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INTRODUCTION

Who Are We? Why Are We Here?
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I have a lover’s spat and a few drinks to thank for thirty-plus years with my wife. It was an early spring Saturday night at a fraternity party just off-campus from the University of Maryland. Julie was eighteen, angry with her freshman-year boyfriend, and out to have a few beers. I was three years older, ready to graduate and start law school. Roaming with my buddies, my goal was simple: I was looking to get laid. Having compared our own versions of that night a few dozen times over the years, I think she saw me first. Her portrayal is a bit more love at first sight; mine tilts toward simple lust. But we spent hours together, at the party and after. I planned to play it cool and wait a few days to call, until I broke down and phoned her the next afternoon. We have been pinned together ever since.

Julie is probably the most well-rounded person I have ever met. No, she can’t sing, but she can manage, work and think her way through most anything that our day-to-day lives throw her way. She is empathetic (with everyone but me anyway), always happy to help a neighbor or friend with a dinner when someone is sick, or a free therapy session even when it’s the cousin of a friend’s friend who needs to talk. Julie will stop, chat, and engage with anyone. She’s the girl that once you have decided to leave the party, it takes her another hour or so to say goodbye because she stops and talks to nine people on her way out.

A good friend of ours once said to me, “I can never get me enough Julie Bulitt.” I feel the same. Smart, insightful, great looking, and reliably hilarious, Julie was a good catch. That is not to say that she is without her transgressions—she can fart and snore like nobody’s business, has a knack for getting into interpersonal conflicts with strangers, and isn’t exactly the most affectionate character in the world. Nevertheless, how it was that she, a family therapist, ended up with me, an often jaded, overly pessimistic, and habitually unsociable divorce lawyer is quite the curiosity.

Julie would probably tell you that I have many redeeming qualities. A running joke between us is that she married me because I “know how to go places.” To someone who gets lost with regularity, I suppose that having a partner that “knows how to go places” is a good thing, albeit a little less useful with the advent of Google Maps and Waze. Julie likes that I am dependable. Like a good sense of direction, dependability is not a quality that stirs a Brad Pitt sort of sexiness for a lot of women, but being someone Julie can count on has certainly helped push me into the black, so to speak. I am a decent storyteller, helped by my ability to improve my exaggeration with each retelling. Patience? Don’t have too much of that except with my kids, grandchildren, and dogs, but Julie doesn’t seem to mind telling me to “press my P button” when I need to. I will also tell you that I am a pro at saying I am sorry, something that has no doubt developed from having had to do so with abundance and regularity.

When couples marry, they often repeat the traditional marriage vows. Both partners promise to have and hold the other, from that day forward, for better or for worse, in sickness and in health, until death do they part. For many of us, that can be a tough row to hoe. When the eighties rock singer Meat Loaf topped off a famous tune with the lyric “I’m praying for the end of time, so I can end my time with you,” trust me, he wasn’t the only one.

During the course of our marriage, Julie and I have had the usual share of conversations and colloquies, debates and disputes. More than thirty years of talking. Talking about our relationship and other couples and their relationships, about our problems and their problems, our kids and their kids, money that we wish we had, money we shouldn’t have spent, not having enough sex, being harassed into too much sex. Several years ago, though, it struck me that our decades-long and still running marital reel-to-reel might be different in some way—unique, possibly—than other couples. While we are a couple, we are also in the business of relationships, saving them and ending them. What do a divorce lawyer and a family therapist talk about when the doors are closed, when the alcohol is flowing, when they are in the bathtub or walking on the beach? What’s on our minds? What makes us laugh, yell, and cry? Who gets the last word?

From our differing vantage points and often contrasting perspectives, Julie and I have seen up close families struggling with life’s most difficult challenges, including infidelity, mental health diagnoses, learning disabilities, abuse, serious illness, estrangement, and trauma. At the same time, we have weathered our own challenges at home, raised four daughters, two biological and two adopted, and dealt with one child’s mental health and behavioral issues, addiction, running away, and pregnancy.

What we have listened to, struggled through, and learned about saving a marriage, keeping a family together, or knowing when to call it quits, when to turn to professionals, or when to try tough love, could fill a book. And it has. This book is culled from my notes and memories of our many discussions, disagreements, and more than a few arguments. Sectioned topically into the five core building blocks to all successful relationships, our conversations include funny, frank, and sometimes painful stories and issues. We go back and forth and tackle the basics from getting along, to parenting, communication, finances, and sex, as well as hard-to-discuss issues like addiction, infertility, pornography, adultery, and family silence.

Here is, for better or for worse, what we talk about. We hope it helps you to gain some fresh insights into your own relationships and have valuable and more frequent conversations with those you love.

—David






THE FIRST CORE

Building and Filling
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I see a lot of people in my practice that struggle with relationships. They have a hard time getting along at work, have conflicts with their parents and children, and aren’t happy with their partner. The adage “build it and they will come” is partially true, particularly when it comes to a relationship. Like any structure designed to last, a solid relationship requires some basic building blocks. Just as you can’t have one layer of brick followed by another layer of vinyl siding, two people have to share a common material view of their lives together: Do we have similar likes and dislikes? Do we complement each other? Are our values aligned? And what about children? Do we both want to have them? Do we generally agree on spending versus saving? How much does sex matter and how much is enough? How do we fight? Can this person balance life’s challenges and work, but still be there for me when I need them?

Unfortunately, there isn’t one simple rubric of questions to ask before embarking on a committed relationship. There are general questions you can ask, but each couple needs to also figure out his or particular deal breakers, whether it’s money, sex, kids, or in-laws. What I can tell you, though, is that people who are able to stay together, weather life’s storms and struggles together (and that is the important word here, together), those people have built that foundation. They understand where they are aligned, and work to improve the areas where they aren’t.

The work doesn’t end once you have poured the concrete and put up the pillars. Building your relationship infrastructure doesn’t answer the question: The foundation is sound, but will the two of you stay grounded? When your building first opened, it was spectacular and beautiful; it seemed solid. The ribbon cutting was a success, people came and raised their glasses and offered up toasts to the lovely couple. But what if the floors aren’t kept clean? The plumbing and air conditioning aren’t serviced? Filters aren’t changed, leaks aren’t fixed, and walls aren’t repainted? We all know the answer; the structure starts to fail and break down. Years later the shine is off and in many cases the building begins to tear down, leaving nothing but a remnant of the past.

Many couples have come to me over the years, their relationship in a similar state of disrepair. One or both partners feel isolated, underappreciated, and often lonely. They have not spent the time needed to keep their relationship intact, and as a result, it has become unfulfilling and empty.

Sarah and Ron were in my office late in the afternoon on a Wednesday. They were stiff and our greetings were forced; stress seeped from their pores. Sarah sat down first; Ron dropped into the chair farthest away. Married for seven years with two small children at home, Sarah also worked full time. We talked a lot about her feeling burdened with the not uncommon stresses of work and being a parent. She was overwhelmed.

“By the time I get the kids at five, we aren’t home until close to six and then it’s a rush to get dinner made, baths done, laundry moving. I don’t have any time to play or read or laugh. I can’t enjoy being a mom because I am so hurried all the time,” she told me.

I suggested to Sarah that she try to get out of the office earlier a day or two a week, which would enable her to get her children from daycare on time, and have a schedule that would allow her to do at least some of the things that she wanted and felt were missing.

“And when was the last time you spent time together, just the two of you?” I asked them. “No kids, no work, no laundry or cleaning?”

Sarah was blank; she stared at me as if I had asked the question in a foreign language. After a long pause, she realized it had been over a year. “We don’t talk that much about it, to tell you the truth. We both work, he’s out of the house before me and the kids are up, and by the time the kids are in bed, that’s where I want to be. In bed and asleep, before we start right up again the next day,” she said.

“I think it was back in 2015,” Ron told me as he rolled his eyes. “We watched the last episode of Mad Men.”

As a result of no “adult alone time” Sarah and Ron were spending their first alone time with me. I told them to go to the candy store. Sarah laughed. Ron’s eyes bulged and his black glasses slid down over his nose.

I explained that when I was little my mom would take me to a clothing store called the Acorn Shop in Canton, Massachusetts, near where I grew up. I was always excited to go with her to the store not because I liked shopping for clothes. (At seven or eight years old, what kid likes shopping for clothes?) And the Acorn Shop was a women’s clothing store—nothing at all for kids. But when my mom brought me to the store, the owner, Irving, immediately gave me fifty cents and sent me to the candy shop a few doors down. I was happy for at least an hour and that gave my mom time to try on clothes. With fifty cents, I could afford to stuff my bag with Fireballs, Pixy Stix, Wax Lips, Candy Cigarettes and more. I was literally the kid in the candy store. Adults need candy shops; adults in relationships need time in the candy shop both alone and together.

“This is the kind of time you two want to spend together,” I told them. “Not every day, obviously, but with some regularity. Give yourself something to look forward to, and then focus on each other. It can be anything. A walk in the neighborhood, watching TV together, going out for a quick dinner. Adults need candy shops, too!”

Back in my office a couple of weeks later, Sarah and Ron were more at ease. They held hands on the way in and sat closer together. I asked about the candy store. Sarah said it went well. They got a neighborhood teen to babysit and made plans to get home early from work on a weeknight. “Something that never happens,” Sarah said. In the grand scheme of life, it wasn’t a huge event. The two of them just had some wine and a couple of appetizers at a nearby restaurant and after a couple of hours came home to a quiet house.

“We had our phones in case the kids needed us, but no Facebook, checking email, or texting. It was just the two of us and since it was a Wednesday the place was fairly quiet. It was like we had the whole place to ourselves,” Ron said.

“It was lovely,” Sarah added.

More trips to the candy store were planned, Sarah told me. Ron responded with an enthusiastic “thumbs up.”

I don’t mean to suggest that a trip to the candy store now and again will keep every relationship on course. If that were the case, I would be rich and David would be out of business, but a healthy relationship requires not only that it be built from the ground up, so to speak, but also that it be tended to, nurtured, and filled. And you can’t wait too long to do it—if you do, you run the risk of having nothing to say.

—Julie






Connection is Your Lubrication
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“You can’t just feel a connection; you have to make a connection and strive to maintain it. Like a personal trainer says: work, grind, eat, sleep, and then repeat.”

—Julie

The term “connection” is overused. Just watch an episode of The Bachelor and you will probably hear some reference to the “connection” that multiple strangers have made, are making, or are going to make at least a dozen times during the hour-long program. The concept of making a connection is soaked into our relationship blanket. The word itself is thrown and tossed around—and not just on TV—without much thought about what it means to make a connection, and what it really represents in terms of developing and maintaining a relationship. The connection that you have with your partner is what helps it stick. When it’s there, it works. When it isn’t, things start to fail.

When I mention connection as a relationship’s lubrication, David’s knee-jerk response is along the lines of “tell me more about the lubrication.” A one-trick pony now and again, my husband is. Of course, sex has something to do with your relationship being strong, you being “connected” to your partner. I tell people to look at a relationship like a car’s engine. Most engines need oil (or lubrication) to run. No oil, the engine overheats, breaks down. It’s the same thing in a relationship. No lubrication and the relationship falters and stalls. It dies out.


“So, where does the lubrication come in?” David asks.

I tell clients, and my husband, that lubrication is what maintains that connection between two people. The point is that it’s not some word on a reality show, it is meaningful, and complex, and can take many forms. It can be that cup of coffee together in the morning, a cocktail at night. Taking a walk, talking about what went on at work during the day. It can be sharing the highs, the lows of being a parent. Getting dressed and going out on a date. Working together, respecting each other. All of that.

If it seems pretty basic, that’s because it is. Sometimes people build connections in other, more unexpected kinds of ways. Many couples connect through their children. One partner might feel more of a kind of closeness, or feel a different appreciation when the other is just doing something simple with their child. It could be as simple as reading a book or giving the child a bath.

“What about changing a diaper?” David asks. Sure. Even changing a diaper. You know, it’s something like, “Hey, I fell for this guy at school, at a bar, wherever. But now look at him, taking care of my baby.” In that situation, it’s warmth, a different type of feeling that keeps things lubricated.

And of course, the opposite is true as well. If one partner doesn’t do their share with that child, does not want to read, give her a bath, the other might feel angry. Or disappointed. And neither is good. Both of those feelings are harmful to the couple’s connection, particularly if they persist.

So, what happens when there has been a lengthy period between two people when things have not been good? They have not gotten along for whatever the reason. Are they destined to head to my husband’s office? Although not helpful to David’s divorce practice, my own experience is no. All of us go through ebbs and flows in relationships. The key to getting through the “ebbs,” is to work harder on the “flows.”

At our house, nothing works better to keep me aware and appreciative of him than when David vacuums, cleans the house, takes out the trash, that sort of thing. Those are important to me. He knows they are. So, if we are in a down time or a period where neither of us is feeling great about the other, and I notice he is working hard at doing things that make me happy and matter to me, how does that make me feel? You know the answer. I feel better about us. Closer again.

In my practice, I regularly remind people that relationships are not perfect; everything is not seamless all of the time. If you love your partner, then you need to work to pull the two of you out of those periods. Sometimes it can be as easy as just telling someone how you feel or a small little gesture like a hug or holding his hand.

I don’t mean to make it sound like it’s all that simple. If every relationship could be fixed, re-lubricated as I call it, with an “I love you” or a quick peck on the cheek, David would be looking for work. To be honest, we both might be out of work. But no, that is not what I mean. I am not suggesting that an act of kindness, or a few nice words are going to magically fix everything. It’s a strategy to help. Not every strategy works for everyone or in every instance.

Let me get to my husband’s priority question number one. What about sex? Can that provide lubrication in a relationship? Of course it can. Sex is part of that connection. It is often a big part. If a couple has sex regularly, they can feel more connected, happier, and more comfortable in their relationship. It’s not the only thing, but it is definitely important, in most relationships anyway.

If people feel connected, they can get over the small stuff, like when David pees on the toilet seat or shaves and leaves the hair clippings in the bathroom for me to wipe off the sink, or when I leave the lights on, turn the heat up to seventy-five degrees at the first day under seventy in the fall, and keep talking about the same thing multiple times over several days. If there wasn’t that connection, that intimacy, that closeness, those kinds of things gum up the relationship and break it down. Just like cars.






The Garage Will Get Dirty
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“Why you can’t let stuff slide, big stuff or little stuff.”

—David

One job I really hate is cleaning the garage. Every spring, it’s just misery. No matter how much time I spent sweeping, hosing, and purging just a year earlier, I still get that, “It’s about that time again,” from Julie.

It’s the same script every year.

Me: “And what time would that be?”

Julie: “It’s getting warmer, the garage is a mess.”

Me: “The garage is always a mess.”

Julie: “Not after you clean it.”

Me: “That is an awful job.”

Julie: “It’s not that bad.”

Me: “I just cleaned it.”

Julie: “That was a year ago.”

Me: “It doesn’t seem that long.”

On top of it, after spending four or five hours on a Saturday throwing shit out that accumulated since last year, wiping down the shelves, and organizing all the rest, inevitably when the kids take toys and bikes out and don’t put them back, trash piles up, dogs track in dirt, and the wind blows leaves in, it just gets dirty again. Seems like such a waste. In reality, though, it isn’t a waste. Why should I think that the garage is any different from the rest of the house? That it should stay clean because I cleaned it? We clean our house most every day in some way. Counters get wiped down, a rug gets vacuumed, shelves and tables cleaned and dusted. “And if you think about it, cleaning the garage is just what people need to do to keep a relationship healthy,” Julie tells me.

I have a difficult time with the “clean garage, healthy relationship” metaphor. What exactly is the metaphor queen telling me? That sweeping the other person aside and into the trash keeps the relationship going strong? “It’s a mistake that some people make in their relationships,” Julie says. “They date, fall in love, and maybe get married. They are committed to each other. But they let things slide.”

Grudgingly, I have to admit that it makes sense. People who have been together for years don’t take care of themselves. How they dress, how they look. I see it all the time in my office. The person you got involved with a few years ago doesn’t look like she used to, she doesn’t take care of herself like she used to. But there is more to it than letting oneself down physically. It’s paying attention to what the other has to say, put the paper down when your partner is talking, don’t check your phone during dinner. People need to continuously be working on keeping the relationship happy and healthy. And what happens if they don’t? Better be ready to spend several hundred dollars of your hard-earned money on someone like me sitting on the other side of a desk so that a stranger in a black robe can make decisions about the future of your family.

Remember the garage. Keeping the garage clean takes work. And not just every spring. Every day. If there is something on the floor, pick it up. Don’t wait an hour or a week or six months to do it. If the garage needs a quick sweep, then sweep it. A healthy relationship needs the same sort of attention.

I don’t profess to be a therapist or even the slightest bit creative when it comes to thinking up metaphors like my wife can. But this idea is simple, even for me. Your relationship garage gets cleaned and swept by spending time with your partner, doing nice things for him, talking to her, and at least now and then, having sex with each other.

So, what are you waiting for? Go get your broom.






Fix the Roof
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“If you wouldn’t let the roof on your house rot and cave in, why wouldn’t you put the same attention into the relationship living under that roof?”

—David

From the garage, let’s move to the roof. My wife has an analogy, a loopy connection between relationships and, it appears, just about every room, wall, and appliance in the house. And fixing a roof? That has to be worse than buying new tires for your car. Both cost too much and, to make it even worse, who the hell even notices?

“We have been in this house for twenty years. You have to take care of the roof,” she says.

This time it is leaking over my daughter’s window. A couple of months ago we needed shingles replaced. Never ending.

Julie looks at me and shoots me her I-had-a-brilliant-thought look. “Yes?”

“That is interesting,” she says.

“What exactly is interesting about it? I am talking about having to sink more money into this house to keep the roof from caving in and you think it is interesting? Plus, I already know what’s coming,” I say.

The relationship metaphor.

“This exact thing came up in one of my sessions today,” Julie says.

I think maybe I need to pour me a short glass of bourbon.


“It won’t take too long,” she promises. “You know how people say they don’t have time to do things they want to do?”

“Of course I do. People complain about that all the time. Friends, family, everyone. It’s a regular occurrence when people are in my office talking about divorce.”

“That’s where I am going,” she says. “People are so busy that there is no time for exercise, to read, sit, or just talk to their partner. It can be anything. We can’t take the time to do what we want to do or what we need to do.”

“Sometimes they are the same thing,” I say.

“That is true.”

It seems I am on the right path so I keep at it. “I might want to go where it is quiet and listen to some music, but in some ways, it is something I need to do. Same with going out and seeing my friends.”

“And you look forward to those things,” Julie says. “The music helps you relax; you get enjoyment out of it. And spending time with your friends serves a similar purpose. It is fun, sure, but it is also good for you. You get out, away from the everyday stuff at home, laugh, and talk with your buddies.”

“You don’t want to know what we talk about,” I remind her.

“I try not to think about it,” she says. “Anyway, this woman, Gail, comes to see me today. She is not only unhappy with her husband, Jeff, but just miserable with her life in general.”

“And this somehow has to do with our spending more of our savings patching holes in the roof?” I ask.

“Yes. Her hair was dirty, pulled back in a scruffy ponytail. She is so stuck worrying about her day-to-day tasks, that she does not take the time needed to keep herself together, much less take the time to keep relationship house in order. Gail spent much of our first forty or so minutes together just moping and complaining. Woe is me, my life stinks, I don’t have any fun, I work, take care of my kids, I eat and I sleep.”
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the five core

conversations
for

couples

Expert Advice about How to Develop:

o Effective Communication

* A Long-Term Financial Plan

e Cooperative Parenting Strategies
Mutually Satisfying Sex
Work-Life Balance

DAVID BULITT, JD JULIE BULITT, LCSW-C
divorce and family lawyer family therapist







OEBPS/Images/imgThrough.jpg





