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To Joe, 

for loving me anyway




INTRODUCTION

’Til Death Do Us Part
 Is a Really Long Time

All marriages are happy.
 It’s the living together afterward that causes all the trouble.

• RAYMOND HULL •

 

 

This book was born of something from which few good things (besides hot, furious makeup sex) ever come: a nasty, namecalling, knock-down, drag-out brawl with my husband. After we exchanged some particularly ugly insults and I lobbed a large cup of ice at his head, we did what the pros tell you never, ever to do (besides lob large cups of ice at your partner’s head): We went to bed angry at each other. Pissed off, if we’re being totally honest here. When we woke up in the morning, I looked at the man I’ve spent thirteen years assuming I will purchase adjacent cemetery plots with and I thought:

I hate you.

No, that’s a lie. That’s not what I really thought. What I really thought was:

I fucking hate you.

Now, as husbands go, I have to admit I did all right. Joe is unquestionably handsome, doesn’t leave ragged toenail clippings scattered about the house, and has never once, in nearly five thousand days of togetherness, left the toilet seat up. He also knows his way around a grill, occasionally makes the bed (if you can call straightening the duvet and tossing some pillows in the general vicinity of the headboard “making the bed”), and is not addicted to porn, painkillers, or crystal meth. He’s seen me naked on numerous occasions and still wants to have sex with me. All in all, he’s a catch by pretty much anyone’s standards.

And yet he still can make me madder than a bag of rabid badgers. From the ill-timed get-to-the-point-already hand gesture in the middle of a riveting play-by-play of my chat with the UPS guy to his incessant references to, fantasies about, and demands for sex, the guy seems hell-bent on personally driving me to the nuthouse. Sometimes, these things merely bug me; other times they are nearly enough to make me want to pack up and leave him. But I haven’t and I won’t, and there are three particularly compelling reasons for this:1. He’s a guy, and all guys are basically the same, and since I really don’t want to die alone, if I got rid of him I’d just be trading in his sometimes-infuriating tics for someone else’s, and I’m too old and tired to even consider that.
2. He puts up with all of my shit. (This really should not be underestimated.)
3. I love him.


Like I said, my husband is a decent guy. No, he’s a great guy. But living with the same person day in and day out, for years on end, is no confetti-dusted cakewalk. I once saw a comedienne slay an entire audience with this line: “When I said ’til death do us part, I had no idea it was going to take this long.” Clearly she was joking. Mostly.

This book originally was going to be a blog post, maybe a magazine article. After the ice-to-the-temple incident blew over and I returned to my formerly happily married state, I posted a few queries—in newsletters, on my Facebook wall, around Twitter, on my blog—with a simple question: “What does your husband—whom you still love—do that drives you nuts?” The idea was to tease out precisely the sort of irritating behaviors that women who consider themselves “happily married” are indeed willing to live with. The replies were astonishing not only in their content and volume, but most of all for the utterly venomous tone these smart, funny, remarkably sane women used to describe their significant others’ reasonably benign traits. “He eats ice cream every single night with the tiniest spoon in the house,” lamented one. “Over and over and over and over—a kazillion fucking times a night—I have to listen to that spoon hitting the side of the bowl. He says he’s been eating ice cream that way for forty-five years and isn’t going to change. And yes, I love him.”

These gals weren’t talking about their lying, cheating exes or the buffoons that beat them; they were talking about the men they live with and continue to love. Their gripes ranged from merely amusing (“He only ever half-finishes a bar of  soap!”) to downright asinine (nipple flicking? Really?), and every last one made me feel infinitely better about my own enchanting Neanderthal. Nothing like peering over the neighbors’ fences and catching a glimpse of their withered, pathetic excuse for a lawn to remind us all that the grass isn’t always greener.

Here’s the funny part, though: The women who contacted me weren’t exactly tripping over themselves to confess their own annoying habits or less-than-desirable qualities. (Granted, I didn’t ask. And to the helpful husbands who e-mailed offering to do it for them? Thanks for sharing! Now go write your own goddamned book.) Because we’re perfect, right? Okay, not perfect exactly, but pretty damned close. I mean, relative to the men we married at least, and certainly according to our friends and a majority of the literature available on the subject. Wise and witty author Charles Orlando wrote a wonderful book with one of the best titles in all of literary history: The Problem with Women . . . Is Men. (What’s not to love, right? Blame the guys! Obviously it’s all their fault!) It really is a moving manifesto, filled with fun facts and packed with appalling confessions from the boorish oafs we can’t help but love, as well as some not-very-gentle reminders—and these are coming from a guy, mind you—that it would behoove the male population on the whole to try to be a tiny bit less boorish from time to time. With all due respect to Charles, who may very well be on to something, the author of this book would like to add that the other problem with women . . . is women.

Honestly, we’re never happy, are we? We tell our husbands we want them to surprise us with hidden love notes, flowers  for no special reason, romantic dinner reservations, big honking diamonds. We want them to pick up after themselves without having to nag them to do it. We want them to turn off the goddamned TV and pay attention to us as we regale them with details of our day. (“And then the cashier said, ‘I’m sorry, but we’re out of the low-fat maple-nut scones,’ so I wound up having to get a lemon poppy, even though those have like eight billion calories, and on top of feeling guilty about that I’ve been worried all day that I’ve got a poppy seed stuck in my teeth. Hey, do I? What do you mean, ‘Do I what?’ Have a poppy seed stuck in my teeth!!!”) We want them to not roll their eyes when we are on the phone and to promise us in writing that they would cook veggies for the kids every single day if we died tomorrow. We want them to lay off the gas pedal, roll up the windows, turn down the air-conditioning, fix the leaky faucet, notice our new highlights but not ask how much they cost, spend more, save more, spot the bag of moldy, festering lettuce in the crisper drawer and then throw it away, and once—just one bloody time—ask for fucking directions.

These things would indeed make us happy, wouldn’t they? Not even all of them, maybe two or three. Or one. If he did just one, we’d be content. Right? Well actually, probably not. Because fundamentally—and bear with me as I’m going to tiptoe right out on a limb here—the marital minutiae we fight about has nothing whatsoever to do with money or messed-up hair or all of the rotting produce on the planet. We’re not really that bothered by the stinky socks on top of the hamper lid or the sound of back-to-back episodes of Throwdown Fishing constantly droning  in the background of our lives. If these insults were perpetrated by, say, the best friend we hadn’t seen in a year or a beloved, dying relative, we’d either not notice them in the first place or at least find a way to overlook them. The problem isn’t him, and it’s not you. The problem is attempting to live in excruciating proximity with another full-size person who can’t read your mind and also isn’t a carbon copy of you.

Think about it: When you were dating—and going home at night to your respective living spaces—there wasn’t all that much to argue about. When you did have the rare disagreement, you’d go all Hollywood and sigh happily and think “He completes me,” and clearly it was all that damned Renée Zellweger’s fault. But when couples try to share one electric bill, they turn into a pair of Japanese fighting fish, those colorful, carnival-prize favorites that come one to a bowl for a simple reason: If you put two in there, they will immediately try to rip each other’s gills off.

If you ever had a roommate, you’re familiar with the basic cohabitation timeline. It starts out all hopeful promise, the two of you deciding amicably who will park where and who will pay what and shopping for a new shower curtain together at Target. She insists you take the bigger bedroom since you found the place; you accept since you were gracious enough to grant her boyfriend’s pit bull regular visitation rights. You’re neater and more courteous than you have ever been in your life, because you know how hard it is to find a good roommate. You wait patiently as her laundry festers in the washing machine for three days because, really, it’s not worth arguing  about or anything. She drinks your last beer, but you ate her last bagel so it all seems fair enough. You spend weeks trying to come up with a way to broach the subject of her luxurious twice-daily hour-long showers, which obviously aren’t fair seeing as you have to pay half of the water bill. After a while you notice—or is it a new thing?—that she has this irritating habit of not closing the bathroom door when she brushes her teeth. The sound rather reminds you of a room full of wailing babies who are also scraping their tiny fingernails across a giant blackboard while they vomit, so you gently close the door for her, hoping she’ll take the hint. She doesn’t. One day she discovers P90X, and from that point forward she insists on doing her workouts every bloody night when you’ d very much like to be watching Glee. You smile as you seethe and start socking away dough to buy your own goddamned TV, which you will keep in your bedroom, the bedroom you may never leave again. Then one day she comes home drunk and accidentally pees in your hamper, or uses the rent money you gave her to buy a pair of designer boots, or invites a bunch of her obnoxious friends over on the very night you told her you were planning to wax your mustache, and it occurs to you that you don’t have to live like this. From this point, you wage many a minor battle before the final war, the one that will determine which one of you is going to borrow the van and hock your futon.

But marriage isn’t that easy. You didn’t just sign a month-to-month lease here; now you’ve gone and entered into an inexhaustible, legally binding contract to live with this one person (forsaking all others, for crying out loud! What were you  thinking?) for all of eternity or at least until one of you is finally able to rest in peace. (Yes, my husband snores, and yes, there really is always at least a kernel of truth in jest.) When you said “I do,” you weren’t promising to honor and cherish him for the next five minutes or five years, but forever. That’s a hard concept to really grasp when your hormones have taken you hostage and you’re consumed with thoughts of honeymoon souvenirs and the jaw-dropping offspring you could produce together.

Let me give you an analogy. Imagine that the next time you go shopping for a handbag you discover there is a new law in effect: The very next purse you buy is going to be the last purse you are ever going to be allowed to own. (There could even be a tiny loophole where you might be able to return it, but it will be complicated and expensive and besides, by then you will probably be comfortably used to the stupid purse, even if it has definitely seen better days and no longer goes with anything else you own.) Obviously you are going to put great thought and effort into finding the best bag on the market. You claw your way through dozens of different models until you find the Goldilocks of purses: not too big, not too small, handsome, versatile, and priced just right. As you lift your eyes to heaven celebrating your good fortune in landing this dream bag, ask yourself how you think you might feel about it forty or fifty years from now. Then envision the bald, bitter, broke bastard who—if you’re among the fortunate, slight majority—will still be sharing your bed.

So basically, you’re stuck. The man you married is yours to have and to hold for the rest of ever, even if he starts chewing  tobacco or decides to pierce his hairy nipple and buy a Corvette, because you very plainly said—or at least implied—you were in it for better or for worse. Sure, you could always get a divorce, but that’s generally messy and costly and in many ways, redundant. (How, you ask? Consider that roughly 75 percent of women who divorce will eventually remarry and that, sadly, that second union is even more likely to fail than the first one—at an exponentially increased rate to boot. See? Redundant.)

I don’t care how handsome or fabulous or funny the groom is, or how sweet and accommodating the bride, or vice versa. Marriage is hard. Mating for life? Totally unnatural. In fact, only about 4 percent of all of the five thousand species of mammals on the planet even attempt it. The rest of them shack up for anywhere from a single sexual encounter up until the kids leave the nest or the den, and then it’s back to the freewheeling polyamorous life. In the very small eternally committed camp you’ve got your beavers, some (but not all) bats, and Kevin Kline. Oh, and geese. Talk about faithful. If half of a goose couple dies, the surviving partner never mates again. That kind of loyalty just isn’t in our genetic makeup.

And yet, no matter how difficult or deviant it is, we go for it anyway—out of loneliness or fear or sometimes even honest-to-God, soul-stirring love—and then we proceed to spend the rest of our lives driving another human being crazy.

In my worst marital moments, everything is my husband’s fault. You know, for being a slovenly, sex-obsessed, singletasking, remote-control-monopolizing, wannabe race car driver  who half-finishes projects, can’t remember a date, and doesn’t listen to a word I say. He, in turn, accuses me of never shutting up, being impossible to please, focusing on the negative, and insisting on detailing—daily—the many ways in which he makes me miserable, as if a running gripe list were something I swore under oath to maintain when I said “I do.” (I didn’t?) When I manage to acknowledge something considerate or helpful he’s done, he points out that I usually can’t resist employing the ever-popular “Thanks, but” construction. (“Thanks for doing the dishes, but next time could you use Super Sparkle Clean to wipe the table and not Regular Sparkle Clean?”) Fine, he’s right, I’m a total bitch. But—and here’s where the playing field gets leveled—he married me for better or for worse. So there.

Now, I’m not saying I think we’re all doomed to coexist in eternal misery because we were never meant to mate in the first place. I’m also not suggesting that women should learn to settle, or work hard to cultivate their inner bitches just to annoy their annoying husbands back, or stop asking their partners for the things that would make them happy. And I wouldn’t dream of telling a friend who’s in a helplessly miserable marriage: “You made your bed, sister.” I’m simply acknowledging that marriage isn’t always easy and advising that we might want to start seeing it for what it really is: a wholly unnatural state that’s difficult at times but frequently has several bright spots and is occasionally better than the alternative.

I’ve been with my husband for thirteen years, married for ten. Am I happy? Mostly. Back in my optimistic twenties,  before I had experienced the joy of nuzzling up to another person’s unbrushed teeth every single morning for fifty-two consecutive seasons, I would have thought that was just about the most depressing thing I’d ever heard, the emotional equivalent of being told your new $200 jeans make your ass look “fine.” (And not the sort of “fine” followed by a long, low whistle and a request to see them in a puddle on the floor; I’m talking about the painfully curt, totally dismissive, goodenough sort of “fine” that leads you to purchase a gently used elliptical machine on eBay.) But after a while, reality sets in and you decide that mostly happy is good. In fact, relatively speaking, it’s great. No, it’s a Blessed-Virgin-in-your-grilledcheese-sandwich sort of miracle.

Here’s a two-part exercise you can use to confirm your own Mostly Happy Wife (MHW) status: Let’s suppose, just for argument’s sake, that your husband has this super-insane, god-awful-stupid, totally annoying thing that he does. (Okay fine, he’s got eleventy billion. But we’re talking about that one that he does repeatedly, the one that makes you want to chop off his head and stick a rusty dagger down the neck hole.) Mentally write his name and his infuriating habit/quality on a scrap of imaginary paper. In a minute, you are going to toss it into an invisible bowl roughly the size of Texas. But before you toss in your scrap, peer inside the bowl. Here’s a glimpse of what you might see in there:

“Todd: Picks his nose and wipes it on his jeans.”

“Carlos: Calls me by my mother’s name when he is pissed off at me.”

“Ruben: Eats peanut butter from the jar every single day with his finger.”

“Freddy: Carries toothpicks everywhere and thinks it is acceptable to gnaw on them in public.”

Now you have two choices: You can throw your scrap of paper in the bowl and pick another one at random, or you can keep your own. (No, you can’t throw your scrap in and bolt for the state line; that’s cheating, not to mention weak.)

I’m going to guess that you’ve decided—perhaps grudgingly, but still—to keep your own lovable little scrap. Congratulations! You are indeed an MHW! (If you considered, even for a nanosecond, opting for the trade-in, you need counseling or an attorney, pronto.)

Part II of the Texas Bowl exercise is especially fun because you get to picture your fantasy guy. (Wait! Not yet; we’re still talking about your husband.) Now, despite the flaw(s) you are still fixating on from Part I, chances are the man you chose to marry has some other quality that is lovely and sweet and endearing. Maybe he fixes your coffee exactly the way you like it, even though the entire barista community secretly mocks you and your maddening fourteen-point order. Perhaps he takes out the trash without having to be nagged asked, or makes a mean pot of chili. Maybe he simply doesn’t routinely spray you with spit when he chews. Whatever. Find something. Got it? Good. Now picture your dream mate, the one from your recurring fantasies of domestic bliss and happily-everafter. Could be Brad Pitt, Denzel Washington, the dude at the car wash, your sister’s hunky husband, Marilyn-freakshow-Manson if he floats your boat. Who am I to judge? Now, ask yourself: Exactly what do you think are the odds that Bradzelyn doesn’t do the annoying thing and actually does do the charming thing? My hunch is that they’re slim to none. Remember: No matter how sexy he is or how perfect he seems, there’s at least one gal out there who loathes him deeply and wouldn’t dream of putting up with his shit if you paid her. Your husband is no different (and conversely, there are women out there who will find him relentlessly alluring, as impossible as this may be to fathom at times), and you married him “for better or for worse.” Unless he hurts you, has sex with someone other than you without your blessing, or smells really, really bad, chances are it’s not worth trading him in.

This book was written to remind you of that, over and over, in glorious, honest, sidesplitting detail. I’ve sought input from women around the virtual world to detail the many maddening ways of the men we’d miss terribly should they be abducted by aliens.

You know how good it feels when you tell your best friend about a ghastly spat with your husband and she not only says just the right soothing, comforting thing but fires back with her own battle tale that’s thirteen times more fabulous than yours in its horror? This book is her—but you can curl up with it night after night and laugh until you cry and your husband won’t give you grief about yet another two-hour phone marathon with your best friend.

Joe always wonders why I frequently come home from my too-infrequent Girls’ Nights Out feeling particularly frisky.  He probably assumes it’s the booze, but here’s the real reason: It takes only a few hours with some married friends, listening to them bitch about their dreadful husbands, to make me realize I dodged some nasty bullets when I landed mine.

So when my otherwise lovely life partner is relentlessly gnawing on my last frazzled nerve, I am going to conjure the best stories I’ve heard and try to be grateful anyway. To love him even if I’d much rather be folding laundry or enjoying a nice Pap smear. To cherish him like I effing promised I would. And when he leaves the empty lemonade pitcher in the refrigerator after he polishes off the last refreshing drop, or thoughtfully deposits his stinky basketball shorts directly next to the hamper, I am going to beg myself to remember that it could be much, much worse. To wit: Peppered throughout this book—plus in a final glorious roundup chapter at the end—are true tales from the marital trenches, here to remind us all just how good we have it. (Relatively, at least.) Just look for the handy “At Least You’re Not Married to Him” icon. You’ll laugh, you’ll cry, you’ll count your connubial blessings like you haven’t since your honeymoon. You’ll come to appreciate tiny gestures—your husband’s putting on deodorant or actually replacing the toilet tissue roll after he’s used the last square—that you may never have even noticed before.

On that note, a little heads-up to the dude who never, ever brushes his teeth and his wife loves him anyway: You might want to step it up in every other marital area possible. That gal’s a keeper.




CHAPTER ONE

Can We Talk?
 Obviously Not

If love means never having to say you’re sorry,
 marriage means always having to say everything twice.

• ESTELLE GETTY •

 

 

Just last week, a newsletter I read regularly arrived in my inbox with a headline heralding this terrifying bit of news: COMMUNICATION KEY TO GOOD MARRIAGE. Heart racing, I clicked through to the story, vastly relieved to discover that it was referring to a recent study conducted by the National Association of Advertisers looking at the “marriage” between client and agency. I mean, can you imagine if they’d been talking about men and women and the actual holy sacrament of matrimony? (The study also pointed out the benefits of having an objective third party in the room, which would certainly come in handy in the domestic arena. “Why don’t you ask her if that’s what I said, asshole.”)

Maybe it’s just me. Maybe my relationship is truly unique in its never-ending struggle over the basic exchange of ideas  and information. Remember that old Far Side cartoon, the one with the guy talking to his dog? Under the first picture is the caption WHAT YOU SAY TO YOUR DOG, and the speech bubble coming out of the guy’s mouth reads something like this: “Okay, Ginger! I’ve had it! You stay out of the garbage! Understand, Ginger? Stay out of the garbage or else!” Under the next picture, which is identical to the first, there’s the caption WHAT YOUR DOG HEARS; that bubble has this inside it: “Blah, blah, Ginger, blah, blah, blah, blah, blah, blah, blah, blah, Ginger, blah, blah, blah, blah, blah . . .”

Now I’m not calling my husband a dog exactly, but seriously, we do seem to have a hell of a time relaying ideas to one another. For many, many years, I operated on the assumption that Joe simply has a smaller capacity for both using and processing words than I do. If you want indisputable proof that my theory was wrong, ask him for details about the collapse of the S&L industry or the history of the Raiders or the plight of the beautiful but endangered red-shouldered hawk or anything else he’s passionate and knowledgeable about, and he’ll chew your ear until it’s bloody. But if you want to know how he feels when we get denied the bank loan we desperately want, or what sort of legacy he hopes to leave behind when he’s gone, or how he thinks his parents’ divorce ultimately affected his ability to foster and maintain lasting, meaningful relationships, good luck getting a single intelligible nugget out of him. If someone came out with Conversational CliffsNotes for Relationships, I’m sure my husband would happily buy the entire series.

In addition to his aversion to verbalizing matters of the heart, Joe tends to be extremely stingy (he’d probably say “economical,” but the divide over semantics is another episode of Dr. Phil) with his syllables when it comes to basic, everyday chitchat. Whereas I am not merely fond of but one might say driven to lengthy discourse, my husband holds on to his words as if they were hundred-dollar bills and he’s hovering on the brink of bankruptcy. This verbal imbalance frequently results in exchanges in our home that sound a lot like this:JOE: “Did you order the Office Max stuff?”

ME: “Well, I looked around and found the printer cartridge cheaper at Staples, but you had to spend fifty bucks to get the free shipping, so I did the math and realized if I bought some more stuff it would actually be cheap—”

JOE: “Yes or no?”

ME: “I have all of the stuff in my cart—”

JOE: “So, yes?”

ME: “Well, I still need to find the model number for the fax mach—”

JOE: “So, no?”

ME: “Oh my God, you are impossible to—”

JOE: “So, no.”





In my multitasking mind, this is not a yes/no question. Sure, maybe the bottom line is that I haven’t ordered the goddamned supplies as of this particular moment in time, but there  are mitigating circumstances! Explanatory details! Titillating shades of expository gray! The shortest answer I could possibly give is that I haven’t (and I’d be happy to explain why) but I will (and allow me to tell you when). Alas, my listening-impaired husband doesn’t want a story; he wants an answer. A simple, clear-cut, one-word, yes-or-no answer. And while I understand this on a fundamental level, that tiny detail kicks my ass every single time.




“At Least You’re Not Married to Him”

My husband starts all of his sentences with the word no. Even when he is agreeing with me, he will say “No . . .” It’s like a transition word for him between thoughts or sentences. It’s totally annoying.

CATHY

 

 

It’s taken me many frustrating years to accept the fact that my husband believes “Yes” is an acceptable answer to questions such as “Should we stay at your dad’s or in a hotel next month?” or “Do you want pork loin or chicken cacciatore tonight?” For the longest time I accused him of being passive-aggressive, but the reality is there’s nothing aggressive about his typical sort of reply at all. It’s 100 percent passive—and for the most part absent of malice—because he truly doesn’t give a shit where we stay or what we eat. And the thing is, for reasons unknown to me and probably most women who aren’t scientists studying  the social-anthropological motivations behind universal female drives, I want him to give a shit. If he loved me, he’ d understand I’m tired of making every mundane domestic decision and at least pretend to care, I silently seethe. The thought bubble over his head, of course, would probably read, What’s love got to do with it?

If he didn’t love me, would he have built me that kick-ass walk-in closet without even demanding a single square foot of real estate inside it where he might stash a handful of socks? Would he patrol our darkened street every other night making enthusiastic kissing noises in an effort to lure home the cat he doesn’t really care for because he knows I can’t sleep if she’s not in the house? Would he agree to spend Christmas Eve sleeping on scratchy, ill-fitting sheets draped over a saggy air mattress just so that I can spend the holiday with one or another of my wacky relatives? Of course not. He loves me, but the truth is he couldn’t care less where we stay or what we eat. C’est la vie. Or at least, c’est ma vie.




“At Least You’re Not Married to Him”

My husband is a major pessimist! No matter how positive things are going, he can find the negative in it. Instead of saying that something is going to go well, he talks about everything that could possibly go wrong.

DEB

 

 

Sadly, the mere fact of Joe’s devotion does not make conversations like this any less maddening:ME: “How was basketball tonight?”

JOE: “Good.”

ME: “How many guys showed up?”

JOE: “Eleven.”

ME: “Did they finish redoing the floors in the gym yet?”

JOE: “Yup.”

ME: “How were they?”

JOE: “Nice.”

ME: “Did you play well?”

JOE: “I was okay.”

ME: “How did your ankle feel?”

JOE: “Fine.”

ME: “Was Danny there?”

JOE: “Yeah.”

ME: “Anything new with him?”

JOE: “Not really.”

ME: [to self ] Well this is a whole effing heap of fun! [to Joe] “Who else was there?”

JOE: “The usual.”

ME: [silently] The defense rests, Your Honor. No further questions.





Because I write about relationships a lot, I get a ton of press releases on the subject. The headline on a recent one, sent out to announce the results of a series of studies, boldly proclaimed,  “Women write emotional e-mails while men prefer short, straightforward ones.” This is news? Did the “researchers” spend actual money to come to this shocking conclusion? Or did one of them merely extrapolate when she noticed that her own inbox was filled with spousal responses that contained nothing but the letter K (Think, “Want to go out for dinner tonight?” “K”), as if the sender might be suggesting he is far too busy and important to go to the laborious lengths of typing out the entire word Okay?

Communication experts point out that conversationally, in addition to their desire to share excruciatingly minute details, women tend to key in on similarities (“My kid/mom/dog/ housekeeper/ass fat does that, too!”), while men pretty much take everything they hear as a challenge (“Your kid/mom/dog/ housekeeper/ass fat does that? Big deal—listen to what mine does!”). These same professionals insist that the way to motivate and persuade people of either sex is to talk about things they care about in ways that matter to them. Far as I can tell, that would mean the preceding conversation would have worked out swimmingly for Joe had I just put it this way:

“Want to tell me all about basketball while I give you a blowjob?”

Here’s the irony of this ubiquitous situation: Advice on bridging the titanic communication gap between men and women has become its own billion-dollar industry. The category pioneer, Men Are from Mars, Women Are from Venus, is no longer just a book, it’s an empire, complete with online magazine, dating service, wellness retreats, seminars, CDs,  DVDs, personal coaching, franchise opportunities, even a supplement line—because perhaps the sexes would finally get along if men would just get a little more choline bitartrate in their diets while women simultaneously upped their intake of ginger root and boron.

Call me cynical, but I’m thinking that if his-and-hers vitamins were the answer, we’d have read about it in Shape or seen an investigative Consumer Alert segment on Dateline. The gals at The View would be all over that, don’t you think? Your favorite bloggers would be blabbing about it, your hairdresser would already be hawking it right at her station, and Oprah would resurrect her beloved show for one glorious encore where she would interview happily supplementing couples and then bequeath cases of the stuff to her audiences, packaged generously in the trunks of their new Mercedes-Benz sport coupes, not that I’m bitter. Picture the news teasers: “Groundbreaking new supplement fosters satisfying communication between men and women!” Who among you wouldn’t tune in at six?

Alas, we don’t need fancy vitamins, because I think I have the answer. I have actually figured out how women—the doers in most relationships—can turn the conversational tide without their partner’s consent or cooperation. I know, we all want the guys to step up and “own” their part in our collective relational dysfunction. But life is short, and really, isn’t the final result more important than how you get there? Because I believe it is, I present to you my radically simple, three-step process for successful marital communication: 1. Shut the fuck up for five lousy minutes. Face the fact that your partner really, truly, deeply doesn’t care to hear a real-time report of your every thought or a detailed recap of your latest dream or phone call. “Had a funny dream” or “talked to your sister” will do just fine. If he wants to know any more, he’ll ask. (Don’t hold your breath.)
2. Go out and get some girlfriends, or start spending more time with the ones you’ve got. Once you commit to Step 1, this will be both easy and imperative, as you will have seven billion thoughts, hopes, and random musings floating about in your head demanding to be shared. The beauty of Step 2 is that your girlfriends actually do want to analyze your mother’s motives for sending you that curt e-mail, and they will be equally and vocally disgusted when you tell them about the dirty look the cashier gave you when you tried to use a handful of expired coupons at Bed Bath & Beyond.
3. Stop expecting your husband to be a chick. The mere fact that he does not have a vagina—probably one of the more compelling reasons you married him in the first place—means that he does not, will not, and cannot keep your conversational pace. And even if he does, will, and can, he probably doesn’t want to and will resent the hell out of you if you keep trying to maximize his verbal potential. Accept this about him, and he will worship you forever. (Silently, of course.)


Albert Einstein, the original genius, is reported to have defined insanity as doing the same thing over and over and expecting different results. Which explains why trying to have a simple chat with your spouse can make you feel like a lunatic. (You: “Want to go to Doug and Karan’s for dinner on Friday?” Him: “Sure.” You: “Great, I’ll let Karan know.” Him: “Let Karan know what?”) In countless laboratory experiments, scientists have proven that rats that are rewarded for pressing a lever with a pellet of food will continue to press the lever. Why? Because their actions produce a positive response. It’s a simple reward system. But if pressing the lever ceases to result in the desired pellet drop, even a lowly, filthy, sewer-dwelling rat will eventually abort what has obviously become a futile mission.

Women, not so much. “Honey, what’s wrong? Do you want to talk about it? Come on, just tell me. Please. You know you can talk to me, don’t you? Is it something at work? Did I do something? You know it’s not healthy to bottle up all of your feelings. There obviously is something wrong, so just tell me what it is. You really will feel better. Come on, I tell you everything . Honestly, you are the most emotionally constipated person I have ever met. I might as well be talking to a wall. I will stop bugging you as soon as you tell me what’s wrong!”

Rats.

We see our husbands slouched down on the couch, staring off into space, fingertips comfortably poised inside the waistband of their boxer-briefs, and we are powerless to resist.

“Whatcha thinking about?” we ask, hoping the question sounds more indifferent than intrusive—and praying the  answer is “Oh, just how wonderful you are” or some variation thereof.

“Nothing,” he mumbles back, and we instantly become irate. What a liar! He has to be thinking about something! How can you think about nothing? It’s not humanly possible. If he’s truly pondering nothing, it has to be in some sort of context, right? Like, “There’s nothing good on TV anymore,” or “Nothing is better than a quickie after lunch,” or “There’s nothing in the refrigerator except some sour milk and a few squishy grapes.” I mean, who can think about nothing? Go ahead. Try to think about nothing, just to see if it can be done. I’m betting that in less than two seconds you’ll remember that you forgot to check to see if you turned off the light inside the car after you brought in the groceries, and it’s your stepmom’s birthday next week and you didn’t get her a card yet, and where the hell could that damned checkbook be, because now the phone bill is exactly six days overdue, and what if there really isn’t a God?

We just can’t stop at nothing.

As inexplicable as it seems to anyone with ovaries, guys the world over insist they really can achieve an instant alpha-wave brain state whereby all their erstwhile thoughts become suspended like fake flies in a cube of plastic novelty ice. They can do this day or night, alone or in a crowd, practically on command. Like the ability to pee standing up or go topless without getting arrested, it’s simply a skill they have that most women don’t. (Look on the bright side: We get multiple orgasms and the privilege of sipping fruity umbrella drinks without being mocked. A pretty fair trade-off, if you ask me.)




“At Least You’re Not Married to Him”

When we go to a zoo or any public event where animals are involved, he puts his zoology degree to use (no, this isn’t sarcasm; he really does have a zoology degree), and he loudly “talks” to the animals. We wander away, hoping no one will know he’s with us.

TRICIA

 

 

There’s a saying: Women marry men hoping that they will change; men marry women hoping that they won’t. When my husband and I were in the thick of those delicious, giddy, lust-driven early months of our courtship, do you think I was constantly pleading with him to share his every innermost thought or badgering him to “talk about the relationship”? Hell, no. We were too busy having sex! Plus, I didn’t want to pressure him or seem needy or insecure. In fact, the first (dozen or so) fights I can recall having with him were those first (dozen or so) times I tried to convince him that we needed to . . . all together now . . . talk about the relationship.

When one half of a couple has a burning itch that the other doesn’t have and therefore doesn’t have the vaguest idea how or where to scratch, eventually the itchy one will find someone else who can do their soothing. My sister Laurie is like human hydrocortisone cream to my chronically chafed soul. Despite the three thousand miles and three time zones separating us, somehow we manage to talk nearly every day. Of course we both go to great lengths to downplay the frequency and duration of our chats to our husbands, whom we have jointly  dubbed the Phone Police. We’ll be enjoying our daily heart-to-heart when one of the “officers” will enter the room. “Phone Police,” we whisper before trying to slip the receiver soundlessly into the cradle. “Who were you talking to?” Joe always wants to know. “My sister,” I half mumble. “Didn’t you just talk to her yesterday?” he demands. “Yeah, so?” I ask belligerently. A man who successfully maintains most of his longdistance relationships through an annual phone call couldn’t possibly understand.

I know that it is pointless to rely on my husband to satisfy my urge to analyze and dissect the mad and mystifying world, but every once in a while—like when my sister is asleep or off at a conference or her cell phone battery dies—I nevertheless give it a shot. And it never fails. Once I start to delve into the meat of a deliciously juicy story—one I’ve waited hours to share, so that the kids would be in bed and I’d have my husband’s undivided attention—I am swiftly and systematically cut off before I even get to the good part.

ME: “Did you hear that Bob cheated on Shelly and he got the other gal pregnant?”

JOE: “Bob’s an asshole.”

ME: “I know! Isn’t he the worst? He’s despicable. He’s slime. I don’t even know what I’ll do the next time I see him. God, I hope I’m not nice to him. I’ll have to remember to try to be really nasty. If you see me starting to be nice, remind me, okay? Anyway, Shelly got this amazing lawyer—the guy’s supposed to be an absolute  shark—and, wait a minute, don’t you want to know who Bob knocked up?”

JOE: “Not really. Bob’s an asshole. Shelly needs to get an attorney.”

ME: “Shelly has an attorney, I just told you that, and we don’t know the other woman anyway, but her kid plays soccer with Shelly’s son and she’s supposed to be this totally trampy bimbo with big fake boobs who hits on all the dads at—”

JOE: “Who’s the attorney?”

ME: “How should I know? I’m just trying to tell you—”

JOE: “Do you know whose name the house is in?”

ME: “No, but—”

JOE: “What about any other assets?”

ME: “I’m going to go call Laurie.”



Interestingly, and despite all of this, it has never been proven that women talk more than men. In fact, the frequently cited “women speak twenty thousand words a day while men utter only seven thousand” statistic turned out to have been completely unfounded—practically pulled out of thin air—although it’s possible that is simply because no one’s bothered to undertake the tedious task of actually counting how many words are spoken by a randomly selected mixed-gender sample of the population. And even if they did, someone else would get all pissed off and throw up her near-mute aunt Martha or annoyingly loquacious brother Larry as proof to the contrary, because of course there is an exception to every rule. I actually  tried to find some legitimate statistics, but most of the research is liberally sprinkled with phrases like “collated meta-analysis” and “gender similarity hypothesis” that make my eyes glaze over and my brain turn to oatmeal. And that’s fine, because I don’t need a double-blind, placebo-controlled study to tell me what I already know: My husband and I are very, very different. Whether it’s nature, nurture, programming, or perception matters not. It’s not that he “doesn’t talk” or “can’t communicate,” it’s just that he doesn’t want to talk about the same things that I do. He isn’t interested in dissecting, emotionally and in agonizing depth, the many and varied reasons our friends Sam and Cindy have decided not to have children. He couldn’t care less what the vet said about the cat’s chronic eye-goop problem. (Allergies. Who knew cats got allergies?) He just wants to know (a) what we—and by we he means me—are supposed to do about it, and (b) how much it’s going to cost. He will never, ever want to discuss a single title in the towering stack of books constantly threatening to topple my nightstand or debate the ethical implications of fictionalizing a memoir. (The only novel he’s ever read is Moby-Dick, and trust me, we long ago tapped out the reading-group discussion potential there.) Ask him what he thinks happens when you die, and his go-to answer is, “Who cares? You’re dead.” And get this: The guy honestly doesn’t give a rat’s ass which celebrities have overdosed, or recently checked into rehab, or are rumored to be covered in cellulite. I know! And he doesn’t even lord his moral superiority over me. It’s enough to drive a wife insane.

Even though it’s proven over and over to be a futile move,  because Joe and I both work from home I frequently toss out brief status updates such as, “I’m going to the grocery store after I get the girls.” To me, this is a simple information-providing statement, one intended to prevent him from worrying when I haven’t returned from school pickup in an hour. Nevertheless, as I am trying to wrangle the unwieldy, NASCAR-replica shopping cart our daughters insist we use while thwarting their persistent efforts to fill it with highfructose, trans fat–filled goodies and not knock over any canned-goods displays or stooped-over little old ladies, almost without fail my cell phone rings, forcing me to dig frantically through the ridiculous quagmire of junk that has somehow found its way into my purse.

“Where are you guys?” Joe wants to know, sounding mildly alarmed.

“At the grocery store! I told you we were going after pickup,” I say with all the patience I can muster.

“Okay, have fun,” he chirps absentmindedly.

Fun? Oh yeah, buddy, this is a flipping spa vacation right here. One I’m sure you’ ll want to hear all about when I get home . . . right after you ask me where we’ve been.




“At Least You’re Not Married to Him”

Imagine me at my desk and my husband, Brian, at home when the following argument ensues—verbatim—via instant messenger:

BRIAN: Wait a minute. It’s next weekend? Why have you been saying weekend after next this whole week, then?

DEILIA: Because I’m talking about the weekend after next. Not next weekend. You have “this” weekend, “next” weekend, and “the weekend after next.”

BRIAN: The next weekend after this past Monday was THIS weekend, not next weekend.

DEILIA: Yes.

BRIAN: Soooooooo . . .

DEILIA: This weekend is 3/13. NEXT weekend is 3/20 and the weekend after next (which is what I’ve been saying) is 3/27.

BRIAN: When you said “weekend after next” on Monday it meant next weekend.

DEILIA: Nope. On Monday it was this weekend. I would’ve said NEXT weekend.

BRIAN: Unless there was a weekend in between Monday and Friday, the next weekend would be this weekend. Just speak in dates for that stuff, okay?

DEILIA: You just said it yourself! Next weekend is THIS weekend. Why are you so upset???

BRIAN: EXACTLY. On Monday you said weekend after next.

DEILIA: Yes I did. Which meant not this weekend, not NEXT weekend but the weekend AFTER NEXT.

BRIAN: The NEXT weekend from this past Monday was THIS weekend.

DEILIA: Nope. That was this weekend. On Monday you would say “this weekend I’m going to go to the movies,” right?

BRIAN: This weekend is the next weekend unless you are already in the weekend.

DEILIA: No. When you are talking about the weekend coming up, you say “this weekend.” If you were talking about the previous weekend, you say “this past weekend.”

BRIAN: “Next” means “closest future thing,” especially on Monday. DEILIA: No.

BRIAN: You have like a whole week in between.

DEILIA: You are a moron. This weekend is this week’s weekend.

BRIAN: At the beginning of the week, what is the very next weekend?

DEILIA: This weekend.

BRIAN: !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

DEILIA: I want to kill myself right now.

BRIAN: I want to kill you right now. If this weekend is next weekend, then next weekend is weekend after next. That’s how language works.

DEILIA: NO! On Monday I refer to this weekend. So if I was talking about two weeks out I would say weekend after next!

BRIAN: You just said that the very next weekend after Monday was this weekend. It’s documented.

DEILIA: YES!

BRIAN: Scroll up.

DEILIA: So weekend after NEXT is not that weekend, not NEXT weekend but the one AFTER!

BRIAN: If THIS weekend is the NEXT weekend from the beginning of the week, then AT the beginning of the week when you say WEEKEND AFTER NEXT it means what it means.

DEILIA: I don’t say NEXT weekend on MONDAY, I say THIS WEEKEND.

BRIAN: Then why did you say that the next weekend from Monday was this weekend?

DEILIA: Because it is the NEXT weekend in LINE which is referred to as THIS weekend.

BRIAN: So that makes it NEXT WEEKEND.

DEILIA: NO!!! If you were asking me out on a date on Tuesday what would you say?

BRIAN: I am sooo glad we aren’t doing this verbally.

DEILIA: Me too.

BRIAN: We were not talking about Tuesday, we were talking about Monday.

DEILIA: So on Monday . . . you wouldn’t say “Want to go out this weekend?”

BRIAN: I would never ask anyone out on a date that early in the week. That seems desperate as hell.

DEILIA: Because you know I’M RIGHT!!! I win.

BRIAN: It IS my fault. For not understanding that you don’t think logically.

DEILIA






End of sample
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