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PRAISE FOR

Surrendering to Motherhood

“Without a doubt, the significant role of a mother has no substitute and is the highest and most notable of positions. These pages follow the author’s remarkable journey into motherhood as she travels from doubt and confusion into understanding and acceptance and finds that what is most personal is most general. A profound, moving odyssey!”

—Dr. Stephen R. Covey, author of 
The 7 Habits of Highly Successful People

 

“At the heart of Krasnow’s book is the quintessential question all of us struggle with: Am I the best mother I can possibly be? . . . That struggle revolves around the balance between work and family.”

—The Boston Globe

 

“As Krasnow sees it, running a household is ‘the core element of feminism: power, independence, and freedom.’”

—Frontlines

 

“To be sure, the tug-of-war between parenthood and career is the central angst among Krasnow’s generation of women. And in Surrender , Krasnow discovers she can’t win without letting go of one side of the rope.”

—The Detroit News

PRAISE FOR

 

Surrendering to Marriage

 

“This story is pure oxygen.”

—Newsweek

 

“Krasnow shows us that our daily lives are in fact blessed places where we can, if we try, find our true happiness.... a bracing book that gives comfort.”

—O, The Oprah Magazine

 

“One book, The Rules for Marriage, will get a lot of attention. But the other, Surrendering to Marriage, is the one to read.”

—Time

 

“Surrendering to Marriage is contrary to the ‘yes, dear’ approach touted in the similarly titled The Surrendered Wife.”

—U. S. News & World Report

 

“Iris Krasnow provides an inside look into a venerable institution. This is valuable because few people openly discuss the personal aspects of their partnership.”

—The Washington Post

 

“Reading this book will show how important true bipartisanship is.”

—Sam Donaldson, ABC News

PRAISE FOR

 

Surrendering to Yourself

 

“In Surrendering to Yourself, Iris Krasnow says that now is the time to live your dreams, and she teaches us how to listen to our gut instincts and find the true passion of our souls.”

—Parade

 

“Krasnow examines several important issues for women—work vs. family responsibilities; relationships with elderly parents; time to oneself; etc. Her writing is appealing; the transitions between the anecdotes from other people and her own experiences are seamless.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“To some people, the word ‘surrendering’ might mean giving up, relinquishing power, waving the white flag of defeat. To author Iris Krasnow, ‘surrender’ means just the opposite—‘It means surrendering to who you truly are, your most powerful, honest soul-deep self,’ she says.”

—The Dallas Morning News

PRAISE FOR

 

I Am My Mother’s Daughter

 

“The overall message . . . is clear and heartening: If we as daughters can learn to understand our mothers before they die, then we as mothers can help our daughters understand us while we are still living.”

—The Washington Post

 

“Krasnow’s worthy effort will resonate with introspective baby boomers.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“Iris Krasnow’s book has a lofty goal—the reconciliation of mothers and daughters. She writes with warmth, wisdom, and sympathy about our eternal struggles to love and understand each other. It’s comforting to know our problems are like those of other mothers and daughters and that healing is possible.”

—Mary Pipher, author of 
Reviving Ophelia and Another Country

 

“The author has become a TV-talk favorite because of her sage advice.”

—Time
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To my husband, Chuck

 

 

Smart. Sexy. Reliable. Resilient.




Prologue

I AM SETTLING INTO my seat on a Southwest flight en route from Cleveland to Baltimore, and as I’m buckling up I notice that Dennis Kucinich is in the row in front of me. The Democratic congressman and 2008 presidential candidate from Ohio, if you can’t picture him, is short, in his mid-sixties, and has large ears and an elfin face. It is five minutes from takeoff and just as the flight attendant is about to begin her air-mask spiel, a six-foot latecomer with waist-length red hair and tight jeans comes racing on board, puts one long leg over the armrest, and cozies up so close to Kucinich she is practically sitting on top of him. This is not hyperbole: She is one of the most beautiful women I have ever seen. And she looks like a college student.

She kisses his ear, his cheek, then they start making out. They radiate the heat of teenagers in the backseat of a car. I break the “cell phone off” rule and text my friend Max: “Need NOW. Google Dennis Kucinich and tell me if he’s married and if yes, how long.” God love Max: In less than a minute, before we start our whoosh down the runway, she reports that these incongruous lovebirds are thirty-one years apart and have been married for six years, Elizabeth Harper is his third wife, and he is her first husband. (I then turned my phone off, for any FAA official reading this.) Back in my office, I did some more digging on her official website, on  which is posted a thorough article titled “How Kucinich Found Love,” by Evelyn Theiss, that ran just after they wed, in the October 30, 2005, edition of Cleveland’s The Plain Dealer.

I discovered that Harper is an activist from the English village of North Ockendon who grew up in a cottage where Pea Lane meets Dennis Lane. She saw this as a sign that the politician, always the shortest boy in his class, was meant to be with her, always the tallest girl in the class. She met Kucinich when she visited his office on Capitol Hill on behalf of her job with the Chicago-based American Monetary Institute.

Harper said that she knew within “eight minutes” of their first encounter that Kucinich would be her husband, and that she “loves everything” about the man known for championing humanitarian crusades. Having traveled to India at the age of eighteen to work with Mother Teresa’s charity, she immediately noticed the bust of Gandhi on Kucinich’s shelf, another sign of a soul mate.

A few months later, they were dancing at their wedding reception in the rotunda of Cleveland City Hall. The groom was fifty-eight, and the bride, who has a pierced tongue, was twenty-seven. Elizabeth shoos off naysayers of the May-December match with this explanation to The Plain Dealer reporter Theiss: “And it’s not like I’m some ditsy young thing and he’s an old fogey. He has the wisdom of an ancient and the energy of youth.”

Theiss got the first story, fresh off the blush of the nuptials. I would love to interview Elizabeth Harper Kucinich in ten or thirty years, when she has lived with her mate as long as the rest of the women portrayed in The Secret Lives of Wives. These are wives who have accrued lots of ancient wisdom about what can feel like ancient marriages. Not many of them would lope down an airplane aisle and start nuzzling and necking with their husbands, oblivious to the crowd, lost in lip-locks.

Let’s just say that the majority of my subjects, many of whom have been married longer than Mrs. Kucinich has been alive, have a bit less romantic spring to their steps. Yet, with each passing year, they have more grounding intelligence about matters of the heart.  They have shown me through example that the fleeting intoxication of new love, if we’re lucky, leads to something deeper and better—a permanent attachment.

I wish Mr. and Mrs. Kucinich that luck, and most importantly, grit and the ability to surrender in paving the way toward a forever marriage. Voices in this book will help show them the way.

I’ve only been a wife for twenty-three years, a newcomer compared to the Golden Anniversary girls you are about to meet. But we vintage wives of a certain age know that while steamy moments of intimacy do stoke the fires of marriage—lots of us do still make out with our husbands—it’s stamina at the level of soul that makes for a lasting relationship.

I have learned so many valuable lessons and secrets on how to stay married during this two-year research project on love, hate, and carrying on. One thing I know for sure that is personified in the congressman from Ohio and his English fair maiden is that what draws a couple together is a spiritual mystery that only the two of them can understand. Yet what keeps a husband and wife together is not so mysterious.

There are some very basic survival strategies that definitely inflate our odds of staying on this side of the divorce rate that hits about 43 percent of first-time American marriages. Frankly, that’s why I wrote this book: I’m a midlife wife facing an empty nest looking for answers on how to accomplish what can feel like the impossible dream: maintaining passion, commitment, and my sanity with one person, in one house, for the rest of my life. The biggest takeaway for me is the importance of sustaining a strong sense of an evolving self apart from the relationship.

I consistently make the point throughout this book that there is no gold standard for marriage, that each couple can write their own rules that match their individual levels of acceptance and intolerance—and that it’s really no one else’s damn business. In fact, many of my sources opt to remain anonymous, and in those cases, a pseudonym of their choice has been given; there is no surname, and identifying details have been changed. Sources who  spoke freely on the record are quoted with their real first and last names.

Whether an identity is shielded or not, the substance of all the oral histories is true to the bone and based on lengthy interviews that took several hours, and in most cases, several days. Any similarities to names or stories of persons portrayed in the oral histories to persons not interviewed are coincidental.

Terry and Pat Attridge epitomize the hard reality of a long marriage apart from the fantasy haze of new romance. Both children of Irish immigrants and raised Catholic in Brooklyn, they have been sweethearts since college and married for fifty-eight years. Pat, a retired school teacher, and Terry, a retired federal magistrate judge, are still standing strong after weathering some of the worst blows any couple should ever endure.

Three months after they got engaged, Pat was drafted to fight in the Korean War. He was deployed in February 1953 and severely injured within four months by mortar fire that tore up half his face, resulting in the loss of sight in his right eye and hearing in his right ear. At a time when a bride should be her most expectant and blissful, Terry was at the bedside of a fiancé with disfiguring wounds, healing from multiple reconstructive surgeries.

“This may sound like a lopsided reaction, but when Pat went to Korea, I was really afraid he was going to get killed,” says Terry, eighty-one, a perky woman dressed in a navy jogging suit with turquoise piping. Her eyes are bright blue and her hair is champagne blond. “So even though his injuries were very serious, I wasn’t overwhelmed with sorrow because I thought ‘he’s alive, he’s coming home.’” In between treatments at Walter Reed Army Medical Center, Terry and Pat got married.

“I had a lot of loss all at once,” Terry adds softly. “I lost my dad and my mother and my brother very close to each other. We lost one of our grandchildren, and I lost a breast to cancer. I am someone who is able to deal with challenges well. Because instead I focus on what we have!”

Terry rises and shows me a large photograph on the entry hall  wall of what she calls “Attridge Nation”—their four children, who spawned eleven grandchildren, all of whom have Attridge Nation bumper stickers on their cars.

“I know we’ve been through a lot but I got off easy compared to what other people have gone through,” she says. “Truthfully, you live long enough, bad things eventually happen to us all. I’ve been able to handle just about everything because I know my husband is there for me, and I am there for him.

“You ride the waves together.”

As she walks me to my car, Pat, a vigorous eighty-two-year-old with some facial paralysis, is on his knees planting heather in their garden. Terry holds my hands tightly and tells me that she hopes I stay married as long as she did so I can experience my own “grandmother joys.” She witnessed the first marriage of a grandchild in the summer of 2010: “It was the happiest day of my life,” Terry says, choking back tears. “Neither of us ever expected to live this long to see this; we were so proud of this dynasty we created. As a couple we have been so fortunate, to have one long life with the same person. I can still look at my old Pat and see the boy from Brooklyn.

“When things got tough I always believed that something good was around the corner. I was brought up to believe in my faith and that marriage was forever, and so I stuck it out. And the reward is that after making it this far I get to be Queen of Attridge Nation!”

I pull up in my driveway, and in the approach to our house I walk by the thirty-two-foot leyland cypress trees my husband and I planted as saplings when our four sons were toddlers. Our children, ages seventeen through twenty-one, now stand six feet to six feet five, and they’ve lived in the same house with the same parents for nearly their entire lives. As they venture out and start their own tribes I will be the queen waiting for them to come home again, so I can fuss over Anthony Nation, in our old house, in our old marriage, amid the towering trees.

As I write these last words in this book on long marriages,  many regions in our world are rippled with chaos and instability, from earthquakes, tsunamis, or multiple wars. I am grateful that this husband and wife have been able to provide a safe and stable harbor for our children and for each other.

What a relief.




I

Who Needs Marriage?

“Marriage is the crucial engine of the American dream.”

 

—BRAD WILCOX, DIRECTOR OF THE NATIONAL MARRIAGE PROJECT



“WHO NEEDS MARRIAGE?” screams a scary headline in two-inch red letters on the cover of a recent Time magazine. I do! And so do most of you. Close to 90 percent of Americans will get married at some point in their lifetimes. Despite a (still high) divorce rate among first marriages that has dipped to 43 percent from the 50 percent figure that held steady from the late 1960s through the late 1990s, the daughters and granddaughters of feminists who fought against male tyranny and archaic institutions like matrimony are still saying “I do” in big dresses in front of big crowds, harboring big dreams of children and lasting love.

I was one of those brides in white silk shantung and a floaty train, surrounded by 180 guests. And at the age of fifty-six, with a twenty-three-year-old marriage and four grown sons, I still love marriage—that is, when I don’t loathe it. Marriage is difficult and mysterious and essential.

While surrogacy and sperm donation can produce an instant family without a partner or pomp, joining with another, officially and ceremoniously, remains a much sought after milestone in the  human growth cycle. A wedding is one day of magic, a day of ultimate faith.

The wedding industry accounts for more than $40 billion a year, with knockoffs of Kate Middleton’s lima bean–size sapphire making up a good chunk of that fortune. We witnessed the ill fate of that gem that once graced Princess Diana’s slender hand, and the tattering of her union in the wake of London’s 1981 royal wedding. Yet we still set our alarms for 3 A.M. so we could catch the nuptials (fifty times over) of her lookalike son on TV, and drool over another majestic spectacle that showcased the vows between two resplendent young people at Westminster Abbey.

I am hopeful and curious to see in twenty-five years the state of Queen Kate and King William, who entered into marriage as realists in their late twenties with no fairy dust in their eyes. Throughout the course of a three-decade journalism career covering family relationships, during which I wrote the bestseller Surrendering to Marriage, I have consistently been aware of a simmering malaise in the lives of many long-married wives. Now I’m one of them, and I hear their laments with a more sympathetic ear. Surrendering, as in yielding to an ideal stronger than your own selfish desires, is still the key to marriage. This book picks up where my first marriage book leaves off, taking aging wives into more abysses that demand surrendering, such as raising teenagers and dealing with sick husbands and an urgent desire to make later life a period of unprecedented growth and adventures.

I went to the wedding last weekend of Elizabeth North from Maryland to Joaquin Cedeno from Costa Rica. During the ceremony, the Unitarian minister John Crestwell thundered to one hundred family and friends assembled, with the rhythmic resonance of Martin Luther King Jr.: “How sweet it is that there is love in this world. How thankful we all are that these two have found each other. How grateful we are to life for giving us these precious moments. May we all be reminded that when we desire bliss, there will sometimes be trouble and despair. May we all be reminded that  our greatest sorrows prepare us for our greatest joys. And may all of us be reminded that love endures all. Blessed be this man and this woman. Let it be so. Amen.”

Amen, and let it be—we were all praying just that at the ceremony in a boathouse on a river, that this couple will be in the 57 percent who push through the inevitable trouble by the sheer force of their love. I’ve been to maybe sixty-five weddings in my life, and at each one, I cry a little longer. I know the eggshell-thin line that separates bliss from despair in marriage. I know what it means to say “I love you” at breakfast and mutter “I can’t stand you” at dinner.

Yet, each wedding we witness fills us with joy and light, lifting us up from any gloom in our ordinary lives and from the dark global news. And despite the staggering rate of divorce most of us grew up with, marriage in America is more revered, more cherished, and more central to our culture than in most other countries. Despite its shaky recent history, we stubbornly cling to the belief that marriage is a pathway to a better life.

“A good marriage is something that the majority of people value very much,” says Millie Bratten, the editor in chief of Brides magazine. “Most people want to be committed to somebody who has your back in life, because life is tough. It throws curves at you. The fundamental desire to be connected to someone else who has like values, who can navigate those highs and lows with you, and will grow up and grow old with you remains very strong. What has changed over time is that people now know that a good marriage takes constant work.

“The editorials in Brides magazine have evolved to reflect that change,” continues Bratten, who has been married twenty-three years. “Now we have more stories on how to have a healthy marriage, how to fight fair, and how to realistically tackle the issues of building a life together. Many couples today have lived through the difficulties of seeing their parents divorce, and they know firsthand that breaking up doesn’t necessarily solve every problem, or guarantee that the future will be richer and better. Our readers  have seen both sides and they’re rooting for a marriage that will last. Our goal is to give them the skills to help make that happen.”

Another shift in wedding trends is that those optimists who are still dazzled by the prospect of wedding marches by Pachelbel and the fantasy of eternal love are college-educated, more financially secure, and older than generations past. According to the Condé Nast 2009 American Wedding Study, the average age of a first-time bride today is 27.6 years old, her groom is 29.5, and they are “affluent.” Depression-era bride Thelma Post, featured in the last chapter, recalls that her husband, Ted, who became a successful TV and film director, “owned one handkerchief ” at the time of their wedding seventy years ago in Brooklyn. Today, according to the Condé Nast survey, the average combined household income of an engaged couple is $80,400—not a bad figure for two kids starting out in their careers.

The results from two groundbreaking longitudinal studies on marriage, one a collaboration between the Pew Research Center and Time reported in the magazine’s November 29, 2010, cover story, and another by the National Marriage Project at the University of Virginia, share one important conclusion: Highly educated, more successful Americans are increasingly enjoying stable and intact marriages. Simultaneously the middle class and lowerincome groups in our country are ditching the idea of matrimony in growing numbers, thus the title “When Marriage Disappears: The Retreat from Marriage in Middle America” given to the extensive National Marriage Project study released in December 2010. Conclusions from this research come from the analysis of data from some forty thousand Americans, married and unmarried, collected over the course of thirty years.

Here is more on the changing face of American marriage from my interview with Brad Wilcox, director of the National Marriage Project. He addresses the steady evolution of lasting marriages as a “passage for the privileged,” as out-of-wedlock children, divorce, and family instability are on the rise for the middle class that was once what he calls “the backbone of the American family.”

BRAD

Not only does marriage serve the welfare of adults and children in general, but marriage is a crucial engine of the American dream in American life. Marriage is a source of security and stability in our families and in our nation’s communities. We see from our research that couples who stay married tend to be more successful. And as they accrue more assets, they provide the foundation for their children to be more likely to graduate from high school, graduate from college, and go out into the world and be gainfully employed.

We also know from our studies that neighborhoods with a high number of married couples are more secure and safe. So although marriage is a private relationship, in reality when marriages are strong, the larger public benefits. We are seeing a shift happening among college-educated Americans in attitudes and behaviors about marriage. The point we make in our report is that middle-class Americans were doing pretty well in terms of staying married, but now divorce has crept up the social ladder into the middle class. So really marriage is becoming the preserve of the well educated and the privileged. Today if you’re looking for one group that is able to hold onto the ideal of stable and intact marriage, it’s the college-educated crowd.

Most Americans do aspire to happily-ever-after in a relationship. The new twist today is that our culture is increasingly tolerant of exceptions to the marital norm, which include divorce, cohabitation, and having children outside of marriage. Our growing tolerance to those exceptions is in fact a major reason we are seeing fewer and fewer Americans get and stay married outside of educated circles. Still, more than 85 percent of Americans will get married in their lifetimes, and those who get divorced are more than twice as likely to divorce  again. The good news is that there is growing recognition among many Americans that divorce poses a real threat to their own social and economic welfare and even more to the welfare of their children.

Most divorces take place in the first eight years of marriage, and most divorces are initiated by women. It’s not the seven-year itch; it’s eight years. Couples who get past their eighth anniversary are much more likely to make their marriage last. If you could give some advice to these women who are in their late thirties and forties and entering midlife, tell them to be patient. This is when marriage can get hard; they have young children, and the wives often feel that their husbands aren’t really emotionally plugged into the marriage. So the wives become disillusioned.

My message to women really of all ages is if they care for their children and families they should find a way to make their marriage work. What we are seeing among couples who stay together through difficult periods is that they will see their marriages become happy again within five years of the trouble. Men become more expressive and mellow out with age. These wives who are initiating divorce for really no good reason other than general dissatisfaction have to realize marriage is not only better for the children, it’s better for them.



Who needs marriage? Women do, of this I’m convinced. While many wives now earn fat salaries and buy their own Jaguars and beach houses and pricey anti-aging procedures, no one can buy longevity and peace of mind.

Or can we?

A landmark study out of Brigham Young University conducted by Julianne Holt Lunstad and Timothy Smith analyzed data from 148 previously published longitudinal studies that measure frequency of human interaction and its impact on health. The conclusion of their research made headlines around the world: Being  connected to a tight web of family and friends can substantially cut your chances of death by 50 percent on average, by lowering blood pressure and decreasing the risk of heart diseases. (Conversely, poor relationships, such as a bad marriage, have all sorts of negative physical and emotional side effects.)

Smith, the chair of the Department of Counseling Psychology at Brigham Young, told me that while the benefits of friendship in their findings made the splashiest news, the importance of lasting marriages was the real story and was only peripherally covered: “Our research has received substantial media attention, but I have been disappointed that the coverage typically emphasizes the positive value of friendships, with only sporadic mention of marriage or family,” Smith started out. “Although friends can be helpful, strong and stable marriages promote most aspects of well-being. Lasting marriage and family relationships contribute more than any other factor to perceptions of social support among adults.

“The social, spiritual, and emotional well-being associated with close marital relationships far outweigh the fact of increased life span,” Smith continues. “People typically care more about quality of life than its duration, but it is certainly nice to know that stable marriages indirectly help to maintain physical health.

“Humans are innately social. We are wired for connectivity. People who are involved with others live longer, regardless of their initial age or health status. A strong marriage provides not only consistent and meaningful social interactions for most humans but it also provides a supportive context for living a healthy life.”

Indeed, committed spouses inflate the quality and quantity of life spans by simply taking care of each other, pushing one another to diet, exercise, and get regular medical checkups. We also hold our partners accountable for quitting bad habits, such as binge drinking, gambling, and smoking.

There have been numerous scientific studies on the effects of oxytocin, called “the bonding hormone,” on a human’s impulse to relax, which lowers stress. Oxytocin is released with a gesture as simple as fingers brushed across someone’s cheek or an embrace.  According to studies conducted by researchers from the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, even hugging twice a day is directly related to lowering blood pressure and the reduction of heart disease. If you live with someone, you are probably touching often and oxytocin is steadily flowing, cutting your risk for other stress-related diseases such as stroke and clinical depression.

That’s only the physical side. Marriage is also good for your soul—if you’re not living with an ass, that is. Obviously an abusive relationship is unhealthy on all fronts, and it should be severed as quickly as possible. The wives in this book aren’t in perfect relationships, but as they settle into what is often derisively called an “old married couple” phase, they report that a lengthy marriage does provide an anchor from which to fly in a multitude of directions that nourish self-esteem and personal growth.

Marriage does not give you a guarantee of happily-ever-after, but it gives you the foundation of family from which to shape a life that is interestingly-ever-after. Besides, it’s really great to have someone readily available with whom to have sex, the best relaxer of all.

I am speaking not as a spiritual leader or a psychologist; I’m a veteran wife and journalist who has written about women’s most intimate relationships for the past thirty years. And here’s the straight truth: After riding the wave of the experimental baby boom, which created free love and open marriage and the divorce epidemic, many of us older marrieds relish this institution that has allowed us to stop climbing and to finally put our feet up and rest at a safe and comfortable plateau.

Dating means you have to Spanx every body part, then still suck in your gut and constantly be on your best behavior. Marriage means that you can become unhinged and soften at the belly, and that someone is there waiting for you when you come home. Just that alone, knowing that there is a mate you can count on in a world of chaos, makes marriage worth it to me. Predictability is the sexiest quality you could ever get in a spouse, and young women take note! The scoundrels who leave you breathlessly  waiting or never show up may fill you with fierce longing, but they make lousy partners in the long haul.

One of my funniest friends, Texan Jimmy Krause, who has been married twenty-six years, gives this toast at weddings: “Marriage is like a hot bath. Once you get into it and get used to it, it’s not so hot anymore.” We all laugh and murmur between us about those ardent studs who stood us up yet we still loved obsessively. But the real secret is that we don’t miss the wildness, the loneliness, or the bad boys who didn’t love us back. A woman’s desire for one partner who is loyal and committed is ancient and nonretractable, no matter how selfsustaining we’ve become post-feminism.

The wives in this book prove to us in countless ways that you can have an extraordinary life within the framework of an ordinary, even mediocre, marriage. And the embers of familiarity feel better with each passing year, as the frequent brawls that erupted over wailing infants and teenagers who miss their curfews smooth out into seasons of aging that do feel like a warm bath, not too hot and not too cold.

This is a survival guide for those of us at a gear shift in our marriages; we’ve survived the eight-year mark, and the fifteen-year mark, and are inching toward a twenty-five-year anniversary and beyond. We are resigned to the fact that a husband can be annoying, cloying, even boring. We also know that he is our partner in a sad, happy, and complicated history that took years of work and flinging a dish here or there to achieve.

He gave us children. He gave us the freedom to relax.

Yes, marry the right husband and you get an improved life. It could be argued here that living together without the legal bond could also provide these benefits. But I believe making a commitment allows us to worry less and relax even more, which in turn has a positive impact on biochemistry and emotional equilibrium. I have heard seemingly blissful unmarrieds like Goldie Hawn claim that the absence of an official document is perhaps more romantic because you are making the choice each day to stay together. With four kids and a consuming career, I have enough  tough choices to make every day without this toughest of choices lingering in my crowded brain.

I love this aging marriage of mine—that is, when I don’t detest it. I’ll tell you what I love most; it’s the tiniest of things, really. One freezing February morning I stepped out of the shower and there were no towels on the rack. I grabbed Chuck’s red bathrobe, which I got him for his fortieth birthday—fifteen years ago. He is six feet two and it covered all of me; the thick polyester fabric that is pilling with time wrapped around me almost twice and fell past my toes. It smelled like his Old Spice aftershave. And it reminded me again that even with our nasty spells, it’s always nice to have a man’s robe in my bathroom and a husband in my house who scares off the obese raccoons that hover around our bird feeder.

I am here to coax any woman with newlywed panic or midlife malaise, of which I’ve had both, to hang in there. As Brad Wilcox of the National Marriage Project points out, the trouble comes, and if you’re patient, the trouble goes. I know this from rolling with my own rocky phases with husband number one, and from a far-flung sisterhood of resilient older wives, who have much to teach us all. During the last two years, I traveled the country talking to more than two hundred women who have managed to stay married from fifteen to seventy years. They represent all economic brackets and are not all college educated. Their common denominator is that they all want to stay married, and so far they are succeeding. My research is centered around heterosexual relationships and how to fight fairly and lose humbly in the minor skirmishes and full-out wars that arise between the sexes. Knowing when to surrender remains one of my most trusty marriage-saving tricks.

This book is a compilation of our strategies and secrets that will well serve any woman who is hungry for marital commitment and reinvention. Many of my sources are outrageous older wives who like their martinis dirty, travel with their girlfriends, are in touch with college boyfriends, and still hold hands with their husbands.

They are women who have it both ways: a committed marriage and adventures in uncharted territory.

You should be able to find a theme similar to yours in at least one of these stories. My chorus of American wives is a blend of cultures and backgrounds: They are black, white, and a Bengali Muslim in an arranged marriage. They are Orthodox Jews, Catholics, and evangelical Christians. They are country club wives without jobs married to very rich hedge fund managers and wealthy advertising executives married to carpenters. They are attorneys and schoolteachers. They range from age forty through their nineties, an eclectic cast bound by their shared traits of audacity and tenacity. Their stories, racy and real, convince me that the only absolute truth about marriage is that no one knows what’s going on in an intimate relationship except the two people in it.

In this book, I part the curtain to show you what does go on.

Some sources have endured challenges far more severe than the generic complaints of husbands who snore too loudly or watch too many sports. Shelley recalls the fallout after finding out her best girlfriend had been sleeping with her husband for more than a year. She dumped the girlfriend, and her marriage is better than ever. Marian Garrigan explains how the death of her twenty-six-year-old daughter from a canoe accident in Alaska, an unspeakable loss that statistically destroys couples, fortified her own marriage. There’s Marilyn Charwat, a seventy-seven-year-old marriage and sex therapist in Florida who prescribes an orgasm a day for every woman and even suggests her choice for best vibrator: the Silver Bullet.

Karen’s athletic and robust hippie husband, Arnold, took care of her for thirty-four years of marriage; now it’s her turn as he endures debilitating chemotherapy for a recurrence of lung cancer.

Most of my wives do not have life-and-death dramas to share. They have typical complaints of everyday grating, the sense of yearning for more soulful communication, and mourning the death of romance. They speak of being repulsed by the same old, same old guy. Gretchen, age eighty-nine, says she cringes every  morning when she wakes up and looks across her pillow at the “crinkled old man” she’s been married to for sixty-five years. “He should have had a face-lift like me,” she says. “Would have been much easier on my eyes.” Tactics vary from wife to wife, yet there is a unifying core principle to avoiding divorce in The Secret Lives of Wives: to create a marriage that operates on many tracks, integrating friendships with both sexes, work we are passionate about, and new experiences and skills that keep us growing at every age.

In 2011, as I write these words, there is no gold standard of what a marriage should be and no perfect marriage toward which to aspire. No one even has to get married in a society that accepts live-in love and poses numerous other options for childbearing, with zygotes and wombs marketed on the Internet. More than five million unmarried couples live together in the United States, nearly eight times as many as in 1970. Those of us who followed the mainstream and went for the big crowd and the big dress are realizing, as we inch toward silver and golden anniversaries, that it is individual ingenuity and not pack mentality that fuels a marriage in the long run.

For some older wives, playing mahjong with the girls may be all the added oomph they need. Others may crave a spot of mischief. Who are we to judge? It’s their marriage, not ours. A stolen kiss can go a long way, and a secret is different than a lie. Many women who have managed to stay married have done so because of their secrets, tiny ones and huge ones, theirs alone.

“It is absolutely okay to have a secret life; it’s not even a question, if you’re not hurting anyone,” says therapist Charwat, who is based in Boca Raton, a mecca for adventurous older wives. “We all have secret lives; they don’t have to be as dramatic as stealing or sleeping with a neighbor. I can’t think of any one person who is self-revelatory about everything.

“How many women are spending money their husbands don’t know about? How many people lie about their age and their weight? The whole point of getting dressed up and made up is you are hiding or enhancing the secret parts of yourself you don’t want  others to see. It’s the same with intimate relationships; there are parts you would never reveal to anybody, not even your closest friends.

“But here’s the key about relationships; you have to be totally honest with yourself about what is going on, and most people are not. You have to be brave enough to completely reveal all your fears and feelings to yourself so you can thoroughly understand who you are in this relationship. Too many of us are living in false dream worlds in marriage.”

My goal is to shatter false dream worlds by airing the voices of real women willing to reveal all. They are adamant that their secrets and separate passions have helped them build lengthy marriages or have helped them endure empty marriages.

You will read about a happily married septuagenarian who goes to lunch with her college boyfriend every couple of months, and they end their date with petting sessions in his 1974 red Mercedes. She is joined on these pages by a Seattle country club wife and her sixty-year-old husband who are “relatively monogamous swingers” with a couple they met at a Hedonism resort fourteen years ago. The four of them make love in the same bed, “an incredible turn-on,” says this crisp wife dressed in a pink and green Lilly Pulitzer sundress who could be cast in a movie as the president of the Junior League.

Hers is not a marriage I would want, but again, it’s her husband, not mine. Their secret is kept from their friends and their children, but they call their marriage “honest and healthy” because there are no cover-ups about adultery. What is clear from my research is that modern marriage can look dozens of different ways, and this releases all of us to write our own rules. There is no textbook definition that captures this unprecedented era when women in their late eighties constitute the fastest growing segment of the aging population, and marriages are lasting longer than most people used to live.

With this extended forecast, we are going to need all the help we can get, and I am here to share what other vintage wives have  done to stay married and stay sane. Often we figure out what we are capable of doing only after we hear what others have done. My goal is to inspire all wives to be authentic and bold, and to have more fun.

The Time/Pew Research Center study reinforces past research documenting that the Americans who claim to be the happiest are married men. Of course they are happy—they have multitasking women behind them, the gender that is wired to be everything to everybody. As for their wives, we know that the love of good men certainly adds to happiness, but that’s only a piece of what it takes to feel hopeful and worthy, qualities that are essential to avoiding divorce.

Unlike generations past, females are increasingly outearning males in the workforce, so a disgruntled wife can ditch a dismal marriage, uninhibited by financial constraints, or a woman can choose to avoid marriage altogether. Yet matrimony is the trophy the majority of us Americans still aspire to win. Many children of the divorce revolution are callused from the marital splits in their own families and from the abundance of quickie marriages among their pop culture heroes. They know that “to have and to hold forever” is often a delusional fantasy that is over before the last wedding gift is unwrapped. According to the Time/Pew poll, 44 percent of Americans under thirty “believe that marriage is headed for extinction.” Yet 95 percent of the cynics in that age bracket indicated they still want to get married.

And so it goes. We hate the myth of marriage and we love the myth of marriage, and we will likely keep doing it, even if we never get it right. As a feature writer for United Press International during the 1980s, I got to interview many stalwart widows and wives, from Yoko Ono to Queen Noor of Jordan. I always posed this question: How do you make your marriage go the distance? These were sturdy women who entered the institution of marriage in the harsh limelight created by their husbands’ stature, enlarging the difficulty substantially. I figured they’d have hard-earned tips to offer for our generation of baby boomers coming of age with the  divorce epidemic. Her Majesty Queen Noor spoke at length about emotional camaraderie, and Yoko was more about spiritual connectiveness.

“John and I had such an intense relationship. When we met, we knew that we knew,” Yoko told me three years after John Lennon’s death. “By connecting with John I became anchored. And I think the reverse works, too. Now that he’s out there, the spirit, by connecting with his root, which is us, he’s probably anchored and will live forever with us.”

Barbara Bush’s response was characteristically terse and practical. When I asked the former First Lady to reveal her formula for marital longevity, she said, “Pick the right husband in the first place”—and she left it at that. At the time I was a bride of not quite two years and hungry for advice from this white-haired grandmother who had quit Smith College at the age of nineteen to marry a skinny boy friend named George. After hearing her appraisal, I thought, Great. I’ve got an easy road ahead. I picked the right guy!

Four children and twenty-three years later, I know it takes far more than a wise initial choice. You can pick the right guy and still feel like you are in the wrong life. If Mrs. Bush and I were close friends, I am sure we would have excavated a few more layers of truth about extended matrimony and the grind of going the distance with one mate in one house, until one of you dies. I would ask her how she kept her head high and her family strong amid rumors of her husband’s infidelity. I would ask her how the hell she didn’t pitch a frying pan at him when she was doing all the childcare and he was never home. (Perhaps she did.)

Here’s what older wives who know each other well are talking about: In order to keep the promise “’til death do us part” without killing someone first, a woman must have work and hobbies she loves, extramarital adventures, and a wine cellar.

I’m not talking about opening up your marriage. I’m talking about opening up your whole life. Heed these hard-earned lessons from wives like me who may bitch about our husbands but are  determined to stay on this side of the fence, working it out in relationships that are lasting longer than ever. With modern vigilance about fitness and diet, and dramatic medical inroads, growing numbers of women who dodge cancer, stroke, and heart disease can expect to celebrate ninetieth birthdays and golden anniversaries. With that seemingly endless marathon in mind, The Secret Lives of Wives will serve as a much-needed window into how other mature wives are managing to reach the finish line.

As a younger journalist, I did a feature article on women turning fifty with gusto and bravado for The Washington Post. One woman said the following, and it is the battle cry of this book, for all of us graying wives with teenage hearts: “My kids are leaving home, and I need more than just marriage and my job. I want passion, change, surprises. I want more fun.”

When I started my first marriage book, I was in my early forties and our children were small. I am now in my mid-fifties and tethered to my original husband. It is shocking and satisfying. I have made it this far because I keep taking my own advice from Surrendering to Marriage, and that is: I don’t expect my husband to make me happy; I know I must do that for myself. I have passion, change, surprises, and lots of fun on my own, and so do the dozens of other gutsy wives who serve up their secrets in the pages to come.

Hanging onto the soul of self while navigating a long marriage is crucial. I know this as much as any other woman in transition. As an empty nest looms in two short years, it’s time to figure out the next step: I am the mother of four males, one age twenty-one, one nineteen, and seventeen-year-old twins. They are young men with stubble, not silky-faced toddlers, strapping sons who quickly wipe off my lipstick kisses and have girlfriends who leave their own lips red. Without the cushion of our four children between us, how do I make my own marriage survive with one thin husband in a large and empty house?

The choice to stay married is fortified by some of the divorcées I interviewed who told me, “If I knew then what I know now, I’d still be with my ex-husband.”

Nora Ephron teaches us all that divorce is hardly a clean getaway. In her new book, I Remember Nothing, Ephron describes the pain of sharing children with a man (journalist Carl Bernstein) she is no longer married to: “I have been married to my third husband for more than 20 years now. But when you’ve had children with someone you’re divorced from, divorce defines everything: It’s the lurking fact, a slice of anger in the pie of your brain.”

I came of age during the Me Decade that blew apart the staid 1950s model of marriage. Free love and women’s liberation made it socially acceptable to have sex with whomever, whenever. My generation watched the eight-year-itch turn into a two-year or two-month itch, as friends disposed of marriages as if they were tossing out baby wipes. I find myself now more inspired by my mother and women of her generation who vowed “I do, and I will” and really meant what they said. They treasured their marriages as if they were sacred antiques, staying on board through the worst of times because the D-word was still an embarrassing taboo and they took the word commitment at its face value, as a promise.

We all have something to learn from those fifties housewives who pushed through the rage of being treated as second-class citizens, smart women who were banned from careers like law and medicine because that was a “man’s work.” So they vacuumed and they cooked and they herded screaming children, waiting for their men to return from their big, important jobs.

Obviously we don’t want subordination, but we should be bolstered by the stamina of our ancestors who made their marriages work until death split them up. They were admirable matriarchs who ran households but could have run countries, yet they stuck it out through boredom and desperation, just like they said they would do on their wedding days. Hardened by the Depression, they knew life was painful and required patience and perseverance, and that you couldn’t bolt whenever you felt discontent or you’d forever be on the run.

We all know people who keep marrying again and again, seeking to find the happiness that always seems to be eluding them.  At some point they realize their source of unhappiness is themselves.

When you’re always searching, you’re never finding.

Feminist pioneer Germaine Greer compared marriage to being in shackles in jail, a belief that was shared by my 1970s college crowd. Her book The Female Eunuch helped articulate the gripes that ignited the women’s liberation movement of the sixties. One illustrious quote from this feminist bible sneeringly likens love to being “in pain, in shock, in trouble.” In contrast, I have come to realize that marriage, if it runs on multiple tracks, actually gives a woman the freedom to become whoever she wants to be. To accomplish this goal of being married and liberated, you need the following: guts, grown children, work you are passionate about, girlfriends who like to travel, your old boyfriend’s e-mail, and a confident, flexible husband. The Secret Lives of Wives reflects this spirit of release and reinvention, born out of an urgency to create a blueprint not only for myself but for all women who are asking the same questions about how to sail through the stormy seasons of marriage and come out alive.

The first secret is to work on yourself. I know this firsthand, because at the dawn of my own marriage, with four kids in Huggies, I nearly jumped the fence in search of greener grass.
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