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INTRODUCTION

I am a psychoanalyst who helps women improve their relationships and their love lives. Over years of clinical practice, I have counseled countless women . . . and men . . . and couples from all walks of life.

When I listen to a woman who is facing a relationship challenge, I can usually tell in the first few minutes whether the problem is a deal breaker. And fairly soon, I am able to determine if she should work on it or walk away. How do I know? There are countless clues . . . for instance, whether or not her guy is motivated enough to make the changes that she needs . . . whether or not the problem is too serious to be fixed . . . and whether or not she is able to see the situation clearly.

And that is why I have written this book. I want you to know what I know about facing deal breakers and then determining what to do about them. And I want to help you achieve the healthy—and very possible—romance that you have dreamed of since you were a little girl. It is magical and wonderful to love a man who loves you in return—and in the way that you need. But it is a tragedy to commit your love and energy to the wrong man.

With this in mind, what is your deal breaker? A man who does not love you enough? A man who takes you out and talks only about himself? How about a man who doesn’t talk at all? Or a man who is more interested in watching television and a local sports game instead of connecting to you?

What qualities make you instinctively cringe? If he’s cheap? A liar? Emotionally detached? Jealous and possessive? What if he checks out other women while he’s on a date with you?

Or maybe something less critical instinctively bugs you. He’s a wonderful guy but uses random, weird phrases, like “foxy lady” and “hey, baby.” Perhaps he has dirt under his fingernails. Or wears socks with his sandals. You do not want to appear shallow, but there’s something deeper that is bothering you—you just can’t put your finger on it yet.

Perhaps he seemed perfect in the beginning. But over time, he began to get on your nerves.

When character defects and attitudes bother you this much, it is because (whether you realize it or not) you are defining your breaking point—or rather, your deal breaker.

In the business world, a deal breaker is the one nonnegotiable term that, if not agreed to, means the deal is off. But in the world of relationships, identifying your deal breaker can be much more promising, as it holds out the possibility of helping you understand where the relationship has gone wrong, what needs to be done in order to make it better, and when to walk away because, although you have done everything possible, it remains a no-win situation.

Women negotiate deals in their professional lives all the time. But why not in their personal relationships . . . especially when the stakes are potentially so much higher? (Granted, pulling out a contract over dinner might not be the best move, but it sure would make things a whole lot easier, wouldn’t it?)

Instead, women often accept relationships in which they are constantly negotiating, yet never defining the terms of their deal. For instance, Linda, a twenty-four-year-old production assistant, came to my office with the worry that her boyfriend was taking advantage of her. They had lived together for one year and he had recently asked her to spend money redecorating their home. The tricky part was that he owned the house and had not yet made a marital commitment to her. Yet every time she asked him about the future, he would say, “Why do you keep questioning our relationship? If I didn’t think you were marriage material, why would I be living with you?” So Linda sought therapy to resolve her growing doubtfulness and confusion about the relationship.

This was a deal breaker that anybody could spot a mile away! Her cheapskate boyfriend was asking for an emotional and financial investment from her, yet refusing to come clean about his own intentions (he had pulled the “Jedi” mind trick on her, making it seem like she had the problem). And Linda had become confused and forgotten that relationships—like business arrangements—are deals. Both parties have to agree to the terms. And if a nonnegotiable term is not agreed to, it is okay to walk away.

But because my misguided patient did not yet know about deal breakers, she succumbed to the same questions that women often ask in these types of situations:

“Am I making too big a deal out of this?”

“I wonder, is it him or is it me? I try to tell him how I feel, but he tells me that I am imagining things.”

“Perhaps I should give him more time to make up his mind. I don’t want to drive him away.”

Miss Hoping for a Change missed the biggest deal breaker of all—lack of a reciprocal emotional investment (this common deal breaker will be discussed in an upcoming chapter). And instead, she tried to make the most of it and slumped deeper and deeper into a depression.

Once I helped Linda define her deal breaker, she was able to see that her boyfriend’s lack of honesty was, in and of itself, a form of communication. She began to see things more clearly, and her confusion disappeared.

A deal breaker is a boundary that smart people set for themselves because they know that falling in love can make them do stupid things. The tricky thing about deal breakers, however, is that they are not always apparent at the beginning of a relationship. Romantic relationships require optimism, hope, and idealization to get off the ground. Because of this, important warning signs can easily be ignored.

A case in point is Carrie, a twenty-eight-year-old entertainment executive who got caught up in an exciting romance with a divorced man. Although he kept calling, he also kept telling her that he had lost most of his assets in his divorce and no longer believed in marriage. Carrie rationalized to herself that he was emotionally scarred and would eventually overcome his reservations about her. One day Carrie’s lover left his briefcase open while taking a postsex shower. Carrie snooped and came across an old photograph of him and his ex-wife standing in front of a beautiful home, blissfully embracing each other. It was not until Carrie saw the picture that she was able to conceptualize what was wrong with the relationship. Namely, that she was dating a man who had once been willing to give himself to another woman but was now unwilling to share himself fully with her.

Of course, on some level Carrie had known this all along. But once she was able to define her deal breaker (in this case, that he wanted a fling rather than a commitment), she was able to define everything else that was wrong with the relationship. For instance, he frequently met her for sex (take-out) and rarely took her to dinner. He was secretive about important aspects of his life. And although they often talked late into the night, he never mentioned the future or told her that he cared about her.

Wrong, wrong, wrong! But the moment that Carrie defined her nonnegotiable term—that she wanted a relationship with a future—she liberated herself from everything else that was wrong with the relationship. Her relationship addiction was cured, and she felt free to engage in more rewarding romantic pursuits (please note that if her lover had been “The One,” her deal breaker would have galvanized him to devote himself to her).

If you cannot effectively define the terms of your deal, then you will forever relegate yourself to relationship purgatory. Relationship purgatory, as the term implies, is neither heaven nor hell. It is merely a state in which the present is unfulfilling, and the future is the only thing that you can hope for. Relationship purgatory neither condemns you to extreme unhappiness nor liberates you into a joyful existence. It simply means that your future is always hanging in the balance.

Why would you want to live like that?

Why wouldn’t you want to feel clear about your relationship? To know what the breaking points are, so that you can intelligently broach the subject of change before problems turn into a nuclear disaster? To know whether problems come from him or from you?

This book will help you observe problems as they occur and approach them in an intelligent and systematic manner.

For instance, Suzy brought her fiancé, Tom, to therapy because he kept criticizing her friends. Recently Tom had threatened to break off their engagement if she did not stop hanging out with them. In the first session Tom mentioned that he hated Suzy’s friends because they were wild and she became a different person around them. When I inquired further, he expressed fear that Suzy would become as “out of control” as them. Within a few minutes it became clear that Tom feared he could not trust Suzy unless she was under his firm control. And because they were about to get married, her freewheeling behavior made him worry that she would not be a loyal wife and good mother. I made the comment to Tom, “Perhaps you can’t trust what you can’t control.” It soon became clear that Tom’s fears—not Suzy’s behavior—were out of control. Once the problem was defined, the true work on the relationship began. Tom began to understand that Suzy’s ability to have fun was what drew him to her in the first place. With help, he was able to see her spontaneity for what it was rather than what he feared it would turn into. Suzy could see that Tom’s insecurities, if left unchecked, could turn into a deal breaker. And her clarity helped her gauge whether or not he was making the progress that she needed. Their relationship improved because Tom was willing to control his insecurities instead of controlling her (before coming to therapy he was experiencing more ups and downs than a shopping mall elevator the day after Thanksgiving).

I am going to introduce for you a new and empowering definition of a deal breaker: A deal breaker is a negative or standstill arrangement that, once recognized, can be used as a tool for positive change. Once you learn to negotiate deal breakers in your love life, you will come into a position of true personal power and create the happiness you deserve.


CHAPTER 1


What’s Your Deal?

What do you absolutely want out of your relationship? Do you know?

You may consider yourself wise, self-sufficient, and a good judge of character. Your girlfriend’s troubled love life always seems transparent and filled with unnecessary drama. But when faced with your own murky relationship waters, the easy answers seem to disappear.

Perhaps it is easy to analyze your girlfriend’s relationship because what constitutes a deal breaker for her may not necessarily constitute a deal breaker for you. Conversely, a romantic situation that seems like nirvana to you might feel like sheer hell for her.

So how can you judge a true deal breaker?

A deal breaker is a character flaw or emotional stance that significantly deteriorates the quality of a relationship. Note: Deal breakers are not minor annoying habits such as your boyfriend’s chewing with his mouth open or your husband’s endlessly quoting sports statistics. Rather, they are qualities that erode your most cherished aspirations for a satisfying love relationship.

But in order to spot a deal breaker, you must first have a deal. By this, I mean that you must know what you hope to get out of a relationship (other than two carats in a platinum setting). Knowing what you want is important because all relationships are built upon arrangements. Some are financial arrangements. Some are emotional arrangements. Some are marital arrangements. Some are sexual arrangements. Your relationship may contain some, or all, aspects of the arrangements just mentioned. Arrangements are best when they are agreed upon by both parties and flexibly negotiated over time.

But what if you don’t know what you want? Or you settle for an arrangement that makes you unhappy? Or you grew up in a household where nothing was discussed or explored, so you never learned to ask for what you wanted?

[Nicky’s story]

Nicky, a twenty-two-year-old graduate student, came to therapy because she felt anxious about her “dating” relationship. I put “dating” in quotes because Nicky revealed to me that her relationship consisted primarily of watching late-night TV together, cuddling until four in the morning, and then having sex. After these nights of so-called passion, her boyfriend would disappear and forget to call her for several days.

This was not a dating relationship. This was a booty call! But Nicky was young and naive, and had not yet articulated to herself what she wanted out of a relationship. Thus, she could not spot a deal breaker even though it was staring her straight in the face.

I broached the subject of deal breakers by educating Nicky about normal dating relationships; namely, that a man’s willingness to call in advance and take a woman to dinner is an indicator of his willingness to invest his emotions in her. Nicky’s newfound knowledge helped her realize that she was in a sexual arrangement, not a dating arrangement. Once she acknowledged that she wanted a boyfriend instead of a sex buddy, she realized that his lack of emotional investment was a deal breaker. She told him that she wanted an exclusive dating relationship that involved dinners out and time spent with mutual friends, but she could tell by his reluctance that he was not “The One.”

If you think back to the last time you were unhappy in a relationship, there is a great likelihood that your partner was doing something that undermined the arrangement you were hoping for. For example, if your boyfriend consistently refused to attend family holidays, then he was probably ruining your hopes of a relationship arrangement that included interest in each other’s life and a possible future together. If he continually questioned your decisions, he could have been undermining your dreams of a relationship built upon trust. If he flew into irrational jealous rages, then he was possibly dashing your hopes of being in a stable relationship arrangement.

A deal breaker is not a deal breaker unless it destroys something that is precious to you.

But deal breakers are emotional, so they’re easy to miss. They’re feelings, so there’s nothing to sign. And they can be difficult to talk about, because they’re typically unspoken.

Here are some important aspects of common relationship arrangements and the deal breakers that can destroy them:



	You need autonomy.

	He wants to oversee and approve your friendships and date book.




	You are ambitious.

	Not only has he been in the same job for fifteen years, but his uniform still includes a paper hat.




	You need a relationship where conflicts are discussed and resolved.

	To him, resolving conflicts means getting you to put a sock in it.




	You want to feel special.

	He is withholding and cheap.




	You need consistency. You want to know that when you see him, he is the same person he was the last time you saw him.

	He is so moody that you are convinced he has PMS.




	You like the idea of monogamy.

	He’s faithful, but when he sees another woman his tongue unfurls like a cartoon rodent’s.





And so it is with deal breakers. One person has a need. The other will not fulfill it. One person wants to get married. The other person does not. One person wants fidelity. The other does not. One person wants freedom. The other is only interested in control.

Deal breakers undermine the very conditions that make it possible to love. And as such, they constitute a warning that the relationship needs either to dissolve or to change. Unfortunately, you may not know what you want out of a relationship. Or if you do, you may feel guilty about creating the situation that works best for you. Thus, you may remain unaware of the factors that make a relationship impossible. But do not be discouraged. Being in a good relationship is not rocket science. By the time you are finished with this book, you will know exactly what you want.

In the meantime, here’s a little tidbit to think about. Regardless of the arrangement that you are trying to build for yourself, your healthy relationship should include three important ingredients:

1. Reciprocity

Both of you are equally invested in the relationship.

2. Generativity

The relationship generates something new (a new experience, a new understanding, a new solution) with each encounter—thus it is always moving forward.

3. Honesty

You feel free to tell him what’s on your mind and he responds by revealing his true thoughts, motivations, and intentions. Thus, you continually get to know each other better.

It’s a red flag if you have to call your friends or obtain a PhD to decipher what he is trying to communicate to you. For example, you think that you are having a discussion, but you walk away from each conversation feeling confused. Or you worry about whether he’s coming clean or telling you the truth. Or you try to communicate with him, but he hears something other than what you said. And you begin to realize that if you cannot communicate about the simplest of things, you might not be able to build a good relationship arrangement together.

(THE SIGN)

Is there one relationship problem that eats away at you, but you don’t know why? You keep trying to connect the dots, but you can’t—and you wonder if there’s a deeper issue that you are missing? Or whether the problem is serious enough to be considered a deal breaker?

The answer: A deal breaker is not a one-time fight. Nor is it an excuse to put distance between you and him. A deal breaker is a sign of everything else that is wrong in a relationship.

Sometimes, deal breakers erupt into consciousness during one awful moment (like discovering a pile of bounced checks when you have long suspected that he is irresponsible). Or they are characterized by a series of seemingly minor events that add up to one big problem (like many social events during which he inappropriately brags—worse yet, about his baseball card collection). Often deal breakers surface in social contexts, where it becomes easier to view your partner through the eyes of others you trust.

For instance, Jim entered therapy to understand his inability to assert himself. Although Jim is a brilliant oncologist, he has a poorly defined sense of self. Thus, he is constantly seeking approval and is rarely willing to say what he thinks. In a recent session, Jim described a painful breakup that occurred in his early twenties. He had been dating a girl who overlooked many instances in which Jim had exaggerated his accomplishments in order to gain approval. About one year into the relationship, she introduced Jim to her parents. During the introduction, Jim lied and told them he was a licensed MD when in fact he had not yet attended medical school. His girlfriend became worried and broke off the relationship.

As I listened to Jim’s painful recollection, I thought, Of course she broke up with you! This was a deal breaker! The poor girl had probably been listening to your thinly veiled lies and exaggerations for months. But when she observed you lying to her parents, and was able to view the problem from their perspective, she was finally able to conceptualize everything else that was wrong with the relationship.

Women who come to me for help initially express surface complaints about the men in their lives:

“For some reason, I hate the way he dresses.”

“I don’t know why, but I only have road rage when he’s in the passenger seat.”

“He tells me that he won’t spend an entire weekend together. Is it wrong for me to feel upset?”

“He tells me that I am shallow and immature. That really bothers me. Should it?”

“When we have sex, he fixates on my breasts and ignores the rest of me. It hurts my feelings, and I’m not sure why.”

When I hear complaints such as these, I usually ask, “What does his unwillingness to spend an entire weekend together mean to you?” or “Does it remind you of anything else that is wrong with the relationship?” I ask these questions because seemingly trivial complaints are often a sign of something much larger. And often, the woman’s original concern is backed up by other observations and worries that reflect the true significance of the original complaint. For instance, the man who fixated on his girlfriend’s breasts had other parallel problems (if he hadn’t, it would not have been a deal breaker . . . just creepy and annoying). He only related to the parts of her that felt exciting and pleasurable to him and ignored the rest (he forgot that breasts are typically attached to a person). Therefore, he could not understand anything about her that did not relate directly to himself. This major problem had an impact on the rest of his relationships, as he saw people as objects to meet his needs rather than as individuals with thoughts, feelings, and desires of their own.

Whenever I explore a woman’s relationship complaints, I can tell if they constitute a deal breaker. If she’s referring to a deal breaker, her original complaint will be related to many other problems in the relationship. If she’s trying to work through a curable problem, then her worries will either have to do with her own history (for example, she was abandoned as a child and is now anxious whenever her husband goes out of town) or the problem can easily be fixed.

True deal breakers are symptomatic of underlying relationship problems. They point to something severe, such as a relationship impasse or a destructive emotional issue that cannot be resolved. As such, deal breakers become signposts of other dynamics that are unworkable in a relationship.

[Giselle’s story]

Giselle came to therapy to talk about her relationship with her boyfriend. In the second session, she told me that her boyfriend wanted to take back a diamond tennis bracelet that he had given her for Christmas. His plan was to exchange it for an engagement ring that Giselle had admired.
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