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Introduction

It was just after midnight, and Robin was eating chicken over rice. We were coming from dinner at a friends' place. There had been steak tartare and then something with a reduction. Robin had barely said a word all evening. They were my friends, after all. He sat there, gripping his glass, and when someone asked him something, he answered with a sentence. I talked for both of us. At some point I stopped looking at him.

In the cab he was silent. Then: "Pull over!"

The halal cart was the only thing on the street with its lights still on. Robin got out and ordered chicken over rice with everything. I let the cab go and waited beside him until he could take a greedy bite and sauce ran over his fingers. Then he turned to me: "I'm just hungry!"

It took me years to really understand what was happening in moments like that. Robin wasn't speaking to me. He was speaking to himself. The hatred in his look wasn't meant for me—it was meant for the man who'd sat silent all evening and felt small while the others talked. Who now stood in front of a halal cart and out of protest ate something that wasn't French and that filled him up. Who despised himself for it.

I was just the mirror.

The problem with mirrors is: Eventually they start believing the image.

Eventually I started seeing myself through his eyes. Too proper. Too manipulative. Too arrogant and assertive.

I changed. I kept lists in my head—everything I did for him, everything he owed me. I lied to the outside world, told friends we were fine. I learned to walk on eggshells, to read his mood before he'd said a word. To make myself invisible when it was necessary. I didn't recognize myself.

Ten years I lived with this man. He was intelligent in a way that had nothing to do with books—he could read people before they opened their mouths. He had a laugh that changed rooms. And he had a vulnerability that moved me from the first moment.

He was also an alcoholic.

Today we're best friends.

I wouldn't have believed it myself, back then, when I walked through the streets at night wishing a car would hit me, just so it would stop. Back then there seemed to be only two possibilities: stay and break, or leave and abandon him to certain ruin.

There's a third possibility. This book is about that.

Last week Robin called me. He'd quit his job after fifteen years with the same company. He didn't sound panicked, didn't sound uncertain. He sounded like someone who knows what he's doing. That would have been unthinkable before. Before, the fear would have paralyzed him—the fear of others' judgment, of being seen as a failure. Today he makes decisions like that. And they hold.

Sometimes when we talk on the phone, I have to pause for a moment. Then I listen to him and think: This is the person I saw in him when we met. He's realized his potential. But he couldn't do it with me as a romantic partner and I couldn't do it with him.

Our constant arguments circled around literally nothing, while we imagined we were working through something important, because we didn't see the patterns. There was the anger that discharged at the wrong person. The pride that couldn't accept help. The lies—to the outside world and the bigger ones we told ourselves. The silence after the fights, which killed because it let the monster of the unsaid grow inside us. The fear of doing the right thing. The exhaustion when you've fought for someone so long that you forget what you're actually fighting for.

A psychologist named John Gottman observed couples for forty years. He found that he could predict within minutes whether a marriage would last or not. It wasn't about whether couples fought. It was about how they fought. Gottman identified four particular patterns that destroy every relationship: criticism, contempt, defensiveness, and stonewalling. He called them the four horsemen of the apocalypse. And when I first read that, I recognized us immediately. But Gottman wasn't the first to know this. Three thousand years before him someone wrote: Death and life are in the power of the tongue. That's in the Book of Proverbs, and it took me a long time to understand how literally that's meant. Words can destroy. Slowly, over years, like poison. Or quickly, in one sentence that changes everything.

But where there's shadow, there's also light. The same tongue that kills can heal. The same conversation that poisons a relationship can save it—if you understand what's happening.

That night in front of the halal cart I understood nothing. Robin was speaking to himself, but I heard only the accusation, the unjust one. I let myself be infected by his anger. I became hard where softness would have been needed. I countered with words instead of admitting how much it hurt. I danced along.

It takes two for this dance, and you can stop—if you understand what's happening, and learn to speak differently. To the other person. And to yourself.




When Words Burn

"A gentle answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger."

 

Robin's father took his books away.

Robin was thirteen and he loved to read. Not what was required at school, but other things: novels, stories, worlds he could disappear into. His father found him one afternoon reading on his bed and asked: What's the use of that?

He took the books and put down math notebooks. Robin was supposed to become something, something real, a businessman or an engineer, someone with numbers and a suit. The family had come from India to America, had established themselves, and the son would continue on this path. Reading was a waste of time. Feelings were a waste of time. What mattered was achievement.

Years later, the first time I visited, Robin's mother greeted me with a sentence before we'd properly said hello: "You should know, Robin is not particularly intelligent."

I waited for the smile. It didn't come.

That was the language of this family. Criticism replaced affection. Correction was considered care. The parents sincerely believed that only through constant improvement could success arise, and praise was withheld like a dangerous substance that might make you lazy and self-satisfied. So there was no praise. Instead: You can do better. That's not enough. What will people think.

The father had a temper, a man with heart problems and a short fuse. When he got angry, he pulled the children by the ear, and his voice filled the house. The male head of household had the say, precisely because he was weak. His outbursts were proof of his power.

In this family screaming was normal, but what was being screamed about remained strangely unclear. The arguments were loud and empty, thunderstorms without rain. No one spoke about what was really missing. No one asked: What do you need? What do you feel? These questions didn't exist.

Robin learned early that his needs were irrelevant. What he wanted didn't count. What he felt was a disturbance. So he swallowed it: the desire for recognition his father never satisfied, the longing for warmth his mother withheld, the anger that he was never enough.

When you swallow for years, eventually you have to spit.

The ancient sages knew this. An angry person causes trouble, they wrote, and whoever cannot control himself is like a city with broken-down walls. But how is someone supposed to control himself when he's never learned that his anger might even be justified? That anger is a signal for taking stock and finding solutions, not a defect?

Robin had learned to hide his anger. During the day he functioned. At work he swallowed his irritation with colleagues, the slights from supervisors, the small humiliations of work life. He smiled, nodded, did his work.

At home it was different.

Alcohol doesn't make you aggressive, research shows this clearly. But it disinhibits. It dampens the part of the brain responsible for self-control, the inner voice that says: You shouldn't say that right now. For people who've suppressed anger for years, alcohol works like a key to a long-locked door.

Sober, Robin was calm, sometimes even overcontrolled. After a few drinks his gaze got sharper. The criticism got sharper. The voice louder.

We were sitting at our Italian place, a small restaurant in the neighborhood we went to often. The waiter was friendly, maybe a bit too friendly, he briefly put his hand on my shoulder when he brought the wine. A gesture for a better tip. I barely noticed.

Robin sat quiet again and said less and less until he fell completely silent. At home it burst out of him: "You think he's great, don't you! You think I'm stupid."

His voice broke. I tried to explain that the waiter meant nothing, that it was just politeness, that I hadn't even looked at him. I tried to fight with reason against something that knew no reason.

Robin was extraordinarily attractive, someone eyes followed when he entered a room. But that didn't matter. In his head he was still the boy whose father had taken away his books. Not intelligent enough. Not good enough.

In those years I learned a language I hadn't known before.

"That's not how you do it," or: "What are you doing?" Sentences that allow no answer because they appeal to laws that are written nowhere.

"I already told you..." The accusation that disguises itself as a reminder.

"Why don't you ever listen?"

Such sentences don't attack the situation but me as a person. The difference is crucial: "It stresses me out when we're late" describes a circumstance. "You're incapable of being on time" passes judgment on character. In the complaint lies a request, in the judgment an ending.

The words "always" and "never" are warning signs. You always do that. You never listen. They transform a single moment into lifelong failure and leave no room for change. "You always do that" soon became Robin's favorite accusation, a way to express his general frustration with a world he couldn't manage.

He started keeping lists in his head.

Everything I did wrong. Every transgression, every disappointment. But these lists only came out in the alcohol-fueled fights, often months or even years after the actual incident. He'd forgotten nothing.

The mornings after were the worst.

Robin often didn't seem to remember what he'd said. The night with its accusations, the words that still burned in me, didn't exist for him. He got up, made coffee, asked what I wanted for breakfast. But I was still standing in that night.

There's little that shakes you like the experience of your own pain not existing for the other person. You start doubting your own perception. Was it really that bad? Am I exaggerating? Maybe I'm too sensitive. Often Robin had also simply forgotten the parts of the fights where he'd clearly gone too far. And he'd really forgotten them or stored them completely differently in some kind of schizophrenic self-protection.

How do you respond to anger that's denied the next morning? A gentle answer can turn away wrath. But it assumes the anger is even acknowledged and the reason for it can be identified. "Yes, I'm angry because..." Many people can't really name the reason, because it lies within themselves, so they look for it in small external details that they blow up incomprehensibly large for the other person.

According to Gottman, stable relationships have a ratio of five to one: five kind moments for every conflict. A smile, a touch, a kind word for every fight. For couples who break up, the ratio is often less than one to one.

At some point I started counting the good moments, because they'd become so rare.

There's a phase in relationships like this where you haven't given up yet, but the communication is already poisoned. You react to words, no longer to the person behind them. You feel constantly attacked and attack back. The alcohol amplifies everything, but the anger was already there. It lay in Robin's history. In this phase you think: This can't go on. You sense something's wrong. But you don't yet understand what. And you don't know how it could be different.

I told you about the night in front of the halal cart, about Robin's look and the sentence that felt like a blow. When he yelled at me, I defended myself and explained why his accusations weren't true. I presented evidence, ran with my logic against a wall. I thought if I just found the right words, he'd understand. Would stop and see that I wasn't who he saw in me.
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