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To my extraordinary teachers

Ellyn Bader

and James W. Maddock,

who inspired me to take bold steps in my life and in my work

and to my husband, Patrick,

who bore the brunt of this boldness with love and, eventually, grace.


New love is the brightest, and long love is the greatest; but revived love is the tenderest thing known upon earth.

—THOMAS HARDY



AUTHOR’S NOTE

The examples and case studies I refer to throughout the book are drawn from my practice. I have changed all the names and identifying details. Some stories are composites. I have, however, made sure to accurately represent the dynamics of these relationships. My own story is true.



INTRODUCTION

There’s a Turkish proverb that says, “No matter how far you have gone on a wrong road, turn back.” I find this notion deeply comforting: that things can change, that people can turn their lives around, that it’s never too late to try. Even if the clock is about to strike midnight. Even if their car’s in a ditch and they’re almost out of gas.

When I sit with a couple in trouble, I’m often the only one in the room who has any hope at all for their marriage. Hope is what gives people a reason to keep going. Hope fuels the faith that there’s still someplace worth going to. And unfortunately, hope is one of the first things to go when a marriage hits rough terrain.

I’m amazed at how long people will suffer in dreadful relationships believing that there’s no help to be found. Five, eight, ten years. Sometimes even longer. Some have been deemed “incurable” by a previous therapist who simply didn’t have the skills to effectively guide them. Some believe their spouse is to blame for their difficulties; often that spouse appears to be unwilling to change. Some think they’re too damaged, that they’re not marriage material, or that marriage is, in and of itself impossible to do well. Many fear that the mess they’ve made of their marriage is too big to clean up.

Fortunately, I know something that they don’t.

I know that even the most troubled marriages can be repaired—not just patched up but truly transformed. Not in ten simple steps. Not without focus and determination. And not without challenging much of the conventional wisdom about what it really takes to turn a marriage around.

Most people believe that marriage should be easier than it is. It’s one of the great myths—that marriage is supposed to be blissful, that only troubled people have trouble, that healthy, well-meaning people who love each other won’t have to work all that hard. When couples hit the hard challenges that all couples hit, many get discouraged. Most assume that something has gone terribly wrong.

Back in the early, struggle-filled years of my own marriage, I needed a new way of thinking about our difficulties as much as I needed practical skills. Like many couples who are bogged down by conflict, I thought my husband and I were worse off than most—the two of us ready to fight to the death about anything and everything, both of us fiercely convinced we were right and unable (or unwilling) to admit when we weren’t. I was critical. He brooded. I was inclined to slam doors. His look of disdain left me feeling three inches tall. Our fights were followed by days of hurt feelings and estrangement that our pathetic attempts at repair were unable to heal.

How did we get here? I often wondered, longing for the days when we’d been loving and close. Marriage couldn’t possibly be as difficult for others as it was for us. Surely others knew something about being happily married that we’d not yet figured out.

This I believed despite dismal divorce rates, quarreling neighbors, and a steady stream of unhappy couples seeking my help, and despite the fact that our friends’ marriages were dissolving one after the other. I knew I wanted to stay married—no, not just married but joyfully, wholeheartedly-glad-that-I-married-you married—but I wasn’t sure how. And in the darkest of times, I feared that our chances were slim, at best.

My husband and I slogged on for years, bickering, sulking, making peace—until next time. Nothing I learned in my years of clinical training, in the many workshops I attended and the countless books that I read, or in the dozens of hours we spent in couples therapy explained why we were stuck—or, more crucial still, what would unstick us. No one told me the one thing that would have helped me the most: “It isn’t just you. Marriage is hard.”

Marriage puts two people into a small space, with the intention of keeping them there for a lifetime, and then says, “Good luck!” Marriage doesn’t come with a guidebook or a road map to make our journey easier. And none of us steps into marriage with all the tools we need for success. We simply hit the ground running, and despite our good intentions and optimism, for most of us marriage ends up being far more difficult to navigate than we’d expected. But that doesn’t mean something is wrong; it simply means that marriage is a tough teacher and we all have plenty to learn.

Most couples are surprised (and relieved) when I tell them that struggle in marriage is not only normal, it’s necessary. The struggles we face are the very things that help us develop the strength and capacity to be successfully married, especially if we’re willing to learn the lessons they offer us. The way we fight and the things we fight about (or the way that, in some cases, we avoid conflict at all costs) reveal both our strengths and our weaknesses. They show how poorly or well we advocate for ourselves, whether we’re rigid or flexible, whether we get our way by sulking or bullying, whether we too quickly collapse. They point to our dreams and desires and to the frustrations we face in attaining them. And they dare us to reach and to risk, even in the face of our partner’s opposition.

Marriages move through predictable stages of development, beginning with the sweet harmony of courtship and moving through the unsettling and often turbulent encounters with differences that follow. Couples either rise to the challenges they face at each stage or find themselves frustrated and stuck, fighting the same fights, hitting the same logjams—never reaching the later stages of deeper intimacy and connection they hoped marriage would bring.

Sadly, there’s where a lot of couples give up.

Sure, some marriages aren’t sustainable. When there’s physical violence or serious drug or alcohol use, when there are repeated betrayals of trust, or when someone gambles or lies compulsively and refuses to get help, it makes good sense to leave. And some people decide that, sustainable or not, the problems in their marriage aren’t ones they care to surmount.

But a vast majority of struggling couples want to stay married. Too often, though, they divorce because they simply can’t find a way to live happily with their spouse. Worse, they settle for a far-from-ideal marriage, concluding that a mediocre marriage is better than none. Some grow bitter and angry, feeling stymied by a partner who is unwilling to change or to grow. Others try everything they can think of to create change, growing more and more discouraged each time they fail. Most lack the tools to move forward effectively. Most believe that forward movement is out of their hands.

Few of them realize that they have more power than they think.

The party line about marriage—what I was repeatedly told by marriage therapists and books—is that it takes two, that marriage is a two-way street, a fifty-fifty proposition, that successful couples are those who are willing to meet each other halfway. We’re told that marital change is contingent upon couples having a shared commitment to growth and that for good things to happen both partners must be willing to put both feet into the process.

If it takes two people to fix things, what happens when one partner is deeply discouraged or has one foot out the door? Or when one partner is desperately longing for change and the other digs in his heels? Does that mean the more optimistic partner should just call it quits?

Like the countless other mismatches we face as couples (sex twice a week / sex once in a blue moon, squirrel away every penny / live while you can), frequently one partner is more committed, more hopeful, more open to change, or more determined to save the marriage than the other. Sometimes there’s no way to sell “improvement” to a spouse who thinks things are good enough as they are, believes she’s an innocent bystander in the marriage’s troubles, or behaves outrageously and feels entitled to be loved “as is.”

Rather than live miserably, give up, or drive yourself nuts, consider this alternative: if your spouse won’t join you in changing your marriage, do it yourself.

I know what you’re thinking: it only works when two people are willing to try. You’re already doing more than your fair share, and now you’re being asked to do even more! You’ve compromised, begged, and bitten your tongue. You’ve been assertive and accommodating and gone well past halfway. Besides, you’re not the person who’s been such a jerk.

I hear it all the time from readers and clients and even some colleagues who still subscribe to the “two to tango” philosophy: Why should one person do all the hard work while the other just sits on her duff?

The problem with this way of thinking is that it leaves you with options that only make matters worse. Say your partner refuses to carry his or her weight—will things really be better if you match that sorry effort just to make it more fair? You might try lowering your standards and resigning yourself to live life as it miserably is. Or you can try, yet again, to get that difficult, hunkered-down spouse of yours to be enthused about change. Chances are, you’ll end up back at square one: worn out, discouraged, and one step closer to thinking the only way out of your difficult marriage is divorce.

In this book I’ll show you a new way of thinking—one that will help you make sense of why you’re stuck and enable you to get moving. I’ll explain how one steady and determined partner, acting alone, can create far-reaching positive change, often accomplishing change in a marriage that cannot be made any other way. I’ll help you see why it’s essential to let go of your concerns about fairness and the need for both partners to work as a team, and I’ll empower you to sign on to being the front-runner for change. Without feeling burdened. Without settling. And without needing your spouse to read this book, too.

I’ll teach you how to unhook from the maddening, repetitive struggles that have left you feeling wiped out, worn down, or boiling with rage. I’ll show you how to take a firm stand for what truly matters to you, without arguing, cajoling, or resorting to threats; and how to set clear goals for yourself—and successfully work to achieve them. You’ll learn to stop getting thrown off and worked up about your spouse’s unproductive (and even destructive) behaviors and to calmly focus on the one thing you have the power to change: yourself.

I know from experience that when one partner takes that first step, goes out on a limb, behaves in a new way, challenges the status quo, the other will usually follow. Sometimes slowly, not always cheerfully, and often not in the way we imagined. But eventually both partners become stronger and healthier, and so does the marriage.

Though this book is founded on well-proven psychological theory—something I’ll discuss later in the book—it’s not a theoretical text. Nor is it a typical self-help book. This book comes from my personal experience, from my own trial-and-error process of trying to keep my troubled marriage from coming apart. It tells my story and the story of many couples I’ve worked with. It weaves in brain science, family systems theory, and the psychology of couple development, making it clear why if you want to be close and connected to your spouse, it’s crucial for you to be able to act alone. Even better, it suggests how you can launch—and sustain—your own marriage remodel, whether or not your spouse joins in the effort.

No matter how far down a wrong path your marriage has gone, it’s not too late to turn back. You can strike out in a different direction; you can blaze a new trail. It’s my hope that you’ll use this book as a map to help you and your spouse find your way back to each other.



– Part One –


FOR BETTER—OR WORSE

How to Identify the Real Problem in Your Relationship
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WHAT IN THE WORLD DID “I DO”?

Marriage may be challenging, but it isn’t impossible



What we typically call love is only the start of love.

—ALAIN DE BOTTON, THE COURSE OF LOVE

Patrick and I were married early on a Sunday morning. By three that afternoon we were on our way to our honeymoon, driving down the California coast to an idyllic old inn nestled snugly into the Big Sur cliffs. Ignoring our pleas, friends had painted “Just Married” on the back of our car in huge pink and orange Day-Glo letters. People on the freeway honked and smiled, waving their congratulations as we passed. One older couple blew kisses, and a group on motorcycles gave us twenty thumbs-up. Then one particularly assertive motorist, a bearded guy in a red baseball cap, pulled his truck up next to our car. Honking repeatedly, he signaled with his hand for Patrick to roll down his window. He then leaned across the front seat of his truck and, driving beside us at seventy-five miles per hour, shouted out the passenger window, “Dooon’t doooo it!”

Everyone has a point of view about marriage. Even before our wedding, I’d noticed how those views tend to be extreme. On one side, we’re steeped in all the romantic stuff about finding the one who completes us, having dreams of being utterly, seamlessly, blissfully in love. But there’s a bounty of bad press about marriage as well. Jokes and one-liners abound: Marriage isn’t a word—it’s a sentence. Marriage is a wonderful institution—but who wants to live in an institution? Marriage is often portrayed as the fast track to unhappiness, with no upside whatever.

As we drove down the coast I thought, surely, there had to be some middle ground between Snow White singing “Someday My Prince Will Come” and the guy in the pickup hoping it wasn’t too late for Patrick to ditch me at the altar. I hadn’t gone into marriage imagining we’d spend every day walking on sunshine. I saw my expectations as sensible, grown up, down to earth, but not so jaded as to leave out visions of being a couple who still flirts when they’re ninety. I believed that I was neither starry-eyed nor cynical, and I was certain that by holding to the rational and sophisticated middle path, I would somehow be safe from the pitfalls that beset others. I knew that Patrick wasn’t perfect and neither was I. But we were two caring and intelligent people with the willingness to compromise and work things out. What more could we need?

Right. Not long after my wedding, I began to suspect that my beliefs about marriage were not as sound as I had thought. Most were beliefs I had not articulated or did not know that I held until they proved to be wrong. Things like “If you ask for something nicely, a loving partner will cheerfully do it.” Or “Two people with shared values will have nothing to fight about.” I assumed that, by definition, marriage turns two separate people into a team—a thriving, happy team. I figured that Patrick and I would face life’s inevitable difficulties, but we would face them together. We would know what to do when the going got rough.

Perhaps most naive was the belief that because we loved each other our life together would get better and better with time, no matter what challenges we’d face. Deep down I was sold on the notion that love will find a way. Unfortunately, as things between us grew difficult, as we faced problems that we were unprepared to solve, there were many years when love was unable to help either one of us find a way. All that love could do was go into hiding, waiting for some future time when it was safe to come out.

I’d never imagined that we’d argue about things like which brand of soap to buy (and how much to spend on it) or whether it was okay for the kids to eat sweets. We haggled about who was more sleep-deprived, more overworked, and more in need of time off to go to the gym, both of us believing we’d gotten the short end.

Maybe I shouldn’t have been so shocked by the reality of marriage; after all, I was and still am a marriage and family therapist. Many of the couples I’ve seen have been as surprised by their misconceptions about marriage as I’d been about mine. “I knew going into it that marriage takes work. Everyone knows that,” one client told me on the eve of her third anniversary. “I’d assumed we’d have our difficulties. But it never occurred to me that my biggest difficulty would be my husband, George!”

Precisely, I thought. I, too, had originally assumed that our biggest challenges would be things outside the marriage, leaving me fully unprepared for what marriage was actually like.

You’d think it would have been obvious, with the divorce rates being what they are, that marriage wouldn’t be a walk in the park. You’d think we would have anticipated the rigor of it, recognized that marriage is a long, hard trek along an unfamiliar and sometimes dangerous path.

But we didn’t. We set out wearing flip-flops and forgot to bring lunch.

By the time Patrick and I were passing our five-year mark, married life was proving to be more strenuous and infinitely more complicated than we’d ever imagined. We fought more than we laughed, and our fights were always about the same thing. Only that thing was hard to name. What were we fighting about, anyway?

That’s just it. We didn’t fight about anything. We fought about everything. Set off by a comment of Patrick’s that got under my skin or by a complaint I had about a grease-laden sponge or a pair of shoes left underfoot, our fights would ensnare us in ways we couldn’t counter. In the blink of an eye, we’d find ourselves drawn, like hapless bystanders, into the vortex.

“You’re never satisfied, are you?”

“Why can’t you listen to feedback?”

“What’s the big deal?”

“Well, you’re the person who started it!”

Not only were our arguments circuitous, exhausting, and about nothing of consequence, they also seemed to gather steam and suck up chance issues in their path like a tornado sweeping across the plains. In the midst of a discussion about bill paying, or whose turn it was to call the babysitter, Patrick would toss in from left field some comment about my “tone” or how, given my behavior, all my therapy training obviously hadn’t helped me a nick. I’d say, “Wait, let’s stick to the point here,” or I might bite the bait and counterattack: “You’re the one who’s being unreasonable, not me,” setting off a volley of finger-pointing and rebuttals, grousing and grumbling, blaming and trying to avoid blame, until my mind would go fuzzy and I could no longer think. “What? Wait a minute,” I’d mutter. “What are we talking about?” I’d ask, trying to follow what I thought of as his “loopy logic,” my IQ points dropping and scattering like pearls unstrung.

“Weren’t we talking about your boots on the stairs?” I’d circle back, but by then it was too late. We’d strayed so far afield from whatever had set the stupid thing off that there was no coming back. Once again, we’d ended up in emotional Timbuktu—at which point I was overwhelmed, helpless, and saturated with anxiety.

Over what? Who misplaced the scissors? Whether or not it was I who last unloaded the dishwasher? Those run-ins were my personal definition of hell, and I saw no exit in sight. I kept trying to find the magic words to get Patrick to see how impossible and wrongheaded he was, sincerely believing that if I kept talking (or, to be honest, nagging), he’d finally come around and see things my way.

Without a doubt, we were driving each other around the bend. So much so that I was often convinced I’d married the wrong person, that the whole thing would have been a lot easier and saner with somebody else.

Sometimes I thought that the guy in the truck had been right.

YOU’RE SUCH A GREAT COUPLE—EXCEPT WHEN YOU’RE NOT

With two young kids, a dog, and a marriage that seemed destined to slip off its foundation, I went in search of help, knowing in my heart of hearts that I didn’t want to divorce. Having great faith in books, I walked down to my local bookstore, assuming I’d find an abundant collection of useful advice. Unfortunately, much of what I found left me all the more hopeless about myself and my prospects for success. Just perusing the book titles made me fear we were already too far gone: Embracing the Beloved. Loving Each Other. Getting the Love You Want. In the midst of one of our typical blowups, love was not exactly how I’d describe what I felt.

Standing there in the relationship aisle, I was immediately sad, longing for the time when our feelings of tenderness had been closer at hand. The love that we felt was so often overshadowed by anger and frustration that we were opting to keep our hearts out of reach. If we had to access our love before things could get better, we were definitely sunk. Where was the book called How to Keep from Killing Your Partner While You Figure Out Why He Drives You Nuts? I needed that one.

Many books subtly implied that marital strife could be easily corrected. Dozens suggested five or ten or a hundred “simple” things couples can do to be happily married, many of which looked like great ideas for people who were already happy and utterly flimsy for couples like us who were in serious distress. Did the key to happiness truly lie in whether or not we went to sleep naked or slept on the unfamiliar side of the bed? Might we stop squabbling if, as one book suggested, we told the other “You’re right” even if we didn’t think so? Or perhaps we should come up with pet names for each other, as yet another expert advised, promising that would rekindle the spark. Or maybe, as one popular book touted, we should sleep in separate bedrooms in the hope that we’d soon find each other irresistible. If those strategies were so beneficial to others and so clearly off base for us, was there no help to be found?

Other books made it sound as if marital struggle is an indicator of something having gone terribly wrong: an exception to the rule rather than the rule itself. Was everyone else effortlessly using I-statements? I wondered. Were they all being respectful and tolerant, embracing their partner’s uniqueness? Why, then, was the divorce rate so high? Obviously, lots of people struggle in their marriage. And some forty percent of them give up. Yet nothing I found explained why. After ninety minutes in the bookstore, the only thing certain was that Patrick and I were perilously close to being one of those statistics.

Clearly a self-help fix wouldn’t suffice.

So I set about finding a therapist to help us. Patrick, to his credit, was immediately on board, though I know that spending an hour each week with some stranger, exposing our shortcomings, was not his idea of fun. The woman we chose had been billed as a seasoned couples therapist. Phew, I thought, once I’d made our first appointment, perplexed as to why I hadn’t taken that step much sooner. Like many struggling couples, Patrick and I had waited until we were utterly miserable before making that first call. We were no doubt in trouble, and, try as I might to figure it out in retrospect, it’s not clear to me why we dragged our feet until things got as bad as they did. Had we given up? Were we afraid of what we might uncover? Or were we just too proud to admit how awful things were? At this point it’s hard to say.

Still, once we’d finally made it to our first appointment, what we told our therapist spoke volumes about our difficulties. Patrick led with his burning complaints: Winifred is always late, she takes an unbelievable amount of time to get out the door, she wants to stay up later than I do, she complains about things being too messy—that sort of thing. He reeled them off one by one to make sure that the therapist would be clear about what she needed to fix.

I’d heard all of this at least ten thousand times, so I just tuned him out, quietly formulating my answer to the therapist’s question “Why are you here?”

When it was my turn, my eyes filled with tears. “I feel as if I’m living in a room with no air,” I told her, as she handed me a box of Kleenex. “I feel like a radio . . . you know, with dials and knobs, a volume control, an on-off switch . . . and, it’s hard to describe exactly, but it’s like my husband wants to control all the dials. The bass and the treble, turning down the volume . . . he always wants to turn down the volume.” I sighed. “And the problem is I hate it, but I don’t know how to get him to stop messing with my dials.”

I took a deep breath and leaned back into the plush sofa cushions. Finally we were getting some help.

Every Monday night for nearly two years, we brought her the gruesome details of our latest skirmish, our mixed-up mess of he said / she saids and yes, you did / no, I didn’ts; our infantile behaviors and the dysfunctional responses that followed them. All the while we were hoping that we’d find our way back to being the loving and caring partners we’d been at the outset.

For the first few months, just talking about our struggles relieved some of the pressure. The therapist we’d chosen was a warm, empathic listener who cared a lot about us and about the well-being of our family. Talking with her was a lot like sitting in the living room chatting with a friend—an experience we both found comforting. Some nights we talked more about the kids than our marriage, regaling her with funny anecdotes, getting parenting advice, and sharing the occasional school photograph. Other nights we were so worn out from the previous week’s scuffles that we sat slumped in our chairs, too spent for anything but some words of encouragement. The majority of the time, we behaved in her office the way we did at home, the two of us stating our case over and over, trying to convince each other to see things our way. As we went in circles she looked on sympathetically—all the while making suggestions such as “Don’t interrupt” or “It’s rude to make faces,” each of us feeling vindicated when the other was chastised. Sometimes after our sessions we’d continue our fight in the car.

We saw her week after week, believing that by going to therapy we were giving our marriage its best chance of survival, hoping if we kept at it long enough our therapist would eventually figure out what was broken in our relationship and give us instructions about how to repair it. But unfortunately, in the end, she was unable to help us.

“I honestly don’t get it,” she finally admitted when I asked her point-blank why, nearly two years in, Patrick and I were still fighting like a couple of junkyard dogs. She didn’t get it? Were we the only couple in her practice unable to resolve conflicts? Were we really that far gone?

“I mean it,” she said. “You guys are mostly great together.” And she was right. We mostly were. Except when we weren’t. And those times were unbearable.

“You guys laugh, you have fun, you have so much in common,” she said, almost scratching her head. “It would really be a shame for you to divorce.”

True, it would be a shame for us to divorce. When I didn’t hate Patrick’s guts, I loved him dearly. His boyish smile, the tender and patient way he rocked our boys to sleep as infants, his enthusiastic but off-key singing voice, his dogged work ethic. Yet that night, as I sat in our therapist’s office with my heart sinking, the possibility of divorce didn’t worry me nearly as much as the possibility of continuing to be married and remaining as conflict-obsessed and unhappy as we were. I couldn’t stand the thought of spending the rest of our days going around and around about our trivial grievances.

When our therapist proclaimed us to be “such a great couple,” my despair hit a new low. Despite many thousands of dollars spent and scores of hours and effort invested, we were more or less where we’d begun. Except two years more miserable and that much closer to being convinced we were incurable, still facing down a big problem that no one could explain.

With friends around us divorcing and our therapist baffled, obviously nobody had any idea what to do. The implied message was that there’s only one way out of a troubled marriage: divorce.

WHEN LOVE ISN’T ENOUGH

Meanwhile, at work, I was faring no better in my attempts to help the couples in my practice who were in the same disheartening situation. Most of them had spent years struggling, too. Some had been told to give up. Many had been given advice that didn’t work. Go on a date night. Empathize. Listen more than you speak. One woman, who hadn’t had sex with her husband in nearly five years, had been told by her therapist that they should find a nice B and B and spend the weekend in bed. Those couples didn’t want to divorce any more than we did, but no one—including me—had a clue what to do.

Frustrated as they were, at least those couples had come in together, both of them recognizing that they needed help. Sadder still were the clients who came in alone—frustrated with their relationships but attached to partners who were unwilling to join them in therapy. Those clients felt particularly helpless, and I can’t say I blamed them. After all, how could they improve their marriage if their partner didn’t have the motivation or commitment to even show up?

The training I’d received years earlier in graduate school provided little guidance. The more traditional psychological literature we’d studied suggested that trouble in marriage is a manifestation of two pathological childhoods blended together to re-create some shadowy and ill-fated pairing that is hard to set right. I’d been taught that marital problems arise from pathology, from sickness in one or both partners, or from dysfunction in the relationship itself. Poor attachment. Childhood trauma. Unhealed wounds. Other texts, similar to those I found in the self-help aisle of my bookstore, made it seem that marital struggle is due to a couple’s lack of aptitude at doing something that seems to come naturally to those more skilled, smarter, and luckier in partner choice. Either way, our prognosis was dire.

But rather than give up, I was determined to figure out why.

Like most of the couples I see, I believed I’d tried everything. I’d taken classes, done therapy, and read dozens of books. And though with each failed attempt I grew that much more discouraged, something told me there was more we could do. Something said that regardless of our past or our parents, no matter how difficult we found each other to be, no matter how often (and fiercely) we fought, we could learn to do better. We could change. Even if I had no idea what that would look like or how we would do it, I had a hunch that there was some secret door we could pass through, some stone left unturned.

Maybe our saving grace was that Patrick and I are both stubborn by nature and we’d rather die trying than fail at something we’ve attempted. Maybe my curiosity about why marriage is hard for so many of us drove me not to give up. Or perhaps we were like the old couple in the joke who were asked about their secret to sustaining a seventy-five-year marriage. The answer: We never wanted to get a divorce on the same day.

Fortunately, that was true for us. Despite nights spent with our backs to each other, days barely speaking, and a number of anniversaries celebrated with minimal enthusiasm (including one that we chose to ignore), neither one of us ever made a convincing stand for divorce. Instead, we opted to stay put. If it was not one, it was the other of us who maintained some flicker of hope, extending a hand, talking the other back from the ledge. Seemingly against all odds. Unlike many of our friends. Flying in the face of allegedly credible evidence that we were destined to fail. We both kept two feet in, and I’m glad that we did.

As for my newlywed notion about love finding a way—I didn’t realize it at the time, but love ended up playing a steadying role. Even though at times it seemed reduced to barely an ember, our love never died. No matter how deeply entrenched we might be, every Sunday at nine we’d climb into bed together and watch Masterpiece Theater. We couldn’t resist smiling if I said “You lost your shoe,” an inside joke that was ours alone. We were likely to reconcile if one of us needed help finding our glasses or making a plane reservation. And nothing could stop us from being there for our children. Once in a while we said “I love you” and meant it.

But love alone wasn’t enough. Love needed some high-level assistance before it was too late. Love needed someone to point the way, to explain why we were driving each other crazy and what we could do about it. Without that help, we truly were doomed. And then, thank goodness, help finally arrived.

Like love itself, it came when I least expected it and in a way I had never imagined.
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WHY MARRIAGE CAN BE SO HARD

We’re playing a game, and we don’t even understand the rules



In every marriage more than a week old, there are grounds for divorce. The trick is to find, and continue to find, the grounds for marriage.

—ROBERT ANDERSON, SOLITAIRE/DOUBLE SOLITAIRE

I was just locking up my office one evening when I saw the red light on my answering machine start to blink. Ugh, I groaned, dreading the possibility that it was something urgent. It had been a particularly long and difficult day, with one couple threatening to divorce over the unresolved issue of which preschool to choose and another bringing in a cassette tape of their fight, wanting to replay it so that I could take sides. Why bother with a tape? I’d wondered, since they’d resumed in my office the fight they’d started at home.

Most couples’ fights are as idiotic and unresolvable as the fights I had with Patrick—about the fastest route to the theater, the proper place to store olive oil, or, as in the fight that Bruce and Cindy had recorded on tape, whose turn it was to shampoo the dog. But when it came to arguing, Bruce and Cindy made Patrick and me look like a couple of lightweights, the two of them battling so fiercely that I was stunned at the intensity. When they fought, which they did regularly, Bruce’s face would turn beet red, and I feared that one day he would have a stroke right there in my office.

They were, without a doubt, my couple from hell. Every day of their marriage offered new opportunities for the two of them to torture each other. And once a week they tortured me. Some days they were into it before I’d opened the door. “Listen to me!” I once heard Cindy shout as she came down the walkway. “No, you listen to me!” came Bruce’s reply. “No. You listen to me,” she came back louder and more urgently. “No!” they insisted simultaneously, both of them imploring the other to listen but neither of them capable of anything that resembled the listening they craved.

The first time I saw them, I was unable to get a word in edgewise, let alone formulate a constructive thought about how I might help:

“I never said that!”

“Yes, you did.”

“I did not!”

“You’re unbelievable!”

“Are you calling me a liar?”

Trying to break into the action was like stepping in front of a buffalo stampede. Words were of no use whatsoever, so after several futile attempts—Cindy? Bruce? Hello?—I was finally able to get their attention by wildly waving my arms, my presence seeming to startle them as if I’d suddenly dropped in through the ceiling. Sometimes the only way to keep my thoughts straight around them was to get up, stand braced behind my big leather chair, and address them from a distance, like a bank teller safe behind an inch-thick wall of glass.
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