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Introduction

Snap Strategies is our plan for quick and enduring answers to most common relationship issues. We help you modify your reactions to relationship aggravations so that you can stop repetitive arguments and move out of the past and into the present and future. If you take our advice, we believe you can reduce bickering, drama, and disappointment and make your relationship fun again. Conversation becomes a mutual skill, not the beginning of a clash. You build intimacy and work through problems while building love and passion for one another.

Why do we feel so sure about our advice? Well, for one thing, Lana is an accomplished coach who works wonders, quickly. With hundreds of couples over forty years of counseling and coaching on the radio, on TV, or in person, her quick assessment of the situation has changed people’s lives in minutes. She doesn’t believe that you need lengthy sessions of therapy or long hours of agonizing emotional discussions. Her sharp insights and practical, effective relationship revisions have immediately changed the emotional climate of many troubled relationships. Pepper is a nationally respected relationship expert herself, but Lana is the coach that various kinds of therapists go to when they need a consult on a sticky issue. Lana is the author of Affair-Proof Your Marriage, and her book, Bounce: Be Transformed, was written to offer people a step-by-step guide to seeking joy, not just survival. Pepper has written several books (including The New York Times bestseller, The Normal Bar) and created workshops based on her research into what makes relationships happy, durable, and loving.

As friends, we have consulted with one another over the years, and Pepper became an admirer of the unorthodox and amazing methods that Lana used to save couples who were just about to kick each other out of their marriage. We decided to join forces and gather up our collective knowledge to bring you this book. From our combined years of successfully solving marital problems quickly and effectively, we have developed Snap Strategies.

Our strategies have an unusual approach that underlies everything we recommend. We are not in favor of letting it “all hang out.” Yes, we want honesty, but no, we don’t believe honesty that is cruel does anybody any good. Things said in therapy linger long after therapy is over. We get to the heart of the matter without insults or revelations that can poison the couple’s future. We avoid emotional payback for historical events that are deadly if they are brought up again and again. Instead we give you practical skills to bring out the best in you and your partner. We respect emotions, but they are fluid, exciting, and unstable: They can bring a relationship down when they turn into nasty venting and accusations. We teach you to make your relationship fun again, to reignite love and passion for one another.

Our new way of transforming your relationship without lengthy sessions of therapy or agonizing discussions will steer you away from the emotional roller coaster that damages many relationships. Going against some of the prevailing therapeutic approaches to couples, Snap Strategies does not hinge on sharing all of your feelings and working through problems no matter how long it takes. We believe that approach kills more couples than it saves. There’s a common but destructive vision of intimacy that says because we are close, we can, and should, say everything we feel or believe. This is not true. In fact, intimate relationships take tender loving care, which sometimes requires a badly bitten tongue. Love and goodwill flourish when people feel safe, accepted, admired, adored, and complimented. Feedback has to be done carefully, lovingly, and—most importantly—briefly. Talking to your partner has to be choreographed if it’s about something important. Brutal honesty has no place in a marriage or any other kind of committed relationship.

Our rules of the road have scooped couples out of the doorway of divorce court hundreds of times. And they have made happy relationships even better, halting escalation of a problem before the issue gets so big that damage is inevitable. At its core, this approach is about living in the present and finding ways to create lifelong love, at least in part by leaving the treacheries or tragedies of the past far behind.

Snap Strategies is a compendium of rules to live by, mistakes to avoid, and ordinary and understandable reactions that need to change. We know this sounds as if it’s too good to be true, but it is. You will see that many of the couples in this book who look like they have an insoluble problem actually only need to reframe the problem and their approach to it to get what they need. We are practical, but we are also romantics: We are all about supporting love and saving relationships. We won’t let you down.

—Dr. Lana Staheli & Dr. Pepper Schwartz


Chapter 1

Redundant Conversations
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THE SNAP

If there is no new news, why are we talking about this, again?
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A Closer Look

Stop repeating old conversations. Rehashing old wounds and wars will only create more conflict. Refuse to engage in reruns, whether it’s over that critical comment he made about your hair or the time she forgot your birthday. Repetitive conversations, in which each person already knows the other’s point of view and exactly what the other is going to say, are just plain destructive to relationships. Going over and over the same territory casts a negative pall on conversations and makes both of you feel pessimistic about the relationship’s future happiness or durability.

The more often you recall bad experiences, the worse you both feel. It is normal and even necessary to disagree, but once you know your partner’s thoughts or feelings, you know, right? So going back over the same discussion is either refusing to accept that the two of you don’t agree or, as the saying goes, “beating a dead horse.”

If you think you are going to change your partner’s mind by repeating old conversations, think again. That is a very remote possibility, and in fact, this kind of regurgitation is more likely to cement their position. It may even feel incredibly insulting. Your partner may be thinking: “Does she think I’m dumb? I get what she’s saying; I don’t need it said forty-two different ways!” Believe us: All repetition does is train the other person to stop listening.

Does it seem as if your partner tunes you out on difficult issues that involve recurring themes in the relationship? Well, you are right; your partner is trying to be somewhere else. Even if she is standing right next to you, she is in psychological retreat. Pounding away at your point serves to build and perpetuate bad feelings and inhibit any kind of communication on difficult issues. Ultimately, this form of argument builds a wedge between two people.

Some relationship therapists allow their clients to keep venting about misdeeds and trying to correct misunderstandings. But often, this keeps rubbing a sore spot and prevents the couple from moving forward. We believe that once each person’s point of view has been expressed and the situation has been stated, further arguments over “the truth” just mire the couple deeper in their own past mud.

The Situation

Ripples

Mateo and Lucia have been married twenty-two years. They have two children who left for college and now live on the opposite coast. Lucia has found the “empty nest” difficult. She works and has friends, a full life, but still she is often sad, telling Mateo, “My life feels sort of empty. I’m busy and happy overall, but kinda down. I miss the kids; I miss being a family.”

Mateo is an emotional kind of guy. And he is a “pleaser,” the kind of person who feels responsible for other people’s emotions and who wants to be liked and admired all the time. He feels bad that Lucia is down so much of the time, and he wants to make her happy. So, he comes up with what he thinks is a brilliant idea. Mateo, who owns a convenience store, has been putting aside money for a year, planning to give Lucia a fantastic gift for their anniversary. On multiple weekends he has secretly gone out shopping for a good deal on a slightly used SUV. After many dead ends he found one, two months before their anniversary celebration. Mateo enlisted their friends to garage the car for him to help make this a total surprise for her.

When Mateo and Lucia arrived at their friend’s home for what she thought was dinner with another couple, she was happily shocked to find ten of their friends inside and waiting. She was genuinely surprised and grateful to Mateo and her hosts for taking the time and doing the planning on her behalf. The evening was wrapping up when Mateo excitedly put the last part of his plan into action. He said, “Oh, I almost forgot—there is one more little thing from me. Come outside.” Mateo, Lucia, and their friends went outside and there at the curb, smack in front of the house, was a forest green SUV, with a bow on the front door handle. Lucia was stunned; it took her a minute to realize this was her present. Because she was unsure of what was happening, she did not hide her feelings, the first of which was complete confusion. Mateo saw her reaction and took it for a good kind of disorientation. He smiled broadly and announced to his wife, “This is yours. I love you.” The party crowd clapped and yelled. Lucia, however, was still experiencing disbelief—and something more. Looking more shocked than happy or grateful, she searched for clarity.

Why hadn’t Mateo conferred with her first? They usually talked about any purchase over $1,000, and this was a lot more than that. She just stared at the SUV, not knowing what to say. Mateo finally said proudly, “This wonderful car is for you!” Then the shock really set in. Did he not remember that she hates SUVs? He knows that she almost exclusively drives in the city. Parking one of those monsters? It would give anyone a migraine. What in the world possessed him to buy this expensive, huge, unwanted car? Lucia didn’t want to cause a scene, so she gave him a weak “thank you” and a hug. Mateo was impervious to her feelings. He was jumping up and down with excitement at the extravagance of his gift and her genuine surprise. Because Lucia was still in front of all the party guests, she redoubled her efforts to try and act pleased. But she had to work at not crying. All through the rest of the goodbyes and thank-yous to her hosts, she hoped no one noticed the sweat on her brow and the forced smile she was wearing to hide her real feelings.

But the masquerade ended as soon as she and Mateo had some privacy. Lucia let Mateo have it: “What were you thinking? Why would you buy some enormous car, and not talk to me? This is the dumbest stunt you have ever pulled!”

Mateo was stunned. His happy face disappeared, and now it was his time to feel confused. He tried to explain his reasoning to his beloved wife: “I know you missed the kids, and I wanted to get you something special.” Lucia wasn’t placated in the slightest. His explanation only made her angrier: How could he think an SUV would affect her feelings about her life or children? In anger and despair, she said, “Don’t you know me at all? I can’t tell you anything without you messing up. Didn’t I talk about gas and how a Mini Cooper would be a nice idea? Don’t you have any common sense at all? Where do I drive, Mateo? Huh? Where? I drive downtown. They do not have parking places for tanks. I would have loved a new car like a Mini Cooper, but this thing is as big as a tank. Can’t it go back?” Mateo told her it could not, and so from then on she called her SUV “Mateo’s Tank.”

Lucia suffered with the SUV for a year. She didn’t know how to drive a big car and she wasn’t interested in learning. Everything irritated her: She couldn’t park in the building she used to because the Tank was too tall. Within four months she had two fender benders, both while backing up, because she could not see the car behind her. The second accident did it for her: She went to the Mini Cooper dealer and traded the Tank in for a used Mini Cooper. But that didn’t put an end to the Tank episode. From then on Lucia carried around her anger, nursing it whenever anything would displease her about Mateo (which was often). Incredibly, two years of their twenty-two-year marriage have gone by since that incident and Lucia’s anger has not softened or disappeared. She is convinced that Mateo really doesn’t know who she is, what she needs, and what she would want.

So, a full two years later, she still blows up from time to time about that “stupid Tank.” On the morning of her fifty-fifth birthday, after Mateo gave Lucia a beautiful pair of diamond earrings, she thanked him but couldn’t resist saying, “At least it’s not an SUV.”

Mateo, of course, has gotten the message loud and clear. He is hurt and angry with her continued verbal attacks and he has stopped buying her things. Lucia resents that too; in addition to Mateo’s other flaws, he has no generosity anymore. She does not think the SUV debacle should affect his gift giving, even though they argue about the incident on almost every birthday or holiday.

Blasts

Bernard and Angie have an ongoing battle because Angie feels that Bernard has switched his allegiance from her to his mother. They have been married only three years, which basically makes them newlyweds. Originally, they were both enthusiastic about having children and wanted to wait only a short time after marriage because they felt that their biological clocks were ticking.

But this all went sideways when Bernard seemed to listen to his mother more than Angie and even allowed his mother to trash their relationship. Angie feels that their situation is unbearable because no matter what they do—sit down for dinner, go on a walk, or even when they have sex—everything stops when Bernard’s mother calls. Even if they are in a particularly delicate part of lovemaking, he will take his mom’s call. When Angie goes ballistic about this, he defends his actions as being those of a dutiful son. He believes that his mom is very lonely, especially since his father’s death two years ago, and that he, Bernard, an only child, must make his mother’s life happier.

In Angie’s opinion, Bernard has turned into an over-obsessive slavishly responsive son, who encourages all his mother’s worst behavior. Angie feels his mother is extremely manipulative and that Bernard is her puppet. When his mom calls, she is usually weepy and complains that no one cares about her. Bernard immediately feels guilty and inadequately filial, and says yes to whatever she asks for. He promises to see her more often. He even promises that Angie will visit her, too. These calls can last an hour and sometimes there are several a day.

All of this is even worse because Angie feels that Bernard’s mother holds her personally responsible for her lack of grandchildren. In fact, his mother said as much to Bernard, which Bernard reported back to Angie. He never indicated that he found his mother’s comment to be out of line. Angie feels so distraught that she doesn’t want Bernard to even touch her, and has continued to use birth control. She doesn’t feel their relationship is in good enough shape to have a baby right now, and it is upsetting to her that Bernard doesn’t even comment on the fact that she is still on the pill.

Angie is looking for an answer. She wants Bernard to place restrictions on the calls and stop his mother from, as she states it, “taking over their life.” When she is totally frustrated, she loses her ability to edit her feelings. So she recently started a real fissure between them when she yelled, “I want you to man-up and act like my husband instead of acting like your mother’s husband.” After that, Bernard shut down and refused to talk about anything for a week. These hostile exchanges now happen several times a week, and both spouses are exhausted and depressed. They are at a standoff and Angie has been thinking about leaving.

The Doctors’ Advice

Neither of these couples has “news.” There is no new information and nothing has been added for them to be discussing. When one, or both, of you can’t seem to put a painful topic to rest, it’s going to put your relationship in jeopardy. Going over the same topic without progress, new information, or change leads to hopelessness, and the longer it goes on, the more intense its consequences. Ultimately, the couple create a gulf between themselves and communication itself seems useless.

Of course, if you are the one who is bringing up these issues time and time again, you have a right to your feelings. It’s O.K., even appropriate, to feel angry when an important issue remains unresolved. But let’s be practical: It’s not productive to keep voicing your frustration or anger or, for that matter, to keep holding onto these feelings without figuring out a new way to deal with the problem.

This is not impossible. Progress can happen either by getting more information, eliciting professional help, or learning a better way to talk to each other. That means finding a conversational style that does not include personal attacks or take place in the same emotional climate. We’re not underestimating or unappreciative of how much pain the issue has caused, but stirring it up again and again simply won’t solve anything.

Mateo and Lucia know that they are in a bad cycle. The SUV is the go-to insult that Lucia uses whenever she feels upset with him, and she can’t resist a potshot every so often, even when it’s totally uncalled for. But the reason these digressions exist is because the car fiasco has never really been put to rest. It’s necessary for Lucia to forgive Mateo for doing something that did not take her tastes and desires into account, and for Mateo to know what he did wrong so that he and Lucia can know each other better, more intimately, with more trust between them.

Some of the warmth that they could have together has disappeared because gift giving has become an unsafe area for both the giver and the receiver. They need to talk about how to safely give gifts and how to celebrate important events in a loving, caring way. If the real problem is that Lucia doesn’t feel that her husband “knows” her, then it’s her responsibility to show him what she likes.

One way to do that is to go shopping for things together, but it can’t be a setup. Lucia has to curb her sharp tongue and not chide Mateo if he asks her if she likes something that she feels he should know she hates. It’s her job to educate Mateo, since no spouse is a mind reader and not every person has a good intuitive knowledge of his or her partner’s tastes or style. Mateo, for his part, has to take the risk of winning or losing his wife’s approval, and understand that she will ultimately love his efforts to know and please her.

Here is a checkpoint for everyone to think about: Happy couples take risks with each other, so spouses must make it safe for each other to do so. The key point is that instead of moving away from each other by bringing up old failures, you need to pull closer together. Relationships require long-term partner education and if that sounds like work, it shouldn’t. As Lillian Hellman said in a different context, “People change and forget to tell each other.” The past doesn’t predict the future, and you should not use the past to predetermine what your partner is thinking or feeling.

If Lucia will admit that Mateo can grow and learn and “know her,” she will be more able to let go of the past and concentrate on how she and Mateo can know each other better. If Mateo can trust that Lucia will not go after him all the time, he will be able to communicate with her more and take risks in gift giving. This is a marriage that could easily go from combative to collaborative and more loving.

The case of Bernard and Angie is much more serious. But sadly, their problem is not rare. Bernard and Angie feel isolated and dispirited because both of them feel disrespected, wounded, cornered, and stuck. We don’t think this is an intractable problem, but we do think it has gotten so ugly and repetitive that they probably need a cognitive therapist or a relationship coach to help them work through their feelings and come up with some practical solutions.

Angie can take a step back and remember what she really does want: She wants her husband to love her, support her, and be the father of her children. It seems that Bernard may have retreated from her partially because he feels so guilty about his mother’s circumstances and partly because he feels attacked without a way to resolve the competition between his responsibilities as a son and as a husband.

Often one person has to take the lead to solve a problem. It may seem best that both people change together, and that is ideal, but it just doesn’t always happen that way. One way to find a road back to spousal collaboration is for Angie to let Bernard know that she is committed to him and their home; then he can feel encouraged and feel that he has a chance to reconnect to her. Bernard currently believes that everything he is doing is wrong, with his mother and his wife. Angie can tell Bernard that she can see him struggling to take care of her and his mother and that she knows he is in a lose-lose situation.

She can reassure him that their relationship is the center of her life and that she wants it to be the center of his, and for that they need time together with no intrusions from anyone. It’s not all about his mother; it’s about the kind of focus that any two spouses need to give each other.

She can start by telling Bernard that she needs to talk to him and she would like to do that after dinner, before they clean up the dishes. We would like Angie to give him a safe place to open up to her by letting him know she is committed to him and that they can solve their problems together. She can start the conversation on an upbeat note with her reassurances. Then Angie can tell Bernard that more conversation, more planning for the future, and more companionship in their relationship will allow her to be more generous about everything. If she assures him that she is not trying to cut his mother out but rather is trying to make sure that their marriage is prioritized and protected, she can feel more secure, and more sexually open as well. Bernard, for his part, needs to focus on the needs of his wife and their future family and to get some help figuring out how to be a good husband as well as a good son.

Next, they need to make a plan to get together with his mother on a regular basis. Here’s how it could go:

       ANGIE: Bernard, for us to be a strong couple, I need a beginning and an end to our day together. I want us to have half an hour when we wake up and before we go to bed when nothing interrupts us, especially the phone.

       BERNARD: But you know Mother calls in the morning and at night because she is scared and lonely.

       ANGIE: O.K., do you want to have intimate couple time set aside for us?

       BERNARD: Yes, of course. I do, Angie, I really do. I love you, and I want us to be a family.

       ANGIE: Do you want to suggest other times we could have that are reserved for just the two of us?

       BERNARD: Maybe I could tell mother that I will call her on the way to work, and I’ll call her in the evening to say goodnight, and tell her not to call again unless there is a real emergency.

       ANGIE: Great, let’s try it. If that doesn’t work, we will try something else until we figure it out.

The marriage has to come first. Angie and Bernard can find other ways to support his mother. He could do some practical things to help by agreeing to meet his mom one night a week for dinner, and maybe for lunch as well. Angie can show goodwill and support by agreeing to invite his mother for dinner on Sundays.

Sometimes these practical, structured actions seem too light for the deep crevasses that emerge when two people have not found an answer to a serious, recurring problem. But simply not allowing calls after a certain time at night unless there is an utter emergency could start a whole new era of peace and understanding between the spouses.

If you are going around and around on a painful topic and no new elements have been brought in to carve away at the problem, then that is a signal that you need intervention to put new ideas and solutions into the mix. And, if there is no news, stop and think about what you are feeling and what you want before you start talking, and leave out the past.
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