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Prologue
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For some years now, I’ve read with an eye, or ear, to who gets it “right” about marriage. This wasn’t conscious much of the time, other than perhaps in my predilection for fiction that is character driven, spinning on the axis of human relationship rather than plot. But as a result, a fair number of my books, the novels mostly, have at least one or two scribbled effusions like, “My God, that’s it!” Or, “Exactly right.” Or just “[image: Image]” check marks being, in the world of magazine editing from which I come, the indication of appreciation for a particular word, sentence, or idea—restrained, but no less the loving for it.

In magazines, my niche has become something like feminism, psychology, and sex, and the politics thereof. (My first big piece in that realm, published in 1999 in the now-defunct Mirabella magazine, was a ten-thousand-word opus on female sexual desire and the evolution of sex and marital therapy.) When you cover such topics for magazines, the “peg,” or news hook, is usually the latest therapist-guru or how-to book, and over time I began to see patterns in the way relationships were conceived—and to be able to detect ideas that were richer, fresher, and potentially more useful to readers. The more I delved into modern psychological thinking and research, the more, too, I was drawn to earlier sources: to Freud and to other psychoanalysts, to family therapy pioneers of the 1960s and 1970s.

Which brings me to this book. The idea for it, or rather for The New York Times Magazine piece that inspired it, came now nearly five years ago. As I remember it, I’d just read Paula Fox’s Desperate Characters and admired how she’d nailed the choppy river of dialogue, spoken and unspoken, that perpetually runs between spouses.

Oh, did I forget to mention it? I’m married, eleven years, and so an expert in how one couple constantly communicates—even when, or maybe especially when, we think we’re not. I wanted to write nonfiction about marriage at different developmental stages the way Fox wrote fiction: close-up, textured, “real.” I knew it wouldn’t work to just interview husbands and wives. Even if I spoke to people repeatedly, so that they perhaps began to open up, it would be difficult to capture the feeling of their relationships, the split-second shifting of mood and intention. Although for an earlier book on health care and poverty I’d been a journalistic fly on the wall, hung out with various members of one family hour upon hour for several years, I couldn’t imagine replicating that with couples. Too much downtime, which, granted, there was a fair amount of in my reporting for the health care book, but there also were relevant events, such as visits from home health nurses, hospital stays, and doctor’s appointments. What was I going to do, ask some couple to call me before they fought, or made tender love?

In any event, I never seriously considered that. My mind quickly went to couples therapy because I specifically wanted to explore how couples live—and live through (or not)—their troubles. My husband and I saw a marriage therapist together and found it moderately helpful, and, as I’ve suggested, I was interested in therapy as an entity of its own, its theory and practice. Summing it up in a sentence, my overall question became: How does marriage work to tear people down—leaving them feeling bitter or diminished, dulled or lost—and if that process can be interrupted, if a therapist can lift spouses out of the muck of their own making, how does it work?

After I decided I wanted to follow a therapy group, I contacted several people who run them for couples, among them a Philadelphia therapist named Judith Coché. Over coffee near my office at ELLE magazine in Manhattan, I told Coché I wanted to spend a year attending her group and also have permission to interview her and the couples outside of it, possibly in their homes. I’d try to faithfully represent the members and her thinking and technique, but neither she nor her group would have any say over what I wrote. If I was at all confused about what she was trying to do with the group, I’d ask her about it. Coché was cautiously excited. Confidentiality is an ethical mandate for therapists, and to decide to stretch it for an outside observer, certainly a journalist, wasn’t something she could do lightly. Yet here was an opportunity to educate the public about the benefits of marriage therapy, and the group form in particular. (I’m sure she didn’t mind the attention, either, though after three decades as a therapist, she was professionally well established.)

After reading much of my work—and, without telling me, contacting former subjects of my magazine pieces—Coché broached the project with the new group she was forming. It was to include three couples who were continuing from the year before and two new ones. They’d meet one weekend a month, for one or two six-hour sessions. The groups used to meet biweekly, but Coché increasingly found that getting both members of five separate couples, many with children, to show up so frequently was impossible. The monthly sessions would also allow people to enroll who lived beyond the immediate Philadelphia area, and in the group I’d follow, the couples drove as long as three hours to get to Coché’s office in Center City Philadelphia or one she has near her summer cottage on the Jersey shore.

Some members were enthusiastic about my observing, others agnostic, a few quite nervous, Coché told me. All were willing to entertain the idea. Coché then arranged a conference call in which the group could ask me questions. Their main concerns, not surprising, hinged on confidentiality, and I agreed to use middle names or nicknames, according to the New York Times protocol. I told them I’d protect their identities as much as possible, but I wouldn’t make up details about them. I might leave a few things out—for example, I don’t say in the book where anyone lives—but with one exception (which I’ll explain later), I do not concoct alternate professions or other personal information. I continue to believe that when I’m writing nonfiction, it shouldn’t be fictional, so in this book I followed fairly conventional journalistic standards. I didn’t compress or otherwise alter the chronology of events, and the quotes are actual. I audiotaped and later transcribed all of the group sessions (and did the same for outside interviews).

Okay, after all my lofty assurances, the exception: My agreement with the group was that anything they said during the sessions or in interviews was fair game for the magazine article. One of the five couples refused to participate, however, unless I left out a central conflict. I told my Times editor, and we agreed to the condition, partly because I hadn’t expected the pair to play a major role in the article. And in fact, I only ended up having space to tell one couple’s story in the magazine. That led to the writing of the book. Usually, when I publish a magazine piece, even though I’ve moaned to my editor all along about needing more space, I feel finished—I’ve used all the good stuff and left the rest on the cutting-room floor. This time that wasn’t the case. The dynamics and problems of the other couples were equally fascinating. Each seemed to represent a distinctive shade on the wide spectrum of discontent that periodically darkens marriage.

A book also would offer a chance to tease out the thinking of the people whom I consider, in their insight and command of the nuances of human experience, to be philosophers of monogamy, as well as to expand on the critique of couples therapy begun in the Times. Vast amounts of social science about therapy’s effectiveness—and marriage in general—have accumulated in the past thirty to forty years, so there was plenty to scrutinize. (To this end, I told Coché she wasn’t the only therapist I’d be interviewing.) I was curious, in particular, about the reliability of highly publicized studies that predict which marriages will succeed or fail based on observing couples interact for short periods of time.

So, to do the book, I returned to the couple whose problem I’d agreed to redact. Could I write more fully about them now? This time they agreed, sort of. They’d participate but only if I changed some identifying details. I did so, deciding that their struggle was more important to a book on marriage than an absolutely accurate biographical portrayal.

One question I’ve been asked frequently is how I affected people in the group—if at all—and how they affected me. To begin with, I was rather quiet. Analogizing my role to that of a student intern, Coché urged me to ask questions or make observations in the moment, but I was slow to take her up on that. I didn’t want the group members to mistake me for one of their own as opposed to someone who would ultimately write about them; I assumed any factual confusion I had would clear up with time, anyway. And while my head buzzed with reactions and thoughts based on my forays into the psychology of marriage and my relationship with my husband, I wasn’t at all sure my comments would be welcome or helpful.

Gradually, however, the group and I became more comfortable with each other. I began to ask questions, make jokes, and let my emotions show somewhat. Which is not to say I had myself under perfect control: One time, I burst into tears, stricken by a story recounted by a woman in the group. Coché later told me not to be worried by my crying; the group was a little low on the “affect side,” she said, and I’d added a jolt of feeling.

The members themselves, I sensed, were happy to have me join in a little, and some eventually said that they appreciated my questions, even my bluntness. When the Times story was published, one member (who was mentioned only briefly in the magazine) was upset because something I’d written hurt her relationship with a relative. But apart from that, no one ever told me or Coché that my participation was a liability. That doesn’t mean no one privately believed this: Once the group agreed to have me there, they were pretty much stuck. I guess someone could have started a campaign to oust me, but that probably would have been more trouble than it was worth. As yet another member told me, “You weren’t my focus. My marriage was.”

I also related an occasional anecdote from my own life. Early on, I did it mostly when I thought somebody could use an ally; for example, once it seemed like a certain man was being left to believe that no one in the group ever became explosively angry, and I let it be known that I could be a terror. Later, I offered a few revelations about myself and my marriage that, while expressing solidarity, also betrayed vulnerability. While we never dwelled on me, it was a relief, I suppose, to unburden myself.

The usual concern for journalists, or anthropologists, when they become part of the action is that their report may end up being skewed because their presence influenced the subjects. For a therapy group, the matter seems tricky to gauge, however. Each group is idiosyncratic and the measurement of cause and effect relatively murky and subjective. It’s true that part of what I try to do in the book is trace the arc of the couples’ changes, so I don’t reject the idea that there are turning points. Few, if any, of them, however, could be traced to the intervention of a single member—except perhaps Coché—and all were rooted in what came before.

Since I cried at one point, it’s probably obvious that I came to care about the people I sat with each month—for a year, then two. I told them when I started that even though their real names weren’t being used, they might hate the way they were portrayed. I wouldn’t put words in their mouths, but what I chose to concentrate on, what I noticed, would say as much about me as them. Yet I wasn’t the one who was to be laid out on the page; they were. The group accepted this, but I don’t think you can understand what it feels like to be written about until it happens.

So I really, really don’t want to hurt anyone in the group, to have them suffer because of anything I’ve written. I am deeply grateful to them for allowing me into their circle. But I’m not giving them veto power over the book’s contents, either. Reporting requires a measure of ruthlessness. When the playwright Horton Foote died in 2009, Times reviewer Ben Brantley had this to say about him: “I think he loved all his characters . . . but he was too honest to let any of them off the hook.” Yes, I’m writing nonfiction, not fiction—and yes, I’m no Horton Foote—but the best I can hope is that Coché and the ten people in the group will know, because of what I’ve written or in spite of it, that I feel love for them.


CHAPTER 1
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Who Would Submit to This?

“The emotional intimacy,” Marie is telling her husband, Clem, and, unavoidably, the therapist and three other couples in the room, “needs to come before the physical intimacy.”

“Okay,” Clem says. His tone is chipper—so much of marriage is in the tone. This is the first meeting of a couples therapy group that will convene one or two days a month for the next year, and Clem doesn’t sound discouraged by this seemingly unoriginal request from his wife. (Women need to feel close before they can have sex, blah, blah, blah.) To the contrary: Clem is hearing it as a revelation, something he can do to make things better. His wife of twenty-two years is sitting catty-corner to him in a turquoise T-shirt with a tropical fish swimming across her chest; but her slim ankles are demurely crossed, the resting pose of one of those fifties starlets who swished around on-screen in full skirts, sheer hose, and kitten heels. So what if Marie is only wearing a loose T-shirt, cotton shorts, and white Keds? Clem first met her in college, when she was eighteen, and her legs are good, long for a woman of her modest height and round figure.

The therapist who runs the group, Philadelphia psychologist Judith Coché, opened the proceedings by instructing each of the four couples (there is a fifth, but they had to miss the first session for a long-scheduled vacation) to huddle together and tell each other what they wanted to accomplish in the next year. Quiet murmuring, periodically ripped by a seagull’s screech, filled the room. Located in a town called Stone Harbor on the Jersey shore, this is what Coché calls her “beach office,” or “The Weekend Retreat,” according to the hand-painted, hand-carved sign hanging on the front door. In Philadelphia, she works from the “Coché Center.” Both offices are retrofitted condos whose names confer a bit more grandeur than is evident, in part because hearty self-promotion seems reflexive for Coché. A few colleagues have criticized her for it in the past, she once told me. Then she shrugged, as if indifferent to their attitude or just puzzled by it.

Stone Harbor’s business district consists of five blocks of ice cream parlors and souvenir emporiums, and Coché’s office is just off the main strip, on the third floor of an anonymous low-rise with a cleaning service at the street level. The building backs up against a small bay, lined with vacation homes and a bustling boat-and-float-rental business. Standing on the balcony during a break in the group, all the activity can make you wistful—those people are having so much fun!

Back inside the office, the decor is insistently pleasant. On the bookshelves, ersatz beach paraphernalia is interspersed with pop and academic psychology titles; the galley kitchen where Coché prepares lunch for the group is papered in factory-issue floral; and a small Zen sand garden sits on the coffee table in the room where the therapy is conducted, next to a box of tissues.

Cutting against the anodyne mood, Coché had cued up a crackly old recording of Cole Porter singing “I Get a Kick Out of You” as the couples trailed in for the 10 a.m. start time. Lighthearted inspiration? Maybe. But this is a couples therapy group, a setting in which one might expect to find the “gross, destructive mutual raids on personality that often form marriages,” as the British writer Rebecca West observed. If you were so situated, Cole Porter’s witty professions of infatuation might sting rather than amuse, remind you of the adoration you were unrequitedly craving.

Marie and Clem, both in their mid-forties, are the first pair to volunteer to report their goals back to the group, who’ve settled into a rough circle. I’m on the periphery, my eyes darting among the couples, except when someone meets my gaze. Then I quickly look away. I feel voyeuristic, intrusive—and definitely disinclined to take Coché’s advice to speak when I have something to say. There are five couples—ten separate people—who have one or two days a month to get their say, at a cost of about $6,000 for the year. That may sound like forever, but troubled marriages are small countries of love and hate, of confusion and icy clarity, of guilt and recrimination, of running to and from. Picking across the rugged terrain takes time.

Surveying the circle, Marie is sitting with her back to the room’s windows, which are cracked open to let in a chilly breeze off the bay. She’s chosen one of two deep, upholstered chairs, and her arms are loosely crossed, resting on a pillow lying in her lap. Clem is a few feet away, sitting a little stiffly on one end of a couch. It could be that he’s afraid to brush up against Rachael, whom he’s just met. She and her husband, Michael, both in their mid-thirties, are sharing the couch with Clem. They’re practically on top of each other—well, not really, but their thighs are touching and Michael’s arm is thrown across the back of the couch, his hand resting companionably on his wife’s shoulder.

In a chair next to Michael is Mark, the group’s most emphatically grown-up member. An executive in his early fifties, he is six feet three inches tall and speaks in a deep baritone. When he opens his mouth, you want to sit up straight, smooth your skirt, and pay attention. His wife at his side, Sue Ellen, is about a foot shorter, and takes up space with her silence. The mother of three almost grown sons, she does not come off as angry so much as very, very contained. She’s wearing a soft taupe sweater, trimmed in green velvet, and a pearl necklace; she spends the morning holding her small zebra-skin purse in her lap.

Having rolled her black leather desk chair over to the circle, Coché is perched just above everyone else, her preferred position since it gives her the best vantage point from which to conduct the group. Conduct is Coché’s word for the way she approaches her job. A tall, broad-shouldered brunette with a taste in clothes that is a cross between tailored elegance and earth mother, she is commanding, almost showily confident. She has season tickets to the Philadelphia Orchestra, she has told me, and she always sits at the back of the stage behind the players, so she can watch the maestro work. “Creating a sense of performance, it’s really inspiring to people,” she says. “It gives them something to hold on to when everything else is falling apart.”

What traces of vulnerability Coché does display in the group are oddly riveting. Like when she folds her five foot ten inch frame into one of the modern leather chairs in her Philadelphia office and her awkward adolescent self pops into view: one long leg splayed here, another there, her arms hanging loosey-goosey over the sides, fingertips grazing the floor. Or when she later will injure her hand in a boating accident and come to the group with a large white bandage wrapped around her authoritative index finger, chips in her wine-colored nail polish. Next to Coché is the last couple, Leigh and Aaron, who are in their early sixties. Couples “contract” to attend a year’s worth of sessions and may re-up at the end of the time; Leigh and Aaron have kept coming back far longer than anyone else in Coché’s nearly two decades of running couples groups. This is their tenth year—the typical stay is two, perhaps three years—and Aaron will preface many of his comments in the coming months with the cheerful declaration that this is it for him and Leigh. Leigh has agreed to that plan, but she doesn’t seem nearly as thrilled about it.

Now Leigh looks encouragingly at Clem as he explains that he didn’t understand that his wife wanted to put emotional intimacy before “other things,” before sex, that is. “But now I’m thinking to myself, that’s great. Really. That’s great. Maybe I’ll just start sending you e-mails or calling you more, leaving notes, trying, trying,” Clem stutters, “to break through to that next level instead of just trying to be sexual first. It’ll be a good goal. It sounds fun even.”

“You’re open to it,” Coché says. He sounds more than open, though; he sounds mildly enthusiastic.

From the bowels of her chair, Marie is watching. She is watching Clem, watching them figure it all out. They haven’t. “Sometimes I just want to be heard and nothing more,” she says, pleading in her voice, and finger wagging. Marie’s graying brown hair hangs to the middle of her back, and she wears it in a long side ponytail. Hair like that could be a girlish affectation in a middle-aged woman or a sign of indifference about her appearance. With forty-four-year-old Marie, I’ll come to believe, it’s both.

During the couple’s têteà-tête, Marie had not spelled out for Clem what she meant by “emotional intimacy” because, it seems, she herself doesn’t know what she means. But she knows that Clem’s translation, the soft seductions of notes and e-mails, isn’t right. What Marie seems to want him to absorb at this point is her inchoate dissatisfaction—with him, with life—her lack. “If you’re already at the fix-it level,” Marie complains, “then you haven’t really heard me.”

“Say that again,” Coché says, jumping off Clem’s train and onto Marie’s.

“I would like to just express myself so that Clem would fully understand who I am.”

“That would be better than fixing it,” Coché reiterates.

“Yes,” Marie agrees. But she doubts whether Clem will be able to merely listen.

“Sometimes if I just listen,” Clem says, like something straight out of Men Are from Mars, Women Are from Venus, “it seems like I didn’t do anything.”

“Try saying it this way,” Coché coaches Clem. “When I listen, I feel helpless.”

“When I listen, I feel helpless,” Clem mimics. “I feel like I’m not making any progress. I get anxious, so I try to fix it.” As his momentum increases, it seems like he’s actually hearing what he’s saying, and he’s blinking as if he’s been punched. “And that’s what I’ve done for the twenty years I’ve known you.”

“Which ends up being that you don’t know me,” Marie retorts.

“Oh, I think I do,” Clem flares thinly. His introspective efforts have been turned against him. Before the squabble can continue, Coché breaks it up.

“See,” Marie says to Coché, you have to intervene. Earlier Marie was joking, grimly, that the therapist was going to have to come live with them because this is their second year with the group, and they still can’t apply what they learn here at home.

Clem tries again with Marie. “So you say I don’t know you because I don’t listen, and I try to fix things?”

“Yes,” Marie replies. “Do you want me to take time to explain?”

“No,” Coché cuts her off. “I want to move on.” She is reflecting, surely, the will of the group, who can become at times like a single organism; the creature sucked in its breath when Marie offered to “take time to explain.” She has a tendency to engage in what behavioral researchers who videotape couples in conflict call “self summarizing”—put less diplomatically, she repeats herself.

But the group, or rather Clem, is not going to get off that easy. Marie has some parting words for him. “I need for you to actively listen to me right now,” she says. In addition to sharing information, the private one-on-one conversations are an opportunity for the couples to practice “active listening,” Coché has told them, meaning that the listener doesn’t challenge the speaker and checks in to make sure he or she understands what his or her partner is trying to communicate (“What I hear you saying is . . .”). Coché knows so-called active listening has become a cultural joke, shorthand for everything that is silly about our overly therapized world, but she thinks the concept can be useful.

“Phone calls,” Marie goes on, “would not make me feel good.” Clem protests that he knows, he knows . . . he knows his wife doesn’t like to talk on the phone.

“Don’t call me,” she says. “Thank you for listening.”

“Okay.” Clem’s tone is flat.

The offhand cruelty of this exchange is crushing (not to mention that it shows the limits of active listening; intention can matter as much as technique), but no one acknowledges it out loud in this, the first session. It’s not just that these people are still shy together, or already cowed by Marie (though they are both). Sometimes it will be disconcerting how suddenly the subject changes in the group, how quickly the onrush of voices blots out a wrenching spill. Which is similar to how the ceaseless domestic demands operate in marriage: the scheduling and the meal making and the bill paying sopping up the feeling, fortunately, perhaps.

This is probably the time to say a bit more about my own situation: I’ve lived with my husband for fourteen years, eleven of them married, and we have two daughters. My marriage, like many I know, has had its problems, its head-banging frustrations. And like many spouses, I’ve wondered how I could act, or react, differently, be it more constructively or simply more kindly, wondered how my husband and I might increase our allotment of peaceable—and passionate—coexistence.

I didn’t spend a year with the group, however, to voyeuristically enhance my own marriage. I knew I might take home some new insight, but the impetus for attending was professional: I wanted to combine an intimate look at wedded malaise with the fruits of my formal and informal study over the years of the psychology of relationships. Initially, I checked into shadowing therapists who counsel couples individually, but then it occurred to me that a group of husbands and wives would be ideal. I’d not only get to observe multiple subjects at once, but they’d be interacting among themselves, itself revealing.

While marriage therapy is very common, group marriage therapy is not. Still, with just a little googling, I tracked down a handful of candidate group therapists. I chose Coché for three practical reasons: She was relatively nearby; she reconfigures her group annually and was about to start a new round; and she seemed like a competent therapist. I gleaned the latter by checking her credentials and interviewing her and people who knew her work. I could tell by how she talked about therapy—the people she’d studied with, the way she conceptualized marital problems—that she was familiar with the dominant approaches of couples counseling. I also watched Coché conduct a mock therapy session at a conference, and I liked her style. She seemed like a good combination of intellectually curious and emotionally perspicacious. 

Who would submit to a couples group? I would, because I come from a family where the mind is treated as something that may periodically need attention and care, just like the body. But many people can’t fathom it, and when I first met the couples, I was struck by how unprepossessing they were, at least on the surface. The five men and five women range in age from their mid-thirties to early sixties; several hold relatively high-powered or high-status jobs, the rest work in white-collar or retail middle management. About half of the group has been in therapy on and off for years, the others are fairly new to it. Three of the couples have children.

Coché culls clients for her groups from her conventional individual and couples therapy practice, as well as from referrals from colleagues. Groups are particularly helpful, she believes, for people who are rigid or keenly defensive, since the clamor of voices is harder to dismiss than a single, ever-so-reasonable therapist. Couples in which one spouse can barely speak up for herself are also prime candidates, she says: The meeker half will find a “subgroup” within the larger group to take his or her part. She excludes people who are seriously mentally ill, are of limited intelligence, or have some practical impediment to showing up every month. Coché also does not invite couples in which either spouse is having an affair, though there has been at least one instance, she says, when a man lied about it. (When anyone comes to her for marriage counseling, she asks straight out about adultery, if the subject doesn’t arise naturally.) Other times, Coché says, people have had flings during their year with the group, and the infidelities were then addressed.

Among the ground rules for the group, which Coché imparts in screening interviews and again during the first session, are that people commit for one year and that they not socialize outside of the sessions (which may precipitate all manner of upheaval if, for example, someone has a party and invites certain members but not others). Participants also must agree to meet with Coché or another therapist at least once between meetings, to assimilate what they’re learning and zero in on their own specific situations.

Coché started running couples groups in the mid-1980s with her then husband, Erich Coché, a German-born psychologist who’d made his reputation designing in-patient groups for the mentally ill. She was besotted with Erich, she says, from the moment they met. “Will you have a hamburger?” he asked, accosting her on the boardwalk in Atlantic City, where they both were attending a professional conference. (A colleague had told him this was the best way to ask an American girl for a date.) Only twenty-three years old, Judith was drawn to his European cosmopolitanism, his intellect, how different he was from anyone else she knew. “On our second date, we went to the zoo, and then we spent the next year talking about how it was impossible to get married,” she says. “How could a Main Line only child of Jewish parents, some of whose family had been killed in the Holocaust, marry a Dutch German?”

Their careers were intertwined from the start—she had her first published article, about a boy she treated who chronically soiled himself, translated into German. The pair wrote an academic book about couples groups and together led the group until Erich died, in 1991, at age forty-nine, a year after being diagnosed with cancer. He’s still a presence in her life—“according to Erich Coché . . .” she’ll say to the group—and just this morning, before the group began, she rummaged around in a coat closet and pulled out a picture of him. It had been lying facedown in a basket. She didn’t say anything, and it took me a split second to figure out who I was looking at. Then she returned the photograph to its place in the closet, facedown. Her second husband, John, whom she married in 1994, is a retired CEO in scientific publishing. She has one child, with Erich, a thirty-year-old daughter named Juliette, who is considering joining the family business. She is a psychiatric resident at the University of Pennsylvania—and took a required course on group therapy that her mother has taught there for years. 

Although couples groups may be rare, professional-led groups for people with specific emotional or physical conditions are easy to find: Coché has run them for overweight adults and learning-disabled adolescents. And there is one kind of couples group that has registered on the national radar in the last decade: premarital education. Often run by religious organizations, the education groups were a darling of George W. Bush, whose administration funneled money to programs targeted at low-income couples who’d yet to tie the knot. The so-called marriage cure was intended to increase the wedding rate, the reasoning being that two-parent families are less likely to need welfare.

So what’s unusual are groups like Coché’s: ongoing, trafficking in emotion. (A brochure for one Bush-era couples-education seminar reassured, or warned, depending on your perspective: “Couples do not share personal issues or feelings.”) Coché’s groups are also experiential, meaning she mines the interactions among the members in the moment. “Sitting here for six hours you just know what it’s like to be married to him,” Coché muttered to me once, out of earshot of the offending spouse.

• • •

Being with Michael and Rachael is like sitting across from lovers on the subway; try as you might, you can’t stop staring at them. When the pair went off on their own to talk about what they wanted to address over the next year, they held each other’s eyes, giggled, grabbed hands. When they’re back with the group on the couch, the vibe between them is kind of sexy, kind of friendly like brother and sister. Rachael is a thirty-four-year-old émigrée from Australia with fair, dewy skin, pale blue eyes, and chin-length curls, while Michael, four years her senior, has a slightly beaky nose and a floppy shock of brown hair, neither light nor dark, that he is regularly pushing out of his face. The similarity is not in their appearance but their presence: Rachael and Michael both project a comfortable ordinariness, a low-key, jokey affability. You can just see him chucking her on the shoulder, and her chucking him right back, grinning all the while.

Before she and Michael launch into their goals, Rachael pulls her hair back into a ponytail, like therapy is an aerobic sport. She looks to Michael to start, and he takes his cue. This is his second marriage, he says, and he’s afraid of replicating the deleterious patterns from his first, of losing his independence, “sacrificing himself to the other person.”

Rachael, too, was married before, and she’s also worried about repeating the past, she says. She puts her hand on Michael’s knee, and smiles reassuringly. “It’s not that I think there’s a great danger, but it’s there.”

“What specifically are you afraid of?” Michael says, turning to face her on the couch.

“Being lonely,” she says quietly.

“Why were you lonely?”

“Because he was there, but not . . . attainable.” Her words creak out.

“Is there anything else?” Michael is admirably adhering to the active-listening script.

“No, that’s it.”

Michael’s face relaxes. She won’t be lonely under his watch—no way.

Coché, who has counseled Rachael individually and with her first husband, tells the group that Rachael’s girlhood might predispose her toward loneliness; the condition may not have been strictly about her first husband.

Tears redden Rachael’s eyes.

“What are the tears?” Coché asks.

“That Michael and I can talk like this,” Rachael says.

“So those are good tears?” 

Rachael nods. She will be the only person in the group who’s quick to cry, which is not because some of them don’t have plenty of reason to. More than once, noticing the circle of immobile faces, I want to grab the group by its collective collar and shout, Hey, does anyone here have a feeling?

From the short introduction Rachael and Michael offer of themselves, it seems—and it will seem for some while—that the fault lines in their marriage are speculative rather than actual. Common sense says that people only gradually unveil themselves in therapy, and Coché believes the tentativeness is exacerbated in couples groups. Not only do spouses often have unspoken agreements about what’s fit for public consumption, but certain topics are off-limits between husbands and wives themselves, such that “partners are often unaware of these taboo subjects as problems worth mentioning,” as Coché put it in her book.

Per the agreement I made with her, I sometimes will stay after the group to ask Coché for clarification or question her on therapeutic strategy. She is pretty open during our talks, though mindful of not leaking information to which she is privy but that a couple has yet to disclose.

So following the first group, I’ll mention that Michael was convincing when he announced that he and Rachael were there to “get things started off in the right way.” Perhaps the couple is just looking for some basic education to prevent trouble down the line? After all, Coché herself has likened the group to a “mental health fitness club.” But Coché, I will discover, was just speaking loosely. Before the year is out, the couple for whom I perhaps least expected it will be weighing divorce. Another pair will be confronting the husband’s attraction to men, while a third will make a stunning turn for the better. There will be miscarriages and infertility to confront, job loss and betrayal. As for Michael and Rachael in particular, Coché has worked with each of them in the past, and she smiles ruefully at my suggestion that they’re just here for some marital prophylaxis. “Believe me,” she says, “nobody makes this kind of commitment just to get a few pointers.”

The day of the first group, in mid-May, dawned blaringly bright but cool. So instead of having lunch at the table on Coché’s balcony, or at the one she put on the building’s bayside deck, the couples stick indoors. They eat Coché’s chicken salad as a movable feast, perching for a few minutes at the kitchen table, then alone with a spouse in a corner of one of the condominium’s three rooms, then back together, a bit awkwardly, again. They confine themselves to small talk—abiding by the group rule that members not extend “group business” beyond group time—and the halting conversations emphasize how little these people really know each other. The distance will gradually lessen, of course, but it raises one of the hesitations people have about group therapy in general: Isn’t the setting dubiously artificial, tending more to “distort rather than reflect one’s real behavior,” as psychologist Irving Yalom—himself a founding father of the group method—writes. The answer to the question he rhetorically poses is, essentially, it depends on your definition of “real”: “The group attempts to identify and eliminate social, prestige, or sexual games,” Yalom writes. “[M]embers go through vital life experiences together; the reality-distorting facades are doffed.” Compare that to Thanksgiving with your family.

To kick off the afternoon, Coché gives a speech about how an effective group must stay in the present. Which, after all, is a prerequisite for “intimacy,” she tells the couples (the group’s preferred euphemism for sex). Sure, she says bluffly, “You can make love with your partner and not pay any attention to them whatsoever.” She looks around the room. “I expect more than one person has done that more than once.” Marie is studying the pillow in her lap, playing with the fur.

Staying in the moment with a spouse in the distraction-free environment of the group may sound simple, she says, but what about when your anxiety is pricked? “Anxiety is catching; we give it to those we love,” Coché likes to say, paraphrasing early-twentieth-century psychoanalyst Harry Stack Sullivan. He believed that our very existence, from infancy, is organized around avoiding “points of anxiety,” such that we mount “security operations” to steer clear of the noxiously churning state. (It must be said that Sullivan’s definition of anxiety was purposefully vague: Anxiety, he wrote, was whatever happened to the baby when his “zones of connection” with the outside world were impinged upon, whatever stopped him from doing what he was doing before.)

It follows that security operations in marriage are as rote as a morning cup of coffee. A common one, which Coché says is counterproductive to the group, is “storytelling,” reconstructing past events as airy fortresses against any real suffering. Long-timer Aaron does this a lot, or at least tries to: He clears his throat to deliver a little lecture about his “repressive” family rather than meet the displeasure of his wife sitting next to him. Another waste of time, Coché tells her crowd, is severing the cable to your feelings and firing straight from the brain. “There are times when you’ll need to talk about what you think, but a masterful way to avoid intimacy for the rest of your life is to remain cognitive at all times.”

“Owww, you’re hurting my hand,” Leigh says, pulling away from Aaron’s apparently viselike grasp.

“Turn your [wedding] ring around so it doesn’t squeeze,” Aaron says. (In other words, it’s not my fault, Leigh, it’s yours.) The ten-year group veterans are approaching their seventh wedding anniversary, meaning they started coming three years before they married. They joined to see if they could marry, in fact, or at least Leigh did. She was the prime mover behind their seeking help.

My first response to the couple’s epic tenure in the group was: What’s wrong with them—why didn’t they just call it quits? When I later suggested as much to Coché, with the added implication that perhaps she was at fault for dragging this mess out, she matter-of-factly replied, “My job isn’t to decide things for people. It’s to help them figure out where they want to go, then help them get there.”

This was a second marriage for both Leigh and Aaron. He was divorced in the late 1970s and has three children. Leigh’s first husband, and the father of her four children, died suddenly, after two decades of marriage; he’s been gone for close to fifteen years, but he is hardly forgotten. A successful, respected lawyer with an outsize personality, he was the love of her life, it will become clear, and they had a passionate sex life. Which obviously set the bar for Aaron quite high.

“I already did turn my ring around,” Leigh replies, swiveling in her chair to catch her husband in her glare. She is a person whose smile transforms her appearance; you notice her intelligent eyes and ready warmth, her stylishly cut and highlighted hair. When she’s annoyed (or just listening intently), her lips are pursed, and her chin juts out in a kind of ducklike pout.

“I’m guessing,” Coché says lightly to Aaron, a gangly, self-employed surveyor, “that you’re a little, uh, anxious.” The group laughs. In this couple the security operations seem to be failing (a step toward or away from mental, or marital, health?).

Leigh, who went back to school to get her Ph.D. in anthropology after her first husband died, prompted Aaron’s hand crush when she said that she was getting anxious as she conjured a persistent pattern in their marriage: Aaron treats her like his mother, ceding control to her instead of speaking up, and then “throws a tantrum” to reassert himself.

“So put both feet on the floor, and find your breath,” Coché had instructed. Leigh closed her eyes and inhaled, shakily at first. Coché looked down at her hands. “There’s something I’m going to ask you to do . . . when you’re ready.” After a pause, Coché caught Leigh’s eyes. The therapist seems to have real tenderness for this woman, perhaps because they both lost beloved husbands far too young. “Turn to Aaron and say: ‘I’m not your mother, I never will be your mother, so get me out of that place.’”

Leigh repeated Coché verbatim, except she added “please . . . get me out of that place.”

“What I hear you saying, my dear,” Aaron began avuncularly. “What I hear you saying is that I’m not your mother, I don’t want to be your mother, and I want you to get me out of that place.” Huh? Marie may have used active listening as a weapon, but Aaron barely seems to grasp it.

“Do you want to put me in that place sometimes?” Leigh asked—did her husband even know what he was saying? And then, the death grip: “Owww . . .”

“How are you feeling at this moment?” Leigh presses on. She has given her hand back to Aaron (he obviously wants it) but she is determined to have some kind of authentic dialogue with him—a man who, despite what seem the best of intentions, can resemble a ventriloquist’s puppet, his mouth moving helplessly up and down, teeth chattering.

“Look at me, please. Please look at me,” Leigh says. It’s a command, edged with a beg.

“Yeah, yeah, I am,” Aaron says, annoyed. “I’m thinking, I am.” Thinking about his wife’s question, that is: How does he feel? “I feel . . .”—he stops—“confident that I’ve made progress at trying to be more in control in our relationship.” He will use this same line over and over again—“I’m confident I’ve made progress”—as if, if he says it enough times, it will be true, and he’ll be released from the group, finally. He doesn’t act resentful about being here; he’s unfailingly pleasant. It’s more that his sense of himself as a worthy human being seems bound up with getting a clean bill of health from Coché and a stamp of approval from his wife.

When Leigh ordered Aaron to look at her, she became, of course, the mother she doesn’t want to be, and a few minutes later, Marie gently suggests that perhaps Leigh is “cueing” Aaron to be the “bad boy” more than she thinks?

“The—the way you said that to Aaron,” Clem adds—he and Marie seem to recognize themselves in the other couple. “Do you sometimes feel like Aaron is your son?”

Leigh scratches her nose with the hand that is still twined with Aaron’s. “Not really my son, but not an adult, either,” she says dejectedly. There is more consonance between the substance of what Leigh says and her emotional demeanor than in anybody else in the group—her heart and head seem connected. “Not an adult,” she repeats.

“So that means if the sex got better,” Coché says, “it would feel like incest.”

Ow . . . Now, that had to sink in, not to mention wake up the group, who are bobbing listlessly along as Aaron lurches toward addressing the mother-child arrangement he has going with his wife.

Aaron is a highly anxious guy, of the obsessive-compulsive variety—in his early years in the group, he constantly scribbled notes, Coché says, until the other members insisted he put down his pencil and listen. The main impetus for him and Leigh to join the group, in fact, was how this trait manifested in the couple’s sex life. For the first four to five years they were together, Aaron suffered from performance anxiety so severe that he couldn’t have intercourse. While some people their age might have settled for genial companionship, Leigh was not ready to give up on sex—and Coché told her it would be a mistake to think she could live without it. Leigh loves sex. Aaron went along, because, as he likes to say, and not without an objective basis, as I’ll come to believe: “Leigh is the best thing that ever happened to me.”

If Coché had stopped at that single sentence—stopped at incest—the knife might have gone too deep, or so she seems to think. Without pausing, she expands more innocuously on how if “the parent-child relationship wins, it’s hard to enjoy sex,” and then the group strays to another topic—to protect Leigh and Aaron, or themselves?

But Coché is not finished nicking Aaron on sex. While the couple’s physical relationship has improved remarkably—Aaron has progressed from the penile pump, to Viagra, to being able to have sex with his wife without either—both began the new group just a few hours ago saying it was something they still wanted to work on. Well, actually Leigh said she still wasn’t entirely satisfied with their sex life, and Aaron agreed. After ten years, Coché is not going to let it rest.

Rachael gives her the opening: How did it feel, she asks Aaron, when Leigh said that she didn’t view him as a full adult?

“Well, I feel badly about that,” he says, “but there’s a certain immunity that I have, and it goes back to childhood. If you get beat over the head so many times, you get used to it, like a boxer.” Anyway, he doesn’t think that Leigh really means she sees him as a child.

“No,” Leigh says. “I do fully mean it.” You can end up sounding spiteful when your husband is coated in Teflon.

“So let’s go somewhere else with this,” Coché says to Aaron. “The numbing you learned when you were little, what might that have to do with sex?” Coché knows from her long years with Aaron that he was treated like the weirdo in his strict German Jewish family, continually denigrated by his mother, in particular. He mentally checked out to survive it.

“Anxiety, [lack of] trust,” he says.

“You got it. Avoidance, keep me safe. Keep me numb.”

The mood of a couple over the course of a single session of the group can change dramatically, and Clem seems to have rebounded from his thwarted attempt to brainstorm ways to establish emotional intimacy with Marie. There is a reason for his buoyancy: The pair actually had sex recently, he divulges. “I guess, in the last week, Marie has changed around—she’s been more upbeat, she’s wanted to do more things, she’s been more interested in sex, and, uh, it’s really just, uh, I’m just on cloud nine.” He doesn’t sound that ecstatic—verbally dexterous Clem is not—but he does sound like he’s percolating with hope, based on a single good week.

This is Marie and Clem’s second year with the group, and one of his major reasons for being here is, indeed, the sexlessness of his marriage (once a month at best, though the couple would disagree about the frequency in a perversely predictable way: Clem, who missed it most, believed they’d had it least, and vice versa). Resentment and anger, meanwhile, seep from Marie, the mother of their two teenage daughters, which sounds like the oldest story of marital disenchantment in the book. And to some extent, it is. But what I discover during the year with the group is that every family is unhappy in its own way—its own peculiar, layered, internally contradictory, often surprising way.

Under questioning from the group, Marie cryptically attributes her willingness to spend time with Clem and have sex with him to “some different phrases that I heard that made sense to me.”

“Like what?” Coché asks.

“That, um . . . [it’s important] to truly be a husband and wife and not just friends.”

“Clem said that?” Coché asks. “You said that? Who said it?” Spit it out already.

“Well, it’s something that I’m embarrassed about, um, uh . . .” It’s usually Clem, not Marie, who falters. “Sometimes,” Marie says, “I watch Dr. Phil.”

The group explodes in laughter. They’re laughing because Marie is their most intellectual—and self-consciously intellectual—member. She scorns pop culture, especially the fairy-tale romance sort.

“I enjoy Dr. Phil sometimes, too,” Rachael says lightly.

“Absolutely,” Coché says, a smile in her voice.

Marie doesn’t seem to mind that the joke’s on her, but she has something else she wants to say. She’s worried she can’t keep up the sex, or “doing things” with Clem. Being more involved with her husband is “energy sapping,” she says, “exothermic rather than endothermic,” which, for those who weren’t college biology majors like Marie, means her relationship with Clem releases heat, rather than generates it. Marie’s rhetorical flights may seem ostentatious at times, but they’re usually wincingly appropriate.

“I’m always trying new and different things, but eventually they won’t work,” she laments. Marie has taken medication for depression on and off for ten years. She isn’t currently depressed, but that doesn’t mean that she’s found anything to affirmatively be happy about.

Coché describes her therapeutic orientation as “eclectic” (like an estimated 80 percent of U.S. therapists) but what’s most prominent in her work is the influence of existentialist psychology, a theoretical framework that assumes people are driven, above all, to find meaning in their lives. Meaning is what Marie seems to be sorely missing.

“I’ve recently started every day, throughout the day, telling myself I’m happy,” interjects Sue Ellen, her purse now at her feet. Like her husband, Mark, she has spoken relatively little so far. “It has changed how I feel, and what I do each day, and I’m not down like I used to be.”

Sue Ellen does not seem like a frivolous person; in her late forties, she manages a small, family-owned motel in addition to raising her sons (while Mark routinely works fourteen-hour days at the office). So I wonder about Sue Ellen’s regimen of positive affirmations, which have become the stuff of comedy thanks to Stuart Smalley on Saturday Night Live. Assuming she and her marriage do benefit from the internal soliloquy, why her and not Marie? Why can’t Marie take Dr. Phil’s pithy counsel—act like husband and wife, and not just friends—and run with it, ad infinitum?

Maybe, Aaron offers, Marie can’t—or won’t—stick with what’s going well between her and Clem because she’s afraid of success? It sounds plausible.

“No,” Marie counters. “I still think it’s a matter of running out of steam.”

“Trust her,” Coché says to the whole group.

“The only thing I have never run out of steam with my entire life is wanting to be alone and reading,” Marie says. “And raising my children.”

Later, after the group, Coché tells me why she thinks Marie was on her best behavior in and out of the bedroom the past week. Up until a few days before the new group began, Clem had been making noises about dropping out, and divorcing Marie.


CHAPTER 2

[image: Image]

Sex Weekend

The theme of June’s two-day group is “Keeping the Erotic Pot Bubbling,” and Coché is wearing red. It’s not racy red—she’s wearing a knee-length dress, scarlet, with tiny sprigs of white flowers—but it’s the kind of thing she’d do: choose a red dress, and hot pink sandals, to kick off the group’s sex weekend. As the members take seats in the room similar to the ones they took last time (Rachael and Michael plunk down on the couch), everyone seems edgy, or at least curious. How far will crazy Judith take this titillating theme? The group members respect her, and most of them are pretty trusting of her, too, but they also know Coché has a provocateur’s bent. You might be explaining how you barked at your boy-husband one afternoon, and before you know it, she’s taken it to incest in the dark of night.

When Coché and her late husband ran the group, they had a good cop/bad cop routine going: She pushed while Erich reassured, stroked. Coché has had other coleaders since he died, and she’s always kept the same role in the two-person setup. For this weekend, she has a guest coleader, but most of the rest of the year she’s on her own, which complicates her job. She once pulled a picture from her shelf that shows her grinning out from under a mass of black curls, her daughter’s white Siamese cat draped across her shoulders: “I keep this here because this is what the job is like to me. I look a little mischievous, like I’m having fun.” Or, as she put it another time: “Causing the right amount of trouble is an art form.”

This weekend trouble will practically start itself, coming from way out in left field. Or to use Coché’s cliché instead, it will come from an empty erotic pot, one blackened and crusty with the remains of what had been cooking years before. To begin the morning, however, nothing seems terribly dire. Coché introduces her coleader for the next two days, Philadelphia sex therapist Julian Slowinski. He is the therapist to whom Coché referred Aaron ten years earlier, and he’s written a book for men suffering from impotence and cohosted a series of educational videos for couples, the latest on sex toys. He also has a gig as a national speaker for the pharmaceutical maker Eli Lilly. He travels the country lecturing to doctors about the drug Cialis, as well as the psychological impact of erectile dysfunction on men and their partners. A former Benedictine monk, he’s definitely the designated nice guy. He has a bearded, teddy-bear face, and swaddles people with talkiness.

To spark the conversation, Coché asks everyone to take a minute to jot down how they’d “like to improve sexual enjoyment with their partner.” Think about your “wish list,” she says, “what’s actually in your heart, even if it’s politically incorrect.” Like the previous time, the couples go off on their own, to confide in their spouses, before letting the whole group in on it. As they break up, you can see an uncharacteristic current of apprehension behind Marie’s eyes. For Leigh and Aaron, the mother-son angst of the last group is nowhere in evidence. This time she’s the one reaching for his hand, and nudging him like a fawn to look into her eyes.

Mark cracks up at something Sue Ellen says, and she smiles wryly. Like Marie and Clem, Sue Ellen and Mark are in their second year with the group. They landed here after Mark grabbed his middle son in a stranglehold. “He had threatened to kill me, and I told him he should just do it now,” Mark soberly explained in the last session, to hushed silence. “And we—I wound up grabbing him around the neck.”

While Coché subsequently saw Mark and Sue Ellen with their son, then a seventeen-year-old with a drug problem, she also recommended that they join the group, believing that if their marriage improved, they’d be better parents. They made “huge progress” last year, Coché says, and they do seem easy together. Twenty-seven years of marriage seem like a soft cloak for them, rather than an itchy wool topcoat with rocks in the pockets. You wonder, too, if the malaise of some of the others in the group makes Mark and Sue Ellen’s pleasure in each other that much more piquant. “One of the reasons couples like to be with other couples,” Coché commented a moment ago, “is that they can sit back and breathe a sigh of relief: I thought I was in the worst shape in the room, but that other person really has it bad.” Or, inversely, I imagine, aren’t we a picture of marital harmony compared to them?

“Who wants to start—how would you improve sexual enjoyment?” Coché asks. The group has reconvened around her, except for the couple who was missing last month—they’re driving in from several hours away, and they’re late.

“I can shut down when I hear the children, so that’s one thing,” Sue Ellen answers immediately (only her youngest son, in his late teens, is still living at home). Coché has needled her and Mark about letting everyone else talk first, and Sue Ellen seems to want to show her mettle, or maybe just get this over with. Her reticence with the group seems a product of what an effort it’s been for her to eke out words, period. The notion of women needing to “find their voices” isn’t new, but with Sue Ellen it has a kind of literal accuracy. She was the youngest girl of ten children, with a violent, alcoholic father and an embittered mother; her emblematic memory is of her sisters hustling her down the hallway and pushing her into a closet to shield her from her parents’ rows.

“Having more time to be intimate,” Sue Ellen continues, “and to be more comfortable with my body, to reveal my body more often to Mark.” At five two, Sue Ellen is petite and well-proportioned. This day, she’s dressed in pale blue clam diggers and a white, short-sleeved polo shirt, which is less feminine than usual, I’ll come to see. More typical are fine-gauge sweaters she knits herself, delicate necklaces and earrings.

“To reveal your body,” Coché repeats.

“Well, I don’t like to”—Sue Ellen pauses, regarding the therapist with deliberate dispassion, her thin lips clamped in a straight line—“walk around naked.”

“No, I—I understand,” Coché says, to laughter. Coché wasn’t prodding Sue Ellen to be more graphic but more expansive. The therapist tries again with her, by calling on the rest of the group, what she calls her “Greek chorus.” A virtue of groups over other kinds of therapy, Coché has told me, is that members can affirm each other’s struggles, or, equally important, harass each other about the habits corroding their marriages. “In a group, there’s an experience of being held accountable for one’s own behavior,” Coché says, adding that it’s more powerful to be called out—or cared for—by a civilian than by a professional. “I’m a job; I’m a role; I’m a paid consultant. I’m not a real person.” This is not to suggest that the members bully each other, as in the encounter groups of the 1970s (the excesses of which are thought to explain some of the decline in the popularity of free-form groups). Coché sets the tone for her group, and while she is at times confrontational, she treats even the most trying clients with the utmost respect, as far as I can tell. It’s not that she puts herself at an expert’s chilly remove, either: She is voluble, just not volatile.

Now Coché wants to know if anyone else in the group shares Sue Ellen’s concerns about weight and sex?

Rachael, the youngest woman in the room, says that she’s put on some pounds, and whereas she’s typically “quite happy to be seen naked in the light,” she’s covering up lately.

For you, Coché says, turning toward Sue Ellen, the urge to hide your body (after nearly three decades of marriage) is more constant than that?

“Yes.” Sometimes I’ll admire Sue Ellen’s refusal to dilute her message by unnecessarily adorning it. Other times, her “yeses” and “nos” are merely clipped, a means of shutting down inquiry.

“Mark?” Coché asks, bustling on.

“One of the things I observed,” he says, fixing his gold-rimmed glasses on the tip of his nose and peering down at his paper, “was that our goals were almost the same, which I was happy to see.” His long legs are stretched loosely out in front of him, crossed at the ankles, flip-flops flapping against his feet. “So mine was to find more time when we can be together and both in the mood, which also has to do with privacy.” And, “to talk more about what would be enjoyable for Sue, and, uh, don’t let anything affect the good sex we have.”

Slowinski offers that the busy Mark is probably going to have to schedule time to be with his wife, as unromantic as it sounds. Mark nods in agreement. Coché said earlier that this two-day group was a chance for the group to go “deeply inside of themselves,” but so far no one’s scratched skin.

“Should we go?” Michael asks Rachael, sitting beside him. She shrugs good-naturedly. If how people act on a couch is any indication of what goes on in bed, these two are doing fine, though Michael did murmur earlier that he was concerned about how “normal” he was, whatever that meant. “I’m a little more blunt,” he says to the group. “I said I would want more oral foreplay.” He turns to Rachael and she giggles.
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