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He first catches your eye in Rome, with the sexual revolution fizzing in the air. Having been burnt by 

continental men before, you are cautious of your own attraction. For a few years you date around each 

other’s circles, and when you finally make your move and put everything on the line, that damn French 

woman gets in the way, twice. 

You never really waiver, and as the 1970’s come around, your stars align. You become a couple; you are 

in love. Two years later, you make things official: finances are intertwined, custody of each other’s 
children shared, and your futures forever linked; you are married.      

There are no shortages of romantic getaways – Lisbon, Amsterdam, Nice – and then a re-affirmation of 

marital vows in Maastricht. You like the way you look next to him. It’s nice to be a part of something so 

attractive, charismatic, and head-turning. The world watches as you walk arm-in-arm, doors are opened; 

you feel enlarged in his presence.  

The abuse is less visible, more gradual, and deliberately underhanded. While vacationing in Lisbon he 

tries to add legal controls over you to compliment his physical abuse: he tries to make you sign an 

after-the-fact prenuptial agreement. You refuse, and he just forges your signature. 

The dysfunction grows, and the abuse becomes more regular. Increasingly you are disgruntled. You 

spend long evenings in the company of friends, complaining about your husband, running through 

everything you hate about him for sympathetic ears; contemplating the single life and why you would be 

better off alone. But conviction never follows.  

As unhealthy as the relationship is, it is also safe. Breakups are hard because they are steps into the 

unknown, something is always lost, and there is so much potential downside. Sure he is obnoxious, 

irritating and abusive, but there is no guarantee that you'll be happier single. So you stay in the marriage 

– a prisoner of your own emotions. Divorce is just so final! 

Eventually you find the courage to admit your feelings to your husband, and he agrees to sit down with 

you and negotiate a happier future together. You are realistic, you don’t push for too much. Just an end 

to the neglect and abuse; a commitment that the relationship will be governed into the future by a 

healthy independence and equality.  

He refuses it all. There isn’t a single, meaningful, concession that he is willing to make. It all comes down 

to a cold cost-benefit analysis, he says. By his reckoning you will lose more from being outside the 

relationship, than from being in it, so you will stay with him – regardless of how he treats you. There is 

no soul searching, no self-evaluation. He doesn’t believe that you will choose the hard life. The details 

are everything, and he believes they are on his side.  

Catching him, as well as yourself, by surprise, you feel a wave of determination. You ask for a divorce, 

and leave the house. 

You struggle with second-thoughts, and feelings of regret: you emotionally beat yourself up. Sitting 

alone, facing an unsure future, you think that maybe, just maybe, he was right. That you were better off 

with him than without. And he certainly seems to want you back. 

Then you discover he has been phoning around town, airing the details of your relationship, and trying 

to isolate you from your own friends and family. He convinces other people to chastise you on his 

behalf, and to try persuading you that you are a fool for leaving him. And then you find out he is 

contesting the divorce. Instead of letting his calculation that you will be worse of f without him play out, 

he actively begins trying to, in his own words, 'make you suffer'.  

You realise that you made the right decision all along. 


