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How successful couples navigate life’s transitions
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aught up in the optimism of the wedding day, couples may lose sight of the challenges that await them

over a lifetime together. Learning how to navigate these transitions determines whether a marriage

thrives or flounders.

From engaged to married

David and Constantino Khalaf were married last year. The same-sex couple held their ceremony in Cathedral

Park in Portland, Ore., where they live. When their pastor pronounced them “kin,” Constantino says he was

profoundly moved. He says he became aware “for the first time in a very long time what it’s like to have kin —

someone to whom I belong and who belongs to me. I felt like I was no longer alone.”

Like most newlyweds, the Khalafs began to face challenges soon after they were married. They hadn’t lived

together and had to learn to adjust to their different sleep and wake schedules.

David and Constantino Khalaf at their wedding in 2016. Like most newlyweds, the Khalafs began to face challenges soon after they were
married. (Constantino Khalaf)
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They also needed to learn how to talk about problems. Before they were married, David would withdraw to

process his feelings, but says his commitment to Constantino forced him out of his comfort zone. He says he

now resists the urge to withdraw.

“At times I dread these talks,” he admits, “but it has been an amazing growth experience.” David says

Constantino has also made things easier by scheduling a time to talk rather than springing issues on him

unannounced.

Dr. Shannon Kolakowski, a clinical psychologist from Bellevue, Wash., says avoiding conflicts is a common

problem for newlyweds. But conflict “doesn’t mean that something is wrong,” she says. On the contrary, it can

be an opportunity to grow.

Learning how to resolve disagreements is essential at any stage of marriage. Dr. Lisa Marie Bobby, a couples’

counselor in Denver, says “couples can protect their relationships by learning early on to expect transitions and

adopt an attitude of compassion, kindness and generosity.”

Becoming parents

Those sentiments are echoed by Lynn Sobel of Dobbs Ferry, N.Y., when she talks about how she and her

husband, Eric, adjusted to becoming first-time parents four years after they were married, when their daughter

Anna was born. The Sobels will celebrate their 40th wedding anniversary this September. Asked what advice

she has for new parents, Lynn says, “show your partner kindness and generosity of spirit.”

According to research, “about 70 percent of couples experience a significant decline in marital satisfaction with

the arrival of baby No. 1,” says Dr. William Bumberry, a clinical psychologist from St. Louis. One of the most

common problems is how to distribute the workload equitably.

The Sobels say transitioning to parenthood and becoming a family was not particularly difficult because they

approached it as a team and managed to share the chores. Describing a typical Saturday morning, Eric says he’d

take care of Anna so Lynn could sleep in, then, after Lynn woke up, “I would hand off Anna to her so I could

mow the lawn. When I finished that, Lynn would hand the baby back to me so she could take a shower,” and so

forth. “There was a lot of passing Anna back and forth so we could do all the other things that needed to get

done.”

Conflicts inevitably arise, and experts advise scheduling discussions when both spouses are receptive rather

than when they’re sleep-deprived or distracted by work. Bumberry also encourages couples “to approach rather

than flee from negative feelings expressed by your partner, especially when they’re about you. When you

approach from a position of curiosity/interest, rather than defensiveness, a real connection begins to take root.”

Another way new parents can build closeness is by “showing appreciation, letting your partner know you

appreciate their help and admire the kind of parent they are,” says Kolakowski.

Empty nesting



Jayne and Eliot Schreiber of Chicago have successfully weathered life transitions through 32 years of marriage.

They met on Jayne’s first day at Northwestern Law School — Eliot’s second year — after Jayne’s college

roommate told Eliot to look out for her friend. “Eliot has been taking care of me ever since!” says Jayne.

In truth, they take care of each other. The love, kindness and concern they have for one another is apparent, and

that approach has helped their marriage survive transitions, such as becoming empty nesters.

“We miss our kids constantly,” admits Jayne, whose two adult children live in New York City. But because Eliot

is her best friend and they share common interests, she says they are very happy.

Couples who enjoy each other’s company find that, even when it is just the two of them, they can grow even

closer. “Our priority is to take the free time we have and explore new places together,” says Eliot.

Retirement

The pleasures of retirement can be overshadowed by health issues, financial concerns and disagreements about

how to spend free time or where to live. To make a successful transition into retirement, experts say, it helps if a

couple has established good communication skills and a partnership earlier in their marriage.

“It’s about systematically building a friendship and a connection so that the person sitting across from you at

the table or on the other side of the bed is someone you actually feel warmly and positively about,” says

Bumberry. “If you have that, you can adapt to everything.”

Nancy and Dan Fulwiler of Seattle, Wash., say retirement has been a big change, but they are enjoying it and

each other. Both 66, they retired in 2016 and moved from Washington, D.C., to Seattle, where Dan grew up and

where their two adult sons now live.

Dan says he enjoys his freedom and the way his and Nancy’s roles have changed since retirement. Nancy is

directly involved with local community organizations, working as both a board member and a volunteer, while

Dan plays a supporting role, offering ideas and advice.

“Dan is my best friend and greatest adviser,” says Nancy. By sharing her experiences and exchanging ideas with

him about her community work, she says, “Dan becomes a part of what I’m doing.”

“It sounds a bit schmaltzy,” says Dan, but the fact that “we have been such close friends since we met, based not

just on love but genuine respect for each other’s strengths,” has made adapting to change easier.

Life transitions call for “new skills, strategies and coping behaviors and involve some degree of awkwardness

and apprehension at first,” says Bumberry. But, when couples have “the courage to embrace life’s changes, they

become portals to new horizons.”

Claire Altschuler is a freelancer.
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