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			“I’d like to take full credit for [my] personal improvements, but I confess: it was all The Rough Patch, Daphne de Marneffe’s insightful, provocative new book about marriage and midlife.”

			—Ada Calhoun, The Cut

			“Densely packed with de Marneffe’s extensive knowledge of human emotional development and the parent-child relationships that affect us from birth, [The Rough Patch] will be as useful to care providers and those who study family psychology as it will be to readers seeking a deeper—and ultimately hopeful—understanding of their own marriages.”

			—Booklist

			“This book is full of observations that may help troubled partners think differently about their relationship. . . . A book of good intentions and helpful advice and a worthy manual for spouses.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“Daphne de Marneffe’s The Rough Patch is remarkable for its combination of warmth and clarity. Anyone grappling with the bewilderment of midlife partnership—what Wendell Berry calls ‘the troubles of duration’—will be at once provoked and comforted by this enormously wise book.”

			—Dani Shapiro, author of Hourglass: Time, Memory, Marriage and Devotion: A Memoir

			“In this beautifully reasoned, highly personal, and very generous book of advice and analysis, Daphne de Marneffe proposes that the rough patch that occurs in most midlife relationships should be cherished. For those who can endure it, it can generate a new reciprocity, deepening the very intimacies it threatened to break. De Marneffe writes with poetry, wit, and compassion about the necessity of struggle in the quest for true love. Anyone in any relationship at any stage of life could stand to learn from the wisdom in these pages.”

			—Andrew Solomon, National Book Award–winning author of Far from the Tree: Parents, Children, and the Search for Identity and The Noonday Demon: An Atlas of Depression

			“Daphne de Marneffe, a terrific therapist based on the vivid anecdotes in this book, has written a wise and compassionate account of the rough patches that almost all midlife couples slide into, and how it’s possible to get out of them. But this book is also a must-read for younger couples who want to pay attention to the warning signs along the way, and for late-life couples who want to look back on their relationships with greater sympathy and understanding.”

			—Philip A. Cowan, Professor of Psychology Emeritus, and Carolyn Pape Cowan, Adjunct Professor of Psychology, Emerita, University of California, Berkeley

			“Like a magician, Daphne de Marneffe is able to deftly transport couples from one side of a seemingly insurmountable impasse to the other. Her wand is this magnificent book, The Rough Patch, and there is no trickery or sleight of hand, but rather the wisdom and tools to penetrate the fog and darkness of marital discord and make one’s way into the clear light of a renewed connection”

			—Ian Kerner, PhD LMFT, New York Times bestselling author of She Comes First

			“Through its title alone, The Rough Patch puts into words to what most of us experience every day: that long-term relationships are uneven, bumpy, and difficult. With courage and compassion, de Marneffe challenges readers everywhere to take responsibility for the lives they want, to change the conversation they are having with themselves—and with their partners—from ‘This isn’t the marriage I thought I’d have’ to ‘Am I the being the partner I thought I’d be?’ There isn’t a couple in America who would not benefit from a copy—or two copies—of this book.”

			—Meg Jay, PhD, author of The Defining Decade and Supernormal
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For Terry



Author’s Note

In this book, I illustrate ideas with stories drawn from my experience as a therapist, teacher, and interviewer. I have changed names and other characteristics of those portrayed. The stories are meant to be illustrative rather than to represent any particular person, and I hope that readers recognize themselves in the stories told in these pages.

The ideas in the book present my synthesis of an enormous body of research on couples, emotion, and human development. For the sake of readability, I rarely cite specific studies and authors in the text, but I encourage readers to consult the notes for sources and further information.



1

The Rough Patch: An Introduction

You are forty-three. You have been married twelve years. You didn’t marry too young. You had your adventures and your choices. You now have two little girls (ten and seven), or two little boys, or one of each. You were in love when you married. That’s what you’ve always believed, at least, although now sometimes you wonder. You knew you were different from each other, but at the beginning that was fine—it helped you feel stable, or it helped you grow, and it was even exciting, as you noticed how much you wanted to reach out and understand and even indulge each other’s differences. Yet now you feel too different. Sometimes you drive each other crazy. Or leave each other feeling deeply hurt. Or kind of neutral. Or each of these, at different times.

A lot of advice is out there to help you deal with the problem. Social scientists tell you that people are happier at sixty-five than forty-five, so if you wait it out another twenty years, you might feel better. The couple specialists, the work-family balance people, the sex and intimacy experts, all have something to say that almost fits. But somehow they don’t get at the crux of the problem. The crux is that you feel lost, or lonely, or at times almost blindingly miserable. Sometimes you feel you can’t breathe. It’s true that you’re exhausted at work, or your mother’s ill, or your hormones are out of whack. But it’s hard to believe that that’s the whole story. You didn’t always feel this stuck in your relationship. There was a time when the marriage made sense.

What changed? And why? Perhaps you felt fine about your marriage, until you surprised yourself by becoming infatuated with someone else. Or maybe you were absorbed by the care of your kids when they were small and didn’t give much thought to your personal satisfaction. But now your older daughter/son spends time texting her/his friends (how did that happen so quickly?) and doesn’t seem interested in being around you on the weekends. Even if the child-centered marriage didn’t foster much passion, at least it provided a meaningful framework. Now things are shifting. What felt tolerable before doesn’t anymore. You are left wondering, where am I in all this? Who have I become?

It’s not quite fair, but you can’t help blaming your partner for how dissatisfied you sometimes feel. It’s hard to imagine putting up with her/his workaholism/drama/withdrawal/insensitivity for another few decades. Yet you know feeling this way is wrong somehow. Marriage takes work. Immature people think relationships should be easy or fun; selfish people leave when the going gets rough. You’ve always been a good worker; you’re great at work. But it’s not clear what you are working for. Deep down, you aren’t sure things can change. And the truth (shameful and hard to utter) is that sometimes you feel you’re not sure you want things to change anymore. You don’t want to have to work so hard for whatever incremental satisfactions you might gain. Occasionally you feel a whiff of freedom, and it is shockingly exhilarating. You feel guilty about it, but on the other hand, you are still youngish. You deserve to have some intimacy and passion and real connection in your life. You won’t have your energy or looks forever. How long is it reasonable to go on like this?

But you don’t want to make any destructive decisions. That’s the path your sister/uncle/best friend took, and look where it left them. The kids, let’s face it, suffered. Shuttling back and forth between houses, forced to witness their parents’ heartaches at way too close a range, and no money saved for college. And the adults imported their same old problems into the next relationship. Lately, though, you find yourself calling to mind the success stories: the kids who seem to have emerged unscathed, and the parents who seem so much happier, like new people. Still, you don’t want to divorce. It would be easier, better, if you could find a way not to be so unhappy in your marriage. Or maybe not to be so unhappy, period.

*  *  *

THE ROUGH PATCH. “Lonely.” “Confused.” “Stuck.” “Stirred up.” “Going through the motions.” “Falling apart.” I see a hitting-the-wall unhappiness in the middle slice of life, when people struggle, alone or in pairs, to figure out why their marriages don’t feel right. In my work as a therapist, I am reminded every day of people’s conundrums:

• Is my problem that I need to find a way to resuscitate some loving feeling toward my partner? Or is it my own harsh insistence that I shouldn’t give up?

• I know I should think about my predicament, but I’m so sick of thinking. I just want to feel for a change.

• I know my infatuation with my coworker is a “fantasy,” but why does it feel like the most real thing in my life?

• Reminding myself how grateful I should be for what I have just makes me feel worse.

• Can I, or should I, spend the rest of my life with minimal affection or sex?

• Can I, or should I, keep living with my partner’s substance use/spending habit/mental illness?

• My partner is withdrawing from me but I don’t know if I can, or want to, change in the ways (s)he wants me to.

• If my greatest goal is to give my children a happy childhood, how can I do that if I am unhappy in my marriage? Yet what if trying to find more happiness for myself comes at the expense of theirs?

People who seek my help often feel they are caught between what they should do and what they feel. When I spoke with Lisa, a professional, she had just turned forty-seven, and she struggled with the sound of it. “I never felt middle-aged. Then I turned forty-seven. It’s a number that sticks in my mind. Forty-seven is a big deal. Fifty is a big deal.” Why? “I feel like I should have figured it out by fifty.” She hadn’t figured it out; she felt more confused than ever. Feeling exhausted from work, parenthood, and family life, and alienated from her husband of fifteen years, she found herself acting entirely against her values, embarking on an affair with a younger man. “I was shocked to be with someone I was excited about—texting and calling someone I can communicate with, without the burden of all the family stuff. My physical relationship with my husband is dismal, and I sort of chalked it up to the inevitable effect of aging. What’s funny is this guy reminds me of my husband—smart, professional—but ten years younger. Now I’ve really become a middle-aged cliché: almost fifty, in a rut in my marriage, finding someone young and exciting . . .”

I am struck by how often people try to dismiss their marital distress as “cliché,” embarrassed to have fallen prey to the “midlife crisis,” a construct toward which they felt, until recently, comfortably disparaging. We’re voyeuristically critical toward middle-age flameouts—“She’s divorcing him and marrying their tenant!” “He ran off with a lap dancer and now he’s bringing her to the kids’ soccer games!”—partly to protect ourselves. We feel vulnerable to life’s surprises and attempt to fortify ourselves through the communal conviction that people should be more grown-up. Finding ourselves susceptible to feelings that we so recently judged as selfish or immature in others is a rude awakening, especially destabilizing when we felt, not so long ago, pretty confident and successful about our choices.

But humbled as we are by our lack of originality, we may privately feel something momentous is happening. We feel we are waking out of a stupor, and that we can’t bear to go back and re-anesthetize ourselves. Perhaps we had a strange sort of relief in plunging into the childrearing years, when our own desires were back-burnered. Serving our children’s needs allowed us to take a break from wanting things for ourselves, and all the complicated dilemmas it engendered. But somewhere inside we knew this wasn’t a tenable long-term solution. Kids grow up. Statistically, we may be looking at another forty years of life. Unlike in the 1950s, it’s no longer realistic to wait for our two-pack-a-day habit to kill us at sixty-two. It’s obvious we can’t keep swallowing the vague adage that “marriage is compromise,” if compromise means suppressing whole swaths of our personalities. Life is too long, and too short. We have to find some way to stay vital, engaged, desiring, and ourselves while being married, if married is what we want to be.

When we trivialize the rough patch as a “middle-aged cliché,” we are actually trying to find a way to disarm the intensity of the forces we are grappling with. We hope that if we can distance ourselves from others’ crises or minimize our own, we might escape their disruptiveness. But something important and meaningful is occurring in the rough patch—even if we don’t yet know exactly what that meaningful or important thing is. We don’t call it a cliché when a two-year-old starts saying no, or when a teenager starts experimenting with sex; we consider these to be common expressions of what it means to be a two-year-old or a teenager. Both the toddler and the teenager are trying to grow, to become more complex and whole—the toddler’s task is striving for autonomy, the teenager’s is figuring out how to be a sexual person. Though the tasks are different, the challenges of the rough patch are in some sense the same. Like the toddler and the teenager, we are looking to discover and fully express who we are, while staying connected to others. We want to take risks and feel secure. We want autonomy and connectedness in optimal balance. These are completely valid goals at any age. We have every right, and even a responsibility, to pursue them. So what makes the rough patch so rough?

*  *  *

THE MIDPOINT OF life represents the moment of maximal conflict between our drive to seek external solutions to our emotional dilemmas and our recognition that, ultimately, they don’t work. In the rough patch we are forced to realize, often against our will, that the life-building activities of youth—job, relationship, children, house—have not taken care of what’s unresolved within. We still yearn—for what we’re not sure—and what we’ve achieved doesn’t entirely fill us.

But it’s not only that external achievements have not taken care of internal problems. It’s that we’ve begun to take a more complicated view of ourselves. By virtue of experience, we know more, and this unsettles us from three directions.

First, we know more now about time and loss. Our own eventual mortality is becoming less of an abstraction and more of a fact. We’ve almost inevitably suffered some disappointments and setbacks along the way. The spiritual wisdom of the ages is starting to make visceral sense. No person, job, or acquisition, no matter how wonderful, can ever entirely fill our sense of incompleteness. We even begin to sense that those who “have everything” are in exactly the same boat.

Second, the passage of time gives a new urgency and poignancy to the state of our intimate relationships. This is our life. Can this relationship last for the next four decades? Is now the time to reckon with that question? We may begin to feel tendrils of doubt, the upwelling of inconvenient longings and needs, an uneasy sense that suppression or chronic discord will not be sustainable. We may encounter dread, fear, and a desire to escape through work, or screens, or drink. We’re dimly aware we may have to lose in order to gain, that painful upheavals may be the cost of emotional growth or inner peace. Oscillating between what is and what could be, between reality and possibility, between embracing and relinquishing, we feel disoriented and confused.

When things feel bad, two options may loom up in our minds: endure (for the children, the shared history, the finances, the stability, the vow) or strive (for something more, another chance, a better relationship). Surrender or escape. Give in or start over. Depressive resignation or manic flight. These occur to us largely because it’s not at all clear where else to go. But the thought that soon follows is that we want to be honest, and we ask ourselves, what is the line between seizing vitality and manically defending against decline? What’s the difference between “settling” and acceptance? How might the effort to have more in our lives unwittingly result in less? When does accepting limits help us to make the most of what we have, and when does it signal premature resignation? Our dawning awareness of life’s limits means we know that we’ve reached the point where dismantling what we have and starting something new does not come cheaply. We know there’s really no such thing as “starting over,” only starting something different and trailing the inevitable complications in our wake. The acting out we see around us, which till now we’ve casually dismissed, begins to looks like one way that people try to combat the stasis of depression with the action of escape, attempting to transcend (at least temporarily) the “hitting a wall” feeling that this life stage can induce.

Finally, as time presses in, we inevitably confront questions of value. What are our values about marriage? What might it mean to stay or to go? “An open secret in our world is that we do not know what legitimizes either divorce or marriage,” wrote the philosopher Stanley Cavell. Deep down, many of us don’t know where we stand on marriage. Sociologists find that people absorb highly contradictory cultural messages and hold stunningly inconsistent romantic narratives within themselves. We believe, for example, both that couples should stay together for the children and be free to pursue their own happiness. We maintain that relationships that begin with exciting strong attraction are simultaneously highly desirable and likely to be “unrealistic.” We espouse the romantic worldview that marriage derives meaning from the unique specialness of our mates, their status as “one and only.” Yet we endorse the more functionalist ethos that life is long and people “grow apart,” and that different people may be better partners at different stages of life. We’re constantly trying to strike a psychic balance between the ideals of freedom and domestic life. If we are even moderately self-aware, we know enough to be suspicious of the ways our longed-for romantic and sexual experiences conform so predictably to scripts handed to us by Hollywood and advertising. But unless we can nest a sexually or romantically compelling element within our long-term relationship, we fear we won’t make it through the decades that yawn before us.

Trying to ground our marital values in universal principles seems next to impossible. Not many rules are left. The rules that remain are all pretty much self-assigned, and this seems true even among those who strain to obey a higher law. Studies indicate that people on the religious right divorce more often than other people, not less. Orthodox communities that insist on the sanctity of marriage vows often have benighted views of women’s rights and purvey an oppressive model of marriage. Instead of shared social values or universal principles, the most robust determinants of whether people get married and stay married are money and education. Demographic research over the past two decades demonstrates that people who command more economic resources and education marry and stay married at higher rates than do people with fewer resources. Greater resources not only correlate with fewer divorces; they allow for more choices in living arrangements. But regardless of their position on the economic spectrum, increasing numbers of people view the goal of long-term monogamy as separate from the goal of being a good parent.

Still, for many of us, our qualms about divorce relate directly to our children—their feelings and their growth into loved and loving adults. Couples often feel that children are the most compelling reason to revitalize a marital bond. The psychoanalyst Wilfred Bion wrote, “There is absolutely no substitute for parents who have a loving relation with each other. No amount of talk or theory is going to take the place of parents who love each other.” Where children are concerned, parents sharing a loving bond comes close to an absolute good. But parents sometimes feel they don’t have a loving bond. People want to stay married for the children, but also because they have a loving relationship.

On the values questions about marriage and divorce, the culture at large doesn’t offer much guidance. For one thing, it keeps throwing us back on youthful preoccupations and sows panic about “giving up” on “our potential.” The market’s desire-stoking engines promote the mirage that there’s nothing about our dispiriting situation that we can’t buy, or trade in, or surgically alter our way out of. For another, the culture continues to play the seductive refrain that romantic passion is the preeminent conduit to personal renewal. Even if you entertain the idea that long-term monogamy could be an enduring vessel for romantic love, you will face countless reminders that new love is essential to life, and its monomaniacal focus is a state to be prolonged and nurtured. Its attenuation signals not the bittersweet end of an era, but a sign that a relationship is static, dead, and in need of correction. At minimum, it demands the purchase of candles, massages, and getaway hotel packages.

I am an enthusiastic proponent of psychotherapy, but aspects of therapy culture can encourage the tendency to scrutinize our love relationships and find they come up short. To get through the rough patch you may have to enlarge your perspective and expand your focus beyond your marriage’s minute emotional ebb and flow, but such outward focus arouses therapeutic suspicion that you are “not taking care of your marriage” or “not being emotionally present.” Consumerism urges us to look at the small details and slice them as thin as possible (how else are we going to be convinced we need the next iPhone?), and this mentality can seep into our view of relationships, encouraging us to focus on tiny details and amplify pockets of discontent. Where does an admirable attention to personal growth end and a “more-different-better” mind-set begin? It’s a fine line we can’t always detect, and the cultural surround encourages us to blur it.

Glowing youth. Passionate sex. Romantic love. All great things. I’d say they are among some of the very best things. But that’s different from saying that the only way through the rough patch, to a sense of renewed vitality or purpose, is to somehow double down on our preoccupation with them. With that kind of striving, people too often end up in misdirected solutions, relational or otherwise, that can only temporarily relieve their desolation. The reality that life is lived in one direction means that things we might have had in concrete form at earlier points in life—youthful beauty, our high school sweetheart, Herculean sexual stamina—become increasingly costly and delusional to pursue. As time passes, the stakes of not squarely facing the reality of loss, of relinquishing what you can’t actually have, get higher. We have to develop and refine other capacities, inner capacities, if we want the second half of life to go well.

Of course, living in America at this cultural moment means not always knowing what constitutes a realistic acceptance of limits. Our cultural heroes are guys who hang out in their dorm rooms fooling around on their computers, until, at twenty-six, they become internet billionaires. Teenagers inhale the daily doings of suddenly world-renowned YouTube personalities, aspiring to their instantaneous and magical reach, while their parents look on with mystified boredom. We all now live with prosthetic minds called smartphones that extend our communication and knowledge exponentially, while colonizing our consciousness in as-yet incomprehensible ways. Seventy-year-olds can look fifty, through good health or body modification, and the “longevity dividend”—the twenty to thirty more years than our grandparents had—means that a whole life phase is only now being truly charted.

Yet even as we extend the boundaries of the possible to previously unimaginable limits, we live in bodies that die, and most of us believe we have only one life on this earth. If this leads some of us toward a “seize the day” impulse to escape marital malaise, it leads many others back toward their marriages in hopes of making them more fulfilling. If these people turn to self-help, they may encounter the secular religion of health, where research findings suggest that it’s worth staying married as protection against heart-attack risk. When in doubt, these writings seem to imply, we should think of marriage as part of a fitness routine, even if couching it as a good workout rather than the marriage of true minds lacks for a bit of inspirational grandeur. More psychologically oriented are the studies of happiness, which document that changing some key habits—setting goals, practicing gratitude, cultivating optimism—can improve our relationships to a surprising degree. Working in the spiritual genre is the raft of latter-day sages who counsel that the ego is a delusion, and detachment holds the key to personal transformation. When we’re unhappy in our personal relationships, they suggest, it derives from our limited view of love, namely our attachment to form (i.e., the personal) over formlessness (i.e., infinity and transcendence).

Certainly it’s a relief to breathe in the practical, empowering spirit of positive psychology, which pinpoints the aspects of happiness we can attain through effort and healthy routines. Ironically, though, the well-intentioned messages about the health benefits of long-term relationships, as well as the New Age–inflected spiritual formulas, carry with them an astonishingly simplistic view of the one thing that lies at the beating heart of marriage: our emotions.

Our emotions form the core of our sense of meaning. They define and create our central love relationships. It’s fine to intone about detaching from the ego, until you admit that the ego is part of the self, and self is grounded in emotions, and emotions happen within a body. Marriage, like parenthood, inevitably and necessarily involves the stubborn reality of the flesh. That’s one reason why marriage and parenthood are so hard. When we move from airy abstraction to actual human relationships, we quickly realize that the only route toward wisdom, love, and a sense of aliveness is through the sensitive and skillful management of emotion. As the philosopher Immanuel Kant put it, the dove may wish that the air had no resistance so that it could fly higher, yet resistance is the very thing that allows the dove to fly. Likewise, we can’t escape our bodies or emotions; we can only discover who we are and how to love from within our fleshly human medium.

What most people want from marriage is affection, trust, safety, fun, soothing, encouragement, excitement, and comfort. They want to have companionship and be left alone in all the right ways, neither intruded upon nor abandoned. They want to be seen, accepted, valued, and understood for who they are. All of this stands or falls on the quality of emotional sharing and communication. That’s why the rough patch inescapably calls us to struggle with our emotions on a whole new level of awareness, and to figure out what they mean for our relationships. This is a profound personal and relational journey. There aren’t any shortcuts. Relationships are messy and complicated. No wonder the deceptive simplicity of all the checklists and tweets and seemingly endless reminders that our happiness is under our own control can come to intimidate rather than reassure us.

From the last three decades of psychological research, we know that our minds are formed in relationships. This means not simply that our minds are concerned with relationships (which they are), but that relationships shape the ways we process and experience reality. Psychology has made huge strides in mapping the connections between early attachment, emotional development, and adult intimate relationships. Throughout life, our emotions signal what’s important, and what’s important—at any age—is satisfying relationships. In a real sense, then, marriage picks up where childhood left off. As a close relationship that engages body, heart, and mind, marriage offers a powerful lifelong vehicle for knowing another, being known, and developing our deep emotional life.

Overall, research finds that the most important factors in whether our relationships are satisfying all have to do with emotions: how we tune into our emotions, experience them, manage them, communicate about them, calm them enough to respond to others, and align them with our behavior and goals. Throughout this book, I will sum up the key capacities of healthy emotional relating as curiosity, compassion, and control. When we’re curious, we are open to trying to understand our own and the other’s truth. When we’re compassionate, we feel empathy for our own and the other’s struggles. When we exert self-control, we contain and communicate our emotional responses to others in ways that are accurate, sensitive, and likely to get heard. The triad of curiosity, compassion, and (self-)control takes us toward a sense of personal agency, and away from holding our partner responsible for our own feelings. It helps us build the inner capacities we need to reckon well with the rough patch.

Finding a way to be happy in marriage depends on our ability to exercise emotional skill, flexibility, and resilience. But it also depends on something else: our ability to value both the needs of the individual partners and the needs of the marriage. Rough-patch breakdown often occurs when people lose track of one side or the other. Sometimes, they’ve conceptualized marriage as demanding a suppression of individuality, and they reach a point when that solution is no longer sustainable. Or, they find themselves only able to advocate for their own needs, in a sort of zero-sum survival strategy, without being able to hold on to a vision of the marriage as a resource for comfort and excitement, stability and growth. Throughout life, we continually learn about ourselves through pressing up against the personalities of others. Ideally, we don’t simply react, but use our interactions with others to increase our self-awareness. The result is greater self-definition, which leads to the possibility of more authentic connection. This recurrent back-and-forth of relating to self and other is the engine of adult development, as well as the engine of growth in marriage. If the emotional interactions are basically healthy, we gradually become more self-realized as individuals and more deeply relational as partners.

But marriage itself, not to mention the romantic ideology that surrounds it, so easily tends to produce misunderstanding about who’s responsible for whose emotions. It’s almost as if the ideal of passionate fusion that we welcomed so blissfully at the outset returns, like a swamp monster, in the form of chronic confusion about who’s doing what to whom. As time goes on, if people don’t step up to the challenge of communicating in an emotionally healthy way, they fall into the trap of thinking that individual and couple needs are doomed to conflict. They now imagine there’s no way around the unshakable reality of competing agendas. In both cases, people overlook that their way of handling their own emotions powerfully influences the very ways they conceive of, and participate in, marriage. Throughout these pages, we will be looking closely at the individual—not only because it receives short shrift in writings on couples, but because, paradoxically, individual development represents one of the most potent paths to marital happiness.

Since marriage presents one challenge after another, we need to bring our best resources, as individuals and as a couple, to solve them. Three of the biggest challenges—children, sex, and work—pervade the emotional climate of marriage, and accordingly, they thread through every chapter of this book. More specific challenges, such as money or aging, are addressed in individual chapters. I hope that couples will read this book together, or at least sequentially. I also hope that each reader will embrace the opportunity to focus on three questions: Who do I want to be as an individual? Who do I want to be as a partner? And how do the two fit together?

My goal is to create more breathing room around these questions. In a broad sense, I believe that the vast and troubling energies of the rough patch will have been harnessed for good if they contribute to personal progress on the following fronts:

• Becoming a more loving person. Really. By this I don’t mean going on loving-kindness retreats that are stealth missions to indulge a crush on your meditation teacher, but rather engaging full heartedly in becoming more kind and compassionate, toward others and yourself.

• Seeing your partner’s perspectives and experience as equal in importance to your own. This means recognizing narcissism for what it is (it’s not just you, we all have it). Relating to others as genuine people, rather than need satisfiers or projections of your own psyche, is a lifelong effort, never complete.

• Expressing emotion skillfully rather than simply emoting. Marriage offers a ready-made dumping ground for our bad moods and tendency to blame and judge. Taking responsibility for how you express yourself, and repairing after negative interactions, pave the way for closeness.

• Developing a nuanced relationship to your fantasy life. That means cultivating awareness that actions and thoughts aren’t the same thing, building confidence in the difference between them, and using your imagination and fantasy life as a source of creativity rather than for numbing out and escapism.

• Discovering the need for committed living, where a value higher that your own emotional weather prevails. In adulthood, a sense of purpose and meaning derives from the dual psychological movements toward deepening inward and expanding outward. We in the rough patch need to use the fuel of waning youth and the whisper of mortality to vitalize and intensify our self-awareness, love for others, and our engagement with the world.

    *  *  *

    ONE OF MY guiding assumptions as a therapist is that you shouldn’t stay in a marriage if there’s no hope for it to become a secure, loving relationship. Another guiding assumption is that staying in a marriage, even if it is difficult, can be one of the most effective ways of developing a secure, loving relationship. Anyone can decide that being married to one’s partner is not the way one wants to pursue an intimate life. But people can undertake that decision under pressures that they don’t understand. They feel pushed, pulled, and not free to flexibly choose. For many of the people who seek my help, I believe that working through the problems in their marriage is a more direct and ultimately satisfying route to a secure, loving bond than leaving.

In all my talk of the responsibility of the individual in marriage, I might be mistaken for endorsing two common ideas. The first is that the duty of a mature adult (especially one with children) is to suck it up. So what if you are unhappy? Distract yourself. The second is that marriage takes work, a position that consigns me, in some people’s minds, to the camp of puritanical libido-killers who advocate a work ethic for everything from sex to fine dining (“Are you still working on your prime rib?”).

As to the first, I believe that the things we feel are lacking in the rough patch are all good things to want and to strive for: a sense of aliveness, the flexibility to change, the desire to feel, to love and be loved. We should not give up on the goal of having them in our intimate relationship. But we should also think about those goals more broadly—not only in terms of our marriage, but also in terms of the opportunity the rough patch presents for taking responsibility for, and recommitting to, who one is. The challenge of the rough patch is not only to discover whether it is possible to find a way to be happy with one’s partner, but is to reckon—yet again—with our relationship to ourselves and to the world.

As to the second, the idea that marriage takes work: if you ask older married people, they’ll sometimes say one of their proudest accomplishments is their marriage. They say this because it wasn’t always easy, God knows, and because they recognize the marriage for the creative project that it is. But people generally abhor the idea of marriage as work, not only because it reinforces the message that somehow marriage is the death knell for spontaneity, excitement, and fun, but also because it depressingly pits our current experience of marriage against the very hopes and pleasures that gave rise to it in the first place.

But this interpretation entirely misnames the activity at the center of the enterprise. The “work” involved is not the drudgery of cleaning the bathroom or the mind-numbing repetition of the assembly line. The work is in facing authentic emotion and vulnerability. The work is in the challenge of opening up—to being present, to listening, to learning about feelings, to having hard conversations, to facing reality. The work is in having the courage to take risks, and to speak one’s truth and listen to the other, in the effort to create an intimate relationship.

When people don’t take those risks, they shut down and disengage, and then marriage can’t possibly feel like anything but boring and static. They start telling themselves, “I shouldn’t have to work this hard.” But if it’s too depressing to think about working on your relationship, think about working on yourself. Not only is it true that the less you work on yourself, the more effort other people put in to deal with you (have you ever noticed how often people stepping forth to renew themselves leave wreckage for others?). It is also true that making the effort to look within, and to struggle with your own demons, repays you in more fulfilling relationships.

The rough patch offers the possibility to become a more integrated person. I don’t think there’s any way around the fact that wrestling with the conflicts that arise is a psychological journey of self-understanding that can take every ounce of your fortitude. It entails holding in tension both the intense reality of what you are going through, and the ability to take some distance from it. The challenge is to arrive at an understanding of your life that is self-compassionate but not self-serving, satisfying but also true.

People are so often caught feeling that their situation is both impossibly complicated and insufferably trite. Simply knowing more about the titanic forces with which we all grapple, in midlife and marriage, can help us apply more compassion and less judgment toward ourselves and others, and to exercise more patience and wisdom in discerning our individual path. As will be obvious, I am not in the business of keeping fatally flawed marriages together. Certain marriages should end. Rather, I am interested in the states of mind that beset people in the rough patch, and what they can teach us about living the rest of our lives with verve, creativity, and commitment. The rough patch, for all its pain and bewilderment, presents an opportunity—to know ourselves, to expand our scope, to grow, and to grow up.
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A Brief History of the Midlife Crisis

Once upon a time, people didn’t have midlife crises. But by the 1960s, a combination of demographic trends, cultural messages, and academic research conspired to create the idea. Just as social conditions fostered the invention of “childhood” in the 1600s and “adolescence” in the early 1900s, it is no coincidence that the stage of “midlife” began to capture the public imagination in the mid-twentieth century. White men’s life expectancy in 1900 hovered around forty-six; by 1970 it was sixty-seven. “Lifespan development” began to make sense as a field because people had more of a life span to study. The psychologist Erik Erikson, whose classic opus, Childhood and Society, appeared in 1950, demarcated a series of adult stages that formed the guiding popular framework for decades. Young adults grappled with “intimacy versus isolation.” People in midlife faced the challenge of “generativity versus stagnation.” Old people’s acceptance of a life well lived, or disappointment at having failed, was captured by “integrity versus despair.”

In a 1965 article cheerfully entitled “Death and the Midlife Crisis,” the psychoanalyst Elliott Jaques coined a term for the malaise of middle age. Midlife development germinated in Erikson’s model, but it reached full flower in the big longitudinal studies of the 1960s and 1970s based at Harvard, UCLA, and Yale. George Vaillant, Roger Gould, and Daniel Levinson—the latter’s work would be popularized by Gail Sheehy’s Passages—each set out a theory of the tasks of a successful (male) adulthood. Two interwoven social shifts lent urgency to the 1960s model of the midlife crisis as a crucial opportunity for new beginnings. First, there was the birth control pill, which revolutionized adult sexual life. Second, there was the sexually experimental youth culture of the baby boom generation, which made some who had contracted a pre-1967 marriage feel that they had missed the boat. Between 1966 and 1979, the American divorce rate doubled. The view of the midlife crisis that emerged bore the massive imprint of a 1960s liberationist sexual ethos and an optimistic faith that the existential “crisis” of midlife could be addressed and solved through a renewed quest for sexual passion and romantic fulfillment.

The pioneers of lifespan development contributed the crucial insight that we keep developing throughout adulthood. But true to their time, their writings skewed both individualistic and male. Not only were the effects of late twentieth-century feminism yet to be fully felt, but the prevailing models of psychological health were unenlightened about the emotional processes between people that enhance or damage intimate relationships. The marriages represented in these writings rarely feel as if they involve two actual people navigating a relationship. Rather, the genre typically called for a “hero,” the protagonist at the center of the drama, whose journey was paramount. Perhaps one reason that the notion of the midlife crisis has lent itself to so much derision over the years (“red sports cars,” “younger wives”) is that at its very genesis the concept failed to disentangle authentic soul-searching from narcissistic self-justification.

In his influential 1978 account of male adult development, The Seasons of a Man’s Life, Daniel Levinson tracks the life of “Jim Tracy,” whose story unwittingly offers as good an example as any of the self-absorption that came to be baked into the developmental theory itself. After graduating from the Naval Academy, we are told, Jim marries Victoria because he’s “lonely as hell,” but he quickly concludes she is “kind of cold, semifrigid, a slob, and a poor housekeeper.” Years of casual affairs and career building ensue, followed by an affair with Joan, “a special woman who would help him pull his life together, enrich it, and give expression to his hopes and dreams.” Scarcely five years into his divorce and new marriage, however, Jim bemoans Joan’s drastic change from an “attractive twenty-eight-year-old newlywed” to a dependent and self-restricted “hausfrau,” who evokes “his concern about her growth as a person.” Jim Tracy, Levinson solemnly reports, is “learning to accept her limitations.”

Reading the account of Jim’s trajectory, it’s hard not to infer that Joan’s deterioration relates to Jim’s expectation, proofed in the yeast of his egotism and leavened by sexist culture, that Joan’s life should utterly revolve around his. After his daughter’s unplanned pregnancy and his son’s suicide attempt, Joan’s distress over his chaotic family situation almost tears the marriage apart. But far from catalyzing a painful confrontation with his own woeful distraction as a father, Jim instead reassesses Joan and finds her even more limited than he thought; indeed, “her withdrawal” from his children “undermine[s] his formerly idealized view of her.”

Perhaps we might expect a 1960s munitions executive such as Jim Tracy to be myopic and culture-bound about his own part in turning his womenfolk into depressed, diminished people. But we don’t expect as erudite and humanistic a guide as Levinson to agree with Jim’s assessment. Yet here is how Levinson ruefully concludes:

Tracy began doing things [Joan’s] way, restricting his life to please her. He turned down invitations to be with other men and gave up activities that meant much to him. He sold his boat, built a swimming pool, worked in the garden and fixed up their house. . . . To please Joan, he chose to restrict his vision and his existence. He tried in his own way, to have as “peaceful” and “stable” a family life as possible. But the costs were great.

The blame for Joan’s frustrated dreams, Levinson seems to suggest, rested squarely on her own “problems and frailties.” By contrast, he treats Jim’s “choice to restrict his vision and his existence” to “please Joan” as a weighty imposition. We might wonder whether it was about time that Jim reined in his sense of entitlement. Maybe he finally realized that relationships include caring about another person’s desires and goals. Joan may have become more contented not only because Jim “sold his boat” or “built a swimming pool,” but because she felt that Jim had, in some recess of his being, stopped feeling fine about designing his life solely around himself.

Today, despite Levinson’s gravitas as a scholar of adult development, his account of Jim Tracy reads as a form of outrageous prefeminist benightedness, a Mad Men–style relic from a time when men thoughtlessly claimed center stage. Yet at the start of the twenty-first century, remarkably similar ideas were repackaged, this time by women for women. And far from critiquing the self-absorption that clung to the male account, these writers co-opted it, hailing women’s midlife crises as “feminist” acts.

When Gail Sheehy launched the romantic genre of adult development in her 1976 book Passages, she intended to inspire hope in a brighter future and a world of possibilities. Midlife development meant slaying our dragons, the most formidable of which was “the inner custodian,” a “nasty tyrant” first personified by our demanding parents. Sheehy starkly divided our dreams, passions, and impulses from our inhibitions, conscience, and inner taskmaster. This division cast the midlife crisis as a clear-cut fight between Good (the desires and dreams of our “true self”) and Evil (the rules and inhibitions of the “inner custodian”). Difficult as it may be, “whatever counterfeit safety we hold from overinvestments in people and institutions must be given up.” Indeed, we are heroic when we let go of attachments that we’ve outgrown. In Sex and the Seasoned Woman, Sheehy’s “other,” the one from whom we need to wrest our freedom, is often as not portrayed as a demanding husband or time-intensive children.

Sue Shellenbarger took these same precepts to even greater extremes in her midlife manifesto, The Breaking Point. There we meet Anna, seemingly plucked from a bad romance novel: “Alone with a man twenty years younger, relaxing by a lake under a starlit summer sky . . . she never expected to hear again what she is hearing from the virile, muscular man across from her—that she is sexually attractive. She did not expect to feel what she is feeling—romantic, excited, eager.” Anna’s midlife trials begin with mundane burdens anyone might relate to: the repetitive job, the false ingratiation with her boss, the husband on the couch “clicking the remote” (the quintessential signifier of deathly marital boredom). Plotting Anna’s tale as a romantic adventure, Shellenbarger’s first order of business is for Anna to rescue her true self from beneath a pile of meaningless crap.

What happens next incites our sympathy for the imagined person of Anna, if not her slapdash fictionalized character. She shows signs of an emotional and spiritual crisis, careening “from euphoria to black despair.” We worry she might be clinically depressed, even taking self-destructive risks. Shellenbarger appears intent on penning a tale of liberation, yet even she seems confused about her mission. Observing that midlife crises are often preceded by months of “an emotional deadness that set[s] in like smog,” she follows up with this ambiguous pronouncement: “With the darkness came the growing conviction that suppressing deep dreams and desires was no longer worth the sacrifice. Old values and standards of behavior began falling away.”

“Suppressing deep dreams and desires” sounds bad, for sure. Midlife is supposed to be about reclaiming these dreams, right? But, if Anna’s “growing conviction” comes out of “the darkness,” doesn’t that suggest that the mood of despair is messing with her judgment? If you find your energy waning and your hope fading and your self-esteem plummeting, you may well also be prone to thinking, “I don’t care anymore about my old values and standards of behavior.” You’re depressed. This may lead you to stay in bed and not wash your hair. Or it may lead you to look for any available source of energy to keep your connection to life, even some that your nondepressed self wouldn’t approve of. In the face of breakdown, we grasp at anything as a survival strategy.

But Shellenbarger wants to turn this desperate move into a form of healthy self-assertion, a woman-power refusal to put up with anyone or anything that frustrates us. Indeed, she goes so far as to install “frustrations” as the prime mover and intuitive guide as to whether your life needs a complete overhaul. “The frustrations that erupt,” she declares, “are as diverse as the women themselves. A look, a passing touch, a solitary sexual dream reignite a passion for intimacy. A forgotten yen to see the Himalayas at sunset bursts forth into a full-blown resolve. A thirst to do new, more meaningful work takes center stage, causing a woman to jettison her hard-won career of thirty years.”

We are not talking about frustrations here. We are talking about a full-blown taxonomy of manic flight. Yet the term frustrations, we come to realize, doesn’t refer to frustrations per se. It’s an elastic term for any noxious emotion that a midlife woman can’t or doesn’t want to try to think about or evaluate. Noting that midlife crises are more common among affluent and educated people, Shellenbarger approvingly suggests that money and education “create a sense of entitlement and a more activist stance in expressing personal frustration.” Judging from this statement, it would seem that money and a sense of entitlement also expose us to the serious, and delusional, risk of believing that “expressing personal frustration” is a form of activism.

We’ve come full circle to Jim Tracy, and his problems decentering from his own experience long enough to recognize another person. In 1978, Tracy’s behavior was justified as a man’s need to follow his dream. By the turn of the century, a midlife woman’s putting herself first was celebrated and affirmed as an act of liberation. In both scenarios, midlife disgruntlement in the ordinary world gives way to a call to adventure, and the hero sets out, crossing the threshold and facing trials. The structure of the story guarantees that the “little people” remain secondary. The individualistic tilt of the heroic genre of midlife development utterly erases the dynamic nature of relationships, the cycle of interaction that Jim and Joan Tracy, or Anna and her husband, undoubtedly created together.

This individualistic tilt obviously minimizes the dynamic effect of two people on each other. But it also casts the individual’s feelings in overly simplistic terms. “To continue to grow as a human being,” Shellenbarger writes, “a woman has no choice but to make whatever journey is necessary to rekindle her inner passions.” Worlds of meaning and complexity lie within the phrases “no choice” and “whatever journey.” Figuring out why we feel we have “no choice,” or why we feel driven to take “whatever journey,” or how we are conceptualizing “to grow as a human being” are the starting points, not the end points, for making meaning of midlife emotional turbulence.

If we accept that midlife development involves the dual psychological challenges of deepening inward and expanding outward, then the personae of Jim Tracy and Anna don’t work, even as narrative devices. Deepening inward is not solely about excavating suppressed feelings and expressing them. It’s not simply about throwing off the shackles of outward roles or the “inner custodian.” It is about coming to a new, more satisfying relationship between conflicting desires and goals. Our desires, our conscience, and everything in between—they are all our own. We each struggle to reconcile our own conflicts in a livable way. Stories that off-load responsibility—Jim’s first wife is a semifrigid slob, after all, and Anna’s husband is a couch potato—encourage a self-serving tendency to attribute the “problem” to others and reserve the “solution” for ourselves.

Especially for women, it’s appealing and inspirational to hear a clarion voice calling for our right to self-actualization, given the millennia of female oppression. Until shockingly recently, and even still today, the relation of the sexes has reliably meant the silencing of female identity, desire, and goals. Even in the precincts of enlightenment and privilege, women often feel that we’ve handed over our entire minds to caring for others. We understandably feel put-upon, deprived, and resentful. Scholars provide ample evidence of the costs of workplace bias, and the corrosive effects on relationships of gendered divisions of labor. Getting in touch with our anger is a first step to positive change. But our challenge is to work toward solving the problems in the actual relationships in front of us. We reclaim genuine space for our identities not by rushing headlong into simplistic remedies, but by engaging in the less glamorous spadework of paying attention to our feelings, clarifying what matters to us, asserting our point of view, and negotiating for change. There are valid and healthy reasons women leave their marriages; a quarter of women cite drugs and alcohol, and over a third cite emotional abuse. But the decision to divorce takes all our faculties, and is not best achieved in the keyed-up mind-set that the “prophets of personal invention” tend to adopt.

Fortunately, adult development researchers provide a more complex picture of our midlife drive to deepen inward, to move beyond the conventional and conforming roles we took on in early adulthood. The psychologist Gisela Labouvie-Vief studies the life course and has identified a midlife tendency she calls the “de-repression of emotions.” As young adults, we may be eager to adopt the standards and customs we associate with adulthood, but as life progresses, we become less interested in conformity, and more interested in change and transformation. Still, “de-repression” isn’t all about cutting loose. It’s a much more complex process, in which people begin to revisit their emotional life and history in new ways. Through self-reflection, people become more fully aware of the “self and others as truly complex beings” who are “combining, if not reconciling, in themselves many opposing affects in sometimes tragic fashion.” Midlife brings on a greater awareness of our “inner states, in which conflicting feelings may war with one another.” We may feel disturbed and disoriented by the conflict. But dealing with our feelings through a frantic transformation negates the need to come to a new and fuller sense of integration.

Expanding outward, the second aspect of midlife development, is about reaching out for connection in the world. It may include tackling new adventures or pursuing new goals, but it also relates to the idea of generativity that Erikson devised. Sheehy counsels in Pathfinders that the midlife journey should cause “a minimum of human damage,” but frankly, that’s a pretty low bar. The psychologist Dan McAdams conceptualizes generativity as the core of midlife growth, defined as being able to see others as the center of their own worlds, and to care for them as separate beings whose interests and concerns matter as much as our own. Generativity is also rooted in a deepening appreciation of limits and mortality. When we allow the reality of finiteness to penetrate our consciousness, it helps us think about what matters. A generative person imagines a world in which she is no more and strives to create good things that will outlast her. In this sense, a generative mind-set contrasts with the make-believe realm of “endless possibilities” that characterizes the romantic narrative of midlife.

By these measures, Jim Tracy and Anna are remarkable for their level of self-absorption. We all tend to be self-absorbed in a personal crisis, and self-absorption can be the starting point for an unflinching inventory that leads to meaningful change. But if your “forgotten yen to see the Himalayas” trumps attending to the reality of the people around you, you’ve pretty much jettisoned the pressing midlife question of how to reconcile your own desires and needs with concern for others. This reconciliation can be a hugely complicated challenge in midlife. Stories that oversimplify the genuine dilemmas we face fail to provide a useful path forward.

*  *  *

IF MIDLIFE DEVELOPMENT involves the de-repression of emotions, it will mean we’re sometimes playing with fire, or at least trying to orchestrate a controlled blaze. In the popular imagination, the midlife crisis includes a sense of eruption, of impulsiveness, and of passion overwhelming structure. When we witness such awakenings in real life and at close range, we see them shake people to the core, sometimes leading them to break with their pasts and strike out in new directions. Outside observers have mixed reactions to such moments. They’re intrigued, suspicious, jealous, annoyed, anxious, and stirred up by their friends’ and acquaintances’ immersion in these forms of ecstatic experience. They simultaneously wonder, “What’s wrong with her/him?” and “What’s wrong with me?”

We may need to open up new parts of ourselves to thrive and grow. But how do we harness the emotional forces involved for good rather than ill? That was the question in my mind when I met Ariel through a mutual acquaintance. She’d heard about my writing and was eager to talk to me about having recently “gone through a transformation.” A forty-two-year-old married mother of two elementary-school children, and a clothing designer, Ariel exuded an effortless beauty and calm that momentarily made me want to crawl into her life and take up residence there. Maybe it was because we met on a sparkling day at San Francisco’s Alta Plaza Park overlooking the whitewashed city, and she was wearing a gorgeous violet boiled-wool coat. Be that as it may, I soon learned that there was more to her story than initially met the eye.

“My husband, Richard, and I both had struggles growing up,” she began. “I had a very critical mother. I was pretty lost in my early twenties. He was constantly striving against his dad’s bad opinion, and dealing with addictions in his family and verbal abuse. I’d even say we both went through periods of depression. We both learned the huge importance of working on yourself, and we have a shared passion for staying on top of that.

“When he and I met, we adored each other unconditionally. And we’ve always believed that shared values are the foundation of a strong marriage. We agree that people always need to develop and grow. What I’ve always admired about him is that he’s always working on himself. We always try to be intentional, especially since we had kids. Having kids has been an amazing opportunity to reflect on who we are, where we came from, and who we want to be. And even though we’ve had the usual stresses, we both felt it awakened us to a whole new process of growth. It’s very healing, trying to do something different with your own kids. We’ve always seen eye to eye on that.”

Ariel conveyed genuine warmth and curiosity, yet I kept noticing how she peppered her speech with “always,” as if propelled to express fullness and enthusiasm at every moment. I wondered whether I was detecting a recognizable Bay Area blend of high-strung perfectionism and amplified positivity, or whether it reflected something deeper about her personal struggles.

“About a year ago, I realized it was time to invest in a fuller way in my professional life, since I’d really pulled back when the kids were little.” Her tone turned less ebullient. “It caused some stress between Richard and me because I was less available, and I was trying to launch a line of clothing, which is financially risky and required his support. I suggested we start meditating together to deal with the stress, and that helped a lot. Around that time, I became interested in more serious meditation, and in the summer I went on a four-day meditation retreat. I wanted Richard to go too, but he couldn’t take the time from work. I totally understood; he’s a super-responsible worker, and really good at what he does.”

She gazed into the middle distance. “I can’t explain what happened at the retreat. But it’s fair to say I had a spiritual-awakening experience. I remember I was sitting, meditating, and my body started shaking uncontrollably. Tears literally gushed from my eyes. Then, I started to feel extremely light. I had an enveloping sense of love and compassion. I remember looking around and thinking, ‘Is everyone experiencing this? Have you all already been here?’

“When I got home, I felt as if a huge weight had lifted. A lot of baggage just dropped away. I felt extraordinarily clear and grounded. My body felt like a conduit or a vessel. I understood the world beyond my own ego, and its attachments, anxieties, and fears. I had a profound sense of confidence, and a complete lack of self-critical censorship. Everything was flowing in me—I had a sense of calm, perspective, and ease, without getting entangled.”

“Wow,” I said.

“Yeah, it was amazing.” She laughed. “I had a totally newfound sense of life. My mood was revved up, but I had laser focus. For about a month, I was up late into the night writing. Richard thought I was going crazy, and it terrified him. I was more scared that the feeling would go away; and it did, after about a month. I no longer have that same enveloping sense of bliss. But, you know, the insights continue to this day.”

“Why do you think your husband was so worried?”

“I think he worried it meant some kind of breakdown, or rift between us. I think he felt that I was talking in abstractions about accepting and embracing him, but that I was going away from him somehow. And I think he worried our paths would get out of sync. I worried a bit about that too, but I was also exhilarated.”

“Did you feel you were going away from him?”

“I had a huge amount of compassion for him, and for my parents, and for my entire family. I loved his essence and who he was. But he would also try to argue and reason with me about what I was describing, and he’d think I was telling him he was unenlightened or flawed. Those were very painful and difficult conversations. I so wanted him to see that what I was going through was attainable by anyone.”

As I walked toward my car after our conversation, two feelings intermingled inside me. I felt drawn into Ariel’s compelling world, and momentarily, outside the beam of her radiant light, my life appeared a bit uninspired, a bit charmless. Maybe it was the slant of afternoon light in the trees, but I felt a strange longing to stay within her charismatic orbit and drink in her special insight. Yet I also felt off center, not quite myself, as if I’d temporarily joined her cult of one. Was she describing a purely progressive journey, or was she spinning out? She seemed so sure of the value of what she’d experienced, yet she didn’t know what had happened to her. Even her certainty of its benefits vaguely alarmed me. I wondered if maybe I was feeling something like what her husband had felt.

In an individualistic hero narrative of her midlife crisis, Ariel might have realized her husband had become an impediment, traded her boiled-wool coat for some love beads, and ended up living with her meditation teacher in a yurt. Her expansive language carried a trace of the midlife hero’s sense of destiny, and there was a note of self-certainty when she said that her husband “needed to grow on a spiritual and emotional level.” But I was also struck, in this and our subsequent conversations, by how hard Ariel was trying to use her newfound insights to connect more fully to her husband, children, and community. She genuinely yearned for her husband to share in what she was going through, both to experience it himself and to strengthen their bond.

We come into a marriage at a given point in our development, but like rivers we keep on moving. Unexpected events unfold, we change, and it’s not always clear how to adapt. Ariel and Richard were each fearful of what recent events meant for their relationship. They’d both had difficult backgrounds, but were devoted to creating a family more loving than the ones they’d come from. Now, it seemed, Ariel was trying to use her sense of cosmic acceptance to dispel the atmosphere of negativity and criticism she’d experienced as a child. While this was a productive aspiration, in translating it into actionable change with her husband, things got sticky. Ariel was engendering in Richard a feeling of insecurity about their implicit emotional contracts, and even about who she was becoming. Though I wasn’t hearing his perspective firsthand, I could imagine that, to him, her strategies felt unmodulated and even a bit grandiose.

In an email after our first talk, Ariel put me in touch with a number of people who had played some role in her recent spiritual search. Before our next conversation, I spoke with her meditation teacher. He was welcoming, thoughtful, and low-key, but I came away more confused than enlightened. He spoke of helpful psychological concepts such as boundaries and self-awareness and choice. But he also talked about past lives and reading auras and energy fields, and the idea that we choose our parents in order to learn certain things in this lifetime. “In a past life,” he explained, “maybe something was happening that helps us understand why we chose this life. Maybe we chose these parents to learn x, or y, or z, which we had to learn. The question is, I’ve had this experience. Why did I create that? I am the creator of the world.”

All this made me wonder if Ariel was on the razor’s edge between inspiration and unbalanced thinking. I could see that she was trying to be open-minded and flexible, struggling to use her awakening to work against the rigidities and certainties of her perfectionism and internalized critic. People who grow up at the whim of other people’s craziness certainly benefit from a practice that reminds them that they have control over their own boundaries and choices. Yet neither I nor Ariel nor her meditation teacher is “the creator of the world.”

In ways that science may eventually be able to explain, Ariel’s physical release in meditation seemed to trigger a psychological response that put her in contact with a state of profound security and safety—perhaps a “primitive” state derived from an early developmental period, yet one that translated in the present to feeling connected to the fundamental ground of humanity. Whatever its origins, the experience spurred Ariel to practical action in her current life. She was, for example, applying what she was learning about compassion and mindfulness to being a more patient and contented parent, working to undo the harsh-disciplinarian models she’d been brought up with. She was trying to understand the scientific research that might account for her subjective sense of old emotions and thought patterns being “released.” She was also trying to put her sense of interconnectedness to work by giving to her larger community. Through her church, she had spearheaded a citywide clothing-donation drive, and through her fashion-industry connections, she had become part of an active network lobbying for fair-trade, sweatshop-free clothing-manufacture practices. This, all while she was mothering two active children and launching her own line of clothing. (The list was exhausting; I couldn’t entirely rule mania out.)

When we met again, I asked more about her marriage: “I am so curious about how you and your husband have worked through the period when you two seemed so out of sync. It sounds as if you’ve spent a lot of time trying to talk, and yet it still can be so hard to understand each other.”

“When he first expressed skepticism about what I was going through, I felt disappointed and sad. It felt like a lost opportunity. I wanted him to share my new reality. We’ve always had this tension; he’s very logical and scientific. He’s one of the most disciplined people I know. I’ve tried to help him see that joy comes from within.”

“Did he feel you were pressing too hard?”

“Yes. Everything came to a head around October. I was having headaches, and I was trying a bunch of different therapies. I went to an alternative healer, and when I told Richard, he blew up. He said it was pseudoscience, and there were no data to support it. He even said he was sick of paying for all this stuff, that we should be saving for the kids’ college. It shook us up. I was hurt that he brought up the money, it made me feel ashamed and indebted. I remember thinking, ‘I feel so full, I don’t need to rely on him to fill me up.’ But at the same time, I was afraid we might be falling apart. We agreed to give each other space and not discuss our different viewpoints for a while. We both spent more time reaching out to friends.”

This period was truly a struggle. They both had to grapple with feeling they hadn’t married whom they thought they married. The alignments they’d counted on—their commitment to the children, to self-improvement, to their shared values—now felt stretched and misshapen. They could no longer draw the same automatic pride in their almost-too-perfectly-shared worldview. Both felt a sense of loss that their partner could not fully understand them. There were several months of détente and loneliness.

“We’d leave each other alone for a while, and then we’d try to talk. He said I was irrational, I said he was narrow-minded. He’d get exasperated, and I’d get superior. During that time, I cried and cried, like I haven’t cried since I was a kid.” She looked sad telling me this, and I felt relieved at the groundedness of it. For the first time in our conversations, I felt that she was fully grappling with the unsettling gains and losses of this extraordinary experience. Whatever its meaning, which she would probably never entirely know, it now felt more connected to the full range of her emotions, and to the hard reality of actual relationships.

“What helped the most, I think, is that Richard and I never stopped respecting each other. We felt misunderstood, but we respected each other enough to grant that what the other person was saying mattered. We both tried to see our part. And seeing each other try also made a difference.” A strength in Ariel and Richard’s relationship was that ultimately they had enough trust to tolerate their separateness, and loneliness, as they sorted out their own feelings. Just as importantly, they had the capacity to reflect on themselves.

As Ariel gradually integrated her experience into the fabric of her life, she made more room for Richard’s. “We see each other more clearly now, not as much through projection. I was acting as if there was a path of growth that he should get on. I can see my hypocrisy now. He rightly pushed back. That’s not something you should do to another person. You need to give other people space and not foist your own agenda onto them. You need to embrace your partner, including his flaws, and not be so arrogant to think you don’t have flaws yourself. In hindsight, I think maybe we had to grow apart to grow together. My experience was groundbreaking for me personally, but our experience together illuminated where we lacked compassion for each other. I was all wrapped up in compassion, but I wasn’t being entirely compassionate with him. Loving the essence of the other person allowed us to pull through this.”

*  *  *

PARADOXICAL AS IT might sound, we can learn a great deal about midlife marital difficulty if we backtrack to the phase of marriage when a couple is expecting their first child. For couples, it is a moment filled with both promise and risk. In my clinical practice, it’s not unusual for couples to say that their problems began when they had children, and research is unequivocal that the transition to parenthood is a vulnerable time. I teach a class to expectant couples at a local hospital, aimed at helping them stay close as they become first-time parents. Most of the couples sitting in front of me visibly seek closeness with each other. Partners huddle together, the men rub their pregnant wives’ feet. They are open, dewy, and tender. They murmur and joke, as if weaving protective cocoons around themselves. Some report hearing friends’ cautionary tales about postbaby spousal alienation, looking on in semihorror as their friends’ marriages unravel. When I ask them, “What are you most concerned about?” their answers all revolve around the same concerns: “How can we stay connected? How can we communicate so that we stay close? How can we make sure the baby doesn’t replace our bond?”

I tell couples that the single most important thing they can do to stay connected is to hold on to the feeling of wanting to stay connected. Viewing the sweep from first pregnancy to middle age, I’ve concluded that the most significant risk of new parenthood is that couples will stop taking their own emotional needs seriously enough. They’ll let their needs slide, out of the best of intentions, only to realize in midlife that their fuel tanks are empty.

A baby’s arrival is a miracle, but it’s also an organizing mission, and a couple’s allocation of time and resources necessarily shifts. New parents take on the role of caretakers and adjust their couple expectations for the good of the whole. But emotionally, it’s a complicated upheaval. Up until now, partners have treated each other as their primary emotional source; they’ve been each other’s “baby.” Now, they begin to prioritize “necessities” such as parenthood and work over “luxuries,” such as tending to themselves and their relationship. It’s not simply a matter of more demands on energy and time. It’s also about the emotions aroused in coping with limited resources. New parents are still full of their own emotional and physical needs, but they try to take the “adult” approach and “accept” that their feelings should take a backseat. For many couples, this is precisely where the slippery slope to midlife marital disaffection begins. There’s little time to process or repair the inevitable miscommunications because the baby must be taken care of, and after all, we need our sleep.

Sleep, one of the most coveted resources of this life phase, is also one of the high-stakes battlegrounds for new parents. Beyond having no more lazy Saturday mornings for cuddling and sex, people feel their entire lives have been hijacked by dire levels of sleep deprivation. Like starving people fighting over scraps, couples get down and dirty about who’s getting more. In a research study entitled “The Rested Relationship: Sleep Benefits Marital Evaluations,” the authors found, unsurprisingly, that “spouses were more satisfied” with their relationship “on days after which they had slept for longer periods of time.” In my clinical work with parents of young children, it’s clear that a non-negligible portion of hair-trigger reactivity and blame could be alleviated if people got more sleep.

But sadly, it’s hard for people to stay clear about how thoroughly their physical depletion is seeping into their emotional discontent. Physical deprivation merges with the sense of emotional deprivation, creating a negative filter through which partners view each other’s actions. People start to feel justified in refusing to do things they know could bring back a sense of warmth and harmony (“I shouldn’t have to make the first move”). They focus on their children, their jobs, the laundry. They default to prioritizing their children even when it’s at the price of ignoring their spouse.

If both people could catch themselves at these critical moments, turn toward their spouse, and seek the closeness they long for, the descent into marital disillusionment could be interrupted. If they could accept and tune into their own and their partner’s vulnerable needs and wants, without covering them over with bossing or blaming, the public health impact could be huge. Turning toward each other, no matter how fumbling, draws people closer, especially if they manage to recognize and admit their own role in whatever the problem was and genuinely apologize for causing pain. If they turn toward each other, couples stay in touch with their desire to be close, rather than insidiously start to treat distance as the “new normal” and organize their emotional lives accordingly.

Couples turn away from each other for any number of apparent reasons, but underneath it all, it’s usually because they feel misunderstood, unheard, or unable to agree. What are the essential ingredients in satisfying emotional communication? I will spend the next two chapters exploring this question. But to set the stage, a metaphor may help. Perhaps you’ve heard the adage about marriage “Would you rather be right or happy?” It rings true because we all struggle between two competing mind-sets in relating to our partner. The first I call the seesaw view. In this mind-set, only one person’s truth can be valid. In states of high emotion, each person tries to get rid of their bad feelings by attributing them to the other, making themselves “all” right and the other “all” wrong. The second image is that of a ring—and since we’re talking about marriage, let’s call it a golden ring. Here, partners figuratively stand alongside each other and look together at their shared problem, collaborating rather than competing.
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