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Learning to Trust

As I drove to the meeting at Roger’s about a month later, I reinstalled 
my mental armor. I felt foolish for having told such an intimate story 
so soon and worried that the other guys were judging me for being 
so fucked-up. Maybe it was because they were the first men I’d ever 
opened up to. But, in any case, I decided to take a back seat for a 
while and let the others have their turns at bat. 
 Since the last meeting, we’d found a new guy to join the group. 
Billy was sent our way by a therapist in San Francisco who leads 
men’s groups. We decided that everyone should meet prospective 
members for coffee or a meal before formally inviting them. After a 
majority of the members had gotten together with Billy, we agreed 
that he seemed like a good addition and asked him to join us. 
 Billy had been in a non-facilitated men’s group in Denver and 
was adamant about not joining a group led by a therapist or other 
facilitator. He was about my height and in shape, with long, wavy, 
brown hair and a huge auburn mustache reminiscent of the quirky 
rock’n’roll star Frank Zappa’s. He twirled the ends between his 
thumbs and forefingers like he was rolling a cigarette—at least he did 
when I had lunch with him. Billy wore black, thick-framed glasses 
and, like most people who grew up in Denver, had no discernable 
accent. 

Pre-meeting ritual
Roger’s home perched high on Mount Tamalpais in Marin County. 
The entire living-room wall was glass, giving an unobstructed 
panorama of the sailboats, ships, and tidal ebb-and-flow of the fog 
in San Francisco Bay, with Oakland and Berkeley in the distance. 
 When all seven guys had arrived, Roger invited us into the 
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kitchen for a smorgasbord set out on a black marble counter. We 
each took a plate; loaded up with cold cuts, potato salad, and sodas; 
and found a seat in his spacious dining room. 
 Dinner became a time to eat, relax, and bond before sitting 
down together to hash out our individual issues. We decided that’s 
when it was okay to talk about topics outside the agreed-on scope 
of our emotional work—including religion and politics. While each 
of us had—or didn’t have—our individual religious orientations 
and enjoyed discussing the differences, we agreed that each man’s 
spiritual path was personal and inviolate. 
 Politics was another matter, and the half-hour suppers often 
erupted into noisy political arguments. We spanned the spectrum 
from far left to far right, but nobody in the group had any respect for 
any politicians. We all enjoyed roasting the fool-of-the-moment—
of any party. Politicians who were literally caught with their pants 
down were the group’s favorite laughingstocks, and there never 
seemed to be a shortage of loose-zippered public servants. The only 
question was whether their sexual misadventures had been with men 
or women.

Reconnecting 
After we convened in the living room, Roger opened the meeting. 
“I’m so pleased that most of the guys from the last meeting have 
decided to return. We haven’t known each other long enough for 
Pete and Ed to be missed; and, after talking with Billy over lunch a 
few days ago, I’m excited to have him join us.” At the mention of 
Pete’s and Ed’s names, everyone nodded in agreement. “Billy, why 
don’t you share a little of your personal history with us?” Roger 
invited.
 Twirling one end of his massive mustache, Billy spoke from 
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his chair. “Hello, everyone. I’ve already met most of you guys and I 
hope my past men’s-group experience in Denver will prove helpful 
to the group. I have a pretty good idea what my issues are—mostly 
about relationships with women—but I’m sure I’ll find others to 
discuss as well. 
 “Let’s see,” he continued. “I was married briefly but have been 
divorced for a long time. I live in Redwood City just south of San 
Francisco and own an engineering consulting-company. I grew up in 
Denver and left there a few years ago for the Bay Area. I love it here 
but miss the snow, since I’m an avid skier. Needless to say, I’m glad 
that Tahoe’s close by. I also love bicycling and think I’m a pretty 
good cook. 
 “I was in the Denver group for several years and thoroughly 
enjoyed working with the guys there. I think the biggest lesson I 
learned from them is not to allow what I call ‘withholds’ to linger. 
A withhold is holding back what you’re feeling about someone else 
in the group. I know it’s sometimes nearly impossible for guys to 
go toe-to-toe with each other; but I discovered that, if we don’t, 
resentments build up and the value of the group is diminished. So I 
guess I’m okay with being the withhold-monitor here.” 
 Thinking about how I’d attacked Ed and Roger at the last 
meeting, I wondered, if that’s what Billy’s talking about, I definitely 
didn’t withhold. But it’s strange how scared I still am of alienating 
anyone permanently—and of sharing thoughts like this one out loud, 
too.
 Hank jumped in quickly. “You know, since you brought this 
topic up, at the last meeting I withheld how I was really feeling deep 
down in my bones about Ed’s attempted takeover of the group. The 
truth is that he really, really pissed me off. But, as usual, I sugar-
coated my anger because I was afraid that if I attacked him, his 
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anger might come back at me. Also, I have to admit that I’ve always 
been afraid of hurting anyone’s feelings, especially when I disagree 
with them—like at the last meeting—and, in retrospect, I’m sorry I 
wasn’t more assertive. I prefer to avoid confrontation for the most 
part but I think Billy’s probably right about what happens when we 
keep our feelings about each other to ourselves.”
 Still not quite able to put his words into action, though, he 
continued, “Maybe we should begin by talking about women, 
because I don’t feel about them quite the way Roger and Frederick 
indicated they did at the last meeting. I mean, that’s one thing I think 
we’d all agree on here—that everybody’s untitled to his opinion. 
I realize that some people might look at it differently, but it feels 
like there’s something not quite right about seeing women just as 
pleasure units. Maybe that’s one perspective, but I think there are 
others we should consider. Don’t you all agree?”
 Looking around the room, I saw my confusion reflected in the 
other guys’ faces. Hank’s got good instincts about men and his heart 
seems to be in the right place, I conceded, but his words sure don’t 
explain clearly where that is. And maybe his nervousness makes him 
mangle the English language the way he does. I mean, untitled? It 
sometimes feels like I need a translator to get his meaning. But the 
good news is he knows what his issue is—confrontation—and seems 
willing to work on it.
 Phil spoke up then, cutting off my inner monologue. “Hang 
on, guys. I doubt we were finished talking about our fathers—at 
least I wasn’t finished—and I’d like to know when we’re going to 
get back to that topic.”
 I blushed at the mention of the last meeting and fathers, having 
spent the past month thinking about my family. My mother and sister 
had always spoken about my father in reverent terms and, since his 
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death decades before, had essentially canonized him. The unstated 
message for me was, what’s wrong with you, boy? Don’t you see 
you’ll never measure up to the man your father was? 
 Jesus, how I resented them both. But since I also harbored a 
rescue fantasy about winning their approval some day, I held back 
from telling them how it really felt to be my father’s son: how painful 
it was—and still is—for me. I knew they wouldn’t be sympathetic if 
I told my truth about him and I’d been afraid of confronting them for 
so long that they must’ve thought I bought into their bullshit about 
him.
 I’d been sending my mother money every month practically 
since my father died—almost thirty years now—and I was beginning 
to wonder why, since it’d never bought me any good will or even 
a thank you. I rarely spoke with her or my sister but, when I did, 
always hung up the phone feeling marginalized another notch. 
Neither of them ever even acknowledged, let alone thanked me for, 
the money I sent—which often was a real hardship for me and my 
family. Oddly, it just never occurred to me to stop supporting my 
mother. I remembered reading about Japanese giri, or unchallenged 
duty—and that’s how I carried out my duty to my mother. 
 Now that all these memories had surfaced, I knew I had to talk 
about them—but just not yet. I needed more time to sort out all this 
family history. Fairly sure that, other than my reddened face, nobody 
suspected the lightning-fast stream of consciousness I’d emerged 
from, I responded to Phil. “Hey guys, I’m okay with moving on to 
another topic, at least for now. I don’t want to shut anyone else down 
but I’m done talking about my father for a while.”

Lack of trust 
Phil shrugged his consent, and the silence seemed to indicate that 
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nobody else wanted to go down that road, either. After a few seconds, 
Tim spoke up, trademark smile nowhere in sight. “The issue I’d like 
to talk about is women and trust. My relationship with my wife is 
hobbled by the lack of trust I feel for her and vice versa. It isn’t that 
either of us has betrayed the other; it’s just that, for whatever reasons, 
I don’t feel a lot of trust between us. And that hurts, considering 
we’ve been married for more than twenty years. 
 “I think I mentioned at the last meeting that she’s going to 
inherit an enormous fortune some day,” he reminded us, “and the 
few times we’ve discussed it, she looks at me like I can’t wait for 
her parents to die. I mean, even though I’m struggling to make ends 
meet, I earn a decent living; and she works and contributes to our 
household expenses with no complaint. I’ve never asked my in-
laws for anything, but my wife’s somehow got it in her head that 
I’m a gold-digger. That’s bullshit, but now that the kids are out of 
the house, it seems to be all we talk about. She’s even mentioned 
divorce. I wonder if she’s just projecting her own feelings about her 
parents onto me,” Tim speculated.
 “I was married to a woman whose parents were old-money 
rich but the worst kind of assholes,” Hank responded. “I used to 
look forward to seeing them just so I could make them look foolish. 
That wasn’t very hard to do, either, since they thought having money 
meant they had brains, even though their money was inherited, not 
earned. 
 “I never needed them financially while we were married and, 
afterward, never saw a dime of their tainted money. I’m not the least 
bit sorry, either. My ex-wife has spent too many years waiting for 
her inheritance and has wasted lots of opportunities to live her life 
well without it. Funny how some people seem willing to do almost 
anything to get other people’s money. That said, though, I don’t have 
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any sage advice for you, Tim. I just wanted to let you know that I get 
what you’re talking about.
 “On another matter, though,” he segued, “if we have some 
time later, I’d like to talk about single-parenting my boys. I worry a 
lot that I’m not doing it as well as I could if I had more information. 
Any of you guys ever been in this situation?”
 Although I’d raised my two boys on my own, I was becoming 
shy about taking up too much of the group’s time. So I decided to 
say nothing for the moment.
 Which was just as well, because that left an opening for 
Alan, who made his first contribution to the group. “Tim, I have 
friends who’ve been in your place. And what I know for certain is 
that spending someone else’s money—even if you’re only mentally 
spending it—is a mistake. Especially, as Hank pointed out, if the 
person’s not even dead yet. Whether you can convince your wife 
you’re not waiting for her parents to die is questionable at this stage, 
especially since she already thinks you are. 
 “Maybe your marriage has other problems that are contributing 
to your wife’s paranoia about you and her parents’ money. At any 
rate, this isn’t a good situation for you, Tim, and my sense is that 
nothing much you say or do is going to change the way she feels 
about this issue until you can identify and deal with the real reason 
she doesn’t completely trust you,” Alan concluded.
 No one else had much to add—probably because none of us 
was waiting for his wife or girlfriend to inherit a fortune—and Tim 
seemed satisfied with sharing his problem and getting Hank’s and 
Alan’s feedback. But the issue of trust was still hanging over us.
 And especially over me. My own trust issues with women 
were disturbing enough to overcome my shyness about speaking up. 
So I jumped back into the discussion. “Guys, I think my previous 
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relationship with Kate will give you some insight into at least some 
of why I have trust issues. We broke up a few years ago, right before 
I met Maria. When she and I were near the end of our first few 
months together, she started talking about marriage. She wasn’t shy 
about it, either. She even told me what kind of engagement ring she 
wanted, how much it would cost, and where I could buy it. 
 “We were having terrific sex,” I admitted, “but I was already 
beginning to figure out that sex wasn’t going to do it for me over 
the long haul. I was an emotional neophyte, but I wasn’t blind. I 
saw how other couples related emotionally, and my relationship 
with Kate didn’t remotely resemble theirs. While I didn’t exactly 
understand what my trust issues were or how they got there, I did 
know that lack of trust kept me from either fully letting her in or 
opening myself up. 
 “So Kate and I sat down in her living room one Saturday 
afternoon and I told her that, before I’d feel ready to marry, we 
needed to learn more about each other—particularly our family 
histories. She agreed, and I shared several painful incidents from 
my past to explain my total lack of trust for my mother, sister, and 
ex-wife. Then I confessed that there’d been something missing from 
all of my relationships with women and that I was tired of them 
not working out. Because I was still formulating my feelings about 
these past experiences, I was struggling to be concise and know I 
sounded clumsy and unsure of myself. This was the first time I ever 
tried to have this conversation with a woman, so I didn’t have any 
idea how it’d play out. In any case, I reminded Kate that I offered 
this information only to help her understand my issues and how they 
might affect our relationship. She said she understood.”
 Pausing as I relived that experience, I went on, “A few days after 
our discussion, we got into a heated argument about getting married, 



Act Like A Man  51

and Kate shouted at me, ‘Yeah, sure. Your mother and all those other 
women fucked you up, and now I have to pay the price.’ I was stung 
by what seemed like a betrayal. I swallowed my disappointment, 
though, and calmly told her that using my vulnerability as a weapon 
against me not only wasn’t going to help us, but also would make 
me afraid to share any more personal information with her. Again, 
she said she understood. I was skeptical, but hopeful, that she really 
got how she’d betrayed my trust. 
 “After another week or so, the topic of marriage came up 
again. I told Kate that, while I was becoming a bit more comfortable 
with the idea, it still felt like a stretch for me and I wasn’t quite ready 
yet. She put her face next to mine and hissed through her clenched 
teeth, ‘I’m getting tired of having to deal with this shit from other 
women.’
 “Kate and I broke up shortly after this second betrayal because 
it’d become clear to me that I wasn’t safe with her. What she 
couldn’t say—and what I desperately need to hear—was something 
like ‘I understand where your lack of trust comes from and want to 
help you get past it, however long that takes. I’d like to hear your 
thoughts and feelings to help strengthen our relationship and will do 
whatever else I can to support you.’” 
 Looking around the room for validation, I asked, “Does it 
seem unreasonable to want that level of cooperation from a woman 
who claimed to love me? To tell her my story without fear of 
recrimination or betrayal? To have her treat me like she would a 
best friend?”
 Without giving anyone time to answer, I blurted out, “Wait 
a second, hold on here. Speaking of best friends, it just occurred 
to me that Kate didn’t have any friends—men or women—not 
one. I remember being surprised by that in the beginning of our 
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relationship but didn’t consider the ramifications at the time. Over 
the years, a few of my women friends had told me they were very 
wary of guys who were loners; because when they got involved with 
one, they instantly became the guy’s entire universe. These lone-
wolves invariably had trust issues too. 
 “Anyway,” I went on, tying my thoughts together, “I just 
realized that the same rules apply to women who’re loners. I guess 
I’m learning the hard way that any woman I’m involved with has 
to have women friends. If she doesn’t, she probably hasn’t worked 
through her trust issues and doesn’t know how to be in any kind 
of relationship.” Good insight and note for my dating cheat-sheet, 
but I’m still blaming women for my failed relationships, I cautioned 
myself. Some day soon I’m going to have to figure out my role in all 
these disasters.
 Coming out of my head and looking around, I noticed that 
Roger was sitting bent over mopping his head. He looked like he 
was on the verge of an anxiety attack. I was curious what was going 
on but feared jumping down his throat again. Since no one else 
seemed to notice Roger’s angst—or, if so, comment on it or try to 
push him—I gave him a pass. 
 I realized that pushing each other to open up was a double-
edged sword. As much as I hated Ed for goading me to talk about my 
father, I also appreciated the opportunity to get my story out—even 
though I was struggling to stay afloat in the torrent from that broken 
emotional dam.
 Oblivious to Roger’s struggle, Tim smiled as he began to 
speak. “Well guys, I . . .” when Phil interrupted him. He just sat 
back, still smiling, accepting that whatever he had to talk about 
would have to wait.
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Phil’s plight
“I’ve got a problem and I really need help with it now,” Phil blurted, 
tearing up. “My wife told me a few days ago that she met a guy in 
graduate school and has fallen in love with him. This is the most 
unbelievable betrayal, because I’m crazy in love with Helene and 
feel like my life’s crashing down around my ears. 
 “When Helene said she wanted to go to graduate school, I 
supported her decision and agreed to be our sole financial support. 
She’d had a good-paying job that helped provide a comfortable 
lifestyle, and it was hard for me to let our standard of living slip. I 
knew it was going to be worthwhile, though, because she’d certainly 
get a much better job with an MBA. I even helped her with her 
studies, for Christ’s sake. How could she do this to me? How could 
she do this to us? ” Phil sat back, tears flowing freely now. 
 Frederick’s face wore an expression that seemed to say, ‘What 
the fuck?  Is every guy in the group going to cry and carry on like 
this?’ But he remained silent out of respect for Phil—or more likely, 
out of fear of being reproached for acting insensitively. 
 Phil’s story was riveting, with all the ingredients of a soap 
opera—love, sacrifice, betrayal, and grief. We all sat anxiously as 
Phil geared up to continue. This was the real thing. When I put the 
group together, I’d hoped our discussions would offer just this kind 
of emotional exchange and support. The one message I took home 
from the Robert Bly day was that men have to open up and expose 
their pain in order to heal it. I definitely felt better after spilling my 
guts about my father and, even though I didn’t know how painful 
it’d turn out to be, it set the stage for shedding my other old baggage. 
And Phil’s marital disaster gave us the opportunity to help him with 
something he was going through right now, as opposed to rehashing 
ancient history. I wasn’t glad that Phil was in pain, but felt good that 
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he was able to tell us his story and trust us to be there for him. 
  “I don’t have anywhere to go with this except you guys,” 
Phil admitted. “All Helene will say to me is that she’s made her 
mind up—she’s out. She’s also threatening to take half of both my 
business and our house, which is par for the course in California 
divorces. This is the third time I’m getting majorly fucked in a 
divorce, and I’m really pissed off at finding myself the victim again. 
What is it about me that makes women think they can get away with 
screwing me?”
 Taking Phil’s rhetorical question literally, Frederick piped up. 
“Jeez, Phil, didn’t you have a pre-nuptial agreement? I mean, if you 
got screwed several times before, why didn’t you protect yourself 
this time? I’m sorry, Phil, but I think you don’t have anyone to blame 
here except yourself.”
 Frederick’s reaction pissed me off. But then I noticed that 
nearly everything Frederick said pissed me off, because none of it 
was ever personal or even remotely from his heart. It was all head-
stuff with him—the kind of gratuitous bull-shit advice you get in a 
bar from someone who has no personal stake in you or your problem. 
“What the fuck, Frederick,” I retorted. “Just because Phil might not 
have been particularly clever about protecting himself legally or 
financially, that doesn’t give you the right to pile on. I think he’s 
suffering enough already. Don’t you agree he might be better served 
by our standing behind him now?” 
 Turning up the volume, I continued, “Haven’t you ever fucked 
up with women? Don’t you have any trust issues with them? Or 
don’t you have the balls to talk about them? Fuck me, Frederick, I 
can’t imagine anything less relevant to Phil’s situation than how he 
did or didn’t protect himself financially.”
 Frederick looked away and didn’t answer, but his face was 
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filled with scorn. The two of us were like oil and water, and I was 
concerned that our animosity might become problematic for the 
group. I worried that I’d be seen as a persona non grata if I pushed 
back all the time.
 Ignoring Frederick’s and my obvious disdain for each other 
and trying to support Phil, Hank asked, “This sounds like a real 
horror story, Phil. What can we do for you? How can we help?”
 “I guess what I could use most from you guys right now is 
your compassion for the pain I’m feeling,” Phil replied. “Knowing 
that I might’ve fucked up isn’t going to make this any easier to deal 
with. I’m totally crushed by this betrayal and I doubt I’ll ever trust 
any woman again.”
 “Phil, you and I have known each other for years, and I’ve 
seen you in this place before,” Alan observed, taking another tack. 
“The last time you got divorced seemed like a disaster for you too. 
Tell me which feels worse—getting financially screwed or knowing 
your wife’s betrayed you and is in love with another man?” 
 Good for you, I beamed, giving Alan my silent thanks. The shy 
guy’s becoming a player. Smart to put Phil’s emotional stuff where it 
belongs—right back in his own lap! 
 “This time I think the emotional fucking actually feels far 
worse than the financial one,” Phil replied. “I can replace the money 
over time, but I’m not sure how or when I’ll get past the heartbreak 
I’m feeling. Does that answer your question, Alan?”
 Alan nodded sadly.
 It was hard to tell how Roger had reacted to Phil’s situation, 
because he was still hunched over and hadn’t raised his eyes from 
the floor.
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Going at it
Frederick took the conversational lull to mean that Phil was done, 
even though he wasn’t. “I’m having a problem with Angela—you 
know, the woman who moved into my house a month ago. Every 
night we get into a huge argument about where to put the dirty dinner 
dishes. She wants to stack them in the sink before putting them in 
the dishwasher, and I prefer stacking them on the kitchen counter. 
Every night it’s the same argument. That feels like a trust issue to 
me. I can’t trust her to do what I say.”
 I was heartened to see that the new guy, Billy, was looking at 
Frederick like he was a bug crawling across his oatmeal. “Hey, I know 
I’m the new guy here, but I’m not going to begin by withholding. 
What’re you talking about, Frederick? Doesn’t it dawn on you that 
you aren’t really arguing about the dirty dishes? No one in their right 
mind would fight about that every night. I’m shocked that you don’t 
understand this isn’t even remotely about trust. It’s more likely about 
the fact that you and Angela hardly know each other and are vying 
for power. And I wonder if you even like each other. And after your 
comment about Phil’s lack of a pre-nup, Frederick, I wonder what 
kind of arrangement you’ve made with her, even though you’re not 
married.”
 Frederick shot Billy an icy glare that seemed familiar to me. 
And it suddenly hit me where I’d seen that cold stare before. It was 
many years ago, in fact shortly after I met him. My girlfriend at the 
time and I were both good friends with Frederick’s then girlfriend, 
and the four of us went on vacation together. His girlfriend spent a 
good part of the vacation crying, and Frederick kept giving her that 
same distant glare and acted as if whatever was upsetting her had 
absolutely nothing to do with him. I liked that woman and couldn’t 
understand why Frederick made her feel so bad or why she took it, 



Act Like A Man  57

even though they broke up shortly afterward. His indifference to 
her pain really turned me off back then, but I hadn’t remembered 
that until just now. It sure explained a lot about Frederick’s attitude 
toward women and probably about my predisposition to be on his 
case too. 
 Undaunted by having been cut off by Phil earlier, Tim spoke 
up. “Frederick, we can come back to your dirty dishes later, but 
what say we give Phil the time he deserves. Jesus, his marriage is 
breaking up and you want to talk about kitchen chores? I think Phil’s 
is more of a priority issue, don’t you?”
 Frederick took the bait. “Well, I have a problem I want to 
talk about and don’t see why I have to wait for Phil to get over his 
divorce before I get my turn.” 
 Why didn’t I remember what this asshole was like before I 
invited him into the group? I berated myself. He just wants blind 
support for his fucked-up behavior. Do the rest of us have to just 
sit here while he mouths off whenever he needs validation for his 
bullshit treatment of women? Fuck no! I answered my own question.
  “Hey, Frederick, what the fuck?” I spat, jumping back into the 
fray. “If you can’t see the difference between your petty arguments 
with a woman you hardly know and Phil’s broken heart from the end 
of his long-term marriage, then fuck you, pal. Have you ever really 
given a shit about anyone but yourself?” 
 I’m never going to be able to trust this guy, I realized, no matter 
how much I learn to open up. He’s a mirror that reflects everything I 
hate about myself—who I was and still am to some degree—and not 
who I’m working to become. 
 I wasn’t going to let him get away with just justifying his 
behavior and never examining why he acted that way with women 
or trying to change. No one was going to hijack this group or use it 
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to hide behind. 
 Beginning to lose his cool, Frederick bulldozed ahead on the 
same track, glowering into my face. “Who’re you to psychoanalyze 
me, Ken? This feels to me like out-and-out abuse. I ask for some 
time, and you, Billy, and Tim jump all over me. I’m just as important 
as any other guy here.” 
 Hank had been patient so far but, to everyone’s surprise, 
stepped up and confronted Frederick gently but directly. “Frederick, 
I know your dirty-dishes issue is really bothering you, but don’t 
you think that Phil’s probably in far more pain than you are and so 
deserves our attention more right now? I understand how frustrated 
you’re feeling and I’m sure you have a good point you want to 
make. I promise we’ll get to your dirty dishes after Phil’s finished. 
How ‘bout letting him have the floor?” 

More from Phil
Phil had recovered some composure while waiting for everyone to 
settle down. “I don’t know why, but this hurts on a deeper level 
than my other divorces,” he continued. My two ex-wives and I 
just grew apart, and no one seemed devastated when the marriages 
ended. Maybe it’s because I’m older now or because I’ve been on a 
spiritual path lately, but I just seem to be connecting to my heart in 
a deeper and different way. 
 “I still love Helene so much that the thought of her with another 
man is killing me. I supported her financially through graduate 
school, and now she’s dumping me right before graduation. I just 
don’t know how to process this much disappointment and pain. It’s 
overwhelming,” he ended forlornly.
 Fingering his mustache and looking right into Phil’s eyes, 
Billy said softly, “Phil, I feel your pain, and I don’t mean that glibly. 
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I really do feel it. My heart was broken just before I left Denver and, 
while that was a few years ago, I still feel it occasionally. For me, the 
pain is all about failure—the failure to hold my own with a woman 
I loved. I was in a men’s group when this happened; but we weren’t 
as open as you guys are, and I didn’t get much help from them. I 
think you need to know, Phil, that, no matter what, I’m here—we’re 
here—for you and will do whatever we can to help.”
 Six heads nodded in agreement. Only Frederick’s stayed 
defiantly fixed on his neck. 
 “I guess what would help me most right now is just being 
able to talk about how incredibly sad I’m feeling,” Phil said, wiping 
away the tears that kept pooling in his eyes. “Just having shared 
my story and pain with you guys has made me feel a little lighter 
already. Helene’s moving out in a few days, and I didn’t ask her 
where she’s going, because my guess is that she’s moving in with 
her boyfriend. That hurts more than I can describe. I fear I’m in for a 
rough ride for a long while and just need to keep this out in the open. 
I’d like to be able to talk with some of you guys between meetings 
when I’m feeling really down. Any of you okay with that?”
 Everyone—even Frederick—indicated his willingness to give 
Phil that extra support. 

Frederick’s follow-up
Roger then suggested that the group take a few moments to let Phil’s 
story sink in. Interpreting the lull as his opportunity to re-enter the 
conversation, Frederick began where he’d left off. “I guess my 
quandary about the dirty dishes does sound kind of lame next to 
Phil’s story but I’m struggling, too. Every time I move a woman into 
my home, she ends up ruining things and we break up. I try to make 
the living conditions I need clear beforehand, but all the women 
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seem to forget or ignore my demands before too long. I’m really 
feeling disrespected now that Angela’s not playing by my rules.”
 “Hold on a minute, Frederick,” Hank said. “How many 
women are we talking about here? I mean, how many have you 
cohabitationed with, anyway?”
 “A few,” Frederick admitted, looking away from Hank.
 “The way I see it, Frederick,” Hank returned, “a few is a pretty 
vague term, and the way the other guys or I interpret it may not be 
the same way you mean it. So could you please tell us how many 
women you’re actually talking about and over what period of time?”
 “I don’t know, maybe half a dozen women in the past ten 
years. Something like that, I guess. I don’t keep records, you know,” 
Frederick responded, his voice getting angrier and more strident.
 That was it for me. “Wait a minute, Freddy,” I shot back, 
shortening Frederick’s name intentionally because I knew it would 
get under his skin. “Are you saying you’ve lived with a different 
woman practically every other year for a decade, and that doesn’t 
strike you as excessive or odd? What is it with you, man—do you 
have a hard time being alone, or what? 
 “And how do you manage to meet so many women who’re 
willing to roll the dice with you, Freddy? Does Angela know how 
many roommates preceded her? This serial move-right-in-honey 
behavior sounds like total self-serving bullshit to me.” 
 “Fuck you, too, Ken. How many women have you lived with?’ 
Frederick asked.
 “Nowhere near as many as you have, Freddy,” I shot back. 
“You’ve got to be the world champ—or chump—in that department.” 
 Stepping in as perennial peacemaker, Roger addressed 
Frederick as soon as I finished my rant. “Why don’t you tell us 
something about your relationship with Angela—why you asked 
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her to live with you, how you knew her before she moved in—you 
know, that kind of thing.”
 “Sure, Roger,” Frederick said, pleased to have a friend in the 
room. “Angela and I met at a relationship workshop for singles in 
San Francisco,” Frederick informed us. “We seemed to click right 
away, and she moved in a few weeks later. I know how that sounds 
as I’m saying it right now, but it felt like love to me at the time.” 
 That really raised Billy’s hackles. “You only knew her for a 
few weeks and moved her into your home? I’m having a problem 
getting my arms around that one, Frederick, since I know you’re 
older than twenty. So how long did you know the other five women 
before you moved them in?”
 “What’s going on here, guys?” Frederick protested. “I thought 
we supported each other no matter what. Sure doesn’t feel like I’m 
getting much support. In fact, it feels more like serious abuse.”
 Tim looked unsmilingly at Frederick with as much compassion 
as he could muster. “You only gave us part of the story when you 
brought up the dirty dishes, Frederick. If you’re treating these 
women like chess pieces and moving them in before you even know 
them—and before they know you—what do you expect to happen? 
My wife and I have been married for what seems like forever, 
and I don’t think we fully know each other yet.” Maybe inspired 
by thoughts of his wife and her parents, Tim inquired, “Could this 
arrangement have anything to do with money—or more accurately, 
these women’s lack of money?” 
 “Well, yeah, I totally support the women financially,” Frederick 
answered a little defensively. “I pay all the household expenses and 
pick up dinners out, movies, vacations—you know, everything. So 
it seems to me the least they can do is try to please me.”
 “Wow, that’s pretty generous, Frederick,” Hank conceded, 
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“maybe even overgenerous. Are all the women you hook up with 
financially destitute? Do you tell them ahead of time what you 
expect from them? Do you get them to sign the house rules and 
regulations before they move in?” Stopping to take a breath, he 
concluded, “Maybe there’s a pattern here you might want to look 
at.” 
 But he didn’t want to look at any patterns. “You know,” 
Frederick responded, “I think I’ll stop now and maybe bring up my 
problems with Angela at another meeting. But I have to say, guys, 
I’m feeling pretty abused,” he concluded, his voice dropping off. 
 
Ongoing confrontation
I didn’t know about the other guys but I wasn’t ready to let Frederick 
off so easy. “Based on my spotty relationship record, I’m no expert, 
Freddy,” I admitted, “but your story sounds kind of fishy to me. Who 
the fuck invites women he hardly knows to move into his home with 
an all-expenses-paid high lifestyle attached? Sure, I’ve lived with a 
few women in my life but never on that basis or without getting to 
know them for more than a few weeks. And I never supported any 
woman financially—all my girlfriends worked and contributed to 
our living expenses.
 “There’s got to be something I’m missing here. I mean, do you 
even like these women you hardly know? And what do you want 
from them besides their obedience and undying gratitude—is it just 
the fucking? Talk about abuse, Freddy—I’d say you have the market 
cornered on that commodity. And since we’ve been discussing trust, 
how can these women trust you when you hold all the cards? What 
happens when they move out? Do you help them relocate? Give 
them a few bucks?”
 I was on a roll, and it was full-steam ahead. “Looks to me like 
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you prey on destitute women, and I think that makes you a fucking 
predator.”
 Frederick was wild-eyed now. “Who the hell are you to say I’m 
preying on women, Ken? You’re just playing amateur psychologist 
again. And my name’s Frederick, not Freddy. Got that?”
 “Go fuck yourself, Freddy or Frederick or whatever you call 
yourself,” I shouted. “I don’t know about the other guys here but I’m 
not supporting fucked-up behavior like this—with women or anyone 
else. I’m behind every guy who wants to become a better man; but, 
so far, you haven’t remotely expressed that desire. Seems like you 
just want to justify the power trip you’re on with these women. And 
what’s worse, you actually believe you’re doing them a favor. 
 “You want support for abusing women and treating them 
poorly? I demanded. “If that’s your game plan for being in this group, 
then go fuck yourself. You’re not going to sabotage our purpose by 
turning this into a pity party for the poor, little, rich guy. Because 
you pay the bills you don’t think you have to take any responsibility 
for your behavior. And, in my book, that’s about as fucked up as it 
gets.” 
 Frederick just scowled. “I don’t have to justify why I’m here 
to you or anyone else.”
 Before I could get another jab in, Roger intervened. “Okay 
guys, I think we’ve taken this one as far as it’ll go. Frederick feels 
attacked and abused, and none of us signed up for that. Ken, you 
made your point, and so did everyone else who spoke up tonight. It’s 
getting late . . .”
 Hank had something to add, though. “You know, when my 
wife and I divorced, I didn’t think I’d be raising two boys by myself. 
We’d talked initially about sharing that responsibility, and I trusted 
her to keep her word. In the end, she put the entire burden on me. 
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She’s off pursuing another degree and rarely takes the boys, even on 
weekends. I feel my trust was not only misplaced, but trashed too. I 
know there’s no time now but I’d like to talk about her betrayal and 
raising kids as a single parent at a future meeting.”
 Nods around the room indicated that we’d heard Hank and 
would make time later to deal with his concern.  
 Based on what we’d just heard, trust—or lack of trust—
seemed to play a big part in relationships. Tim, Phil, Hank, and I all 
had major trust issues, and Roger’s reluctance to talk about himself 
and focus on everyone else instead made me think he must have 
some, too. As for Frederick, I didn’t think he had a clue what the 
word trust even meant or any interest in finding out either. 
 “Before we go,” Roger said, picking up where Hank had 
interrupted him, “I have some group business I’d like to discuss, if 
that’s okay with you.
 Getting no objection from the group, he went on, “I think 
meeting once a month or so isn’t enough. I suggest that every other 
week would work better and that we vote on this right now. Anyone 
have a problem with twice a month?”
 There was no comment, and we unanimously agreed that, 
from then on, the group would meet every other Thursday. Everyone 
smiled as they hugged and patted each other on the back. Everyone, 
that is, except Frederick. He walked out alone. 
 
Afterword
I had a lot to think about. The good news was that some of the other 
guys had serious hang-ups from incidents related to trust, just like 
me. I felt a bond with their pain and suffering and less embarrassment 
about my own blood-letting at the first meeting. Everyone except 
Frederick had been able to support whoever was unloading his 
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pain with understanding and without gratuitous advice. That was 
important to me, because I still had issues I wanted to share with 
the group—mostly about women—and needed to feel okay about 
doing that. For the first time I could remember, I felt good about 
myself—not in isolation, but with other men—and was proud of 
having put this group together. I was excited about being on a new 
path, although I still didn’t know where it would lead.
 At the same time, listening to Phil talk about his wife betraying 
him with another man triggered my own mistrust of women and 
prompted me to examine where it came from. Resentment of my 
mother and sister had been eating at me from the beginning of the 
meeting—even before Phil told his story—and I knew that my 
mistrust was rooted in my relationships with them. 
 Thrown to the wolves  I’d already shared with the guys how 
my mother ran around the house shutting all the windows so the 
neighbors wouldn’t hear my father raging at me. And how she told 
me that my father never wanted me, as if that somehow explained or 
excused his ongoing violence and abuse. Why didn’t she try to stop 
him, though, instead of becoming his accomplice? Maybe she was 
afraid he’d go after her if she interceded on my behalf. When I was 
only eight or nine, I can remember her urging my father, “Yell at him, 
Nate; don’t hit him.” A year later, though, she’d changed her tune. 
“Hit him, Nate; don’t yell at him,” she’d advise. I guess the shame 
of our neighbors knowing our dirty secret overrode any maternal 
impulse she might’ve had to protect me. But the unavoidable truth 
was that my mother allowed my father to beat the living piss out 
of me unchallenged. The first and most influential woman in my 
life had sold me out as the whipping boy for my father’s rage. How 
could I possibly trust her?
 I never did, and when my mother lay dying in the hospital not 
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long after the men’s group began, I was faced with a choice. I could 
either visit her before she died and try to make some sense out of our 
turbulent home life, or I could wait and go to her funeral.  I still had 
rescue fantasies and decided to take a chance and go see her while 
she was still alive. She was the only person who could help me set 
the record straight, give me the validation I so desperately needed, 
set me free from the shame and hurt I’d been carrying around for 
decades, and possibly temper my view of women. 
 I flew to the East Coast and drove to the hospital. She’d been 
fighting lymphoma for two years and was finally losing the battle. 
We were alone in the room, and I stood at the foot of her bed, afraid to 
get any closer. After our brief hellos, she looked at me and, wincing 
with pain, asked, “What happened with us, Ken?”
  Surprised by her question, I responded directly. “You know 
what happened, Mom; you were there. C’mon, let’s be honest. You 
know you’re going to be gone soon, so there’s no more time. Do you 
really want to leave this mess behind?”
 She looked at me and tried again. “We just didn’t know what 
to do with a kid like you.”
 “What do you mean, ‘a kid like me,’ Mom? I was just a little 
boy.”
 Pausing for a moment, she offered me the best I was going to 
get from her. “Well, you sure showed everyone.”
 And that was it—just an impersonal observation with no 
acknowledgment, compassion, or apology for the emotional and 
physical violence I’d suffered at such a tender age. Way too little 
and way too late. I kissed her forehead, said good-bye, and left.
 The silent sister  With that legacy from my mother, I might’ve 
expected the other woman in my early life, my older sister, to have 
room in her heart for me. The truth is, she might as well have not 
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existed. I have no idea where she was when  my father was beating 
me—maybe shut up in her room or hiding in a closet. Wherever she 
was, though, she was never there for me. By turning her back and 
shutting her eyes, she seconded the message I got from my mother: 
Women don’t care about me, won’t stand up for or protect me, and 
absolutely can’t be trusted. 
 When my mother moved close to my sister after my father 
died, my sister got nearly full-time help raising her three children. 
And I got to support my mother financially with nothing in return, 
not even a thank you from either her or my sister for my quarter-
century generosity. I actually supported her more reliably—and 
even longer—than my father did. In fact, when I asked my mother 
if she’d gotten one of my checks, she admitted, “You know, I hate 
having to take your money, Ken.” What the fuck did that mean? I 
was speechless and took it like I’d taken the rest of the abuse heaped 
on me over the years, in silence and with deep pain. My father, that 
son of a bitch, was still getting off easy after leaving my mother 
destitute and my financial burden. When I asked my mother and 
sister why he had virtually no life insurance, their response was, 
“He didn’t know he was going to die.” So there it was. Where my 
father was concerned—dead or alive—logic still went right out the 
window, along with any regard for me.
 When I left my mother’s deathbed, my sister followed me to 
my car and asked, “When are we going to talk again?”
 “Never. We’re never going to talk again. Leave me the fuck 
alone,” I replied, driving away and leaving her standing in the 
parking lot. I wanted the pain from my family to go away, and staying 
in contact with my sister would just perpetuate it. Six months later 
she me called saying, “You’re all the family I have left and I want to 
have a relationship with you.” 
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 “Only if we can be completely honest about our family,” I 
replied.
 She assured me we could, and we resumed talking. But when 
I called to tell her I’d done my biggest business deal ever, she said 
dismissively, “You know, money isn’t everything.” Considering that 
our father could never pay his bills or knew what the fuck money 
was all about, her glib comment stung me. I hung in there, though, 
and after trying repeatedly to get her to tell the truth, the best she 
could come up with to support me was the shockingly understated 
admission, “Our father didn’t have very good people skills.” 
 That’s as far as she was able to go with me. My mother and 
sister colluded, consciously or unconsciously, to exile me from the 
family so they could maintain their fantasy of my father, perhaps 
because that seemed to protect them from his anger. I realized 
that they had suffered too, but all I know was that nothing I ever 
accomplished as a boy, a son, a father, or a man, was going to endear 
me to them—the two females whom I most needed to recognize my 
value as a human being and who, early on, established what I could, 
and couldn’t, expect from women.
 An older guy once told me, “Where there’s no trust, there’s no 
love.” That pretty much summed up my family and explained why I 
still struggled to trust women and couldn’t offer them real love. 
	 Self-fulfilling	prophecy	 Not surprisingly, I learned the lesson 
well and married women who weren’t remotely trustworthy. My 
first wife fled to France, her home, when we divorced, leaving me to 
raise my infant son. My second wife chose drink over responsibility, 
and I ended up a single father to my two sons. After my divorce, I 
became a serial dater, terrified to give a woman power over me by 
allowing her access to my heart. Still, I knew I would never be in a 
successful relationship until I could take the risk and learn to trust. 
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But the truth was, after decades of pain, I felt powerless to change 
and just didn’t give a shit. I’d have to fully acknowledge my anger at 
my mother and sister and feel it play out in many more relationships 
before I could begin to let it go and develop empathy for the difficult 
position they’d been in. Like me, they were just trying to survive in 
a dangerously dysfunctional family.
 The fact that the meeting had stirred up those memories, 
however painful, helped me see myself and my behavior with a 
measure of objectivity and was a step in right direction. As far as 
interacting with others went, though, the bad news was that I’d 
gotten into a serious pissing contest with Frederick and had to come 
to grips with wanting to put my foot up his ass every time he spoke. 
I was pissed off at myself too for not remembering how he’d treated 
my woman friend years before and inviting him to join the group. I 
also wished I’d had the insight I gained from telling my story at the 
first meeting beforehand and could see how Frederick’s arrogance 
reminded me of my father’s—and elicited the anger I’d kept bottled 
up for decades. Like my father, Frederick seemed to believe that 
everything he said was true simply because he said it was. 
 His controlling behavior with women appeared to be 
intentional and calculated, though, and he didn’t seem willing to 
see or care how hurtful and wrong it was—or want to change it. 
However, he did seem to want the camaraderie of the other guys, 
which he envisioned as a stamp of approval for his conduct. In any 
case, because my treatment of women bore some similarities to 
Frederick’s, he was a great negative role model for me and helped 
me begin looking at women differently from the way I’d been 
conditioned to. 
 The bottom line was that his stubbornness and shut-down 
attitude offended me deeply because they were so far removed from 
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every other guy’s understanding of why we were getting together. I 
saw the world in black-and-white, not shades of gray, and in terms 
of the group, that meant we each had to take responsibility for our 
behavior. I felt it was my duty to either get Frederick to step up or—
preferably—drop out. 


