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  Introduction




  I’ve spent almost thirty years helping couples resolve their arguments, turn round their relationship and fall back in love again. I’ve written eleven books,

  answered countless letters to my website, given talks and appeared on numerous radio and TV shows. However, in all that time, I’ve never really addressed one of the most fundamental issues

  that is driving so much of the misery I encounter: how to stop your children from ruining your marriage. My silence is not because I’ve got nothing to say – as you’ll discover

  I’ve a whole book – but because I know from experience that most parents don’t want to hear my message. Unfortunately, it goes against much of our contemporary culture and all the

  received wisdom. I scout round the edges, approach the problems from another angle and deal with the fallout. So what has made me finally decide to speak out?




  Every hour at my practice in London, the buzzer goes and a couple (or individual) sit opposite me and pour out their feelings. On one occasion, I had a thirty-one-year-old woman sobbing about

  her parents’ divorce over twenty years previously and asking me why she couldn’t find a lasting relationship. Despite being a top-flight government adviser, it felt like I had a small

  child in the room as she looked up from her pile of crumpled tissues and asked: ‘Why did nobody think about me?’




  My next clients were a deeply unhappy couple – on the point of divorcing – who were fighting about weekend access visits. He thought she was turning their

  three children against him. She was angry that he was bailing out of their marriage – he had found another woman – without even trying to sort out their differences. Suddenly, I had

  this mental flash-forward twenty years and saw one of this couple’s daughters sitting in the seat opposite me. Despite my clients doing everything in their power for their children to be

  happy, confident and successful (the best schools, extensive extracurricular activities and all the latest gadgets), they had exhausted first their marriage and then themselves – so running

  away and starting again seemed the only way for the husband to reclaim his identity. What made this story doubly tragic is that they used to have such a happy relationship.




  When we unpicked what went wrong, the problems could be traced back to choices made when their children were small. I knew from my work with my single client that her fear that she was

  ‘too much for anyone to handle’ were down to decisions made by her parents during this key window too. On the train home that night, I decided to break my silence and write this book so

  that I could help people protect their marriages and avoid turning their children into my future clients.




  There’s another reason why I haven’t written about parenting before. I’ve never had children, so what right do I have to give advice? I’ve had no first-hand experience of

  arguing about whose turn it is to get up for the baby, what time small children should go to bed or how to stop teenagers smoking. However, I am an expert on relationships. I know how easy it is to

  lose sight of being husband and wife when you become Mummy and Daddy, and how that breeds not only unhappy parents but fractious and desperate kids. Time and again, the first sign that my clients

  have turned the corner is when they report that their children are much happier – because kids thrive when their parents are in harmony and tackle problems as a team. In addition, after

  thousands of hours listening to adults talk about their childhood, I also have a clear idea of what can go wrong and how to help your children grow up to be happy, balanced and resilient.




  




  If you’ve recently had a baby, this book will give you a sense of the road ahead and how to avoid the pitfalls. I also cover the impact on your family of the second and subsequent

  children. If your family is complete and your children older, my argument is just as relevant if they are eighteen months or eighteen years old. Please don’t skip the early chapters, though,

  as they will help you diagnose where any problems might have started and target your energy towards where it will be most effective.




  Ultimately, this is a positive book. Having children is a great opportunity to grow and change. It can help put pain from your own childhood behind you and bring you closer to your own parents.

  It can also deepen the bond with your partner, because there’s nothing more awesome than creating a new life together. However, you do need good relationship skills and to know how to

  communicate effectively – even when you’re tired and stressed. In fact, especially then! But don’t worry, I’ve lots of practical advice and tips that will help you talk,

  listen to each other and find a solution that’s acceptable to both of you. There’s also information on how to foster a great relationship with your children and therefore provide good

  emotional support. At the end of each chapter, there is specific advice on how to strengthen your relationship with your partner; and because I know you are busy and juggling lots of different

  tasks, I’ve boiled everything down to ten golden rules (which are summarized at the back of the book).




  Although I’ve used the word ‘marriage’ in the subtitle for this book, I don’t think you have to be married to have a secure relationship or raise happy children.

  It’s just that ‘marriage’ makes it clear what kind of relationships I’m discussing. I also want to stress that this book is just as much for fathers as for mothers –

  both women and men can feel that their partners put them last. Unfortunately, there’s a tendency in our society – and I’m thinking particularly of politicians – to lay the

  blame for everything at the door of mothers. No wonder mothers can feel under attack and sometimes hear criticism when none is intended. So let me be clear: I believe in

  equal parenting responsibilities, and when relationships hit a problem it is generally six of one and half a dozen of the other.




  The case histories come from my practice as a marital therapist as well as interviews with mothers and fathers not in counselling. I have changed details and sometimes merged two or three cases,

  so nobody can be recognized. Finally, I would like to thank my clients for their generosity in allowing me to share what we have learnt together.




   




  Andrew G. Marshall




  www.andrewgmarshall.com
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  Getting Your Priorities Right




  Although bringing up the next generation is possibly the most fulfilling and life-affirming thing anyone can do, babies and small children do seem to have a mission to destroy

  everything they come into contact with, from your clothes and furniture to your nerves, sex life and sometimes even your marriage. Even when they’re older, children have so many needs and

  make such demands on your time, it is easy to lose sight of your partner. Fortunately, it does not have to be like this. Over almost thirty years as a marital therapist, I’ve seen many

  couples whose relationships have been beaten into submission by the child-rearing years, but I’ve helped many more turn their sons and daughters into the glue that binds them together. So

  what makes the difference? In a nutshell, it’s down to getting your priorities right and balancing three key elements: your marriage, your children’s welfare and your own needs.




  When you first fell in love, you only had eyes for your beloved. He or she was the centre of your universe, the light of your life and the reason why you got up in the morning. When you walked

  down the aisle or joined hands in a register office, it was impossible to believe that anything would come between you. OK, you’d discussed at some point that you wanted children, but in this

  abstract form they would bring you together, be a living, breathing proof of your devotion, and there would be more than enough love to go round. So it comes as a complete

  surprise when, in the hurly-burly of bringing up a family, earning enough to provide food, shelter and clothes, you drop down each other’s list of priorities until one or other of you

  complains: ‘You always put me last.’




  Men find that they come after the children, housework (especially when their wife won’t come to bed, and potentially have sex, because she’s wiping down the kitchen worktops), her

  job and maybe even the dog. Women discover that they come after their husband’s work, the children (because he’s happy to play with them when he comes home, which is fine because she

  wants him to be a good father, but she can’t help feeling ignored), and sometimes rank lower than his football team.




  After the seductive promise of romantic love, the everyday grind of babies and small children comes as a nasty shock. In an ideal world, couples would talk about their disappointments, regrets

  and losses, have a cuddle and support each other through the adjustment from lovers to parents – without losing sight of either role. Unfortunately, many couples get into a downward spiral

  where he feels excluded at home, so buries himself in his work (after all, it pays the bills and keeps the show on the road) and she hardly ever sees her husband – because he’s working

  late, upstairs catching up on his emails or off at a conference – so buries herself in the minutiae of her children’s lives (because what is more important than raising the next

  generation?). Perhaps the problems start because she’s always felt she played second fiddle to his work. So the arrival of a baby – for whom she is definitely number one –

  bolsters her self-confidence and she throws herself further into this demanding but rewarding new role. Whichever way round everything starts, couples can withdraw further and further into the

  stereotypes of what it means to be a man, a woman, a father or a mother and find it harder to reach out to each other and be a team.




  With so much unspoken resentment, it is not surprising that people prioritize family time over couple time. Not only is there less chance of a row with the children around, but it is easy to

  hide behind the comfortable intimacy of being Mum and Dad together and forget the problems of being husband and wife.




  Fortunately, it doesn’t have to be like this . . .




  Revolutionary ideas




  At the centre of this book is a radical idea, so radical I will be surprised if you buy it. So please feel free to say, ‘Yes, but . . .’, or complain that I

  don’t understand, or maybe even think that I’m mad, bad and dangerous. However, I hope that you’ll suspend your judgement for a while and mull over my suggestions rather than

  dismissing them out of hand. So what is this idea?




  You should put your children second.




  Of course, there will be times when the children need you – perhaps they are ill or it’s their first day at school. What I’m talking about is that on an everyday basis your

  husband or your wife should be your number one priority. I know this is a tough idea to swallow – particularly when you have a small, helpless baby on your lap – but children are just

  passing through, while marriage should be for ever. (I know this stands on its head today’s perceived wisdom that marriages come and go but being parents together endures.) Before you throw

  the book or the e-reader across the room, I’m not just saying that you should prioritize your partner because it will be good for your marriage, but because it’s good for your children

  too. In a nutshell, a happy marriage means happy children. If you put your children first – as a matter of course, day in and day out – you will exhaust your marriage. Children sense

  the unhappiness, they try to build bridges for their parents and get drawn into things they are too young to understand, or, worse still, think the problem is down to them in some way. Time and again, I know the couples that I’m counselling have turned a corner because they report that the children are happier.




  So what happens if you do put your child or children first? Amanda is forty-one and married with a three-year-old daughter: ‘We do a lot of things at the weekend that are very

  child-orientated and focused on her. I’ll make arrangements with people we’re not particularly friendly with – or have much in common with – but who have children of the

  same age, because I believe that being an only child is unfair on our daughter. For example, last night, I had six children round for her to play with and set up craft activities on the kitchen

  table – like decorating a card or cooking.’ Amanda’s determination to provide plenty of opportunities for her daughter to mix with other children came at a cost. ‘If we were

  going out for dinner or I’ve made arrangements for my husband and I to meet friends without our daughter, and I got a phone call for a play date, I would cancel the adult event –

  without a second’s thought.’ Obviously, I was interested in the impact on her husband. ‘Regardless of whether he will be stuck having a conversation with a guy he’s only

  just met, I never say no. Sometimes he says: “Can’t just the three of us do something?”’ Amanda explained.




  Although I can easily imagine the look on her husband’s face when he comes home after a long day to find six strange children in the kitchen, it is Amanda’s last sentence that really

  worries me. Not only is her husband very aware of how low he comes on his wife’s list of priorities, but he can’t even ask: ‘Can’t we do something just the two of

  us?’




  When I explain about putting each other first, clients often look at me blankly – almost as if they can hear my words but can’t quite process them. Of course, they don’t want

  to neglect their marriage, but they want to give their children every opportunity in life and, although they don’t necessarily use this word, to be ‘perfect’ parents. So if that

  involves putting your relationship on to autopilot during your child’s crucial formative years, isn’t it worth it?




  At this point, I should introduce the accompanying idea that sits alongside Put your children second, and that is Be a good enough parent.

  Unfortunately, ‘good enough’ is not a popular idea either. We want the very best for our children. So perhaps I should explain what I mean by ‘good enough’. Donald

  Winnicott (1896–1971) was one of Britain’s most influential paediatricians and child psychiatrists. He believed that if, by some miracle, we could fulfil all our children’s needs

  on the spot, they would have the illusion that the world revolved around them. Worse still, they would never need to overcome any obstacles – because we’d have carried them over or

  given them a leg-up – and therefore not have the opportunity to test things out for themselves, make mistakes, grow and become independent. Obviously, neglecting a child is equally dangerous,

  so he proposed a middle way: being ‘good enough’. In other words, you look out for your children but do not micromanage them.




  There are two advantages to taking this concept on board. First, it will help keep your sanity, as it accepts that every parent makes mistakes and it’s not necessarily the end of the

  world. ‘I’d forgotten that our son needed a costume for World Book Day at his playgroup on Monday morning and all the shops were shut,’ explained Muriel, thirty-two. ‘In my

  mind, I could see him upset about being the only one who hadn’t dressed up or, worse still, bullied because he had a third-rate costume. So I went online and fortunately found a Thomas the

  Tank Engine outfit on eBay.’ Unfortunately, collecting it involved driving halfway across London and out to one of the towns that circle the city, a round trip of at least three hours.

  ‘Aiming to be a “perfect” mother, I packed my husband, my son and my one-year-old daughter into the car and set off. Nobody was in a good mood and the tension in the car started

  to grow and grow.’ Fortunately, we had already covered ‘good enough’ in counselling and instead of rowing, Muriel and her husband, Neil, stopped the car and started talking.




  ‘I wondered if going to Chelmsford was the best way to spend our Sunday,’ said Neil.




  ‘And I began to question if the journey was really necessary,’ added Muriel. ‘I could try and make the costume. Did it matter if he went in something

  home-made? So we turned round and went out for something to eat instead.’




  In the end, Muriel made a ‘good enough’ costume and her son enjoyed helping her to turn a hat into a funnel. Over the next couple of weeks, Muriel became less and less anxious about

  being perfect and allowed herself time off – for example, to have a nap – rather than pushing herself to be ‘ever present’ and always ‘on top of my game’.




  Second, and equally importantly, good enough stops you from competing with other parents. Rachel, who had given up her career to focus on her child, found that she transferred her natural

  competitiveness from her work on to her son: ‘It was like the mothers at playgroup were all engaged in some kind of arms race. It wasn’t just whose child reached all the landmark events

  first, but if one of us started something like baby yoga, it suddenly became necessary for everyone else to go or in some way we’d be “neglecting” our baby. When I opted out and

  start laughing at how they wound each other up, I not only relaxed and started really enjoying my daughter, but I had funny anecdotes to share with my husband, David.’




  Returning to Amanda, what had been the impact on her daughter of aiming to be the ‘perfect’ mother (and compensating for the lack of siblings) rather than ‘good enough’?

  ‘Yesterday, when we had the other children over to play, my daughter was bossing everybody around, even though she’s only three and one of her playmates was nine years old. If they

  weren’t doing what she wanted, she’d send them to the “thinking corner” – which is where I send her if she misbehaves,’ Amanda explained, and a worried tone

  entered her voice. ‘I’m also at risk of turning our daughter into a very unpleasant person because she’ll expect to always be the centre of attention.’




  In other words, pulling together both of my revolutionary ideas is best for your marriage and your children. I know this takes a bit of getting used to, so don’t worry. I will be

  returning to my two central themes – ‘Put your partner first’ and ‘Be a good enough parent’ – and exploring them in each chapter.




  




  There is one final idea that runs through this book, but I wouldn’t describe it as revolutionary. In fact, most people would accept it, but some parents lose sight of it during the first

  five years of their child’s life. So what is this idea?




  You have needs too.




  Unfortunately, in the rush to be perfect parents, the easiest person to neglect is yourself. If you do stop and think, What about me?, it’s hard not to feel guilty or even a

  ‘bad’ parent, because there is a small, trusting, beautiful baby whose immediate need for food, nurturing and protection must trump your selfish needs. Hopefully, by the end of the

  book, I will have helped you to stop thinking in such black and white terms and to realize that completely burying your needs brings long-term problems – not only for your personal welfare

  but, crucially, for your marriage too.
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  What Are Your Priorities?




  This exercise is about taking stock of your priorities and understanding where, on an everyday basis, you rank each of your responsibilities. It works best

  done as a couple but can be completed alone.




  1. Look at the list below of different priorities – which I use with clients – and check there’s nothing important in your life that’s missing. If there is,

  please add it in.




   




  

    

      	

        Self


      



      	

        Partner


      



      	

        Children


      

    




    

      	

        Work


      



      	

        Friends


      



      	

        Parents


      

    




    

      	

        Siblings


      



      	

        Hobbies


      



      	

        Fitness/Health


      

    




    

      	

        Fun


      



      	

        Home


      



      	

        Pets


      

    




    

      	

        Status


      



      	

        Personal development


      



      	

    




    

      	

        Sex


      



      	

        Intellectual nourishment


      



      	

    


  




  




  2. Make up a series of cards, one for your partner and one for yourself. Write the elements of your list on the cards.




  3. Independently of each other, put them in order from most important to least important. Let me stress, there are no right or wrong answers. It is a

  matter of opinion and personal choice.




  4. When you’ve finished ranking your everyday priorities, explain the reasoning behind your choices to your partner.




  5. Listen while your partner takes you through his or her priorities.




  6. Finally, discuss each other’s rankings and whether they were a surprise or as you expected.
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  What happens if you do put the children first?




  At this point, I don’t expect you to have bought into my idea that children come second – especially as I’ve yet to explain how this translates into everyday

  life. So don’t worry if you’ve made the children your number one priority. Most marriages will survive this choice, especially if both partners agree and find ways to mitigate the

  impact on their relationship. Hopefully, the previous exercise will have started this discussion. Unfortunately, most couples never talk about their priorities and blindly fall into one or more of

  the following five common traps.




  




  TAKING EACH OTHER FOR GRANTED




  Christine and Mark had been married for fifteen years and had three children. Although they both worked in London, they’d moved to the countryside as they felt it was best

  for their children. ‘In our previous house, they would run out of the back door and hit the garden wall in about five steps,’ explained Christine. ‘We wanted space for them to

  play and have a carefree time, climb trees and be able to ride their bikes without the risk of being mown down by the traffic.’ Unfortunately, it meant a two-hour-plus commute in the morning

  and the evening for Mark, and only a marginally shorter one three days a week for Christine. Worse still, the logistics of getting the children anywhere meant that Christine had to hold huge

  amounts of information in her head at any one time.




  ‘Our youngest will be going swimming – which is twenty-five minutes away – and the middle one will need new shoes and the eldest will have a piano lesson,’ she explained.

  ‘I don’t think Mark understands just how tough it can be running a family. It only takes for him to be half an hour late coming back home or for the dog to be sick and have to go to the

  vet, and all the complicated arrangements come tumbling down.’




  ‘And I don’t think Christine understands the pressure of getting up each morning at six, entertaining clients and getting the last train home. Sometimes, I don’t get into bed

  until two in the morning,’ Mark retorted.




  In their own way, each of them felt exhausted and taken for granted. I had a picture of them living life on 98 per cent capacity, so that even the smallest problem could send them into a spiral

  of resentment. When I did the ‘What Are Your Priorities?’ exercise with them, Christine put ‘Children’ first and then ‘Work’ and ‘Home’. She put Mark

  fourth, ‘Fun’ fifth and ‘Self’ down at ten. When Mark looked at her priorities, he thought he would have come a lot lower down.




  




  ‘I do consider you, but maybe you don’t notice it. If there are two shitty jobs to be done, I always take the worst one myself – like going to the supermarket for the weekly

  shop – while you stay home and look after the kids,’ Christine explained.




  I could understand how Mark might not have noticed this type of consideration or felt particularly cherished.




  Meanwhile, Mark had made ‘Work’ his number one priority, followed by ‘Home’, ‘Children’, ‘Partner’ and ‘Status’, with

  ‘Self’ at sixth. When Christine looked at the rankings, she had imagined that ‘Self’ would have been much higher.




  ‘I don’t really get much pleasure out of my work,’ Mark explained. ‘It pays the bills and of course I went after promotion because I thought it would give the children a

  better future – certainly if we’re going to send them to the best schools – but it doesn’t feed me. It’s not me. I do it for you and the children.’




  Once again, I could understand Mark’s sacrifice, the long commute, going for extra responsibility and stress – more for the money than because he was passionately interested in his

  work. It must have been tough spending so many hours doing something that did not inspire him. However, I could equally understand how this kind of caring did not make Christine feel particularly

  cherished either.




  Over the next few months, I worked on their communication skills and helped them find more visible ways of showing that they cared. For example, Mark offered to stay home and plug a particularly

  difficult childcare problem during the school holidays, and Christine organized a weekend away – just the two of them – in Paris. When I repeated the priorities exercise, the situation

  had begun to change. Christine put ‘Self’ at third and ‘Personal development’ at fourth. Mark put ‘Children’ first, ‘Partner’ second, then

  ‘Work’; meanwhile ‘Self ’ and ‘Status’ had dropped dramatically.




  




  FUSING PERSONAL INTERESTS WITH CHILDREN’S INTERESTS




  There is no right or wrong place to put ‘Self’ on your list of priorities – although I’m concerned if someone puts themselves at fifth or lower. At this

  point, there is normally a subtle but deadly phenomenon that kicks in. If you consider yourself a low priority, you will find it hard to ask for what you need – whether it is something

  practical (‘Please sort out my computer because it seems to have a bug in it’) or something emotional (‘I really need a hug and a back rub’). However, it is very difficult

  to live without care, consideration and feeling appreciated.




  So what do people do? This happens entirely unconsciously, but they ally themselves closely with something that does come higher up their partner’s priorities. You’ve guessed it: the

  children. So instead of asking for something for themselves – which they expect to be refused – they ask for something for the children that fulfils some of their needs. For example,

  Amanda’s husband requested time as a family (without other people’s children) rather than couple time (what he really wanted). Christine was pleased with Mark offering to help with

  childcare (because it made her life easier) but what she needed was a spontaneous gesture that would make her feel special (for example, Mark turning up at her workplace and taking her out for

  lunch).




  Not only does someone who fuses their interests with the children only get some of their needs met, they also risk their partner misunderstanding their request and rejecting it. For example,

  Amanda could easily respond to her husband by saying: ‘It’s important for our daughter’s development to mix more with children her own age.’ He would have been more likely

  to succeed if he’d been upfront: ‘I think it’s really important for our marriage to have a night out just the two of us.’




  Ciara and Thierry, in their late thirties, had two children under five and came into counselling because of arguments that were never sorted. Ciara felt particularly

  resentful because Thierry had gone away on a work contract – he was freelance – just two months after their youngest was born.




  ‘But you didn’t tell me not to go,’ said Thierry angrily.




  ‘I shouldn’t have to tell you,’ Ciara rounded on him.




  I had a very clear idea of how their rows escalated at home.




  ‘How would Thierry know that you wanted him to stay?’ I asked.




  ‘I explained how our eldest needed his dad because he was unsettled by the new arrival, and I explained how difficult it is to breastfeed a baby while a toddler is trying to get your

  attention.’




  ‘But you had your mother staying, she could help. It was not like you were all alone.’




  ‘You know how she bosses, how she takes over. I’ll turn round and she’s going through the cupboards throwing away everything that’s past its sell-by date.’




  ‘What would happen if you’d just said, “I’m lonely, frightened, worried whether I can cope and I need your support and love”?’ I asked.




  At this point, Ciara burst into tears. When she stopped crying, she explained that she didn’t dare risk being rejected and that she secretly feared that he didn’t truly love her.

  Thierry was able to reassure her and the counselling turned a corner.




  However, until we could uncouple her interests and the children’s interests it was difficult to have an honest and open discussion.




  MID-LIFE CRISIS




  The next trap for couples who put their children first is closely related to the previous one. If you fuse your interests with your children’s, you are also likely to

  encourage or expect your partner to do the same. And here is the dangerous twist: you can use that love for the kids to control him or her and get your own way –

  but without having any blood on your hands. So how does it work? A wife will say, ‘You don’t want to play golf now you’re a father’ or ‘You’ve got to stop going

  out with the lads as you’ve got responsibilities.’ Of course, she is half right. He does want to be with his kids. She does need extra help. However, instead of putting all the issues

  up front – ‘I don’t like your mates’ or ‘Four hours is a long chunk of the weekend’ – where they can be debated, negotiated and a compromise found, the

  conversation is closed down by implying that anything else would mean ‘You don’t love me and the kids’ or ‘You’re a part-time dad.’ Obviously, it’s not a

  game that just women play; men are equally adept. For example, ‘Do you really want to retrain, because all that extra studying will mean you’ve got less time for the kids’ or

  ‘Our youngest is having a bad time at school, so I don’t think now is a good time for you to go away for the weekend.’ And how do you challenge such a reasonable approach –

  especially if you’re putting your children first and your own interests sixth or seventh? Nobody wants to feel a ‘bad’ mother or father, so they are easily manipulated into

  burying their needs.




  Perhaps you’re thinking, What’s wrong with being altruistic and thinking of others? My answer is: Nothing, if that’s your choice – by all means put the children first

  – but I would question whether you have the right to make that choice for your partner. Whatever the rights and wrongs, in the short term there isn’t a major problem – especially

  when the children are small and really do need a lot of care. However, it can quite easily become a habit and before you know it, five, ten or fifteen years have passed.




  One morning you wake up and think, There’s got to be more to life than this. Perhaps your partner’s father dies and, sitting by his bedside, he or she is reminded that we have only a

  fixed time on this planet. Maybe both of you have reached forty; your life is half over and you’re thinking about what comes next. Obviously, these are perfectly natural feelings. It can be

  really healthy to take stock from time to time, but if you’ve buried your needs, if even questioning the supremacy of your children is forbidden, what should be a

  mid-life adjustment quickly turns into a mid-life crisis.




  ‘We got together when my husband was seventeen, I was twenty-two. After five years, we moved in together and shortly afterwards got married and had two boys who are now aged six and

  five,’ Vicky wrote to my website. ‘He said that he felt like in the blink of an eye it was seventeen years later and he didn’t know what he’d done with his life. It sounded

  like a typical mid-life crisis to me – his life had become humdrum, work had turned particularly pressured (and in a way made him powerless) and he seemed to blame me for his lot in life. He

  thinks that he made all these sacrifices for me, but I gave up a lot for him too – I just wasn’t as audible about it, nor was I keeping score. I gave up on the notion of pursuing the

  career I had always wanted – for him, mainly because it would have meant that I had to give up my role as breadwinner, and go to university. The things he “gave up” for me were

  things like only going to meat-only restaurants without good vegetarian options for me. It’s not like he still doesn’t get to eat meat.’




  In the next part of the letter, Vicky’s husband prioritizes communicating with the children over talking to her.




  ‘Just before he moved out, he started to really mess me about – even on the day we’d agreed was his moving-out day, he decided to move it back a week, saying that he’d

  told the boys that he’d stay for the week – but hadn’t told me! I know that he is in turmoil but he’s turned into someone else who I don’t recognize.’




  I can quite believe that Vicky’s husband seemed like a stranger, but after years of putting the children first and downgrading his needs, he exploded and started an affair. I have met many

  men, and plenty of women too, who after years of ‘thinking of others’ felt ‘entitled’ to ‘put myself first for once’. So although it seems admirable to put your

  children first, it can rebound with the most extraordinary acts of selfishness.




  




  LACK OF SEXUAL INTIMACY




  Jack and Layla, both in their early forties, were agreed on one thing: ‘The children are the centre of our lives.’ After one session, Jack insisted on showing me a

  photo on his phone of his two sons climbing all over him. It was the first time in almost thirty years’ counselling where I’d seen a picture of a client’s children. Although only

  a snapshot – probably taken on holiday after a dip in the pool – it could have been an advert for fatherhood from a magazine. Everybody was laughing and jostling for position and I

  could picture Layla taking the shot and smiling too. There was just one problem with this happy family. Jack and Layla had only had sex on a handful of occasions since their youngest son had been

  born – six years ago.




  ‘I had a difficult birth and complications. I was breastfeeding and not getting enough sleep, and when I look back I probably had postnatal depression too,’ explained Layla.




  ‘I told you as much at the time,’ Jack interjected.




  ‘So starting sex was the last thing on my mind, I suppose,’ said Layla.




  Although I could understand the initial problems, we were talking about six years later!




  ‘I had two small children hanging off me, I didn’t want Jack mauling me too,’ Layla continued.




  ‘Motherhood is very physical – feeding babies, washing them, changing their nappies – with lots of skin-to-skin contact,’ I reflected. ‘You can get almost all your

  needs for intimacy met.’




  Obviously, there’s nothing wrong with enjoying cuddles with your kids, but it can become a way of compensating or feeling less alone when the central relationship between husband and wife

  is not being fed. Unfortunately, instead of talking about their lack of sexual intimacy – and getting help earlier – Jack and Layla had been able to hide behind being ‘great

  parents’ and ‘doing what’s best for the kids’ and months and then years had gone by.




  




  By the time I met them Jack had said, ‘I love you but I’m not in love with you’ and Layla was furious because she suspected that Jack was having affairs while off on business

  trips – something that he strenuously denied.




  They reminded me of another client, Lucy, a thirty-something single woman whose parents split when she was six years old: ‘Years later when I had a long chat with my father,’ she

  told me, ‘he admitted, “I fell out of love with my wife and in love with my daughter.”’ Is this what had happened to Jack and Layla?




  VULNERABILITY TO AN AFFAIR




  Martin and Sarah, both forty-three with three children under twelve, came into counselling after Martin discovered some intimate texts on Sarah’s phone from a contractor

  who had been helping them remodel their house. Although the affair had not gone further than kissing and cuddling, Sarah had fallen deeply in love with the other man. She wanted to save her

  marriage but was not certain if she could get her feelings back for Martin. ‘I’d felt lonely and undervalued for a long time and this man listened, he seemed genuinely interested in

  what I had to say. It wasn’t just that we talked but shared similar values and a friendship together,’ Sarah explained. Over the next few weeks, I helped Martin deal with his panic, to

  stop pressurizing Sarah for reassurance and tackle the everyday issues between them, rather than sweeping them under the carpet.




  When I did the ‘What Are Your Priorities?’ exercise, Martin placed ‘Self’ first, ‘Status’ second, ‘Children’ third and ‘Partner’

  fourth. In contrast, Sarah had put ‘Children’ first and ‘Partner’ second but ‘Self’ only seventh in her priorities and ‘Fun’ only eleventh. It was

  perhaps not surprising that she had felt so unhappy.




  ‘I was like an alcoholic desperate for a drink – or in my case love, affection and a little attention – but fearful if I had even a drop, I would

  never be able to quench my thirst,’ she explained.




  ‘And if I was brutally honest with myself, I was aware that Sarah was miserable but I thought there was nothing I could do about it and told myself, selfishly, “Get on with it

  because I’m not going to let you drag me down with you”, and I got on with my life,’ Martin added.




  Very few people go out looking for affairs, but if someone feels unappreciated and not valued at home – or, like Sarah, has completely neglected their own needs – they become

  vulnerable to the attention of other people. ‘It was almost like this man finding me special allowed me to accept that I might be someone more than a wife and a mother. I had needs and that

  was OK,’ explained Sarah.




  In most cases, affairs start innocently enough: a simple working relationship or going on to the Internet to switch off and forget everyday troubles. If someone feels cherished and a priority at

  home, it is easy to back off before any harm is done. However, if you feel that your partner routinely puts you last, it is not surprising that a ‘special’ friendship becomes so

  important so quickly and causes so much pain.
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  How Strong Is Your Marriage Right Now?




  It is difficult to balance being parent and a partner – especially if you’re dealing with a multitude of other pressures. To get a sense of how

  resilient your marriage might be and how well you deal with conflict, I’ve devised a test and some tailor-made advice for your situation.




  1. Which of the following statements describes your relationship? Tick as many as apply.




  

    a) We were childhood sweethearts and have had no other serious relationships.




    b) One of our parents died in the last twelve months.




    c) One of us is dreading or recently dreaded their fortieth birthday.




    d) One of us travels a lot for work involving overnight stays.




    e) One of us has a lot of extra stress at the moment.




    f) We’re moving house at the moment (or about to move).




    g) There’s an elderly relative who requires help.




    h) We have two children under five.


  




  2. Which of the following statements are true? Tick as many as apply.




  

    a) I can name at least five of my partner’s friends.




    b) I can name five or more people at my partner’s place of work (or, if less than five co-workers, all of them).




    c) I can explain my partner’s life philosophy.




    d) We have talked in the last twelve months about our dreams for the future.




    e) I can name someone who has irritated my partner recently (beyond me!).




    f) I can name three of my partner’s favourite TV shows.




    g) We both know the names of each of our children’s current best friends.




    h) My partner knows what’s been worrying me lately.


  




  3. If you already have children, which of the following best describes your attitude to free time? (If you’re expecting and don’t have

  children yet, please skip this question.)




  

    a) We make certain that we have nights out as partners and weekends away on our own.




    b) We might aim to go out without the kids but it’s not often practical or affordable.




     c) We’d rather go out as a family and it feels strange on the rare occasions it’s just the two of us.




    d) We both work and alternate childcare. Generally, we’re too tired to do anything beyond order a takeaway and watch a movie.


  




  4. At a party, an attractive stranger shows a lot of interest – nothing happens beyond sharing a laugh and a joke but you have a really good

  time. On the way home, your partner asks about it. How do you reply?




  

    a) Tell the truth: ‘I enjoyed the attention because it made me feel special.’




    b) Make a barbed comment: ‘It’s been a long time since you’ve noticed me like that.’




    c) Deny everything: ‘Don’t be so stupid. You’re imagining it.’




    d) Go on the attack: ‘That was nothing in comparison with how you leer at everybody.’


  




  5. How often does your partner let you know how much he or she appreciates you by saying ‘Thank you’ or ‘I love you’ or

  giving a compliment?




  

    a) I’m sure he or she means to do it but it gets lost in the hurly-burly of day-to-day living.




    b) All the time.




    c) Only when he or she is after something or trying to sweet-talk me after a row.




    d) On special occasions when I’ve make a special effort, or when I’ve dropped pointed hints.


  




  6. When there is a major dispute between the two of you, how is it most likely to be resolved?




  

    a) I will back down and keep the peace.




    b) My partner will huff and puff but generally accepts when I have the stronger case. 




    c) We talk it through and although it takes time we’ll find a compromise.




    d) It doesn’t generally get sorted and we have several such ‘no-go’ subjects.


  




  7. When your partner does something irritating, like forgetting to pick up something on his or her way home or make an important phone call, what do

  you think?




  

    a) For goodness’ sake, get your act together.




    b) Why did I trust him or her? I should have done it myself.




    c) If he or she really loved me, I wouldn’t be such a low priority.




    d) My partner is really busy and has a lot on his or her mind.


  




  8. If your partner was being honest, which of the following statements would best describe how he or she often feels?




  

    a) Sometimes I just can’t win.




    b) Deep down, I know I’m appreciated but it would nice to hear it more often.




    c) I feel supported, loved and cherished.




    d) I sometimes feel sex is rationed out and used as a reward for ‘good behaviour’.


  




  9. Which of the following statements best describes how you would rate the levels of intimacy in your relationship?




  

    a) To be honest, nothing much would happen if one of us didn’t take the initiative.




    b) There’s something in bed that I’d really like to do but my partner is not interested.




    c) Although everybody would like more intimacy, I feel cherished and loved the majority of the time.




    d) We should do more casual touching outside the bedroom, a cuddle on the sofa or hand-holding.


  




  




  10. What happens when there is an important decision to be made about the children’s welfare – for example, schooling or

  disciplining?




  

    a) One of us does the necessary research but consults the other before making a decision.




    b) We’re a team and everything is done jointly.




    c) The parent who’s on the spot, or knows most about the topic, makes the call.




    d) There’s a lot of arguments and resentment.


  




  11. When your partner is stressed out, how does he or she deal with it?




  

    a) Offloads on to friends or family.




    b) Bottles everything up.




    c) Talks it over with me.




    d) Forgets by having a drink, going for a run, playing computer games, opening up the fridge or some other distraction.


  




  12. How has your relationship been over the past six months?




  

    a) We’ve been really close.




    b) The usual ups and downs.




    c) Incredibly busy: we’ve barely had time to talk beyond functional conversations about running the house or what time to pick up the

    kids.




    d) Difficult. My partner or I have been prickly, dismissive or out more than usual.


  




  SCORE YOUR RESULTS




  1. Score 2 points for each description that you ticked. If b), c), d) or e) applied to you and your partner, please score 4 points. (If none of the

  descriptions fits your relationship, score 0.)




  2. Take off 1 point for every statement that you agree with. (If none of them is applicable add 2 points.)
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  Add up your points to discover the state of your relationship, but read all the categories to put your relationship in context.




  UP TO 15: HIGH RESILIENCE




  Congratulations, your relationship is in great shape! Although you’ve your fair share of stress and the problems that life throws, you’re involved

  in each other’s lives, understand each other’s problems and work as a team. Be aware that certain circumstances – like two children under five or approaching forty and wondering

  about the paths not taken – can put a marriage under extra strain. If that’s the case, it is important to communicate clearly and effectively. Fortunately, this book will provide an

  opportunity to brush up your skills and add new ones to your repertoire.




  16 to 28: GOOD RESILIENCE




  This score is like going to the doctor and being told everything is fine. However, there’s ‘Fine, fine’ (‘Go away and don’t

  darken my door again’) and ‘You’re fine but take care of your health’ (‘So let’s keep an eye on things to be on the safe side’). Your relationship falls

  into this second category. You’ve got good communication skills but they might need brushing up.




  It is particularly important to ask rather than assume – especially if you have lived with your partner for a long time or were childhood

  sweethearts. Under these circumstances, it is easy to imagine that you know what he or she is thinking or why he or she has done something. That’s fine when you’re relaxed and

  in a good mood, because those interpretations are largely positive. For example, ‘He or she didn’t mean to upset me.’ However, when you’re stressed and fed up, they can

  easily become negative. For example, ‘He or she did that on purpose to wind me up.’ Before you leap to conclusions, ask your partner: ‘Why did you . . .?’ or check it out:

  ‘Are you angry with me?’ It could be he or she is just annoyed or maybe preoccupied about something else.




  29 to 39: OK RESILIENCE




  I’m pleased that you’ve bought this book because I hope it is going to make a big impact on your relationship. When you have children – and

  more demands on your time and energy – it’s important to have good communication skills in order to deal with the ups and downs. However, you probably believe that connection, chemistry

  and really loving each other are the guarantees of a happy relationship and, with those elements in the bag, you can coast along and concentrate on more immediate concerns like getting the youngest

  off to sleep, arranging a play date for your eldest and checking on supper.




  However, a relationship is a living thing and needs tending. Think of a pot plant. It’s fine if you don’t water it for a while, but pretty soon it will begin to

  wilt. If you don’t keep an eye out, it can develop a nasty fungal infection. Fortunately, I’ve lots of ideas for tending your relationship. Unfortunately, you’re also likely to be

  resistant to my ideas – especially ‘children come second’ – because you think, If my partner loves me, he or she should understand.




  It’s words like ‘should’ and ‘must’ that really drive anger – and turn a minor spat into a full-blown row. Who says, for example, a

   man should fix things round the house or a woman should have the house tidy for when her husband comes home? The government? The Pope? All

  right-thinking people? What you mean is ‘I think. . .’ or ‘My parents always did . . . and therefore I believe . . .’ (fill in the gaps with your particular

  ‘should’s). If you put something as ‘I think . . .’, you and your partner can discuss the pros and cons (and probably find an amicable solution). In sharp contrast,

  ‘should’ makes you right and your partner wrong (and both of you mad at each other).




  40+: IN DANGER OF FEELING OVERWHELMED




  Your relationship is suffering from one or more of these toxic problems: inability to communicate, general dissatisfaction with each other, putting your heads

  in the sand. You might hope for the best and tell yourself ‘It’ll get better when . . .’, but your partner could easily be slipping into depression or inappropriate coping

  strategies – or perhaps it’s you who’s at the end of your tether.




  If a problem seems insoluble, most people come up with only two ways forward: to walk away (which seems drastic) or to put their head down and soldier on (which keeps the

  peace but resolves nothing). If you, your partner or both of you have chosen the second option, the only way to cope with the daily stress of work, the demands of a small baby, financial worries

  and feeling unloved is to switch off (and risk becoming clinically depressed) or blank out your feelings – what I call self-medicating – with alcohol, fattening food, pornography, or

  maybe the attention of someone else.




  I know the situation looks bleak but let’s focus on the positives. You have recognized that your relationship isn’t working and buying this book is proof that you

  want to do something about it. That’s not only brilliant but the first step towards change. So what should you do next?




  If it’s you who is feeling overwhelmed, anxious or depressed,  please speak to your health visitor or doctor. My guess is that you’re a

  perfectionist and asking for help is hard – because it means admitting that you’re not a ‘perfect parent’. Hopefully, you have begun to consider the idea of ‘good

  enough’ and imagine what it might mean for you.




  If it’s your partner who is self-medicating or you suspect him or her of an inappropriate relationship, it is important to tackle him or her calmly – rather than

  in an accusing manner. Talk about what has been going wrong in your relationship, what you’d like to change, and then bring up your concerns about his or her behaviour. Finally, discuss

  together how to make things better – rather than laying down the law or issuing ultimatums, which will get your partner’s back up. (There is more specific advice about infidelity in my

  book How Can I Ever Trust You Again?.)
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  How to put your partner first




  At the end of each chapter, I will be giving practical ways of showing your partner he or she is a priority in your life and strengthening your relationship. I call this first

  tip ‘Guarding comings and goings’.




  Returning to Christine and Mark, who had taken each other for granted, towards the end of our counselling I repeated the priorities exercise and they both put ‘Partner’ first,

  ‘Children’ second, ‘Fun’ third and ‘Self’ fourth. Next we had to change these from aspirations into day-to-day behaviour.




  ‘Who do you speak to first when you get home? Christine or the kids?’ I asked Mark.




  ‘The children are normally in bed but if they’re not my eldest daughter opens the door because Christine is bathing the younger ones.’




  




  ‘I know it’s tough because she probably wants you to “just look at this”, but what would happen if you said, “In a minute, I’ve just got to say hello to

  Mum,” and went to find Christine, say hello, give her a kiss and then attend to your daughter?’




  ‘It would make a powerful statement,’ replied Mark.




  ‘We already don’t let them interrupt us when we’re chatting; I’ll say, “Hang on a second, I’m talking to Dad,”’ Christine added. (I thought this

  was a brilliant idea, so pass it on to you.)




  So how does ‘Guarding comings and goings’ work in practice? If your partner is already home when you return, go immediately to where he or she is and give him or her a kiss (rather

  than settling down for a drink in front of the TV or sorting out something for your son or daughter). If your partner is with the children, it is doubly important to greet him or her first. I know

  your children will be excited to see you (that’s why you love them) and your partner is busy doing stuff (and preoccupied) but getting off to a good start sets up an evening of cooperation

  and pleasure in each other’s company – rather than your partner feeling like part of the furniture. ‘Guarding comings and goings’ is particularly important when you have a

  baby. It is very easy to greet or tickle your son or daughter under the chin – because babies are designed to bring out our protective streak and encourage us to pick them up – and

  thereby completely ignore the person holding him or her! For the first few days, it takes a bit of willpower to greet your partner first and then cuddle the baby, but soon it’ll become second

  nature.




  If you’re the person already at home, I’m not asking you to drop everything and go to the door – although that would be nice. (I know it’s not always practical because

  you’re busy cooking, feeding the children or supervising something potentially dangerous.) However, you can stop what you’re doing for a second to give your partner a kiss and maybe a

  quick cuddle. You might also like to exchange the top line of your news about what has happened today.




  Guarding your goings is equally important. When you leave the house, give your partner a kiss and, if it’s not obvious, tell him or her where you’re going

  and when you’ll get back. You might like to throw in a compliment like ‘I love you’ or ‘Can’t wait to get back’ or ‘You smell nice.’ If you just

  disappear – even if it is for ten minutes – without saying goodbye, it gives the message that your partner is not important or that you don’t see the two of you as a team. After

  all, if you’re just going up the shops, you could pick up something your partner or the family needs too.




  My next tip takes the concept of guarding one stage further: ‘Put a lock on your bedroom door’. This is seldom a popular idea. Somehow parents think they have to be 100 per cent

  available, all the time, whatever the circumstances.




  ‘What if the children need us?’ they ask.




  ‘If there is an emergency your children can knock, or shout “FIRE”,’ I always reply.




  A locked door sends an important message. It will make your children think twice before demanding attention and help them realize that even parents need a private space. As my clients who have

  teenagers admit, they would never dream of entering their son’s or daughter’s room without knocking, but they allow their children to just wander into their bedroom whenever they

  wish.




  If you’ve done the first exercise in this chapter, you have already started on my third tip for putting your partner first: ‘Discuss your priorities’. Nobody minds dropping

  down the list if they understand the emergency – for example, your mother is in hospital and needs extra support – but your partner needs reassurance that it is not for ever and to feel

  able to discuss the day-to-day implications. And, most important of all, not to fear that he or she will get their head bitten off if they say: ‘What about me?’ So set aside a regular

  time to talk to each other – for example, over your evening meal, or switch off the TV/computer for fifteen minutes after the children have gone to bed – and explain the current demands

  on your time. Once again, I’d like you to guard this time to unwind together and not let it get trumped by work demands or a pressing need to empty the dryer. Time

  together says ‘You’re important to me; I’m interested in what’s happening in your life and I want to share what’s going on in mine.’




  Summing Up




  When you first said, ‘I love you’ to your partner, you never imagined that it could be followed by ‘but’. When you walked up the aisle, you never thought

  you would let your relationship drift. Of course, children are wonderful and give your life shape and meaning. Unfortunately, it is easy to get carried away, put your children first and run

  yourself ragged trying to be perfect parents. Fortunately, you don’t need to be perfect – just good enough. And the good news is that’s better for your children and your

  marriage.




  I know it is tough being a parent, how you feel torn in two and how little time you have. That’s why I have boiled my advice down into ten golden rules (recapped at the end of the book)

  and designed some simple exercises to help. However, it is important that you stop taking each other for granted and start nurturing your love for each other again. Your children’s, your

  partner’s and your own happiness are all at stake.
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