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INTRODUCTION




Back in the days when my own depression was secretly in the ascendant, I fell in love not once but many times. Having married for the wrong reasonsprincipally to put as much distance as possible between myself and my mother by choosing a London-based EnglishmanI returned home a few years later and embraced the role of divorced parent with a great job and a flourishing social life. Because so many members of my family had had multiple marriages, I was in no hurry to emulate them by going to the altar again, but I longed for the imagined stability of a mutually adoring relationship with the man of my dreams. As each new prospect hove onto the horizon, I enthusiastically identified him as The One. Sooner rather than later, his failings as a partner would surface, followed by ugly quarrels and tempestuous partings. In my mind, the fault lay always with him, never with me. He didnt understand me. He didnt appreciate me. He didnt do enough to make me happy or show that he cared. He just went about everything the wrong way and I was the hapless victim of his insensitivity. Nothing happened incrementally; my changes of heart were immediate and melodramatic. Despite the fact that many of my friendships, both personal and professional, ended in similar fashion and my relationship with my wonderful daughter grew progressively worse, it took me more than twenty years to recognize that my interpretation of the dynamic at work was wrong.

The dawning of self-awareness came in spurts of understanding followed by fallow periods, as though I were mentally rereading and rewriting key chapters of my life and adding an important but previously ignored characterdepression. The revised first chapter recounted the long overdue discovery that I suffered from this illness, and the return of energy and purpose that medication delivered to me. The next chronicled my mothers pre-Prozac depression and its role in our mutually miserable relationship. In another I dealt with the unpleasant realization that the tattered string connecting all those past love affairs and office imbroglios was my depression, not, as I had thought, the failings of others. And last came the hardest chapter to review and reinterpret, the one that recounted the unhappiness my long undiagnosed depression had caused my daughter and how we repaired the damage.

My journey of self-discovery might have ended with chapter one were it not for the experience of a close friend who had recently married Mike Wallace of televisions 60 Minutes. Mary, an intensely private person rarely given to discussing her private life, surprised me one day by admitting to growing distress at an abrupt and inexplicable change in her previously adoring husbands demeanor. Criticism had replaced compliments. Everything she did or said was judged harshly and found lacking. What seemed acceptable to Mike one minute was deemed unacceptable the next, as though his normally logical mind had become a teetering seesaw. Whenever Mary attempted to clear the air by asking what was wrong, her questions were met with the tight-lipped assertion that nothing was the matter and nothing had changed. Over time, Marys self-esteem dwindled. Indeed, she had come to believe that Mikes criticism of her was justified, that she was a dull, thoughtless, and unsupportive partner, but even as she accepted blame for the relationships problems, she had grown increasingly resentful of Mikes critical assessment of her.

Loyalty and love cut the conversation short, but before closing the door on the subject Mary added one last comment that resonated uneasily in my mind: No matter how hard I try, nothing I do is right; its never enough, and everything always seems to be my fault, she wearily told me. Thats exactly how my mother always made me feel, I replied, and suddenly, like pieces of a kaleidoscopic pattern, the stubborn resentment and anger I still bore my mother twenty years after her death, and the feelings of inadequacy and imperfection that her endless dissatisfaction and withholding of love had engendered in me, shifted into a strange new pattern. Other telling clues flew into place: the three husbands who had loved but left my mother; the abiding dissatisfaction with her lot in life and particularly with me, her only child; the drinking; the attempted suicide; her propensity to blame everything on others, never on herself. When I added to this mix the fact that depression often travels from one generation to another, I at last had the correct explanation for my mothers behavior: She had suffered from one of the most powerful of all relationship destroyers, unrecognized and untreated depression.

The underlying cause of Marys unhappiness finally emerged when Mike let down the barrier of silence and shared his own unhappiness with a couple of longtime friendshumorist Art Buchwald and novelist William Styronboth of whom suffered from recurring bouts of depression that had caused similar problems in their own marriages. Overcoming the typical What me, depressed? No way! reaction voiced by Mike, they managed to persuade him that like it or not, he was a fellow sufferer. In time, with his depression under control through effective treatment and his marriage back on track, Mike put aside concerns that his reputation as a powerhouse reporter would take a hit and decided to go public about his illness and the havoc it had caused in his work and at home. His message was unequivocably honest: There is no way properly to describe the anguish that a depressive can put his family through. Gloom, doom, no love, no real communication, short temper, and leave-me-alone fault-finding. Why more marriages dont break up under those desolate circumstances is a puzzle, for you know deep down the damage youre doing to the ones you care about, the ones who have to live through it with you, and yet you feel somehow incapable of doing anything to lighten the burden. This act of personal courage, sustained in speeches to audiences throughout the country, has brought Mike Wallace deserved acclaim and the gratitude of millions of Americans who battle daily with a depression they strive to hide from others. Mary Wallace, overcoming her natural reticence, has joined her husband in spreading the message that depression is a family affair. Together they have encouraged many depression sufferers to seek treatment; a far greater number are either unaware of what ails them or fearful of the stigma enshrouding it.

The similarities between Marys experiences and mine suggested to me that the presence of depression adversely affects relationships and has a predictable emotional impact on non-depressed intimates. To satisfy my curiosity, I began tentatively sounding out others whom I suspected of loving someone with a depressive illness and found two in my immediate circle of friends. They needed little encouragement to talk; a brief recounting of my recent epiphany was all that was needed for them to unlock carefully guarded gates and for the first time allow their hurt and distress to come pouring out. Not only did their experiences closely mirror mine, but both used many of the same phrases to describe their feelings as though all of us were reading from some universal script. By now persuaded that depression fallout might be a widespread phenomenon, I started attending a weekly support group for friends and family of someone suffering from depression or manic depression. There I discovered that all the members of the group, whether parent, child, spouse, or lover, were traveling through the same five overlapping stages that constitute the symptoms of depression fallout: confusion, self-blame, demoralization, resentment and anger, and, finally, the desire to escape the source of so much unhappiness.

What had begun as a journey of self-discovery became a book, How You Can Survive When Theyre Depressed: Living and Coping with Depression Fallout. The book in turn spawned a Web site, www.depressionfallout.com, set up for me by a computer-whiz friend of my daughters, who suggested that it would help promote sales and, through links to other Web sites concerning depression, be of value to those who wished to learn more about this illness. Internet dodo that I was back then, I failed to note that the opening page of the Web site invited viewers to click on a message board. Although I had billed the book as a surrogate support group for depression fallout sufferers deprived of this luxury, the concept of broadcasting information usually reserved for close friends and psychotherapists was so foreign to me that I never thought to click on the message board and investigate what might be there. When I finally did four months later, I was stunned to discover that the Board, with zero input on my part, had become a flourishing cyber-support group. And far from my hazy notion that only bored teenagers with screen names like Force One, Beachbum, and Dingbat Woman hang out together on the Internet, I found a fellowship of thoughtful, civil, depression fallout sufferers who were willing to share their personal experiences in detail, quick to respond supportively to those of others, and interested in learning everything they could about depressive illness. The overwhelming majority of those posting were married to or in a long-term relationship with a partner suffering from depression or manic depression.

Shortly after my delayed entry onto the screen, the one-thousandth message was posted. Since then, the numbers have grown exponentially, with some one hundred stalwart posters in crisis at any given time. Messages headed Help me put this in perspective, please! and My depressed husbands realityhow do I cope? ring familiar fallout themes that resonate with fellow sufferers and draw supportive and helpful replies. There is always a troupe of so-called lurkers waiting on the sidelines, who read silently for weeks or months before gaining courage to write their opening messages: I am losing the love of my life, End of rope, Scared and confused. Once categorized as oldies or newbies, all come to think of themselves as doobies, as in, I do be having problems with this depressed person in my life. On the Board, familiarity breeds not contempt but cyber-friendship and solidarity. When Gingers mother underwent cancer surgery, she turned to her fellow posters for a shoulder to lean on; when Phils father died, he received loving wishes and sympathetic support. Everyone knows that depression fallout is draining and renders one ill equipped to deal with crisis.

I have come to understand that the anonymity provided by the Internet is a great leveler. Racial and ethnic differences, sexual preferences, and top or bottom economic and social backgrounds have little bearing on the problem at hand. What counts is whether or not you are a depression fallout sufferer. As in any support group, many whose problems have been resolved eventually fade away. Recent arrivals benefit from the wealth of past posts, yet each has a new twist, a previously unvoiced question to ask, another insight or bit of wisdom to offer. What attracts newcomers and also keeps so many oldtimers coming back is the comfort of commonality induced by the details offered:


	The list Jill made to guide her behavior while waiting for her depressed husbands medication to kick insympathetic understanding, no nagging about helping with the kids, no bitchiness in response to his being mean, no joining in the fights he constantly pickedonly to have him announce in two weeks that he doesnt want to be around me NOW! Why?

	How LPs depressed boyfriend offered to return her overdue books to the library, but the whole time hes offering to do this kind little thing for me, his eyes are just burning with anger, and yes, hatred, and his body language is stiff and tense beyond belief.

	Purples account of a hopeful heart-to-heart talk with her husband during which he acknowledges that something may be wrong with him but rejects the possibility of depression, and Phils wistful reply, This is only from a pathetic guy-type perspective but it sounds pretty good to me. He told you he loves you, he said he doesnt want to lose you or his daughter, and that he wants to try harder to work things out. Id give a lot to hear even just a little bit of that kind of talk from my depressed wife.

	Jays admission that he had cried during a downer scene with his depressed wife, and a flow of supportive admissions from other posters, both men and women, that they had cried a river or done buckets of the stuff, and that crying is natural and necessary to grieve. Most people should probably cry more to let themselves feel their feelings, echoed another fallout spouse, something I know my husband is too macho to do.



As posters read the minutiae of exchanges between other couples and of the reactions they provoke, they soon begin to note how similar their own experiences are. What had seemed an isolated nightmare is suddenly perceived as a widely shared problem: For the first time in my life I have found other people who know what it is like to walk this road. This Board has made me realize that I am not a bad person for having certain feelings. You guys have helped me be more compassionate and even-keeled at home. Im so glad I found this group as you have given me the strength and courage Ive needed to get through this. Thanks to coming here, I dont feel guilty about my anger anymore. Seems like its a normal reaction under the circumstances.

The Message Board users are a tightly knit but widely dispersed family whose members live throughout the United States and overseas as well. Some are construction workers or secretaries; some are engineers, teachers, small business owners, or corporate managers; one is a missionary. They range in age from seventeen to seventy, live in big cities and small rural towns, and encompass both the hard-pressed financially and the owners of summer homes. Having little bearing on depression fallout, these superficial differences evaporate. Some posters are living with a depressed partner in denial, some with a spouse or lover tentatively trying a first medication, and an unlucky few have suffered with their mate through suicide attempts and hospitalizations. Others are contemplating separation or divorce, but as you will discover, or perhaps already have, writing The End to a fallout story is seldom simple.

Once I had belatedly cottoned to the Boards thriving existence, I checked it regularly but rarely posted myself except to suggest that advice seekers refer back to this or that section of How You Can Survive When Theyre Depressed for answers to their questionsuntil one post zapped my authorly pride. Most of us here are being left by our undiagnosed depressed partners, if not physically, then emotionally, the poster observed, so I wonder why Annes book says its only cured depressed spouses who leave? The answer is that the Boards collective experience in this instance, and in some others as well, runs counter to the prevailing views of many psychiatrists and psychotherapists whose research informed my first book. It became increasingly clear to me that the posters knew more about this problem than the experts, and that they were posing questions for which neither the professionals nor I had ready answers.

Lively exchanges about other situations scantily covered or ignored in the first book sprang up: What do you do about the other man or woman who often figures prominently in ongoing Board sagas? Whats fair behavior when you are dealing with a disagreeable and recalcitrant depressed person? Why do many depressed people become addicted to Internet porn sites? How do you know when suicide talk is manipulative behavior and when its for real? What can you do about alcohol abuse when your depressed person wont listen to the pdocs (prescription-writing psychiatrist) advice? It became painfully obvious that the single chapter I had addressed to depression fallout husbands, wives, and lovers was pitifully inadequate to my readers needs. By then, thoroughly persuaded that what happens when depression enters a marriage or long-term relationship deserved a book of its own, I turned to the Message Board for confirmation. The response, immediate and enthusiastic, was summed up by one dedicated poster from the Boards earliest days. I think this is a GREAT idea, wrote Gwen. Ive actually been hoping youd come up with a notion like this, simply because I am truly impressed by the wealth of information we seem to have compiled on this board.

Therein lies the essential contribution made by the Message Board to this new book. The posters have jointly constructed an extraordinarily honest, detailed, and otherwise unavailable record of what happens to a relationship when depression sneaks in the back door. The vivid, poignant stories arent case book studies from the notebooks of therapists and marriage counselors; they are real-life accounts by people like yourself who have found a medium to express their troubled thoughts and feelings and exchange observations on the behavior of their depressed partners. This book distills their experiences and coping strategies, as well as those of countless others in similar situations whom I have come across in other ways, and also draws on the findings of psychologists, psychiatrists, and other mental health professionals who have made depression and interpersonal relationships the focus of their study. To this mix I have added my belated understanding that the effect of my mothers depression on me was only the first step of my own journey of self-discovery, and that all those serial, mangled relationships upon which I hopefully embarked over the years crashed and burned due to my unrecognized depression and the mindset it imposed upon me. So I am not just a purveyor of other peoples sad tales; I provide plots of my own that mirror those told in the succeeding chapters.

Loving someone who is depressed brews confusion, frustration, resentment, and pain. Learning that your involuntary reactions are thoroughly normal is a giant first step toward regaining equilibrium. Another is provided by the array of effective coping strategies presented in this book. An unanticipated third step forward is the discovery that a sense of humor can be found even in the unpleasant depths of depression fallout. So should your hitherto devoted spouse or partner announce out of the blue that he or she has decided to leave you, not in the heat of anger but in a tone more suited to a discussion of which movie to see, compare his or her comment with the following Message Board Letterman list of the ten most frequently cited reasons for wanting to end the relationship:


	10. Being with you isnt fun anymore.

	9. You dont know what its like.

	8. You think Im an alcoholic just because I drink a lot.

	7. I have bad Karma and cant do anything about it.

	6. You cant understand me.

	5. You dont accept me for the way I am.

	4. Its better this way.

	3. Youre not the same person I married.

	2. I no longer love you, but lets stay friends.

	1. I dont want to talk about it.



The Kafkaesque nature of the list is an apt introduction to the what-on-earth-is-going-on essence of depression fallout, the five stages of which are described in Chapter 1. Chapter 2 lays out the panoply of the most common depressive illnesses and their symptoms, and can be used as a rough diagnostic tool by fallout partners to check out whether their mates are indeed suffering from one (or several) of them. Depression usually endows its victims with extraordinarily efficient blinders that blot out self-awareness; when combined with the persistent stigma conveyed by the term mental illness, the blinders work as barriers to the decision to seek treatment. Overcoming denial, the topic of Chapter 3, is an all-important barrier that non-depressed partners must hurdle if the relationship is to survive and prosper. Chapter 4 addresses the issue of setting boundaries that can limit the stress and damage caused by prototypical depressive behavior, which often warrants the label of emotional abuse.

The treatment of depression involves far more than popping pills; unless the non-depressed partner is a well-informed and active participant in treatment, the effort he or she has put into overcoming denial may be for naught. How they can learn to distinguish between good and bad practitioners and judge whether or not the proffered prescriptions for antidepressant medication and therapy are doing their job is the subject of the fifth chapter. Loving and living with a depressed person, whether or not he or she is in treatment, drains energy and self-esteem. In Chapter 6, fallout mates are encouraged to put aside the guilt most experience whenever they address their own needs and wants.

Even the most experienced and knowledgeable fallout partners are baffled by depressions apparent ability to kill their mates capacity for love. Chapter 7 explores this enigma and its implications for the relationships future. The decision to stay in a depression-damaged partnership and put it back together post-treatment, or to break the bondwith all the attendant considerations, including the well-being of childrenis addressed in Chapter 8. The final chapterLife Beyond Depression Falloutvisits with some of the Message Board posters who have opted for one or the other of these two routes and takes a look at how they are faring now. The Appendix is a guide to navigating the rich plethora of Internet resources on every aspect of depressive illness, from abstracts of professional journal articles on the latest depression research to the Web sites maintained by the leading mental health organizations in the United States and abroad.

A primary goal of this book is to convey to fallout partners the convoluted workings of the depressed psyche and its ability to warp and misinterpret reality. Early in this brief Introduction, I referred to the tardy realization, despite long-present evidence, that I had unwittingly inflicted on my daughter the same brand of fallout pain to which my mother had subjected me. It amazes me that that shattering discovery came not before but during the writing of my second book, Sorrows Web: Overcoming the Legacy of Maternal Depression. What better proof could there be of the power of this illness to trick the mind and flood it with siren songs? As a sufferer of depression and of its fallout, too, my compassion extends to both camps. What separates them is the illness itself: common, treatable, and dangerous as a shark.
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The Deadly Duo:

Depression and

Depression Fallout




Love and depression speak different languages. Every man and woman in a relationship touched by depression comes face to face with this unpleasant truth. Although each believes that he or she is living through a unique situation, the behavior of both parties conforms to a predictable pattern. One participant acts according to the dictates of his or her depression: Be critical, unpredictable, sullen, illogical, angry, touchy, put-upon, distant yet occasionally tender, and deny there is anything wrong with you. The other follows the rules governed by depression fallout: Be confused and bewildered, blame yourself for the relationships problems, become thoroughly demoralized, then get angry and resentful, and, finally, yearn to escape.

Few people are well informed about the dynamics of depression and its companion, depression fallout, despite the unhappiness they cause. Ask most people to conjure up the image of someone who is depressed and they will envision a huddled figure sitting passively in the corner and murmuring about how sad he or she feels. No wonder, since most lists of depressions symptoms begin with a persistent sad, empty, or anxious mood, followed by loss of interest or pleasure in ordinary activities, including sex. While these symptoms do describe how depression sufferers feel, they are not matched by the expected passive behavior. Indeed, the depressed often become unpleasantly aggressive, argumentative, and faultfinding without provocation. This disconnect causes innumerable depression-clouded relationships to unravel and become mired in conflict and misunderstanding. When previously attentive, warm, demonstrative partners turn irritable, distant, and thoughtless, mates are unlikely to attribute the change to a psychiatric illness, even though they may have read about depression in the abstract. Instead, they jump to what seem to be more likely explanations: a waning of affection, dissatisfaction with the marriage or love affair, a clandestine liaison with somebody else, a selfish preoccupation with work, or a reluctance to share deep, dark secrets that concern both partners.

Since the true culprit is an illness that afflicts no less than nineteen million Americans at any given moment, why dont depressed partners speak up and explain what is going on in their minds and hearts? Surely anyone whose life has turned inexplicably gray and hopeless would choose to talk about it with his or her intimates, thus paving the way for answers and solutions. But that is not depressions way. Indeed, depressions most insidious trait is the ease with which it seduces its sufferers into blind alleys signposted Lousy Relationship, Bad Karma, Weak Character, Stress Overload, and other misleading names.

All those battered by depression fallout are convinced that their situation is unique and their reactions to it aberrant. Having enjoyed a gratifying and seemingly solid partnership beset by no more than the usual ups and downs, they find themselves living with an unwelcome stranger masquerading behind a familiar face. Not only does this newcomer no longer behave as expected, but he or she appears to have undergone a personality change for the worse. Tenderness and support have been traded in for grumpiness and irritability; sharing for secretive distance; patience and reason for volatility and antagonism; and good habits for bad ones. Threatening though this is, fallout partners do not seek solace or advice from family and friends. Convinced that they are somehow responsible for the transformation, or that its explanation is perhaps embarrassing and best kept hidden from others, they guard their secret. This extracts a costly price.

Isolated in self-imposed solitary confinement, unable to coax explanations or apologies from their mates, fallout sufferers start shelving their lingering suspicions of personal responsibility and take to building protective ramparts in the form of negative reactions to and feelings for their partners. Loosening the knot of love, loyalty, and companionship formed over time takes a toll, and that toll is at least partially paid by fallout partners in guilty self-recriminations for being a bad or selfish person who can be counted on for support in good times but not in rocky ones. They indulge in tit-for-tat, parrying criticism with criticism, and although this temporarily relieves their feelings of frustration, it brings them no closer to an understanding of what is happening to the relationship.

The first gift the Message Board delivers to new arrivals is assurance that they are neither malcontents nor misfits. They quickly learn that even those Board posters whose partners have been diagnosed and are being treated for depression share the same problems and are subject to the identical negative thoughts. Even in the presence of such empathetic company, first-time Board visitors often lace their posts with I know you wont believe this, but or He [or she] said the strangest thing to me and are instantly welcomed and reassured that what they had thought unbelievable and strange is commonplace. When oldtimers respond like a well-rehearsed chorusOh, yes, we know, weve been there, too, and we understandthe dam of reticence gives way, allowing pent-up emotional turmoil to flow freely. In short, the single most important fact for a depression fallout sufferer to grasp and take to heart is that his or her particular brand of misery, far from being unique, is shared by a minimum of nineteen million others in the United States alone, and so are their far-from-aberrant emotional reactions.

THE HAVE-I-GOT-DEPRESSION-FALLOUT? QUIZ

Your initial task is to determine if this illness does have a grip on your partner, but depression is a master of disguise, capable of appearing on the scene without any telltale rashes, coughs, or fever. All you are sure of right now is that your good relationship is coming unglued for no identifiable reason and that your partner is behaving in strikingly unfamiliar and unpleasant ways. Rather than asking if he or she might be depressed, which probably will be countered by outraged denial, do some detective work on your own state of mind. Start by reading the following similes composed by Board posters who rose to the occasion when asked to complete the sentence, Trying to have a relationship with a depressed person is like


	playing one huge game. The problem is, its a game for which its difficult to come up with a winning strategy. Nothing logical, as in other games, works. The depressive [posters refuse to use the politically correct depressed person] seems to know what keeps you in the game and uses that against you. Its a long, scary, sad game because it involves someone you love and you hate to see the person become your opponent.

	being on a roller coaster blindfolded.

	trying to unlock your car with a long, spindly coat-hanger wire. It seems like if you could justgetthe little hookon the door lock you couldit would be so easy if justohI think I have itDRAT!Count to ten, breathe, breathe, dont smash the windowbreatheokay, start againmove the hangeralmost there.

	banging your head against a brick wall. It takes you a while to figure out that you need to put your helmet on, and even then it still hurts.

	walking across a floor strewn with marbles. Youre doing just fine, kind of keeping your balance, but working really hard at it, when all of a suddenWHAM! No matter how many times you try, you end up on your butt.

	picking your way across a minefield because a child is crying on the other side. You have to do it or you would never forgive yourself, so you tiptoe gingerly on, each step bringing you to fuller realization of the hazards. Every now and again your foot touches something and your heart stops and you freeze, thinking that this may be the time everything explodes. Onlookers see only a field of poppies and cornflowers, so theyre wondering what the hell your problem is. To them, it all looks idyllic, peaceful, and calm; to you its an inescapable nightmare.



If several of the above elicited a Thats just how I feel! reaction, rate yourself a possible depression fallout victim (and your partner a possible depression sufferer) and continue the test. Next, chart the ups and downs of your emotions since you first realized that an indefinable something sent the relationship off its normal track, and see if you can accurately place yourself in one of the five overlapping stages of depression fallout.

If you inhabit its initial stage, confusion, you are in a state of shocked bewilderment induced by a seeming change for the worse in the person you fell in love with. You are probably wondering why the endearing qualities that attracted you to your mate in the first place seem to have gone into hibernation. Instead of the warmth and affection to which you are accustomed, he or she has withdrawn, become cool and distant. Where once they were communicative and sharing, they now are disinclined to talk, not only about the distance that has developed between you but also about work, the kids, plans for the weekend or vacations, or the myriad topics you used to gab about routinely and that cemented your bond of intimacy. They used to be decisive and exercised good judgment, qualities you prized and relied upon, but now they change their mind and mood so often that you feel tentative and insecure. Gone is their sense of humor; in its place is a somber heaviness that blocks all your attempts to leaven the atmosphere. They have replaced We with I, making you feel as though you are no longer part of the equation. Remarkably, even the children are subjected to the remoteness and edgy temper that characterize this strange new person in your life. Most unsettling of all, everything you have enjoyed doing together no longer holds your partners interest. You are rejected in the bedroom, and even casual affectionate overtures, a hello kiss or a friendly tap on the shoulder, seem unwelcome.

Perhaps you have already moved on to depression fallouts second stage: self-blame. If so, you now are pretty sure that the problem is your fault. Perhaps youve been spending too much time on your job or your parenting responsibilities. Or youve let yourself go, gained some weight, stopped paying attention to your appearance, and the love of your life has strayed from your side as a result. You promise yourself that you will shift your focus from your own interests and needs to your partners, lose ten pounds, get a great haircut, come home with flowers, reignite the premarital excitement, rejuvenate the magic between you. You dwell on all those little bones of contention that you thought so unimportant at the time: the vacation suggestion you nixed because it was too expensive, the movie you didnt want to see, the weekend sales conference you had to attend, too many hours spent at the gym, the fuss you made about the chores left undone, the night you sulked when you should have sparkled. You embark on a serious campaign of reform, planning activities you know your mate enjoys, accommodating your wishes to his or hers, giving in without arguing, and doing everything you can to become the perfect spouse or lover. But your campaign is a flop. No matter how hard you try, things between you worsen.

If you have reached stage three, demoralization, your self-esteem has hit rock bottom. Feeling graceless and inept, everything you do and say seems off-base and inappropriate, as though your center has disappeared. You allow the reality of your past history together to seep away and acknowledge that, in truth, you have little to offer as a partner, are far less wise and attractive than you had always thought, and probably as difficult to live with as your mate relentlessly insists. Assertions that you are unsupportive and a nag sound plausible. And since your energy and enthusiasm are at ground zero, and just getting through each unrewarding day is exhausting, when your partner repeatedly claims that if anyone is depressed, it is you, you find yourself in agreement. After all, isnt this exactly how depressed people are supposed to feel?

Resentment blooms in stage four. You begin fighting back, but in negative rather than positive ways. Demoralized and drained, you discover that combat is energizing, and defend yourself with spirit. Matching your own behavior to your partners surly, irritable style, you shoot off some accusations and hurtful rejoinders of your own. The unfairness of it all sets you seething; whats going on is not your fault and you do not deserve this treatment. Since sane communication as an avenue to reconciliation and mutual understanding is no longer an option, your resentment simmers, often erupting into full-blown anger. Although sporadically exhilarating, anger cannot suppress the essential truth that you are still deeply in love with your combatant, despite the adversarial present, and long for the real, pre-depression beloved to miraculously reappear. You feel trapped in a no-win bind, fearful that whether you push or give in, you will still lose the battle for the relationships survival.

Sooner or later, the accumulative emotional burdens imposed by stages one through four weigh so heavily that you enter stage five: a longing to be free of unhappiness, and of the person who is its source. If that is where you are in the depression fallout journey, you are perhaps toying with a temporary separation, buying yourself time to assess the future from a distance. If your partner has already proposed one, or if he or she is spouting divorce-speak, a baffling practice of many depressed mates, the situation may seem not only intolerable but pointless, even though you still long for a reconciliation. Or perhaps you have settled into a bloodless arrangement built on psychological if not physical distance, often opted for by partners with children, and are contemplating years of cool cohabitation for their sake.

If you recognize yourself as inhabiting one or, more likely, several of the five stages outlined above, give yourself an A on the fallout quiz and consider yourself welcomed to depression fallout territory. Your mate has joined the ranks of the depressed. There is, of course, an ideal solution: Persuade your partner that depression is the root problem and that he or she needs to be treated for it, and then jointly set about the difficult task of restoring harmony and intimacy. So why is this not the usual outcome? Because those who suffer from this illnessand I am one of themare usually unaware of what ails them until hit over the head with a sledgehammer. Even after repeated blows, most refuse to entertain even the hint of such a diagnosis and stubbornly dodge the risk of having it confirmed by a professional, whether a family doctor, psychiatrist, psychotherapist, or marriage counselor. When you and other intimates broach this reasonable step, it is angrily dismissed out of hand as not only untrue but insulting. The non-depressed find such reactions perplexing and bordering on dim-witted, but rereading the introduction of this book should remind you that depressive blindness is unrelated to intelligence.


Two statistics are relevant to the depression fallout quiz: One in every five people has been, is, or will be blindsided by depression at some point in their life, and half of all American marriages now end in divorce. While depression is far from the sole culprit in broken relationships, a growing number of experts (among them psychiatrist Peter Kramer, author of Listening to Prozac and Should You Leave?) believe that this illness is often the cause rather than the result of divorce, as previously thought. No one has ventured a guess as to how many premarital relationships meet a similar fate, but judging from both the Message Board and readers E-mails, it is safe to say that depression separates lovers with surgical skill and is a major home-breaker. As you will learn in a later chapter, many researchers in the fields of psychology and psychiatry have taken a close look at depression-ridden partnerships and concluded that the deck is stacked against them for as long as the illness goes untreated.

When fifteen years ago a coworker suggested that I, like he, might be depressed and in need of medication, I loftily informed him that I had always been a bit moody, a condition I secretly considered indicative of an admirable sensitivity and emotional complexity. Somewhat intrigued by the prospect of chatting with the superexpert psychiatrist he offered to call on my behalf, I trotted off to my appointment fully expecting to be told that I was a fascinating exception to the rule. After an interview lasting ninety minutes, to my surprise the psychiatrist confirmed my coworkers suspicions. I caved in on the spot, relieved to know that the horrible way I felt was not my fault but an illness, and in time my life turned right side up again. Unfortunately, my reaction was not entirely typical. For many men and women, the double whammy of depression blindness and the stigma still clinging to this illness acts as a formidable barrier to acceptance of the diagnosis.

People with depression are no more weaklings or deadbeats than are people who have heart disease, diabetes, or cancer, yet a significant number think of themselves that way. Even though the stigma is less potent today than in the past, uninformed, stereotypic attitudes continue to impede a swifter change in public opinion and personal assessment; long established ways of thinking are hard to break. If more family members were aware that depressions unofficial symptoms include a predilection for criticizing and blaming others, anger, a touchiness that approaches paranoia, wishy-washy thinking, and impaired judgment, instead of assigning them to other causes, many depressed partners might be encouraged to acknowledge their illness and its impact on the relationship.

If you are still unsure whether your partners behavior is generated by depression or by what one Board poster, exhausted by more than a year of her husbands depressive temperament, long ascribed to an advanced case of jerkism, the following four stories will help clarify your thinking.

FALLING INTO FALLOUT

Everyone resists being pigeonholed as a typical example of this or that. If, for instance, you just recently settled into married life, surely your experience has nothing in common with that of a thirty-year marital veteran and mother of two grown children. Yet just a few days apart, two newcomers to the Message BoardWindswept and Ivyprovided ample evidence that a partners depression can wreak havoc at any stage of a relationship. As you read their stories, bear in mind that gender has little bearing on depression-fueled behavior. Though depressed men and women are not identical twins, they behave toward their partners in remarkably consistent ways.

Ivy says she noticed a change in her husband right after they returned from a blissful honeymoon. He turned cold, distant, and uncommunicative. For five interminable months she kept asking what was wrong and he snapped back that nothing was wrong, he was just tired. By the time her birthday arrived, his seeming lack of love had led her to view their marriage as a mistake. The celebration was a horrendous bust. Although he produced a bunch of flowers, he had no card or present for her, and his lame excuse, Too busy at the office so I never made it to the bank, did little to reassure her. He had had several beers while waiting for her to arrive and seemed unfriendly and primed for combat; the lack of a welcoming kiss was only the opening round. Every time Ivy opened her mouth to speak, her husband told her to stop interrupting and threatened to leave if she did it again. And he did, she writes. He stalked out and left me sitting there alone at the table. He didnt even pay. I finally asked for the check and went home. I feel as though Im living a nightmare.

Ivy, too new at the game to realize that she was sharing a story that will probably have a happy ending, wrapped up her post by saying that a few weeks later her husband came home from the office and blurted out that he was suffering from depression and had started taking antidepressants. Instead of relieved, she felt betrayed and shut out. Why did he keep his illness a secret from me? she writes. For five months I have been thinking that something was wrong with me. He has withdrawn from me and wont even let me touch him. I dont know what to do. I am so hurt. I am in so much pain.

A Board veteran quickly sets her straight: Yepthats depression at work and its tough stuff. But, she adds, your husband has admitted to it and is taking medication without any urging from you. I know its hard for you to realize it right now, but youre actually a lucky woman. A lot of us here are dealing with denial or refusal to get help. After suggesting that both of them bone up on depression and its treatment, she offers a basic piece of fallout wisdom: The way hes behaving has nothing to do with you personally. Somehow this illness creates an astonishing self-centeredness and lack of empathy for others, especially loved ones. It still hurts terribly to be on the receiving end; all of us here know that. You will discover
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