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			A Long-Term Couplehood

			Daniel and Amy have been together for over four years. They were madly in love when they got married and decided that their marriage was to last forever. Both grew up as joint-custody children, and they would do anything to develop a good couplehood and avoid divorce.

			But good intentions will not always be enough. One also has to know what to do to make matrimony last. And Daniel and Amy did not know very much. Their own parents had not set a good example. Amy thought the best thing she could do for their partnership was to make sure they would always understand each other. Consequently she could talk for hours about some problem, attempting to find a solution. Daniel, on the contrary, thought that people may talk themselves into imaginary problems. Therefore he thought they should handle problems as they arose, without too much talk about them. Such different approaches to problem-solving did not create a good basis for their couplehood.

			But they did not differ in their approach to problem-solving only. They also had mutually contradictory needs regarding intimacy and time together. This was true of their everyday life, when Amy wanted to have a cosy time with Daniel in their living room, while Daniel preferred to get away from home and train football with his fellow players. It was also true of their sex life, where Amy needed caresses and fond words, while Daniel was more into naughty and somewhat rough things.

			The differences between Amy and Daniel grew into a problem. Amy was constantly trying to change Daniel. She censured and criticised his behaviour and accused him of being unwilling to do enough to keep up their relationship. Daniel grew resentful, for he loved Amy. Only he did not want to let go of himself and his own interests.

			So when Daniel did not show any signs of changing himself, the idea of a divorce nevertheless started flashing through Amy’s mind. Her dreams about married life had not come true. Their wish to keep together was not enough.

			This happens to many couples. They want to make everything work, but they do not know how to go about it. They think that if only they love one another and keep their resolve, everything is going to be fine. And indeed it is in many cases. But with several couples things go badly. They need a helping hand, and it turns out that some clear, simple advice will often be enough to save a marriage, provided both partners are willing to make an effort for the sake of couplehood.

			The main prerequisite of a good couplehood is the partners’ ability to accommodate to their differences. There is nothing wrong with Amy’s need for intimacy and time together. Nor is anything wrong with Daniel’s need for football and time with his fellow players. Both have a right to be like that. They may let go of all that bears the name of recriminations and blame. No good will ever come of that anyway. For neither partner is to blame. They are just different persons with different needs, and both must learn to respect that.

			This does not mean that you should not try to have your needs fulfilled if you need intimacy and time together like Amy. But it means that you have to give expression to your own needs, tell what you need and tell your partner how it will affect you if your needs are never fulfilled. Then your partner will have to consider whether he or she is willing to pay heed for the sake of couplehood. If you make accusations and reproach, your partner will usually shut up or be defensive. If, on the other hand, you tell about your needs, your partner will usually open up and listen. Just try to notice the difference between these sentences: ‘You’re never at home,’ ‘You only take an interest in football and don’t care about me,’ as opposed to these sentences: ‘I miss you,’ ‘I’d like to spend more time with you. Can’t we find a day?’

			Another important thing in partnership is the willingness to learn from one another. You are not necessarily right all the time. And perhaps things can be done differently. This is something you can turn to good account in everyday life, from how to cut the cheese to deciding whether to stand surety for a good friend. It is also useful if you have very different sexual experiences. Your very own way of having sex is not necessarily the only right one. Perhaps your partner is able to bring something good into your relationship, if he or she is allowed to do so.

			It is also important to allow each other to be alone in couplehood. Some - especially women - find it difficult to accept that their partner wants to be alone once in a while. They construe it as a defeat and may think, ‘I’m not interesting company,’ or, ‘He doesn’t love me anymore.’ But usually this is not about their partnership at all. It is about the fact that some people need more time alone than others, and you must respect that. If you do not respect your partner’s needs, but are constantly trying to press him or her to spend time with you, the above sentence, ‘He doesn’t love me anymore,’ may easily turn out to be a self-fulfilling prophecy.

			Intimacy in Couplehood

			Christopher and Joanne have been married for almost 15 years. They both have an interesting and exacting job, sound leisure time activities and good friends. Between them they have two children to take care of and two parental couples to call on. Besides they have a house, a garden and a car to keep up.

			Christopher and Joanne have managed to develop a good family life, even if they are pressed for time, having to mind everything. But there is not much time left for couplehood. That is always their last priority. When all the house work has been done and the children have been put to bed, they do not usually have much energy left. If they are not off to sporting activities or to see some friends, they consequently slump on the sofa with the newspaper or some good television programme. This has grown into a habit, so Christopher is greatly surprised one night when Joanne puts on some classical music, puts two glasses of wine on the table and lights two candles.

			Christopher thinks it looks cosy, but he is also irritated: he was just about to watch the television news as usual. Having recovered from his irritation, he suddenly starts to worry whether he has forgotten something they were supposed to celebrate. Hastily he runs through their red-letter days: their wedding day, the one on which they met each other, birthdays, Mother’s Day, Father’s Day, Saint Valentine’s Day, but he cannot think of anything to celebrate. He looks at Joanne, but she does not look angry or sad. She is merely looking happy, so Christopher eases up and sits down beside her without a word. Joanne takes his hand and leans on his shoulder. They have not been sitting together in that way on an ordinary everyday night for a long time. In fact Christopher does not remember them making themselves comfortable in this way since they had children. When they have been sitting together for a little while, Christopher asks Joanne why she lighted the candles and put the wine on the table. He wants to know if they are celebrating something. With a smile Joanne tells him that she thought they did spent too little time together. She needs intimacy and romance in their partnership, and they are not going to have any of those things if they are watching television and reading the newspaper all the time.

			Christopher likes Joanne’s way of telling him that she wants intimacy and romance. Previously Joanne has been reproaching him for failing to find time to spend with her, but that always landed them in a quarrel. This time she acted on her own initiative to create a feel encouraging him to do so, and then things are much easier for Christopher. He gives Joanne a kiss and sits by her side until the music is over.

			If you miss intimacy in your relationship, it is a good idea to start the way Joanne does. In that way she is not scaring her partner away with reproaches and prolonged conversations. She takes action, and by doing so gets some of the things she is looking for. Most couples who are pressed for time in their everyday life will sometimes forget to tend their partnership, and then it is a good thing for one of them to stop and give intimacy, love, care and attentiveness prominence in couplehood. A few candles, two glasses of wine and some music will often be enough to break the habit of watching television and reading the newspaper. And it does not take much energy to be romantic in that way if you returned home tired from work.

			If you need to breathe new life into your couplehood, there are several things you can do. If you have the energy it takes, it will of course always be a good idea to talk about what you miss and need. That alone may produce a feeling of intimacy. But otherwise it will often be the little things in everyday life that make you feel close to one another.

			Intimacy in everyday life may be listening attentively to your partner. It may be telling important things from your own life. It may be caresses, eye contact and affectionate words. It may also be shared experiences where you are not necessarily talking to each other, but merely feeling one another’s presence. If, for example, you do not know what to talk about, you may content yourself with sitting down close together and embrace. You can lie quietly together on the sofa and feel each other. You can dance a quiet dance or give one another a good massage. Or like Joanne you can light a couple of candles, put some good music on and simply share the moment. Such simple, but intimate, shared experiences will affect your everyday life in general and make you more able to cope with its tasks and separation. You will grow more open, tolerant and reasonable to each other if you make sure to have such very private intimate moments frequently.

			Some may say that they have no time in hand at all for being together in that way. And indeed they do not if they carry on doing everything in the usual way. But if they are willing to pay the price, and, say turn off the television, computer and phone and put away the newspaper every second night, they will soon have a good deal of time to spend on developing intimacy in their relationship.

			Unfortunately many women have come to be apprehensive of physical intimacy such as massage, holding hands, dancing or caresses in everyday life because they find that it always puts them under the obligation to proceed to having sex, and perhaps they do not have the energy for that. If that is true of you or your partner, it is important for you to agree in advance that these intimate moments will not lead on to more than the above. That may bring about mutual confidence.

			Conversely many men find emotional intimacy difficult, especially if the woman perpetually wants to talk about the sad plight of their partnership. Then they tend to shut up instead of listening. If that is true of the man in your couplehood, do not press him into prolonged, deep conversations. Try to accept that he feels the way he does instead, and let his female partner approach him at the pace he can cope with. Little smiles, a little handshake or sweet words may revive intimacy in your relationship, just as a couple of candles and a nice cup of tea may unlock romance. You do not always have to use a lot of words. Sometimes action speaks louder.

			Men Do Not Want to Be Changed

			Hannah fell in love with Stephen - a handsome, but reticent, retiring man. She was a little troubled about his reticence, but nevertheless felt that his reserve made him fascinatingly enigmatical too. In her heart of hearts she decided to do everything to get to know this enigmatic, reticent man, and she chose to marry him. But having lived with him for a couple of years she realised that it was no easy matter. She told Stephen that he would have to open up more and talk about his emotions, but it was of no avail. To show him what to do she spoke about her own emotions, and she gave him books about couplehood which she suggested he should read.

			But the more she tried to change Stephen, the more reticent he grew.

			As Hannah was very fond of Stephen, she refused to give up. She wanted an open and sensitive man, and she fought stoutly. Several times a week she would try to start a conversation about their partnership. She read passages to him from books she had given him, and which he had never opened, but no matter what she did it was of no avail, and Hannah was puzzled. Taking so much interest in Stephen’s emotions, she expected gratitude and love: she considered it a way of giving him attention and care. She did not realise that Stephen felt altogether differently about it. He felt that Hannah was constantly down on him, criticising him and trying to change him. He felt that Hannah did not respect him for what he was, and did not trust him. But he did not say so. He was merely hurt and shut himself up to Hannah, and the more Hannah tried to reach him with further good advice about changing himself, the more he withdrew into himself.

			A vicious circle had developed, and the worst thing about it was that Hannah failed to see she was contributing to Stephen’s reticence herself.

			Many women are like Hannah. Having lived with a man for a while, they set about changing him. Not out of malice, but because they want to give him some good advice and get to know his emotions better. They also hope to improve their relationship in that way. Only the fact is that usually the man has no need of that good advice, and feels fine not talking very much about emotions. He construes his partner’s well-intentioned advice as criticism.

			Trust, accept and appreciation from the woman will boost the self-esteem of most men, and when in love, the woman will often show the man this side of herself. She makes no attempt to change him, but is merely fascinated by getting to know him. She will not try to change him until they start living together, and it rarely turns out well. Because the man needs to show that he can shift for himself and accomplish something on his own. That does not mean that the man will never want advice. But he will only want it when asking for it. Then he will be more open to having a conversation and talking about emotions too.

			Unfortunately many women are not aware that the man will feel better that way. The more signals he gives that he has had enough, the more she will try to change him, and then things go wrong. Both feel the other is to blame for their bad relationship. The man will often feel that his boundaries are being transgressed, and he will either withdraw even more into himself as mentioned above, or perhaps respond more violently, getting angry and slamming the doors. The woman’s response may be violent too. She feels lonely and let down and may cry or be angry.

			The best thing the woman can do is to stop correcting him and telling him what to do. She has to keep silent and wait for the man to leave his shell, and in the meantime she must show him respect and trust him to be able to solve his own problems. If, as a woman, you decide to stop trying to change your partner, you will be able to expend your energy on doing something about your own faults instead: many women expend so much energy on finding the man’s faults and improving his manners that they fail to see their own faults. They themselves are perhaps spending too much time cleaning the house, talking too much, checking up on those around them and correcting their partner. If the woman concentrates on herself, the man will get a breathing-space allowing him to open up again and show his feelings the way the woman wants him to.
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