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Dedication

To my wife:

Our journey hasn’t been what I promised you, and for that I am eternally sorry. That being said, there is so much I wouldn’t change about it. I wouldn’t be even half the man I am today if it wasn’t for you, and the only reason I am is because you stayed. You chose to fight this Good Fight with me. You chose me, you chose our children, and through all of this you even chose yourself. I am captivated by your beauty, fascinated by your strength, mesmerized by your personality, and motivated by your moxie. You are the one for me and I am certain about that. God has put us together for reasons and I have the utmost faith that it was for all the right ones. Thank you for being you, for choosing me, and for always reminding me that I am enough.

I love you with all my heart and I am forever yours,

Michael

To my husband:

I wouldn’t change one page of our story. There is so much beauty in the struggles and in the hard times, and though it was hard to see that then, I see it now, as I love you more today than yesterday. Thank you thank you for fighting so hard not only for me, but for yourself and for our two babies. We would not be here today if it wasn’t for the amount of work, patience, recovery, empathy, and love you have given this relationship. I respect the hell out of you, Mike. I love you.

xo,

Jana

To our Jolie and Jace:

Our strength on this journey derived from our unconditional love for you. Our shared motivation was to give you the family you both deserve under one roof. You two deserve a house full of love, of fun, of patience, of understanding, of forgiveness, and of grace. Every day you remind us of why we fought and why we keep fighting for our marriage and for our family. You two are truly gifts from God and we are forever thankful to have such beautiful blessings in our life.

Love,

Mom and Dad




Contents

Cover

Title Page

Dedication

Introduction: What Will We Ever Fight About?

1: Claim Your Baggage

2: Clean Your Side of the Street

3: Know Your Triggers

4: Start Talking

5: Listen Up

6: Tell the Truth

7: Learn to Walk Away

8: Pray on It

9: It Takes Two

10: Make the Time

11: Trust the Process

Conclusion: Silver Lining in Repair

Acknowledgments

Resources

About the Authors

Copyright

About the Publisher




Introduction

What Will We Ever Fight About?

Mike

It was early evening exactly a year ago. Our family had just finished dinner. Jolie, our “threenager,” was crying, battling a bath. Jana was trying to negotiate with promises of ice cream. Jace, our newborn, was fussy because it was bottle time. All this while I tried to make a dent in the dishes before taking over with Jolie so Jana could get Jace his bottle. Two crying kids, a dirty kitchen, two dogs running between our legs, begging for scraps—after a full day working so we could afford all this madness.

And oh yeah, there in the back of my mind, marinating, was the argument that Jana and I had had earlier in the day that had set the two of us off balance—and, frankly, at odds—all evening.

My hands plunged in dishwater, I replayed the argument and the aftermath in my mind, and this is where my thoughts went: I’m definitely in the right. But I overreacted when Jana criticized me. I can see her side, and I wish she knew that. But if I give in now, if I say I’m sorry, she’ll feel like she can pick fights about every little thing, and I’ll end up being a pushover. She’s already giving me the silent treatment. Maybe I shouldn’t say anything and see whether she’ll come to me. I wish we could just move past this.

Why do we need to have another fight?

Thinking back on that night, I want to puke. Seriously, I feel sick writing that. So much anxiety fueled by my pride, guilt, loneliness, and uncertainty. So much uncertainty. Would our marriage survive another fight? Why are we fighting about this stupid shit? Does every couple fight like this?

This scene probably sounds familiar to you. Maybe you have kids, too, and life is in a permanent state of Groundhog Day—esque chaos. Or maybe it’s just you and your partner. Or maybe you’re single but know you have some work to do in relationships before you jump back in the game. Regardless, if you’ve ever felt the way I felt that evening doing dishes while a stupid fight from earlier in the day hung over your house and family and relationship and mental state like the heaviest blanket in the world, you’re not alone.

As I finished the dishes I wondered which direction this night was headed. Would we (1) do the knock-down drag-out screaming and crying thing? or (2) avoid each other? or (3) have a weird passive-aggressive conversation that would “resolve” things but still leave me wondering whether we would fight again tomorrow?

And that’s when it happened. I looked up. Jana looked up. She mouthed “I love you” to me, and I mouthed “I love you” back to her. And I could see that she meant it, and I knew in my heart that I love this woman and want the best for her and us and this incredible family we have created. That moment doing dishes was a turning point.

I’d been asking myself that question: Why do we need to have another fight? But now I realize I should have been asking, Why do we need to fight the way we’ve always fought?—that is, the way we’d always been fighting: talking over each other, holding grudges, bringing up old shit, name-calling, and door-slamming. It occurred to me that we don’t actually need to do any of those things ever again. I wondered whether we could both completely and forever just stop.

I know what you’re thinking: this sounds too good to be true. And it was. It’s not like we got into bed that night, clinked our wineglasses, and watched the most recent episode of Ozark without addressing our previous argument. We still didn’t handle it perfectly, but we handled it better. Ultimately, that’s all we wanted to do. We decided that even if we were destined to fight every day for the rest of our lives, we would resolve to at least try to do it better.

And that’s when everything changed.

Love Story

In case you don’t know already, our love story hasn’t been a fairy tale, even though it started off that way. Let me set the scene for you.

It’s a beautiful spring afternoon in 2015. The sun is beginning its descent, with shades of pink and orange and red glowing onto the rolling hills outside of Charlottesville, Virginia. The landscape is radiant with the greens and browns of the surrounding vineyards. One hundred people take their seats. I walk down the aisle, then Jana does. Vows are shared, drinks are consumed, congratulations are passed around, dancing begins, and then in the blink of an eye the night is done. The party is over and everyone heads their separate ways. Our whirlwind romance of the previous eleven months has hit its storybook climax.

Jana and I said “I love you” after ten days of knowing each other. We moved in together after three months, bought a house after four months. We were engaged at six and married at eleven. Oh yeah, and expecting our first kid at the one-year mark. That may come as a shock to you (it did for everyone else in our lives), but none of this seemed surprising to us. It was a love like we never imagined; it was the real deal.

I remember one morning early on, we were lying in my bedroom at my Baltimore house. (I had just brought Jana in town to meet my family of friends, because let’s be honest, your friends’ approval is the most important, right?) The sun was just beginning to come through the blinds as we gradually awoke from our Fourth of July hangovers. It was the first time we had spent the night together, but it felt like the five hundredth. We were teasing each other, and I jokingly said that I hoped we wouldn’t be one of those couples who fight all the time.

In that moment—I shit you not—we both smiled, looked into each other’s eyes, and actually said to one another at the same time, “But what will we ever fight about?”

Little did we know that just six weeks later in that very same bedroom in Baltimore we would wake up with a completely different feeling. That was the moment that our storybook fairy tale got kicked in the face by reality. I had cheated on Jana, and she woke up that morning to learn about it in the form of a direct message on social media. I had that punch-in-the-gut feeling where I knew what was happening before she even said it. I could see it on her face and feel it in the air.

Then, in July 2016, I admitted to having multiple affairs. Jana gave me an ultimatum: either go somewhere to figure out what the hell was wrong with me, or she was done. So I chose the former, and after plenty of therapy and counseling, I realized that at least part of my behavior was due to an addiction that I never knew I had—and that I have been working on ever since.

Suddenly, as if out of nowhere, that question “What will we ever fight about?” seemed like a joke. We had a lifetime supply of material now.

Jana

No one gets married because they think it’s going to be hell. I guess the question I ask myself now is, Did I really expect it to be a fairy tale?

I think I did expect perfection. And maybe you did, too. It’s not naive or silly to think those thoughts because who wouldn’t want a fairy-tale marriage or relationship of constant bliss and love? However, it’s also okay to be bummed about the state of your marriage or relationship if it’s not what you imagined. Plenty of times Mike and I have sat down and talked about how it’s a lot harder than we thought, or sometimes it’s just not what we had pictured. And you know what? That’s okay. It’s what you do next that will define the rest of your story. Which is why I’m so glad Mike and I have gone through hell to learn these things under the worst circumstances, so maybe you and your partner don’t have to.

A Modern Fairy Tale

So why did I want a fairy-tale marriage? Maybe it was from the thousand times as a kid I pressed the “play” button on Cinderella or swooned over Prince Eric from The Little Mermaid. I was raised on princes and happily-ever-afters. You might have thought that fairy-tale concept would have been squashed in my brain from all the times I saw my mom and dad fight, but it wasn’t. It only propelled me more into wanting that fairy tale. My relationship history was a mix of fleeing at the first sign of trouble and playing the “happy princess” even when the relationship wasn’t healthy or I knew it wasn’t right. After years of that, I realized it was time to try something different. It wasn’t until this relationship with Mike that I stayed after it got tough. Now I’ve coined our marriage as the “modern fairy tale.”

A modern fairy tale is our version of a love story, and I would argue that every true love story isn’t a fairy tale but a modern fairy tale. No relationship is perfect. It’s just not. But that doesn’t mean it’s doomed. It just means that you’re human, and humans are complex creatures. Lots of marriage vows say that you’ll stay together “in sickness and in health” and “in good times and in bad.” To our knowledge, they never say you’ll stay together only if “we never disagree or fight.”

Speaking of fighting . . . I’m sure you can think of one couple you know that seems to have the “perfect relationship.” Yes, go ahead and picture them in your mind. I’m going to guess this is a couple that you’ve never witnessed having a fight, or when everyone else is complaining about their significant other at girls’ night, this person stays suspiciously quiet on the matter and you think, “Wow, is it possible to have zero disagreements with your partner?”

Comparing marriages and relationships is the worst thing you can do for your sanity—and for your relationship. Problem is, though, we all do it. It’s easy when Sally and Joe seem so in love, always kissing, always laughing, and never talking about their fights. And sure, maybe Sally and Joe do have a near-perfect relationship, but we also don’t know what they did to get there.

On the other hand, we have all most likely experienced those couples who fight all the time. You know the ones: you’re out with a group of friends and they start going at it and everyone rolls their eyes, thinking, “There go Al and Christine again.” When you’re around this kind of couple, you may look at your relationship and start to feel pretty good about yourselves. You start thinking, “Hey, we’re doing pretty good; I mean, at least we aren’t like Al and Christine.” But that can be just as detrimental as comparing your relationship to a “perfect” one. Relationships are extremely subjective. Everything depends on what works for you and what works for your partner—and then figuring out how to work together.

As you read this book, I encourage you to not compare your relationship to my and Mike’s relationship. You might read some of our arguments and think, Whoa, they’re a mess!—or better yet, a hot mess. Or you might read a particularly awesome moment for us and feel like shit about your love life—and then the next thing you know, you’re picking a fight with your loved one because of it. The point is that comparing isn’t fun, and in the long run it’s not going to make you feel better or your relationship any stronger. Trust me on this, though I’ve done it so many times and I’ve also sadly thrown it in Mike’s face and compared him to other men and said a time or two, “Hey why can’t you be like Nick or talk to me like Kristen’s husband?” This not only causes a fight but a large amount of shame for Mike, and at the end of the day, that’s not nice or fair. There are healthier ways to communicate (see Chapter 4), and you better believe there are ways to improve so you’re not caught on the hot mess train we’ve been on a time or ten.

I never thought Mike and I would be fighting types. As he said earlier, we both wondered, What will we ever fight about? When I first met him, it was one of those moments that if I had heard anyone describe falling in love in this way, I would have rolled my eyes. Simply put (and get ready to roll your eyes), he made my heart skip a beat. Yup, I said it. It was a whirlwind interaction, from following him back on Twitter to an impromptu “Hey I have a show in Chicago in a few days, you should come” to his opening the door of my tour bus. I was in the back of the bus, and when I saw him walking in, I not only had to catch my breath, but I thought, Wow, this is it.

That little girl watching Cinderella over and over might have believed in the “feeling” you would have when you met “the one,” but as cynical as I had become, I no longer believed there was such a thing until that perfect day in Chicago in June. Michael instantly made me feel accepted and not crazy for my past—all on that first day I met him. He was familiar in a way that made me feel safe and protected. I knew I was in it for the long haul.

What Is The Good Fight?

First, a disclaimer. We’ve been through a lot of therapy. The system and principles we talk about and what has helped us aren’t set in stone and don’t necessarily apply to everyone. We aren’t experts, but after years and years of trial and error, we’ve come to understand what works for us.

When we refer to “The Good Fight,” we’re not talking about one standalone argument or little disagreements; we’re talking about the idea of reimagining your relationship as something you don’t fight against but fight for.

Let’s pause here for a moment. It may seem obvious, but when the weight of bills, chores, kids, and jobs starts pitting you and your partner against each other, it’s pretty easy to forget why you’re in this thing to begin with. However, when you make this change in mindset—thinking of your marriage as The Good Fight, as something you fight for—you instinctively change the way you interact with your partner.

When you get married, you make a commitment, and you can think of The Good Fight as a recommitment . . . to your relationship, your family, and your best life yet. We hope that through reading this book you can get to the place where you have a greater love and appreciation for your partner in those inevitable difficult moments because you realize that that person is willing to fight through life with you no matter what. What a powerful and loving concept! That human being whom you are sharing your life with has chosen to fight for that love with you every day. That person may have different opinions, morals, interests, or even beliefs than you have. Yet he or she is still choosing to battle each day with you and for you.

That’s The Good Fight.

Each chapter of this book explores a principle for fighting The Good Fight with your loved one, from “claiming your baggage” to “trusting the process.” But fighting The Good Fight also means still having the inevitable disagreement, and having the inevitable major relationship crisis. What’s the biggest threat to The Good Fight? It’s those little arguments you have with your partner that you never seem to work through. That’s why we open each chapter with an argument we’ve had in our past—to help you realize YOU ARE NOT ALONE and to see the ways sometimes single arguments are your best chance to practice loving each other: listening, being present, working on yourself, and quieting the urge to bring up old shit, name-call, or be defensive. Some of these arguments are straight-up embarrassing for us to relate, but if we’ve learned anything from our Whine Down with Jana Kramer and Michael Caussin podcast, it’s that being open and honest about fights is the best way to be able to do it better the next time around.

Fighting = Loving

You may be wondering how focusing on fighting can help grow your relationship, and you may even be scratching your head at the thought that fighting is the key to that connection, transparency, and loving joy you desperately want. We get it; it’s an unusual concept. Many books explore the ways to prevent fighting. But let’s cut the crap: we all know fighting is inevitable, and we’ll fight with our partners fairly regularly, regardless of whether our relationship is feeling fantastic or not.

We’re just embracing the concept that you can learn about your partner and grow closer through those inevitable disagreements. The worst thing you can do is head into those fights ill-equipped to fight fair and show respect, listen, and communicate. When you do that, you compromise the entire Good Fight of your journey together by bringing your worst self to the most meaningful moments. Fights can be revealing, a lens into your partner’s needs and communication style. They can show the way your partner is changing or evolving as a person, and give you a chance to express yourself and be heard and challenged.

So, yes, WE WANT YOU TO FIGHT! If you opened this book to learn how to stop fighting, well, this book isn’t for you. The truth is, you will fight, and we encourage you not to run away from that. Sometimes you need to fight even more than you are right now. But the fights don’t have to move you apart, and in fact, they can move you one thousand times closer together. We promise.

We get that this all sounds easier said than done, and it is. Like anything worthwhile, The Good Fight takes time, practice, and patience. But the chapters of this book will help you navigate through arguments in healthy ways and learn about yourself and your partner. Learning each other’s needs, wants, and expectations and learning how you both receive love are all vital to creating the kind of home environment you deserve.

We learned all the things we cover in this book the hard way. We didn’t have the necessary discussions around a lot of these topics because we didn’t know how. It was a classic example of “you don’t know what you don’t know.” But without these past years of fighting, discovering each other, and introspective learning, we wouldn’t be where we are today.

The Good Fight is more than dealing with arguments, fights, and disagreements. It’s about fighting for the life you want, fighting for the relationship you want—but you just don’t know how to get there.

Important Questions

When it comes to conflict in a relationship, there are stereotypes that can skew your beliefs about your own relationship or relationships in general. It’s easy to envy the couples who claim, “We never fight, he/she is so amazing”—blah blah. Or the ones who look picture perfect on Instagram or Facebook and seem to have it all figured out, judging from the pictures they post. We’ve all thought, “I wish I had what they have” or “If I had that I would be happy.” Wrong! The opposite stereotype would be the couples who never stop fighting and constantly bitch about or blame each other. These days, people hit the “eject” button and leave relationships at the first sign of confrontation. So it seems there is no in between; it’s either “perfection” or “disaster.”

Our intention is to reassure you that there is a middle ground. Your relationship doesn’t have to follow those stereotypes or “rules.” If things are going south, it doesn’t mean that y’all aren’t meant to be together. By using the tools we talk about throughout this book, you can make a positive difference in your relationship.

Again, we are NOT experts, nor do we claim to be, but we’ve been to hell and back; if we can find the light at the end of the tunnel, so can you. We want to help you move your relationship in the direction that you want it to go and also help you answer some questions that might come up along the way:


	Why am I not happy?

	How do I get my partner to listen to my feelings?

	Is this worth fighting for?

	Any time I bring up an issue with my partner, he/she gets defensive; what can I do?

	How do I remain hopeful during the tough times?

	How do I fight through the emotional triggers?

	What do I do if I’m the only one fighting?



In the end, it’s most important to work on yourself. Your relationship will benefit the most and you will maximize your happiness if you focus on what you can do differently and not on what you think your partner needs to do differently. You’ll not only learn much more about your partner, but you’ll also better understand your interworkings as a couple.

We hope you learn to love The Good Fight within your relationship. We’re optimistic that if you learn to put down your swords and shields and lean into one another, the silver lining you’ll discover around the moments of pain and darkness will be worth it.

Is It Still Worth Fighting For?

Why is your marriage or relationship not the fairy tale you imagined? What went wrong? Do you communicate badly? Have you drifted apart? These are questions that you need to answer for yourself, but we hope that reading this book will help you modernize your fairy tale to make it the best marriage/relationship it can be.

After you nail down the reasons why your relationship isn’t what you imagined, next comes the question, “How did things get this way?” and more important, “How do I know it’s worth it?” Given our relationship history, people ask us that question constantly. “How do you know if it’s still worth fighting for?” The answer we’ve discovered through our years of healing and growing is this: if both people are willing to fight for the relationship, then there’s enough fuel to keep going.

We can understand and empathize with wanting to stay in a relationship no matter what, but it’s very hard to grow in a marriage when only one person is doing the work. We never would have lasted and gotten stronger if only one of us was doing the work. It’s imperative that both of you are fighting for the same thing: for love, for growth, for understanding, and for the ability to heal together. It would be a very hard and lonely road to fight The Good Fight alone, so we hope that with the tools in the chapters to come, you and your partner can start to truly fight this together.




1

Claim Your Baggage

Jana

We were packing for yet another Whine Down podcast tour, and our room was a mess. The suitcases were on the bed and clothes thrown everywhere. Mike and I were frantically packing with two kids asking for our attention at the same time. As my bag started to overfill, I noticed three-quarters of Mike’s bag was still empty. (Just a small sidebar here: my bag is the smallest of the bags, while Mike has a very large one, which he defends because he’s bigger.) So I threw in my makeup bag and one sweater to fill the hole and then threw my laptop in his backpack. I mean, I would have done the same for him if he had needed extra space.

I guess I should have anticipated the eye roll and deep, loud sigh when he opened his bag and saw my stuff in there. It’s not the first time I’ve heard that sigh and felt his annoyance when I do that. You might wonder, Well, why not just get a bigger bag? To which I say, Very valid question, but I don’t like to check bags. My question has always been, Why can’t he carry my extra stuff?

Mike

This is one of those situations that happens often in our relationship because of the amount we travel. But honestly, I still haven’t come to terms with the fact that Jana relies on me to carry her extra shit. I mean, why is that my responsibility? When traveling, I like to worry about my stuff and that’s all. I don’t feel the need to be in charge of her stuff as well; we’re both adults here. I didn’t sign up to carry her stuff . . . or did I?

A lot of you may think that when you enter a new relationship it’s a fresh start and you have a clean slate to do it differently this time around. We’ve both thought the same thing and have even talked about how we wish we could restart our relationship and make all the pain go away. Though it would be great to use a time machine to travel to the beginning of a relationship and do things over, we’re all forgetting one important thing.

Most of the reason a relationship goes south isn’t because of what your partner did. Sure, he or she might have royally messed up and broken your heart, but the question is, Why? Some of you might answer, Well, because he was a manipulative scumbag, or she never stopped nagging. Though again, that might be true, most of the issues that come into play and cause rifts in relationships come from your stuff—your baggage—and how you deal with it. Your baggage isn’t easy to identify, and it’s even harder to look inside yourself to identify it. But we all need to face it. We all come into a relationship with baggage, and it’s on us to know what we’re bringing to that relationship.

Some of your baggage might be related to your past, and it’s important to be open and honest about your past scars with your partner. If your partner knows about your past and what has shaped you, then he or she can have a front row seat when trying to help in situations or maybe have some insight into why you’re reacting the way you are. This insight is how we help “carry” each other’s baggage. And boy do Jana and I have a lot . . .

Jana

I remember a night in seventh grade like it was yesterday. I was having a sleepover with one of my best friends, and I heard the front door to our house open and close. This was surprising because it was one o’clock in the morning. I told my friend I would be right back because I was curious to see who the mystery person was coming in so late.

I was hoping it was my brother because what little sister doesn’t love to tattle? But as I rounded the corner I was shocked to see it was my dad. When he turned around and saw me, he looked like he had seen a ghost. “Where were you?” I asked him. His response: “Home Depot.” It came so fast out of his mouth that I think he truly believed it. I’ll tell you who didn’t believe it: me. I walked back to my friend with the most confused, sad feeling and told her, “I think my dad is cheating on my mom.” My father was the first man to ever lie to me.

It’s no surprise I have baggage. But the baggage didn’t start accumulating in my twenties—nor, I’m sure, did a lot of yours. I’ve gone to countless therapists and also attended weekend retreats to get to basically the same conclusion: I started to accumulate my “childhood wounds” around the time I was five years old.

The years after it became clear that my dad was indeed cheating on my mom were consumed with nothing but my parents fighting and my mom trying to make their marriage work. It wasn’t until I hit the ninth grade that my mom finally stopped trying and the divorce papers were finalized. My dad started his new family faster than I could blink, and I entered high school wanting men to pay attention to me and tell me that I was “good enough.” To this day, that’s my biggest struggle—constantly wanting validation from men.

I was craving that “father figure,” and boy did I make that obvious; I dated men who were at least fifteen years older than me. The funny thing was that all the men I picked couldn’t give me that validating love I was seeking. My first “marriage,” when















 
























	REMEMBER WHO IS TALKING TO YOU: We fight at the age we were when we were wounded. Try to keep this in mind when baggage issues surface.

	PRACTICE PATIENCE AND UNDERSTANDING: Once you remind yourself that a five- or ten-year-old is talking to you, it’s a lot easier to be patient and understanding. So remember to be soft and loving.

	LISTEN: Don’t focus on solving your partner’s problems or trying to make his feelings go away. Instead, focus on listening. That child talking to you wants to be heard and needs to feel safe.

	PUT YOURSELF IN YOUR PARTNER’S SHOES: Imagine how that child is feeling inside right now. That way, it’s much easier to remain empathetic.

	STAY POSITIVE: After you make listening your priority, any response, assistance, or guidance needs to remain positive. That inner child doesn’t want to feel stupid for feeling the way she feels, so it’s imperative to be optimistic when supporting her.

	PAY ATTENTION TO PATTERNS: The more we’ve learned each other’s baggage and triggers (see Chapter 3), the more we’ve been able to stay ahead of certain moments. Sometimes, when that child starts to build up in one of us, the other can anticipate it coming because of past experiences; that person can then validate that inner child by stating they understand and everything is going to be okay.
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