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About the Book

Everyone who falls in love hopes that it will be forever. But the truth is that relationships invariably change. Sarah Litvinoff looks at the practical steps that couples can take to keep their love alive long-term.

In this new edition of Relate’s bestselling guide, the wisdom, sensitivity and skill of the Relate counsellors is encompassed in a highly readable and practical format to help you:


	understand what makes your partner tick

	assess your compatibility

	learn how to talk, really listen, and understand each other

	improve your sex life

	deepen your love through tackling problems together.



Self-assessment questionnaires, tasks, discussion points and case histories, make this book a positive investment in the future of your relationship.
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BETTER RELATIONSHIPS

Practical ways to make your love last

Sarah Litvinoff
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For my daughter Jemilah, my nephews Julian and Lucian and my brother Aaron:

in the hope that this book will help you build the loving and

lasting relationships that you all deserve.


TASKS, QUIZZES AND TALKING POINTS

Throughout the text there are boxes consisting of tasks, quizzes and talking points. A few of these are actual tasks used by Relate counsellors; the others have been especially designed by the author to help you discover things about yourself and each other that would usually emerge during counselling.

Many of the tasks require pen and paper. You will be making lists or notes under various headings. The quizzes can be answered on the page, although you might like to make a copy of some of them so that you and your partner can complete them separately. The talking points raise issues that it would be interesting or useful for you to discuss together, or pick up on a point in the text that you might want to think about further.

It is hoped that you will complete many of these together as a couple, but you should only do so if you are both keen. You can also gain useful insights by doing them alone.


FOREWORD

Problems can sometimes threaten to overwhelm a relationship. Help from a skilled counsellor allows people to sort out their own feelings and untangle the problems, and to learn skills which will help them cope with future difficulties in a constructive way. This is the rewarding work which the charity Relate is dedicated to – helping people develop their relationships creatively.

Each stage of life brings its own challenge. The life changes attendant on marriage itself – having children, moving house, changing jobs, retirement, all of these – are normal. Some changes are unexpected. Relate helps people to cope with these transitions as they are happening and to equip them with the skills they need to deal with life changes in the future.

Much of Relate’s energy is directed towards helping people think about the cornerstones upon which relationships are built and how these can be fostered and maintained over time. Building a strong relationship needs the ability to communicate and to negotiate and manage conflict as well as sexual and physical intimacy. The ability of each partner to put the other first, a willingness to see things from the other’s point of view, even when not agreeing with them and an enjoyment of each other’s company – these qualities cement a relationship.

It is never too late to learn. It is never too late to brighten up a relationship. The Relate Guide to Better Relationships will help you to do just that. The wisdom, sensitivity and skill of the Relate counsellors is encompassed in this highly readable and practical guide. With 60 years’ cumulative experience of couple counselling, the experts at Relate know how to overcome difficulties and create a strong, long-lasting relationship. The Relate Guide to Better Relationships, complete with quizzes, tasks, discussion points and case histories, explains how to make your love last.

The response to the first edition was wonderful, with over 50,000 copies sold. This new edition includes a fully revised chapter on sex, explaining how it changes over the years, its problems, its joys, and how to make it better.

The Relate Guide to Better Relationships has already made Relate’s vast and unique body of experience accessible to thousands of people. We are delighted to welcome this new edition and through it extend our support to many more couples as they build better relationships.

Marj Thoburn

Head of Services to Couples

Relate National

You can find the telephone number of your local Relate centre by looking in the telephone directory under ‘Relate’ or ‘Marriage Guidance’. The national office is at Herbert Gray College, Little Church Street, Rugby CV21 3AP; Tel. 01788 573241
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ALL YOU NEED IS LOVE

WITH LOVE COMES heartache. This is a fact of life and not as negative as it seems at first. If you don’t care deeply for someone disagreements and problems will only be a passing annoyance. The more someone matters to you, the more you will mind when things between you go wrong.

The problems that arise in every partnership test your love – but they can also add to it. The heartache love brings can eventually increase your love. Relate counsellors know that happiness in a relationship does not depend on harmony. Meeting problems together and in the right way deepens love, and couples who learn to tackle differences positively can survive even serious crises. But they can do more than just survive. Working through problems together so that there is no winner or loser has a transforming effect on love. It gives it strength and flexibility and allows you to trust in its power to unite you. Love that has never been tested is more fragile. Problems can be a good thing.

If that is true, why do so many couples break up? Some do at almost the first sign of trouble; others, to the astonishment and grief of family and friends, part after many years – even decades – of marriage. Others cling together forever when clearly there is no love: when struggles and problems have not deepened their love but have curdled it, turning it to bitterness and dislike. These cases show how unresolved problems are disruptive and damaging.

But most things worth having are gained through a great deal of effort and concentration. A deep, lasting, enriching love must be the most precious thing we can have in our lives. It starts, usually, with a wonderful explosion of emotion, passion and excitement. Whether it will burn itself out like a magnificent firework or develop into the kind of strong and fundamental love that we all need depends on how we approach the bad times.

Problems can be good. But only if you both know how to deal with them. That means bringing the best of yourself to the issue: your wisdom and sense of humour, your generosity and respect for each other, your tolerance and your commitment to the relationship. It means patience and courage, sometimes over a long period. This is a tall order, perhaps the most difficult thing you will ever do – but do it right and it will be by far the most rewarding. If it were easy Relate would not exist and no one would need to read this book.

Some people can’t or won’t ever put this kind of effort into love and therefore will miss out on the richest and most satisfying experience it is possible to have. This book is for those of you who are prepared to do all you can to make your love work but don’t know how. It contains practical advice from the counsellors on ways to tackle difficulties and real case-histories from the counsellors’ notes.

Much of counselling work involves showing couples how to tackle their problems. Every problem, large or small, challenges you with two possible outcomes: you can diminish your love or strengthen it. There is no magic involved in taking the right course, but many couples who have learnt from counselling feel that the effect in their lives has been magical. Counselling, and this book, can present you with much of the raw material you need to make your relationship the best it can be. But you then have to do the work. This work is never wasted. Learning to handle love and the problems that result from it will make you a stronger and more confident person, as well as benefiting your relationship.

Most of this book looks at the problems that can arise in a relationship. But what about those heady days when problems don’t seem to matter – when you are madly in love? What makes you fall in love with someone? Is there anything you should know about yourself or your loved one right at the beginning that will make things easier for you later on? These questions and others are tackled in this chapter and the two that follow.

A ‘PERFECT RELATIONSHIP’

At heart most people are looking for their perfect relationship, not one that is just all right or better than most. Once you are in a relationship you will probably be prepared for some compromise, to endure difficulties and disappointments, but a part of you might continue to believe that it shouldn’t be necessary, that in a perfect relationship true love should be effortless. If this strikes a chord in you, ask yourself what it is that you imagine a perfect relationship to be. For many people it is an almost mystical union – physical, mental, spiritual and emotional, in which your partner supplies everything you could wish for, harmoniously, for ever.

The reason this image persists is that most of us have a taste of it when we fall in love. The feelings generated by falling in love are some of the most intense we will ever feel. They have been compared to the euphoria of drugs or drink, and like these chemical highs ‘in love’ feelings drown out other thoughts and sensations. Part of your mind may know that all is not quite right, but the imperfections don’t seem to matter. But, as with drugs or drink, these feelings wear off eventually. Yet the tantalising memory of this golden period remains.

Real relationships have to leave this fantasy behind. The pity is that some people can’t see that in fact the best relationships provide something far more valuable than this romantic fog. When you are ‘in love’ you are completely wrapped up with the other person in an intoxicatingly exclusive and exciting one-ness. This union would be suffocating and limiting if it continued – but it can’t last. Any change in you or your circumstances (even a happy one, such as getting married) has the effect of breaking the spell – slowly, perhaps, but inevitably.

In the best relationships love is a strong invisible bond, flexible and elastic like muscle fibre, which allows each of you to develop as individuals. Some difficult events can stretch it very thin but, again like muscle, using it strengthens it.

Partner is a word often used by journalists who don’t want to specify whether they are talking about a marriage partner or a lover or whether a man or a woman is involved. But it is a very good word in its own right. A good relationship is a creative developing partnership. A good relationship has ups and downs, and uses them to change and develop. The best relationships can meet almost any challenge and use the experience positively.

A crisis can highlight the value of the relationship, showing you how much it means to you. It can prove how good you are at coping or it can force you to find new ways to cope. All Relate counsellors have stories to tell about couples who have dealt with problems seemingly so intractable that it is difficult to see how the relationship could have survived. Couples in strong relationships find new commitment during these times and go on to feel that they have gained from the experience.

One such example is Alison and Mike. They came for counselling after a profoundly tragic experience: their second child had been born with a heart defect and had died in hospital a few months after birth. It was during this time that Mike told Alison that he had been having an affair with her best friend. The affair was over but Alison was bitterly hurt and didn’t know how to cope with the anger she felt for Mike while she was grieving for her lost child, or whether she would ever be able trust him again.

Counselling revealed some of the patterns that had led to this crisis. Mike’s background had left him with feelings of failure and a need to be looked after almost like a child. He had been jealous of their first child who had received more ‘mothering’ from Alison than he had. The death of his second child made him feel guilty – he had an irrational feeling that somehow he should have been able to prevent it – and he felt bad that he had resented Alison’s grief for having taken her away from him. Alison herself had problems trusting men because her own father had had many affairs. She did ‘mother’ Mike, but in a controlling way. Her sadness made her vulnerable and suddenly she needed Mike to look after her. Neither of them were good at expressing their feelings.

Knowing that Mike’s affair was simply a search for some alleviation of his grief and a need for someone to concentrate lovingly on him during this ordeal provided an opening for counselling, as did the insight that Alison’s understandably strong negative feelings and her domination of Mike were a barrier to them moving forward.

But knowing the reasons wasn’t enough, however. What the counsellor found was that both partners had a strong commitment to each other and a willingness to change their behaviour if it would make the relationship better. By the end of the counselling she was able to see that their union was stronger than it had ever been – that what they had learned would make their relationship better as the years went on. Alison and Mike agreed. There were still great feelings of sadness about their lost child, but in every other way there was improvement. They felt they had learned important lessons for the future, and they knew that as a result of understanding themselves and one another better they loved each other more deeply than before.

So what had happened? In this case the counsellor had used tasks to help them get to know themselves and to change their ways of behaving. We will go into these in more detail in the chapter on Communication, but will look at them briefly here as they applied to Alison and Mike.

The first task consisted of spending an hour together twice a week, talking about themselves. For the first half hour Alison would talk about herself and her feelings while Mike listened without interrupting. Then they would switch over and Mike would talk about himself. On the second day Mike would be the one to start.

The rules were strict: they could only talk about themselves – not about the other person or the relationship. They had to talk about their emotions, their needs, and how they coped with their feelings – or didn’t cope with them. At the end of the session they were not to discuss what had been said until they saw the counsellor.

The first surprise for Alison was how difficult it was for her to listen to Mike without interrupting. Mike was surprised that he was able to find enough things to say to fill half an hour. It was a joy for him not to be interrupted and to know that Alison was not allowed to comment.

This exercise helped them so much that they wanted to continue it for several weeks. Mike began to see that he had a right to feel whatever he did, and Alison learned to avoid trying to influence what he thought or felt. She began to understand what his affair really meant and why he had found it difficult to look after her during her grief. For his part, instead of switching off, Mike became more able to cope with Alison’s sadness and feelings of vulnerability because he understood them better.

The next task was to help them meet each other’s needs and to increase intimacy. They had got into a pattern of nagging or rowing about what the other did or wanted to do. For instance, Mike would announce that he was going to the pub with a friend: Alison would then complain that he never spent time with her or their son. On alternate days, therefore, they had to ask one another for something they wanted the other to do for them (within limits that they both agreed beforehand – they couldn’t ask for anything they knew the other would hate).

The first time they tried this Mike, who had been digging the garden, asked Alison to massage his aching shoulders. Alison’s immediate reponse was, ‘Oh I don’t think the counsellor meant that sort of thing – she meant something a lot deeper than that, intimacy is about more important things.’ Mike was upset and didn’t ask for anything else – so neither did Alison when it came to her turn. When they next saw the counsellor they reported that the exercise had failed. After they had talked it through, however, Alison was able to see that she was in the habit of thinking that Mike’s needs were unimportant.

At the next counselling session they were able to report that it had been a successful week. They had been able to ask one another for whatever they wanted and both had responded gladly. For the first time they were thinking about what they needed and why, telling each other clearly and respecting each other’s wishes.

They found they wanted quite simple things. Alison might say, ‘I would like us to decide now what we can do together as a family on Saturday so that it doesn’t just come and go.’ If they had different ideas about how to spend Saturday they would agree to take it in turns to carry them out. They were listening to each other much more carefully and were able to share the responsibility for making the relationship happy.

By the time they had finished the counselling they were handling their relationship in such different ways that they felt confident they would be able to meet any other problems that came up. These simple tasks meant they had become much more in tune with each other and found daily life together happy and pleasant. Most of all they were both developing as people: Mike was growing up now that he knew he couldn’t expect Alison to look after him or tell him what to do, and Alison felt able to look to Mike for support when she needed it rather than always being in charge. As the counsellor says, ‘The changes they made seem simple but can be quite difficult. They worked really hard because they wanted their relationship to last and they both changed. Many couples aren’t ready to put in that much effort.’

Understanding that ups and downs are necessary is an important element in making an enduring relationship. One idea that stands in the way of this realisation is the current view of romantic love: what it is, what it means, and how long it should reasonably last. Messages about this from films, pop songs, books and magazines have an effect on all of us, and sometimes stop us seeing the real value in our love relationships.

THE MYTH OF ROMANTIC LOVE

Romantic love is wonderful. Of course it is not simply a myth; it is also a real experience: dizzy, passionate, exciting and intoxicating. To be romantically in love is about the most thrilling thing that can happen to us. The myth is that this heightened romantic state is ‘true’ love, the best kind of love and – more damaging still – that it can or should last.

It has been said that the search for romantic love and the perfect relationship has filled the space where religion used to be in the lives of millions of people who no longer have much religious faith. Instead of setting their sights on paradise in the next world many people believe they can find it in this one: in the arms of someone who will make them feel forever passionate and ecstatic.

That this is unattainable doesn’t stop people believing it, or hoping that it could be true. By no means everyone clings to this belief, but it is part of our culture and it can make ordinary worthwhile love relationships seem humdrum or disappointing.

For those who do have this belief, part of the myth is that this special love will reveal itself in an extraordinary way – and the phenomenom of love at first sight seems to bear this out.

Love at first sight

It does happen. The questions are, why? What sort of love is it? What does it say about you? Does it last? Some of these issues will be looked at in later chapters because they continue to be relevant within individual relationships and to the problems that can arise in them.

But love at first sight as part of the myth of romantic love is important in itself. If you are inclined to believe that it is impossible to know anything about someone at first sight, it follows that if you do fall instantly in love it is a sign that fate has intervened and that you have found ‘the one’. But the thunderbolt that can strike ‘across a crowded room’ is not a purely magical process, it can be analysed.

At the speed of light, too fast for you to be aware of it consciously, you have gathered a lot of information about the person you have seen: age, physical attractiveness, manner of dressing, posture, way of talking – these are all important clues. The experience you have gained of other people and of life helps you to process these into something you believe to be a true picture of the other person.

Instant falling in love has to do with some part of you being able to recognise your ‘type’ when you meet it. And what determines your type is affected by factors of which you are hardly aware.

Your type is a composite picture that starts building up from the moment you are born. Bits and pieces of different people go to make up the whole. It includes your parents, your friends, your own face in the mirror, your first crush, people you have admired, people who have stirred up some kind of strong emotion in you. Sometimes your ‘type’ is destructive and damaging to you and falling in love with such a person can lead to an unhealthy relationship. None of us can properly analyse what goes to make up our types because the process is not conscious. Many factors are deeply buried, a long-forgotten mix of real people, fantasy and experience. But when the person with the right combination appears, your subconscious – and your body – reacts, sometimes instantly, usually without you understanding what has happened.

This dramatic recognition can happen at any time, and by its very nature can be enormously powerful. Instant sexual attraction plays a part in many such encounters, because it is an essential element in a love relationship. But although lust can masquerade as love, the experienced person does know the difference; it is more subtle than that. Sometimes the sexual element is secondary or at least less obvious than other factors, which may in some cases have powerful spiritual, mental or aesthetic qualities.

If you are a great believer in the myth of romantic, fated love you will be more prone to fall in love at first sight. The more romantic you are and the more you believe in instant love the more likely you are to be on the look-out for it.

But is it ‘true’ love? Because there is a strong element of real subconscious detective work going on whenever you meet anyone, your judgements and feelings are not illusory. In the first ten minutes of talking to someone, his or her clothes, accent, gestures, and manner of speaking will give you a mass of real and relevant information. There is, nevertheless, a strong element of fantasy involved in love at first sight. It tells you much more about yourself, your past experiences and your needs. In believing you know enough to cause you to fall in love you are, to a degree ‘inventing’ the other person – and ordinary and mundane human characteristics do not enter into the picture. True love is based on real knowledge of the other person’s essential self. The main danger lies in believing that only love that happens at first sight is valid.

A couple who demonstrate the almost supernatural power of love at first sight are Elaine and John. They describe their first encounter as a ‘recognition’, though neither felt strong sexual attraction. They met at a conference in Birmingham – Elaine lived in London and John in Nottingham. John, in his late forties, was married with three children. His marriage was not happy but his sense of commitment and his strong religious faith meant that he had never thought of leaving his wife or having an affair. Yet, he said, the moment he set eyes on Elaine he was aware of thinking, ‘That’s her!’ Elaine, who had just turned forty, was divorced and happily involved with Angus, whom she loved and with whom she had a very good sexual relationship. She said that the moment she saw John she knew that the love she felt for Angus was a small and passing thing. ‘All I could see was John, everybody else seemed to fade away. I just felt, “This is it!”’

They did not start an affair – John’s beliefs would not allow it – but there followed a compulsive year in which they wrote, spoke on the phone and met whenever they could. Elaine’s relationship with Angus finished, and John felt that he must tell his wife about his feelings for Elaine. As a result his marriage – never good – worsened. Their long-distance, non-sexual love affair revealed that they had a strong intellectual affinity, interrupted by explosive disagreements. Despite this, they continued to feel obsessively drawn to each other. Finally John left his wife for Elaine. They believed that as their feelings had continued to remain strong during the year it was evident that they were meant to be together.

Six months into the relationship they were in trouble. As they came to know each other better they found they were complete opposites, with different values, interests and objectives, and radically opposing views on how men and women should live together and divide the chores. They discovered many things about each other that they actively disliked. For a while even this dislike fed the fantasy. Part of the attraction needed the animosity.

As time went on and the intense ‘in love’ feelings faded, these bad feelings and opposing ideas meant that they were in no position to construct a warmer, more tender kind of love. Each competed to change the other. A period of counselling left them convinced that they could not bridge the gap between them and John returned to his wife.

To begin with Elaine was bitter and distressed. It took a period of counselling on her own before she was able to realise that beneath her initially strong feelings of love for John she had always known that he was wrong for her, but the attraction had allowed her to ignore it. Looking back at her past relationships she saw that all of them had been with men she disliked and could not live with: very similar to her parents, between whom no love was lost. The only exception had been Angus. With him she had been happy, content, secure and compatible. This state of harmony, being so unusual for her, had made her edgy. With John, ‘Mr Wrong’, she found a situation that felt so right she couldn’t see that it was doomed.

Sometimes the love you experience at first sight endures, sometimes it doesn’t. But to endure, it must develop into a different kind of love. It is no less likely to succeed than a relationship begun on another basis – perhaps more likely, as the strong initial mutual attraction means you want to make it work. Whether the love lasts or not partly depends on how closely the essential person resembles that first image you formed. It also depends on whether you have a tendency, like Elaine, to fall in love with the wrong sort of person. But above all, it depends on whether you can recognise that the intense ‘in love’ feelings will eventually wear off, however right you are for each other.

THE LOVE HANGOVER

The exhilarating feelings of being ‘in love’ are only temporary, even when they last for months or years. And, again, as with drugs and drink, there is something to pay when the effects wear off.

In romantic love the ‘hangover’ or ‘withdrawal’ symptom is disillusionment. It can be compared to looking at a garden scene through binoculars. First you look through them the wrong way, and what you see is the exquisite beautifully coloured whole, too tiny to make out individual detail. Turn the binoculars around and you see these details magnified: the roses are losing their petals, the grass needs mowing, wherever you focus you seem to see signs of neglect or decay. Both these pictures are distortions. Without the binoculars the garden looks lovely, yet it is not perfect and it needs attention.

This is similar to what happens when feeling ‘in love’ wears off. All those imperfections you couldn’t or wouldn’t see can no longer be ignored, and because your previous picture was so rosy the shock is greater. As someone once put it: it’s not that you now see your loved one warts and all – now you see only the warts. Hangovers and drug-withdrawal leave you feeling awful, love-withdrawal can leave you feeling temporarily that your loved one is awful, even when that is far from the truth.

Of course, you eventually recover from the after effects of an ‘in-love’ phase that has passed, as you do from a hangover. Then you are able to see the other person more realistically, as a normal human being who possesses good and bad qualities and with whom you might want to spend your life.

But some people don’t wish to go through the hangover phase to reach the point of recovery. When the image of perfection is disrupted they want to give up. Sometimes this is the right decision: they can see that the former loved one is not right for them and it would never work. There are, however, occasions when it could have worked had the relationship been given the chance.

More often that not you will continue through the hangover phase into a normal, realistic relationship and start to construct a more fundamental kind of love. This is an important phase in building the foundations of a relationship. Only those who feel that this is a second-best sort of love won’t enjoy the phase. If you believe ‘in love’ should last forever you won’t be able to value what you have.

LOVE ADDICTION

The belief that being ‘in love’ can last still persists. Stories that centre on love relationships usually cut off before the phase has passed – even Romeo and Juliet’s great love-at-first sight encounter would have settled into an everyday relationship given more time.

But the myth is also encouraged by women’s magazines and their features on how to recapture the ‘magic’ or ‘excitement’ in your relationship – specifically sexually. We will be dealing with that in more detail in the section on sex, but there are some general points to be made.

For most people ‘excitement’ and ‘magic’ mean the feelings they experienced during the heady initial stages. Suggesting that these can be recaptured is a con. It can make you feel that you are missing something in your relationship that would be possible to reignite if only you followed the advice.

A relationship can always be improved. You can make it better, more interesting and – yes – more exciting. What you can never do in a mature relationship is recreate the particular kind of excitement you felt when you were first in love. Sex can become better than ever in quality, but it won’t have the special tang, the novelty, of first lust. You can never feel as excited about a person you know really well as you can about a new, mysterious lover with whom you are besotted and about whom there is everything still to discover.

The potential you sense in a new relationship is one of the exciting elements that can never be reintroduced. It is rather like anticipating your holiday on a paradise island by reading the brochure. While the holiday is in the future you can imagine it all to be perfect. The reality will be different. It might be very good indeed but it won’t be paradise: you get sand in your picnic lunch, or painful sunburn, or your flight is delayed seven hours. Even if none of these things happen it still wouldn’t be perfect or paradise: that’s because you are a human being in a real location and life isn’t like that.

In the same way, it is the potential of a relationship to be perfect – to be everything you could possibly wish for – that is exciting. Once the relationship is established you will experience the reality of it: very good, maybe, but not flawless; and neither are its future possibilities so completely unknown.

When you are in love the other person is partly a creation of your imagination, hopes and wishes. When you know the real person well you will have seen him or her laid low with a cold, sometimes irritable and contrary, depressed, or behaving in a way you find ridiculous, or any number of ordinary human failings alongside the good qualities. This knowledge can make you feel a range of emotions, some of them negative but many of them good: humour, pleasure, compassion, tolerance: the deeper, quieter aspects of love. ‘Magic’ and ‘excitement’ are inappropriate and feeling that they can be captured again is often destructive.

Many couples go on to find contentment and happiness together once the love has become ‘real’. But some people, although they continue in the relationship – marrying, having children, building a life together – do so with a sense of disappointment. They don’t put the necessary effort into the relationship to make it better because they feel that they shouldn’t have to work to make a relationship good.

A smaller number of people chase the sensations of being in love forever. Some may never commit themselves to a relationship, but pass on to someone new whenever the feeling of being in love fades. Others may believe they can make a commitment, yet marry many times, thinking that falling in love with someone new is proof that their current marriage has gone wrong. Others may stay married to one person but have a series of affairs.

These people are either looking for that elusive love which will remain romantically heady forever or they are ‘love addicts’, junkies hooked on the sensations of first love, following the same pattern as alcoholics or drug addicts or even those exercise freaks who crave the ‘joggers’ endorphin high. They will have some thrills and fun but ultimate disappointment, especially if they believe in the myth that this is something that can last. The happiness of an altered state of consciousness brought on by love, drugs, drink or exercise can only be temporary. Love that is rooted in reality and that is worked on is the only kind that can bring genuine, lasting contentment.

This chapter has looked at love in general and some common attitudes towards it. Now we must consider how you can apply this to yourself and your own relationships.
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IS THIS IT?

IT IS ALL very well to talk and think about love in theory. It is rather different when you are in love and trying to analyse your own feelings. This chapter is mainly for people who are newly in love and are deciding whether to make a serious commitment, although couples in long-term relationships might also find it useful.

As we saw in the first chapter, new love involves feelings so powerful and all-consuming that it is hard to think about them calmly and sensibly. Something only touched on in the last chapter was the sexual aspect of new love: sometimes it is the main element, and the difficulty is that strong lust can feel exactly the same as love.

This is not very helpful if you are in love and need to know how serious it is and whether you have found the person you should marry. How do you know whether what you are feeling is the ‘real thing’? Does falling in love necessarily mean that you are compatible or that your relationship will work? This chapter attempts to help you answer these questions and looks at how you can spot potential problems (and sort them out) at this stage, using quizzes and tasks.

These quizzes are designed to make you think in a new way about your love. Their outcome can’t predict your future happiness – you need a crystal ball for that. No one can guarantee that your relationship will be ideal or happy. The progress of a relationship involves many factors: how both of you develop and change and how major life events – from having children, to moving home, to your parents dying – affect you individually and as a couple and how you cope with the problems you encounter.

What the quizzes can do is show you things about yourself and your loved one now: what makes you both tick, where you think and feel alike and where you differ. Some of these similarities and differences are more important than others, but all should be thought about before you take the big step of settling down together. By reading this chapter, doing these quizzes and thinking hard about what it all means you are already giving yourself a better chance than most couples have. Relate counsellors are continually saddened by how many couples embark on the most important relationship of their lives knowing so little about each other’s attitudes and expectations.

THE SECRET YOU

This doesn’t mean that most couples rush into marriage without talking to each other. It is more complicated than that. The truth is that many people don’t talk about their attitudes and expectations because they don’t know what they are. This might sound like nonsense, but many of your most basic views on life have been developing since childhood without you thinking about them at all. Because they are a part of you, if ever you do think about them they seem so self-evident and true that you assume everyone else thinks the same way and that they are hardly worth mentioning. Some are so basic you may never put them into words, or they may be different from what you think you believe: they are a secret even from you.

Your early experiences of life in your family will be different in many ways from your loved one’s. Some of those differences may be small, others more considerable, but they will result in differences of attitude that it might not occur to you to talk about.

It is because this process is so gradual and unconscious that it affects you in ways you have little knowledge of or control over. This is most obvious in people from cruel or unhappy backgrounds. As adults they might vow not to behave as their parents did but, mysteriously, they often find themselves doing and saying things that bear a marked similarity to their parents’ actions and attitudes. The daughter who has suffered at the hands of an alcoholic father may find herself marrying an alcoholic husband, and her own children will suffer as she did. The thinking, conscious part of her mind hates the idea of an alcoholic, but ‘something’ makes her go for someone who has the potential to become one. That ‘something’ is what drives us all to be the people we are – it is the unconsciously learnt lessons of our upbringing. In our heads we may think it is wrong, but doing it somehow feels right.

One woman, a housewife and mother who had read extensively about feminism and believed in women’s liberation, made great efforts to teach her son how he should behave in relationships and around the house. She could not understand why he grew up to have traditional attitudes towards his wife, home and children. The conscious part of his mind remembered her words, but she gave out an unspoken message every minute of his life in the way she behaved: waiting on his father and himself hand and foot, shaping in him a deep-down belief that this is how a woman should be. In contrast, the son of a working mother who felt neglected by her when he was young, always consciously chose women who were the complete opposite and who wanted to base their lives at home. After a while he picked fault with these women, found them boring and said he felt trapped, but he had no idea why this should be.



Task

Window on the past

Think about your parents’ relationship and write short sentences to describe it under the following headings:

Love and affection

Did they kiss or show affection to each other in front of you? Were you aware of their sexual relationship?

Anger

Did they quarrel? How much? How did they do so? Did they shout, sulk, nag, hit out? If they never showed anger do you think they didn’t feel it – or kept it in?

Housework

Who did what around the house?

Career

If either or both of your parents worked, how did they feel about their jobs or each other’s? How did you feel about their work?

Crises

Were there any major happenings in their relationship, such as one of them having an affair? Redundancy? Bad reaction to bereavement in the family?

Parents

How did they treat you and your brothers or sisters? Did your mother treat you differently from the way your father did? How did they show you affection? How did they discipline you? Do you think they liked being parents?

Single parent

If you were brought up by a single parent was this because of death or divorce? Did your mother never marry your father? Was he unknown? Did your parent mind being single? Did your parent have other relationships? If your parents were divorced did you take sides? Did you see the absent parent? If one of your parents died how old were you and what do you remember of this? How did the parent you lived with talk about the other one?

There are no right answers to these questions. When you have written down your memories exchange lists with your partner and read what each other has to say and then discuss it. By understanding each other’s family lives you will gain ideas about how and why you perhaps see marriage differently.



All of your ideas about men and women, husbands and wives, parents and children are built up in this way and will affect how you relate to your partner and the sort of life you want to make together.

One very straightforward example is provided by Liz and Matthew, who met as two junior executives in the same firm when they were in their twenties. Matthew fell in love with Liz for many reasons, including the fact that she was as good at her job as he was. When they married he was happy for Liz to go on working, and they even agreed that she would do so after she had children. But Matthew came from a family where the women did not go out to work. Soon after they were married Liz and Matthew started to have rows about the housework. The main burden of it always fell on Liz, and the ‘help’ Matthew gave was limited to the occasional washing-up or running a vacuum-cleaner over the carpet, after which he expected Liz to thank him and admire his handiwork. Consciously Matthew believed in equality, but his background had programmed him to assume that a woman would do all the ‘looking after’ in a relationship.

It’s easy to see how this can happen, and much harder to see the same pattern in your own life or in your partner’s. It does not mean you will necessarily repeat your parents’ experiences, but you are much more likely to be able to construct the kind of life and relationship you think you want if you become aware of these unconscious expectations. Sometimes these expectations only surface much later in a relationship, if you have children, for example, and you become aware that you think your partner is behaving wrongly because of your in-built ideas of how a parent should behave. Or you may have vowed never to divorce because your parents’ own divorce made you so unhappy, but somehow when it comes to a crisis point in your own relationship you take this option rather than working through it.

Because these ideas are below the surface of your mind, when you come to answer the quizzes about your expectations it is important to do so quickly and without much thought. What you need to do is write down your immediate reactions, not what you believe you should think.

But first let us get back to love.

THE REAL THING? 

Love is a feeling, and for precisely this reason it is not easy to translate it into thought or words. The difficulty with your own feelings is that it is hard to see them objectively enough for you to explain or understand them well. When they are very strong, as when you fall in love, it is almost impossible.

When you are newly in love you may not even want to examine your feelings, but if you are thinking about getting married you will be wondering if you can trust the durability of what you are feeling.

Romantic love

There is no mistaking romantic love. Your heart really does beat faster. You can lose your appetite, get butterflies in your stomach, treat every telephone call with your loved one as an important event. It shows in the way you look: your skin glows, your eyes sparkle, you feel a constant current of energy and excitement. Everyone and everything else in your life momentarily reduces in importance. Nothing and no one is as interesting as the person who is making you feel like this.

But, as we saw in the first chapter, this highly-charged state leads to a distorted perception of your loved one and even of yourself. Until this stage passes your love has not left the world of fantasy. Your image of your loved one is so powerful that it is easy to ignore – or simply not see – the ordinary parts of his or her character that perhaps are disappointing or disturbing. In the same way, you yourself feel transformed by love. You want to be a better person – so you present yourself in the best possible light, hiding those parts you don’t want the other to see. For these reasons there is a barrier between you, although it certainly doesn’t feel like it.

Wanting your lover to be the perfect person of your fantasy can cause you to project qualities on to him or her that aren’t actually there, very like the way a film is projected on to a blank screen.

Martin is a case in point. He came to Relate on his own because he was torn between his wife of five years and the woman with whom he had recently fallen in love. His story really started years before when he was eighteen and in love with Judith, a girl his own age. They were deeply in love, and as far as Martin was concerned Judith was perfect. But Martin felt that they were both too young to settle down. She was his first serious girlfriend and he thought he should play the field before committing himself. He duly played the field for two years, and at the end of the time was convinced that Judith was the girl for him. But when he looked her up again she was married to someone else. Within six months Martin too was married, to a girl he met on the rebound and who was the opposite of Judith in every way. They had two children and were moderately happy until Martin came across Samantha.

Samantha could have been Judith’s sister. They looked very alike and had similar personalities. He fell for her immediately and they quickly started an affair. Martin loved his wife and his children but not in the way he loved Samantha. He felt guilty and torn, and hoped that counselling could help him sort himself out.

It was clear very quickly to the counsellor that as far as Martin was concerned Samantha was Judith – indeed Martin often called her Judith by mistake during the counselling sessions. Probing by the counsellor revealed in what respects they were different, but Martin couldn’t see it – or didn’t want to. He was so concerned to recreate the relationship he had had with Judith that he had projected all her qualities on to Samantha. The only problem he could see was the practical one of splitting up his family and hurting people he loved. Counselling couldn’t progress because Martin was unable to face reality.

Romance and reality

The romantic stage is usually a time of courting – you send each other love notes and have long, loving phone calls. You buy each other little presents; he brings flowers, chocolates or other symbols of love.

To many people these romantic gestures ‘mean’ love. They are the visible proof that you are loved and when they go some people feel that love has gone too. This is not, of course, the case, but it can cause trouble when the relationship is progressing to another level, particularly if the courting stops abruptly with marriage.

At some point ordinary sensible thinking must take over so that you can sort out the depth and reality of your feelings. Being sensible is the last thing you want to be when caught up in the sheer pleasure of being in love. As one counsellor says, you should enjoy the feelings as long as they last – so long as you are aware that they can’t last. Another counsellor points out that having a romantic time together to look back on gives you the will to cope with the bad times when they come.

Problems come when you indulge in this essentially unrealistic state and are reluctant to see the real person beyond the fantasy you have developed. One woman who had married a ‘pillar of strength’ could not bear him to show any vulnerability – consequently in years to come, when she was more able to cope, he was unable to share his deepest feelings with her. Counsellors say that some people can be just as blind twenty years into a marriage as they were when they first fell in love, and this has allowed them to live with their partners while never truly knowing them, causing problems to build up over the years. That is why it is important to put the happy, positive feelings to good use and find out as much as you can about each other at this early stage of the relationship.

Romantic love will not tell you whether you are essentially right for each other, which is a more complex issue. There is no foolproof way of telling this but the section and the quizzes on compatibility further on will help.

Quiz



About the house

These are some of the regular things that are involved in living together as a family. Who should do them? Against each item write M (if it should be him) F (if it should be her) or B (if it should be both partners). Both write what you think and discuss any differences of opinion.


	Drawing up shopping lists	Shopping

	Cooking	Washing up

	Hoovering	Sweeping floors

	Washing floors	Cleaning the bathroom

	Cleaning the toilet	Spring-cleaning cupboards

	Cleaning the fridge	Dusting

	Polishing	Sorting washing loads

	Doing the washing	Ironing

	Washing/cleaning major items	Mending clothes

	(curtains, blankets etc)	Making clothes

	Paying household bills	Putting up shelves

	Heavy gardening work	Planning the garden

	Dealing with plumbing/electrics	Clearing gutters

	Choosing the car	Maintaining the car

	Household budgeting	Cleaning the windows

	Decorating decisions	Painting

	Wallpapering	Changing the baby’s nappy

	Washing baby’s nappies	Choosing baby’s clothes





LOVE AND EXPERIENCE

Your own experiences of falling in love are also important in determining how realistic or lasting your feelings are.

Of course this means it is most difficult to assess your feelings when you fall in love for the first time. Teenagers who fall passionately in love are rightly annoyed when they are told that it is not the real thing. What they are feeling is perfectly real and may be even stronger for being the first time. Usually it doesn’t last long – it can be over in a matter of days or weeks. In retrospect they themselves are as likely as anyone else to dismiss it as ‘not really love’.

Teenagers often find it hard to remember what it was they saw in the first love – or the first few – as their tastes change and mature so fast. Many young people find that part of the intoxication they feel is the pleasure and excitement of being loved. Finding that someone thinks you’re wonderful and is in love with you makes you feel gloriously special – powerful at any time, and particularly when you are young. Some people go on to marry their first love, or their first serious love, while they are in their teens or early twenties and still in the long process of growing up. Some of these relationships last, but many break up as they find that within a few years they have turned into very different people.

Each time you fall in love you have a better sense of how reasonably rooted





Task






THE TEST OF TIME












THE BACKBONE OF LOVE





Talking point












COMPATIBILITY


What makes you compatible?





What will happen if you are not compatible?







Task






The attraction of opposites





Does compatibility now mean happiness later?


LIVING TOGETHER





Why live together rather than marry?





How good a test of compatibility is it?





Talking point










How different is it from marriage?









The decision to marry




After marriage
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When you live together for years




Dealing with problems




Crises and living together
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