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Sam:  Where have you been?  Do you know what time it is?  

Ramona:  So, I'm a little late.  What's the big deal?

Sam:  A little late?  It's nearly twenty past six! 

Ramona:  Fix your watch, Sam.  It's not even quarter after.

Sam:  Fix your own watch.  I'm tired of your coming home late all the time.

Ramona:  How can you be tired of it when I hardly ever do it?

Sam:  Oh?  You weren't late last Tuesday?  You even called to say you were working an extra hour.

Ramona:  Exactly!  I called.  Don't I get credit for that?

Sam:  I didn't notice your calling tonight. 

Ramona:  Do I have to check with you about my every little move?

Sam:  Just the ones that affect me.  It's common courtesy.  Your problem is that you never think about anybody but yourself.

Ramona:  And your problem is that you always have to control  everybody.


There is a dreary, relentless, molasses-like feel to such a low-grade couple fight.  Reading it could easily catch you up in the hopelessness that such a fight creates.  But there's a way to see through to the inner structure of the fight.  And there's the possibility, by holding an after-the-fight recovery conversation, to turn it into something useful.  


A fight, once begun, has its own momentum.  Less than a minute and half into this fight and Ramona and Sam have already brought up the heavy artillery:  "You only think about yourself" and "You always have to control everybody."  Soon they begin fighting about the fight:

Ramona:  Why do you always have to start up with me like this?

Sam:  You're the one who started with me ‑‑ by being late. 

Ramona:  But you didn't have to get so angry. 

Sam:  I'm not angry!  I'm just telling you how I feel.

Ramona:  You're not angry?  Listen to your tone of voice.

Sam:  Well, I wasn't angry until you accused me of being angry.


Since each partner can always come up with a rebuttal to what the other just said, the fight can go on indefinitely.  Each partner reacts to the sting of the other's last comment by stinging back.  A fight is a stalemate (deadlock) in which each partner needs the other to listen, but can't stop saying things that make it impossible for the other to listen.  Each feels too unheard to be able to listen.  


The fight is further fueled by attempts to end it.  One partner makes a conciliatory gesture.  If the other doesn't immediately respond with a conciliatory comment of his or her own, the first reacts with an intensified burst of anger.


There's a further fact about fighting ‑‑ in some ways the most important one of all ‑‑ which is that neither partner thinks he or she is fighting, but that only the other person is.  "Okay, I might have said a few angry things," Sam says later, "but only because you provoked me."  Each person feels that he or she is being reasonable while the other person is being abusive or defensive.  Each feels that he or she is the victim.


Furthermore, each partner feels that he or she is trying to communicate something important.  It's easy to see what Sam thinks he is communicating.  In telling Ramona that she's late, lacks common courtesy, and thinks only of herself, he thinks he's telling her "I feel hurt, neglected, and taken for granted, and I'm worried that deep down you don't really care very much for me."


Sam even knows that he isn't quite saying these things.  He doesn't think he has to.  These feelings and worries are so obvious to him ‑‑ they so fill his mind ‑‑ that he can't believe that Ramona isn't fully aware of them also.  The fact that Ramona insists on focusing on his tone ‑‑ the harshness of his voice that comes from exasperation ‑‑ rather than appreciating what he obviously must be feeling, proves to him that she is defensive and oversensitive.  "Besides," he'd say, "I've said it to you nicely in the past and you didn't listen then either."  As Sam sees it, he is trying to tell her about his hurt feelings, whereas Ramona is being touchy, quick to offend, and blind to the obvious.  


Ramona has her own important message that she is trying to communicate ‑‑ although hers is not as easy to pick out.  In fact, she doesn't seem to have a message at all.  She seems simply to be reacting to Sam's criticisms.  That's the message:  How powerfully affected she is by his criticisms.

Here is what Ramona said:  "So I'm a little late.  What's the big deal? . . . Do I have to check with you about my every little move? . . . Your problem is that you always have to control everybody."

Here is what she thought she was saying (or, at least, implying):  "I have a hard time when you're critical of me like this, especially if it's for something as small as being a little late.  And I'm upset with myself for letting you get me so upset."


In such a struggle, both people feel that they're trying to communicate something important to a partner who refuses to -listen or, worse, is trying to pick a fight.  Soon, each partner is trying to force something down the other's throat ‑‑ while resisting what the other is trying to force down his or her throat.


Typically, one of the partners is quicker to conclude that they've reached an impasse ‑‑ which immediately becomes the next round of the fight, with one partner arguing for stopping the fight and the other for continuing.  Ramona is usually the one who wants to stop.  She notices a frown on Sam's face that indicates that he is past the point of listening.

Ramona:  This is getting nowhere.


Here's what Ramona thinks she is saying:  "Why don't we call a truce, since it's clear that we're getting nowhere."  Here's what Sam hears her saying: "You jerk!  You always insist on continuing the fight even when it's obvious we're getting nowhere."

Sam:  You started the fight and now you're heading for the hills.


Here's what Sam thinks he's saying:  "If we only stuck with it a little longer, I bet I could make you understand."  Here's what Ramona hears him saying:  "You're such a quitter!  You don't have the guts to stick anything through!  And, what's worse, you're the one who started the fight in the first place." 

Ramona:  I didn't start the fight.  You did.  I don't understand why you always . . .


Ramona stops herself at this point, since she realizes that she's just adding fuel to the fire, which is the last thing she wants to do.  Quickly, she shifts gears.

Ramona (softly with just a touch of pleading):  I just don't see how this is helping.


Although Sam can see that she's right ‑‑ it isn't helping ‑‑ he hasn't entirely given up hope of forcing her to accept his point.  He tries a new tack.

Sam:  You wouldn't like it if you were fixing dinner and I showed up late.


This stops Ramona.  It's new information.  She hadn't known ‑‑ it hadn't registered ‑‑ that Sam had started dinner.  She knows how much she hates it when she fixes dinner and he is late.  It's new information, but at the moment it's unusable.  That's because Sam is pointing to his making dinner, not to inform her, but to reproach and punish her.  He is saying in essence:  "Look, this is an example of how you don't have consideration for anybody; I fix your dinner and you don't have the courtesy to show up on time." 

Ramona:  You put some leftovers in the microwave.  You call that fixing dinner?


Since a fight is self-fueling ‑‑ like a hurricane gaining strength over water ‑‑ the way to end it is to cut off the fuel; that is, to interrupt the pattern of feeling stung and stinging back.  This is done by calling a time-out or, as Ramona and Sam are about to do, giving up in exhaustion.  People used to be advised to count to ten; when this method works, this is why it works. 


Sam eventually comes to the conclusion himself that the fight is getting nowhere.  He gives his palms-turned-up, eyes-rolling-up-towards-the-ceiling, what's-the-use shrug and retreats to the attic to console himself with his stamp collection.  Sorting through his Ethiopian commemoratives, he is alarmed by how affected he is when things are bad between him and Ramona.  The whole world seems gray.  Even his beloved stamps fail to cheer him up.


Ramona, who felt a surge of relief at Sam's willingness finally to let it go, seeks her own refuge ‑‑ her version of Sam's stamps:  The telephone.  She calls her best friend, Laura who tearfully describes an even worse fight that she had just had with her Andy.  Later, while taking a shower, Ramona feels fortunate.  Sam has his faults, but at least he doesn't follow her out into the street yelling like Andy just did with Laura.


That night, crawling into bed, Ramona and Sam feel too raw to reach out to each other.  Neither has gotten over the other's more searing comments.  Each secretly hopes that the other will do the reaching out ‑‑ which doesn't happen.  



Sam wakes up the next morning feeling a little better.  In an attempt to signal that he is no longer angry, he says something cheerful and friendly.  Sam is testing the waters.  Ramona, grateful for his conciliatory gesture, responds with a cheerful and friendly comment of her own.


They have exchanged peace flags.  


For some couples, this would be the extent of the peace-making.  They would go on as if nothing had happened.  For other couples ‑‑ Ramona and Sam are one ‑‑ there is a further step:  Apologizing.

Sam:  I'm sorry about last night.  I had a bad day at work and I took it out on you.


Sam admitting the ways in which he might have been at fault last night makes Ramona feel like admitting the ways in which she might have been.

Ramona:  Of course, I was late.


In contrast to the stinging/stinging, denying/denying interaction of the evening before, Ramona and Sam now engage in an admitting/admitting interaction.

Sam:  Yes, but I still shouldn't have jumped at you like that.

Ramona:  But, you were right ‑‑ I should have called.

Sam:  Sure, but you weren't even that late.

Ramona:  Still, it's what I would have wanted you to do in my place.


In their fight the night before, Ramona and Sam were trying to force their views on each other.  The harder they tried, the more the other resisted.  Now, without any effort on either's part, each is automatically seeing things from the other's point of view.  The warmth and appreciation that each feels ‑‑ this suddenly getting back into the other's good graces ‑‑ takes a sexual turn.  They reach for one another and fall into bed. 


Lying in Sam's arms afterwards (thank God it's Saturday), Ramona silently vows to make a greater effort to be home on time in the future and, when she can't avoid being late, to be sure to call.  Stroking Ramona's hair, Sam wonders whether she really believes that he tries to control people.  He makes a silent vow to avoid anything that might seem controlling.  He resolves to be more supportive, or at least more tolerant, when Ramona stays late at work or does things on her own, like going to a movie with a friend.


Sounds good, doesn't it?:  An exchange of peace flags; a two-way apology; genuine appreciation of each other's point of view; a reconciliation leading to good sex, capped off by private vows to change.


Still, something is missing ‑‑ although it may be hard to think of what it possibly could be.  It's this:  Ramona and Sam don't expect to use what was said in the fight as grist for the mill.  They don't expect to check back with one another to find out which of the other person's charges were really meant and which issues raised in the fight might be useful to discuss.  And we don't expect them to do any of these things either. 

We don't expect Ramona to go up to Sam later and say "Do you really think that I'm inconsiderate?  What other forms does it take?" or for Sam to go up to Ramona and say "Do you really think I try to control people?  Are there other instances of that?"

We don't expect Sam to say to Ramona:  "I'll bet my anger last night seemed to you to come out of nowhere" or "I've been worried about my recent irritability and quick temper" or "You know, I think I figured out more what last night was about:  When you're late, I can suddenly feel that I'm not important to you at all."

We don't expect Ramona to say to Sam:  "I've been thinking more about our fight last night and I just realized that when you got angry at me, I felt like a little girl caught doing something wrong.  I hated feeling that way, and I just threw everything back at you as hard as I could."


We generally think of a couple fight as being over trivial issues (such as arriving home fifteen minutes late); that is, as essentially being about "nothing."  We think of a fight as a reaction following a previous buildup of suppressed complaints or as the result, simply, of one or both partners being irritable, having a bad day, or being in a bad mood.  The accusations made during a fight are typically exaggerated and, in some cases, might not really be believed by the accuser at all.  Sam's "You only think of yourself" and Ramona's "You're trying to control me" are examples of the kind of global, all-purpose, knock-you-down-in-your-tracks condemnations that people launch against one another when they feel frustrated by their failure to have an impact. 


Although everyone knows that people say things in fights that they don't mean, everyone also knows that only in fights are people able to say what they do mean.  In a fight, people are freed from the usual constraints.

Were Ramona and Sam not in a fight, he would have edited out nearly everything he said.  He'd tell himself, in effect:  "I can't say that; it would hurt Ramona's feelings, provoke a fight, and ruin the rest of the evening.  It's not worth it."  

Since they were in a fight, Sam told himself instead, in effect:  "I'm glad I've got this powerful thing to say, since it might have at least a slight impact on Ramona.  I don't care if it ruins the evening; as far as I'm concerned the evening is already ruined."  

 
When a person weeps, we know that he or she has hit upon something important; the tears are a clue.  The same is true with fighting.  When partners fight, we know that they have struck a nerve, although it's easy to be distracted by the fact that the fight often seems to be about something trivial.


But whereas a fight contains important information, there is no way during the fight for partners to extract this information.  A fight is a fallback position.  People resort to this form of relating when they've given up achieving their objectives by more conciliatory and collaborative means.  Fighting is a backup plan in which the new goal, punishing your partner, makes it less likely that you will reach the original goal, which is getting your partner to listen.  When you're fighting someone, you want to make them feel as bad as you think they are trying to make you feel.  Only after the fight, when the smoke and the fumes have dissipated, is it possible to plumb it for its information.


But partners are unlikely to get together after the fight and plumb it for its information.  They're too afraid that talking about the fight afterwards will just rekindle it ‑‑ and well they might be, since that is what usually happens.  Our relationships are strewn with remnants of fights from which we have failed to draw the usable information (or, worse, drawn misleading information and mistaken conclusions).  To have even half a chance of a conversation about the fight that doesn't just rekindle it, Ramona and Sam need to know important facts about after-the-fight recovery conversations.  


They need to know, to start with, that interspersed among the many things said in fights that aren't meant are clues to important things that are meant.  They need to know that the fight will at times re-ignite and that what fans the flames at such moments is each partner's overwhelming and irresistible conviction that it's only the other who is doing the re-igniting.  They need to know that each is going to think that he or she is trying to express something important while the other insists on fighting.



And it is an overwhelming and irresistible conviction.  In the hundreds of couples I've seen in my work as a couples therapist, I have yet to find a partner whose position I could not ultimately see as reasonable.  Then I come home to find the one person in the world who truly is unreasonable:  Joanne, my wife.  She's a special case.  I try to tell her something important and she picks a fight.  And Joanne, who is a therapist herself, comes home to another person who's truly unreasonable.  She thinks I'm a special case. 


In an after-the-fight recovery conversation, partners will experience recurrent shifts in which their partners suddenly stop being people they can talk to and become oversensitive, defensive, and mean-spirited ‑‑ and their partners will experience exactly the same shift in them.  There's a politics ‑‑ an etiquette ‑‑ of after-the-fight recovery conversations that everyone sort of senses but that is important to spell out.  In the beginning of such a conversation, both partners are wary and gun shy.  They behave like members of rival factions staring at one another over a peace table, looking for hidden daggers and expecting bad faith ‑‑ both of which, by the way, are likely to be present.


At this initial stage of peace talks, neither partner can tolerate hearing the other's justifications or explanations.  Both have heard enough of those already ‑‑ in the fight.  All that Ramona or Sam can tolerate at this juncture is the other listening to and appreciating what he or she is trying to say.


Once an admitting/admitting, acknowledging/acknowledging pattern gets started, a delicate balancing is required to keep it going.  The fight will resume at any point at which one partner feels that the other is not doing enough admitting or acknowledging in response to the amount that he or she is doing ‑‑ or, worse, when one takes something the other just admitted and uses it against him or her.


Here is Ramona making an attempt to start an after-the-fight recovery conversation.  She begins, not by restating her position (she knows that Sam has heard enough of that already), but by jumping over to his side and appreciating his position.

Ramona (taking a deep breath):  You know, I realized only near the end, when you made that comment, that I screwed up your timing for dinner.


Sam had originally brought up his fixing dinner to chastise Ramona.  Now that the fumes of reproach have dissipated, however, she is able to plumb his comment for its information.


Ramona makes her statement warily.  For good reason, it turns out.  Sam has an urge to snap back:  "Yes, it wouldn't occur to you that I might be making dinner.  You never think about anybody but yourself."  But Sam goes through the following editing process to make sure that it's what he really wants to say.

Major argument for:  "It'd be fun to say."  

Major argument against:  "It would destroy the good mood that's beginning to develop.  

Conclusion:  "It's not worth the damage it'd do."

Reconsideration:  "Who cares about the damage!  I'm still hurt and angry."

Reconsideration of the reconsideration:  "Yes, but Ramona would take my comment as further evidence that I always use what she says against her.  I'd never hear the end of it."

Sam (to Ramona):  Well, it's not so much the dinner as . . . I don't know . . . I found myself thinking that you'd gotten so caught up in that new project with the guys at work that you'd . . . that you'd . . . that you'd forgotten . . . that you'd . . .


Sam feels that what he is saying is chancy, which is why he is fading out near the end.  He is worried that Ramona will snap back:  "You don't want me to have any kind of life in which you're not the center, do you?"  


Ramona is about to do exactly that.  She sees Sam's objection to her working on that project as his possessively trying to control her.  "I can't let that happen," she tells herself, "I've got to make a stand."  She's about to do so, when it occurs to her that he's being hesitant; in fact, he's nearly ground to a halt.  The realization that Sam is uncomfortable with what he's saying ‑‑ rather than feeling that he has a right to make these demands upon her ‑‑ is all Ramona needs to jump over to his side and help him get out what he's trying to say.  

Ramona (in a warm, good-natured tone of voice):  Oh, you thought I forgot you, huh?

Sam (grateful for her help):  Oh, I don't know.  Maybe . . . just a little.

Ramona:  Well, you have no reason to.


Sam winces at Ramona's "You have no reason to."  He feels accused of being childish and irrational.  So he does what people typically do when they feel in need of a defense and they can't come up with one.  He resurrects one of his earlier arguments, even though it hadn't been effective when he used it before.

Sam:  Oh?  What am I to think when you're late all the time?


It's a dicey moment.  Last night's fight is rekindling ‑‑ we can see some smoke and a couple of sparks.  Sam feels rebuked.  Ramona can't understand why he has taken offense since she thinks she has told him, in essence, "Don't worry; you have no reason to think I'd ever forget you."  She thinks she's being supportive and caring.  As she see it, she's trying to comfort Sam and he is responding by using it as some sort of excuse to pick on her and re-open the fight.  Each thinks the other is restarting the fight.


Let's say, however, that Ramona is an expert in after-the-fight recovery conversations ‑‑ which means that she is able, to some extent, to stand back and observe how she and Sam are on the verge of snapping into a stinging/stinging pattern.  Her ability to observe allows her one further move before being sucked into the vortex.  

Ramona (making that move):  Yes, well I know what you mean.  I know I felt left out ‑‑ "forgotten" ‑‑ that time when you went off with the guys and played basketball.


Sam doesn't experience Ramona's statement as the conciliatory comment she had meant it to be.

Sam:  You knew about that game weeks before.  You could have made other arrangements.  Don't blame me for it.  And, anyway, you could have come along.  A lot of the guys' girlfriends did.


Is it too much to expect Ramona to maintain her composure in the face of Sam's defensive reaction and to be able to make yet another effort to remain collaborative and to avoid the vortex?


Yes, it is!  


She tells herself:  "I know that Sam thinks that I'm the one who's restarting the fight just as I certainly think that he's the one.  I know all that.  But frankly my dear, I don't give a damn!  I've had it!  I'm going to blast him with everything I've got.  I can pick up the pieces later."


But before Ramona can start blasting away, Sam (let's say that he, also, is an expert in after-the-fight recovery conversations) makes a conciliatory comment of his own.  He had been shocked by the harshness of his "You knew about that game weeks before" comment.  "Where did that come from?" he wonders.  "I didn't know I was that angry."  For a split second ‑‑ and here's the crucial point ‑‑ Sam is able to see his role in provoking the fight.  A critical factor in the maintenance of an after-the-fight-recovery conversation (avoiding the vortex) is such moments of conciliatory thinking and collaborative feeling.  In that split-second, Sam tells Ramona:

Sam:  What am I doing?  Why am I jumping down your throat?  I don't know . . . I guess . . . I guess I just still feel bad about going off to play basketball when that was suppose to be our time together.


Ramona is charmed and disarmed by Sam's admission.  Instead of blasting away, she jumps over to his side.  She finds herself wanting to reassure him about the basketball game.  We can hear the gears of the admitting/admitting pattern grinding back into place.

Ramona:  Yes, I know.  I squawked a lot about it at the time.  I made you pay.  But now, I'm so wrapped up with my new project at work, it looks like our roles are reversed.  (laughs:)  Now's your chance, if you like, to make me pay.

Sam:  And I might take you up on that because, to tell you the truth, I do feel a little left out.

Ramona:  You do?  Really?

Sam:  Why are you so surprised?

Ramona:  I don't know.  I'm just not used to your feeling left out.  You never told me anything like that before.


Sam wavers.  He isn't entirely comfortable talking about feeling left out.  It makes him nervous.  He worries that Ramona might use it against him.  But he is caught up in the admitting/admitting spirit ‑‑ this vortex of intimacy.  So he throws caution to the winds.

Sam:  I'm not used to it, either.  I've never told myself anything like that before.  In fact, it hadn't occurred to me until I just said it that I've been feeling left out.  All I knew was that I've been really irritable lately.


Ramona feels like retorting:  "You can say that again."  But, like a master chess player anticipating the next three moves, she imagines that Sam would respond "Wait a minute, I haven't been that irritable," to which she'd respond "Oh, no?  Look at yourself right now" to which he'd respond "I wasn't irritable until you accused me of being irritable."  


She knows she doesn't want to go down that path.  Instead of telling him "You can say that again," she just reports the wish to do so.

Ramona:  I feel like telling you "You can say that again," but I know that that'd be a low blow. 

Sam:  Not to mention a cheap shot.

Ramona:  Yes, that too.  I guess I'm just very affected ‑‑ much more so than I ever realized ‑‑ when you're unhappy and irritable with me.

Sam:  I'm not proud of being irritable.  Like last night, for instance:  You were just a little late.  Why should it matter to me so much?  I guess I'm just very affected ‑‑ much more than I ever realized ‑‑ when you're so caught up in your work.


Were Ramona and Sam to have had this exchange earlier in the conversation, before the collaborative spirit had developed, Ramona would have felt criticized for being so caught up in her work.  She would see Sam as a possessive husband trying to control her.  Given the good will that has built up, however, she interprets his comment as a friendly, confiding admission.

Ramona:  It's nice to know that I'm that important to you.


What everyone wants is a partner who admits, acknowledges, listens, confides, understands, accepts, sympathizes, and forgives.  In a word, we're looking for intimacy.  Intimacy results from telling your partner your main concern and feeling that he or she understands, and your partner's telling you the same and feeling that you understand.  Ramona and Sam are establishing a sense of intimacy in the act of commiserating about its recent absence.  


This example of Ramona and Sam makes clear how easy it is to get ensnared in a self-fueling stinging/stinging, denial/denial pattern in which intimacy of this kind is impossible.  An angry or defensive comment by you or your partner can lead to the same in the other, propelling the two of you into a stinging/stinging, denying/denying pattern.  A fight is never more than a sentence away.  


By the same token, intimacy is never more than a sentence away, although neither of you is likely to be in a state of mind in which it is possible to come up with that sentence, particularly when the two of you are in the middle of a fight.  You have to wait until after the fight. 


When you're in a fight, you're unable to confide your main  concern or even to know what it is.  We don't expect Sam to tell Ramona:  "I'm frustrated because I can't think of anything to lash back with that has even half the impact that what you just said is having on me."  There's no way in the world that he'd be able to say it; no one talks this way.  Were he to say it, however, he'd be confiding his main concern.


What we do expect Sam to say, instead, is something like:  "You're a real jerk!  Do you know that?"  This essentially is what he did say in blurting out:  "Your problem is that you never think about anybody but yourself."  And this essentially is what she answered back in saying:  "And your problem is that you always have to control everybody."  People become narrowed down when they're angry.  They lose the ability to confide what they feel or even to know what it is. 


Sam and Ramona regained the ability to confide what they feel when, later, they engaged in a recovery conversation.  In the atmosphere of safety and creativity generated in this conversation, Ramona was able to discover how affected she is when Sam is critical of her and Sam was able to discover how ashamed he is about feeling left out.




