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THE COMPOSED HUSBAND

The adequacy is the problem. The silence is the symptom. The composure is not maturity — it is what was left when something essential went unsaid for too long.
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PROLOGUE

[image: ]

 

You do not need to read this book in order. Each of the seven chapters tells the story of one man and one marriage, and each can be entered on its own. Begin where something pulls at you. If a phrase in a title catches what you have not yet found language for — the divided husband, the supervised father, the decent man who disappeared — that recognition is the book speaking to you, and it is the right place to begin.

There is, however, a shape to each chapter that rewards a particular way of reading.

Every chapter unfolds in three movements, and the movements are designed to be read in sequence.

The first is the Presenting Case, where the man and his marriage appear in narrative form — through what was said, what could not yet be said, and what the silence between them meant.

The second is the Chapter itself, which moves beneath the narrative and examines the psychological architecture: the defences, the inheritances, the emotional grammar that produced the marriage we have just witnessed.

The third is the Clinical Appendix, a formulation written more directly, where the patterns are named and the therapeutic terrain is mapped.

Read the three in the order they appear. The story prepares you to feel; the chapter helps you to see; the appendix allows you to think. Each layer rests on the one before it, and together they offer something no single layer can provide alone — the experience of recognising a life from the inside while also understanding it from the outside.

A reader who wants only the human story may stay with the presenting cases. A clinician may move directly to the appendices. A reader who wants the full architecture — the one this book was written for — will read all three, in sequence, and let each chapter complete itself before turning to the next.

Begin where you must. The book will meet you there.


PREFACE

On Silence, and What It Contains
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This book is the product of over three years of clinical work, listening, writing, rewriting, and the slow, painstaking labour of transforming what was spoken in the privacy of the consulting room into something that could exist on a page without betraying the people who trusted me with their interior lives. It has been written neither quickly nor lightly. Every sentence in this book was earned.

Every case presented in this book is real. Every individual described in these pages sat across from me in a therapy room, often for years, and entrusted me with the most protected dimensions of their experience — their marriages, their childhoods, their shame, their anger, their grief, the things they had never said aloud to anyone. No case in this book is hypothetical, invented, fabricated for narrative convenience, or constructed to illustrate a theoretical point. The clinical material that forms the foundation of every chapter originated in the lived experience of real human beings who came to therapy because something in their lives had become unbearable enough to require witness.

The words in these chapters are not mine. They belong to the men and women who spoke them. The phrases, the images, and the specific ways in which a husband described his marriage or a wife named what she had been living with were not inserted for literary effect, embellished to make the prose more beautiful, or sharpened to make a clinical point land with greater force. What appears on these pages was spoken, in many cases haltingly, over months and years of therapeutic work, in the particular and unrepeatable language of a person discovering what they actually felt. The therapeutic process does not produce polished testimony. It produces fragments, contradictions, long silences, and occasional sentences of such raw precision that they could not have been written by anyone other than the person who was, in that moment, finally telling the truth. Those sentences are here. They have been preserved as faithfully as the requirements of confidentiality allow because they are the book’s authority. Without them, this would be theory. With them, it is what it is: a record of what was actually said by people who were actually suffering and actually, with enormous difficulty, beginning to change.

To protect the identity and privacy of every individual whose experience appears in this book, all names have been changed, locations have been altered, and identifying biographical details — professions, family configurations, specific cities, and other particulars that might permit recognition — have been modified or obscured. In certain cases, composite elements have been introduced: details from more than one clinical encounter have been combined into a single narrative where doing so was necessary to prevent identification while preserving the psychological truth of the material. These modifications are standard practice in clinical writing and have been applied here with the sole purpose of ensuring that no reader, however close to the individuals involved, could identify a specific person from what is written. The psychological content — the emotional architecture, the relational dynamics, the internal conflicts, and the words spoken — has not been altered. What has been changed is the surface. What has been preserved is the depth.

Any resemblance between the individuals described in this book and specific persons known to any reader is coincidental. The patterns documented here — the suppressed anger, the managed composure, the erosion of desire, the generational transmission of emotional restriction, the quiet and corrosive adequacy of marriages that have not failed but have not lived — are not the property of any single family. They are pervasive. They operate across households, across communities, across economic strata, across the entire breadth of a culture that has normalised certain forms of emotional compression to the point where they have become invisible as compression and visible only as character. If you recognise someone in these pages, the recognition speaks to the prevalence of the pattern, not to the identity of the person described.

This book has been written with a specific and urgent purpose. It is intended to provide individuals — men and women living inside the patterns described here, who may not yet have language for what they are experiencing — with the recognition that what they feel is real, that it has origins, that it is not a personal failing but a structural inheritance, and that it can be addressed. It is also intended to provide psychologists, psychotherapists, counsellors, and mental health professionals with a clinically grounded, culturally specific account of how a significant number of

Indian marriages and Indian men are operating: quietly, silently, behind the closed doors of households that appear, from the outside, to be functioning adequately. The adequacy is the problem. The silence is the symptom. The composure that is mistaken for maturity, the restraint that is mistaken for evolution, and the emotional unavailability that is mistaken for stability are not signs of health. They are signs that something essential has been suppressed for so long that the suppression itself has become the personality.

The message of this book is not comfortable, but it is simple: if you have recognised that something in your marriage, your emotional life, your relationship with your own anger or your own desire is not as it should be, do not wait, do not accommodate, do not convert the recognition into another round of self-management that leaves the structure intact and the self further compressed. The patterns described in these pages do not improve with time. They deepen, they transmit, they pass, with ruthless efficiency, from the father’s body to the son’s glance, from the mother’s adaptive silence to the daughter’s relational template. The earlier the recognition arrives, the less there is to undo. The cost of intervention is always less than the cost of continuation. If something is not correct, attend to it now—not when the children are older, not when the career has settled, not when conditions are more favourable, but now. The conditions will never be more favourable than the moment in which you understand that they need to change.

Nothing in this book has been written with prejudice against any individual, any family, any community, any cultural tradition, or any gender. The clinical material presented here does not exist to indict; it exists to illuminate. The fathers described in these pages were not villains. They were shaped men, formed by structures they did not design and governed by laws they did not author, doing what their formation had equipped them to do with whatever love was available to them within the constraints of that formation. The mothers were not passive. They were adaptive under conditions that left adaptation as the only sanctioned form of intelligence. The husbands who came to therapy were not failures. They were men carrying the accumulated weight of generations of emotional instruction that had never been examined because the instruction presented itself not as instruction but as nature. To see the pattern clearly is not to assign blame. It is to create the possibility of something different.

I wish to state, with the full weight of my professional responsibility, that nothing in this book has been added, embellished, dramatised, or aesthetically enhanced to make the material more compelling, more publishable, or more commercially attractive. The clinical content has neither been softened to protect sensibilities nor sharpened to provoke response. What is written here is what was said, what was observed, what emerged over years of sustained therapeutic work with real people in real distress. The prose serves the material; the material does not serve the prose. If certain passages carry emotional weight, it is because the experience they describe carried that weight first, in the room where it was spoken, before it was ever committed to a page.

This book is not a substitute for professional psychological or psychiatric care. The clinical formulations, therapeutic frameworks, and case analyses presented here are intended for educational and reflective purposes. They describe one clinician’s approach to a specific set of presenting concerns within a specific cultural context and should not be taken as prescriptive for any individual’s situation. Readers who recognise themselves or their relationships in these pages are encouraged to seek the support of a qualified mental health professional. Recognition is the beginning. It is not, by itself, the work.

To the men and women whose words live in these chapters: you trusted me with something that most people never share with anyone. I have tried to honour that trust by telling the truth of what you carried without ever making you recognisable as the person who carried it. Your names are not here, your faces are not here, but your courage is on every page. This book exists because you walked into a room you did not want to enter and said the thing you had spent years learning not to say. Whatever this book becomes, it began with you.

— The Author


CHAPTER ONE

THE DIVIDED HUSBAND

When a Man’s Loyalty Belongs to Everyone Except His Wife

[image: ]


The Presenting Case: Colonel Arjun and Namrata

Amarriage to a military officer rarely begins with knowledge; it begins with an image. Human beings organise their expectations of life through images long before they encounter the realities those images conceal. The uniform is one of the most powerful images modern society produces. It is more than a garment—it is a symbolic structure that gathers meanings around itself with almost mythic force.

Discipline, courage, loyalty, and sacrifice are ideas that accumulate silently around the sight of a soldier standing upright in ceremonial dress. The human mind is predisposed to respond to such symbols because they represent order within an otherwise uncertain world. In a culture where many forms of identity appear fluid or provisional, the soldier seems to embody clarity of purpose that civilians instinctively admire. He is the one who has chosen. In a landscape crowded with the merely ambitious and the perpetually uncertain, here is a man who appears to have settled the question of himself.

When a young woman encounters a military officer for the first time, she, therefore, encounters not only a person but also an entire moral narrative surrounding him. The bearing of the body, the measured rhythm of speech, and the quiet authority in his presence are qualities that suggest a man whose life is governed by principles larger than his own desires. The attraction is rarely superficial. At a deeper level, it represents a longing for steadiness in a world that often appears directionless. To marry such a man seems, at first glance, to mean entering a life shaped by certainty and purpose. The young woman imagines that some of his sureness will become hers by proximity, that the structure which shapes him will enfold her too and give her life a similar coherence. What the imagination cannot yet see is that the steadiness visible in the officer has been forged inside an institution that demands a profound reorganisation of ordinary human life—and that this reorganisation will extend outward from him to encompass everyone who loves him, on terms that no one formally agreed to.

Namrata was twenty-three when she first saw Arjun at a cousin’s wedding in Pune. He was not yet a Colonel—not even close—but he was already in uniform, already bearing the particular stillness that the armed forces breed into young officers before they are fully aware they are being shaped. Namrata noticed the posture first, then the measured way he spoke, unhurried, as if words were scarce and should be used with care. Later, describing the encounter to her mother, she would say only that he seemed to know who he was. This, in a room full of men performing versions of themselves, was remarkable. It did not occur to her then that knowing who one is may be easier when the institution has already made that decision for you—that the officer’s self-possession is, in a meaningful sense, not entirely his own.

They were married within the year. She was educated, confident, and possessed ambitions she had not yet named. He was stationed in the south at the time, and the early years of the marriage unfolded with the particular quality that characterises the beginning of most military unions: a high-frequency alternation between intense togetherness and abrupt absence. He would return on leave, and the household would reorganise itself around his presence. Then he would go, and she would rebuild the life that had temporarily reorganised itself around someone else’s rhythms. She did this without complaint, or, at least, without any complaint that could be heard. She was, in the idiom of her family and her world, a good wife. Her goodness was visible, performed, and quietly costly.

What neither of them fully understood in those early years was that the institution Arjun had joined was not simply his employer; it was the primary organising principle of their shared life. The Army did not merely tell him where to go; it told him when to sleep, how to dress, which relationships deserved priority, and how to organise his inner life. The philosopher von Clausewitz, writing about military courage, distinguished between two types. The first is indifference to danger arising from the nature of the individual, a permanent characteristic that leaves the mind cold and steady. The second arises from positive motives—patriotism, purpose, inspiration—and excites the mind rather than stilling it. The first type is steadfastness, Clausewitz wrote; the second is boldness. The most complete military courage is a combination of the two. What he did not write, because it was not his concern, is the question of what happens to the people at home when the man trained for both kinds of courage applies neither of them to the domestic life waiting for him there.

The institution trains the officer’s attention outward—toward the mission, the command, the men and women under his charge, the topography of threat, the geography of national responsibility. This outward orientation is not a character flaw. It is the purpose for which he was selected and shaped. But what is trained into a person does not remain in the professional sphere. The officer who has learned to organise his attention around external imperatives carries that orientation into the house with him when he comes home on leave. He is good at responding to what is visible and urgent but less practised at attending to what is quiet and internal—to the needs that present themselves not as emergencies but as a sustained low-frequency signal, the kind of signal that requires a particular quality of listening to hear at all.

This asymmetry has consequences for both partners. The officer returns from deployment expecting, often unconsciously, to resume a life organised around his presence. The spouse has organised a functional, selfsustaining household during his absence, which is what survival required. His return disrupts the system she has built. She must now accommodate his rhythms again—his preferences, his schedule, his need to decompress, his difficulty in navigating the domestic intimacy that deployment has made unfamiliar—while simultaneously managing her own relief, her own decompression, and her own needs, which have been deferred throughout. This is the homecoming that military spouse literature describes with almost universal candour: not the reunion of the films, with the reunion kiss and the children in the foreground, but the disorientation of two people who have been living parallel lives and are suddenly required to share a single one again, each carrying the private cost of the separation that the other was not present to witness.

The clarity of purpose that Namrata had found so attractive in Arjun at that wedding was not, strictly speaking, his own. It was the Army’s clarity, borrowed by the man wearing its uniform. This is not a criticism—the institution had given him something genuinely valuable, a structure within which his considerable abilities could find coherent expression. But what is borrowed can also be recalled. And when the uniform eventually comes off—in the evening, on leave, in the ordinary spaces of domestic life—the man inside it must find his own clarity, which may be a different matter altogether.

Civilian society is organised around the expectation of permanence. People build lives that unfold within relatively stable geographical and social structures. They remain in one city long enough for friendships to deepen through shared time. They accumulate possessions that gradually transform houses into homes layered with memory. Children grow up in neighbourhoods whose familiarity becomes part of their identity. Stability allows individuals to imagine that life moves forward through continuity.

The military profession disrupts this assumption at its foundation. The armed forces exist to defend a nation whose borders stretch across unpredictable landscapes. To fulfil that responsibility, the institution must remain mobile, disciplined, and ready to respond wherever conflict emerges. The officer who enters this profession, therefore, steps into a structure that subordinates personal stability to national necessity. Movement becomes the rhythm of life. Postings change, often with little warning. Homes are dismantled and rebuilt in new places. Children learn early that friendships may flourish intensely and then dissolve when the next transfer arrives. Stability is replaced by adaptability—and adaptability, celebrated as a virtue, is also a form of perpetual loss.

For Arjun, the transfers registered primarily as professional facts. A new posting meant new challenges, new commands, and new topographies of responsibility. The institution had trained him for exactly this readiness. He carried his identity with him because the institution had built that identity to be portable. For Namrata, each relocation represented something more complex, more costly, and far less acknowledged. She was not simply moving to a new place. She was evacuating the self she had assembled in the previous place—the friends she had made, the routines she had built, the small civic life she had cultivated with considerable effort—and carrying that self in a box to somewhere new, where the entire process of becoming a person in a place would have to begin again.

Military spouse literature has documented this experience with striking consistency across decades and cultures. The women who appear in these accounts understand something the newly married are still learning: the emotional cost of relocation is not the physical disruption but the perpetual incompleteness. You arrive in a place and begin to root. You make a friend who understands you, find a coffee shop where the owner knows your name, and discover which road to take in the evening when the light is good. And just when this accumulation begins to feel less like temporary occupation and more like belonging, the orders come. You start over. The military asks this not once but many times across the span of a career, and each time it asks it, the asking costs a little more because there is a little more that must be left behind. What the institution calls mobility, the family experiences as grief—grief that is never given a name because to name it would be to question the sacrifice, and to question the sacrifice would be to suggest that the vocation itself is not worth it, a thought that is very nearly forbidden.

Namrata moved with Arjun seven times in fifteen years. She had trained in biochemistry, a discipline she had chosen not casually but from genuine intellectual appetite. In three of those seven postings, the nearest institution where her skills could find meaningful application was too far or too impractical. She found other work—administrative, organisational, eventually managerial— and she was good at it, which made the accommodation easier to make and harder to grieve. The original ambition she had carried from her graduate years was repeatedly deferred. She did not speak of this as loss; she spoke of it, when she spoke of it at all, as adjustment.

This is an important distinction that the psychology of military marriage must take seriously. Adjustment implies agency, a voluntary reshaping of expectations in response to changed circumstances. But adjustment repeated often enough, across enough years, accumulates into something more structural: a gradual erosion of the self that existed before the marriage, replaced by a self whose primary function is to facilitate someone else’s vocation. The woman who adjusts gracefully, repeatedly, without external protest is not simply exhibiting psychological resilience. She is disappearing—and doing so with such competence and composure that no one, including herself, initially identifies what is being lost. The tragedy is not the disappearance. It is the silence around it, the cultural expectation that this disappearance is what commitment looks like, that a woman who quietly relinquishes her ambitions in service of her husband’s career is simply being a wife rather than also being a person whose ambitions had claims on the world.

The most difficult aspect of military marriage is not relocation; it is separation. The armed forces maintain a category of postings known as non-family stations—locations where the presence of civilians is impossible. These postings exist in remote mountains, volatile border zones, and operational regions where security conditions make family life unthinkable. When an officer receives orders for such a deployment, separation becomes unavoidable. Months pass without physical proximity. Communication becomes sporadic. The rhythm of family life continues in two different worlds.

One of those worlds may lie in places that few civilians ever see. High-altitude glacier regions represent some of the most inhospitable environments on earth. Temperatures plunge to levels where the human body struggles simply to remain alive. Oxygen thins until every movement requires deliberate effort. Beneath the snow lie crevasses capable of swallowing an unwary step. Avalanches descend with indifferent force across slopes that appeared silent only moments before. To remain stationed in such an environment for months requires a level of endurance that approaches the limits of human capacity.

Yet soldiers stand there anyway. They do so not because the environment welcomes them, nor because the hardship carries any personal reward, but because the geography of the nation demands that someone remain present in those places. The peaceful sleep of millions of citizens in distant cities depends partly upon the vigilance of individuals stationed in landscapes that civilians will never see.

Arjun spent two extended postings in exactly such terrain. The first came early in the marriage, before the children arrived, when the separation was painful but navigable. The second came when their son was four and their daughter had just turned one. Namrata managed both children alone across nine months in a cantonment town where she knew almost no one, and the social architecture of the officers’ wives circle—a hierarchy as legible and demanding as the rank structure it shadowed—required performances she was often too exhausted to deliver. Rank flowed through the wives as surely as through the men. The General’s wife occupied the apex; the Colonel’s wife, someday, would occupy a respectable station; and the young Lieutenant’s wife, newly arrived and uncertain, occupied the periphery.

Namrata understood this structure, had navigated versions of it across multiple postings, and found it neither warmly communal nor simple snobbery but something more ambiguous: a social system that made belonging contingent on performance, so that the loneliness beneath the performance remained carefully invisible.

Here one must be careful not to romanticise what she endured. Military spouse literature is full of this error: the elevation of suffering into nobility so swiftly that the suffering itself is never examined. What Namrata experienced across those nine months was not simply hardship. It was a particular form of loneliness that military life manufactures and then normalises—a loneliness that occurs not in the absence of people but in the presence of people whose emotional lives are carefully concealed behind institutional composure. The women around her were also managing the same fears. But the unwritten code of the cantonment discouraged their expression. To admit anxiety was to fail the standard. To weep was to wound your husband from a thousand miles away. So the women performed their competence and their equanimity, their cheerful participation in unit events and coffee mornings, their visible management of children who were also performing their own versions of being fine. They maintained the composure they had been taught to maintain, and were lonelier for it.

There is a specific psychological cost to sustained performed composure that clinical literature has only recently begun to name. When a person learns to manage strong emotion through suppression rather than expression, the emotion does not disappear; it relocates. It becomes part of the body’s background register, a lowlevel hum of contained feeling that, over years, becomes indistinguishable from the self. The woman who has suppressed her fear across nine months of a dangerous deployment does not, upon reunion, simply release it. She has already processed it in the only way available to her, which is to transform it into functionality. Her relief at her husband’s return is real. But so is the faint dissociation—the sense that the person she has become in his absence and the person expected to resume the role of wife are not quite the same person. The deployment does not end when he comes home. It ends, if it ends at all, much more slowly, in the private recalibration of two people who have each been living inside their own unshared experience.

For the spouse waiting far away, the psychological experience of such deployments contains a paradox that defines military marriage. Pride and anxiety coexist within the same emotional space. Pride arises from the recognition that the person she loves is performing work that protects the nation. Anxiety emerges from the awareness that the environment in which he serves contains dangers that cannot be controlled. Military spouses live with a form of uncertainty unfamiliar to most civilian families. News reports about avalanches, insurgent attacks, or border tensions acquire personal meaning when they describe regions where their partners are stationed. Yet despite this knowledge, the visible face of military family life often remains remarkably composed. Children go to school, households function, social obligations continue, and the routines of everyday life unfold with apparent normalcy.

This composure should not be mistaken for emotional indifference. It represents a form of disciplined courage that develops slowly through years of living within the military structure. The spouse learns, often without being explicitly taught, that allowing fear to dominate the emotional atmosphere of the home would make separation more painful for everyone. Stability must, therefore, be cultivated deliberately. Courage appears not in dramatic gestures but in the quiet maintenance of everyday life despite uncertainty.

In this sense, the courage of military families differs profoundly from the courage commonly associated with combat. Combat courage appears in moments of visible, measurable danger. It can be witnessed, named, and decorated. The courage of the home front unfolds through time. It consists of patience, emotional restraint, the management of children’s fears while managing one’s own, and the willingness to live with unanswered questions across weeks and months, and sometimes years. It is invisible by its very nature. No medal has ever been struck for the woman who answered her daughter’s question about whether Daddy was coming home with steadiness in her voice, holding the fear privately until the children were asleep.

What the psychological literature on military families has slowly begun to acknowledge—and what the women living this life have known for much longer—is that this particular form of courage extracts a price that is never formally calculated. The emotional labour of composure, performed across years of absence and uncertainty, becomes structural. It does not dissolve when the husband returns. The woman who has learned to manage her internal life alone, to make decisions alone, and to hold the household together through sheer disciplined competence, does not simply hand these capacities back when the deployment ends. She has become someone who can live without him. And this competence, necessary and hard-won, can come to feel, to both of them, like distance—it can harden, over years, into a self-sufficiency that resembles independence more than the intimacy they set out to build.

Military marriages carry within them a moral compact that is rarely made explicit and almost never articulated in the ceremonies that inaugurate it. It is not the compact of equal partnership that contemporary culture celebrates. It is older and stranger than that—closer to a covenant of shared sacrifice entered into by two people who understand, at some level, that the institution they are joining has prior claims on both of them. The officer pledges fidelity to the nation and to a specific set of institutional demands, while the spouse makes a parallel commitment whose terms no document has ever adequately described. She agrees to remain, to manage, to maintain, and to adapt. She agrees to let absence be a recurring fact of life rather than an emergency. She agrees to contain her fear quietly enough that it does not distract the person who most needs to direct his attention elsewhere. She agrees to build a self that can sustain repeated uprooting without dissolving into the rootlessness. She agrees, in short, to bear the costs of a vocation she did not choose, on behalf of a nation that will never officially acknowledge her service.

This is the deeper oath that military marriage requires—not the ceremonial vow spoken at the altar but the daily renegotiation that follows it, performed not in visible acts of dramatic sacrifice but in the thousand small surrenders of ambition and convenience that constitute a life deferred. It is a form of courage that has no rank and carries no decoration. It is, for most of the people who exercise it, entirely invisible, including often to themselves. And it is precisely its invisibility that gives it such potential for damage: the sacrifice that is not seen cannot be honoured, and the sacrifice that is not honoured accumulates, over years, into something that begins to resemble resentment even in people who never intended to be resentful.

This is what military marriage, at its most honest, asks of a spouse. Not mere forbearance, but a form of active, sustained moral commitment—the decision, made fresh with every new posting, every new deployment, and every new year of a life organised around someone else’s institutional calendar, to keep faith with something larger than personal comfort. When it works, it is among the most impressive human arrangements one can observe. It has produced women of formidable capability, radical adaptability, and genuine wisdom about what matters and what does not. It has also produced women whose adaptability has come at the cost of their own desires, whose capability has been so thoroughly organised around everyone else’s needs that they have lost contact with their own, whose wisdom about what matters has not yet extended to what matters to them. The compact asks much. What it does not guarantee—what no institution can guarantee—is that the person who gave so much will be seen in the giving.

The endurance of military marriages, therefore, depends upon something deeper than romantic affection alone. It depends upon the ability to place personal sacrifice within a broader moral narrative. And it depends upon the equally necessary—and far rarer—ability to recognise when that narrative has become the thing that prevents both partners from examining what they actually owe each other. The soldier’s vocation is not simply employment. It represents participation in a collective responsibility that protects the nation’s security. This is real, and it is not trivial. But meaning, however genuine, is not the same as recognition. The woman who understands that her husband’s absence serves something larger does not thereby stop being alone. She is simply alone with context.

Another challenge emerges gradually across the years of service: the quiet erosion that comparison with civilian life can produce. Many spouses originate from social environments where friends pursue careers rooted in geographic stability. These friends accumulate wealth, purchase homes that grow larger over time, and cultivate social networks strengthened by continuity. Military families encounter these trajectories during visits home or through conversations that reconnect them with the civilian world. Over time, such comparisons create emotional tensions that are difficult to name because naming them feels like ingratitude. The life that once appeared adventurous may begin to feel transient. The modest financial rewards of military service may appear limited beside the expanding opportunities visible in civilian professions. These reflections do not indicate a failure of loyalty. They represent the universal human habit of imagining alternative paths that might have been taken—a habit that becomes more insistent with age, as the window for those alternatives begins to narrow.

Namrata carried these reflections privately for years before they appeared in the marriage as visible conflict. She was not a woman who complained readily. She had been raised in a family where fortitude was valued and self-pity was understood as a kind of moral failure. So the reflections went underground, as unexpressed things do, and accumulated there in a form that eventually became impossible to contain. When the conflict finally surfaced—during an argument about a posting she had not wanted and had not been consulted about—it arrived with the accumulated force of fifteen years of silence. She was not simply angry about this posting. She was angry about all the postings. She was angry about the biochemistry degree that had never fully flowered. She was angry about the friends she had made and lost, and made again and lost again. She was angry about the seven homes that had each briefly felt like hers before becoming someone else’s quarters. She was angry that she had spent fifteen years being quietly excellent at a life she had never entirely chosen, and that this excellence had been taken largely for granted—not out of cruelty but out of the institutional assumption, absorbed by both of them, that her accommodation was simply what accommodation looked like, that her sacrifice was not sacrifice but merely marriage.

Arjun received this with the disorientation characteristic of military men confronted with the internal life they have been too occupied to examine. He had, in his own accounting, worked hard, served faithfully, and provided stability within the constraints of the service. He had been a present father during his postings at home, an attentive husband during leave. He had understood—he thought he had understood—that the life they were living involved sacrifice on both sides. What he had not grasped, and perhaps had not had the conceptual equipment to grasp, was that provision and presence are different things, that understanding sacrifice in the abstract and witnessing the cost of it in a specific person you love are not the same act.

The institution trains the officer to execute—to assess a situation, determine the required action, and proceed efficiently. This is invaluable in the field. However, it is sometimes insufficient in the living room, where the required action is not execution but sustained, unhurried attention, where the situation does not resolve into a mission but opens instead into the slow, patient work of hearing another person fully.

The person standing before him, angry after fifteen years, was not unreasonable. She was finally being honest. And the honesty, however belatedly arrived at, represented something more important than comfort: it was the first moment in their marriage in which she had decided to place her own reality ahead of his operational calm. The anger was, at its root, an act of respect for herself—the assertion that she was not simply an auxiliary to his life but a person whose inner world deserved the same quality of attention he had always given to everything the institution had ever asked of him.

Military service is rarely endured by the soldier alone. Every deployment is carried silently by a family that learns to live with absence, uncertainty, and pride at the same time. The uniform may belong to the officer, but the life surrounding that uniform belongs to everyone who waits for his return. Behind every soldier who stands guard at a frozen frontier or walks a patrol through hostile terrain, there exists a household somewhere far away that has learned to live with unanswered questions. The courage of the soldier is visible in the places where he serves. The courage of the family is visible in the quiet endurance with which they allow him to serve at all.

The story that follows—of Colonel Arjun and his wife, Namrata—emerges from precisely this world. Their marriage did not develop in isolation from these structural forces. Like many military couples, they began with the image of certainty that the uniform seemed to promise. Over the years they discovered, as countless military families do, that the meaning of that image is far more complicated than it first appears—that the steadiness it promises is real but contingent, that the clarity it conveys is institutional before it is personal, and that building a life together within an institution that demands everything requires, eventually, a reckoning with what remains when the demands are met and both people are still standing there, looking at each other across the accumulated years.

The psychological terrain that Arjun and Namrata now occupy has been shaped by forces neither of them fully controlled. He is, in many ways, an admirable man who has served his country with genuine courage and dedication. She is, in many ways, an admirable woman who has done the same with less recognition and considerably more internal cost. Their conflict is not primarily about failure. It is about what happens when two people with real affection for each other are organised, year after year, by a set of institutional demands that privilege one of them and render the other’s needs secondary in the architecture of their shared life. It is about what accumulates when attention goes unreciprocated—not because the love is insufficient, but because the structure leaves no room for its expression in certain directions. It is about the moment, arrived at by so many military couples, when the institution’s story about their life and their own story about their life begin to diverge, and they must decide which one they are going to tell.

They are here because they are still trying. What the chapters ahead will examine is what that efforts has cost each of them, in ways they may not yet have named, and what it might yet yield if both of them are willing to look clearly—past the uniform, past the adjustment, past the composure each has cultivated as a form of survival—at the life they have actually built together, and ask whether it contains the life they meant to live.


The Divided Husband

Authority, Silence, and the Erotics of Hierarchy

Amarriage does not come apart at a single point. It is a common misunderstanding that there is a rupture, a betrayal, an event sharp enough to account for everything that follows. In practice, the dissolution is quieter and more diffused. What happens is that a psychological reorganisation, one that was required at a particular juncture, either never took place or was carried out so partially that it amounted to nothing.

The rupture, when it eventually becomes visible, is a late consequence. It is the surface expression of something structural that was never attended to. Fromm observed that love is not a sentiment but an orientation of character, and the failure of orientation cannot be located in any single dramatic moment but is distributed across years.

It is this kind of failure—undramatic, largely invisible to the people living inside it—that I will be examining here.

Colonel Arjun came to me the way many high-functioning officers do: not in visible collapse, not in theatrics, and not with the language of distress, but with discipline, composure, and an almost surgical clarity of facts. He was punctual, courteous, and careful with words, in the way men become careful when they have learned that one wrong sentence can ignite a domestic war they will later be blamed for starting.

His suffering announced itself obliquely, through composure too deliberate to be spontaneous, through an account of a marriage that was morally coherent and emotionally evacuated. The dominant affect at intake was not anger or grief but a kind of flattened endurance, the register of a man who has converted suffering into a management task. He did not present with dysregulation but with its opposite: a containment so practised it had become the problem. His hands rested on his thighs, palms down, as though steadying something. It was the posture of a man who had rehearsed stillness until it passed for composure.

In the Army, that posture earns respect. In a marriage, it produces a particular kind of disappearance.

What I recognised in that first session was that Arjun’s capacity for self-regulation had developed at the expense of self-confrontation. He could hold himself together under extraordinary pressure. He had never been required, nor permitted, to fall apart in the presence of another person. His feelings were not absent; they were administratively managed—converted into analysis, moral reasoning, and carefully modulated speech. He had constructed, over decades, what I can only call a provisional personality: a self built to meet the demands of his environment, whose apparent coherence concealed the suppression of a deeper emotional life. It was the self that functioned impeccably in every room except the one that mattered most.

Arjun’s defensive architecture is legible, once you know to look for it. He understands his marriage analytically before he can feel it emotionally. He offers formulations, categorises his wife’s behaviour, and constructs timelines of deterioration. It is an officer’s situation report, a colonel’s briefing. The form is immaculate. Beneath this lies suppression, the active management of feeling that has been determined, without full conscious awareness, to be too destabilising to acknowledge. Deeper still sits a shame rarely permitted to surface: the shame of a man who suspects he is no longer desired, and who has converted that suspicion into controlled distance rather than vulnerable disclosure. The moral voice inside him remains the voice of his cadet days, not yet reworked into something that belongs to the adult life he now inhabits. It punishes deviation from inherited norms with guilt before it has examined whether those norms still serve where a relationship is concerned.

Namrata arrived differently. She did not wear collapse; she wore indictment. Her affect was sharp, self-protective, and morally energised. She spoke as though she had been compelled over years into the position of prosecuting her own marriage—gathering evidence, constructing timelines, and proving that her injury was legitimate. She was not saying ‘I do not care’ but ‘I cannot afford to open’. Her voice carried the quality of someone who had once waited for protection at the moment it mattered most, and who had subsequently reorganised her entire inner life around autonomy because dependence felt unsafe. She sat upright with guarded competence, the posture of a woman who has learned to carry too much alone and then been told she is too much.

Her presence in the consulting room introduced its own complexity. She arrived carrying indictment not as hostility but as vigilance, watching to see whether the therapist would recognise the legitimacy of her grievance. If she perceived neutrality as minimisation, as another version of Arjun’s refusal to choose, she intensified her moral stance in order to secure the validation that had been withheld within the marriage. The task was to acknowledge the reality of her injury while also attending to the rigidity that now sustained it.

I learned later, in a session where Arjun was not present, that Namrata had once been a different kind of woman. Not softer exactly—she had always been formidable—but more willing to let herself be reached. She described, with a precision that surprised me, the year she stopped expecting. Not the year she stopped loving Arjun but the year she stopped expecting that her love would be met with the kind of unambiguous response that makes a woman feel she is standing on solid ground. She said it happened gradually, and then all at once — the way you stop noticing that a room has gone cold because your body has adjusted to the temperature. By the time she recognised what had changed, the adjustment had become permanent.

She did not describe this as grief but as clarity. But clarity spoken in that particular tone of voice is almost always grief wearing a different name.

What emerged across several sessions was a history that predated Arjun. Namrata’s childhood had been shaped by a father who was devoted in principle and unreachable in practice—a man of standing in his community whose emotional availability was rationed, always mediated through obligation rather than spontaneity. She had learned early that love could coexist with absence, that a man could be loyal and still leave you waiting in the place that mattered most. When she first saw Arjun, a young lieutenant in regimental regalia, she did not recognise that she was drawn to a structure she already knew. She recognised it only much later, when the structure began to exact the same cost. The figure she carried inside was not simply Arjun, someone who had failed her, but something more archetypal: the protector who was absent at the moment of greatest need. We do not grieve only for the specific injury. We grieve for the confirmation it seems to provide—that our deepest fear about love was right all along.

Her continued presence in the relationship, despite years of felt abandonment, suggested something the indictment alone could not account for. Where there is still anger, there is still attachment. Indifference is the true indicator of severance. Her ambivalence, the simultaneous desire to punish and to reconnect, was itself a therapeutic resource.

In the marriage of Arjun and Namrata, there was no shortage of love, in the ordinary sense. There was also no shortage of duty. Loyalty was one of the strangest dimensions of the problem. Both still possessed it, but it had curdled into a structure that no longer produced tenderness. Arjun had not abandoned his family; he had endured it. Namrata had not left; she had stayed, but her staying had shifted shape—less wife and more manager, less lover and more custodian of the children and the household.

What was missing, and what neither of them could easily name, was a decisive rearrangement of internal authority. I want to be careful with the word ‘authority’ because it invites misunderstanding. I am not talking about household decisions, finances, or the logistics of family life. I am pointing at something internal and structural: the question of whose suffering, whose vulnerability, when it appears, actually reorganises the other person’s world, whose crisis, when it arrives, restructures the room. That is the real location of authority in a marriage. Yalom, writing about the therapeutic encounter, noted that we often fail to perceive the governing hierarchies of our own emotional lives because they have been established before we acquired the language to question them. Something similar was operating here.

The Army had trained Arjun to manage competing obligations without overt conflict: balance, contain, absorb, avoid open rupture. Rupture has consequences in a command structure, and an officer learns to hold the line, to process competing demands through a hierarchy that clarifies precedence before the situation becomes critical. This training makes a man successful in many operational contexts. Within marriage, it becomes dangerous when it replaces priority with equilibrium. Many officers confuse being fair with being committed. Their wives experience that fairness as a particular kind of abandonment: if you are always balancing, then you are never choosing me.

What I came to understand over many sessions was that the unconscious dynamics beneath Arjun’s composed exterior were organised around a single unarticulated dilemma: the incompatibility between the allegiance he inherited and the commitment he chose.

His internal world retained powerful paternal representations that continued to function as moral authorities, not memories alone but organising presences whose voice still guided decisions and regulated behaviour. The father was not simply an external figure to be obeyed or defied; he was an internal structure around which the self had been organised since childhood. The marital relationship called for primacy; his inherited authority demanded continuity. Rather than resolving this through differentiation, which would have required tolerating the anxiety of choosing, he maintained both allegiances simultaneously through careful management. The result was chronic emotional ambiguity, which he experienced as neutrality. However, Namrata experienced it as abandonment. This is one of the cruellest features of divided allegiance: the person performing balance believes he is being fair, while the person receiving it feels she has been quietly set aside.

By the time the tension became legible as marital difficulty, Arjun’s father had departed physically. But physical departure does not ensure psychic departure; it almost never does. The father continued to hold a position of interior precedence in Arjun’s inner life. Namrata perceived this in his hesitations, in the way his speech seemed to route itself through some invisible mediation before arriving at her—he would begin a sentence of support and then, mid-breath, temper it, not retracting, but softening the edges until what reached her was something less than what she needed. She sensed, in a cumulative, barely articulable register, that she did not occupy the first position. The experience of not being seen by the person one most needs to be seen by constitutes an ontological threat. Namrata lived inside that threat for a long time before either of them understood what was happening.

The consequence is not spectacular. It would not make for good drama. What happens is that allegiance within the marriage remains split, not theatrically, not through conspiratorial alliance, but structurally. The centre of gravity in Arjun’s psychological life was never deliberately relocated. It remained where it had been placed by formation and upbringing, by the deep grammar of filial obligation that was never consciously interrogated. And where allegiance stays divided in this manner, intimacy develops a persistent asymmetry, a slight but pervasive misalignment. Every exchange carries the residue of something unresolved. Nothing is exactly wrong, and nothing is exactly right.

Both Arjun and Namrata arrived at marriage without completing the psychological act that marriage, understood at depth, actually requires: a deliberate re-centring of primary allegiance from family of origin to chosen partner. This is not a failure of love but a failure of internal reorganisation, the act of declaring, without remainder, that the marital bond now holds interior primacy. The absence of this act determines whose vulnerability, in a moment of crisis, reorganises the room. And it was this, the felt sense that her vulnerability did not reliably reorganise his world, that initiated the erosion of Namrata’s trust and erotic availability.

This architecture was reinforced and amplified by decades of military service, years stationed in some of the most hostile terrains, operating under sustained threat twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, with no recourse to the warmth of family or the comfort of a home. The Army does not merely shape habits; it reconstitutes the self. Its code of honour, its demand for devotion at all costs, including the willingness to make the supreme sacrifice, so that families like Arjun’s own might sleep secure, knowing that men like him stand on the line, carries a moral luminosity that is difficult to interrogate precisely because it deserves respect. On him depend families similar to his own—this awareness sits in a part of the brain that never fully quietens. The question is not whether this devotion is admirable. It is whether the structure of that devotion, brought home and applied to the domestic sphere, forecloses the very reorganisation that marriage demands.

Arjun’s paralysis is not cruelty; it is the fear of internal fragmentation. Reorganising hierarchy threatens coherence; refusing to reorganise threatens intimacy. He is caught between two forms of dissolution. His crisis is, therefore, not marital alone but developmental.

It represents the pressure of an un-lived emotional life asserting itself against an organisation that can no longer fully contain it. The first half of his life was organised around meeting the expectations of his family of origin and his professional environment, institutions that rewarded the very qualities his defensive organisation produces: control, loyalty, and self-containment. The military career provided an external structure that mirrored and reinforced the internal one, creating a seamless fit between personality and environment that felt, for years, like health.

Marriage demands a different set of capacities: emotional availability, vulnerability, the willingness to be known in one’s uncertainty and need. These capacities exist within Arjun but have been subordinated to the demands of what I think of as the competent self, the personality organised around reliability, dignity, and rational self-governance. The competent self performs responsibility while protecting a more vulnerable internal core that has never been permitted full expression. By mid-life, the strategies that sustained the first half of life begin to exact a visible cost. The marriage becomes the mirror in which the limitations of the constructed self are most starkly reflected, not because the partner is hostile but because intimate life demands the very capacities that the constructed self was designed to circumvent.

Namrata’s anger, which Arjun read as temperamental volatility, is, on closer examination, not a matter of temperament at all. It is an indictment, not of him as a person but of the structure he inhabits without recognising it. In the early and most vulnerable passages of their marriage—the pregnancies, the physical risk, the suspension of her professional life—she encountered what she experienced as a failure of unambiguous advocacy. Not cruelty or overt neglect, but a failure to step forward without reservation at precisely the moments when only unreserved action would have sufficed. Gottman’s research suggests that what determines whether couples survive crises is not the absence of disagreement but the presence or absence of what he calls turning toward, the small, decisive act of orienting one’s full attention to the partner’s distress. It is the absence of turning toward, accumulated over critical moments, that erodes the foundation.

One morning recurs in Namrata’s account with particular density, featuring a hospital corridor, fluorescent lights humming with faint indifference, and intensifying contractions. She waited, not only for medical attention, though that was urgently needed, but for something symbolic: for Arjun to behave as though her crisis reorganised everything else, as though nothing existed in that moment except her need. She remembers asking him to call the doctor. She remembers crying and the specific quality of the interval, not its duration in minutes but the way it felt in her body: an expanding silence where his full presence should have been. Then the Army doctor arrived in a hurry, the words ‘foetal distress’ echoed in her ears, and she was suddenly transferred to the operating theatre.

What Arjun remembers of that same morning is texturally different: confusion, competing pulls, his commanding officer’s voice on the phone with instructions he had not requested and could not refuse without feeling the ground shift beneath him. His memory is not dishonest; hers is not fabricated. The two accounts are structurally incompatible, and this incompatibility is diagnostic. It tells us something about the differing positions from which they inhabited the same event.

The event did not remain an episode; it hardened into an interpretation. When memory fuses with vulnerability, when a moment of feeling unprotected solidifies into a governing framework for reading the entire relationship, it acquires what I can only call epistemic authority. It becomes the lens through which everything else is filtered. After that morning, Arjun’s hesitations were no longer experienced by Namrata as neutral. His restraint became evidence, his composure became proof. When grievance consolidates in this way, i.e., when it ceases to function as an emotion and begins to function as a way of knowing, silence is no longer interpretable as diplomacy. It becomes, from the aggrieved vantage, a form of betrayal carried out through omission.

Namrata does not experience herself as withholding love but as withholding surrender. The distinction is not semantic; it is existential. Love persists, but surrender, the full opening of oneself to another, the relinquishing of vigilance, requires a kind of internal safety she has never reliably inhabited within this marriage. What looks from the outside like coldness is, from the inside, watchfulness. And watchfulness, once it becomes the dominant relational stance, begins to resemble strength. It acquires the character of something chosen, even when it was originally a response to something unchosen.

Her inner life reorganised around autonomy. Autonomy is generally understood as liberation. In Namrata’s case, it carried the specific weight of self-containment: if primacy could not be assumed, it would be self-generated; if protection could not be counted on, exposure would be minimised. Her body had learned a posture of guarded competence, and she had stopped reaching across the bed at night, not all at once but incrementally, the way one gradually ceases to check a mailbox that never holds anything. Over time, that posture became an identity. She did not decide to stop needing Arjun; she had adapted until the need, or at least its acknowledgment, became structurally inaccessible. Fromm writes that the deepest fear in love is not the fear of being unloved but the fear of loving, because to love is to become dependent on something one cannot control. Namrata solved this problem by making herself, as far as possible, independent of what she could not control.

And yet, she had not solved it. In sessions where Arjun was absent, a different Namrata surfaced intermittently, not softer but less armoured. She spoke once about a dream in which she was standing at the edge of a field and Arjun was crossing it toward her, but the field kept widening. She woke feeling not frightened but exhausted. The dream told me what her waking posture concealed: that the autonomy was costing her more than she could afford to acknowledge. The conviction she carried — that she must secure visible evidence of primacy before she could risk further openness — functioned as both protection and prison. It shielded her from repetition of the original injury while imprisoning her within a stance that demanded proof of love and simultaneously made such proof nearly impossible to deliver.

Arjun’s silence must be understood structurally, not merely condemned morally. To dismiss it as cowardice or emotional indifference is to misread it. It is an attempt, not fully conscious or strategically calculated, to hold together competing obligations that feel as though they would shatter if he spoke too clearly in any single direction. To speak unequivocally in favour of the marital bond would have required what amounts to a symbolic dethronement of another bond, not a behavioural adjustment but something existential. It demands the relinquishment of an inherited moral axis in which institutional and regimental loyalty operates as the organising principle of masculine coherence. Fromm understood this when he wrote that the mature capacity for love requires the overcoming of narcissism, and that the narcissism in question is not always personal vanity but often an attachment to an inherited structure of identity that one cannot yet distinguish from the self.

I notice something in the consulting room during these passages of analysis. While Arjun explains, fluently, with the organised precision of a man who has trained himself to present complexity in manageable units, Namrata’s gaze shifts. She looks steadily at his hands, specifically, at the way his right hand makes a small, unconscious motion as he speaks, a gesture that seems to organise his thoughts, to press them into sequence, the way one might straighten papers on a desk. She has been watching this gesture for twenty years. She knows it means he is managing something. She knows exactly what it costs him to appear this calm.

And yet, this knowledge, which should bridge the distance between them, somehow deepens it. This is so because what she also knows, and what she has never been able to say to him, is that she does not want his management but his fracture. She wants the moment when the briefing fails and the man appears. She has been waiting for that moment for longer than she can calculate, and her waiting has hardened into the conviction that it will never come.

Sexuality collapses along this fault line, not because attraction has vanished but because erotic exchange of the kind that sustains a marriage across decades presupposes something specific: the meeting of two differentiated selves, each occupying the position of a distinct gravitational centre, each freely choosing the other without residual allegiance pulling elsewhere. When one partner senses that the other remains organised, at some interior level, around an authority that preceded and perhaps supersedes the marriage—senses this not as theory but as bodily apprehension, the way one senses a draught in a room before locating its source—then sexual access ceases to feel like union. It begins to feel like erasure, or at least like a form of capitulation she cannot afford. The body refuses what the psyche has interpreted as marginalisation.

For the husband, repeated sexual refusal does not frustrate appetite alone. What it generates, though the word is almost never spoken, is humiliation, and humiliation, when it remains unarticulated, reorganises everything. Erotic recognition is not primarily about physical gratification. It is about ontological confirmation, the confirmation that one’s presence retains significance, that one is still chosen, still wanted, still positioned at the centre of another’s desire. When that confirmation is persistently withdrawn, what is threatened is not appetite but selfhood. The masculine psyche, particularly one organised around restraint and endurance, contracts rather than erupts, and contraction presents itself as dignity. What remains unsaid, often even to oneself, is something close to this: I am no longer chosen. To experience oneself as unchosen in the intimate sphere, the only sphere that was supposed to be without contest, is to encounter a displacement at the level of being.

Five years without physical intimacy, the statistic Arjun reports with an almost studied flatness, amounts to an ongoing humiliation he has been unable to metabolise because the affective infrastructure of his formation offers no sanctioned language for male erotic shame. The tragedy is intensified by the cultural prohibition against male vulnerability. Men raised in these formations may express anger, frustration, and cynicism, but to confess humiliation, to acknowledge in
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