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‘I lost a husband and rediscovered my best friend’
Blogger Jenny Rathbone shares her experience with couples’ therapy and the approach that our
past as individuals informs our future with a partner.

Almost one in five (18%) couples in the UK argue regularly or consider separating, a 2016 study by the charity Relate suggests. Could a more open attitude
towards therapy make a difference? Photograph: National Trust Images/David Levenson/NTPL/David Levenson

Seven years back I was having some difficulties with my then-boyfriend. It was bound to happen. We
had finally moved in together after dating for three very happy years and were thrilled to have a
space of our own. We had big ideas, but as every woman over the age of 40 was quick to tell me, that
next vital step in anyone’s relationship can be a damaging one.
Needless to say, all the dreams we’d had of an harmonious life didn’t come to fruition. We found a
great many little things to complain about, and they soon became trigger points for larger, more

explosive arguments. Looking back, I feel embarrassed by home much our well-meaning elderly
neighbours came to know about our lives.
When my former flatmate suggested couples’ therapy, I took it to be an indication that she dreaded
the thought of living with me again rather than a genuine suggestion. I laughed until I realised she
was serious.
I told her exactly what I thought, that couples therapy struck me as being an entirely Hollywood
convention, the sort of thing that well-off couples indulge in ‘for the sake of the kids’ and ‘for the
sake of the pre-nuptials’. It certainly wasn’t the sort of thing a professional, young London couple
with big plans and their lives ahead of them should be considering. Looking back, I can’t deny that as
much as the thought struck me as laughable, a not-insignificant part of me was afraid. Was going to
therapy admitting that I wasn’t able to handle my own problems?
The next time my then-boyfriend and I burst into a chorus of complaints, I put the suggestion to him
as half a joke. Imagine my horror when he said he was amenable.
We did our research and booked our places expecting nothing. As the weeks ticked off and the date
loomed, it became clear that neither one of us was going to blink first and laugh the whole thing off.
By the time the date came, we went into the weekend’s retreat with a sort of superficial cheeriness
and – much to both our surprise - a slim, anxious hope that maybe something could be salvaged. If
nothing else, we decided that the silliness would be worth bonding over.
We left with heads and hearts filled with thoughts and hope.
“The problem we find again and again is that – particularly with couples who have been together for
so long – is that rather than growing together, they grow apart,” says therapist and co-founder of
Just Talk relationship therapy, Eric Holdsworth MSc. “They come to therapy expecting us to tell
them how to fix their problems now, but that’s not how it works.”
Eric’s ex-wife and the other half of Just Talk, Dr Denise née Wickes PhD, agrees. “The first step to
repairing any relationship is to repair your relationship with yourself. You need to understand who
you are before you can truly understand how you relate to another person.”
Eric and Denise have worked together as relationship therapists for ten years, hosting many highlyrated and highly-successful events. They met at Leicester University studying psychology in 1988.
Finding passion in their different approaches to treating chronic mental illness, Eric went on to
become a member of the General Hypnotherapy Standards Council (GHSC) after achieving his MSc,

while Denise has become a prominent advocate for what she terms ‘outdoor therapy’ and ‘active
mindfulness’ after successfully completing a PhD in 1992.
“When we met, it was love at first sight,” Denise says as she places her hand over Eric’s. “He wasn’t
afraid to put forward his opinions, and I wasn’t afraid to tell him he was wrong!”
They both laugh, and their affection is infectious.
“[Denise] wasn’t an angel. She was a Valkyrie, always ready to fight. I loved that about her and I still
do.”
I ask why they divorced despite their obvious closeness, and why a couple who are no longer
married are qualified to provide therapy to couples that wish to be.
Eric sighs at the question. It’s clearly one they’ve fielded before. “We married when we’d known
each other for two years. That was normal back then. But we were both young. We hadn’t matured
as people. We were still discovering who we were. At that specific time, at that specific place, we
were the perfect partnership. But decades have passed since then. We diverged as individuals.”
Denise agrees. “We were arguing constantly. Every little incident was an outlet for bigger issues.”
I nod despite myself, recognising behaviour that I and my then-boyfriend had experienced.
“The turning point came when we sat down one day and realised that we needed to redefine
ourselves. We needed to make peace with who we wanted to be. What we discovered was that the
things we wanted were no longer the same. They probably hadn’t been for a long time. We were
holding ourselves to standards we’d set when we were barely adults.”
I ask them if they’re sad about the divorce.
“Yes and no,” replies Eric. “We’ve both become better people for it. I think a lot of people – us
included back then – think that divorce is admitting defeat. It’s horrible to consider, and people don’t
come to therapy to be told that it’s a valid step to take, but it is. In fact, it’s powerfully liberating.
We’re not here to fix the unfixable. We’re here to help people reconcile who so they can decide
whether or not they can reconcile that with who their partner is.”
“We’ve become closer over the last few years,” Denise tells me. “We’ve considered that maybe all we
needed was time apart to explore and experiment. It’s not something we’d hope for every couple

that comes to us, but it’s certainly possible. There’s so much more trust between us. I feel like I lost a
husband and rediscovered my best friend.”
“We receive dozens of letters from our therapy weekends from couples and individuals who tell us
how much better their relationships have become. Whether they chose to remain together or
separate, they rediscover the friendship that was at the core of their time together. What they
choose to do with that is up to them.”
Eric and Denise have recently finished their third book together titled ‘Relationship Archaeology:
Understanding the Past of You’, and following a publishing tour, will be recommencing their highly
popular series of lectures and therapy retreats.
About the author
Jenny Rathbone is a guest columnist and has been an avid blogger for 6 years. She writes about relationships for a range
of publications and is the author of ‘Me, Myself, and Why?’ (Bloomsbury). She and her husband have been happily
married for six years and are expecting their second child.

