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	For Juan Pablo, for your vague aspirations, enthusiasms, thoughts after lunch, emotional impulses. . . .
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Introduction


	About a year after we began dating, my now-husband, Juan Pablo, and I decided to visit Spain—at least as much to learn how we did as travel companions as to see the country. While eating and drinking our way through Madrid, we became enamored with the short, minimal wineglasses used at every tapas bar and reveled in the idea of bringing them back to our first apartment. We were thrilled when we found them for only a few euros per four-pack at a supermarket, until they were stolen—along with all of Juan Pablo’s clothes!—out of the trunk of our rental car on a quick visit to the northern coast. So tragic! That is, until we realized that we could make a mad dash back to the store during a layover on the way home to New York City, nearly missing our connecting flight but gaining a precious memento, a ridiculous story, and a new ritual of finding fun items for our home while on vacation. 


	Almost twenty years later, we still use these glasses daily, along with black Chamba plates bought while visiting family in Colombia, a Shakespearean tea towel purchased at a London theater, and blue enamel spoons from a market in Oaxaca. These special-to-us objects bring big adventures to mind when we’re muddling through jobs and housework and school forms. They’re all an integral part of our love story—spark plugs for happy memories and talismans during rough patches.


	Our vacation collection is just one of many rituals that help my husband and me feel more intimately joined in the day-to-day of our (hopefully) lifelong romance and encourage us to reconnect during the inevitable slumps. In her seminal book, All About Love, bell hooks wrote that while love is most often defined as a noun, “the more astute theorists of love acknowledge that we would all love better if we used it as a verb.” Years later, the couples therapist Esther Perel said love is, “a skill that is cultivated, not merely a state of enthusiasm. It is dynamic and active.” And from my experience, I’d add: Start incorporating ritual into your relationship, and the action necessary to fuel your love becomes both more effortless and more meaningful. I’m not referring to big cultural rites like red roses on Valentine’s Day and bent-knee proposals. Rather, I’m championing the quirky rituals you create together, like morning coffee deliveries (see here), picnic dates (see here), and romantic baths (see here).


	For the purpose of building love and intimacy, I define a ritual as any interaction or experience that you two do regularly—whether that’s daily or weekly, annually or only when you’re on vacation—and with intention. Clearly, you could go on a picnic together and it wouldn’t be a ritual; it only becomes one if you both decide it’s going to be “your thing” and put in the effort to make it so. On that note, for it to be a ritual, the act must be meaningful to both parties. I’m not saying you need to appreciate it equally, but rather you need to both value doing it in service of the relationship. I once read about a man who resisted making the bed until he realized how happy it made his wife, and he decided to do it daily as an act of love. The once-hated chore now brings him tremendous joy: a simple reminder that what we find meaningful shifts and grows with time.


	I wrote this book because I’m a total romantic and cheerleader for love, but also because I know (from personal experience as well as statistics) that committed relationships aren’t quite the fairy tale many of us grew up expecting. Our psyches, expectations, and obligations get in the way, acting as disruptive forces. Love thrives when we pay attention—when we are truly present for another person—and these days, there’s so much competing for our time and energy that it’s harder than ever to prioritize our partners. But I’ve found that rituals work a bit like fairy dust: a touch of magic that connects and heals.


	The structure and routine that are inherent to rituals provide a regular opportunity for you to focus on your relationship and to be present and open with each other. This creates space for intimacy and connection and fills your “tank” with positive energy and appreciation for each other. Then, when you do hit a snag, your relationship will be that much more resilient—you’ll find it easier to call upon your reserves of empathy, compassion, and love.


	
Getting Started and Keeping Going


	Okay, ready to make some fairy dust of your own?


	In the pages that follow, I’ve included many ideas to inspire your journey. They’re designed to spark thought and teach you how to develop a more ritualistic approach to your relationship, or further develop it if you two already have some existing rituals. You needn’t do every ritual in this book, or do them all the time, for this philosophy to work. You might start slowly, testing the waters with one or two small acts, and layer in more as you go along. This approach is especially valuable if you are more inclined toward rituals than your partner. (This is often the case—I’m definitely the main proponent of them in my own relationship.)


	The book is divided into three sections: Daily Gestures, Date Nights, and Intimate Encounters. The chapters are intended to, respectively, bring moments of unexpected romance to your everyday interactions, make your free time together more fun and rewarding, and help you feel connected on many levels. There is also a host of ideas for rituals that can enhance special occasions like birthdays and anniversaries, vacations, and times when you’re apart.


	I’ve purposely kept the rituals as doable as possible, since doing them is the goal. You’ll find some of the instructions quite concrete, while others are more fluid, aimed simply at highlighting moments or experiences that are primed for ritual. This leaves space for you to customize the specific act to your and your partner’s wants and needs, and empowers you to improvise. Before long, you’ll be able to cook up a meaningful ritual of your own in the same way a chef can whip up a delicious meal without relying on a recipe. 


	I recommend that you keep up a ritual even when you’re not in the mood or your relationship is not in the best place—consistency is a big part of the magic. And I suspect you’ll find that doing so is a lovely balm, a path back to each other. That said, this all works best if you allow yourselves some grace and fluidity. Sometimes factors like your relationship dynamics, home or work situation, or family makeup shift, and a cherished ritual will no longer fit. Give yourselves permission, if you need it, to let go; holding on to these rituals at any cost is unnecessary. Maybe a faded ritual will circle round again, or maybe you’ll create a new one that feels even better.


	I’m really excited for you two to employ your own ritual fairy dust, and hope these suggestions will infuse your lives with affection, romance, admiration, curiosity, energy, care, sexiness, and much, much delight in each other.




		

			
Daily Gestures


		


		

			“O splendors of the common life and the usual this and that.” —French poet Valery Larbaud



			Taking that first sip of caffeine, walking through the doorway after a long day at work, climbing under the covers and turning in for the night; the right ritual brings intimacy and connection to these seemingly insignificant moments, and to the hundreds of others in between that are oft forgotten or glossed over. Reclaim them! Make them yours, and you and your partner will be rewarded with a closeness that sustains you day in and day out.


		


			
Brewing Love


			My uncle calls coffee “the devil’s brew.” He has detested the drink since a bout with pneumonia many decades ago turned him off to the taste. But nearly every morning of his almost sixty-year marriage, he pours a mug of dark roast and delivers it to my aunt, who considers coffee heaven-sent and can barely utter a word before her first sip. When she was working as a middle school principal, it was only one cup. In retirement, he gets her a refill. Be still, my heart!


			Grand gestures can be fun and fabulous, but the road to deeper intimacy is often found in regular small deeds—and that’s where rituals can serve you well. If you’re looking to incorporate more acts of kindness into your relationship, delivering your loved one a cup of coffee (or tea) is a wonderful starting point. It offers rewards for both the brewer and the drinker: The former gets a meditative moment to think of their partner and luxuriate in the joy of doing something for someone they love. The latter gets a morning pick-me-up in the form of both a caffeine hit and a heartening, cared-for feeling. That goodness carries into other parts of the relationship, too, building resilience and infusing your bond with a spirit of generosity.


			If you’re the early riser in your duo, have at it! Make it a surprise the first few days, then you can set up a little cue—my aunt used to call down “Morning!” to signal she was up. Now she pads out to their patio and he brings the steaming mug to her there. If you’re not the early riser, might I suggest you leave this page open by your partner’s bedside table, with a little “Sounds nice” sticky note (and if you are reading this because your partner has done just that, I think you know what to do tomorrow morning!).
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Popping the Question


			I know of a man who, more than a decade into his marriage, proposes anew to his wife every morning, literally asking “Will you marry me?” He often does it immediately after they wake up, or right before he runs out the door for work. He’ll ask after a night of pure bliss, and if they’re in the middle of a huge fight. Spoiler alert: She always says yes. It’s their daily way of recommitting to their relationship—a reminder that they chose to be with each other and are still actively choosing.


			What I adore about this romantic ritual is how it counteracts the effect of those less romantic realities—jobs, household chores, bills, kids—that, if not balanced out, can take a toll and get in the way of articulating how much you love and care about each other. Think of it as a vow renewal, but on a more intimate scale.


			You needn’t be married to do this, by the way. “Will you be my person?” or “Will you live with me?” conveys the same sentiment, fulfilling the spirit of the ritual. The specific language is less important than the act of asking. The query can be as simple or dramatic as you like: Make it a quick request at the breakfast table or go down on one knee. It’s your “proposal”! The most important aspect of this ritual is following through, day after day, in good times and bad.


			
Parting Sweetly


			Feeding people is one of my “love languages,” which is probably why I regularly pack a lunch for my husband to take to work. Because I’m already preparing my own, making his requires only a little additional effort. But that extra step brightens my day—and his, too! While I’m at my desk, I’ll imagine his delight upon opening the container, and around midday I always get a sweet thank-you text or call.
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