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Still Wishing and Hoping He’ll Change

Last summer my fifteen-year-old friend Mollie fell in love. It was just like in the movies. I listened raptly as Mollie tried to find words to describe the indescribable. “He can see inside me,” she confided, her eyes lit with joy. I listened for over an hour, then quietly asked, “Is there anything about him you don’t like?” She stared at me as if I were insane. “Of course not,” she replied. “He’s perfect.” I didn’t know whether to burst her bubble or bite my tongue. I spared her the benefit of my wisdom, wistfully longing for a time when I was that young, that idealistic, so blinded by love as to be impervious to reality.

We’ve all been there, however long ago and far away it seems. There was a time when just being with our partner made us feel like the luckiest person in the world. Our passion exceeded our pessimism, our fulfillment outweighed our frustration, our appreciation of his finest qualities overshadowed our awareness of his flaws.

Wouldn’t it be wonderful to feel this way again? To be so deeply in love, so confident of the rightness of our union that we can truly say, “I’m perfectly happy with the man in my life.” After spending the past decade working with thousands of women, I’m convinced that deep down in our hearts, this is what each of us wants. Not every minute of every day, and certainly not with the naivete of a love-struck teenager. We can’t turn back the clock to age fifteen, though I frankly doubt most women, myself included, would opt for a second tumultuous round of adolescence. Nor can we rewind our current relationship back to the beginning, unraveling the intricate tapestry of experiences—some positive, some negative—that have brought us to where we are today.

There’s no going back. There’s no starting over. We’re far too intimately acquainted with our partner’s imperfections to be swept off our feet. We’re old enough, wise enough, and experienced enough to know the difference between the first flush of romantic passion and the more complex realities of day-to-day coexistence. We may never feel quite so enchanted as we did in the beginning, still and yet, few of us would trade the sweet innocence of first love for the richer, more satisfying nourishment possible in a mature love relationship. Like the character Francesca in The Bridges of Madison County, we may fantasize about running away with the man of our dreams, but like Francesca, we remain committed to loving the one we’re with.

Committed—but not necessarily satisfied. Despite years of working on relationship issues, most women still express a certain amount of discontent. Are our expectations too high? Are we pushing our partner to live up to an unreachable ideal? Most women, sooner or later, are accused of being overly demanding and impossible to please, often on the heels of our bringing up yet another “Honey, we need to talk about something” conversation with our mate. I wish I had a dollar for every man who has thrown up his hands in despair, uttering the famous words, “What do you WANT from me?!” In short, are we creating the problem by expecting more than is reasonably possible? Or, in the age-old words of philosophers, poets, and one too many men-who-feel-pressured, What DO women want?







Men Just Don’t Get It

In my seminars I ask participants to make a wish list of what it would take to be more satisfied with their partner. Here are their Top Ten Wishes:



	I wish he were more emotionally responsive.

	I wish he were more helpful and supportive.

	I wish he would appreciate how hard I work and how much I do.

	I wish he were more romantic.

	I wish he weren’t so oblivious.

	I wish he were more caring and considerate.

	I wish he’d grow up and act like a man.

	I wish he weren’t so selfish.

	I wish he were more affectionate.



—And the universal wish that’s become shorthand for summing up all of the above:

10. I WISH HE’D GET IT.


When we say we want men to “get it,” here’s what we mean: We want our partner to care enough about us and the relationship to make a concerted effort in the areas in which we’ve explicitly asked for change. (Ideally, they’d know what we want and need without it being spelled out, but that’s too much to expect.) Although the specifics vary from woman to woman, universally speaking, we want to be accepted, appreciated, acknowledged, and adored. We want support, understanding, and respect. We want companionship, intimacy, an erotic connection, and a shared vision in which we are mutually invested. Most of all, we want to be taken seriously in our efforts to create the relationship we envision.

Many of us are starting to run out of ideas—we’re also starting to run out of patience—and some of us are starting to run out of time. Most women describe their relationship as “up and down”; things coast along smoothly for a while, interrupted by irritating incidents or outbursts. We may rate our relationship as “pretty good, given what’s out there”; our partner may earn relatively high marks compared to the general population of men, which may or may not be saying much, depending on how we’re feeling at any given moment. Some of us struggle with serious chronic issues that repeatedly pop up. And some of us are dangerously close to the end of our rope, questioning the long-term viability of our relationship and wondering if it’s worth it to go on trying to improve it.

In contrast, men usually describe their relationship as “fine.” Pushed to elaborate, most men say something along the lines, “I’d just like her to leave me alone,” which translated, means, “I want her to accept me as I am.” The contrast between men and women’s apparent level of satisfaction is supported by dramatic statistics: Over three quarters of marital counseling and approximately seventy percent of divorce proceedings are initiated by women. Either women are more proactive about getting help or getting out, or men are just more easily satisfied.

Whether we’re at the FINE ONE DAY–NOT SO FINE THE NEXT DAY stage, CHRONICALLY FRUSTRATED stage, or FED-UP stage, one thing is true: Whatever the ways and to whatever degree we’ve asked for changes without seeing significant signs of improvement, we are understandably confused and are asking ourselves these three basic questions:


	What’s reasonable to expect in an intimate relationship?

	Should I back off and try to accept him as he is?

	Is there anything more I can do?



If any or all of these questions are uppermost in your mind, you’re in good company. My first seminar on the topic of loving an imperfect man convinced me that I needed to hurry up and write this book. I had hoped at least twenty or thirty women would show up on that chilly, gray November night in Philadelphia. Instead, I watched hundreds of women file into the auditorium—individual women, groups of two or three friends, mothers and daughters, the last stragglers settling into folding chairs quickly set up in back—women from diverse backgrounds, seeking answers, hoping for some key to the mystery of loving the special man in their life.

Although I was momentarily overwhelmed by the response, I wasn’t that surprised. The vast majority of women in Philadelphia, in every other city across America, and perhaps throughout the world emphatically say “Yes!” when asked, “Are you in love with an imperfect man?” The planet is populated with imperfect men and the women who love them. I’m one, you’re one; most of your friends, coworkers, and casual acquaintances may count themselves firmly and squarely in this category.

I started my seminar by asking, “Raise your hand if you’re involved with a perfect man.” No hands went up. Had anyone raised their hand, they would have won a cash reward and the opportunity to run the seminar while I took notes. Next I asked, “Raise your hand if you’ve ever met a perfect man.” One hand tentatively went up in the air: “I once saw a movie called Falling in Love,” the woman in the audience said. “The main character seemed perfect. . . .” Then her voice trailed off as she added, “Of course, it was a movie and he was married to someone else.” Finally, I asked, “Raise your hand if, despite your partner’s imperfections, you love him and want to make your relationship better.” There was a unanimous show of hands.

If you’re reading this book, it’s because you haven’t given up. The good news is, despite our frustration, we along with the majority of women are still committed, still hopeful, still invested in the possibility of improving our relationship. We may think he’s imperfect (he is), we may have tried everything humanly possible to change him (we have), we may feel confused about what to do next (we are), but we haven’t given up. And we mustn’t give up—if for no other reason than the fact that love is rare and once we’ve found it, it’s well worth fighting for.

There’s no statute of limitations when it comes to love. The depth of desire that initially drew us to our partner and inspired us to say I do, whether in marriage or a less formalized context, hasn’t disappeared. It’s merely gone underground, overshadowed by the immense challenge of maintaining a long-term relationship. Yet for each of us, there was a moment in time when we felt just that way. It may have been on our third date when we suddenly realized, “Oh, my god, this may be the right guy.” It may have been on our wedding day when we looked into our beloved’s eyes with perfect confidence that we could sustain our connection through thick and thin. It may have been at the birth of our first child when after hours of grueling labor with our partner at our side, we felt our love renewed through the sacred act of cocreation.

For many of us, we’ve experienced that feeling resurface in otherwise ordinary moments: he’s down on his hands and knees fixing the kitchen sink; he surprises us by bragging to friends about our recent promotion; he charms the pants off us by singing “It’s a Beautiful Day in the Neighborhood” while bathing the children. Suddenly, out of the blue, we are stuck by that spark and remember why we love him. These moments are what keep us invested; providing the hope and energy that fuels our ongoing commitment.

But moments aren’t enough. Regardless of the ways in which we are satisfied, we continue to question whether the man we’re involved with has what it takes to consistently maintain the loving partnership we crave—not because it’s impossible to satisfy us, not because we expect our partner to cater to our every need, and not because we expect miracles. We don’t expect to be madly in love every minute of the day; we know that’s unrealistic; besides, who’s got the energy to muster that constant level of emotional intensity regardless of the rush? We’re not looking for perfection; we just want a new, improved version of our mate. As the character Hope in the television series thirtysomething said when her husband, Michael, asked if she was going to leave him for another man, “I don’t want another man. I just want a better you.”

What constitutes “better” for us varies from individual to individual, depending on what we feel is missing in our relationship. We know we can’t have everything, but we still haven’t decided, once and for all, whether what we have is enough. We’re constantly taking inventory: He’s a terrific father, but he’s at a dead end in his career. He makes a great living, but his sexual technique leaves something to be desired. He’s socially adept, calls his aging mother every single day, but is utterly oblivious to the piles of his underwear on the bedroom floor. We try to count our blessings, to appreciate our mate’s positive and endearing qualities. But no matter how many times we make our pro-and-con list, we’re still left wondering how to accept the ways in which our partner falls short of our expectations.

Sometimes this question is framed as an earnest inquiry, “Should I just try to accept that this is as good as it gets?” Other times it’s phrased as defeat, “What’s the point of trying since nothing ever changes?” Or, in some cases it’s phrased sarcastically, “If they can send a man to the moon, why can’t they send them all?” Whether expressed as confusion, resignation, or a patronizing dig, this question arises out of women’s heartfelt search for answers. Make no mistake about it: These are not angry, cynical, male-bashing separatists. These are not desperately “needy” women with an unsatiable hunger for reassurance and support. These are not battered abuse victims in need of protection. On the contrary, like yourself, these are smart, secure, successful women who are serious about creating a healthier, happier relationship with the man in their life. Is it time to learn to live with what we have? Or is there something more we can do to feel more satisfied and fulfilled?
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On the surface it seems as if accepting our mate’s imperfections and learning to live with reality is the only sane option. After all, we have control only over ourselves; as “The Serenity Prayer” reminds us, “God, give us the grace to accept with serenity the things that cannot be changed, courage to change the things which should be changed, and the wisdom to distinguish one from the other.”

We don’t have the power to change anyone else. That’s a fundamental truth. Knowing this, however, hasn’t kept us from trying. And trying. And trying. We’ve knocked ourselves out trying every conceivable strategy, expending enormous sums of energy in the pursuit of remaking our partner. We’ve spent tons of time, emotion, and money “working” on our relationships. We’ve read dozens of self-help books, often leaving them open on his pillow with the relevant passages highlighted. We’ve attended twelve-step recovery groups and personal growth seminars, spilled our guts to friends and therapists—dragged our mate along when it seemed appropriate, in an effort to convince him of the value. We’ve tried loving him less, loving him more, dancing with our anger, facing our codependence, decoding his alien language, and accepting that it all comes down to the fact that we’re from Venus, he’s from Mars. We’ve urged, encouraged, nudged, explained, complained, advised, fixed, analyzed, healed, inspired, and—when all else failed—threatened, retreated, or withdrew until the next round. We’ve been mother, teacher, guru, cheerleader, mentor, CEO, and rabbi, all in the spirit of helping our partner become the man we know he’s capable of being. Women should win the Noble Prize for heroic effort above and beyond the call of duty on this front. The collective energy expended by women is enough to move mountains; meanwhile we can’t even get him to pick up his socks, pick up the kids, pick up some flowers on the way home from work, (fill in the blank), without reminding and rewarding him each and every time.

No wonder women are weary. No wonder we’re angry, resentful, and disappointed at how hard we’ve tried and how little seems to have changed. At times our efforts have paid off. We may have invited our mate to a fruitful therapy session or initiated a constructive conversation that resulted in his taking on more household responsibilities. In all fairness, a fair amount of progress has occurred in the relationship between men and women. I’m impressed and encouraged by the forward strides made by a good number of contemporary men: men who are happily parenting rather than reluctantly “baby-sitting” their children, men who are taking on their share of domestic tasks, men who are willing to work on their own growth and healing and be active partners in intimate relationships. That having been said, the fact remains: the changes we request are often met with a fair amount of resistance and very little staying power. We mention that the laundry needs folding; he glances at the overflowing hamper, scratches his head and says, “I still have clean underwear in my drawer.” Or he rises to the occasion for a day, two days, maybe as long as a week, then regresses until we remind him again. Then he angrily responds, “I SAID I’d do the laundry! Why don’t you give me a goddamned break!” The worst part is that it’s a thankless task. All we want is to have a wonderful relationship, and somehow we end up in the lousy position of being the Laundry Gestapo instead of the helpmate and ally we’d much rather be.

While we don’t have the power to change our partner, we do have the power to change our own approach. We can start to do this by looking at the gap between our expectations and reality.







I Just Wish He’d . . .

Our confusion between desires and expectations is a core part of the problem. Here’s the distinction: Everything we want is okay to want—as long as we take full responsibility for pursuing our desires. Everything we expect is conditional upon our partner’s capacity and willingness to deliver, which is where we get jammed up. Consider this scenario: Let’s say we long for a deeper level of emotional intimacy with our mate. We want to honestly share our feelings; we’d be thrilled if he’d do the same. There’s nothing wrong with what we want. In fact, our desire is honorable, well-intended, and inspired by our vision of a closer connection. Or, on a more practical level, perhaps we want our mate to assume a more active coparenting role. Again, our wish may be perfectly reasonable. Beside our own need for support, we genuinely believe that our children would benefit from greater involvement with their father. So far, so good. Knowing what we want and believing that our desires are justified enables us to act on them. We, in turn, empower ourselves by exercising our options. We do so when we reveal our innermost feelings or come up with creative ways to foster a closer relationship between our children and their father. Whether our partner responds in kind is out of our control. That’s an expectation.

Identifying and pursuing our desires is central to our integrity and self-respect. However, expecting our partner to be forthcoming puts the onus on him to determine our happiness. When we want something from our mate and he can’t, doesn’t, or won’t come through with it, we either blame him for disappointing us or turn our anger inward, blaming ourselves for wanting what’s beyond our reach. Instead of separating what we can control and what we can’t, we push our partner to meet our expectations or reconcile ourselves to settling for less than we want.

But aren’t there some things we have the right to expect? Or, as women often say, “Why shouldn’t I expect him to . . . ?” We all have certain belief systems about what we should be able to expect from our partner. These expectations are based on a fairly complex combination of factors, including romantic fantasies, cultural norms, and our perceptions of other intimate relationships we’ve seen up close. What they’re usually not based on is a real and honest picture of the actual person we’re intimately involved with. Whether Prince Charming rode up on a white horse, whether Ward Cleaver brought home a steady paycheck so June could stay home and bake cookies, whether our father always gave our mother roses on their anniversary, or whether our best friend’s husband is on the nursery school committee is totally irrelevant. We can want any or all of these things, but ultimately, all that matters is what it’s possible to have with the particular man we’ve chosen as our mate. For better or for worse, he is who he is. Fantasy Man is just that—a fantasy. Comparing our partner to fairy-tale figures, one-dimensional TV caricatures, our father, or someone else’s husband is silly and counterproductive. Assuredly, up close, our fantasies would shatter in the face of reality: Prince Charming doesn’t exist. Ward Cleaver expected dinner on the table and might have balked if June had gotten a job. Our father was difficult and demanding. Our best friend’s husband is having an affair. Whether we compare our partner to our therapist, our boss, our son’s geography teacher, or the man behind the meat counter, soon enough we would see that each of them has his own particular issues that will surface, and we realize that we are simply dreaming about trading one set of challenges for another.

Our expectations are also based on our interpretation of what it means to be loving. Human beings tend to telegraph desires by giving what we want to get back. We instinctively express our love in the way we want to be loved. We treat our mate in the way that we want to be treated. We offer what we want to receive.

For instance, if we believe that loving means going out of our way to do little things for our partner, we’ll expect him to do the same. If we demonstrate our love through emotional support, we’re apt to judge the degree of his commitment with similar criteria in mind. If affection is our primary way of saying “I love you,” we’re likely to lavish hugs and kisses on our partner, hoping he’ll return the gesture.

Naturally we assume that our mate will—and should—reciprocate in kind. But this formula is fraught with disaster. Since no two people express their love in the same way, it’s dangerous to base our expectations of our mate on how we conduct ourselves in the relationship. There are numerous reasons why shows of affection may not come easily to our mate, and love isn’t one of them. He may have grown up in a family in which affection was held in check. He may be shy or withdrawn, or his concept of masculinity may inhibit him from openly expressing affection.

Believing that “if he loved me, he’d show it the same way I do” is as unreasonable as thinking the sun should shine just because it’s our birthday. We can pray for sunshine—and wouldn’t it be nice nature cooperated—but whether there’s sunshine or rain has nothing to do with the fact that it’s March 13 and we’re deserving of a sunny celebration. Likewise, how our partner expresses his love is disconnected from our desire and deservedness. He may show his feelings in other, equally meaningful ways, such as moonlighting in order to pay the mortgage, taking our car for a tune-up, or showing up for dinner at our parents’ when he’d rather watch the Final Four. It’s unfair to our mate and unfair to ourselves to expect his expression of love to mirror our own. We diminish his freedom of expression, and we deny ourselves his unique, authentic gifts.

Finally, our expectations are based on our perception of who our partner is and what we think he is capable of. These impressions are usually formed in the initial stages of our relationship, when we first fall in love. Here’s how it works. Falling in love is a singularly magical, mystical experience during which we’re offered a momentary glimpse of our mate’s perfection. We recognize our partner’s pure essence in all its goodness and light. Whether we’re temporarily blinded by this light or luxuriate for a few hours, days, or weeks in this state, it is at this point that we see the best, most beautiful core of his being, and we are awed by the sight. That’s whom we fall in love with—the proverbial “rose-colored,” highly romanticized, larger-than-life image we’ve been treated to.

This phenomenon is sometimes described as an energy exchange in which the feelings of love we project toward our partner emboldens and illuminates him. It’s as if our love for him enhances his finest qualities, bringing out the absolute best in him. This is often referred to as the infatuation stage of a relationship. It is the period during which, like my teenage friend, Mollie, we’re so bedazzled that we only see what’s positive about our partner. This image stays with us, and it is upon that which we build our highest expectations of our mate.

This stage is also sometimes referred to as blind love. We’re so infatuated we can’t see our new love realistically. But maybe just the opposite is true. Perhaps that instant when we see our partner’s pure essence—the truest, most authentic part of him—is when our vision is the clearest and most illuminated. Either way, it’s a double-edged sword. On the one hand, this transcendent experience entices us. We want more. On the other hand, it creates an impossible standard for our mate to live up to.

Sooner or later reality sets in. A man I know recently fell in love. A few days into his romance he called to excitedly relate something wonderful his new girlfriend had said: “She told me, ‘Don’t ever change.’” He was sure he’d died and gone to heaven; I was sure it was only a matter of time before she would change her tune. Six months later he was grumbling over all the ways this same woman was critical of him. The woman who had once thought he was perfect now had a long laundry list of ways she’d like him to improve.

Inevitably, as our relationship develops, our partner’s flaws come into focus, revealing the gap between his essence and reality. Deep down he’s incredibly tender, yet much of the time he’s guarded and defensive. He has passionate aspirations—he dreams of writing a novel, being a teacher, learning to fly—yet he’s stuck in a boring job and isn’t doing anything about it. He’d be an incredible father, but he’s scared of the commitment. He cares deeply about his parents, but it wouldn’t occur to him to pick up the phone and call them once in a while.

Our perception is altered as we struggle to reconcile the gap between our picture of our partner’s perfect essence and his real-life behavior. But no one—not even Mother Teresa—manifests their perfect essence all of the time. Every human being is a work in progress; we are all struggling to overcome our fears so that we can fully achieve our potential. None of us are all the way there; each of us is a poignant combination of strength and fragility, courage and terror, inspiration and despair. We mess up; we blow it; we fail ourselves and others in myriad ways. No matter how perfect we may be on the inside, we have some distance to go in order to become everything we’re capable of in our daily lives.
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This may sound very familiar to you. But knowing all of this doesn’t keep us from trying to close the gap. Most of us have trouble accepting both our mates and our own imperfections; we’re constantly trying to improve upon ourselves, to be more accomplished, more attractive, more whatever we think is lacking in ourselves. Likewise, we want to perfect our partner. We see his potential. We can easily envision how much better both of our lives could be if he’d make a few small changes in the right direction. So we get in there and start working on him as if he’s a project. He’d look better with a trim, so we schedule a haircut appointment. He needs to slow down; we register him for a yoga class. He’s meant for bigger and better things, so we rewrite his résumé and circle job openings in the paper.

Somebody has to do it, right? So why not the one person who loves and cares about him the most? Why not? Because it’s not our job. Our efforts to improve our relationship have failed for one main reason: they revolve around trying to change our mate, which is a way of trying to control what is beyond our control.

Now, before you say, “Control! I’m just trying to help because I care so much!” consider what is actually going on. We think we’re being caring, not controlling, because our intentions are motivated by our desire to help. But here’s the catch: He’s not interested. We may think that improving his relationship with his mother would be good for him, but that doesn’t necessarily mean he does. We may feel that his career would take off if he just learned to be a little more assertive, but that may not be his style. We may truly believe that his getting in touch with his feelings would be healing and a process that would allow him to grow, but it’s simply not on his agenda. In other words, what matters to us doesn’t necessarily matter to him.

In fact, rather than thanking us for our help, he is more likely to withdraw, recoil, or berate us for getting on his case. It’s not that he doesn’t care that we care; he just doesn’t want to hear it because he hears what we’re saying as criticism or judgment. For example:
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When it comes to men, we can safely assume that any unsolicited advice will be interpreted as, “Nothing I do is good enough.” And it isn’t. If we’re to be perfectly honest, our overtures are motivated by our underlying desire to change him in the ways we want. They may be positive changes; they may well be in his own best interest. But, as long as they’re based on our agenda, they’ll be met with resistance rather than receptivity.

Another reason our efforts backfire is that trying to change our partner is inherently disrespectful. Every human being has his or her own path and his or her own pace. Loving our mate means letting him navigate his path in his own time frame and in his own style. When we co-opt this process or try to rush it along, we rob our partner of his fundamental birthright to find his own way. The only time it’s useful for us to intervene is when we are invited to do so. If our partner requests our insight, input, and direction, fair enough. If not, we mustn’t patronize him by assuming we know what he needs better than he does.

There is, however, one way to offer our wisdom to him that sometimes works, although it’s a little risky. Since men often won’t initiate a conversation, especially regarding areas of perceived weakness, it can be useful to ask, “Do you want any feedback or suggestions?” which gives him the chance to say yes or no. In doing so, we have to be prepared to hear no and not interpret it as rejection. If the answer is yes, we must be extremely sensitive in our approach. The ancient practice of Zen Buddhism advises that we speak only when we have something to say that is True, Kind, and Useful. These criteria are a good gauge of when it is and isn’t appropriate to speak up.

This reality is very tough for us to accept for two reasons. First, our love for our mate makes us want to help him in any way we can. It’s frustrating and painful to watch someone we love make wrong turns, self-destructive choices, or stagnate when we know they can soar. Second, our partner’s willingness or unwillingness to change directly affects the quality of our lives. To whatever degree he seems stuck—whether he refuses to deal with his feelings, ignores his responsibilities, or engages in self-destructive behavior—we’re affected. So letting go seems impossible. If we lower our vigilance, we think, nothing will change, which is why we keep trying and trying.

Ultimately, trying to change our partner doesn’t work because it’s self-destructive. Not for him, but for ourselves. Over the past ten years scores of women have identified themselves as codependent, which loosely interpreted means we’re overly involved in our mate’s issues at the expense of our own. This is an addictive and self-destructive habit. And we’re still doing it. After years of “working” on our codependence, we’re still overly focused on trying to fix our mate.

Why can’t we stop? Because we’re getting too much out of the equation. We derive a great deal of our meaning and self-worth from our steady involvement in helping (fixing, changing, healing) our partner. Doing for others gives us a reason for being. In my Indispensable Woman workshops, I ask participants to list some of the rewards they get by making themselves indispensable. Identity always comes up. One woman put it aptly when she said, “I know who I am by looking at my list.” When we withdraw our attention from our mate, we’re forced to take a good, hard look at ourselves. The more we focus on him, the less we focus on ourselves. The less we focus on ourselves, the less we have to face our own issues. The less we have to face or own issues, the less we have to do our own healing. The less we have to do our own healing, the less hurt we have to feel. In short, focusing on him allows us to absolve ourselves of doing the real work that can truly make a difference—the work of healing ourselves and becoming whole, which I’m deeply committed to, both professionally and personally.







We Teach What We Need to Learn

I always start my seminars with these words, “My friend Bonnie says, ‘When I have a problem, I have a problem. When Ellen Sue has a problem, she writes a book.’ ” This book is no different from my others. The issue of loving an imperfect man is one I’ve been struggling with nearly all my life.

One of my earliest memories is twirling around in a tutu at probably four or five, trying to get my father’s attention. He was distracted, oblivious to my frantic twirling until I crashed into the stereo cabinet. That got his attention. He drove me bleeding to the hospital for stitches. I still have a faint scar just above my eyebrow from this episode.

At thirteen I turned my attention to boys, spending most of my bat-mitzvah party in the bathroom putting electric curlers in my hair. At sixteen I fell in love. I was obsessed with a boy named Martin. He could quote all of Waiting for Godot, listened to John Coltrane, wore purple bell-bottoms and—as if that wasn’t enough—had a family who sat around over dinner having intellectual and political discussions. Every word I spoke, every T-shirt I wore, even the friends I chose were subject to his approval, which he meted out sparingly. I spent four years turning myself inside out to please him. Through my senior year of high school and all four years of college I was focused on trying to get and keep his love, love I didn’t feel worthy of and always felt at risk of losing.

At twenty-two I decided it was time to be a bride. I married my best friend, a sweet, gentle man named David. Our “Goodbye Columbus” wedding was an extravaganza with matching bridesmaids and a lavish sit-down dinner for over three-hundred guests. My now yellowing photographs show a scared-looking girl-woman who looked as if she was wondering what she was getting herself into. Two years later our marriage ended in an amicable divorce.

I had been separated less than a month when I ran into Gary, a high-school friend, whom I immediately started dating and married within six months. Gary was talented, intelligent, and provocative. We shared the important things in life: a similar aesthetic, political views, career aspirations, and the commitment to create a healthy family. Together we raised two beautiful children, developed successful careers, made a home, and became part of an extended community. From all appearances we had a “perfect marriage.” In fact, it took nearly twelve years of therapy, several expensive romantic retreats, and every ounce of emotional energy for both of us to face the truth: we loved each other, but Gary was gay. No amount of trying would change that fact. Our marriage needed to end.

I lost a lot. In return, I gained the freedom to refocus on myself. But instead of taking time to grieve, heal, regroup, and reexamine my own life, within a month I fell in love. Starved for the passion I’d been missing, I plunged into an intense love affair with Joey, a forty-four-year-old man who’d never been married, never had children, and had lived in the same apartment for fourteen years with his autistic cat. No problem. Instead of heeding the red flags, I shifted into high gear. We got married. I’d teach him how to be a husband and a father. He could have his own private study—off-limits to the kids. The cat’s litter box could be in my bedroom closet so she wouldn’t be traumatized by having to go downstairs. It didn’t work. Every attempt to turn the intimate triangle of myself and my children into a perfect square ended in screaming fights, frustrated children, and a resentful husband who couldn’t stand the chaos of our lives. He refused my requests for marital counseling and made it abundantly clear that if he’d known this was what he was signing up for, he’d never have said “I do.” I pushed and pushed until I collapsed. First pneumonia, then last-ditch bonding vacation with him and the children in Jamaica, and finally a tarantula bite forced me to come to my senses. On my fortieth birthday I asked for a divorce. I promised myself I would never again drain myself trying to remake a man. I was entering my prime. It was time to put myself first.

Now, if I were a therapist listening to a client telling this story, I’d say, “Good for you! With all this insight, you’re in great shape to stop making the same mistakes!” But, no. Instead, I placed my first and only personals ad, which read, “THINKING MAN’S SEX OBJECT.” I got forty-two calls—the usual array of seedy salesmen, aging hippies, closet bisexuals, boys I’d dated in high school, and married men looking for a fling. How do people do it? I had two kids to care for, a book overdo, and I was spending god knows how much time doing boring phone interviews of these guys, dressing up for disappointing lunch dates, then having more awkward phone calls saying, “You’re really nice; you’re just not my type.”

Then I met Number Forty-Two. Louis dazzled me the moment he walked through the door. Here was a forty-six-year-old, politically correct, emotionally evolved Jewish boy from Philly with a cabin in Vermont, a graduate degree from a Warrior Weekend, and the bluest eyes I’d ever seen. He’d read Marge Piercy, listened to the Indigo Girls, made small talk with the salespeople when I schlepped him shopping, and awakened erotic desires within me that I hadn’t even known existed.

The first three months were ecstatic. He wanted to know everything about me. He gave me his grandmother’s engagement ring for my birthday. He drove my children to school when I was sick. For the first time in my life I felt totally loved. I had completely revealed myself and it wasn’t only good enough, it was terrific.

Then the ambivalence started. By forty, you’d think we’d recognize the signs. He would cancel a date to stay home and do laundry and make comments like, “I need a little space,” or “I’m worried I can’t give you everything you need,” or “I understand if you need to date other people,” which made me want to act out just to force the issue.

Instead of backing off a bit or opening myself to the idea of dating around, I dug my heels in trying to regain his love. He said he was depressed; I gave him names of therapists. He said he needed space; I showed up on his doorstep. He wondered aloud if he was afraid of commitment; I “lovingly” engaged him in a vulnerable conversation about his mother’s death and his fear of abandonment. None of this helped. So I did what I always do—planned another vacation. (Is there a theme here? Vacation addiction?) I spent two weeks at his cabin in Vermont with him in hopes that if my brilliant insights didn’t seduce him, my great new wardrobe from Banana Republic would. It was a mistake. Within a few days of returning home, Louis showed up on my doorstep. I braced myself to hear what he had to say: “I need to tell you something. I’m not sure if I’m in love with you.”

I was devastated. It was as if my lifeline had been pulled and my oxygen tank ripped open so I couldn’t breathe. Louis had seen me and wasn’t in love with me after all. I fled to my bedroom and crumbled in a heap in front of my full-length mirror. I wasn’t angry at him, thinking, “Why should he love someone like me?” Rather, I felt consumed with shame—shame at having exposed myself and shame at having been duped. But mostly, shame at having believed I was good enough to be worthy of love. I stared into the mirror, tears streaming down my face. Then, something incredible happened.

I saw myself. My eyes met the eyes in the mirror in an instant of perfect connection. I was transfixed, staring into the wide green pools looking straight at me, daring me to look away. In a whisper I said, “I see you.” My fingers reached for the strands of hair framing my brow. “I feel you.” My whisper got louder as I said, “I hear you.” I looked around my room, at framed photographs of my children on my nightstand, copies of the books I’d written on my bookshelf, gifts from friends arranged around the room I’d designed in Caribbean colors, filled with art I’d chosen, my grandmother’s quilt, and my favorite antique silver lamp. A warm, radiant flood of energy slowly filled me up, starting at my toes and rising to the top of my head. I closed my eyes; then I slowly opened them and stared back at myself in the mirror. I smiled, with a deep sense of what had transpired. I had fallen in love with myself. I had found the missing piece.







Falling in Love with Ourselves

Loving ourselves is the key to loving and living with an imperfect man. That’s what this book is about. We’ve spent far too many years trying to love him better, when, in fact, we need to do a better job of loving ourselves. Ten years ago a best-seller took the world by storm. Millions of women devoured Robin Norwood’s infamous book, Women Who Love Too Much. It’s message was how to stop engaging in self-destructive (and, in some cases, abusive) relationships in which we are putting out far more than we should. It was—and remains—a groundbreaking work. But the title has always disturbed me. How can anyone love too much? How can we be too loving in relationships that sorely need more love, in a world where love is the fundamental agent of healing?

There is simply no such thing as too much love. There is, however, such a thing as not loving ourselves enough. Getting in touch with our innate worth creates a powerful shift in how we perceive and relate to our partner. My personal epiphany dramatically altered my relationship with Louis. I suddenly saw myself as complete, with or without his love. His ambivalence no longer seemed a reflection of my self-worth and, as a result, what he could or couldn’t give stopped being such a big deal. I chose to remain in the relationship, but instead of wanting him to fulfill my expectations, I resolved to love and accept him for who he is—an imperfect human being—nothing more, nothing less. And I resolved to reinvest my energy toward becoming the strong, powerful, worthy woman that I saw reflected in the mirror.

I’d like to tell you that this experience permanently transformed me, but I’d be stretching the truth. Learning to love ourselves is a lifelong process. Some days we feel gorgeous and grounded; other days we’re consumed with self-doubt. But any experience of seeing ourselves as worthy and whole unto ourselves—however fleeting—is incredibly empowering. It reinforces our foundation. It strengthens our commitment to our health, happiness, and well-being. It inspires us to be our very best.

Making the fundamental shift from focusing on what’s “wrong” with him to what’s right and worthy and lovable about ourselves frees us in a variety of ways. First, we stop struggling to help him fulfill his potential and start focusing on our own growth and healing. We also stop being stuck in the muck of our anger and disappointment and start learning how to forgive and go on. We stop allowing ourselves to be disregarded and start insisting on being treated with respect. We stop worrying about whether we’re settling and start making sound choices based on our needs and desires. We stop resenting our partner’s lack of reciprocity and start giving what we can truly live with. We stop agonizing about his imperfections and start appreciating his gifts. We stop blaming him for what’s missing and start figuring out ways to get what we need both within and beyond our relationship. And the best part is none of this depends on waiting for our mate to change. We can dramatically transform our own lives—and redefine our relationship—whether or not he participates in the process. For years we’ve been trying to improve our relationship, but, we’re still left asking, What about him? Loving ourselves has less to do with him—and more to do with our willingness to make positive changes on our own behalf.

None of this is possible if we continue to focus our energy on changing our partner. All of this is possible if we make a commitment to love ourselves.

[image: image]

Loving ourselves may seem like a simple concept, one that’s neither groundbreaking nor original. After all, how many times have we heard it said, “You have to love yourself before you can love anyone else?” However, the simplest truths are the most profound. And they’re the ones that are the toughest to learn and incorporate into our lives. As Robert Fulghum reminds us in All I Really Needto Know I Learned in Kindergarten, we are continually learning and relearning the basics, such as saying please and thank you, the importance of the buddy system and remembering to hold hands when we cross the street. The same is true for the basic concept of loving ourselves. We may be all grown up—successful in our careers, terrific parents, competent and capable in important ways—and still never have learned the simplest, most essential lesson.

It’s time to return to the classroom of life and commit ourselves to a graduate-level course entitled, Learning to Love Ourselves. Going through this process requires commitment and courage, a willingness to rigorously face our own issues, diversify our resources, develop more fully, and make profound changes in our lives. It asks that we cultivate a number of so-called lofty—but absolutely necessary—spiritual qualities that will make us more loving, peaceful, and purposeful individuals.

This may sound like a lot to ask. It is. Our willingness to embrace the challenge depends on what we think we have to gain. If you can genuinely say, “I’m satisfied with my overall relationship the way it is,” then there’s no need to read on. If, however, you can envision your relationship becoming happier and healthier, then there’s every reason to try a new approach.
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