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            First, this book is dedicated to my children, in the hope
 that their love relationships will be richer, deeper, 
and more fulfilling.
            

             

            Also, this book is dedicated to those I love—those who continually offer me a safe haven and a secure base from which to joyfully leap into the unknown. You know who you are.

         

      

	

    
	
		 
          
 
         
            People think love is an emotion. Love is good sense.
 
            —Ken Kesey
 
             
 
            Unless you love someone, nothing else makes any sense.
 
            —e. e. cummings

         
 
      

	

    
	
		 
         
            Introduction

         
 
         We are obsessed with love and love relationships. But what do we really know about love? We instinctively know that there is no other experience that will have more impact on our lives—our happiness and health—than our success at loving and being loved. We know that love makes us vulnerable, but also that we are never as safe and strong as when we are sure we are loved. We know that at the most difficult moments in our lives, nothing but the comfort of the ones we love will do. But although, at the end of the first decade of the 21st century, our species has smarts enough to split the atom and soar into space, we still seem to have no clear or rigorous understanding of the intense connection that is so central to our being.
         
 
         The consensus across human history is that romantic love is, and always will be, an enigma, somehow by its very nature unknowable. I am reminded of Palamon, the imprisoned knight in Chaucer’s 14th-century Canterbury Tales, who, through his barred window, spies the fair Emily gathering flowers and singing. He cries out in pain and explains to his cousin and fellow prisoner Arcita:
         
 
         
            It’s not our prison that caused me to cry.
 
            But I was wounded lately through the eye
 
            Down to my heart, and that my bane will be.
 
            The beauty of the lady that I see
 
            There in that garden, pacing to and fro,
 
            Is cause of all my crying and my woe.
 
            I know not if she’s woman or goddess;
 
            But Venus she is verily, I guess.

         
 
         Love, to so many of us, seems a bewitchment—a force, powerful and dangerous, that strikes us without our bidding.
 
         Perhaps because love seems so baffling and unruly, we appear to be losing all faith in the viability of stable, romantic partnerships. Pessimism is rampant. On any given day, we scan press accounts and catch videos on TV of famous folks caught in adulterous affairs. We check online advice blogs extolling swinging as the way to combat inevitable relationship fatigue, and read op-ed pieces maintaining that monogamy is an antiquated and impossible concept that should be junked. When it comes to adult love, we appear to be truly lost.
 
         All this at a time when, ironically, romantic love is more important than ever. A tsunami of loneliness, anxiety, and depression is sweeping through Western societies. Today, adult partnerships are often the only real human ties we can count on in our mobile and insanely multitasking world. My grandmother lived in a village of three hundred people that offered her a web of companionship and support, but now most of us seem, if we are lucky, to live in a community of two. Seeking and holding onto a life partner has become a pressing organizing feature of our lives, given that other community ties are so marginalized. The evidence is that we are ever more dependent on our mates for emotional connection and support while being in the dark as to how to create love and keep it.
 
         Moreover, we seem in so many ways to be working actively against our desire for love and commitment. Our society exalts emotional independence. We are constantly exhorted to love ourselves first and foremost. A friend at a social gathering recently commented to me, “Even you have to face it. We are in general a distant and dismissive society. People don’t believe in love relationships anymore. They are not the priority. No one has time for them anyway.”
 
         As a clinical psychologist, couple therapist, and relationship researcher, I have grown increasingly alarmed and frustrated by where we are and where we seem to be going. Through my own work and that of esteemed colleagues, I know that the cynicism and hopelessness are misplaced. Today, we have a revolutionary new perspective on romantic love, one that is optimistic and practical. Grounded in science, it reveals that love is vital to our existence. And far from being unfathomable, love is exquisitely logical and understandable. What’s more, it is adaptive and functional. Even better, it is malleable, repairable, and durable. In short, we now comprehend, finally and irrefutably, that love makes “sense.” The word derives from the Latin sentire, meaning “to perceive, feel, or know,” and also “to find one’s way.” And that is why I have called this book Love Sense. I intend for it to help you find your way to more fulfilling and lasting love.
         
 
         In Love Sense, you will learn what I and other scientists have discovered from thirty years of clinical studies, laboratory experiments, and applied therapies. You will learn that love is a basic survival code, that an essential task of our mammalian brain is to read and respond to others, and that it is being able to depend on others that makes us strong. You will learn that rejection and abandonment are danger cues that plunge us into real physical pain, that sexual infatuation and novelty are overrated, and that even the most distressed couples can repair their bond if they are guided to deal with their emotions a little differently.
         
 
         My particular contribution lies in relationship repair. Working with thousands of despairing couples through the years has led me to create a new systematic model of treatment, Emotionally Focused Therapy, that honors our need for connection and support. EFT, as it is commonly called, is the most successful approach to healing faltering relationships that has yet been devised, with an astounding 70–75 percent success rate. Today, EFT is routinely taught to counselors in training in at least twenty-five countries around the globe. A simplified version of EFT for couples wishing to help themselves can be found in my previous book Hold Me Tight: Seven Conversations for a Lifetime of Love.
         
 
         These are but a few results of the scientific quest to understand love. In the pages of this book, you will find the results of many more studies as well as the stories of many couples in their most intimate moments. (All stories are composites of several cases and are simplified to reflect general truths. Names and details have been changed to protect privacy.) You will be surprised, and even stunned, at what you read but most of all you will be enlightened, not only as to the nature of love and how it affects us personally but also about what it means to us as human beings and to our society and the world. All the research agrees that a stable, loving relationship is the absolute cornerstone of human happiness and general well-being. A good relationship is better health insurance than a careful diet and a better anti-aging strategy than taking vitamins. A loving relationship also is the key to creating families that teach the skills necessary to maintain a civilized society—trust, empathy, and cooperation. Love is the lifeblood of our species and our world.
 
         Jonathan Larson, the late composer and playwright, put it well in a song from his musical, Rent, that asks the measure of “five hundred twenty-five thousand six hundred minutes,” or a year in one’s existence. The answer: “Share love, give love, spread love…Measure, measure your life in love.” Nothing else makes sense.
         
 
         I write this book not just as a warning but also as a revelation and a promise.
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            Chapter 1
 
            Love: A Paradigm Shift
 
            
               I believe in the compelling power of love. I do not understand it. I believe it to be the most fragrant blossom of all this thorny existence.
 
               —Theodore Dreiser

            

         
 
         My memories are full of the sounds and sights of love:
         
 
         The ache in my elderly grandmother’s voice when she spoke of her husband, gone nearly fifty years. A railway signalman, he had courted her, a ladies’ maid, for seven years on the one Sunday she had off each month. He died of pneumonia on Christmas Day after eighteen years of marriage, when he was forty-five and she just forty.
 
         My small enraged mother flying across the kitchen floor at my father, a former naval engineer in World War II, who stood large and strong in the doorway, drinking her in with his eyes, and she, seeing me, stopping suddenly and fleeing from the room. She left him after three decades of slammed doors and raised fists when I was ten. “Why do they fight all the time?” I asked my granny. “Because they love each other, sweetie,” she said. “And watching them, it’s clear that none of us knows what the hell that means.” I remember saying to myself, “Well, I won’t do this love thing, then.” But I did.
 
         Telling my first great love, “I refuse to play this ridiculous game. It’s like falling off a cliff.” Weeping just months into a marriage, asking myself, “Why do I no longer love this man? I can’t even pinpoint what is missing.” Another man smiling quietly at me, and I, just as quietly, leaning back and letting myself plunge into the abyss. There was nothing missing.
 
         Sitting, years later, watching the last of the ice finally melting on our lake one morning in early April and hearing my husband and children walking through the woods behind me. They were laughing and talking, and I touched for a moment the deepest joy, the kind of joy that was, and still is, entirely enough to fill up my heart for this lifetime.
 
         Anguish and drama, elation and satisfaction. About what? For what?
 
         
            *  *  *

         
 
         Love can begin in a thousand ways—with a glance, a stare, a whisper or smile, a compliment, or an insult. It continues with caresses and kisses, or maybe frowns and fights. It ends with silence and sadness, frustration and rage, tears, and even, sometimes, joy and laughter. It can last just hours or days, or endure through years and beyond death. It is something we look for, or it finds us. It can be our salvation or our ruin. Its presence exalts us, and its loss or absence desolates us.
 
         We hunger for love, yearn for it, are impelled to it, but we haven’t truly understood it. We have given it a name, acknowledged its force, cataloged its splendors and sorrows. But still we are confronted with so many puzzles: What does it mean to love, to have a loving relationship? Why do we pursue love? What makes love stop? What makes it persist? Does love make any sense at all?
 
         Down through the ages, love has been a mystery that has eluded everyone—philosophers, moralists, writers, scientists, and lovers alike. The Greeks, for instance, identified four kinds of love, but their definitions, confusingly, overlap. Eros was the name given to passionate love, which might or might not involve sexual attraction and desire. In our day, we are equally bewildered. Google reported that the top “What is” search in Canada in 2012 was “What is love?” Said Aaron Brindle, a spokesman for Google, “This tells us about not only the popular topic for that year…but also the human condition.” Another website, CanYouDefineLove.com, solicits definitions and experiences from folks around the globe. Scroll through the responses and you’ll agree with the site’s founders that “there are just as many unique definitions as there are people in the world.”
         
 
         Scientists try to be more specific. For example, psychologist Robert Sternberg of Oklahoma State University describes love as a mixture of three components: intimacy, passion, and commitment. Yes, but that doesn’t solve the riddle. Evolutionary biologists, meanwhile, explain love as nature’s reproductive strategy. In the grand abstract scheme of existence, this makes sense. But for illuminating the nature of love in our everyday lives, it’s useless. The most popular definition is perhaps that love is…a mystery! For those of us—and that is almost all of us—who are trying to find it or mend it or keep it, this definition is a disaster. It robs us of hope.
 
         Does it even matter whether we understand love?
 
         If you had asked that question as recently as thirty or forty years ago, most of the world would have said, “Not really.” Love, despite its power, wasn’t considered essential to daily life. It was seen as something apart, a diversion, even a luxury, and oftentimes a dangerous one at that (remember Romeo and Juliet and Abelard and Heloise?). What mattered was what was necessary to survive. You tied your life to your family and your community; they provided food, shelter, and protection. Since the earliest conception of marriage, it was understood that when you joined your life to another’s, it was for eminently practical reasons, not emotional ones: to better your lot, to acquire power and wealth, to produce heirs to inherit titles and property, to create children to help with the farm and to care for you in your old age.
 
         Even as life eased for growing numbers of people, marriage remained very much a rational bargain. In 1838, well into the Industrial Revolution, naturalist Charles Darwin made lists of the pros and cons of marriage before finally proposing to his cousin Emma Wedgwood. In favor, he noted, “Children…Constant companion, (& friend in old age)… object to be beloved & played with…better than a dog anyhow… a nice soft wife on a sofa with good fire, & books & music…These things good for one’s health.” Against it, he wrote, “perhaps quarreling—Loss of time.—cannot read in the Evenings…Anxiety & responsibility—less money for books &c…I never should know French,—or see the Continent—or go to America, or go up in a Balloon, or take solitary trip in Wales—poor slave.”
 
         We don’t have Emma’s list, but for most women the top reason to marry was financial security. Lacking access to schooling or jobs, women faced lives of punishing poverty if they remained unwed, a truth that continued well into the 20th century. Even as women gained education and the ability to support themselves, love didn’t figure too highly in choosing a mate. When asked in 1939 to rank eighteen characteristics of a future spouse or relationship, women put love fifth. Even in the 1950s, love hadn’t made it to first place. I am reminded of my aunt, who, when she found out that I had a “man in my life,” advised me, “Just make sure he has a suit, dear”—code for “Make certain he has a steady job.”
 
         In the 1970s, however, love began heading the list in surveys of what American women and men look for in a mate. And by the 1990s, with vast numbers of women in the workforce, marriage in the Western world had completely shifted from an economic enterprise to, as sociologist Anthony Giddens calls it, an “emotional enterprise.” In a 2001 U.S. poll, 80 percent of women in their twenties said that having a man who could talk about his feelings was more important than having one who could make a good living. Today, both men and women routinely give love as the main reason to wed. And indeed, this is increasingly the case around the world; whenever people are free of financial and other shackles, they select a spouse for love. For the first time in human history, feelings of affection and emotional connection have become the sole basis on which we choose and commit to a partner. These feelings are now the primary basis for the most crucial building block of any society, the family unit.
 
         A love relationship is now not only the most intimate of adult relationships, it is also often the principal one. And for many it is the only one. The American Sociological Review reports that since the mid-1980s, the number of Americans saying that they have only their partner to confide in has risen by 50 percent. We live in an era of growing emotional isolation and impersonal relationships. More and more, we dwell far from caring parents, siblings, friends, and the supportive communities we grew up in. And more and more we live alone. According to the latest U.S. census, more than thirty million Americans live solo, compared with just four million in 1950. We toil for longer hours and at more remote locations requiring lengthy commutes. We communicate by e-mailing and texting. We deal with automated voices on the telephone, watch concerts performed by holograms of deceased artists (such as rapper Tupac Shakur), and soon we will be seeking assistance from holographic personnel. At New York City–area airports, travelers were recently introduced to a six-foot-tall, information-spouting AVA, short for airport virtual assistant, or avatar.
         
 
         Loneliness researcher John Cacioppo, a psychologist at the University of Chicago, contends that in Western societies, “social connection has been demoted from a necessity to an incidental.” As a result, our partners have been forced to fill the void. They serve as lover, family, friend, village, and community. And emotional connection is the only glue in this vital, unique relationship.
 
         So yes, understanding the nature of love absolutely does matter. Indeed, it is imperative. Continued ignorance is no longer an option. Defining love as a mystery beyond our grasp and control is as toxic to the human species as is poison in our water. We must learn to shape our love relationships. And now, for the first time, we can, thanks to an unheralded revolution in the social and natural sciences that has been under way for the past twenty years.
 
         A Revolution
 
         Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary defines revolution as “a fundamental change in the way of thinking about or visualizing something: a change of paradigm.” And that is exactly what has happened to adult love in the field of social sciences. Two decades ago, love didn’t get much respect as a topic of study. No emotion did. René Descartes, the French philosopher, associated feelings with our lower animal nature and thus considered them something to be overcome. What marked us as superior animals was our ability to reason. Cogito ergo sum—“I think, therefore I am,” he famously proclaimed.
         
 
         Emotions were not rational and therefore suspect. And love was the most irrational and suspect of all, thus not a fit subject for scientists, the supreme rationalists. Scan the subject index of professor Ernest Hilgard’s exhaustive historical review Psychology in America, published in 1993; you won’t find the word love. Young researchers were routinely warned off the topic. I remember being told in graduate school that science does not deal with nebulous, soft indefinables, such as emotion, empathy, and love.
         
 
         The word revolution also means “an uprising.” Social scientists began to recognize that much of their work was not addressing public concerns about the quality of everyday life. So a quiet movement, without riots or bullets, began in campus laboratories and academic journals, challenging the orthodox adherence to studies of simple behaviors and how to change them. New voices began to be heard, and suddenly, in the 1990s, emotions emerged as legitimate topics of inquiry. Happiness, sorrow, anger, fear—and love—started appearing on the agenda of academic conferences in a multitude of disciplines, from anthropology to psychology to sociology. Feelings, it was becoming apparent, weren’t random and senseless, but logical and “intelligent.”
         
 
         At the same time, therapists and mental health professionals began adjusting their frame of reference in dealing with relationship issues, especially romantic ones. For years they had focused their attention on the individual, believing that any turmoil could be traced back to a person’s own troubled psyche. Fix that and the relationship would improve. But that wasn’t what was happening. Even when individuals grasped why they acted a certain way and tried to change, their love relationships often continued to sour.
 
         Therapists realized that concentrating on one person didn’t give a complete picture. People in love relationships, just as in all relationships, are not distinct entities, acting independently; they are part of a dynamic dyad, within which each person’s actions spark and fuel reactions in the other. It was the couple and how the individuals “danced” together that needed to be understood and changed, not simply the individual alone. Researchers began videotaping couples recounting everyday hurts and frustrations, arguing over money and sex, and hassling over child-rearing issues. They then pored over these recordings, hunting for the critical moments of interaction when a relationship turned into a battlefield or wasteland. They kept an eye open, too, for moments when couples seemed to reach harmonious accord. And they looked for patterns of behavior.
         
 
         Interest in emotions in general, and love in particular, also surged among “hard” scientists as advances in technology refined old tools and introduced new ones. A major hurdle to investigations had always been: How do you pin down something as vague and evanescent as a feeling? Or, as Albert Einstein lamented: “How on earth are you ever going to explain in terms of chemistry and physics so important a biological phenomenon as first love?”
 
         The scientific method depends not only on observation and analysis but also on measurable, reproducible data. With the arrival of more sensitive tests and assays, neurobiologists launched inquiries into the chemistry of emotions. But the big push came with the advent of functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI). Neurophysiologists devised experiments that peer into the brain and actually see structures and areas lighting up when we are afraid, or happy, or sad—or when we love. Remember the old public service announcement showing an egg frying in a pan while a voice intones, “This is your brain on drugs”? Now we have films that actually do capture “This is your brain on love.”
         
 
         The result of all this ferment has been an outpouring of fresh knowledge that is coalescing into a radical and exciting new vision of love. This new love sense is overthrowing long-held beliefs about the purpose and process of romantic love as well as our sense of the very nature of human beings. The new perspective is not only theoretical but also practical and optimistic. It illuminates why we love and reveals how we can make, repair, and keep love.
 
         Among the provocative findings:
 
         
            • The first and foremost instinct of humans is neither sex nor aggression. It is to seek contact and comforting connection.
            

         
 
         The man who first offered us this vision of what we now call attachment or bonding was an uptight, aristocratic English psychiatrist, not at all the kind of man you would expect to crack the code of romantic relationships! But John Bowlby, conservative and British, was nevertheless a rebel who changed the landscape of love and loving forever. His insights are the foundation on which the new science of love rests.
 
         Bowlby proposed that we are designed to love a few precious others who will hold and protect us through the squalls and storms of life. It is nature’s plan for the survival of the species. Sex may impel us to mate, but it is love that assures our existence. “In uniting the beloved life to ours we can watch over its happiness, bring comfort where hardship was, and over memories of privation and suffering open the sweetest fountains of joy,” wrote George Eliot.
 
         This drive to bond is innate, not learned. It likely arose as nature’s answer to a critical fact of human physiology: the female birth canal is too narrow to permit passage of big-brained, big-bodied babies that can survive on their own within a short time after birth. Instead, babies enter the world small and helpless and require years of nurturing and guarding before they are self-sustaining. It would be easier to abandon such troublesome newborns than raise them. So what makes an adult stick around and assume the onerous and exhausting task of parenting?
 
         Nature’s solution was to wire into our brains and nerves an automatic call-and-response system that keeps child and parent emotionally attached to each other. Babies come with a repertoire of behaviors—gazing, smiling, crying, clinging, reaching—that draw care and closeness from adults. So when a baby boy bawls from hunger and stretches out his arms, his mom picks him up and feeds him. And when Dad coos or makes funny faces at his baby girl, she kicks her legs, waves her arms, and babbles back. And round and round it goes, in a two-way feedback loop.
 
         
            •Adult romantic love is an attachment bond, just like the one between mother and child.
            

         
 
         We’ve long assumed that as we mature, we outgrow the need for the intense closeness, nurturing, and comfort we had with our caregivers as children and that as adults, the romantic attachments we form are essentially sexual in nature. This is a complete distortion of adult love.
 
         Our need to depend on one precious other—to know that when we “call,” he or she will be there for us—never dissolves. In fact, it endures, as Bowlby put it, “from cradle to grave.” As adults, we simply transfer that need from our primary caregiver to our lover. Romantic love is not the least bit illogical or random. It is the continuation of an ordered and wise recipe for our survival.
 
         But there is a key difference: our lover doesn’t have to be there physically. As adults, the need for another’s tangible presence is less absolute than is a child’s. We can use mental images of our partner to call up a sense of connection. Thus if we are upset, we can remind ourselves that our partner loves us and imagine him or her reassuring and comforting us. Israeli prisoners of war report “listening” in their narrow cells to the soothing voices of their wives. The Dalai Lama conjures up images of his mother when he wants to stay calm and centered. I carry my husband’s encouraging words with me in my mind when I walk out on a stage to speak.
 
         
            • Hot sex doesn’t lead to secure love; rather, secure attachment leads to hot sex—and also to love that lasts. Monogamy is not a myth.
            

         
 
         Pick up any men’s or women’s magazine and you’ll find cover lines blaring: SEDUCE HIM! THIS SEXY MOVE WORKS FROM 20 FEET AWAY; 28 THINGS TO TRY IN BED…OR IN A HAMMOCK. OR THE FLOOR; and SEX ACADEMY—GET AN A IN GIVING HER AN O. In our ignorance, we’ve made physical intimacy the sine qua non of romantic love. As a result, we myopically pour massive amounts of energy and money into spicing up our sex lives. But we have it backward: it is not good sex that leads to satisfying, secure relationships but rather secure love that leads to good—and, in fact, the best—sex. The growing craze for Internet porn is a catastrophe for healthy love relationships precisely because it negates emotional connection.
         
 
         It is secure attachment, what nature set us up for, that makes love persist. Trust helps us over the rough places that crop up in every relationship. Moreover, our bodies are designed to produce a cascade of chemicals that bond us tightly to our loved ones. Monogamy is not only possible, it is our natural state.
 
         
            • Emotional dependency is not immature or pathological; it is our greatest strength.
            

         
 
         Dependency is a dirty word in Western society. Our world has long insisted that healthy adulthood requires being emotionally independent and self-sufficient; that we, in essence, draw an emotional moat around ourselves. We talk of being able to separate and detach from our parents, our first loved ones, as a sign of emotional strength. And we look with suspicion at romantic partners who display too much togetherness. We say they are too involved with, too close to, or too dependent on one another. In consequence men and women today feel ashamed of their natural need for love, comfort, and reassurance. They see it as weakness.
         
 
         Again, this is backward. Far from being a sign of frailty, strong emotional connection is a sign of mental health. It is emotional isolation that is the killer. The surest way to destroy people is to deny them loving human contact. Early studies discovered that 31–75 percent of institutionalized children expired before their third birthday. More recent studies of adopted Romanian orphans, many of whom had spent twenty hours a day unattended in their cribs, found that many suffer from brain abnormalities, impaired reasoning ability, and extreme difficulty in relating to others.
 
         Adults are similarly demolished. Prisoners in solitary confinement develop a complex of symptoms, including paranoia, depression, severe anxiety, hallucinations, and memory loss. They call their experience a “living death.” “When we isolate a prisoner in solitary confinement,” writes Lisa Guenther, associate professor of philosophy at Vanderbilt University and author of Solitary Confinement: Social Death and Its Afterlives, “we deprive [him] of the support of others, which is crucial for a coherent experience of the world.”
         
 
         The idea that we can go it alone defies the natural world. We are like other animals—we need ties to others to survive. We see it clearly in a multitude of cross-species combinations: in Thailand, a tiger adopts baby pigs; in China, a dog nurses lion cubs; in Colombia, a cat cares for a squirrel; in Japan, a boar carries a baby monkey on its back; and in Kenya, a giant male tortoise fosters a tsunami-orphaned baby hippo.
 
         We, too, as the Celtic saying goes, “live in the shelter of each other.” World War II historians have noted that the unit of survival in concentration camps was the pair, not the individual. Surveys show that married men and women generally live longer than do their single peers.
 
         We need emotional connection to survive. Neuroscience is highlighting what we have perhaps always known in our hearts—loving human connection is more powerful than our basic survival mechanism: fear. We also need connection to thrive. We are actually healthier and happier when we are close and connected. Consistent emotional support lowers blood pressure and bolsters the immune system. It appears to reduce the death rate from cancer as well as the incidence of heart disease and infectious disease. Married patients who have coronary bypass surgery are three times more likely to be alive fifteen years later than their unmarried counterparts. A good relationship, says psychologist Bert Uchino of the University of Utah, is the single best recipe for good health and the most powerful antidote to aging. He notes that twenty years of research with thousands of subjects shows how the quality of our social support predicts general mortality as well as mortality from specific disorders, such as heart disease.
 
         In terms of mental health, close connection is the strongest predictor of happiness, much more so than making masses of money or winning the lottery. It also significantly lessens susceptibility to anxiety and depression and makes us more resilient against stress and trauma. Survivors of 9/11 with secure loving relationships have been found to recover better than those without strong bonds. Eighteen months after the tragedy, they showed fewer signs of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and less depression. Moreover, their friends considered them more mature and better adjusted than they had been prior to the disaster.
         
 
         
            • Being the “best you can be” is really only possible when you are deeply connected to another. Splendid isolation is for planets, not people.
            

         
 
         Like Darwin, with his list of reservations, many of us think of love as limiting, narrowing our options and experiences. But it is exactly the reverse. A secure bond is the launching pad for our going out and exploring the unknown and growing as human beings. It is hard to be open to new experiences when our attention and energy are bound up in worry about our safety. It is much easier when we know that someone has our back. Thus fortified, we become imbued with confidence in ourselves and in our ability to handle new challenges. For example, young professional women who are emotionally close to their partners and seek their reassurance are more confident in their skills and more successful at reaching their career goals. It is an ironic paradox: being dependent makes us more independent.
 
         
            • We are not created selfish; we are designed to be empathetic. Our innate tendency is to feel with and for others.
            

         
 
         We are a naturally empathetic species. This part of our nature can be overridden or denied, but we are wired to be caring of others. We are not born callous and competitive, dedicated to our own survival at the expense of others. As biologist Frans de Waal points out, “We would not be here today had our ancestors been socially aloof.” We have survived by caring and cooperating. Our brains are wired to read the faces of others and to resonate with what we see there. It is this emotional responsiveness and ability to work together, not our large, thinking brains alone, that has allowed us to become the most dominant animal on the planet. The more securely connected we are to those we love, the more we tune in and respond to the needs of others as if they were our own. Moral decisions and altruistic actions spring naturally from our emotional connection with others.
 
         The bonds of love are our birthright and greatest resource. They are our primary source of strength and joy. Seeking out and giving support are so vital to human beings that social psychologists Mario Mikulincer and Phil Shaver observe that, rather than being called Homo sapiens, or “one who knows,” we should be named Homo auxiliator vel accipio auxilium, or “one who helps or receives help.” To be even more accurate, I say we should be called Homo vinculum—“one who bonds.”
         
 
         A Unified Theory of Love
 
         Understanding that our lovers are our safe haven from the vicissitudes and depredations of life has given us new insights into what makes romantic relationships fail and succeed. For years, all of us have focused solely on what we see and hear. The fights that erupt over money: “You’re spending a fortune on shoes you don’t need.” “All you want to do is save. We’re living like misers. There’s no fun.” The disputes over in-laws: “You’re always on the phone with your mother, telling her every little thing we say and do.” “You’re Daddy’s girl, totally. When are you going to grow up?” The disagreements about child rearing: “So he didn’t do his homework last night. He gets too much. You’re too rigid and controlling.” “And you’re too lenient. He has no discipline. You let him get away with murder.” And the disappointment about sex: “You cheated. How many times? You’re such a liar.” “Well, I wouldn’t have if you were willing to try new things or have sex more often. And anyway, it didn’t mean anything.”
 
         But concentrating only on what’s right before our eyes obscures our vision. We don’t get the big picture. Home in on the miniature dots in Georges Seurat’s painting and you’ll be unaware you’re seeing A Sunday on La Grande Jatte. Sit at the piano and play a few notes in a score and you won’t hear Johannes Brahms’s lulling Waltz in A-flat Major. Take the dance floor and repeat one series of steps and you’ll never realize the sensuality of Argentine tango.
         
 
         Similarly, troubled couples are fixated on specific incidents, but the true problem is broader and deeper. Distressed partners no longer see each other as their emotional safe haven. Our lover is supposed to be the one person we can count on who will always respond. Instead, unhappy partners feel emotionally deprived, rejected, even abandoned. In that light, couples’ conflicts assume their true meaning: they are frightened protests against eroding connection and a demand for emotional reengagement.
 
         In contrast, at the core of happy relationships is a deep trust that partners matter to each other and will reliably respond when needed. Secure love is an open channel for reciprocal emotional signaling. Love is a constant process of tuning in, connecting, missing and misreading cues, disconnecting, repairing, and finding deeper connection. It is a dance of meeting and parting and finding each other again, minute by minute and day by day.
 
         The new science has given us what I like to call a unified field theory of love. Einstein couldn’t find it for physics, but we’ve found it for love. At last, all the pieces we’ve been puzzling over separately fit together. We see the grand scheme. Fifty years ago noted animal researcher Harry Harlow, in an address to the American Psychological Association, observed, “As far as love or affection is concerned, psychologists have failed in their mission…The little we write about it has been better written by poets and novelists.”
 
         Today we have cracked the code of love. We now know what a good love relationship looks and feels like. Even better, we can shape it. For the first time, we have a map that can guide us in creating, healing, and sustaining love. This is a consummate breakthrough. At last, to quote Benjamin Franklin, this “changeable, transient, and accidental” phenomenon—romantic love—can be made more predictable, stable, and deliberate.
 
         The fixes we’ve tried in the past have been failures because we have not understood the basis of love. In general, therapists have attacked the problem in two ways. The first is analytical: couples dig back and sift through their childhood experiences to find the reasons why they respond the way they do. This seeking after insight into first relationships is laborious, time consuming, and expensive—with small benefit. It comes at the problem sideways, through intellectual insight into each person’s relationship history. Your present relationship is not just your past automatically playing out; this dismisses your partner and the power of his or her responses, as if this partner were simply a blank screen on which you project the movie of your past.
 
         The second approach is practical. Couples are instructed on how to communicate more effectively—“Listen and repeat back what your partner has said.” Or they’re taught how to negotiate and bargain their way through divisive issues, from sex to cleaning—“You agree to vacuum the rug, and I’ll clean the bathroom.” Or coached on how to improve their sex life—bring on the flowers and racy lingerie and try positions from the Kama Sutra. All of these techniques can be helpful, but only temporarily. Love is not about whether you can parrot back what’s said or decide who vacuums the rug or agree on what sexual moves to try. Such practical counseling is like putting a finger in a cracked dam to hold back the tide or sticking a Band-Aid on a suppurating wound.
 
         My client Elizabeth tells me, “The other therapist made us do these set exercises using the statements she gave us, but we just couldn’t talk to each other that way when we got home, let alone when we were upset. And we did make a deal about chores, but it didn’t change the way I felt about us. I was still lonely. At one point we were doing this ‘leave the room, take time out’ thing, but then I was even more angry when he walked back in, and I didn’t even really know what I was so angry about.”
 
         Ultimately, these remedies are ineffectual because they don’t address the source of relationship distress: the fear that emotional connection—the font of all comfort and respite—is vanishing. When we know how something works, fixing it and keeping it healthy is much easier. Before this basic understanding, all we could do was flail around trying to fix one part of the relationship in the hope that trust and loving connection would somehow find their way back in through these narrow routes. The new science has given us a straight arterial road to our destination.
 
         To really help couples find happiness, we must shore up the foundation of their relationship; that is, help them relay and rebuild their emotional connection. The technique I and my colleagues have devised, EFT, or Emotionally Focused Therapy (my irreverent children call it Extremely Funny Therapy), does just that. We’ve discovered that discontented lovers fall into set patterns of behavior that plunge them into cycles of recrimination and withdrawal. The key to restoring connection is, first, interrupting and dismantling these destructive sequences and then actively constructing a more emotionally open and receptive way of interacting, one in which partners feel safe confiding their hidden fears and longings.
 
         The results of EFT, as measured in a multitude of studies, have been astoundingly positive—better, in fact, than the outcomes of any other therapy that has been offered. Lovers say that they feel more secure and satisfied with their relationship. Their mental health improves as well; they are less depressed and anxious. And they are able to hold onto the changes they make long after therapy has ended.
 
         Why is EFT so effective? Because it goes to the heart of the matter. We do not have to persuade or coach partners to be different. The new science has plugged us into the deepest human emotions and opened the way to transfiguring relationships, using the megawatt power of the wired-in longing for contact and care that defines our species. Says one of my clients: “For twenty-eight years, my wife and I have been circling around the kind of conversation we are having now, but we’ve never actually gotten down to it…Either we were too afraid or we didn’t know how. This conversation changes everything between us.”
 
         Once you have a map to the territory called love, you can put your feet on the right path and find your way home.
 
         
            *  *  *

         
 
         To help you turn the new science into love sense, you’ll find brief “experiments” for you to do at the end of each chapter. Science, after all, is deliberate observation that leads to identification of recurring patterns. By doing these experiments, you’ll be collecting data on your own relationship that will help you understand the way you love and help you find the security and satisfaction you—and we all—long for.
 
         Experiment
 
         Find a quiet place where you will not be interrupted for about thirty minutes. Sit comfortably and quietly, and count twenty breaths in and out. Now imagine that you are in an unfamiliar, dark place. You are suddenly unsure and scared and aware that you are very much alone. You want to call out for someone to come.
 
         Step 1
 
         Who is the person you want to respond to you? Imagine his or her face in your mind’s eye.
 
         Do you call or not? Perhaps you convince yourself that this is a bad idea, even a sign of weakness, or an opening that will lead to hurt and disappointment. Perhaps you decide that it is not good to rely on another person and that you must take care of your distress on your own, so you hunker down in the dark. Perhaps you call, but very hesitantly, then go hide in a dark corner.
 
         If you call, how do you do it? What does your voice sound like? When someone comes, what does he do? Does he express concern, offer comfort and reassurance, and stay with you so that you relax and let yourself be comforted?
 
         Or does she come, but then sometimes turn away, dismiss your distress, tell you to control your emotions, or even criticize you, so that you try to hold onto her but get more upset, feeling that she has not really heard your call or cannot be relied upon?
 
         How does your body feel as you do this experiment? Tight, numb, sore, agitated, calm, relaxed? How hard was it for you to do this experiment? Do any emotions come up for you—sadness, joy, anger, or even anxiety?
 
         Step 2
 
         Now stand up and move around for a few minutes. Sit in another chair to consider the results of your thought experiment from some distance. (If it is hard to get distance, you may want to postpone reflecting on the experiment until another day or even discuss it with someone you trust.)
 
         Summarize, in very simple terms, what happened in this fantasy scenario. Write the steps down. What does this imagined scenario tell you about what you expect in a relationship? Our expectations, our predictions about how others will respond to us guide our steps in any dance with a lover. They are our very own love story.
 
         Step 3
 
         Reflecting a little more, see if you can articulate your general feeling about love relationships.
 
         Some people automatically go to phrases such as: “They just don’t work”; “Men/Women are impossible to relate to. They always reject you or let you down”; “Love is hard work, but it’s worth it”; or “Love is for dummies.”
 
         Step 4
 
         Ask yourself, “What do I really want to know about love and loving?” See if you can find the answer by reading the rest of this book.
 
      

	

    
	
		 
         
            Chapter 2
 
            Attachment: The Key to Love
 
            
               Love consists in this, that two solitudes protect and touch and greet each other.
 
               —Rainer Maria Rilke

            

         
 
         Love affairs are just rational bargains,” lectured a famed psychologist thirty years ago at an international conference in Banff. “They’re negotiations about profit and cost. We all want to maximize our profit.” Sitting in the audience as a newly minted clinician-researcher, I shook my head. I had been working with distressed couples, and I knew they didn’t fit into this fashionable “exchange theory” of love. But I didn’t know why. Hours later I was sitting in a bar, arguing with a senior colleague. “What’s wrong with the idea? Love relationships are rational bargains,” he insisted. “No, they’re not,” I maintained. “Okay; if they’re not, what are they?” he shot back. I was blank for a moment, then blurted out excitedly, “They’re not bargains. They’re bonds. Emotional bonds. Just like the ones between mother and child. Just like John Bowlby said.”
         
 
         Children and Love
 
         Every revolution has its heroes, and in the relationship revolution, John Bowlby is the hero. Chances are, until Chapter 1, you’d never heard the name Bowlby, but his vision and work have already radically reshaped our relationships with our children and are now doing the same in our relationships with our romantic partners. Bowlby, a British psychiatrist, is the father of attachment theory, a developmental perspective on personality that puts our emotions and our interactions with loved ones front and center in terms of who we are and how we behave.
 
         Over the past forty years, the attachment perspective has seeped into our culture and changed the way we rear our children. It is not so long ago that child-care experts were advocating distant, detached care, the point of which was to turn children into self-possessed, autonomous beings as quickly as possible. One of the fathers of modern behaviorism, John B. Watson, was adamant that mother love was a “dangerous instrument”; women’s sentimental natures were a defect that prevented them from pushing their children into independence. Showing warmth, by hugging and cuddling, for example, warped children and made them into weak, emotionally labile adults. If, on the other hand, children were left to cry themselves to sleep, they learned to control themselves and tolerate discomfort. Watson was about as wrong as he could be, although his basic idea—that responding to people’s emotional needs makes them more needy, immature, and hard to love—is still very popular when applied to adults.
 
         The majority of us now explicitly recognize a child’s need for ongoing, reassuring physical and emotional connection with his or her parents. We acknowledge the power of parental responsiveness in shaping a child’s personality. There are some who still argue that loving care is fine, but the roots of personality are indelibly set by our genetic heritage. But this is not so. Study after study has shown that even when genetic heritage is totally stacked in a negative direction, it is our primary relationships that decide if genes come online and how they play out. Highly agitated monkeys, the future bad boys of their tribe, if cared for by especially nurturing foster moms, turn into respected leaders.
 
         Add to genetic problems a stressful environment, and still the responsiveness of the parent makes a difference. Very irritable infants born into poverty often have difficulty controlling their moods, calming themselves, and signaling their needs to their mothers. Researchers at the University of Amsterdam gave mothers of such infants six hours of instruction in recognizing babies’ signals and prolonging soothing activities, such as holding and stroking. The improvement was startling. By twelve months of age, the infants matched normal babies in their ability to turn to their mothers for comfort when they were upset and to calm down when soothed by them. In another group, one in which the mothers were not counseled, only 28 percent of the children were rated as securely attached. Connection and care matter.
 
         The revolution in child care came first from simple observation of responses and patterns of interaction between mother and child and then from experiments that set up and manipulated these patterns. (We will see later that the explosion of discoveries in adult bonding initially happened in the same way.) In the 1930s and 1940s, doctors noted that large numbers of orphaned children, who were fed and sheltered but deprived of touch and emotional support, were dying, often before the age of three. Psychoanalyst René Spitz coined the term “failure to thrive” to describe these children. Other health-care workers, meanwhile, were identifying youngsters who were physically healthy but alienated and unable to connect with others. Psychiatrist David Levy suggested they suffered from “emotional starvation.”
 
         But it took John Bowlby to really grasp the enormous import of these facts. Born in 1907 to a British baronet and his wife, Bowlby, the fourth of six children, was reared in typical upper-class fashion. He and his siblings saw their parents sparingly. Scrubbed and dressed, they joined their mother for one hour each afternoon for tea; they saw their father, a surgeon, once a week on Sunday. The rest of their time was spent mainly with nursemaids, nannies, and governesses. Bowlby was especially fond of one nursemaid, Minnie, who had been his main caretaker. His mother dismissed her when he was four, a split he later described as being as painful as losing a mother. At the age of seven, he was sent to boarding school, an event so traumatic that years later he told his wife, Ursula, that he wouldn’t send a dog to English boarding school at that age.
 
         These experiences seem to have sensitized Bowlby to children’s relationships with parents and other significant adults. After Trinity College, Cambridge, where he studied psychology, Bowlby worked at progressive residential schools with maladjusted and delinquent youngsters, many of whom early on had been neglected or separated from their parents. Bowlby went on to become a physician and then a psychoanalyst. He soon found himself in conflict with analytic orthodoxy, which, following Freud’s teachings, held that patients’ problems were almost invariably internal, traceable to their own unconscious fantasies and struggles. From his own experiences and reports by others, Bowlby was convinced that many patients’ difficulties were the opposite, in fact caused by their real relationships with other people. In 1938, as a novice clinician, he was assigned the case of a hyperactive three-year-old boy. His supervisor was the acclaimed analyst Melanie Klein. Bowlby wanted to explore the child’s relationship with his extremely anxious mother, but Klein considered only the boy’s fantasies about his mother important and forbade him to even speak with the woman. Bowlby was outraged.
 
         Continuing to work with disturbed youngsters, Bowlby came to believe that disrupted relationships with parents or surrogate caregivers could cripple healthy emotional and social growth, producing alienated and angry individuals. In 1944, Bowlby published a seminal article, “Forty-Four Juvenile Thieves,” observing that “behind the mask of indifference is bottomless misery and behind apparent callousness, despair.” He expanded upon his findings in a groundbreaking study of European children who were evacuated from their homes or left orphaned by World War II. Undertaken at the request of the World Health Organization and published in 1951, the study concluded that separation from loved ones deprived youngsters of emotional sustenance and was as damaging to the psyche as lack of food is to the body.
 
         The work brought both condemnation and praise. Bowlby focused on the mother-child bond; he carefully noted that “the infant and young child should experience a warm, intimate, and continuous relationship with his mother (or permanent mother substitute) in which both find satisfaction and enjoyment.” Feminists complained that Bowlby’s claim chained women to constant child tending and denied their need to go out into the world and have independent lives. Government officials, meanwhile, applauded. Many returning veterans were unemployed, their jobs having been filled by women during the war effort. Here was a reason to move women out and a way to move men back in.
 
         Bowlby’s developing theory was controversial in another way. It marked a further break with accepted dictum. Freud had maintained that the link between mother and child is forged after birth and is a conditioned response. Baby loves Mom because she rewards him with food. But Bowlby, who was impressed by Darwin’s theory of natural selection and the work of contemporary ethologists, was convinced that the emotional tie is wired in before birth and automatic. Support for Bowlby’s thesis came from the dramatic experiments of his colleague and friend Harry Harlow, a psychologist at the University of Wisconsin, who was studying rhesus monkeys separated from their mothers at birth. Raised in isolation, the baby monkeys were so hungry for “contact comfort” that when presented with a choice between a wire “mother” who dispensed food and one made of soft rags that didn’t dispense any fare, they almost always clung to the spongy impersonator. As science writer Deborah Blum observes in her book on the work of Harry Harlow, food is sustenance, but a good hug is “life itself.”
 
         In an attempt to prove his ideas, Bowlby collaborated with James Robertson, a young social worker, to make a documentary called A Two-Year-Old Goes to Hospital. The film tells the story of a young girl named Laura, who goes to the hospital for a minor operation and stays for eight days. The film is horrifying. (You can view portions on the Internet, and I guarantee you will be in tears.) Following the era’s prevailing professional wisdom—that coddling by mothers and other family members creates clinging, dependent children who grow into ineffectual adults—parents were not permitted to stay with their hospitalized offspring. Sick sons and daughters had to be dropped off at the door; parents were allowed to visit for one hour a week.
         
 
         Separated from her mother and faced with a revolving cast of nurses and doctors, Laura is frightened, angry, hysterical, and, finally, totally desolate. When she is at last released from the hospital, she is emotionally shut down and completely withdrawn from her mother. The film caused a sensation in professional circles. The Royal Society of Medicine denounced it as a fraud, and the British Psychoanalytical Society dismissed it, with one analyst declaring that Laura’s grief and terror was induced not by separation from her mother but by unconscious angry fantasies concerning her mother’s new pregnancy. (It wasn’t until the late 1960s that British and American hospitals abandoned their rigid policies and allowed parents to stay with their children.)
 
         Despite rejection by the establishment, Bowlby pioneered on, giving form to a theory of what he called attachment. (The story goes that when asked by his wife why he didn’t give it its rightful name, a theory of love, he replied, “What? I’d be laughed out of science.”) Bowlby was aided significantly in his work by psychologist Mary Ainsworth, a Canadian researcher who helped give shape to his ideas and test them.
         
 
         Together, they identified four elements of attachment:
 
         
            •We seek out, monitor, and try to maintain emotional and physical connection with our loved ones. Throughout life, we rely on them to be emotionally accessible, responsive, and engaged with us.
 
            •We reach out for our loved ones particularly when we are uncertain, threatened, anxious, or upset. Contact with them gives us a sense of having a safe haven, where we will find comfort and emotional support; this sense of safety teaches us how to regulate our own emotions and how to connect with and trust others.
 
            •We miss our loved ones and become extremely upset when they are physically or emotionally remote; this separation anxiety can become intense and incapacitating. Isolation is inherently traumatizing for human beings.
 
            •We depend on our loved ones to support us emotionally and be a secure base as we venture into the world and learn and explore. The more we sense that we are effectively connected, the more autonomous and separate we can be.

         
 
         The above four elements are considered to be the norm and universal, occurring in relationships across cultures. The basic concept is that forming a deep mutual bond with another is the first imperative of the human species. As Bowlby saw it, life at its best is essentially a series of excursions from the safety of a secure relationship out into the uncertainty of the greater world.
 
         Bowlby’s theory was missing empirical evidence, however. Mary Ainsworth came to the rescue. She devised a simple and ingenious experiment that is regarded as one of the most important and influential in all of psychology. It is as crucial to our understanding of love and relationships as Newton’s experiment showing that pebbles and heavy rocks fall at the same speed is to our understanding of gravity and the physical world. In truth, if not for Ainsworth’s experiment, Bowlby’s idea might still be just supposition.
 
         The experiment is called the Strange Situation, and you can see variations of it on the Internet. A mother and her toddler are in an unfamiliar room. A few minutes later, a researcher enters and the mother exits, leaving the youngster alone or with the researcher. Three minutes later, the mother comes back. Most children are initially upset at their mother’s departure; they cry, throw toys, or rock back and forth. But three distinct patterns of behavior emerge when mother and child are reunited—and these patterns are dictated by the type of emotional connection that has developed between the two.
 
         Children who are resilient, calm themselves quickly, easily reconnect with their moms, and resume exploratory play usually have warm and responsive mothers. Youngsters who stay upset and nervous and turn hostile, demanding, and clingy when their moms return tend to have mothers who are emotionally inconsistent, blowing sometimes hot, sometimes cold. A third group of children, who evince no pleasure, distress, or anger and remain distant and detached from their mothers, are apt to have moms who are cold and dismissive. Bowlby and Ainsworth labeled the children’s strategies for dealing with emotions in relationships, or attachment styles, secure, anxious, and avoidant, respectively.
 
         Bowlby lived to see his attachment theory become the cornerstone of child rearing in the Western world. (Indeed, the term attachment parenting has become so accepted and widespread that it has been affixed to an intense form of parenting recommended by pediatrician William Sears. Though it is based on Bowlby’s tenets, it goes far beyond anything he advocated. In attachment parenting, children often sleep in the parental bed, breastfeed for several years, and are, generally, in almost constant contact with their mom or dad.)
         
 
         Today, no one doubts that youngsters have an absolute need for close emotional and physical contact with loved ones. That perspective has become part of the air we breathe, but only when we think of childhood. Many of us still believe that adolescence ends such dependence. Bowlby did not. He maintained that the need to be close to a few precious others, to attach, persists through life and is the force that shapes our adult love relationships. As he wrote: “All of us, from cradle to grave, are happiest when life is organized as a series of excursions, long or short, from the secure base provided by our attachment figure(s).”
 
         Adults and Love
 
         Bowlby based his claims in part on his observation of World War II widows, who, he found, showed the same behavior patterns as homeless orphans. He was also well aware that the isolated monkeys in Harlow’s experiments who lived to maturity were emotional wrecks, lapsing into self-mutilation, rage, or apathy and failing to relate to other monkeys and to mate. But again and again, his ideas were rebuffed. Bowlby died in 1991, before he could assemble evidence that his attachment perspective was indeed relevant to adults and adult love relationships.
 
         Phil Shaver and Cindy Hazan, social psychologists then at the University of Denver, took up the torch a few years later. They were initially interested in how people handled grief and loneliness, and they began to read Bowlby’s research, looking for clues about why loneliness was so devastating. Bowlby’s work so impressed them that they decided to put together a quiz about love and relationships that appeared in the Rocky Mountain News. The survey, although unscientific, indicated that the same attachment characteristics and behavior patterns that occur between mothers and children also occur between adults. When lovers felt secure, they could reach out and connect, easily helping each other find their emotional balance; but when they felt insecure, they became either anxious, angry, and demanding or withdrawn and distant. Shaver and Hazan launched more formal studies, and their work inspired others to test Bowlby’s predictions.
         
 
         In the two decades since Bowlby’s death, hundreds of studies have been published bearing out his assertions. They confirm that our need to attach continues beyond childhood and also establish that romantic love is an attachment bond. At every age, human beings habitually seek and maintain physical and emotional closeness with at least one particular irreplaceable other. We especially seek out this person when we feel stressed, unsure, or anxious. We are just hardwired this way.
 
         The fact that this perspective on adult love was, at first, summarily rejected by many psychologists and mental health professionals is not surprising. For one thing, it challenges a cherished belief about ourselves as adults; specifically, that we are self-sufficient entities. (We are bombarded daily with media messages—“Love yourself!” “You’re worth it!”—and instructions on how to soothe ourselves.) Bowlby’s belief also goes against an increasingly popular conception of love relationships: that they are essentially companionships with sex added. But those of us who flourish, even when living alone, invariably have a rich internal world populated by images of loving attachment figures. To be human is to need others, and this is no flaw or weakness. And being friends, even with physical intimacy, is different from being lovers. The bond with a friend is not as tight. No matter how close, friends cannot offer the degree of caring, commitment, trust, and safety that true lovers do. They are not our irreplaceable others.
 
         In a recent experiment, psychologist Mario Mikulincer of the Interdisciplinary Center (IDC) in Herzliya, Israel, asked students to name people they love and people they are simply acquainted with. Then he gave them a task on a computer. They had to look at a list of letters, tap one key if a string of letters could be formed into a word or a name, and tap another key if the letters could not. At times during the task, threatening words, such as separation, death, and failure, flashed on screen, but only for milliseconds (much too fast for conscious processing). What Mikulincer found was that after the subliminal threats, students sorted the scrambled letters of the names of their loved ones much faster than the names of acquaintances and friends.
         
 
         In psychology, reaction time in recognizing words is a commonly used measure of the accessibility of a person’s thoughts. The quicker the reaction time, the higher the accessibility. This study shows that if we’re primed with any kind of threat, we automatically and swiftly pull up the names of our loved ones—they are our safe haven. This experiment reminds me of everyday situations. My husband’s first thought when he got the date for a medical test was whether I would be home that day and free to accompany him. I know that when I’m on a plane landing in a storm, I automatically call up the image of the slow smile my husband will give me at the gate. In the next chapter, you’ll hear about an fMRI study in my lab in which women who expected to get a small electric shock experienced much less fear simply by holding their husband’s hand.
 
         Bowlby and Ainsworth said children bond to their loved ones in three ways, and this is true of adults as well. A person’s basic attachment style is formed in childhood. Secure, the optimal style, develops naturally when we grow up knowing that we can count on our main caregiver to be accessible and responsive to us. We learn to reach for closeness when we need it, trusting that we will be offered comfort and caring much of the time. This loving contact is a touchstone, helping us to calm ourselves and find our emotional balance. We feel comfortable with closeness and needing others and aren’t consumed by worry that we will be betrayed or abandoned. Our behavior says, in essence, “I know I need you and you need me. And that’s okay. In fact, it’s great. So let’s reach out to each other and get close.”
 
         Some of us, however, had early caregivers who were unpredictably or inconsistently responsive, neglectful, or even abusive. As a result, we tend to develop one of two so-called insecure strategies—anxious or avoidant—that automatically turn on when we (or our partners) need connection. If we have an anxious style, our emotions are ramped up; we are inclined to worry that we will be abandoned, and so we habitually seek closeness and ask for proof that we are loved. It’s as if we are saying, “Are you there? Are you? Show me. I can’t be sure. Show me again.”
 
         If we have an avoidant style, on the other hand, we tend to tamp down our emotions so as to protect ourselves from being vulnerable to, or dependent on, others. We shut down our attachment longings and try to evade real connection. We are apt to see other people as a source of danger, not safety or comfort. Our attitude seems to be “I don’t need you to be there for me. I’m fine whatever you do.”
 
         Although we have a main attachment style, we can—and do—step into alternative strategies at specific times and with specific people. In my own interactions with my husband of twenty-five years, I am secure most of the time, but if we have been at odds for a while, I can slip into a more anxious style, demanding that he respond and soothe my disquiet. When he does, then I go back to my primary, secure strategy.
 
         Just for fun, I’ve picked three of my English relatives to illustrate the three basic styles. My father, Arthur, had a secure style. He listened when I, his only child, announced I was going to Canada, told me how much he would miss me, and then asked me what I needed. He gave me the encouragement I was longing for, and also told me that I could always come back home to him if things didn’t work out. He also wrote me regular, loving letters. He freely offered support to others as well. A naval engineer on destroyers in World War II, he opened his arms, literally, to other veterans, holding them in the back room of our family’s pub while they cried over lost friends and devastated lives. My father knew, too, how to seek support for himself. He asked his best buddy to accompany him to the hospital when he went in for an operation on his back.
 
         My lanky Auntie Chloe, who looked exactly like Popeye’s love, Olive Oyl, had a highly anxious style. She thought my small, portly Uncle Cyril, with his Elvis Presley pompadour, was fatally attractive to other women and that even his potbelly added to his sexual allure. He went away on business often, and when she talked about this, Auntie Chloe would tear up and openly wonder if he were having what she called “lascivious liaisons.” His habitual silence when he was home did nothing to reassure her. She would hang on to his arm at family gatherings as if he were about to vaporize. Even back then, I thought that she might have been less clingy if he had been a little more open and talkative. After all, he was hard to know, and I never felt any real sense of safety with him, either.
 
         Tall, gruff Uncle Harold was extremely avoidant. When I went to stay at his home and burst into tears because my teddy bear had become filthy from the mud pies I fed him and then had come apart when I scrubbed him with toilet cleaner, Harold told me, “Cut that soppy stuff,” and sent me to my room. He was unapproachable, especially by little girls, and usually spent his days in the garden and often slept on the pull-out bed in the shed. When I was present, he never touched Vina, his friendly, jolly wife of thirty years. Still, he nursed her when she became ill, and three months after she died, he committed suicide. “He couldn’t be close, but he just couldn’t live without her,” my granny told me.
 
         Attachment styles line up neatly with the basic way we see ourselves and others. These “mental models” shape the way we regulate our emotions, and they guide our expectations in love relationships, assigning meaning to our partner’s actions and becoming “If this, then that” templates for how to interact. Secure people see themselves as generally competent and worthy of love, and they see others as trustworthy and reliable. They tend to view their relationships as workable and are open to learning about love and loving. In contrast, anxious people tend to idealize others but have strong doubts as to their own value and their basic acceptability as partners. As a result, they obsessively seek approval and the reassurance that they are indeed lovable and not about to be rejected. Avoidant folks, meanwhile, view themselves as worthy of love—at least that is their conscious stance. Any self-doubt tends to be suppressed. They have a negative view of others as inherently unreliable and untrustworthy. Even in their stories and dreams, anxious people portray themselves as apprehensive and unloved, while avoidants see themselves as distant and unfeeling.
 
         Psychologist Jeff Simpson is doing watershed studies in this area. Jeff, who looks like an all-American, crew-cut quarterback, speaks with me from his lab at the University of Minnesota. As a kid he loved watching people interact, especially at the medical clinics, where he went regularly to get his allergy shots. He remembers being fascinated by the fact that, when they looked scared or sad, some folks wanted to talk, some wanted to be touched and hugged, and some wanted to be left alone. He recalls, too, as a college kid, being on special assignment in Oxford, England to study the behavior of farm cats. He got hooked on finding patterns in interactions. So it seemed natural that he decided to become a social psychologist.
 
         But once in graduate school, in the early 1990s, he was disappointed. He discovered that most psychologists weren’t studying face-to-face interactions; rather, they were asking adults to fill in questionnaires that collated opinions and attitudes that rumbled around in their brains. A very few researchers were trying to look at how people under stress actually behave in relation to others, but they couldn’t explain what they were seeing. Jeff had hit a dead end. Steve Rholes, a fellow graduate student, came to the rescue. He pointed out that John Bowlby had a theory, supported by studies with babies, that might also apply to adults and explain why some reach out for support when they are upset and others turn away. Over coffee, they decided to set up an experiment to see what people in dating relationships would do when placed in an upsetting situation. Ta-da! The first observational study of attachment behavior in adults was born.
 
         Jeff and Steve asked heterosexual couples to fill out questionnaires and rate statements such as “I find it relatively easy to get close to others” in order to assess the partners’ attachment styles. The researchers then told the couples that the female partner would soon be placed in a nearby room to engage in an unspecified activity that creates anxiety in most people. They showed the couples the room, dark and full of ominous-looking equipment, and left them waiting outside. A video camera secretly recorded the couples over the next five minutes. Researchers analyzed the tapes, looking for support-seeking and support-giving behavior.
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