
IMPOSSIBLE 
LOVE AFFAIRS 

Bette-Jane Raphael, 
herself guilty, analyses 

the situation. 

The editor who asked me to write this 
article looked at me over lunch one day 
and, after asking where she could call 
me, said: "Your telephone numbers al-
ways have great emotional significance." 
It was true enough; I'd been involved in 
an often blissful and just as. often gut-
wrenching relationship that had taken 
up most of my time, ·energy-indeed, 
sanity - f o r  the entire two years the edi-
tor had known me. She could always 
tell by the phone number I gave whether 
the affair was off again or on again at 
any particular moment. She could also 
be pretty sure, from the aura of roman ! 

tic turbulence that usually surrounded 
me like a martyr's halo, that writing 
about difficult relationships would be 
right my labyrinth. 

I've always assumed, when it came to 
love, that everyone else was having an 
easier time of it than I was. It seemed I 
was forever tearing my hair and rending 
my garments over my own romantic en-
tanglements - more entanglements, sure-
ly, than relationships-while other people 
apparently sailed through the turbulent 
sea of romances as if it were a kiddy 
pool. 

But after talking to a lot of women 
who are or have been in what they term 
"diff icult" relationships, I've modified 
my opinion. I've also spoken to thera-
pists who work with troubled couples, 
and I now think it can be successfully 
argued that all romantic love relation-
ships are difficult. Nowadays, men and 
women expect and need so much more 
from each other than they did in the 
·days when a couple was more of an eco-
nomic unit than a "relationship."
Couples today also have much less in-
centive to stay together when the going,
the growing, gets rough,.and less accep-
tance of the idea-America's happily-
ever-after myth being what it is-that it
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has any right to get rough in the first 
place. 

However, if all relationships are diffi-
cult, then some are more difficult than 
others. These are the bone-crushers, the 
relationships, like mine, that seesaw be-
tween delirious happiness and just as de-
lirious misery; where communication 
often seems to be taking place between 
two people who don't speak the same 
language - not . the same emotional 
language, anyway, where nothing is 
ever on an even keel and rage is felt 
as often as· love. 

Why do we get into such apparently 
doomed-from-the-start coup I ings? Was 
Freud right: Do we love pain? I don't 
think so. I'm not talking about those 
of us who inevitably fall in love with 
married men, alcoholics, crazies or gays. 
No doubt there are some women-and 
some men-who for one reason or an-
other pick the very worst situations, like 
my one-time roommate who always had 
someone else's commuter husband sleep-
ing it off on our sofa, or the divorced 
woman who confided to me that she 
had a "thing" for gay men and was in 
the middle of an unconsummated affair 
with a fellow whom she had hopes of 
turning into a practicing heterosexual. 
Such people have special difficulties 
with intimacy and loving, they are not 
the subject of my attention here. 

No, I'm talking about us well-meaning 
souls who go around looking for love 
among the living possibilities of this 
earth - men who at first glance appear 
to offer the chance for close, rewarding 
contact, shared lives, families even. I'm 
talking about those of us who fall in 
love fair and square with potential Mr. 
Right, and then wake up in bed one 
morning to realize we're with Trouble-
ls-My-Middle-Narne. 

The thing is, the news isn't necessar-

ily all bad. I'm here to tell you.difficult, 
even painful relationships can actually 
be 'North the asking price. And whether 
they have a happily-ever-after, or any 
kind of ever-after, is beside the point. 
Such involvements aren't necessarily ·de-
structive to our happiness in the long 
run, and they can contribute to our 
growth as loving, secure and tolerant 
human beings. 

Furthermore, in the scheme of things, 
they are ·quite normal. No matter what 
we see at the movies, intimacy-Cc!riilg, 
seeing-each-other-day-in-and-day-out in-
timacy - isn ' t  easy. It requires patience 
and understanding, and a willingn s to 
stretch ourselves in uneasy ways for 
somebody else. For most of us, this is 
no snap. Truly difficult relationships 
have the same problems that are inherent 
in all intimate love relationships - only 
more so. 



According to Janet Bachant, Ph.D., a 
New York psychologist, the most potent 
reason things are difficuit between two 
people who supposedly love each other 
is the inability of each to see the other 
as he or she really is. And the chief rea-
son that some relationships are more 
difficult than others is that it'.s more 
difficult for some people to see their 
partners as separate and different people, 
rather than as fantasy extensions of 
themselves. 

Although none of us seems adequate-
ly prepared for the fact that the people 
we love may be quite different from 
ourselves, may want different things 
from a relationship, may express their 
needs differently, may use words and 
behave in ways fore_ign_to us, some of 

- usseem-less prepared than others. We 
tend to forget, more than others that
we're all products of our early learning 

about the meaning of love - and what 
constitutes an expression of it-as much 
as about any other aspect of living. We 
saw how our parents acted together, and 
that gave us a vocabulary for loving; we 
find it hard to accept the fact that that 
image may be very different from the 
one held by the person with whom we 
eventually fall in love. 

According to psychotherapist Nancy 
Purcell, in especially difficult relation-
ships, these differences of style and at-
titude often are not understood as such 
and are instead seen as statements of how 
one partner feels about the other. As a 
result, the partners are constantly taking 
each other's behaviour personally, dis-
appointing each other, enraging each 
other. 

Added to al I th is is the fact that lovers 
in particularly difficult relationships 
often feel that they are not getting from 

their partners what they perceive they 
bargained for, even when there wasn't 
any actual. bargaining beforehand'. This 
perception can cause them to feel dis-
appointed and angry and betrayed. So 

Nowadays men and women 
expect and need so much more 
from each other than they did in 
the days when a couple was 

more of an economic unit than a 
'relationship'. 

many of us take it for granted that our 
lovers know what we want from a rela-
tionship that we never even bother to 
tell them. The reasoning often goes, " I f  
you love me, then you should know 
what I want - and be able to give it to 
me. If you can't give me what I want. 



if you can't be what I want, then you 
don't love m e - or not enough, anyway." 
We find ourselves doing just what Nancy 
Purcell cautions against: interpreting 
our lovers' attitudes· and behaviour, 
when they differ from our expectations, 
as a statement of how they feel about 
us. 

Finally and. simply, some relation-
ships are more difficult than others be-
cause the people involved in them are 
themselves, or in conbination with one 
another, more difficult: less elastic or 
more volatile, less confident about their 
own lovability, less tolerant or more 
conflicted about intimacy i'n the first 
place. 

All of which brings me to John, a 
man who puts a high priority on his 
sexual freedom, and Janice, who be-
lieves that if two people love each other 
they get married and stay faithful for at 
least forty-nine years (her parents' next 
wedding anniversary). John and Janice, 
love each other a lot. They give each 
other a great deal of pleasure. They 
also give each other a great deal of what 
my mother would call·tsoris. 

" I  knew fairly early that John felt a 
need to have other women," Janice says 
now, "but by that time we were in love, 
and in the midst of a wonderfully pas-
sionate affair. I don't think I wanted to 
face the issue squarely at first. I thought, 
I guess, that it W()uld go away, that John 
would change. Of course, that's part 
of what makes me so angry. the fact 
that he doesn't change, that his feelings 
for mearen't enougn to mal<e furn be 
different. It's not as if I don't know that 
his feelings are deep and genuine, because 
I do. But when he tries to explain to me 
that his desire for sexual freedom has 
nothing to do with his love for me, well, 
I have· terrible trouble accepting it way 
down in my guts, where it counts." 

When Janice knows John has been 
with another woman, she goes mad with 
rage, because to her it means John 
doesn't love her, no1 simply that John 
has a different attitude about sexual fide-
1 ity. She feels he has broken a bargain 
that was, in reality, never struck. And 
when she feels like that.sparks fly (along 
with occasional bits of food and the odd 
ashtray) and Janice finds herself slam-
ming out of their apartment at various 
hours of the day and night. 

Focusing on our partner's behaviour, 
as Janice does when she thinks about 
John's being with another woman, and 
responding to what we fantasise it 
means, leads to the kind of obsession 
that is often the hallmark of difficult 
relationships and part and parcel of 
their real danger; the dan§er of  getting 
lost in them. When we become so ob-
sessed with another person that our 

own thoughts and feelings are merely 
derivatives of our perception of his 
thoughts and feelings, then we may be 
in danger of being so involved in the re-
lationship, of having so much at stake 
in it, that we are willing to give up too 
much of ourselves in O(der to make it 
work. It may, in fact, survive under those 
circumstances, but at the expense of 
one or both of the individuals in it. 

That's why Dr. Bachant finds it sus-
pect when people describe their relation-
ships as easy. Often, she believes, seem-
ingly easygoing relationships mean that 
one of the other partner is denying too 
much. And very often, thingsbeingwhat 
they are, the person doing the denying, 
the accommodating, the sacrificing of 
self, is the woman. Nancy Purcell sug-
gests that the woman in a troubled re-
lationship pay attention to herself, using 
the everyday experiences of the relation-
ship to help her focus that attention. " I f  
you aren't getting anything�·. she says, 
"you'll know as soon as you focus on 
yourself." 

. Painful relationships can be  
worthwhile experiences. They 
can force us to pay attention to 
ourselves, to define ourselves 

and our priorities. 

hard had been married before and had 
had a really messy divorce and he was 
horrified by the thought of being legal-
ly tied to anyone again. This, of course, 
made me crazy with anger and affected 
a lot of my interaction with him in 
seemingly unrelated areas. I .was very 
insecure about us and, as a result, I felt 
very easily slighted. If Richard was late 
for an appointment with me, I got fur-
ious, because I saw it as just another 
piece of proof that he didn't love me. 
Then he would get furious with me in 
return, and say I only wanted to own 
him and that I didn't trust him. Our 
fights were horrendous, sometimes loud 
and·angry, sometimes silent and deadly. 
Days would go by when we didn't · 
talk to or touch each other. We broke 
up more often than Elizabeth Taylor 
and Richard Burton. 

" I t  took me a long time to accept the 
fact that he did love me and that he was 
committed to me, just not in the way 
I'd always expected a man to be com-
mited, which to me meant married. Now 

· I'm amazed at how comfortable and se-
cure I feel simply living with Richard.
I never thought I could do that and it
makes me feel good about myself to
know I can, and that the security I feel 
now comes from inside myself."

There's more good news: This from
a woman named Annette: "Frank
seemed schizophrenic. Half · the time
he wanted a settled relationship with
me; the other half he wanted to be a
carefree bachelor. He was forever either
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t's-one-reason,an-imi:>or-tant-ene-, - -Pul l ing me_to_ bLrn .. ..Qr Rushing m§ aw�y, · 
j why difficult, even painful relationships and our life was a series of violent se-- - - -

can be such worthwhile experiences: parations and passionate reconciliations. 
_ They can force us to pay attention to He tried to deny the depth of our re-

ourselves, to define ourselves and our lationship, to himself and to others, in 
priorities. And when that is the opera- various ways. f o r  instance, he always in-
ting principle, the decision to stay in a traduced me as his 'friend', which was 
difficult relationship can be a very posi- the one thing we definitely were not. It 
tive choice (as can the decision to leave). would make my teeth curl. 
It may be the toughest choice any of " I t  wasn't until I became clear about 
us ever has to make, but most of us what I would and wouldn't settle for in 
know what's good for us in the long r.un. the relationship, how I could and 
Which could be why we get involved couldn't live, that things settled down. 
with difficult relationships in the first Frank had to understand where I stood 
place: Because, in their own way, they're and then make his own choice. Now we 
good for us. They push us outward to live together and every once in a while 
our own perimeters, which may as- Frank spends an evening out being a 
tound us. carefree bachelor. Maybe it's not per-

Kathy looked at least astonished as feet for either of us, but it gives us 
she told me she and Richard had been enough of what we want to make it 
living together for nearly three years:."I okay. So much else in the relationship t 
think back to the times right after we is wonderful that it !s worth it." 

· 
{ 

started going together, when- it seemed .The(e i.t was._tb.e bottom_line; Ditti- .. ; 
to me every day had to be our last, and cult, painful, even periodically unhing-
1 can't believe.we're still together. Al- ing relationships can be worth the time 
most from the beginning it was clear and the effort and the hurt it takes to / 
that we had major differences, chief maintain them, whether they're til I death 
among them that I wanted to get mar- do us part or till next week. I can say ; 
ried and Richard didn't. That's what that- unreservedly, having talked to J 
commitment meant to me. But Ric- continuedonpage20 � 
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