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ADVANCE PRAISE FOR MARRIAGEOLOGY

“Few things are more important than the quality of our relationships—and especially the one we build with our life partner. Belinda has written a smart and funny book to help anyone work toward a stronger and more fulfilling marriage.”

Sheryl Sandberg, COO of Facebook and founder of LeanIn.Org and OptionB.Org

“I’d recommend this book to anyone who is married. Or thinking of getting married. Or knows anyone who is married. Or who is simply interested in getting along with other human beings. Belinda Luscombe combines science, memoir, and sharp wit in this fascinating and useful book. She takes on myths about everything from soul mates to finance to going to bed angry (her advice: Do it!) Skip the gravy boat and give this as a gift to all your engaged friends.”

A.J. Jacobs, author of The Year of Living Biblically and It’s All Relative

“If I could talk about marriage to my wife with the intelligence and humour that Belinda Luscombe does in this book, I’d be having a lot more sex.”

Joel Stein, author of Man Made

“Staying together in the age of Tinder is no mean feat. Thank goodness Belinda Luscombe’s wise, funny, scientifically rigorous book is here to improve our odds. Henceforth, exiting the chapel, couples should be pelted with copies of Marriageology instead of rice.”

Ada Calhoun, author of Wedding Toasts I’ll Never Give

“Luscombe debuts with a vibrant and engrossing look at marriage… Her comparisons are clever and spot on… Luscombe’s colourful and well-researched text paints a positive picture for the future of a ‘fusty old institution.’”

Publishers Weekly
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TO EDO, WHO, THANK GOD,
PREFERS ENDURANCE SPORTS




Heart, are you great enough
For a love that never tires?

—ALFRED, LORD TENNYSON

Marriage is a wonderful institution, but
who wants to live in an institution?

—AUTHOR UNKNOWN, BUT NOT TENNYSON




INTRODUCTION

——

Have you ever noticed how we celebrate marriage backwards? Wedding: big blowout party before heading off to lavish vacation. First anniversary, special and exciting, you might even get a note from relatives and friends. Second anniversary, dinner and a gift. And so it goes, with a traditional designated gift category (third: leather, fifth: wood, tenth: tin) until you get to fifteen years, for which the traditional gift is crystal. After fifteen, tradition no longer dictates an annual present. You’re on your own, giftless, all the way to twenty, when you get china, which is less expensive than crystal. Then at thirty, the category is pearl, which basically means only the wife is receiving a gift.

This is all turned around. Any fool can be married for a year. You can get to three years on the fumes of the honeymoon alone. The time you really start to need wedding gifts is fifteen years in, when the novelty of having someone around all the time has worn off. Cutting off the presents at fifteen is like cheering people on for only the first half of a soccer game or until mile ten of a marathon. Those are the easy parts.

I was reminded of this backwardness when an old friend called. We hadn’t spoken for a few months and he wanted me to know that he and his wife of twenty years were separating. They wanted to make it a really positive experience, he said, so they were going to live in the same house. They were still going to cook food for each other and do things together. Eventually they would separate their finances. They still loved each other, he insisted, they just couldn’t be married. He pointed out that a mutual acquaintance was doing more or less the same thing.

This is now how marriages die: not in some fiery car crash of hatred, epic shouting matches, and slammed doors, with bloodied survivors staggering out of the smoking wreck into the arms of an EMT. Modern marital splits feel more like euthanasia in a high-end veterinarian’s office. After a prolonged discussion about quality of life, the decision to end the union is made gently and with all the goodwill in the world, to put it out of its misery, much as an aged family pet is put down after his kidney function becomes unreliable and he keeps ruining the carpet. It’s not done to rage against the dying of the marital light; conscious uncoupling is the thing.

My friend grieved, sure, but mostly he was embarrassed; it wasn’t his first marriage. He has a grown son with his prior wife and he worried about what that son would think of him. As he talked about it, I got the impression that it felt to him more like losing a job than a family member. Or being careless with his credit card and getting scammed. Again? Geez, what’s wrong with me?

Nobody likes to put it like this, but it is natural for marriages to fail. They can feel like the emotional equivalent of shoveling snow; people start strong and committed, but it takes so much more out of them than they expect. It is natural for people to get fed up with their marriages. It is natural for food to spoil, for a fire to go out, for enthusiasm to wilt.

After all, there is no bigger, no riskier, no more intimate decision a human makes than to say this is the person with whom I’m going to spend the bulk of my breathing time. This is the person with whom I’m going to create more humans. This is the person whose welfare I will now take into consideration in almost any decision I make. This is the person whose fortunes will affect mine, whose jokes and stories I will have to hear as long as I still have hearing, whose shoes will always be in my bedroom closet, whose hair will forever clog my drain.

In the era of the start-up, of the pop-up and the flash mob, a relationship that’s supposed to last a lifetime can seem like an anomaly. It’s too permanent. It doesn’t lend itself to disruption. It does not allow you #failfast or upgrade. You’d think we’d have discarded it with all the other no-longer-useful human inventions like the walking plow and the fax machine and waiting a week for the next episode to arrive on TV.

But while it’s natural for marriages to disintegrate, it is not inevitable. Nor is it desirable. We know how to keep food until we need it, or to tend a fire, or to motivate people. With some careful attention, nature can be surmounted.

And marriage, that fusty old institution, is worth fighting for. There is within most of us a deep desire to be in an intimate relationship with another person. Not to just have a playmate, but the full megillah, a husband or a wife or another warm body who is only ours and who cares for us as for no other, and who has promised to accompany us for the whole journey, all the way to the end of the map. Surveys show that getting married is still overwhelmingly the dream of young people (men and women alike). Lovers who move in with each other and like it usually still make it official, even though they don’t need to. Marriage is so central to our conception of happiness that huge legal battles are being waged to this day to figure out whether people of the same sex may participate in it.

That’s because, like a lot of things that go against nature—driving, scuba diving, pink hair—a marriage that lasts can be amazing. Life-changing, enriching, thrilling. Completely worth it.

But nobody scuba dives without help or instructions. Marriage, which has been historically so much more likely to fail than an oxygen tank, is the same.

I’ve been writing about and researching marriage for more than a decade for Time magazine. I’ve always found the subject fascinating because nearly everybody has a story about the institution that is central to their lives—whether it’s their own marriage or their parents’ or their children’s or their best friend’s or even their lover’s. Marriage—by which I mean any exclusive lifetime commitment to one other soul, whether made official by the state or church or just between yourselves—pushes people to the extremes: humans can become their best selves, capable of great empathy and sacrifice. Or they can transform from nice regular neighbors into people capable of spectacularly petty and vengeful behavior.

Even as I have chronicled it, marriage has changed from an institution everybody expected to enter one day and muddle through, into a high-wire act—public, rewarding, quite difficult to pull off, and not actually all that necessary. Being single is easier and more acceptable than ever. There is no imperative to marry. What was a rite of passage has become a lifestyle choice—less trip to the supermarket, more excursion through a high-end artisanal farmers’ market.

Marriage has been transformed by pressures from all sides: financial (the gig economy, the rising level of debt, the vagaries of the housing market, wage stagnation), technological (advances in medicine, particularly in fertility, online dating, social media), and sociological (the rising economic independence of women, the diminishing stigma associated with being unmarried or a single parent). Then there are the shock waves of globalism, massive digital innovation, and the information revolution; seismic shifts that have all shaped the intimate little bond between two people. Alongside those, a swarm of smaller changes have also buffeted its boundaries: the renaissance of the city, marriage equality, gender fluidity, Netflix, texting, the iPhone, Blue Apron, free online porn, #MeToo.

And yet amid all this turbulence, there are lots of reasons why getting married, or sticking for life with one person, is still a solid choice. Marriage is possibly the only institution that has been written about almost as widely in the academy as it has in books with pink spines. And studies find that it’s really good for people, especially in the Three B’s: body, bank, and bed. People who are happily paired with another live longer and are healthier, richer, and more satisfied with their life, in the main, than people whose relationships don’t last. Their kids are more likely to thrive. They have (on average) more sex.

As with all great deals, however, there’s some fine print: to get the benefits, you have to stay together, which is no simple matter. And you can’t hate it—or each other. A Harvard study that has followed hundreds of Massachusetts men for eighty years (so far) found that the single best predictor of men’s health at eighty was their satisfaction with their relationships at fifty. But it also found that living in a high-conflict marriage was akin to living in a war zone. People who are unhappily coupled are more miserable and less healthy than people who opted to stay single. The collapse of a marriage is recalled by those who endure it as the darkest passage of their lives.

Given all this, you’d think we would prepare for this exercise as seriously as we prepare for, say, a physics final. After all, you can remodel a house or move. You can change careers. Your hair will grow out. With a little effort you can put most unfortunate decisions behind you. But, especially if you have kids, there are very few ways to put a former life partner completely out of view, and almost certainly no legal ones.

Yet we somehow expect these relationships to just work out. People attempt to pick open the seams of their lives and their hearts and stitch this other person into them, and assume that the resulting garment will always be perfectly comfortable. They may not even notice that it has begun to fray until one day the whole thing just falls off, leaving them vulnerable and exposed.

The good news is that we have a lot of research into what makes a marriage work. Because of the centrality of that relationship in people’s lives and the effect on children’s welfare for many years afterward, sociologists, psychologists, relationship scientists, and those who study human behavior have examined the institution at length. While the desire to find a mate for life has not changed, the way that people go about it has; therefore, the research is always being updated and revised.

Many therapists have also written excellent books on the marriages they have observed and helped and how they have gotten couples out of quagmires. Instead of looking at a broad swath of behavior and drawing conclusions, these clinicians draw from a deep and intimate examination of what happens between two people. Are there problems that recur in many couples? Are there universal solutions? Usually their specialty informs what they observe: urban therapists may offer one perspective, faith-based counselors may come from a slightly different one, and sex therapists another. But their advice has commonalities and it often intersects with that of researchers’. If sociologists study the institution of marriage as if it were a mountain, therapists study it as if it were a thousand molehills. This book examines both perspectives and draws out the prevailing themes.

Over the years, I’ve tried to get to know marriage like a foreign correspondent gets to know a country, making note of the patterns and the overlaps, figuring out what is universal to the human condition and what is particular to each couple. I’ve read countless studies and peer-reviewed journal articles and interviewed the researchers. I’ve spoken to therapists of all types, couples counselors, sex therapists, financial advisers. I’ve pored over statistics on marriage and argued with demographers about what they mean. I’ve tried to get to the bottom of what the divorce rate really is (for first marriages, probably somewhere north of 37 percent). I’ve talked to sociology professors, psychology professors, family studies professors, and at least one professor of consumer behavior. I’ve persuaded some statisticians to run their numbers for me a bit differently to bore into their data. I’ve also probed hundreds of the citizens of together-land about what it’s like to live there, interrogating them about their money and their sex lives and their fights and their divorces and the way they worked out parenting. Boy, did people love wandering up to me at parties.

And of course, you can’t really know a place until you’ve lived there. So I’m also drawing on my own marriage of a quarter century to a man who is very different from me. I know everybody says that, but here’s how different: he and I went on one outing a year for seven years, each more excruciating than the last, before he finally said he couldn’t understand why I didn’t want to be his girlfriend. And I said something like: “Wait, you like me?” The last three decades or so have been an exercise in stringing a rope bridge over that communication chasm. There are still many treacherous gaps, but we usually make it across.

If you’re standing in the bookstore reading this or looking at the preview online and you just want the answer in the next forty-five seconds as to whether or not you should leave your partner, then I have this for you: probably not. At least, not quite yet. The idea that a long relationship is worth something on its own has got a little tarnished recently. Partly that’s because permanence is temporarily out of favor. We’re all about disruption. Things that have been around for a while are no longer accorded honor simply because they’ve endured. But there are exceptions: beautiful cathedrals, old growth forests, vintage clothes. There are things that are worth fixing, or even better, maintaining. Your partnership may be one of them.

Someone should really come up with traditions for those in-between anniversaries. The gift industry has tried, but their ideas are garbage. The Chicago Public Library compiled a list that suggested a musical instrument for the twenty- fourth wedding anniversary. Thank you, Chicago, because nothing sets your heart afire like someone in your close proximity learning a new musical instrument. If we were being realistic about the latter years of marriage, we would choose items made of resin, which is toxic stuff that sets and becomes durable; or pumice, which is what extremely hot activity turns into; or quilts, which are all patches sewn together. Those are gifts that might mean something.

Until this terrible oversight is fixed, however, I have summarized what I’ve learned about being married into six subjects, six challenges all married or committed for life couples have to master, or at least grapple with, on their way to happily, or at least doably, ever after. Totally coincidentally, they’re all F-words: familiarity, fighting, finances, family, fooling around (not my original title), and finding help. I can’t guarantee they will fix everything or be simple to overcome. But I can guarantee they’ll be more fun than learning the saxophone.




Marriageology




CHAPTER 1

——

Familiarity

My husband, Jeremy, does this thing with envelopes. He always asks if we have any, even though I’ve shown him where they are a hundred times. They’re on the shelf, with the other stationery items, near the pens, just above the photographs of our children that we have duplicates of but still can’t throw out and menus that we also haven’t thrown out. They’ve been kept there for decades, in skinny ledges that resemble mail slots. A complete stranger to our home, casting around the room, would immediately detect that this was the ideal envelope-holding situation. Doesn’t matter. Every time my spouse needs to mail something, he says, “Do we have any envelopes?”

On the surface, it seems such an innocent question, and the answer so easy. “Yes, sweetheart. They’re on the shelf, near the pens.” But it makes me want to put stones in my pocket and walk into the ocean. Or even better, take them out and throw them at him.

Everything about his inquiry enrages and depresses me. Why can’t he learn where they are? Why is his attention so much more precious than mine that I have to answer this every time? His whole passive-aggressive approach: “Do we have any envelopes?” is even more infuriating. He’s not asking “Could you get me an envelope?” That would mean facing up to the fact that he has never bothered to learn a basic housekeeping fact. That would mean acknowledging that he is treating his spouse like his personal assistant. That would mean clearly spelling out that what he really wants is for me to get him an envelope.

“Do we have any envelopes?” is what my spouse says. What I hear is “Whatever I’m doing right now is vital, even if it’s just random postage tasks. You, on the other hand, can’t possibly be doing anything worthwhile. Bringing me the office supplies that are in the shelves behind me as I speak if I would just turn around and look is the kind of trivial scutwork right in line with your abilities.”

How did this happen? I love this man. I have loved this man for years. I’ve never met anyone like him. He makes beautiful things, whether they are buildings or meals or children or adventures. He’s handsome and strong and great in bed. He’s patient and stoic. He makes up hilariously implausible theories about phenomena with very normal explanations and persists in pushing them in the face of overwhelming evidence. We have had two and a half decades of mostly happy coexistence. I’d be lost without him. So why does a small imperfection such as this set me off?

Because of familiarity. Familiarity is what you have when all the new relationship excitement has burned away like the boosters on a rocket and you’ve moved into an orbit in which your spouse rarely surprises you. It’s what comes after the deep late-night talks about your hopes and desires have been replaced by negotiations on who is picking up the kids today. It’s when a relationship is more commute than adventure, more meal planning than dining out. Familiarity is the natural byproduct of every marriage and in many ways a wonderful thing, like broken-in shoes. But it can be a huge drag and, if not handled well, can lead beyond boredom and frustration to far darker and more destructive territory. And for couples who want to be together for the long haul in our current era, familiarity is a bigger problem than it has ever been.

BREAKING NEWS: MARRIAGE IS CHANGING

The first time I heard anyone offer marital advice, I was terrified. I was a college student in the middle of a disastrous road trip. My friends and I had been trying to get to the mountains in my brother’s ancient minibus, which usually made journeys no longer than up and down our driveway. The poor thing only lasted far enough out of town and late enough into the night that we could not call on anyone we knew for help, so while my friends waited with the vehicle, I ventured into the sole open establishment (this was before mobile phones), a local bar, full of workmen at the end of their shift, to find a phone and a tow truck. When I called, the driver told me to wait there.

As I waited, nursing my soda, a patron started talking loudly to nobody in particular, but, in the way of many prophets, to all of us. “Here’s the thing about marriage,” he told the room. “You always end up going back to your f***ing wife, because no other f***ing c**t gives a s**t about you.” (For those guessing, yes, this was in Australia.)

It was a somewhat dark picture of our most celebrated romantic institution, but not completely out of character for the era. For prior generations, marriage was like my brother’s bus; it was not the ideal vehicle for their dreams, but it was what they had. And for many couples—those more committed to maintenance, or those who chose their target destinations better than I did—it worked. My mother and father, married an impressive sixty years, never expected their union to be thrilling. I’d have been less shocked to hear my parents speaking elvish than saying “I love you” to each other. Even as a child I noticed the way my mother’s voice flattened when she answered the phone—Hello!—and it turned out to be Dad: “Oh, it’s you. What do you want?” I don’t question their love or commitment, yet just before their fifty-ninth anniversary, I asked my mother the secret to a long marriage. “Tolerance,” she said, without hesitating.

We no longer think about our lifelong unions this way. Gone are the days when you found a likely contender, tied the knot, and then weathered whatever storms or becalmed seas you encountered. Getting married is now seen as a promotion to a better type of life, like an upgrade to business class, with all manner of attendant perks. People want more from marriage than just a familiar face to come home to. They want fulfillment, stimulation, security, devotion, status, liberation, connection, collaboration, personal brand enhancement, transformation, and all the feels. “If the twentieth century marriage was companionable, the new marriage is intimate,” writes family therapist Terrence Real in his book The New Rules of Marriage. “Physically, sexually, intellectually, and above all, emotionally.”1 As the traditional marriage model—1 breadwinner + 1 homemaker = 1 family—fades away, feeling has become more important. “The old model of marriage was that you got married for financial security and you tolerated each other. It was all about economic survival,” psychotherapist Sue Johnson told me. “Now it’s about emotional survival. Emotionless familiarity is not what people want.”

But familiarity—emotionless or not—is part of the deal. It’s both the reward of a long relationship and its burden. It can make us treat the person we are supposed to love carelessly. It can make us feel like our spouses are holding us back. It can blend into contempt. And in our modern era, which eschews the mundane and habitual for the novel and disruptive, the familiarity that’s an inevitable part of life with another can feel more oppressive than welcome.

Northwestern University’s Eli Finkel has studied modern marriage for years and concluded that what people want from their marriages in the twenty-first century lies beyond mere tolerance. It’s enhancement. People want relationships that will make them more perfect versions of themselves. “We continue to view our marriage as a central locus of love and passion and we continue to view our home as a haven in a heartless world, but, for more and more of us, a marriage that achieves those things without promoting self-expression is insufficient,” Finkel writes.2 We don’t want a person who knows us and accepts us as we are. We want a partner who knows us well enough to coach us into a better, more authentic version of who we are. A merely okay marriage is not enough. Just like today’s coffee and today’s bread, today’s marriages are expected to be of a higher quality.

Why do people keep demanding more from their marriages? One theory3 suggests it has to do with relational mobility. In societies in which people can easily change partners, such as the United States, partners seek and express more passion because they want to shore up the relationship; it’s a way of keeping their partners interested and warding off others. In Japan, on the other hand, there are generally lower emotional expectations from marriage because it’s more difficult to switch partners. (Japanese law does not allow for joint custody.)

A more demanding and exciting relationship is fine, of course, except that it’s pretty much impossible for one person to continually provide to another 100 percent guaranteed emotional satisfaction, especially for as long as you both shall live, especially with how long many of us are living. We all want more from a spouse than one human could possibly dispense. And when we don’t get it, we’re shocked. “It’s become more difficult for our marriage to live up to our expectations, which means that more of us end up feeling disappointed,” notes Finkel.4 These unreasonable presumptions are not entirely our fault. All of us have for years been sold this phony bill of goods, catfished into believing in the existence of the soulmate.

LET’S KILL ALL SOULMATES

Here is my idea for a good way to drive people mad: get them to believe there is only one right car for them. Not one make or model, but one actual car. And they have to find it. When located, it would make them giddily happy whenever they drive. If, on the other hand, they didn’t find the car, or if somebody else owned it and didn’t want to sell it, or they inadvertently settled for an automobile that was not quite perfect, then the drivers might have wheels to get around in, but they would always in some sense be stuck with a lemon.

How would you get people to believe such a crazy thing? Easy: just craft a lot of beautiful stories about people finding their One True Auto. Have people sing about driving it home, at last. Get car buyers to believe that it will come fully loaded and never need a mechanic or run out of gas or break down. It would help if you could create a network of potential cars that these seekers could access and browse so that their search could go global and their specifications could be exactly met. People could enter their preferences—four-wheel drive, fuel efficiency, suicide doors, a blue light around the base—and suggestions would be delivered right to their personal computing device.

Then, set up a tradition where people would have an enormous party when they signed the contract and all their friends would come and throw things at them and take photos and the new car owner would wear an insanely expensive outfit they’d never use again.

And of course, if the automobile ever failed to make the driver happy, if it got a scratch or the seatbelt got stuck or that stupid brake light kept flickering, the car owner could off-load it but would lose a lot of money on it.

Obviously, that’s bonkers. People would either never buy a car or just trade in endlessly, making themselves crazy. Believing that there’s just the one car or pair of pants or haircut or bottle of beer that is perfect for you is a great way of never wearing pants or drinking beer again.

In the same way, the search for a soulmate is fruitless and destructive. A soulmate is not a thing. At least, it’s not a thing you can find. That’s a myth trafficked to us by folks who need to peddle movie tickets and iTunes downloads and subscriptions to eHarmony. The chances that you have somehow located, attracted, bonded with, and contractually bound yourself to the only person who is the one perfect match for you are vanishingly small.

We don’t find soulmates, like some fantastic shell on the beach. We become them. And as we do, the other person becomes ours. One of us is the waves and the other is the sand, and together we make the beach, changing the shape and passage of the other and maybe even bringing some amazing conches to the surface alongside the seaweed and knotted fishing wire.

This does not mean, however, that your partner is going to make you whole. He or she is not going to catapult you into a different version of you, one in which you are always happy, or always on time, or never make mistakes. You may think you’ve found the perfect combination of sexpot/chef/nurturer and now all your problems are solved, but it is not so. That’s not what you’re doing when you’re getting married. Marriage means you’ve thrown your lot in with a person and said, “This journey looks like it might be more fun with you.”

Carol Dweck, a psychologist at Stanford University, has a theory about fixed and growth mindsets. A fixed mindset is one in which people believe their abilities and interests and intelligence are set from birth. A growth mindset is one in which people believe that interests and abilities can be cultivated. Those with a fixed mindset spend a long time looking for their passion or their career. Those with a growth mindset tend to work at things longer and build on them. Marriage requires a growth mindset. You have not set up your life with the one, you have set it up with someone. From here, you work on perfecting communication and adoration and appreciation of eccentricities.

As a rule of thumb, it’s helpful to realize that nearly everything about your partner will, at some point, enrage you beyond reason. They won’t change when you want them to. They’ll change when you don’t want them to. The more that you get to know them, the more the things that charmed you in the first place will become the things that make you want to set your own hair on fire just to get away from them for five minutes. You don’t solve the problem of familiarity by choosing the right person—although for the love of mercy, please select carefully—you solve it by choosing what you will do when the blinkers come off and you realize that this is the person who is going to be in your life for the rest of your life.

When I first met my husband, I loved how much he adored what he did. It was intoxicating, all that passion for architecture. My dad, who was in reinsurance, which he called the “not terribly exciting end” of insurance, was a solid provider but had less than no inclination to discuss his work. Every night he would quiz my mother, a teacher, for the details of her day instead. My husband, on the other hand, was animated by what he did. It thrilled him. He was really good at it and jazzed by how good other people were at it. His enthusiasm was infectious, and I would join him on his trips to out-of-the-way art bookstores (remember those?), little-known buildings, and even—such was my crush—lectures.

Eventually, however, I wearied of the way all conversational and leisure and life-planning roads led to architecture. I yearned for some small talk about music or the weather, or a nice desert vacation or deep-sea trip, anywhere with no buildings. But you can’t have the invigorating parts of a deep passion without the oh-for-Pete’s-sake-this-again parts. They are two sides of the same quoin.

And of course, I am no picnic. I am that person who handles almost every situation by trying to see the humor in it. People like that. It can liven up a gathering or lighten a dark moment. It’s handy for writing on deadline. And, in fact, the right kind of humor can be an asset for making marriages last.5 But then again, sometimes the person who sees the humor in everything is just insensitive. She’s not who you want in that serious meeting, or in intimate discussion about something awkward and painful, or telling a story about you to associates. It can be very damaging to the durability of marriages.6 It can be a huge drag.

I’d say I miss the comedy sweet spot about 70 percent of the time and do serious damage to a person’s feelings at least 12.5 percent. Those percentages are better than in my youth, but I just can’t figure out which are the one-in-eight times I should definitely shut up. And even if I could, constitutionally, never go for the joke around the people I love, it would feel like a dereliction of care. What kind of monster never tries to make her family laugh?

It’s not just that we cannot change our spouses; it’s that really, we wouldn’t want to. The things we love about them are organically bonded to the things that make us bananas. Is your spouse incredibly fit? Then you’ll be driven batty by how much time he or she spends exercising. Is your spouse gorgeous? You’ll find the attention from strangers galling. Love your partner’s creativity? Oy, the mess. Is your spouse really organized and tidy? Man, the fussing!

FAMILIARITY’S NASTY FRIEND

Most people accept that boredom, frustration, and disappointment are inevitable by-products of familiarity, just as my mother did. They’re problematic but manageable. They might grind you down but will likely not make you split up. The real problem with familiarity is that it is the breeding ground of contempt. You’ve probably seen contempt in some of the couples around you. You know, when you go to that dinner party or brunch or kid’s soccer match, and suddenly the playful spousal banter gets sharp and one person is staring intently at his or her lap, trying not to lose it. Contempt is one of the biggest marriage-slayers, inflicting wounds and sapping the joy out of the partners toward whom it is expressed. One woman told me she decided never to get married again after she heard contempt in her husband’s voice just one time, because of how corrosive it felt.

Contempt is a weaponized version of taking someone for granted. Respect sounds so formal and impersonal and yet it gets at a basic human desire: to be known and loved at the same time. To be somebody’s beloved even when he or she has seen you with crusty eyes or scratching your genitals or after a nasty three-day flu. It’s one thing to disdain a sports or political figure you don’t care for. It’s another to denigrate or belittle somebody you have lived, eaten, slept, and mated with. And marriage is a ruthlessly efficient tool for aiding people to inflict scorn. Very few institutions allow members to gather so much opposition research about each other and simultaneously give them so many opportunities to use it. Very few humans can drop contempt bombs on each other with as deadly aim as those who have been married. Siblings come close, but they don’t live in such close quarters for as long.

A friend told me she knew she had to leave her husband when she began to bristle at the way he ate pasta. He crunched it somehow; she could hear it from clear across the room. It set her on edge. She’s not alone; the psychiatrist Phil Stutz has said that the beginning of the end of the relationship is when one partner is disgusted by the other partner’s mouth. There’s a neurological condition known as misophonia, in which otherwise neutral or trivial sounds trigger anxiety and stress in people. Neuro-scientists believe that when sufferers hear their trigger sounds, the part of the brain that controls subjective emotions—disgust, fear, sadness—is also activated. My friend’s ex-husband wasn’t eating pasta loudly; the noise of it was triggering the disgust she was already feeling toward him.

The Chewing Noise Divorce made more sense to me when I came across a small but nifty 1980s experiment7 in which some trained observers were placed in couples’ homes to observe and make note of only positive exchanges. The couples they were watching were also trained to record their own positive interactions. Happy couples came up with data that closely matched the researchers’ about how many good moments they’d had. Those who were unhappy recorded only half as many. Fully 50 percent of the communications that the researchers had regarded as positive, the unhappy couples saw as negative.

A psychologist at the University of Oregon, Robert Weiss, called this “negative sentiment override.”8 It’s where our negative feelings override our cognitive abilities and we interpret our spouses’ statements or behavior (or maybe eating noises) in the darkest possible way, even if they are neutral or positive. It’s the opposite of seeing things through rose-colored glasses; instead we can only recognize that which we hate.

Over hundreds of thousands of interactions with the same human being, we develop a narrative for how they function. This is normal and natural; it saves us cognitive energy when we have that exchange again. I know that my spouse cannot multitask—he will not converse while he’s cooking or texting—and that if he’s shouting obscenities from another room, it’s good news, because home maintenance is under way.
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‘Belinda has written a smart and funny book to help anyone
work toward a stronger and more fulfilling marriage.’
SHERYL SANDBERG
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