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PRAISE FOR I (Think) I Want Out:



“(I Think) I Want Out is a stunning, straightforward guide for couples questioning whether to stay together. It shows couples how to be discerning about their relationship in collaborative, conscientious, and caring ways. The many illustrative stories, as well as Dr. Whetstone’s openness about her own personal journey, make this a compelling and immediately practical read. This book won’t necessarily save all marriages, but it will help couples make wise loving decisions about their future as well as care well together for their children’s future. I wish I had had this book to hand to many of the couples that I have treated over the years.”

—David Treadway, PhD, couple therapist and author of Treating Couples Well: A Practical Guide to Collaborative Couples Therapy

“I wish I’d had this book years ago for myself, for my staff, and for my patients because it would have made everyone’s life easier when dealing with the pain and chaos of marital crisis. Dr. Becky Whetstone has given us what we’ve always needed: a clear and simple explanation of the possible causes of a marital crisis, what to do about it, and how to heal from it. Dr. Whetstone doesn’t pull any punches. She writes in raw, vivid language about her own experiences and those of others, compelling the reader to ask for more. Dr. Whetstone’s method—based on years of research, writing, painful self-observation, and professional work—will provide comfort and direction to millions as they navigate a distressing and painful time in their lives. I applaud Dr. Whetstone for her courage in presenting this helpful and important book.”

—Bick Wanck, MD, author of Mind Easing: The 3-Layered Healing Plan for Anxiety and Depression, founding member of American Academy of Addiction Psychiatry, assistant professor of Clinical Psychiatry at Albany Medical School, and founder and owner of Bick Wanck MD & Associates
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For my children,

Benjamin and Casey Marie






Preface

How does one become interested in the subject of marriage crisis and what to do about it? Probably like you, I never gave one thought to this until I went through one of the most mind-boggling and confusing times of my life: the end stages of a deteriorating marriage and the resulting seismic-level family crisis, a family crisis that decades later has continued aftershocks, affecting more people than I ever thought it could.

My stress reached a crescendo when I told myself, “I can’t do this anymore,” referring to my marriage. I had sweet-talked, cajoled, complained, bitched, begged, and groaned to my husband of seven years about the state of our marriage for at least five years. “We need to get help,” I said, pressing more firmly every time I said it.

We’d go to a marriage counselor, they would give us assignments, we wouldn’t do them, and nothing ever changed. The more my marriage didn’t change, the more resentful I got. I went from thinking about it a few times a week to a few times a day and then a few times every hour. And then my husband did something so mean-spirited toward me that I hit that moment of distress when my head and heart aligned as if to say, I can’t be around someone who would do something like this. I felt as if I was under threat, and I felt like one more second in my husband’s presence would cause me to implode, run screaming out of the house, or worse.

Very soon after that moment, I told him by phone that we had to talk when he came home from work. He knew something was up. He came in and sat in our newly redone master bedroom while I stood in front of him and said, “We need to separate. I can’t take it anymore.”

He was completely closed to the idea of separation, and I felt I’d have to jump off a building if he stayed, so we went back to the marriage counselor to find out what course of action to take. The counselor said, “Becky, you have zero motivation to work on this marriage right now; there is nothing I can do. Come back if that changes.” Then he looked at my husband and said, “And yes, you need to move out for a while.”

We left and began to manage a family crisis in the most disastrous way—with no rhyme, reason, or timeline. After years of his overachieving workaholism, neglect, and no romance, plus numerous angry explosions every time I brought up his lack of interest in our marriage, I was angry as hell, in an entitled state of mind, and I stupidly began dating, creating unnecessary complications. We separated, and like a car driven by a cat, we swerved around, hurt each other, made mistakes, and eventually drove off the cliff. Our two children, Benjamin, age six, and Casey Marie, age three, picked up the tab because of our inability to understand what was going on and how best to handle it. Decisions we made then affected all of us for decades and not in the best way. How I wish I could go back and handle things differently.

The craziest thing of all was, why couldn’t a marriage therapist help us? That question got to me more than anything. What on earth are therapists learning in school? I would find out years later when I went to graduate school to study marriage and family therapy. I learned they don’t teach much about the subject; it’s something you have to take a special interest in, and a lot of therapists like to avoid high-stress crisis situations.

In the years since then, I’ve had a lot of time to think and reflect. I’ve thought and reflected so much that I decided the answer is that marriage therapists need to be required to understand and specialize in marital crisis, separation, and helping couples with the decision to divorce, but there also needs to be high-quality, research-based information available to the public about what to do. Do a quick Google search, and you’ll find there is almost no mainstream information available for people from therapists and others who actually know what they’re talking about.

With more American adults having at least one divorce under their belts, you’d think that there’d be plenty of information available. In the last ten years, I have noticed laypeople creating websites and sharing different ideas they have about getting your partner back. I’ve also noticed some well-meaning marriage therapists have developed extremely short-term therapy meant to propel couples out of indecision to take action one way or the other, but there still aren’t that many therapists who are thoroughly versed in managing the many months of time a marriage crisis is likely to endure. The lack of this is a blight on our profession, in my opinion.

My divorce experience was so traumatic that it ended up lighting a bonfire in my belly, affecting me so strongly that I decided to make it a life mission to learn what could be done to help people through the darkness and confusion of a marital crisis. My interest in relationship dynamics didn’t just pop up when my marriage imploded; I had always wanted to be an advice columnist like Ann Landers, Dear Abby, or Dr. Joyce Brothers, and I’d read about relationships from them and other experts in newspapers and self-help books since I was a young teen. But my marriage crisis turned me in the direction of wanting to understand what was going on in a marriage crisis and what to do about it.

I began seeking answers. Once I was a single mom, I became a journalist who wrote and talked about relationships in the local San Antonio newspaper and on television and radio. It was sort of like a Sex and the City and Carrie Bradshaw sort of thing before that even existed. I wrote about dating, being a single mom, raising kids, and how to be healthy in relationships. That was great, such a powerful venue, and the column was undeniably popular, but it wasn’t enough. I could offer advice, sure, but I couldn’t help people one-on-one, and quite frankly, I needed more knowledge and understanding than I got from the pile of mainstream books I was reading and the therapists I was interviewing. At that time, I’d seen a few statistics, but I’d never read any research on the subject and had never read a “serious” book or seen a presentation by academics who had done research and analysis regarding relationships, marriage, and divorce.

Finally, I got more serious about learning, and in 2001, I started graduate school to get a master’s and doctorate in marriage and family therapy. For the next five years, I focused on marital deterioration and studied every aspect of relationships I could find, from how people meet and decide to marry to then going from feeling all that love and hopefulness to wanting to end it altogether. My own dissertation research was about the decision-making process that leads to divorce in long-term marriages of ten years or more. It was during this one year of intensive study that I came to understand fully how marriages end and how some of them that end could have been saved.

And although I wish couples would bring their marriages into therapists early before so much damage has been done, I have come to realize through experience and working with couples why so many don’t. I also learned how a separation, if done properly with a structure and plan, can be a crucial step in the dance to save a marriage. The problem I have seen, however, is that there are couples who separate who should not and others who do not separate who should. Most of the ones who do separate do it with no rhyme or reason, just like I did years ago, and either way, these people have no idea what they’re doing and end up making a mess of their lives when they might have had a better outcome. To me, ending up divorced unnecessarily or prematurely, with children in the mix, is one of life’s great preventable tragedies.

Once I finished my education and got licensed, I hung out my shingle to see adults, couples, and families in private practice in San Antonio, Texas. I used my knowledge about the marriage crisis to help people through the fog they were feeling, but when it came time to consider separation, there was no formalized way to do that in Texas.

Legal separation is not recognized in Texas, and a person has to file for divorce even if that is not what they want because it’s the only way a couple can ensure that one person leaves the household and financial and custody agreements can be enforced. To most of my clients, this was completely overkill and unnecessary. Just the idea of filing for divorce to be able to separate with a plan terrified my clients, so I went home from work one night and wrote down a separation agreement and plan that my clients could use. I called it a managed separation agreement, using the word managed because part of it was that a therapist or trusted source had to oversee and make clients accountable to the process and to make sure that couples were moving forward and not becoming stagnant. Stagnation in separation leads to separation limbo, which is a bit like feeling ambivalent toward the end of a marriage, but it is now ambivalence about making a decision while separated. This is exactly the type of situation that this agreement sought to avoid.

When I separated, I estimated that I’d need a year to even be able to consider working things out with my husband. Now, I know that this was too long. Unwilling to wait that long, or any length of time at all, my husband rushed and pressured me into making a decision quickly, giving me all of two weeks to decide—another huge mistake. When I manage separations now for couples, we make sure the time frame is not too short or long, and we keep tabs on how each person is faring to see if anything needs to be adjusted.

To make it available to more people, I created a website called Marriage Crisis Manager (www.MarriageCrisisManager.com), where people can read about the basic dynamics of a marriage crisis and download a separation agreement for a fee if they feel it would be helpful. Since then, hundreds of people have downloaded it and used it to save their marriages.

You can manage your marriage crisis on your own or with the guidance, wisdom, and compassion of your therapist, which I recommend. If you do end up deciding to divorce, it’s my hope that you will have the peace of mind that you have done all you can to save your marriage and have concluded that ending the marriage, although sad, is the wisest and best decision for you and your spouse.

In this book, I have provided something that I wish had been available in 1992 when I was facing my marriage crisis. It is my sincere hope that this fills the gap that remains and provides you with some peace of mind during a very difficult time. You will get through this, and I’m here to help, support, and encourage you throughout.






A Note to the Reader

If you are reading these words, chances are your marriage or relationship is in deep trouble, and you are agonizing about what to do about it. If you had all the answers and understood exactly what’s going on, you wouldn’t be looking here now, and I know that.

Please don’t beat yourself up for feeling uncertain and confused. It’s perfectly normal to not know what to do. No average person should know or understand what’s going on and what is the best thing to do when a relationship reaches the crossroad of the decision, “Do I stay or go?” The answer to that question is almost never clear-cut and can be wildly complicated. Add to that the terror of possibly making a choice that you’ll regret, and most often a person stands miserably in his or her own indecision and chooses not to choose. The fact that so many people are confused or anxious during a marriage crisis is why I have written this book. I want to guide you out of the fog, help you find a direction, keep you moving forward, and help you end up with an outcome that was well-thought-out and in the higher interest of all.



Leaning In or Leaning Out?

A marriage crisis is preceded by one person carrying a secret, and the secret is that they are seriously and unceasingly unhappy in the marriage. The person who will initiate the marriage crisis, the Decider, has been having an internal conversation about what to do about their discontentment, never fully sharing their secret with their spouse. They have been sitting in a chronically unhappy state of not knowing whether to go or stay while having no idea that the limbo in which they are suspended won’t last. Without realizing it, they are in a deterioration process that will lead to a moment of stress so intense that all of a sudden, everything they have been telling themselves about why they must stay ceases to matter, and the urge to run becomes overwhelming. That might be where you or your spouse are right now. It is when the secret is revealed, and the announcement of marital unhappiness or the suggestion of divorce is made, that a couple is propelled into a marriage crisis.

Even after a person announces, “I am unhappy,” or “I think I want a divorce,” and a marriage crisis begins, the marital ambivalence is likely to continue, and that is where I come in with strategies designed to delicately push a person out of indecision. The Decider, who has revealed their unhappiness, is often on the fence, fearful about making a decision they’ll regret. The Leaning-In partner is in full panic mode, frantically seeking and trying ways to get the Decider to change their mind.

This book is about educating the Decider and the Leaning-In partner about what is going on; how to slow down the process enough that positive and thoughtful decision-making and action can take place; how to minimize the chances of the marriage getting stuck in the marriage crisis limbo; and how to do everything we can to prevent premature, unwise decision-making that so often takes place during a marriage crisis. We care passionately about assisting you in making the best decision for you and your family.

Ending a marriage or going through the effort to work things out is one of life’s most crucial choices. Whether you are the one who wants to leave or the one who wants the marriage to survive, the information here will tell you what to expect and the wisest things to do in the middle of the confusion of a family hurricane. What I’ll be asking of you will be difficult and require more self-control than you have ever had to muster, but it will be worth it.

I understand all this, of course. I’ve actually been on both sides of the equation. I have left a husband (1992), and a husband has left me (2002). Marital partings are rarely mutual decisions as depicted in books or movies. Instead, one person initiates the crisis, which will wake up their spouse from their usual state of marital apathy and cause them to begin a fierce quest to save the marriage. For both parties, it is a confusing and frightening time. Survival instinct kicks in, the Decider will go into flight mode while a Leaning-In partner will go into the fight response, and mistakes will be made. My goal is to prevent as much of that as possible by educating and coaching you about the crisis dynamic and best strategies and decisions to address it and also to inspire you to do the individual mind, body, and spirit self-care your soul has undoubtedly been longing for. Why? Because your individual health has everything to do with your relational health.

Everything within these pages is designed for you and your spouse to make the wisest, most thought-out decision you possibly can about your relationship. The one thing every person who has been through this says to me is that no matter what happens, they want the peace of mind that comes with knowing they have done all they could to save their marriage, and this is true even when marriages don’t make it. If you follow my direction, you will have that.

Although there can be peace in your future, I know you are distressed right now. The first chapter in the book will describe what a marriage crisis is like in detail and will offer advice and wisdom about what to do and what not to do. If you are the Leaning-In partner, you will learn why you must fight your instinct to woo and pursue your spouse during this phase of the crisis. If you are the Decider, you will be coached not to do anything impulsive and to slow yourself down so you can make wise decisions. A marriage crisis begins as a house on fire, and learning how to minimize damage at this stage, to not make things worse than they have to be, will be all-important.

The second chapter will diagnose your marriage and explore how you got to this point in the first place. Burying discontentment along the way or not responding appropriately when your partner told you they were struggling or refusing to go to couples therapy when asked is one part of the problem that will have to be corrected moving forward whether you stay together or not. As you examine the dynamics of diagnosing your marriage, you will look at the stages of a deteriorating marriage and understand the stages your own marriage went through. I’ll help you come to understand how important it is to see your part in the breakdown between two people who at one time chose each other and signed up to spend their lifetimes together.

Your marriage crisis has you facing one of the biggest decisions of your life, and Chapter 3 will explore your options. You have several choices between keeping things as they are, doing intensive marriage therapy to try to repair the relationship, separation with and without intensive relationship therapy, or going straight to the divorce decision. We will look at each choice individually, discuss the pros and cons, and lead you toward a well-thought-out plan of action.

Everyone knows the heavy price children pay for their parents’ decision to divorce, and Chapter 4 explores how to best handle your crisis and move forward when it comes to the children. Divorce is painful for children no matter how old they are, but there are things we must do to ensure that our younger ones suffer the least and come out on the other side of the family crisis in the best possible shape. With adult children, there are also things you can do that will minimize bad feelings and guilt often felt by adult children of divorce. Whatever you decide about your marriage, your children most likely would rather see you happy together. If your decision is to be happy apart, then you will learn how crucial it is for your children to come first in your lives until they enter the life stage when friends become more important than family. Knowing this will and should affect your decision-making process, as putting your children first after a divorce requires personal sacrifice for the one who didn’t ask to be in this position.

All too often, infidelity plays a role in marital crisis, and Chapter 5 discusses why people cheat, the types of infidelity (including the emotional affair), management of an affair once it is revealed, and what your options are and the ways to approach them. This will be a subject where those black-and-white thinkers out there will have to face the gray, and your knowledge about it will have to expand for you to make an informed and intelligent decision about what to do. Both the person having the affair and the scorned spouse will be spoken about compassionately and with understanding as we discuss why an affair happens, how to heal from it, and how to prevent it moving forward.

We’re pretty sure your decision to marry in the first place wasn’t thoroughly explored, so in Chapter 6, we’ll take a bird’s-eye view of what got you into this situation in the first place. Most people who choose to marry are not extremely mindful about choosing their mate, and we will look at who you chose to marry and why, the red flags you ignored, things about yourself you may have neglected, and understanding which things are fixable and which are not. What about expectations in marriage? What is reasonable; what’s asking too much? If your marriage can be repaired, what is the best situation you can hope for?

While deciding what to do when your marriage hangs in the balance, there are a few things that should be considered. Chapter 7 will offer an overview of things to keep in mind such as physical, mental, and emotional health. You’ll learn about the three marital felonies; see the range of marital crimes; and take an honest look at the beliefs, values, friendship, compatibility, and more held by you and your spouse. We’ll consider the amount of work it truly takes to have a thriving marriage and whether you are willing to put that effort into it, as well as gain understanding of the most that anyone can expect in a lifelong, committed relationship.

Managing yourself during a marriage crisis is one of the most important things you can do to come out of it with resilience and the ability to thrive moving forward. If you’re the Leaning-In partner, you should not ignore the importance of your own mind, body, and spirit health as your partner considers whether to stay married or not. Even when it appears they don’t care at all, I can assure you they will be looking over their shoulder to see how you fare during this distressing time, and there are things you can do to help them become doubtful that divorce is the best option and to improve the possibility of a reconciliation. In Chapter 8, we will explore all this and how to handle social media, friends, family, and coworkers. There are things you must and must not do, including knowing whom to share your problems with and whom to be wary of.

Should we separate? The decision to separate is an enormous one, and if you are considering this option, Chapter 9 looks at when it’s wise, how to choose a purpose for the separation, and understanding how to implement it. We’ll take a look at the managed separation agreement and discuss every point and clause, why each one is there, and why changing any of it decreases its chance of success. I’ll explain why I think having a marriage and family therapist to help you manage your separation is a great decision for your family. Having that caring person in the middle during a crazy emotional time could make all the difference in whether our interventions are successful.

Reconciliation: when and how to come back together. Sounds simple, right? But too many separated couples panic and run back together too soon, before any root causes of their troubles have been addressed. This often results in a failed reconciliation and divorce, and research clearly backs this up. In Chapter 8, we look at a smooth reconciliation in the same way we look at landing a plane. We need to know when it is safe to reconcile, how to do it, and what will make it last. Knowing if you are ready to try again is one of the most important things you need to understand in the marriage crisis dynamic. The way I look at this is that a reconciliation must be earned, and I will thoroughly explain what that means and how to get there.

After taking your time and considering all your options, some will decide to end their marriages. Chapter 7 discusses the healthy way to end a meaningful relationship, as well as hiring lawyers, mediation, the choice to not be adversarial, and what to expect. Divorce is always painful and sad, but it can be the doorway to a new and brighter beginning for all involved. If divorce is your choice, we’ll guide you to the healthiest way to approach it.

Things will get better following a divorce. In all the years I have talked to people who are divorced, most tell me that the end of their marriage was sad and painful but for the best. There will be lessons learned, compassion and wisdom gained. Most people who end up in divorce never want to experience it again, so in Chapter 8, we will talk about becoming a better partner, dating, and considering remarriage. If you haven’t learned from your mistakes, then what’s the point, right? We’ll also discuss the importance of understanding the future when you share children and consider bringing step-parents and stepsiblings into their lives.







[image: ]


CHAPTER ONE What Is a Marriage Crisis?


A marriage crisis begins when one spouse makes a pronouncement that they are unhappy in the marriage and are thinking of, or wanting, separation or divorce. Within thirty seconds, with just a few words, everything will change for the two, and life will never be the same. A period of time will ensue known as a marriage crisis, though for some, it feels more like temporary insanity. Like mammals under threat, running or fighting for their lives, two life partners feel that same feeling: One fears losing their sanity, the other, their marriage. Like any nervous system that is activated, the pulse races, rational thinking disappears, digestion stops, and desperate acts begin with one person anxiously trying to dispense with the status quo while the other scrapes and scratches to hang on to it.

The couple has no way of knowing they are in a relationship process that has been going on for years in predictable stages, which ultimately culminates in the life-changing thirty seconds that will cause them to desperately seek answers to what is going on. This chapter will shed light on that process and what happens to every couple whose marriage hits rock bottom, a phenomenon that happens across every culture and socioeconomic reality.

Right now, you want to know what’s going on, how long it will last, and when will the spouse who is the Decider come to their senses. Previously unmotivated partners are now all ears and willing to do whatever it takes to save their marriage.


What’s Going On with the Decider?

Telling your spouse you think you want out of the marriage takes every ounce of courage you could possibly muster. Unsure of your partner’s reaction, you tread carefully. Of course, some Deciders announce it during a fight or other intense moment, and if they do, this time, they won’t walk it back. They’re dead serious. For them, pressure has been building to this moment; they’ve waited and watched for the right time, and when their serious intention to possibly end the marriage is finally expressed, it is like the bursting of a volcano. The pressure inside leads finally to a point when the burning lava shoots out, then runs down the hill. The town is in danger, but the volcano itself may feel better post-eruption.

Some Deciders will tell you that prior to the announcement, they thought their spouse might welcome the news. Paul, a forty-four-year-old professional, insisted his wife had been as unhappy as he was prior to the evening he dropped the emotional bomb of wanting out of their eighteen-year marriage.

“We’ve both been going through the motions, making no effort,” he said. “In fact, I thought my wife might beat me to the announcement that she wanted out. She never acts like I’m important to her, ever. She just wants to be with her friends or the kids, so I say, let her.”

Paul was astonished and caught off guard that his wife, Mary Kate, who seemingly didn’t care about the marriage at all, protested firmly and loudly in the moment, as if awakening from a deep sleep to a multialarm emergency.

“Over my dead body!” she screamed. “We can’t divorce. What about our vows, our friends, the house under construction, the kids? No, no! You will not divorce me! I’m not going anywhere, and neither are you. Get your act together, Paul! What the hell is wrong with you?”

Having found his courage, Paul was not backing down, at least not on the idea of getting away for a while. As happens with most Deciders, once Pandora’s box is opened, one way or the other, things won’t be the same. Paul was going to leave, but he had no idea what to do next. Should he tell anyone? Should he call a lawyer? Where should he go? When? Does he sleep in the bed with her tonight? Do they still have sex? He was confused about everything in his life and knew only one certainty: He had to get away from Mary Kate so he could sort out his feelings and decide what to do. Life could never, ever go back to the way it was.




What’s Going On with the Leaning-In Partner?

Mary Kate sat on my couch, tapping her feet and looking around as if she was looking for any reason to get up and leave. The forty-two-year-old blonde hadn’t eaten for days after her husband, Paul, had said he wanted to move out. She looked frantic and drained at the same time.

“I feel like I need to smoke,” she said, “and I’ve never smoked in my life.”

Mary Kate was perplexed by Paul’s sudden announcement that he was unhappy and might want out. She could not peg why he was so miserable. Nothing about his behavior made any sense.

“Seems like he’s lost his mind all of a sudden,” she said. “We hardly ever fight. We have a good life. The kids. Maybe I’ve put too much focus on them. We’ve been building a house, and some of that we disagree on, but I haven’t done anything that deserves this. I just need you to figure out what’s wrong with him and get him to settle down. This is ridiculous. He’s acting like a fool.”

Just like a lot of Leaning-In partners, Mary Kate was in a state of shock and denial. She was probably in cruise control mode with the marriage, thought it could be better, but never thought it was in trouble. She described a day-after-day routine of work, kids, chores, TV, and, ultimately, snoozing on the couch.

“Life is hard; we’re busy and tired all the time,” she said. “Maybe he and I just need to go on a long vacation alone together. That’s it. We need some quality time together.”

So many Leaning-In partners express shock and amazement that their spouse is seriously thinking of leaving the marriage. Like Mary Kate, they’re so shocked that they just won’t believe it, and they often assume a quick fix will make it all go away. But believe it they must, as the threat is real.

It is at this point in the marriage crisis that mistakes can be made that could make it impossible to repair, and that is why I wrote this book.

People in Mary Kate’s predicament will have to be coached and cajoled to go against instinct when it comes to how they interact with and approach the Decider. Both spouses will need wise counsel during a very delicate and fragile time. Though I know you will reach out to friends and family to seek advice and explore options, you should be highly skeptical of what they say and turn instead to a marriage and family therapist who will be able to provide valuable information and context and likely save you from yourself. The first thing a Leaning-In partner needs to do is see the crisis as real and potentially marriage ending, and the second thing they need to do is stop telling anyone who will listen that their husband or wife has lost their mind because to their spouse, and maybe even to their spouse’s therapist, they may feel they are finding themselves at long last.




Coming Out of Denial

So, yes, any marriage in crisis is in serious trouble. One reason Leaning-In partners are so shocked at the beginning of a marriage crisis is because they didn’t realize how much work is involved in maintaining a healthy marriage. That “marriage is work” is a worn-out cliché, but the evidence and my personal and professional experience show that people really don’t know what true work in a relationship is. While it involves a lot of time and thought, it is most certainly a huge personal sacrifice to get it right. I’ll be explaining more about that in Chapter 6, but for now, I just want you to know that couples must monitor the health of their marriage just like the health of their bodies.

In this age of health and wellness and living longer, most adults are aware that they need to monitor the health of their bodies. Thanks to the enormous amount of easily available information, you know a lot about how to do it. You know the nourishment your body needs and what your body doesn’t need, such as greasy French fries, Ding Dongs, HoHos, and my personal temptation, hot cinnamon twists from Shipley’s Do-Nuts! You know that smoking and too much alcohol hurt your health, that your body needs exercise, and that you need to keep your heart working. You know your teeth need to be regularly cleaned and maintained so they can last a lifetime.

In addition to knowing what it takes to be healthy, you are aware of the signs of serious illnesses that can threaten your life. Katie Couric brought attention to the importance of colonoscopies, and the media blares information about diabetes, cancer, stroke, and heart disease symptoms. Women know they have to get mammograms and perform monthly breast self-exams, and men over fifty know about the necessity of prostate screenings. The point is that most of you know there is a positive payoff to maintaining and guarding your health.

The benefit of this knowledge is that if you experience warning signs, such as severe chest pain, shortness of breath, or sudden bleeding, you know you need immediate medical attention and that if you ignore your body’s warning signals, you might die prematurely.

Being aware of your marriage’s health is just as important. Your marriage is in trouble and most likely well into a process of deterioration that could ultimately lead to its death. You can ignore your body’s health, and you can ignore the health of your marriage, but if you do, be warned that it’s extremely risky. If you want your marriage to be healthy and to last, you must monitor, nourish, exercise, and maintain it. Unhealthy habits and behaviors threaten your marriage’s health and lead to warning signs that something’s not right. When you notice those signs, you must take action.

In 1969, Elisabeth Kübler-Ross wrote the groundbreaking book On Death and Dying, in which she described the five stages of grief. Today, those stages are universally accepted as what follows the loss of a loved one: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. Experiencing those stages of grief—in some order—is as inevitable as the sunrise and sunset.

With exactly the same inevitability, when a marriage dies, it goes through five distinctive stages. They are as predictable and unavoidable as the five stages of grief. Unlike the stages of grief, however, the stages of a dying marriage occur in order. It is the speed at which the marriage goes through each stage that differs. Understanding these stages is as important to your marriage’s longevity as understanding the warning signs of a heart attack is to your longevity. Since your relationship is already in trouble, you will want to explore this list to find out where your relationship fits. Do note that your perspective may put your view of the marriage at a different level of deterioration than how your spouse sees it, and an important part of this process is for you to recognize where you are and to accept your partner’s viewpoint, for better or worse, which may be different from yours.


Five Stages of Marital Deterioration

Marital deterioration begins with disillusionment: The idea that what you once thought was a pretty good or great thing isn’t after all. I liken it to a stock drop. You bought the stock high, and now its value is low. As the couple falls into the marital deterioration process, at least one spouse notices the esteem in which they once held their partner has diminished and continues to fall. Enter Stage One of the dying marriage.

STAGE ONE: Low-Grade Marital Fever

You become aware of discomfort in the marriage. The feeling lingers. You have more than likely had this thought: Uh oh, this isn’t working, or I think I’m unhappy in this relationship. The next thought is I hope the feeling passes. I know marriages have ups and downs, so maybe this is just a down period. You decide to watch the situation to see if it improves.

STAGE TWO: Medium-Grade Marital Fever

Your feelings haven’t improved, and you now recognize that your concerns are serious and not going away. Your awareness of the discomfort in the relationship has increased, so you are thinking about it more often. A process of marital erosion has begun. In your understanding of how serious this is, you briefly consider divorce and quickly dismiss the idea. You’ve gone over all or many of the considerations that influence you strongly to stay in the marriage, such as finances, children, fear of the unknown, and more. You keep your unhappiness in the marriage a secret, but it shows in passive-aggressive actions toward your spouse, such as snide remarks and a refusal to cooperate.

STAGE THREE: High-Grade Marital Fever

Your unhappiness increases, and your ability to tolerate it decreases. You may feel trapped, and you fantasize about being single. Some may tell themselves, “You know what. If he or she would just die, it would make my life so much easier.” You emotionally detach yourself from the relationship and begin major activities outside the home that do not include your spouse—schools, hobbies, friends, travel, work—telling yourself, “If I can just find some level of enjoyment over here for myself, then I think I can keep going along in the marriage.” You may seek an affair as a replacement or potential stepping stone out of the marriage or at least have become vulnerable to the possibility. You exhibit public displays of disrespect toward your spouse, no longer willing to act like your marriage is wonderful when it is not. You may bring up things that aren’t working, ask to go to marriage therapy, issue warnings and ultimatums. Whatever happens at this point, your spouse isn’t responsive enough to make permanent changes, and you sit back and wait for the marriage to die. Discord between you and your spouse may take place in front of others.

STAGE FOUR: The Point of No Return

A situation or event—a minor infraction, huge violation, or something in between—becomes the straw that breaks the marriage’s back, and the Decider’s stress reaches a climax, activating their sympathetic nervous system and propelling them into a fight, flight, or freeze mode, usually flight. The Decider realizes they cannot be married to a person who would do/say/behave in that way. Suddenly, you are clear that you no longer want to be in the marriage, or at least devoted to the marriage. Most or all previous fears about leaving cease to matter. You may have heard a person in this place say, “I don’t care if I am out on the streets and have to be homeless or lose all my money. I don’t care what my family will say, I cannot stay in this marriage.” Whether the couple separate or divorce at this point is uncertain, but an emotional divorce will take place. The Decider will no longer put themselves out or make an effort for the marriage and focuses solely on finding happiness for themselves.

STAGE FIVE: The Death of the Marriage

The Decider believes that the marriage is dead and cannot be revived and may also feel an overwhelming sense that if they don’t get away from the Leaning-In spouse, something catastrophic may happen. They make plans to leave, and when things are in order, they tell their spouse, initiating the marriage crisis.



Knowing the characteristics of each of the five stages allows you to diagnose the state of your own marriage. One of the reasons people aren’t aware of the process is because of how individuals go through the process in secret, as previously described. It is only after becoming certain that the discontentment is real and likely will not change that a person steps forward to reveal the truth—and many times, this is too late.

What ultimately needs to change in our culture is the secretiveness of the process. Individuals need to feel safe to discuss with their spouse what they are thinking and feeling, even if it will be unwelcome news. This is the fundamental ingredient that must be present in every marriage that hopes to be healthy, and I can tell you that 100 percent of the couples who come to my office for marriage counseling are not doing this.

Let’s take a look at the stages of a deteriorating marriage that ultimately lead to the thirty-second revelation through the eyes of Celine, a client whose spouse called asking for help.

Celine is forty-one, an attractive woman, intelligent, friendly, and funny. Men were always drawn to her, but at thirty-one, she reported still patiently waiting to meet an extraordinary man and settle down. Admittedly, Celine was tired of the dating scene, the flakes, the less-than-emotionally-available men, but she wanted to stay in the game to find the man she referred to as “the One.”

After one especially unpleasant relationship ended, Celine spent a long, hot August on her couch wearing cotton pajamas, drinking wine, and snuggling with her dogs. Finally, her sister in Albuquerque invited her to fly over for the weekend, promising dates with sexy, eligible men.

“This will cheer you up,” said her sister. “I promise.”

On her first evening in Albuquerque, Celine met Jack, an intriguing heart surgeon in his last year of residency. He was short but handsome, with brown curly hair, a nice smile, and a deep tan. He was well-dressed, from his beautiful olive sport coat down to his lizard-skin loafers. His small, wire-rimmed glasses made him look eccentric and didn’t match his strong features.

Ugh, I hate those glasses, Celine thought to herself.

By the end of the weekend, Celine had dismissed the other two men she had met in favor of Jack. Clearly, he enjoyed the finer things in life. He had taken her to fine restaurants and ordered wine like he knew what he was doing. Before she left on Sunday, she visited him in the quaint cabin he rented near the medical center. They had sex surrounded by a stack of rifles, mounted deer heads, and rusty traps hanging from the wall.

Those things can’t be his, she thought. They’re disgusting, and he’s too sophisticated.

And so began a whirlwind, long-distance romance. Jack worked long hours as a chief resident at the Health Science Center, so Celine did most of the commuting to see him. By December, they agreed that she would quit her job and move into the cabin.

“Can I bring my dogs?” she asked.

“No,” he said. “No dogs. You can get new dogs another time.”

Devastated but not willing to rock the boat, Celine drove her dogs to a new family she’d found. She felt nauseated as she dropped them off.

“Why am I doing this?” she asked herself, her heart pounding. She dropped her forehead to the steering wheel and wept.

Jack helped her move to Albuquerque. During the trip, she asked about his childhood.

“I don’t want to talk about that.”

Later, when she asked him about his former relationships, he again snapped, “I don’t want to talk about that,” and changed the subject.

Okay, thought Celine. It doesn’t matter. I guess he’s just a private person. He loves me so much that nothing else matters anyway.

What Jack would talk about was heart surgery. He had dreams of being the best. He told Celine he would have to work long hours, but to make up for that, he agreed to live anywhere in the country that she wanted when he finished his training.

“I’d love to live in Aspen or New York City,” she responded.

“Great. Find me a job and we’re there!”

First, though, Jack wanted to spend a year overseas in a medical fellowship. Celine didn’t want to go, but she knew the experience would be good for him, so she cheerfully agreed.

Celine and Jack got married in a small ceremony a few days before his graduation, eight months after they had met. They left for England a week later.

Once there, Celine often found herself lonely and depressed. Not allowed to work, she learned to cook to pass the time. One night, a fish she’d bought that day from the local market turned out to be spoiled. Celine watched in horror as Jack’s face turned angry; he got up from the table, grabbed the frying pan, and drove to the shop to threaten the man who had sold her the fish. She told herself Jack was tired and overworked. And anyway, he was so attractive and smart, she couldn’t believe how lucky she was to be with him.

Celine thought her marriage was good at first, and she counted her blessings. But not long into the marriage, her enthusiasm to greet Jack after work was often met by his dark, distant moods. She also noticed a downward turn in his desire to have sex. When she initiated sex these days, he almost always turned her down. When she asked him about it, he’d mumble that it was his problem, not hers, and wouldn’t talk about it.

“Can we do something about it? Do you need counseling?”

“Yes, counseling. I will do it when I’m not so busy,” he replied.

When they returned to the United States, Celine began searching medical journals for job listings for heart surgeons in New York or Colorado. In the meantime, Jack set up a practice in Albuquerque. Celine sent Jack’s CV out, but whenever he was invited for an interview, he found a reason he couldn’t go or why that job wouldn’t work. For Jack, the time or opportunity to go somewhere else was never right. Months, then years passed, and Celine realized he never intended to leave Albuquerque.

Bitterly disappointed, Celine began having migraines, low-back pain, and anxiety attacks. After numerous tests showed that nothing was medically wrong, her doctor suggested she see a psychiatrist.

What Celine didn’t know is that from the moment she first felt disillusionment in her relationship with Jack, her marriage became ill. It had started a process of deterioration that would spiral downward through predictable stages that, if unstopped, would end in the death of the marriage.

Three years into the marriage, Celine had their first child, and they bought a house. Jack hung the rusty traps on the wall even though Celine protested. As a father, Jack had always wanted a son and doted over the boy. After the birth of their second child, a girl, Celine noted that Jack showed no enthusiasm at all for his daughter. He said he didn’t want their son to feel left out, but Celine wondered if it might have to do with her gender.

When their daughter was two, Celine realized the last time they’d had sex was when their daughter was conceived, and not only that, her husband had never initiated sex with her at all, not even when they were dating. What the hell? she thought. She decided to wait and see if he ever would, and the day never came.

Frightened for her marriage, she told Jack, “We’ve got to do something about our marriage soon. I don’t know how long I can hang on. Our sex life is nonexistent, you work all the time, you leave the house before the kids and I get up, and you come home just in time to eat and go to bed.”

Jack continued to promise that he would get help, but he always said, “After that big October event is over.” Then it would be “after the holidays,” and on and on. Celine began to realize that, just like moving to another state, the day he would be proactive about getting help would never come.

They were now nine years into the marriage, and Celine began to feel as though her world was closing in on her. Jack still wouldn’t talk about anything personal. He wasn’t nearly as cultured and intellectual as she had thought; although he wined and dined her when they dated, he now preferred to spend his free time hunting and chopping down trees on a piece of property they had bought. When she mustered the courage to talk about any of their issues, he would explode and storm off, sometimes leaving her stranded in public locations. She began to think, There’s no hope for us if we can’t talk. Enveloped by a feeling of being trapped in the marriage, she began to treat Jack with disrespect, throwing out snide remarks and comments about his dysfunctional and critical family, whom she thought was responsible for him being so shut down. He threatened to divorce her if she didn’t stop the verbal attacks.

She went to individual therapy to try to understand, and her therapist told her that not wanting to have sex, not being open, and having rage attacks when she wanted to talk about their issues wasn’t normal or healthy.

Besides her children, the one bright light in Celine’s life was volunteering for an animal rescue group. It gave her life purpose, and she began to think she could make a career of it. Jack, the man who loved to kill animals, hated her involvement there, declaring her to be a “libtard.” To punish her, he cut her allowance, explaining that she wasn’t working toward her potential or contributing to the family as much as she should.

“You don’t even cook me a hot meal anymore,” he said.

“You aren’t home to eat it,” she said. “You’re joking about the allowance, I hope. You aren’t going to cut my allowance when we are making more money than we’ve ever made, are you?”

“I am not joking,” said Jack, who was making over $500,000 a year, with large increases every year.

Celine felt overwhelming loathing for her husband at that moment. That’s the last straw, she thought. How could he be so mean-spirited? I am making a promise to myself that I am going to divorce him before the year is out. I can’t be married to someone who would do something like that.

Celine began working on a plan to leave. She’d survive somehow, some way. One night two months later, Celine was waiting for Jack when he came home from work.

“You have to move out,” she said. “It’s over. I want out, at least for now. I don’t know what I want, but I know I need to get away from you.”

Jack and Celine’s marriage had completed the marital illness stages, passing through each of the five stages because no serious attempts were made to stop the downward slide. Celine made pleas along the way and sent off warning shots, but Jack didn’t respond with action. To her, he was all talk: “Yes, we will move; yes, I will work less; yes, I will get help.”

The death of the relationship was apparent with Celine’s sense that she did not have one more ounce of anything to give to the relationship. She lost hope that he would ever change. Her feelings about Jack and the marriage had flatlined. Not only did she want to leave the marriage, but she felt like she had to leave it to survive.

What’s sad is that if Celine or Jack had known the stages of a dying marriage, the symptoms might have been a wake-up call for them to do something. But each of them assumed there was time left to work on the marriage. They didn’t know that when a marriage is in trouble, the decline is absolute if not tended to and that it leads to a tragic end. The end is predictable. Only the timing of the end isn’t.

Celine told me she could not believe how her marriage had turned out. At one time, she had loved Jack passionately and with all her heart. How on earth, she pleaded, could her feelings have changed so much?

Now let’s look at how Celine went through the stages.

Signs of Celine’s marriage’s low-grade fever: Celine ignored (or attempted to suppress anger about) several signs of lingering discomfort—giving her dogs away, Jack’s refusal to talk to her about his life, moving overseas when she didn’t want to, Jack’s temper, his workaholism, and his sexual rejection.

Signs of Celine’s marriage’s medium-grade fever: Celine’s discontentment intensified when Jack didn’t keep his promise to move out of New Mexico. She resented that he never directly told her he would not move, that she had to figure it out. She began to look at the relationship in a new light, a more realistic light, she felt. She began to feel she had been duped by him, that he knew she wanted a more sophisticated lifestyle and led her to believe that is what he offered, that he never intended to leave New Mexico, that he wasn’t going to get help or really take action on anything that she requested. He had become an expert at putting her off. This resulted in a loss of respect, and she began to occasionally make snide remarks that revealed her disappointment and resentment. With each new disappointment, Celine considered divorce but quickly dismissed the idea.

Signs of Celine’s high-grade marital fever: Celine began to see her situation in the marriage as hopeless and focused more frequently on how unhappy she was. She found work with a local nonprofit to find happiness and fulfillment. Celine warned Jack that they had to do something about the marriage because she didn’t know how long she could hang on. Her stress was nearing an unbearable peak.

Signs of Celine’s point of no return: The breaking point came when Jack cut Celine’s allowance. Celine refused to be married to a man who would do something like that. She saw it as mean and controlling. At that moment, all previous concerns that kept her in the marriage ceased to matter, and she made the decision to leave.

Signs of the death of Celine’s marriage: Celine lost all desire to work on the marriage; she felt she wouldn’t survive if they stayed together. Without telling Jack, she calmly made plans to leave him. When she was prepared, she told Jack to leave. From Celine’s perspective during this time, she felt that nothing he did at this point would turn the marriage around. She was not ready for divorce, but she needed time apart and lots of it. Not surprisingly, Jack was now ready to do any and everything to prevent a divorce, or so he said. His anguished pleas for her to give him a chance fell on deaf ears.

Although a marriage crisis often seems to come out of the blue for the Leaning-In spouse, the stages of a deteriorating marriage show us that marriages die slowly, over a long time, in predictable stages. If only couples were aware of the stages, they could get help in Stage Two before numerous incidents have occurred that lowered the stock of the relationship. Since first doing my own research on how marriages die, which backed up what sociologist Diane Vaughan wrote about in her book Uncoupling: Turning Points in Intimate Relationships, I’ve come to realize that the stages really apply to any relationship that ends, whether it is with a family member or friend.

Now that you know where your marriage stands within this dynamic, we will move on to more diagnostic tools to check our math about the state of your relationship. This will be especially helpful to the Leaning-In spouse who may be in denial about just how serious their situation is. Accepting what is true in your relationship today is going to be very helpful in the days, weeks, and months to come.

Now is your chance to figure out when you went through the stages of marital deterioration yourself. Although this primarily applies to the Decider, I would like for the Leaning-In spouse to also do the exercise from their point of view and again from what they think their partner would say.

Whether the Leaning-In or Leaning-Out (Decider) spouse, I want you to use the following exercise to go through each stage and describe when you feel you first entered it. For example,


	
Stage One—Disillusionment: “I first noticed I was unhappy in the marriage when my husband/wife kept accusing me of doing or saying things I never did or said.”

	
Stage Two—Erosion: “I knew it was serious when I would point out that I was not doing the things accused of, and it kept happening, and they didn’t believe me no matter what I did or said. It even happened more frequently, and I knew they were wrong. I felt helpless.”



I understand that you may not have made it all the way through every stage, so just go as far as you can so you can see how the feelings toward your relationship spiraled downward into the predictable stages.

Okay, got it? Now it’s your turn….


Stages of Marital Deterioration

Based on an unhappiness scale of 0–10

0 = Not Happy  10 = Very Unhappy

[image: Image]
Important Note:

Once a partner enters Stage One, deterioration of the marriage will continue if action is not taken.

When a person reaches Stage Two, this is the ideal time to act by:

1. Revealing your unhappiness to your partner and

2. Making an appointment for marriage counseling.

* Where most relationships begin: with positive regard for each other and functioning well.

** Disillusionment, Erosion, Detachment, The Straw, Death of the Relationship: The relationship is in a state of disconnect and apathy.




Exercise: Consider the Stages of Your Marital Disillusionment

Stage One: Disillusionment, or “Uh oh, I think I’m unhappy in this marriage.”

I first entered into Stage One when…
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Stage Two: Erosion, or “Oh no, my unhappiness is serious and not going away. This could lead to divorce—oh no, I will not get a divorce!”

I entered into Stage Two when…
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Stage Three: Detachment, or “I am very unhappy in this relationship, but I am not divorcing. I can stay if I find something else to distract myself that I’ll do on my own away from my spouse like [fill in the blank].”

I entered Stage Three when…
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Stage Four: The Straw, or something your partner said or did, caused you to hit the peak of stress—a level that propelled you to realize you cannot tolerate the relationship anymore and you must take immediate action to plan an end to the relationship or to get away.

I entered Stage Four when…
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Stage Five: Death of a Marriage, or “I really can’t imagine ever being close to romance with my partner again. I just want them out of my life.”

I entered Stage Five when…
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When working with couples on the brink, I also use this next tool to help them visually understand what is going on in a marriage crisis. As simple as it is, it is a very powerful presentation that especially helps the Leaning-In spouse see why they must stop pursuing and wooing the Decider for the time being.




The Relationship Circle Exercise Created for Couples in Crisis

In my practice, I love to use diagrams and often draw pictures on a whiteboard for couples as we move through their therapy process. I like the idea of making difficult concepts simple to understand, and I love it when clients take out their cell phones to take a picture of what I am showing them so that they can remember it. When couples come into the office in crisis, one of the most effective and helpful graphics I use to help them diagnose their marriage and to know if separation is an option is what I call the “Circle Exercise.” After reading about the exercise, I want you to complete your own. At https://youtu.be/6_LiTAkgbuo?si=5LI4nE7zDZLMaP2I, you can watch me draw the circles as I do in my office, which may help you understand the concept a little better.

Circle one. A healthy marriage. Outside the circle represents freedom and being single. Inside the healthy marriage are two small circles. The circle on the left represents Person A, and the circle on the right represents Person B. In a healthy marriage, the partners are firmly inside the circle, facing each other. Each person is focused on the other.


Circle Representing a Healthy Marriage
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Circle two. Deterioration has begun. The second circle represents the marriage of an unhappy couple, or at least one unhappy partner. In this example, Person A is firmly inside the circle, focused on their partner, or maybe not paying much attention to the marriage but is not contemplating leaving. Person B has started drifting away and has pulled close to the edge of the circle. The Decider is experiencing increasing disillusionment and is looking back and forth between their spouse and the possibility of leaving the circle, representing the infamous ambivalence that often accompanies a marriage crisis—the internal conversation of Do I stay, or do I go? and sometimes equally wanting both at the same time.


Circle Representing the Deteriorating Marriage

[image: Image]


Circle three. A marriage crisis is imminent. In the third circle (below), Person B has stepped to the line of the circle and has probably made, or will soon make, the announcement that they are unhappy and either thinking of leaving or planning to leave the marriage. Person A has noticed the drifting by now and senses something is happening. Like a dog that hears a sound in the hall, they watch and listen to see if there is a true or imagined threat. This marriage is in imminent danger of Person B leaving the relationship.


Marriage Crisis Is Imminent
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 The Line of Uncertainty.

Circle four. Marriage crisis begins. In the fourth circle, Person B has made an announcement that initiates the marriage crisis. Person A is firmly inside the circle, hyper focused on their spouse, strongly defending the marriage and resisting any idea of separation or divorce. Person B is outside the circle with their back turned on the marriage and looking out toward freedom and being single. When Person A realizes they are losing their spouse, that this is not a spat or idle threat and the marriage is in serious danger of ending, attachment panic is triggered. Attachment panic is when the Leaning-In spouse’s sympathetic nervous system is triggered, and they go into fight mode while their partner’s nervous system is in flight. Person A’s instinct is to chase after the Decider and do everything possible to pull them back into the circle. This heavy pursuit by Person A usually involves being on their best behavior, doing things they usually did not do, such as writing love notes and sending flowers, calling and obsessing over mistakes made, making up for mistakes, and meeting Person B’s needs. The problem is that Person B’s back is to the marriage, and they are not receptive to the frantic pursuit and are mostly repelled and annoyed by it.

In my experience, the harder the Leaning-In spouse pursues the Decider, the farther outside the circle the Decider will go. This is why I implore Leaning-In spouses to give the Decider space and room to breathe and to end the pursuit so they may have a chance at calming their nervous system enough to come out of activation and back to a calm state, where wise decision-making can take place.


Marriage Reaches a Climax of Stress
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Spouse B steps outside the circle.




Whose Story Is This?

In a marriage crisis, we all tell our version of a story about what is going on, and in the story, whoever is telling it will most often like to play hero, with their spouse playing the role of villain. Human beings embellish and exaggerate their marriage stories, rewrite history, and throw in some bends and turns all to avoid being negatively judged. Typically, the Decider far prefers to be seen as a downtrodden and emotionally abused spouse who has had to seek shelter away from their family to find peace.

The admission of an affair, if there is one, will change the marriage crisis dynamic completely. The Decider outside the circle has leverage to get their spouse to change, grow, and become a better person. The Decider who is in a full-blown emotional and physical affair will likely lose that leverage, and it will be the Leaning-In partner who now has a seat at the head of the table with demands of their own. It is plain to see why the Decider has every motivation in the world to lie about what they are up to. I will be discussing infidelity more thoroughly in Chapter 5. For now, I want the Leaning-In partner to be very skeptical of the Decider who isn’t willing to come to the table to discuss possibly working things out. Be awake, be aware, and know that people with integrity who normally do not lie will, almost always, lie about infidelity.



Now it’s your turn….


Exercise: Draw Your Own Marriage Circles

Below is a circle, and that circle represents your relationship. Anywhere inside your relationship circle, draw a small circle that represents where you are today. This could be firmly inside the circle, near the edge, on the line (half in/half out), or all the way out. If possible, ask your partner to draw where their position is within or outside the circle. If your partner is not available, draw where you believe them to be within or outside the circle. Next, draw an arrow showing which way your focus is directed. Is it directed toward your partner? Is it directed outside the circle to freedom and being single… or toward someone else? Have your partner draw their arrow or you draw where you believe their focus is directed.
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The information you just gained from doing that exercise is very valuable as we work to diagnose your marriage. We still have a bit more to do in our diagnostic process, so I don’t want you to be jumping to any conclusions just yet about what it all means. Just keep reading and learning all you can about this and know that we will eventually be able to make a very accurate assessment, and we can then prescribe the best plan for you and your family.
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