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What People Are Saying About 
The 7 Best Things (Happy) Couples Do . . . 

“Think of your marriage as a gift-wrapped package that’s just arrived in the mail. You rush to open it up and there it is, all laid out in front of you. But then you realize there’s something missing: no instructions. This book contains all the instructions you’ll ever need. There’s wisdom on every page. I especially enjoyed chapter 8, The Rocks.”

William Glasser, M.D. 
 author, Choice Theory 
president, The William Glasser Institute,
 Chatsworth, California 

“Family therapists Friel (The 7 Worst Things (Good) Parents Do) give tips for a healthy relationship. With their usual wit and incisiveness (and plenty of real-life examples from their years of clinical practice), the authors explain key psychological principles that underpin successful partnerships and also probe the unscientific element of ‘magic’ that happy couples report. They describe how to avoid common pitfalls and nudge readers toward a better understanding about how early experiences influence romantic relationships. This is a useful resource for anyone in a relationship—be it a healthy or an unhealthy one.”

Publishers Weekly 

“Buy this book. After reading it, my wife and I had the best dialogue in our thirty-five years of marriage. The Friels show how it is only a matter of degree between awesome and awful relationships.”

Jon Carlson, Psy.D., Ed.D. 
 Distinguished Professor, Governors State University author,
Time for a Better Marriage and Living Love 

“Superb! The Friels have captured the magic of marriage in the context of day-to-day experience. Built on a foundation of sharing and mutual respect, the book utilizes stories to draw a visual image of truly happy couples. An extremely valuable, practical and much needed resource for couples and relationship therapists!”

Dr. Stan Huff 
 Professor of Counseling, Bradley University, Peoria, Illinois
 twenty-year AAMFT clinical member and approved supervisor 

“It feels like the Friels have been listening in to our conversations for years! After nearly forty years of marriage, the most joy is in healing those old wounds, not ripping them open. The Friels continue to remind us about how complex good relationships truly are—and how rewarding a marriage can be!”

Nancy McIntyre 
San Clemente, California 

“Finally! A book that goes right to the core of a couple’s intimacy. This is a remarkable book—complex, straightforward, fascinating and clear. I highly recommend it!”

Lawrence Weiss, Ph.D.
 director, Sanford Center for Aging, University of Nevada, Reno 

“This book is a must for couples who want to move from an ‘average’ relationship into true relationship depth and happiness. The Friels have a gift for bringing to the forefront the important issues that keep us stuck. Knowing there is something missing, and how to change and grow with it are what this book is about. Thanks Friels— keep on writing!”

Peter Charad 
 Stenhousemuir, Scotland 

“The authors illustrate healthy relationships by sharing with their readers their own poetic love story and stories from their private practice. This book can serve as a springboard into major changes in how we approach our primary relationships. It can also serve as a gentle reminder of our best efforts or aspirations.”

Cynthia Stange 
 Shoreview, Minnesota 

“A wonderful resource for couples. The Friels have pinpointed eight of the most crucial issues that go into making up a truly great relationship. Their practical suggestions, based on personal experience, research and clinical experience, are excellent. I highly recommend it.”

Pat Love, Ed.D.
 author, The Truth About Love: The Highs, the Lows
  and How You Can Make It Last Forever 


Some Surprising Things This Book Will
 Teach You About Relationships . . . 

• Disappointment is a good thing for couples.

• There is no such thing as “common sense.”

• Feeling like hurting your partner is normal. Doing it is not okay.

• Dating is a process of hurting and being hurt.

• Having a lot of similar interests is not especially important in a really happy relationship.

• Conflict is a good thing.

• It is not possible to be deeply intimate if your goal is to always be “nice.”

• Conflict—especially sexual conflict—is good. It helps people grow.

• We always pair up with emotional equals—you are not healthier than your partner.

• A relationship can only be as deep as the shallower of the two of you is able to go.

• One hundred eighty degrees from sick is still sick.

• You can’t be married if you’re not old enough to date.

• Sexual passion does not leave a great relationship after seven years.

• If you aren’t willing to divorce your partner, you probably won’t have a truly happy relationship with him or her.

• The parent you “like” best may be your biggest problem.

• Many people in affairs need to become more like their spouse rather than having an affair.

• The first child is more like the father, the second child like the mother, and the third child like the marital relationship.

• The ability to be in awe of creation is absolutely essential in having a great relationship.

• If you do everything for everyone else, but never take care of your own needs, no grown-up will want to be in a romantic relationship with you.

• Fear, hurt, shame and loneliness are at the root of marital violence, but they are also at the root of marital bliss.

• If you keep asking how your partner can change to make the relationship better, forget it. Nothing will ever get better.
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PREFACE 

This book is about both the magic and the science of relationships. Over the years, we have grown to appreciate the wisdom that both of these contribute to developing healthy relationships. Those who try to do it all by magic often end up dissatisfied, and those who try to do it all by science end up dissatisfied, too. In this book, we will include both, as we might in helping someone through their relationship struggles. Science without magic can be cold and impersonal, and magic without science can be chaotic and confusing.

We have learned over the years the value of stories and fables in helping people get past the defenses that they installed decades ago to protect themselves from whatever shortages they experienced while growing up. We have learned this directly from our mentors, as well as indirectly through the writings of masters such as Milton H. Erickson and Jay Haley. We have tried to sprinkle throughout this book a sufficient number of actual case examples, as well as fables, to not only create some magic in the book, but also to help you understand and integrate what we are trying to get across.

Ten years ago, an audience of professionals in London, England, suggested that we write a book on relationships after hearing us give a workshop on the topic. We had enough material to do a book back then, but we had other projects on the front burner. And although we actually started writing this book in 1997, it got sidetracked yet again. In writing this book, we’ve come to appreciate the value of these delays, and just how important the last ten years have been for developing and shaping this book. Maybe things do happen just the way they are meant to happen. Nonetheless, it has been a joy to finally get back to it and complete it.

While attending the Milton Erickson Institute’s “Evolution of Psychotherapy Conference” in Anaheim, California, in May 2000, we had the pleasure of listening to and learning from some of the most distinguished names in the fields of both individual and family therapy, including Salvador Minuchin, James Masterson, John Gottman, Jay Haley, Chloe Madanes and Thomas Szasz. John Gottman, as many readers know, is the psychologist at the University of Washington who has done some of the most thorough and groundbreaking work on marriage in the past quarter-century. Salvador Minuchin is one of the founding fathers—or grandfathers— of the “systems” approach to family therapy. James Masterson is one of the world’s leading experts on working with borderline and narcissistic personality disorders. Jay Haley and Chloe Madanes are also great pioneers in the systems and (Milton) Ericksonian approaches to psychotherapy. And some of you may know of Thomas Szasz, the brilliant psychiatrist who wrote the groundbreaking 1961 article entitled “The Myth of Mental Illness.” All of us who work with individuals and families owe a huge debt of gratitude to these giants in the field.

As therapists reading this already know, each couple that comes in for therapy is unique, and no matter how many couples you’ve seen, it will never cease to be a challenge to try to help two people strengthen their relationship. We were both strengthened and enchanted at the above conference when, in his wise, warm and immensely charming way, still carrying his Argentinean accent after all these years, distinguished clinician Salvador Minuchin said:

And so you see, all marriages are mistakes, that then we spend time repairing; and some of us are more successful in repairing than others.

We found this such a warm, compassionate, powerful thing to say, especially from a man of such stature. So many of us are seeking the perfect relationship when the perfect relationship is right in front of us. If only there was a way to get this across in a book that people could use before and during their relationships rather than after the fact.

That is why we wrote this book—to provide some of the science and magic that we now know go into making a truly great relationship. In a nation where the divorce rate still hovers around 50 percent as this book goes into print, and where many couples haven’t been away, by themselves, overnight, without kids or without work, for years, we thought it would be helpful for couples to read what we have discovered to be seven (actually eight) of the very best things truly happy couples do. We hope you enjoy this book, and that your relationships profit from it.

Seven—Plus One 

The human brain can “hold onto” approximately seven things at a time. As we explain in Appendix B, this applies only to seven unidimensional things, such as circles of different sizes or varying shades of gray. This number is approximate because the average person can hold onto somewhere between five and nine things, depending on the capacity of her short-term memory. Seven is a number of biblical proportions for many reasons, but certainly one of them is that our brains are wired for it.

When it comes to lists in self-help books, seven is “a good round number” because, as soon as you get ten or twelve or fifteen things to focus on, you lose your focus! As we picked up this project after putting it aside a few years ago, we decided to go with the “seven” theme of our last two books. When we realized that we actually had eight things that we wanted to emphasize, we decided to go ahead and keep the extra one rather than paring it down, knowing that eight was within the range of the “magic number seven, plus or minus two.”

The things that we ultimately decided to look at in more depth are the ones that we have observed to be the most significant ones that couples must address and embrace if they are to become the truly happy couples that they’d like to be. There are certainly others, and certainly other authors or clinicians might emphasize other things. When people come to us for help, these are what we help them look at as they move boldly toward improving their relationships.

And so here they are—the best things truly happy couples do:

1. Be Old Enough to Date

2. Be Sexual

3. Be Willing to Divorce

4. Know How You Chose Each Other

5. Let Yourself Be Astonished

6. Manage Your Fear, Hurt, Shame and Loneliness

7. Own Your Own Part Plus . . . Let Disappointment Enrich You

This book is divided into five parts. In part I, we paint pictures of how a truly happy relationship looks and feels, and how an unhappy one looks and feels. We have used lists like these in some of our previous work, and have found them to be very effective in helping people troubleshoot their relationships, as well as get an intuitive sense of what they’re trying to achieve. In part II, we discuss the stages of love relationships, from dating all the way through to mutuality, as well as the most crucial “rules of the game” of romantic relationships. Taken together, these two sections are some of the most important information that we share with couples who are doing marriage and couple therapy with us.

In part III, we share with you a therapeutic fable that we hope will clear up for many readers the core dilemma we see in therapy, which is the answer to the question: How can I move on into adulthood and have a good life even when my childhood was very painful? This is an essential piece of couples therapy, because people who can’t move beyond their childhood hurts and wounds will have a difficult time making a mature romantic relationship work.

In part IV, we present and discuss in detail the eight things that we believe go into a truly happy relationship; and in part V, we take one final moment to reinforce for the reader the importance of getting to know and becoming comfortable with your own story, your partner’s story, and how those two stories converge.

Before you begin, we would like to state a couple of conventions used in this book. We tried to alternate between “him” and “her” or “he” and “she” as best we could, but we didn’t keep track. If there is a gender imbalance in the examples and case studies we use, it is not intentional.

When we use the word “marriage” we are referring to any  long-term romantic-type relationship. The concepts and examples apply as well to gay couples as they do to straight ones, and any couple in between. We say this despite the fact that people who live together for many years and then eventually get married often discover that their relationship changes dramatically the day after the wedding ceremony. There is something profound about bringing a relationship into an established social structure.

The religions that we were both raised in happened to be Christian, and so our experience is more with Christian ideas and practices as well as “dysfunctions.” Most of what we write about applies regardless of what your religious training was or is.

A few brief sections of this book were adapted from a few of our previous books because they were essential in developing the points that we wanted to get across, and they had already been explained to our satisfaction in those previous works. Appendix A is adapted from our detailed explanation of Erik Erikson’s developmental stages in our first book, Adult Children: The Secrets of Dysfunctional Families. Having a working understanding of these stages—how they really work and what helps us through them—is crucial in understanding the central themes of this book, and so we encourage you to read this appendix, even if you have read it in our other book before. Some of the material on sexuality and spirituality is adapted from Rescuing Your Spirit: When Third-Grade Morality Isn’t Enough for Christians, and some of the material on accountability, disappointment, and resistance is adapted from The Soul of Adulthood: Opening the Doors, while the section on “extremes” is from our book on teens, and the section on “small changes” is from our parenting book.
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There are always and only two trains running.
 There is life and there is death.
 Each of us rides them both.
 To live life with dignity, to celebrate and accept responsibility
 for your presence in the world
 is all that can be asked of anyone.

AUGUST WILSON
TWO TRAINS RUNNING


Part I
 A Portrait of Love 

How do I love thee? Let me count the ways.
 I love thee to the depth and breadth and height My soul can reach.


Elizabeth Barrett Browning
Sonnets from the Portuguese
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 The Explanation 

. . . There is a feeling now, that was not here before,
 and is not just on the surface of things,
 but penetrates all the way through:
 We’ve won it. It’s going to get better now.
 You can sort of tell these things.

—Robert Pirsig
Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance 

After twenty-one years of living together in a marriage, decades of scientific theories and data about relationships, and an amalgam of what we’ve gathered from our years of working with people in therapy settings, no matter how we think of them or try to write about them, making sense of love relationships can be baffling at times. Is the science flawed? Have we been deluding ourselves all of these years? Or is it simply that the array of successful human possibilities is defined by an infinite number of conceivable genetic combinations? There are over 6 billion people in the world right now, and you’d have to multiply that by another billion to get an estimate of how many types of successful relationships there could be at any given moment in time.

And so, rather than being exhaustive or definitive, this book consists of some of our thoughts about relationships and some of the research on them. Before we send this manuscript to our publisher, scores more will be sent to other publishers to be in print next year, too. This book is just one way of putting together some of the things we see. When two people come to us for therapy, they are coming to see what they can see, using us as catalysts. When they go to someone else, they are going for different catalysts. In the same way, our children are a product of our lives, not yours. Your children are a product of yours, not ours. As obvious as that may seem, we say it because it underscores the crucial part of relationship therapy—that only you can improve your intimate relationship. Nobody else can do it for you.

The Patterns of Life 

Part of the science of relationships is captured in the principle of reenactment. We have a friend who enthusiastically participates in Civil War reenactments, during which he and his compatriots dress up in authentic uniforms from the mid-1800s, brandish authentic Civil War–era weapons, eat the kinds of food that soldiers ate back then and fight the famous battles of the war, to the delight of thousands of onlookers. In the study of relationships, reenactment refers to the fact that the patterns we display as adults are based on patterns that began when we were children. It also helps explain how patterns are passed on from one generation to the next, not only by genetics, but also by learning.

On paper, at least, it’s fairly simple to comprehend. As a child, you loved to read. At thirty-five years of age, you love to read. As a child, you were active and dominant, and at forty you are still active and dominant. When you were angry as a child, no one listened to you, or they told you to be quiet and go to your room—that a good child does not get angry. At thirty-five years of age, your husband brings you in for marriage counseling because he can’t stand your pouting and silences anymore. It explains why, despite making a strong childhood vow to the contrary, a woman who had a controlling father is quite likely to either be very controlling herself, or to marry a controlling man.

As adults mature and deepen across the life span, we are blessed with a gift that replaces and far exceeds the value of the physical prowess that we gradually lose—we gain wisdom. In the arena of human affairs, a fair piece of this wisdom comes from understanding, accepting and becoming at peace with our psychological histories. It is common to have either an idealized or a “demonized” picture of our childhoods when we enter our twenties, and to assume that whatever was, was, and that we just have to press on in life. It is normal to begin tripping over the ghosts of our past somewhere between our mid-twenties and our mid-forties. And if we embrace the challenge of deepening and growing, we eventually gain a piercingly clear appreciation of the simultaneous complexity and simplicity of life.

Contrary to what some believe, the goal of growing up, whether or not you had a painful childhood, is not to rewrite your psychological history. Not only is it impossible to do so, but it wouldn’t be emotionally or spiritually wise even if you could. An interviewer once asked us, “We eventually stop picking partners who fit those painful childhood patterns in any way, shape or form, right?” Our reply was an emphatic “No.” The goal isn’t to eradicate our childhoods. The goal is to master them. If you had a physically abusive, rageful father, your pattern may be to enter relationships with men who then become physically rageful. It doesn’t mean you’ll always have to marry physically abusive men. Once you’ve mastered your childhood and live in Emotional Adulthood, you will have the power of choice to stay or to leave and move on. But the man you eventually find happiness with may still be more on the stronger/controlling side, but within the healthier range. And, being in Emotional Adulthood, you will have a strong enough core self to maintain your power in the relationship.

The process of “emotionally growing up beyond childhood” and mastering our psychological history is represented in chapter 8, The Rocks. It is a snapshot of the long, rewarding process of growing up and mastering and integrating our history rather than trying to erase it. It is part of the magic of being human. It is man and woman at their best. The two chapters following the one you are now reading are comprised of descriptive lists of what really great love does and does not feel like. These two lists are also designed to tap into the “magic” much more than the “science” of relationships. They are verbal paintings or impressions.

About List I and List II 

As you read the two lists that follow in the next two chapters, we urge you to read them more than once. Savor them. Let them soak into your unconscious mind. If you do, perhaps you won’t need to read the rest of this book, because painted in these two lists are pictures of what is and what is not part of really great relationships. Reading through the lists, you may notice that there is only one statement that is exactly the same in both lists. The letters and words in the two sentences are identical, and they are in identical order, yet the differences underlying the two represent the cutting edge—the subtle six- to seven-degree difference—between a really painful relationship and a really great one.

As you finish with the lists, we suggest that you let yourself pause and reflect on the stirrings in your heart and soul, and spend some time leafing through the pages of your life to see from whence those passions came. When you’ve done this, tell your partner about that part of you. Share it with your partner. Thus intimacy begins.

It is through connecting one heart to another, around seemingly small things, that love grows.
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 List I:
 What Really Great Love Looks Like 

“. . .You make me sick. I hate your guts.”
 I used every cuss word I could think of
 for him and his guy. Then I hung up.
 I don’t remember him saying anything.

I didn’t blame her. Change the details
 and she said about the same thing
 I would have said if we had lost.

—Mary Matalin and James Carville
All’s Fair: Love, War and Running for President 

I Know That I Am in Love with You
 Because/Because of/When . . .

1. I used to get so mad at you because you left the tops off of everything. Now, when I reach for the juice and the cover falls off, I smile and think, “Oh. She’s been here recently. She’s in my life. I’m so glad.”

2. I look at you after twenty years and wonder how it works that it can still be as exciting as the day we met.

3. When I’m in San Francisco on business, and I see a young couple in love, entranced with the magic, all I think of is you.

4. You fight with me, you hate me at times, and then you stop and smile because you remembered how I made you laugh when you were so scared about that job interview.

5. You are as sexy to me as the day we met, even when we’re both too tired to make love.

6. You tell me when I’m being foolish.

7. You like Kevin Spacey.

8. You are comforted that Jimmy Carter and Gerald Ford are still here.

9. You would never take dancing lessons on your own, but you love the ones we took together.

10. You think computers and wires and buttons are ridiculous, and you secretly like me because I know how to make them work.

11. When you and the other guys tease about makeup and hormones, you can laugh but still leave them with the subtle impression that to you, these are as important as oil changes and football, because they are important to me.

12. You are sexy because you don’t try to be.

13. You don’t whine when you’re in pain.

14. You can watch me cry at the end of the movie, and you act like you didn’t notice, but I know you did.

15. You trudge off to work in the dead of winter when it’s twenty degrees below zero, and I’m worrying about your sensitivity to the cold, and then my anxiety disappears as I get ready for work in a bathroom infused with the intoxicating hint of an adult woman’s perfume.

16. You enter a room full of people and start the conversation going, making our presence accepted, and include me just when I feared I might disappear.

17. You cajoled and harped and seduced me into taking that job I thought I couldn’t do, and it turned into what I love to do more than anything in the world.

18. You fought me tooth and nail about the value of making our house a home, and you never gave up one inch, until I gave in and realized that it was one of the best things that ever happened to me.

19. You’re so female.

20. I hate your smelly running shoes, and love them because they’re so male.

21. That crinkle in your eyes when you smile.

22. Your smell.

23. The sound of your breathing in the middle of the night.

24. How excited you were when you ran that race you never thought you’d be able to run.

25. Your spirit soars as we enter the desert.

26. How scared you get about things that don’t scare me.

27. You take such good care of us.

28. You love my little dog after you thought you never could.

29. You thought of my son.

30. My daughters cried in your arms.

31. You fell in love with my dream before you ever saw it.

32. You never told me I needed help, but were there as I struggled to find it.

33. You were ready to divorce me.

34. You stood with me at my father’s funeral.

35. Your love of the ocean, which terrifies me.

36. Your greatest anxiety comes from your care for me.

37. Your laugh.

38. The way you touch me.

39. You pay the bills and taxes and make the mortgages happen.

40. Your depth is expressed in the care with which you grace our home.

41. Your sense of style.

42. The magic that you write.

43. Your dutiful compassion toward your friends.

44. Your silence.

45. The clutter and chaos that I’ve learned to tolerate.

46. How your hectic pace and my quiet thoughtfulness can fit together like keystones.

47. You like to ski, and I can’t get warm enough in wintertime.

48. You get mad at me when I’m preoccupied, because you want me.

49. You kept your dignity at that social engagement when few could have.

50. The way you still lust for me.

51. The trance you go into when the sun sets below the mountains above the lake.

52. The way you cry whenever a movie or story or radio program hints at your pain with your father.

53. No matter how difficult it has been over so many years, you always drive me crazy with passion.

54. You show me yourself at your weakest.

55. You are so strong.

56. I never went to the movies when I was little, and you take me there all the time.

57. I never had a home, and you made one for me.

58. You are the best friend I have ever had.

59. You hardly ever tell me how you voted.

60. You think I’m cute.

61. You wore those silly-looking pants on our first date, and you still wonder why it makes me smile.

62. You adore every inch of me.

63. We like who we are together.

64. After all these years, I still can’t figure out why.
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 List II:
What Really Great Love
 Does Not Look Like 

All that remained of their original passion
 was a faint crackle of electricity animating
 their insults, their drab swipes at one another.
 That was all that showed anyway.

—Jonathan Lethem 
Motherless Brooklyn 

This Relationship Feels So “Off” Because . . .

1. You have been leaving the tops off of everything for ten years and I resent you more now than ever. When I reach for the juice and the cover falls off, I burn inside and wonder how you can keep betraying me after I’ve told you OVER AND OVER to stop it, and you never do.

2. I look at you after twenty years and wonder how I can take another five.

3. When I’m in San Francisco on business, and I see a young couple in love, entranced with the magic, I envy them and think of how great it would be to have a torrid affair just for the heck of it.

4. You fight with me, you hate me at times, and then you tell me that you can’t think of one good reason that we’re still together.

5. We hardly ever have sex, and when we do, it’s just that—having sex. I’m secretly relieved that we’re both too tired most of the time.

6. You tell me when I’m being foolish all the time. That’s all I ever hear from you.

7. You like Kevin Spacey, who I think is highly overrated.

8. You are comforted that Jimmy Carter and Gerald Ford are still here, and I couldn’t care less. I’d rather be fishing.

9. You would never take dancing lessons on your own, and when I finally nagged you into doing it, you sabo-taged it the entire time and didn’t really try. I felt let down and embarrassed.

10. You think computers and wires and buttons are ridiculous. You tell all of your friends what a “little boy” I am.

11. When you and the other guys tease about makeup and hormones, you say you’re “just kidding,” but your nonverbal messages clearly say “contempt.”

12. You aren’t sexy because you try too hard to be.

13. You’re such a baby when you’re in pain.

14. You peer into my eyes like a prying, intrusive mother to see if I cried during the movie, but I didn’t, and I certainly wouldn’t dare do it in front of someone who has made me her “emotional project.”

15. You trudge off to work in the dead of winter when it’s twenty degrees below zero, and as I get ready for work, all I can think is, “I wish she’d change that perfume— I’ve hated it for fifteen years but have never told her.” 16. You enter a room full of people and start the conversation going, making your presence known, as usual. Why do I still bother to go places with you? You’re so obnoxious!

17. You cajoled and harped and seduced me into taking that job when I knew I couldn’t do it. I discovered I could do it. But don’t think you have anything to do with my success.

18. You fought me tooth and nail about the value of making our house a home, and you never gave up one inch. Yeah, it all looks nice. But did we really need it?

19. You’re so female that I can’t stand it. Don’t you get it? 20. I hate your smelly running shoes, and you have NEVER done anything about them.

21. That crinkle in your eyes when you smile makes you look too “cutesy.”

22. Your smell has always bothered me.

23. Can’t you do something about the sound of your breathing in the middle of the night?

24. You were so excited when you ran that race you never thought you’d be able to run. So, will you ever stop acting so childish?

25. Every time we drive into the desert, you say it makes your spirit soar, and I catch myself saying, silently, “Okay! Okay! Let’s just drive on without making such a big spiritual deal out of everything!”

26. You’re afraid of everything. Get a grip.

27. You say you’re trying to take good care of us, but I wish you’d just take care of yourself for a while.

28. The fact that you can’t find any warmth in your heart for my little dog isn’t really the issue. It’s that you don’t seem to have any warmth in your heart for me at all anymore.

29. You never think of my son.

30. My daughters don’t like you.

31. You told me my dream was impractical.

32. You nag me to death about my drinking. Why don’t you get some help for your “nagging addiction”?

33. You’re too dependent to ever divorce me.

34. You went to my father’s funeral and made calls on your cell phone the whole time.

35. You’re obsessed with the ocean.

36. Stop worrying about me. You’re neurotic.

37. Your laugh needs improvement.

38. The way you touch me makes me angry.

39. Yes, you pay the bills and taxes and make the mortgages happen, but that’s what you’re supposed to do.

40. For the life of me, I can’t figure out why you keep talking about the importance of “creating a home.” Creating a home? What about politics and other important things?

41. Your sense of style just doesn’t do it for me.

42. The stuff that you write needs major work.

43. You spend too much energy helping your friends. What about me?

44. Your silence is a sign of an emotional problem.

45. The clutter and chaos that you create is keeping you from being the successful person I thought I was marrying.

46. We’re just too different.

47. You like to ski, and I can’t get warm enough in wintertime. What does that tell you about us?

48. You get mad at me when I’m preoccupied. Hell, I’m trying to save us from your latest folly!

49. When she was so obnoxious at the party, you should have told that woman off! When will you ever learn? 50. The way you lust for me is a turn-off.

51. Watching that sunset every day? Does it always have to stop my life?

52. Okay. You and your father didn’t quite connect. I get it. I get it!

53. It has been so difficult over so many years, that I just don’t feel anything for you anymore.

54. You show me yourself at your weakest. Why do you do that? I want someone who is solid.

55. You think you are so strong.

56. You take me to the movies all the time. I never went to the movies when I was little. All of the other kids went. My parents thought movies were a waste of time. I learned not to be frivolous. I don’t want to see movies.

57. I never had a home, and I still don’t feel like I have one.

58. I hear people talk about their spouse as their best friend. I think they’re deluding themselves.

59. You wouldn’t be dumb enough to vote for that candidate, would you?

60. It doesn’t seem like you’re attracted to me.

61. You wore those silly-looking pants on our first date, and you still don’t get it.

62. I want to be adored by someone.

63. We look good in public.

64. After all these years, I still can’t figure out why.


Part II

 There Is an Interesting
 Story Behind Everything 

When we have found all the mysteries and lost all the meaning, we will be alone, on an empty shore.

Tom Stoppard 
Arcadia 
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 The Man, the Woman and the Sea 

But it is not really our genes that are failing us.
 It is our heart that is failing us. The central value
 of Western romantic chivalry was courtesy—a
 refinement of feeling which is capable of
 leading romantic love to the threshold
 of divine love and mystic union.

—Charles Upton
Hammering Hot Iron: A Spiritual Critique of Bly’s Iron John 

In The Soul of Adulthood, we wrote of the simple, extra-ordinary magic that comes to couples from their unconscious minds when they are in tune with themselves and each other in this true story about a couple we know. This man and woman had been together for several years and were creating a deep and abiding love for one another. They had shared many a struggle and many a joy. As they got to know each other, the man told her how much fun he and his brother and sister had swimming in the ocean every summer, and how important water had become to him during his childhood. The woman shared with him her fear of water, and of how her father had not been a very good swimming teacher because of his impatience and gruffness. But swimming outdoors in cold clear lakes and thundering ocean surf had become so deeply embedded in the man’s soul that he was secretly disappointed that the woman wasn’t as excited as he was about it.

They discussed these things for several years but always came to the same frustrating conclusion. The woman did not like being in the water and felt misunderstood and angry. The man, on the other hand, felt betrayed deep inside by her reluctance. But he kept trying to get her to change because he was convinced that their relationship would be ruined if she was never able to join him in the ocean as his brother and sister had.

One day when they were at the beach on a fairly calm day, the man tried every trick he could think of to talk the woman into going into the ocean with him. Purely as a gift to him the woman finally agreed, and as they began to walk into the surf together a swell came out of nowhere and washed over them, forcing water into her breathing passages. When he saw the terror in her eyes the man felt awful, and he vowed to himself and to her that he would never pressure her like that again. At the same time, the woman saw the remorse in the man’s eyes and heard the sincerity in his voice, and the shared instant of simultaneous vulnerability swept over them graciously like a wave of healing light.

The next morning as he was swimming in the surf below the lanai of their hotel room, he waved to her as she read the morning newspaper and sipped her coffee, taking in the gentle breeze, and she smiled and waved back. And then from nowhere and everywhere inside of him hundreds of disconnected pieces suddenly gathered and formed an image of completion. He realized that when he was a child, all of that time spent in the boiling surf, or in the cool, dark, mystical water underneath the waves, was his way of soothing the fear and hurt that he frequently felt in his family, and that the secrets he shared with his brother and sister were not just about the ocean and its magical healing properties. As his mind eased back into the here and now, all of those disconnected fragments of pain and confusion were transformed into a single, deep, focused feeling of peace, for he realized that the pain of his childhood was behind him, and the beautiful mystery of his relationship with this woman did not demand retreat into a watery sanctuary. He no longer needed someone in the ocean with him to ease his pain. It was more than enough to swim by himself and to simply love her.

At that same moment, while she comfortably read her newspaper and sipped her coffee on their lanai overlooking the beach, the woman realized that while this man was in certain ways like her father, he was very different in many ways, especially in that he was willing and able to see the fear in her eyes, to acknowledge it, to acknowledge his mistake, and to put her safety and comfort above his own need to have her swim with him. In that instant, an old wound inside of her healed and her spirit felt light. It felt like magic to both of them. And indeed, it was.
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