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Authors’ Disclaimer


The advice in this book is written from a general perspective. It is not meant to be specific to any reader’s particular situation. It is most definitely not intended for any person to take specific action to end their marriage. It is intended to encourage the reader to recognize the issues that may be contributing to his or her problems, to discuss these with his or her spouse, and to seek professional assistance if it is indicated.


Many wise researchers agree that in researching the literature on marriage and divorce it is possible to find evidence that will support quite different points of view. We believe we have sincerely presented the current body of work reported by many of the most highly respected researchers in the field. Our emphasis is on what we believe to be the underreported parts of the research.


The people we write about in this book are all real. Their stories are true. The details have been altered to protect their anonymity.











“Learning to live with a person you do not love and respect, learning to live with a person who neither loves nor respects you, is merely learning how to die, how to walk around as a shell, how to deny how you feel, how to hate without showing it, how to weep without tears, how to declare that the sham you live is the true reality and that it is good.”


—Jules Henry
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 INTRODUCTION


Is This Me?


It was 3:30 a.m. when Ann looked at the clock next to her bed. The alarm was set for 6:30, but her sleep had ended, as it often did now. She lay quietly next to her sleeping husband. She had been dreaming of being locked in an empty house. The dream reminded her of her empty relationship and the growing sadness that she had felt during the last five years. She thought of the previous evening, the dinner she had cooked, and then waited to share with Frank, his kiss on her cheek when he came home at 8:00 o’clock, the meal they ate mostly in silence, followed by his quick retreat to the den to make business calls. She felt like crying, but only let out a sigh so as not to wake him. He was irritable if she woke him in the night, even if she was upset or frightened.


Ann recalled how she had driven past her exit on the highway yesterday, the second time she’d done that recently. The nightmare image of being locked in an empty house came back. She imagined just leaving everything and running away. Instead, she rolled onto her side to try to go back to sleep. “I’ll be thirty-eight next month,” she thought. “This is my lousy life.”


The middle of the night is often a difficult time for the millions who are in unhappy marriages. They may be Ann’s age, younger, or older. They may be men or women. They wake in a fitful state, and their thoughts go around and around with feelings of sadness and anger and fear, and wishes of what might have been or could be. They picture themselves with other partners, or compare their marriages and partners with others. They worry about their children, their finances, and how their lives are passing them by, with little hope of change. They ask themselves over and over: Should I divorce? Do I have the courage? Can it ever get better? Will the children be okay if I get out? Will I be okay? Will I be alone forever? Can I afford to go? Can I endure if I do not? Do I stay in a deeply dissatisfying marriage? Is there any hope of change? Are the rare good times a sign that we still have something together? What do I face if I divorce?


At one time or another, much of the adult married population has thought about these questions. Since 40 percent of the marriages in the United States end in divorce, many people spend a lot of time thinking about them. Many who cannot bring themselves to divorce are also plagued by these questions, but stoically persevere in desolate marriages. And many think about them, but ultimately decide the good outweighs the bad.


We do not advocate divorce, but, while a happy long-term marriage is certainly most desirable, this option is not always available or possible for many couples. At least 2.5 million American men and women—and more than 1 million children—live through divorce each year. We can safely assume that these people, as well as the millions in unhappy marriages who choose to stick it out, wrestle at length with the questions we raise.


Ten Steps to a Decision


The fears surrounding divorce are the same for almost everyone. This book provides ten steps to help you examine how serious the problems are in your marriage, what you might try to do to improve it, and, if that’s not possible, considering whether it’s time to separate and divorce. It presents the best research and personal examples about divorce drawn from twenty-five years of counseling individuals and couples, as well as scores of interviews conducted for the book. Whether you decide to stay and try to work it out, or go, this book will help you formulate a step-by-step, concrete plan for action.


Just as important as facing your fear of divorce is understanding the high cost of the alternative to divorce—continuing to live in an unhappy marriage. This book will provide you with guidance on what’s important to make your marriage work better, and what steps to take to figure out if yours cannot.


Here is a summary of the steps we will discuss in detail throughout the book:




	Determine: Is my marriage unhappy? How unhappy am I?



	Ask yourself: Is our parenting faltering?



	Look at your children right now: Is our unhappy family affecting their school performance, behavior, and self-esteem?



	Face the truth: What is the quality of our sexual life? Have we maintained emotional intimacy in our marriage?



	Assess: Is marital stress affecting my physical and mental health? My children’s? My spouse’s?



	Take an inventory: What are my fears about separating and divorcing? What stigma and shame do I fear from my family, friends, religion, and community?



	Evaluate your situation realistically: If I divorce, what do I fear will happen to my children? Will I lose them? Can I accept not seeing them every day?



	Face your fears: What financial repercussions of separation and divorce frighten me?



	Take another inventory: Have I exhausted every remedy to heal my marriage? Do I have any realistic hope? What am I waiting for?



	Decide: What is my plan?






At the end of the discussion of each step, you’ll find a summary of questions you need to ask yourself to help make a decision about how off track that aspect of your marriage may be. The questions are designed to hold up a mirror to your marriage, although the test itself is not a scientific evaluation. We recommend that you set a threshold for yourself. For most people, answering “yes” even 25 percent of the time signals that you may have serious problems in your marriage. If you answer “yes” to 50 percent or more of the questions, especially to the questions in step 9—Have I exhausted every remedy?—it’s an even stronger signal that your marriage may be in serious trouble, and that you should seek professional help.


As you read this book, please keep the following statistics in mind:




	Five years after divorce at least 75 percent of women feel better off and have recovered financially, whether they initiated the divorce or not. Women initiate two-thirds of all separations, as reported by psychologist Judith Wallerstein in her book Second Chances.



	Also according to Wallerstein, after five years, two-thirds of men report strong preferences for their lives postdivorce.



	Two leading American professors of sociology, Frank Furstenburg and Andrew Cherlin, reported in their book Divided Families that two years after their parents’ separation or divorce over two-thirds of the fifteen thousand children studied either stayed the same or improved in their schoolwork and behavior, compared with their performance prior to their parents’ separation.










 


PART ONE


THE UNHAPPY MARRIAGE


 







CHAPTER 1


Defining the Unhappy Marriage


Step 1: Determine—Is my marriage unhappy?
How unhappy am I?


Many people in unhappy marriages spend years convincing themselves that their marriage is no different than anyone else’s. Their rationalizations include comforting statements like these: “Everyone argues sometimes,” “It’s normal for sex to become less interesting after a few years,” “Most children talk back sometimes,” “My parents’ marriage was no picnic either,” or “My mother told me that you shouldn’t expect too much.” So how do you know when you are not just comforting yourself, but kidding yourself instead? How do you know when you are making excuses and just marking time, or even wasting one precious year after another?


There are nine areas in a marriage in which couples must work out agreements with each other. In the 1980s, they were identified by family researchers James P. Peterson and Nicholas Zill and include:




	money, the most common source of discord in marriage



	parenting



	sex



	relationships with extended family and friends



	religion



	household responsibilities and gender roles



	substance use, including alcohol and drugs



	how to spend leisure time



	career and job-related issues








If you fail to create mutually acceptable understandings in three or more of the nine areas, your marriage is defined as “high conflict” or unhappy.
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If you are in a marriage in which only one or two of the nine areas occasionally flare up, your marriage is considered to be healthy and relatively low conflict, even though arguments arise between you and your partner from time to time. In healthy marriages, most arguments are resolved often enough in a manner that both people can live with. If you fail to create mutually acceptable understandings in three or more of the nine areas, your marriage is defined as “high conflict” or unhappy.


A high-conflict marriage does not necessarily mean that you openly argue. For many couples, after some disagreement with no resolution, the conflicts are seldom or never discussed again. They go “underground,” and are replaced by growing withdrawal, hidden anger, and silent or open disrespect.


In our interview with Lisa, she discussed her parents’ marriage, and we saw two of the many areas of her parents’ unresolved disagreements: their relations with extended family and their handling of money. Lisa related a recurring scene from her adolescence:




A week didn’t go by without my father tormenting my mother about how much he hated her younger sister, who was, in fact, nasty to my mother, but whom my mother loved nonetheless. It seemed to me that my mother got even with my father by belittling his ability to make money. My father was only home on Sundays, because he worked six days and nights. I always felt nervous as Sunday approached because they would usually argue and their arguments could really get out of hand, and I was afraid that somebody could get hurt. Maybe because I was a girl, I sympathized with my mother. I felt more and more distant from my father. I guess I grew up feeling men were the enemy. Although my parents are still together, I’ve been divorced twice.





Nothing Gets Resolved


Your marriage may not be as volatile as Lisa’s parents’. Perhaps your disagreements wind up with one or the other of you just dropping out of the discussion, or saying, “Have it your way.” The important question is—does anything the two of you disagree about ever really change? Are you in a marriage where you and your partner have disagreed about the same important issues year in and year out? When the two of you fall into one of your persistent disagreements, do you each feel stubbornly convinced of the rightness of your own point of view? Are you and your partner deaf to each other’s perspectives?




Empathy and compassion break down. You may even start denying that your spouse has feelings. It may feel as if you are dealing with a stone
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Empathy Breaks Down


In an unhappy marriage, people are unable or unwilling to recognize the validity of the other person’s position. You lose respect for one another, anger builds, and you pull away from each other. If this has been happening to you over and over, provoked by disagreements in a number of different areas, your marriage is not making you happy enough. We’re not talking about happiness in some ideal sense. We are just saying “happy enough.” This is the central question you are struggling with if you are reading this book: Is my marriage happy enough?


Steve told us that he dreaded opening the credit card bills every month. Just seeing them unopened in his stack of mail caused him to get a knot in his stomach. Steve had a good job, and he and his wife Ellen lived in a comfortable suburb with their two school-aged children. Over the fifteen years they had been married, they argued frequently about what he felt was Ellen’s excessive spending. From Ellen’s point of view, her expenditures were perfectly normal: clothes for their children, Jessie and Brian, new lamps for the family room, a new dress for herself for the holidays, visits to the vet for their dog, and food shopping. Steve would protest that she didn’t have to go to the fanciest clothing store for clothes that the kids would soon outgrow. She didn’t have to buy the most expensive cuts of beef in the supermarket, or spend hundreds of dollars on a dress for herself, or use any excuse to spend her days shopping in the mall. He repeatedly explained to her how much financial pressure he felt he was under; he encouraged her to get a job, all to no avail. Almost every month the credit card bills would be exorbitant, in Steve’s opinion.


Ellen complained that he didn’t respect her efforts to limit her spending. She also protested that she wanted their children to look as good as the neighbors’ children, and that she wanted their house to look as good as their friends’ homes. She felt that although he said he did, Steve didn’t really place much importance on this. During several arguments, he threatened to take away Ellen’s credit cards. She eventually went on a cash allowance instead, putting all her credit cards away, but typically wound up spending the cash Steve gave her only two weeks into the month. Then Steve had to give her more money. Eventually, she got her credit cards back.


So it continued: Steve would pay the bills, and he’d feel frustrated and angry with Ellen. Increasingly, he felt he was nothing more than a paycheck to her. These two people were completely lacking in the ability to come to terms about their finances, or understand one another’s points of view, or feel any compassion for each other’s needs. Eventually, they stopped fighting; in fact, they talked less and less about anything, their problems continued unresolved, and they grew more and more distant from one another.


Positions Harden


Steve and Ellen, like other couples in unhappy marriages, each hardened their positions. Ellen ignored Steve and shopped where she wanted to; Steve resented it. The danger in hardening your position is that it makes you deaf to your partner and makes you lose sight of any validity in his position. You stop seeing your partner as another adult, an “equal center of experience,” as psychologist Jessica Benjamin has called each of us. Steve did not see Ellen as his wife and partner, but spoke of her as acting like a child. Ellen did not see Steve as a mature husband and wage earner, and a person of good judgment, but more as a tasteless cheapskate, who would embarrass the family in front of friends if he got his way.


Other Areas Break Down


The conflict over money spread to other areas of Steve and Ellen’s marriage. Their sex life faltered because Ellen, who felt undermined by Steve, became increasingly unresponsive to him, and experienced his sexual desire as excessive. Steve confided his financial strains to his father. He naturally sided with Steve, and treated Ellen as if she were ruining his son financially. Steve offered no defense of Ellen to his father, but passively encouraged his father’s anger toward his wife.


As Steve became convinced that he couldn’t get Ellen to respond to any of his needs, or to respect him, he gradually started drinking to excess. He began flirting with other women, all of whom seemed much more responsive to him, respectful, and admiring. Ellen repeatedly criticized his increased drinking. He persisted, feeling that if she could ignore him, he could ignore her. Steve told us all of this a year after his separation, while he was in the process of getting divorced.


What’s important to recognize from Steve and Ellen’s story is the all-too-common progression in the unhappy marriage. It spirals downward. One or both of the partners is deaf to the other’s perspective. They can’t understand or relate to the feelings and motives of their spouse; they may even experience the other person as having no feelings at all. They keep a scorecard of wrongs, in which they increasingly feel victimized and self-righteous. Over time, they lose respect for the other person, whose point of view makes no sense to them, and who seems so absurdly stubborn. Alternatively, they feel hopeless because there is no way to appeal to the other’s reason or emotion, and they believe the other will never yield, no matter what the cost.


Partners Stop Making an Effort


Some people respond to this breakdown by no longer making much effort to please their partner in daily life. It might be that a man comes home from work and repeatedly finds that his wife and kids are at her friend’s house, with no dinner prepared, and no note or phone call. It could be that one or the other forgets to do or buy things that the other needs, or becomes more and more incapable of doing things correctly or competently. It may be that one or the other partner consistently forgets the other spouse’s birthday, their wedding anniversary, or Valentine’s Day.


Payback


Screwing up time after time on things your partner feels are important is often a sign of anger below the surface. Here are a few signs of suppressed anger that you may or may not even be aware of:




	Losing the house keys over and over



	Breaking glasses and dishes repeatedly



	Getting into fender benders repeatedly



	Persistently forgetting your obligations, like taking in the dry-cleaning or getting the car serviced



	Always giving your partner the car with an empty gas tank



	Forgetting to buy the food items your partner has repeatedly requested






Other people may resort to open or hidden forms of payback, such as speaking against the spouse to their children, friends, or relatives, or doing things that they know will hurt or enrage the spouse. They may act out by withholding sex, flirting, or having an affair, or by being cruel or deliberately stubborn. These people consciously feel, “If you hurt me, I’ll get even.”




Marriage counselors agree that when couples wait until their relationship is so deteriorated before they seek help, it’s often too late.
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Even when it reaches these kinds of low points, what seems to keep people stuck in the purgatory of an unhappy marriage is the persistence of hope. You hope you will be able to find the right words or example that will persuade your mate, and get him or her to stop being deaf to you. Once attitudes are hardened, it is usually, although not always, futile to believe that you will bring about this change without a lot of motivation and professional help. The earlier you get this help, the better your chances for saving your marriage.


Deaf to Your Partner


Throughout their marriage, Esther criticized Ray for being unromantic and unaffectionate, and not taking an active enough role in their sex life. She also complained that Ray was passive in disciplining their children. In particular, she held Ray responsible for their son’s poor grades in school. When Ray was disappointed that he didn’t get a promotion he had thought was coming, Esther felt it was his own fault for not being aggressive enough with his boss. Esther felt this disappointment so keenly that she insisted they join a marriage encounter group at their church.


Ray went reluctantly. To put it in his words, he already “had a belly full” of criticism, and he only anticipated more of it in the group. He recalled that during the first couple of meetings, he said as little as possible and tried to keep a low profile. Esther, on the other hand, opened up to the group members and described her deep disappointments with Ray. To his surprise, other members of the group pointed out to Esther how unsympathetic she was toward Ray, and how critical she was of him. What shocked Ray even more was that Esther could not hear a single word of what they said to her. She was deaf to the group’s unanimous feedback of how harsh she was to Ray. Nothing anyone said penetrated her self-righteousness and her feeling of being a victim. To this day, Ray looks back on those evenings in marriage encounter as the point when it started to dawn on him that he didn’t have to keep thinking of himself in such a negative light. He saw how incapable Esther was of seeing any of their problems as even partly her responsibility and how hopeless that made their situation.


Balance of Power


Similarly, Carol has become completely deaf to Bill; in fact, she describes herself as “on strike.” She refuses to do anything she doesn’t want to do. She defies Bill, saying, “If you don’t like it, divorce me.” Bill doesn’t want to do that, and she knows it. How did they get to this sorry state after eight years of marriage? Their story points out the important role the balance of power plays in marriage. From day 1, Bill decided everything—from how Carol should cut the vegetables, go shopping, and load the dishwasher, to how to raise their children, where to go on vacation, and what movie to see.


Every couple has to find their own balance of power. The cultural, religious, and family traditions with which you and your spouse were raised, as well as your own personalities, all figure prominently in the unique equation of shared power and control in your marriage. Some people have a high tolerance for large imbalances of power and decision making in their marriage, others do not; each of us creates our own rules for keeping score. Each of us knows when we have reached a point that no longer seems fair. We may have swept power imbalances under the rug for a long time, but eventually we begin to trip over them. Power imbalance in marriage is a serious problem. Researchers at the University of Pennsylvania Medical School found a significantly higher risk of death among older women in a fifteen-year study of the effects of unequal decision-making power in marriage. The same does not hold true for men because the imbalance of power almost always favors the man.


A well-known researcher on marital relationships, John Gottman, in his book Why Marriages Succeed or Fail, states that “When a man or woman is not willing to share power with his partner, there is a great chance that the marriage will eventually self-destruct.” This seems to reflect what is happening to Bill and Carol. Carol is tripping over the power imbalance that has been swept under the carpet in her marriage for many years.


Bill was raised in a family that fostered little respect for women. He is five years older than Carol, and they married when she was quite young. She saw Bill as more worldly and experienced than she was. She thought that if she accommodated his needs and fell in line with his decisions, he would grow to admire and respect her. Exactly the opposite occurred. Her compliance and ceding of power in the relationship to Bill just emboldened him; in fact, it made Bill act increasingly condescending toward her. But now, eight years into their marriage Carol is in her early thirties. She is a mother, she has a responsible job where her work is valued, and she is respected. Carol gets enough confirmation from the world outside her marriage to know that there is something radically wrong with her relationship inside her marriage.




Often, in an unhappy marriage, one or both partners continues to mature, but the relationship does not.
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In addition to a lack of balance of power, Carol and Bill’s story points out one of the most common failures in unhappy marriages—one or both partners continues to mature, but the relationship does not. The marriage remains stuck in the past, more like the younger, less mature relationship they formed when they first got together. A couple we interviewed whose marriage we admire told us that in their forty years together they feel that they have had seven different marriages. Each of these “marriages” symbolized an impasse they had reached and overcome together before they could move on. Each “marriage” represented a different stage of maturity in their lives and a new rebalancing of power between them.


As Carol has become more confrontational with Bill, he has registered shock that she is so unhappy. He even says he feels contrite. He blames himself for being a “control freak.” He says he loves Carol and wants to keep their family together, that he didn’t realize she was keeping score. Carol feels that she’s at the brink. What should she do? We believe Carol and Bill haven’t exhausted every remedy. We believe she should take Bill at his word. With professional help, they may be able to readjust the balance of power in their marriage in a way that would enable each of them to feel heard, and which might allow greater closeness and mutual respect to grow between them.


Just a Rough Patch


Thinking about the problems in a marriage provokes powerful feelings of guilt and self-doubt in each of us. Am I just selfish? Am I being unrealistic about what marriage is supposed to be? Do I want too much out of life? Why can’t I just be content with all the good things I have in my life? My partner probably isn’t that bad; I’m just overreacting. It’s all my fault. I chose him [or her]; I knew what I was getting myself into. I wish he [or she] would do something really awful; then it would be easy for me to make up my mind. Part of the self-doubt may be fueled by the years of your mate tearing you down. We lose confidence in ourselves in a bad marriage.




For some couples, the key to getting past a rough patch lies in how willingly and frequently they can express how much they love each other, and how wholeheartedly they both feel they are willing to do whatever it takes to turn their problems around.
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We may stay on this internal treadmill for years, alternating between feelings of anger, guilt, and despair. With each day that provides fresh evidence of how awful our mate is, the next one finds us cringing and full of self-recrimination for feeling that way and blaming ourselves for our marriage’s failures. Sometimes this alternates with feeling more hopeful because we share a good evening, weekend, or even a vacation. How do you know if the hard times are just a phase your marriage is going through, something that the two of you can work out if you can get past this rough patch? How do you know if, years from now, you may be able to look back and feel grateful that you stuck it out and saw it through? One way to know is to ask yourself how much you two love each other, and how motivated you both are to get things back on track.


Greg and Melinda’s marriage had been happy until the birth of their first child. She stopped working, reducing their income, and he started working harder in his pharmacy business to offset the lost wages. She found motherhood very stressful. He worked late, came home exhausted, but Melinda, stressed by a long day with the baby, would hand the baby off to him the second he walked through the door. This made him resentful. So Greg started working longer and longer hours, six days a week. Even on his day off, he avoided doing child care whenever he could get away with it. When he was around, however, he made many recommendations on how to manage the baby, which Melinda resented enormously. The baby wasn’t the easiest infant. He cried because he was a little colicky. Greg and Melinda grew wary of each other. She felt “stuck with the baby,” and he felt she was almost always in a bad mood. He felt Melinda gave everything to the baby and almost nothing to him. In particular, he resented her for not getting out of her bathrobe during the day or straightening the house, and most especially, he resented her lost interest in having sex.


Their “rough patch” lasted a couple of years. The turning point came in the midst of a terrible argument when Melinda blurted out to Greg that maybe he should move out. Both were shocked by this. They started talking to each other about how much they loved each other, and how frightened they were that they had gotten to this terrible place. They both felt that they should go into counseling. Very rapidly, Greg agreed to hire a part-time assistant for his business in order to free up some of his time, and they hired a babysitter a couple of days a week so Melinda could have some time for herself. This caused some financial hardship, but they both felt it was important, so they used part of their savings and deferred contributing money to their retirement account. They instituted dates with one another, without the baby, and they started trying to listen to each other when either one was distressed. Melinda and Greg were fortunate. They both wanted the same thing.


Signs of Alienation


Alternatively, how do you know if years from now you will look back and say, “Why did I waste so many years? The signs were so clear that my mate refused to try and my marriage was over. How could I not have paid attention to them?” How do you know if it’s time to go? One measure is how alienated you two are from each other.


Agnes told us that when Charles bought a small motorboat without even mentioning this purchase to her in advance, she was shocked. She hadn’t even known a boat was something Charles wanted. They talked so little, except when they fought with one another. Worse still, after he told her, and before he took delivery of the boat, Agnes began to imagine what it would be like spending Sundays alone with Charles in the middle of the water, with no friends or relatives around and no place to go to avoid Charles. Agnes recounted:




I realized I was in terrible trouble when Charles bought the boat. It was suddenly so clear that I was staying in my marriage because I had figured out how to spend almost no time alone with my husband. When I was with Charles, I felt so much lonelier than when I was either alone or with anyone else on the planet. That was the realization that helped me to make the decision to separate from Charles. I never did go on that boat with him.





Randy, who had been married to Kate for nine years, told us that night after night he would get into bed and watch the 11 o’clock news while Kate sat working at the kitchen table. He would often ask her to get into bed with him, but she would decline, saying, “I just have too much work” or “I’m just more ambitious than you are. I want to make something of myself.” Over and over again, Randy would fall asleep with the television on, feeling rejected, angry, old, and lonely at forty, and wondering if anything would ever happen that could make that change. This couple’s alienation also led to avoidance of one another, both in and out of their bedroom.


Of course, we don’t know Charles’s or Kate’s sides of these stories, but we can imagine some of their frustration. We know Charles has to have felt pretty alienated from Agnes if he never shared his dream of buying a boat with her, and, even worse, that he made such a substantial investment and commitment without first discussing it with his wife. When Kate declined Randy’s frequent requests to come to bed with him with a retort expressing how superior she felt, she was also probably feeling, “You don’t take care of my needs, so why should I take care of yours?”


Shifting Intimacy


Randy told us that after years of Kate’s avoiding him he started developing an office friendship with Suzanne, a married woman with whom he had worked for a long time. Suzanne had just been a casual friend, like any other colleague. One day while making small talk, Randy realized how much he was enjoying Suzanne’s company, and that she seemed to be enjoying his. Suzanne’s interest, admiration, and warmth were a breath of fresh air. Randy began to look for excuses to have these friendly chats. Gradually, their conversations extended to sometimes going out to lunch together. Over time, they shared confidences about the difficulties and unhappiness that each of them experienced in their marriages. Randy found Suzanne very attractive, although he never allowed himself to act on it, and he never spoke to Suzanne about it. He felt critical of himself that these thoughts came to mind. What he didn’t recognize was that close emotional connections, where intimate details of a marriage are revealed to another person, drain the emotional life of a marriage even further. Sex doesn’t have to figure into it at all.


In the same way, Agnes observed that during the years she was married to Charles, her friendship with Lynn, her oldest and dearest friend, became closer as the distance between Agnes and Charles grew. Lynn also was unhappy with her marriage and the two women treasured the mutual solace they found talking about their marital disappointments and dissatisfactions. Charles was somewhat aware of this. He complained to Agnes that he felt excluded and that her loyalties were greater to Lynn than to him. He wasn’t wrong.




When someone else—a sister or brother, a coworker, or friend—becomes more emotionally intimate with you than your spouse is, your marriage is off track.





[image: ]


Shifting Loyalty


The marriage ceremony represents a shifting of loyalties from your parents or friends to your partner, and the creation of your new family.


Many people don’t make this shift when they get married. They have already developed their closest intimate relationship with a brother, sister, parent, or friend. In this closest relationship, they feel truly safe talking about anything; they feel totally accepted. If this sounds like you or your mate, your marriage may not have gotten off to the best start. It is already being deprived of some of the closeness that it needs.


Long ago, it was a custom in Japan that, when a young woman married, she would leave her parents’ home to go to the wedding ceremony. As she walked down the path away from the house, her mother would follow her with a broom to sweep the bride’s footsteps away. This is a powerful symbolic gesture, and a wise one. The bride may never return to her parents’ home on the same path. Her allegiance is now to her new family. The new path is the one she and her husband are about to set off on. They will create their own home and their own family.


If the husband’s or wife’s loyalty or emotional intimacy shifts to another person, away from the spouse, it is a sign of a problem in a marriage. Well-known family therapist Eleanor Craig-Green says, “There already has to be a big space between a husband and wife before someone else can move in to fill it.” It almost doesn’t matter whether it is a member of the opposite sex or the same sex.


Both men and women have confided to us in interviews that they have an opposite-sex friend at work with whom they can speak more openly and closely than they can with their spouse. They usually do not see this as problematic for their marriage. It is. Their intimate conversations with these office mates or friends usually reflect the conversations they are not having with their spouses. When asked about this, they often say that their spouse isn’t interested or is too tired and preoccupied, and that the friend is genuinely interested. If this is happening to you, it probably means that too many of the nine areas that couples need to agree on remain unresolved between you and your partner.


Revisiting the Nine Areas


So it’s essential for a couple to establish a mutually acceptable understanding in at least seven or eight of the nine areas to enjoy the good communication that is crucial to a reasonably happy marriage. Once again, they are:




	money, the most common source of discord in marriage



	parenting



	sex



	relationships with extended family and friends



	religion



	household responsibilities and gender roles



	substance use, including alcohol and drugs



	how to spend leisure time



	career and job-related issues






In the areas where a couple is unable to come to a mutually acceptable agreement, they nonetheless need to find a way to address and work with each other, or at least work around the issues in those areas.


For example, Lisa’s father and mother could not agree on the kind of relationship they should have with her mom’s younger sister. Lisa’s dad wanted absolutely no contact whatsoever with his sister-in-law. Lisa’s mom wanted a close daily relationship. Instead of a constant impasse that continually exacerbated their differences, this couple needed to find a reasonable accommodation together. The sister might have been able to visit when the husband wasn’t home, or the wife might have visited at the sister’s home. Perhaps they needed a second telephone so the wife could call the sister whenever she wanted without tying up the family line and creating the occasion for yet another angry outburst.


When too many disagreements remain unresolved; if there is complete inflexibility on your mate’s part, or things consistently don’t go your way; if it’s always up to you to make the adjustment, alienation and disrespect grow. This is likely to create further disagreements in other areas. Each of you hardens your position, even if you superficially go along to avoid making things worse. You become deaf to your partner’s point of view. You experience your spouse as being inflexible, unyielding, and unfeeling. You lose empathy and compassion and pull further away. You may be inclined to confide in someone else, someone whom you feel understands you better than your mate, someone who accepts you and hears you. If you see yourself in the examples we provide, these are signs that you may be unhappy and that your marriage may also be suffering. They are not necessarily signs that it is time to go, but it is time to take definitive action to see if you can get your marriage back on track. One step may be to tell your spouse you are reading this book, and suggest that he read it, too.
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