandonment. They’ll be dancing a new dance, albeit in different roles. Until this dance also comes to an end. On hearing that his ex-girlfriend is in a new relationship, the man who fears commitment may fall in love with her all over again, even years after ending the original relationship. As soon as the other is no longer available it creates space for the former feelings of love, and he may feel the urge to win her back. Surprisingly, many women who fear abandonment will leave their new love to let their old partner back in, despite everything that has happened. That’s because in the new relationship she’s the commitment-phobic party and the previous one offers her a potential escape. The old, familiar relationship seems to offer a respite from the claustrophobia of the new one — anything better than being alone. And so the cycle starts all over again…

Find out how my dance continues later in the book. 
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