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“There is nothing nobler or more admirable than when two people who see eye to eye keep house as man and wife, confounding their enemies and delighting their friends.”

—Homer (800 B.C.E.) 


Dedication 

This book is for my deceased parents, who showed me the way; to my husband, who has been in my life since childhood, and throughout our long journey, we still laugh and enjoy each other’s company; and to my daughter and son-in-law, who make my dark days bright. Finally, this book is for my patients, whose lives and experiences made this endeavor possible.


Introduction 

The statistics on infidelity are alarming. According to an article from the Journal of Couple & Relationship Therapy entitled “Cybersex: The New Affair Treatment Considerations,” it is estimated that between 15 and 60 percent of husbands are cheating on their wives. If your husband is among them, you stand to lose not only your spouse, but also your psychic sense of trust, certainty, and the security of family life as you know it.

But there’s good news. Many recent studies reveal that very happy marriages are far less vulnerable to infidelity than unhappy ones, and that extremely happy marriages are even more secure from the threat of adultery. The close association between marital satisfaction and fidelity is critical because so many popular self-help books written about adultery to date are premised on now-dated studies (based upon small sample sizes, questionable self-reporting methods, and retroactive accounts) that purported to find that even happy marriages are vulnerable to infidelity. If that were the case, you, the wife, would be a powerless victim of circumstance, having no control over your marital destiny. My many years of practice as a licensed marriage and family therapist lead me to disbelieve this claim.

To the contrary, I’ve witnessed how vigilant, vigorous, and skillfully administered mate-guarding tactics, not to mention psychological insight complemented with positive communication methods and conflict resolution skills, can work wonders to ward off the “other woman” who’s on the scene—or waiting to pounce. As a registered nurse and a Ph.D., with more than forty years teaching psychology and thirty-five years treating couples whose marriages were nearly destroyed by a husband’s infidelity as well as by the “other women” who formed the third part of the trauma triangle, I wrote this book—with the help of my daughter, a divorce lawyer—to share the accumulated wisdom of leading experts on love, marriage, mate-protection, forgiveness, and moving on, all punctuated with clinical examples from my practice.

With facts and theories from neuroscience, evolution, psychology, and sociology at your fingertips, you will gain the information, resources, and insight needed to decode what your husband is doing and why, while assessing the formerly inscrutable motives, approaches, and techniques of the other woman. Knowing what lies behind the impulse to steal another woman’s mate allows you to recognize when a danger is present; predict what could happen if your husband is left unattended; and, most important, permit you to manage the situation by taking precise actions to eliminate the marital threat that you’ve discovered or that your husband has disclosed. As you’ll see, a wife who knows what to look for and how to react can take control before real trouble starts, making her marriage resistant to the well-known stressors, circumstances, and noxious opportunities that arise in certain environments known to create fertile fields for extramarital interaction.

You’ll become expert at assessing your mate and the quality of your marriage and home life for infidelity vulnerability. I’ll help you explore your role in the marriage, as you obtain a realistic view of yourself as a mate and companion. You’ll learn if your wifely actions could be construed as mate-guarding or oblivious, with attitudes and actions—conscious or unconscious—that make an affair all but inevitable. You’ll learn strategies that can put you and your marriage back on a healthier track, even if an affair has already begun or has happened in the past. Remember, no matter who the other woman is, no matter what she does, it is possible to defeat her, so long as you are prepared, alert, and ready to act to protect what’s yours.


Part 1 

ASSESSING LOVE ON THE 
HOME FRONT 
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CHAPTER 1 

YOUR HUSBAND’S HAPPINESS FACTOR 

As you’ll learn throughout these pages, both commitment and relationship satisfaction can change over time, for better or worse. Everything changes; it’s just a matter of how you deal with it. No one remains the same day after day, year after year. Relationships that deepen over time allow for the individuals in them to evolve and grow. Resisting the momentum of transformation will rarely have the desired effect of keeping circumstances static. Learning how to deal with life’s inevitable changes and challenges—how you love and how you express your feelings—will help you and your spouse grow more intimate as years pass. And by the way, it never hurts to bear in mind the basics of human interaction. Most people respond to kindness and affirmation far better than they do to sarcasm and attack, and your spouse is probably no exception. (If he is, there are other problems, which you’ll find discussed in later chapters.) Knowing that people like a positive approach over a negative one, learning to communicate in an affirmative, sincere, and loving way (think here, thoughtful and considerate) will be a theme running through this book and your relationship.

Moreover, minding the golden rule will help at nearly all points of human contact, certainly among your most intimate relationships. With one exception (addressed later), you want to treat your partner as you would like to be treated. The most successful relationships occur between two people who feel worthy of love, who trust that they can bring something to the relationship that is unique and special, and who believe that they deserve a mate who can do the same. Positive mutual enforcement in a relationship (knowing that you are worthy of love and care, and your mate is, too) promotes each partner’s self-esteem and intensifies the satisfaction from the bond. (We enjoy being in the company of those who make us feel worthy, of value, and exceptional.) In fact, if your marital relationship lacks this affirmative aspect, look out. If negativity, contempt, and defensiveness reign in your relationship, your mate might be particularly vulnerable. Another woman might sense that a little attention or flattery is just what the doctor ordered and then proceed to dispense it to gain access to your man’s inner sanctum, and eventually heart.

So much in your relationship rides on how and what you feel and perceive about each other, as individuals and as a couple. We’ll explore what makes a mate happy and why, and what you—his partner—can or should be doing about it.

Scratching His Itch 

At the most basic level, your mate’s overall satisfaction (and yours, as well) depends upon the fulfillment of primary needs. Researchers who study couples and marriages believe that your ability to take care of your partner is extremely high on the list. Other functions of love can seem focused on the self (does this person meet my needs, make me feel good, fulfill my expectations?). Caretaking, on the other hand, is about giving of oneself to a partner. You must exhibit an interest in meeting your mate’s needs, protecting him, and assuaging any harm or discomfort he might experience.

While general care giving is important in an adult intimate relationship, intimacy is even more critical to promoting a loving and satisfying relationship. More than a quarter of a century ago, researchers found a distinct connection between marital intimacy and sexuality. No big surprise there. In fact, further work on the issue revealed that most people consider sex a crucial element of intimacy, though not the primary one. (Sex was listed third in importance, after closeness and self-disclosure.)

THE EIGHT ELEMENTS OF MARITAL INTIMACY, ACCORDING TO THE WARING INTIMACY QUESTIONNAIRE:

1. Conflict resolution: The way a couple resolves their disagreements and differences of opinion 

2. Affection: The manner in which the couple expresses tenderness and the desire for closeness 

3. Cohesion: Unity as a couple manifested by commitment to and value of the marriage 

4. Sexuality: How partners communicate and satisfy their respective sexual urges within the marriage 

5. Identity: The way each spouse feels about him/herself (self-esteem and self-confidence) 

6. Compatibility: How well the partners are suited to share time together, whether at work, play, or rest 

7. Autonomy: The degree of independence the married couple has from offspring and other family 

8. Expressiveness: How easily the spouses relate their values, goals, fears, opinion, beliefs, and feelings within the marriage 

Though there are happily married couples who no longer have sex together, I can tell you from my nearly forty years in practice that they are not common. Moreover, if they are happy with a sexless union, there is usually a mutual reason for their arrangement: they are elderly, or they both accept that illness, medication, or injury affects performance and/or desire. The marriage might also be based upon one of the kinds of love that are not at all erotic or passionate. Instead, the partners accommodate each other for personal reasons and sexual union is not a part of their marriage pact. Whatever works for both spouses is fine, but when one spouse has a need that the other will not or can not meet, it’s an invitation to trouble, particularly when someone else is ready to step into those shoes, or that bed, as the case may be. To avoid carnal vulnerability, let’s look at what the social scientists have learned about marital sex and satisfaction.

Though sexual satisfaction generally ranks below overall intimacy in importance to married couples, the problem occurs as most men find their way to intimacy through sex, while most women require intimacy before sex. Yet a happy marriage with a satisfying sex life requires a mutual understanding, taking into account both partners’ needs and desires.

Moreover, my clinical practice reveals that if a man’s basic bodily needs for sex are not met, the marriage may become vulnerable to outside offers to provide what is missing in the marital bed. Many of these sorts of affairs begin as mere sexual flings, but biology can kick in, making the husband feel more closely connected to his sexual partner than to his spouse. This is a situation that any wife can avoid entirely by engaging in open communication about her sexual needs while taking into account her husband’s, perhaps different, level of desire and interest in the physical aspect of their union.

Sex Is Good for Your Body and Your Relationship 

According to researchers, sex not only promotes intimacy, it promotes your physical health. Sex has been shown to improve immune functioning, to decrease pain and insomnia, and to contribute towards feelings of well-being. But don’t despair if you’re not always in the mood. According to Dr. Legato, women “often don’t have any desire for sex until they are physically in the act of lovemaking.” So just do it, and reap all the benefits.

Sexuality and Communication 

When a couple is able to share their feelings about sex and discuss their physical appetites, most are able to reach an accommodation that will satisfy both partners. Contrary to what you might expect, spouses say that their sex lives are satisfying if they are compatible with their partners and committed to the relationship. Sexual satisfaction is generally not based upon whether a wife or husband performs a specific act. Rather, it depends upon a couple’s mutual accommodation of each partner’s desired physical range and frequency of contact. This accommodation, however, requires connection and open lines of communication.

In fact, just the act of addressing the topic of sex in conversation generally assuages the concerns of the couple. To discuss a subject is to explore it and work toward finding a solution. Couples that can converse about their sex lives have less to worry about from the threat of outside opportunities than those who refuse to (or cannot) discuss the subject, though both spouses know their sex life is not fulfilling for at least one of them. What do you do if you find discussing sexual topics taboo?

First survey the area. What is different now from when you were dating? Were you able to communicate about sex then? If not, think about what you can do to include sex in your list of marital discussion topics. Unless you are willing to share your feelings about your sex life, you will have to accept responsibility for contributing toward your situation. If you choose to remain mute on the subject of sex, your choice is for no change, no improvement. If, however, your marriage and your relationship with your husband are worth expanding your comfort zone to include discussing sex and sensuality, you will generally be rewarded by having a very grateful man as an audience, eager to make things better between you. Once you gain the courage or motivation to speak about sex, consider what makes it good: mutual respect, emotional safety, and acceptance of each other. Once you begin a dialogue, explore areas like these:

• Any difficulties with the physical aspects of sex 

• Possible psychological obstacles and inhibitions to satisfying sex (religious or cultural beliefs or taboos, or gender/ role fulfillment, to name a few) 

• Pleasure and ability or inability to climax (perhaps you are too “goal oriented,” losing sight of the sensual pleasure of loving touch for its own sake) 

• Private or “forbidden” fantasies or fetishes 

• Feelings of guilt or shame about past sexual experiences (like abuse) that might be affecting your present ability to enjoy a mutually satisfying sex life 

• Interest in exploring positions, sensations, and toys, consider physical limitations in some cases 

• Sharing respective sexual tastes and preferences (explicit turn-ons for your mate and for you)

If the problem isn’t an inability to discuss the topic but a drop or cessation of sexual desire, consider your life circumstances. Are there young or ailing kids to care for? A demanding new job? Added stress from illness, parental dependency, or financial pressure? Do you harbor anger at other unresolved issues? Whatever the underlying reason for sexual disharmony between you and your husband, you have to address it and try to resolve the problem. If left untended, a persistently dissatisfying sexual relationship could poison your relationship, ultimately causing your mate to seek from others the sexual satisfaction he cannot find with you. Remember, your mate chose to be with you. Even if you have changed since your love was new, your man’s need for your comfort, care, and physical companionship remains. Doubt it?

Consider the case of Alice and David. After spending nearly $100,000 and undergoing multiple in vitro fertilization procedures, Alice got pregnant and gave birth to the child the couple had desperately wanted. After the baby’s birth, Alice was too tired to have sex. David understood and did not pressure her. He gave Alice time and space and help caring for their infant. He stayed quiet, hoping things between them would return to normal. Though he never told her expressly, sex was David’s way of getting the love and reassurance he needed from his wife.

Months passed, the baby adopted a normal routine, and yet Alice still could not bring herself to have sex with her husband. She dreaded taking her clothes off and going to bed nude. Alice had gained nearly fifty pounds during her pregnancy and had only lost ten of it after eight months. She felt fat, out of shape, and completely undesirable. She had always been fit and was not used to having the body of a brand-new mom. Until her pregnancy, she had known that her fabulous figure was a source of pride and sexual joy for her husband. Now, she felt nothing like that. What’s more, after the vaginal delivery, she feared David wouldn’t experience the same tightness he had before. Though she never articulated them, all these factors made Alice unable to have sex with David. Meanwhile, David grew sullen and withdrawn. He didn’t complain about not having his wife available to make love with, but he was unhappy and didn’t understand why she rejected him now that the baby was sleeping through the night.

You Are Not Alone 

A 1994 National Health and Social Life Survey found that the most common sexual problem for women was want of sexual desire (affecting approximately 33 percent) and inability to climax (24 percent). For the guys, ejaculating too soon was the number-one sexual problem (29 percent), while performance anxiety was number two (17 percent), and—get this—lack of sexual interest was a near tie (16 percent).

I saw the couple in joint sessions to open the lines of communication. They could not have been more supportive of each other once they understood what was happening (David’s continuing physical need for his wife and Alice’s erroneous assumptions and false projections about her desirability to David). When Alice understood what David really thought and felt about her, she was able to accept her body for all that it had done for her, for them, and for their miracle baby. While she still hopes to lose the baby weight soon, until she does, she and her husband enjoy each other in every way. (For more on married sexuality, see Chapter 9.)

In addition to emotional closeness, caregiving, and sexuality, your man has other needs that you should know about and foster for a successful relationship, free from outside siren calls.

A Man’s Maslow Needs 

According to Abraham H. Maslow, “man is a perpetually wanting animal” and thus does not live by sex alone. If Maslow’s theory of human motivation is correct (and though nearly impossible to test, many experts accept it), your husband has a hierarchy of drives (or needs), from the base to the transcendent, that he will try to fulfill over the course of his lifetime. Often represented as a triangle or a pyramid, Maslow’s diagram of human needs places the basics (physiological needs) at the bottom, with each successive layer up the pyramid representing a higher level of developmental attainment.

For instance, the bottom tier of the triangle represents man’s needs for physical and biological comforts like food, water, shelter, warmth, sex, and exercise. He cannot pursue the higher needs without first gratifying the human drive for physical balance. As Maslow stated in his 1943 paper, “A Theory of Human Motivation,” for the dangerously hungry man, there is nothing but food on his mind: “He dreams food, he remembers food . . . he wants only food . . . Freedom, love, community feeling, respect, philosophy, may all be waved aside as fripperies which are useless since they fail to fill the stomach. Such a man may fairly be said to live by bread alone.”

MASLOW’S PYRAMID OF NEEDS 

[image: 9781598691214_0024_001]

The next level up on the pyramid’s needs is safety (financial and physical security for self and family, or, as Norman Rockwell might have put it, “freedom from fear”). Above that is the need called “belongingness,” attained by warm, affectionate relationships with lovers, friends, family, and a place in the community. Interestingly, Maslow distinguishes the sex need (the base, physiological drive) from the higher-level love need, characterized by the ability to give as well as receive devotion and tenderness, often expressed during the sex act between lovers. (This is where you want your lovemaking to be, as spouses.)

Once a person’s need for love and belongingness are satisfied, he turns toward the drive for self-esteem, representing one’s own, as well as the community’s, recognition of one’s achievement and competence in the world. All four bottom layers represent deficiency needs that must be met before a person can rise to the next level of human development.

After the deficiency needs are fulfilled, the next leap in development—signified by a gap in Maslow’s hierarchy triangle— is for the growth or being needs to be satisfied. The first growth need is the pursuit of knowledge (the love of learning and acquiring experience and adventure). The next is appreciation of beauty, the aesthetic drive that elevates the soul to awe and wonder in the presence of the glorious and the magnificent, whether in nature or in a museum. After another gap, a man reaches for self-actualization, the penultimate step up the hierarchical pyramid. Self-actualization is characterized by realizing one’s potential and becoming all that one can be. Self-actualized people are described as reality centered, solution focused, inner-directed, original, creative, and spontaneous. They have a sense of wonder, and though they enjoy solitude and autonomy, they have profound personal relations. They are accepting, ethical, and compassionate, with a good sense of values and of humor. The self-actualized are given to having “peak experiences,” in which they are one with their work, experiencing a flow state that makes time melt and the performance, effortless. Maslow thought that only 2 percent of the world’s population was self-actualized, a group that included Thomas Jefferson, Abraham Lincoln, Frederick Douglass, Albert Einstein, Eleanor Roosevelt, William James, Albert Schweitzer, and Aldous Huxley.

But there’s more to life than self-actualization. Later in Maslow’s career, he decided that transcendence was the pinnacle of motivational drives. The drive toward the spiritual represented the final frontier of a human’s growth trajectory, in which a person finds meaning beyond himself that is eternal— even mystical—and that ultimately provides a sense of meaning for life in the world at large.

If you understand this constant upward pull of human development, you will see that you, as the spouse, are in a unique position to foster and support your husband’s development. If you attempt to keep him stagnant—impeding his growth, rather than encouraging it—you are setting the stage for his existential discontent. Your partner’s dissatisfaction will set him searching and seeking for ways, perhaps outside the marriage, to meet his developmental urges. (This is one of the reasons you hear divorced people explain that they and their spouses “grew apart.” Often, this was really their failure to foster each other’s mutual growth while keeping the marriage stable throughout those changes.)

Maslow’s Definition 

“A musician must make music, an artist must paint, a poet must write, if he is to be ultimately happy. What a man can be, he must be. This need we may call self-actualization.”

—Abraham Maslow (1908–1970) 

The marital danger emanates from the pervasive, general unhappiness (manifested by melancholy, pessimism, despondency, antipathy, and worst of all for a marriage, estrangement) that results when a spouse’s drive for development is stunted. I’ve seen this situation turn into the typical “Is this all there is?” complaint about life and marriage. To avoid this stage of unrest and dissatisfaction, a perceptive mate will do what she can to see his needs are met and that she too grows and continues to intrigue her man. If not, a discerning mate-seeker will sense a man’s restiveness and try to key her actions to match his needs and interests. By coming to his developmental rescue, this would-be other woman will make your husband feel like his life has been leading up to meeting her, the midwife to his spiritual awakening. The key to avoiding this marital vulnerability is to share your husband’s quest for meaning and, eventually, the more elusive goals of self-actualization and transcendence.

Consider my patient Jake, a technical wizard who made a good living as a computer specialist but who longed for something more. When I met him, he had been married for six years and had a child. He was nearing forty and feeling like his life was empty. Jake told me that he was a loyal man to his family but not to himself. He said he always wanted to go to law school and knew he was bright enough, but that his wife, Dawn, would not hear of it. The only one who encouraged him was a young lawyer, Lorrie, whom he had met at work. He said Lorrie understood his needs and they would talk for hours about history, politics, and the things he had always loved but had given up when he married Dawn. Though Dawn was a beauty, Jake felt now that they had nothing in common except their son, and that was not enough for him. Jake was looking forward to the summer, when Dawn would take up residence at the shore. Though he’d miss his son, Jake thought the arrangement would leave him more time for Lorrie during the workweek.

Though Jake made a point of mentioning how much more attractive Dawn was, he told me that he no longer cared about that. Lorrie had a nice body but also a beautiful mind, and now Jake needed a mate who would support his dreams, before it was too late. Jake wanted a companion who was interested in his happiness and see him as more than a paycheck. I suggested he share these feelings with his wife, allowing her the opportunity to respond and share her views and resolve the problem.

Jake reported that Dawn would not even entertain a discussion. At the same time, Lorrie had offered to give Jake a loan to pay for law school tuition, promising to tutor him as well. Lorrie had a plan. She was encouraging Jake’s ambition, making him feel hopeful with a renewed sense of vitality. Dawn didn’t realize what happened and didn’t inquire, thankful that Jake seemed happier when he was around. When one of Dawn’s friends saw Jake with Lorrie and reported it, Dawn thanked her and told her to mind her own business, replying that Jake would never leave her or their son.

Six months later, Jake told Dawn that he wanted a divorce and was in love with someone who understood him and cared about him. He planned to stop working and enter law school full time in the fall. He told Dawn she could have the house and all the contents and he would pay support from his savings as the law required. He would co-parent their son and suggested that Dawn look for employment since as they had been married less than ten years, he would not have to pay her permanent alimony. Dawn responded by threatening suicide. To her dismay, instead of getting upset as he usually did at her unhappiness, Jake said “that would certainly change my child support budget.”

At that point, Dawn knew it was over. She lost her hold over Jake by not giving him the attention he needed. She never believed Jake would love himself more than he loved her. The attentive lawyer was the conduit for Jake’s shift in allegiance. If Dawn had been less self-involved and had deigned to entertain the issues behind Jake’s existential questing instead of ignoring them, Jake might still be her husband, maybe still working in the computer industry but at least living a life that both could share and enjoy. Instead, having just passed the bar exam, he’s started a new career with a new wife, Lorrie.

Before we move on to taking the pulse of your marriage, consider an exercise based upon a person’s philosophy of the future, which Maslow believed could assess where a person was in terms of his needs. Ask your husband what his life (or world, or situation) would be like if money and health were no objects. His answer, according to Maslow, will identify needs that have emerged but that have not been met.

Good Marital Habits 

We know from studies performed over the last fifty years that the basis for a close, healthy, satisfying marriage is communication, closeness (emotional and physical), and respect. Marriages marked by these characteristics are generally vital and re-energizing to the individual partners. Spouses in these types of marriages give freely to each other and they gain, in return, a sense of love and security that provides them unique comfort. We know what works, but—perhaps more helpful—we also know what threatens a loving marriage, leaving it vulnerable to outside forces that would tear it asunder.

Unlike some researchers who base their work on self-reported surveys (which if not properly scored can be highly unreliable), John M. Gottman, Ph.D., has spent years in his so-called “love lab” (the Family Research Laboratory in Seattle) watching couples interact and then scoring them based upon their style of communication, interactions, gestures, and physiological signs (heartbeat, perspiration, respiration, blood pressure). From years of observations, he’s derived a theory of the things that make a marriage strong and of what things constitute the marital version of the four horsemen of the apocalypse.

Avoiding Marriage Killers 

According to Dr. Gottman, the four marriage killers are criticism (attacks on a person’s character); contempt (perhaps the most corrosive, as it conveys disgust and revulsion); defensiveness (preoccupation with blaming or being right over making matters better); and stonewalling (the passive-aggressive tendency to distance oneself from the issues at hand such that the person is checked out and no longer present in any meaningful sense). In addition to these four horsemen, however, Gottman found physiological manifestations of trouble. Stress can cause an adrenaline rush (which Gottman calls “flooding”), setting in motion a fight-or-flight response in which emotions overrule calmer, clearer action and situations escalate from bad to horrid. 

If criticism, contempt, defensiveness, stonewalling, and flooding are marital poisons, what are helpful behaviors? Gottman suggests the steps in his book, The Seven Principles for Making Marriage Work. Marriage boils down to friendship, respect, tenderness, and communion (the act of connecting with your partner’s head, heart, and body). Here are the actions Gottman recommends:

1. Mind your spouse’s emotional landscape by making a point to know, consider, and respect the things that make him tick. Gottman calls this “maintaining a love map.”

2. Keep in mind the reason you fell for your partner in the first place, preserving that positive global view. Gottman calls this “fostering fondness and admiration.”

3. Be grateful you have each other, and let your partner know you appreciate him. After all, everyone likes to be appreciated. When given an opportunity to opt for distance or intimacy, choose the latter every time. Gottman calls this “turning towards, instead of away.”

4. Keep an open mind to what your spouse thinks, feels, and believes. You are not always right, and you do not always know best. Gottman calls this “accepting influence.” Interestingly, Gottman’s research shows that it’s more important for a husband to be open to his wife’s influence, rather than vice versa, to promote marital happiness.

5. Resolve all the differences you can by using respectful, open, diplomatic methods of communication. (Remember, your body speaks as loudly as your words.) Gottman calls this “solving the solvable.”

6. Remember Reinhold Niebuhr’s serenity prayer (“God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference”). Once you’ve realized what cannot be changed or resolved, find the humor and grace to live with what remains and all it will entail. Gottman calls this tenet “coping with the conflicts you can’t resolve.”

7. Help each other reach your potential and, as a couple, build a positive, worthy life together. Gottman calls this “creating shared meaning.”

Attentive Interaction 

Now you know the kinds of emotions and communications that are good for a marriage, as well as those that are not. So how does one communicate in a positive, disarming way? In a nutshell, you listen. Really tune in to what your partner is saying, repeat what you think he said, and if you don’t have it right, ask him to keep trying until you get it.

Here, on the facing page, are some communication tips that work well:

• Mind your timing. Don’t bring up difficult matters when you can see your spouse is distracted or on overload from unrelated matters. Ask for time when he’s ready and able to deal with you and your important matter.

• Keep it simple and stay on point.

• Stay in the moment and on the message.

• When in doubt, try a little tenderness and stay positive.

• No one likes to be maligned or assailed. Discuss issues, not character flaws, unless you’re willing to list yours, too, for dissection.

• Be as respectful to your partner as you would with your best friend. (Hopefully, he is your best friend.)

Attentive communication can make all the difference. Consider the case of Diane and Jeff. They decided to see me before they went to the divorce lawyers. It was obvious at the first session that this couple did not speak the same language. The nonverbal communication was louder than their words as they sat opposed to one another, not looking at each other or showing any signs of togetherness. I learned that Diane’s mother was a nag who barked orders to her husband and children, and that’s what her daughter had learned to do as well. Also, Jeff had been taught to be seen and not heard, so he had no idea how to express his feelings and thoughts. I began treatment with basic communication skills and techniques. Diane and Jeff were eager to learn the tools to hear and be heard without hurting each other. At one point in treatment, Jeff told Diane that he was an adult and could say what he felt and would take responsibility for his words. Diane was thrilled since Jeff’s hostile silence and withdrawal in the past always bothered her. Knowing that Jeff would listen, Diane felt she could now ask for what she needed rather than demand it (the way her mother did). The minute Diane opened her mouth, Jeff’s anger subsided.

They continued to refine their skills by setting aside a half hour each day to talk and listen to each other. I suggested they use a kitchen timer, allowing each to speak uninterrupted for fifteen minutes. At the end of the half hour they might discuss issues, depending on how they felt. If one needed to address an additional issue, the clock would be set for five more minutes, allowing the other partner the same. They could try to reach a resolution that evening or agree to shelve it for another day, secure that they could discuss openly it later. It was not very long before the experience of speaking and listening began to be a normal part of their communication repertoire. They still have issues, but now they have a process that helps them communicate effectively and respectfully.

So you see, effective communication and sound conflict-resolution skills can be taught. More good news comes from studies that show a link between physical attraction and “communication satisfaction.” The better you can listen to your mate and express your feelings, too, the better looking you’ll be to him. (You’ll find more on effective communication in Chapter 9.) What’s more, once you do acquire constructive communication and dispute-resolution skills, the world, not to mention your marriage, will be your oyster.

Shirley Glass, Ph.D., wrote that even happy marriages were vulnerable to outside threats. The data from my years of clinical practice working with couples have yielded a different result. I find that happy (vital, bonded, and satisfied) spouses do not cheat or detach from their marriage unless one of them has a clear propensity for risk taking or, due to a personality disorder, engages in personally destructive or irresponsible behavior (for instance, the classic “sex addict” who tells you that he just can’t help himself—read Chapter 6 for more).

In any case, taking action to keep your relationship interesting, engaging, and vital works wonders to inoculate a marriage from potentially noxious outside forces. By reviewing your caregiving techniques, your sexual availability and interests, your willingness to encourage growth, and your communication skills, you have the power to protect what is rightfully yours: your marriage.

How Do You Rate?

If you are interested in measuring your marriage from a social science point of view, visit the PREPARE-ENRICH Program/testing Web site, online at www.prepare-enrich.com. There you will find a quick, free test that will give you an idea of how you and your spouse rate on various scales of compatibility, including how you communicate and resolve conflict; how you assess marital roles, responsibilities, and expectations; how you allocate time for individual and joint interests; what attitudes you take toward finances, family, sexuality, parenting, and religion; and how you react to typical life stressors (unexpected setbacks, illness, or loses).

For a fee, the site will also administer the long version of the ENRICH test, and you will receive a lengthy, computer-generated summary of your relationship broken down according to how compatible you are on the various topics. You will learn how, according to your scored results, you and your spouse can work on your identified strengths and overcome the test-detected weaknesses. For those of you who would rather not sit through a battery of tests, the elements of marital satisfaction covered in this chapter are enough to lead you to discuss and resolve issues that, left untended, could fertilize the seeds of future marital discontent.


CHAPTER 2 

TELLTALES OF TROUBLE BREWING 
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