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For my wife Cheri;
who has chosen me again and again, through seasons of closeness and distance, through conversations that were easy and conversations that were hard.  This book exists because we stayed.

And for Janis and Michael;
who showed us early on that marriage is not about perfection, but about commitment, humility, and the willingness to keep choosing each other.

And for all those we have learned from,
And for those who trusted us enough to seek our advice along the way;
Your stories, your honesty, and your willingness to wrestle with hard truths gave me the courage to write this book.
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Introduction

Why Staying Is Harder Than Running
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Most relationships do not fall apart because people stop loving each other. Love disappears when communication breaks down, and intimacy goes with it.

That breakdown rarely happens all at once. It does not usually begin with betrayal or screaming matches. More often, it starts quietly. Conversations begin to feel heavy. Words are chosen more carefully. Some topics are avoided altogether. Over time, people stop bringing things up, not because they no longer matter, but because they are afraid of what will happen if they do.

Leaving is easy to explain. Staying is not.

Leaving gives you distance and a clear narrative. Staying forces you to sit inside discomfort. It requires you to face misunderstanding, unresolved conflict, and your own reactions when communication fails. Staying demands work that running never asks of you.

This book exists because we did not know how to do that work.

Both Cheri and I grew up in abusive homes. Different kinds of abuse, but the same lesson underneath it. Conflict was unsafe. Emotions were unpredictable. Communication was not modeled. It was endured. We did not enter marriage with the tools we needed. We brought habits shaped by survival, not connection.

We loved each other. That was not the problem.

What we did not know was how to talk when things felt tense. We did not know how to listen without defending. We did not know how to stay engaged when walking away felt easier. So we learned the hard way. Through misunderstandings. Through silence. Through fights where neither of us felt heard. Through moments when it would have been simpler to quit than to figure out how to communicate better.

This book is not written as a clinical or academic text. It is written from lived experience. From mistakes we made. From damage we caused without intending to. From lessons learned slowly, over years, not mastered once and for all.

We are still learning.

This book is also not an argument for staying at any cost. It is not written to convince anyone to remain in an abusive relationship. Abuse requires safety, accountability, and often outside intervention. Sometimes leaving is necessary. Staying is not virtuous if it destroys you.  If you are unsure whether what you’re experiencing is simply ‘unsafe’ or truly dangerous, treat that uncertainty itself as a safety question and seek outside help before working harder on communication.

Many relationships are not abusive, but they are unsafe; marked by fear, shutdown, and patterns that make honest communication difficult, not dangerous.

Communication feels tense. Silence feels easier. Conflict feels like a threat instead of a doorway. Over time, intimacy fades not because love is gone, but because it no longer feels safe to talk honestly.

This book is written for those relationships.

Before you read any further, you need to understand how to read this book.
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What This Book Is

	A practical exploration of how communication breaks down and how it can be repaired

	A guide for learning how to stay engaged when leaving feels easier

	A collection of tools learned over our marriage, not lessons perfected


What This Book Is Not

	A book to help you fix your spouse

	A defense of endurance without change

	A justification for staying in harm


How This Book Works

	You will be asked to judge yourself before you judge your partner

	You will be tempted to read this looking for confirmation that you are right

	The instinct to judge your partner first will limit what you learn

	Discomfort is not a sign this book is wrong. It is often a sign it is honest


If reading this brings awareness of patterns that have existed for years, that awareness is not failure. It is the beginning of repair. Growth does not start when people realize they have done everything right. It starts when they are finally able to see clearly, without defensiveness or despair. This book is not an indictment of past survival. It is an invitation to move forward with intention.

Scripture shapes the mindset this book invites.


“Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit. Rather, in humility value others above yourselves.”
Philippians 2:3 (NIV)

This does not mean erasing yourself or surrendering your voice. It means approaching communication: 

	Without the need to win. 

	Without the need to defend every reaction. 

	Without assuming that being right matters more than being connected.


If you read this book looking to prove that you are already doing everything right, it will not help you. If you read it willing to examine how you listen, how you speak, how you react, and how you protect yourself, it might.

Staying is harder than running because staying requires change.


Not just from your partner.

From you.


That is where this work begins.
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Chapter 1

When Conversations Stop Feeling Safe
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Most relationships don’t explode, they erode.

That breakdown rarely starts with shouting or betrayal. It starts much quieter than that. It begins the first time you hesitate before speaking. The first time you decide something is not worth bringing up. The first time you choose silence because it feels easier than explaining yourself.

At the moment, it feels responsible. Mature. Like you are protecting the relationship.

But that moment matters.

Safety in a relationship is not the absence of conflict. Safety is the belief that honesty will not cost you connection. When that belief weakens, people adapt. They filter what they say. They save conversations for later. They tell themselves timing matters, that they are tired, that this is not the right moment.

Over time, later becomes never.

Cheri and I did not recognize this at first. We thought we were doing well because we were not fighting. What we did not realize was that we were learning how to avoid instead of learning how to talk.

Early in our marriage, our schedules worked against us. We worked opposite shifts. One of us was leaving as the other was coming home. Full days together were rare. Time felt borrowed, short, and fragile.

When time is scarce, conversations change. You talk about what needs to get done. You cover logistics. You handle responsibilities. Deeper conversations get postponed because there never seems to be enough space to handle them well.

At the time, that felt normal. It felt like adulthood. We told ourselves this was just a season, that things would feel different once schedules improved. We were not angry with each other. We were tired. And tired people often mistake silence for peace.

Years later, after starting my career over, we are dealing with opposite shifts and days off again. On the surface, the situation looks the same. The experience does not. Back then, the distance felt like being alone. Now it feels like something that can be named and managed. The difference was never the schedule. It was whether the relationship felt safe enough to hold the strain.

Before we ever had a fight that felt serious, something quieter had already taken root.

We talked less about what we felt and more about what needed to be done. We delayed hard conversations because they felt inconvenient. Exhaustion made honesty feel like extra work. Silence started to feel responsible, even virtuous.

Nothing here felt dramatic. There were no ultimatums. No raised voices. No clear moment where we could say something broke. That is what makes this so dangerous. The relationship was not on fire. It was quietly starving.

Scripture speaks to this posture with uncomfortable clarity.


“Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry.”
James 1:19 (NIV)

Listening is not passive. It requires intention. When listening starts to feel unsafe or costly, people stop trying. When people stop trying, distance grows without announcement.

This is why so many couples later say they “grew apart.” They






	Conversations became shorter and more functional.

	We talked about schedules, tasks, and logistics instead of feelings.

	Hard topics were postponed because timing never felt right.

	Exhaustion made honesty feel like extra work.

	Silence started to feel responsible.



	Honesty was filtered instead of spoken.

	“I’ll bring it up later” became a habit.

	Avoidance was mistaken for maturity.

	Keeping the peace mattered more than being understood.

	Speaking felt riskier than staying quiet.



	Distance grew without a single major fight.

	Intimacy faded without betrayal or crisis.

	Being together began to feel lonely.

	Silence became normal instead of alarming.

	Disconnection looked like stability.



	Relationships rarely fall apart loudly at first.

	They erode through small, repeated decisions not to speak honestly.

	Safety is not lost all at once. It is traded away slowly.



	Where have I chosen silence instead of honesty to avoid discomfort?

	What conversations have I delayed because they felt risky or inconvenient?

	When I am tired or overwhelmed, what do I stop talking about first?

	Have I mistaken peace for safety?

	Where has silence become normal in my relationship?



	“There are things I hold back because I’m not sure how they’ll land.”

	“I think we avoid some conversations because we’re tired, not because they don’t matter.”

	“What makes conversations feel unsafe for you right now?”
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