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Introduction

We all know what it is like to fall in love. Even if it has never actually happened to you, you’ve read the books, seen the films, heard the music. It is seen in the West as the best thing that can happen between two people. We all know, however, if we have been there, that that is not the end of the story.

When you are in love, you can feel more real and alive than ever before, but you can’t stay there. Sooner or later the enchantment wears off and your critical faculties return. You wake up to the fact that you don’t really know this other person with whom you have fallen into partnership. What happens next?

Making a new map 

It is the beginning of a long journey. You have no choice about whether or not to set out on the road, for we are all linked with other people in one way or another, and if you engage with others you will inevitably run into difficulties. You do have a choice, however, about how far and how fast you want to travel. Our parents and grandparents gave us maps and guidelines, however incomplete and contradictory; since then the signposts have been moved and the landscape itself has changed. We are tackling new questions in our relationships these days. We want less compromise, more intimacy and more truth, partnerships in which neither person takes power, and neither gives it away. For this new country, we have to make new maps for ourselves.

Falling in Love is an attempt to make such a map. At the core of it is The Courage to Love, the book we wrote together in 1996. For this new edition, it has been substantially revised and expanded. Throughout Falling in Love there are exercises that enable you to try out for yourself some of the techniques and skills you will need on your relationship journey. They are based on hard experience rather than on wishful thinking; not on how we think people should be, but on how we actually are. The experience we have drawn upon is our own and that of the thousands of people who have passed through Malcolm’s workshops or been in therapy with him since the late 1970s.

From Malcolm comes the primary inspiration and the wealth of experience in the field of psychotherapy. Hereafter, ‘I’ refers to Malcolm. However, this is a joint creation, and it speaks for us both. Most of the writing is Su’s, the stories are Malcolm’s and the book has been created from a shared vision. Our orientation is heterosexual, and this is reflected in the way we write. However, we are dealing here with issues that are common to all human relationships. Having acknowledged some of our limitations, we hope that, at least some of the time, we will be able to move beyond them.

People come into therapy with their pain, rage, grief and guilt, and they ask the same questions again and again. Where did it go wrong? Why don’t my relationships last? How can I learn to relate better? What happened to the love that was between us? In Falling in Love we look at some of the places where relationships go wrong, and at what getting them right might look like.

There are no prescriptions here, for each of us ultimately has to find our own way, but there are guidelines, and there are some signposts and some well-trodden roads. Apart from drawing on our own experience, we have also drawn upon the wisdom of people living in other times and other cultures, for one thing is certain: we need new role models for relationship in these changing times, and we have to find them for ourselves.

Why bother?

The journey of relationship is a long and perilous one, fraught with many disappointments, dead ends, frustration and pain. So why should we put ourselves through all that suffering? Why not choose, as more and more people do these days, to live alone, without close ties to anyone? Or why not do as many of our parents did – and as most of us still do to some extent – and compromise, treading softly around each other, trading passion for security?

The answer to this question has many layers. The surface layer is that it hurts to be alone. We all have needs for companionship, support, intimacy and shared experiences. In order to be alone, you must deny those needs. And when you are in relationship, you find that it also hurts to compromise. Deep in all of us there is a yearning to meet and be met, to let down the barriers and find union. It is fear, in one or other of its guises, that holds us back.

So, just as pain drives us to withdraw and put up barriers, it also drives us to keep trying. Here is the key to the second layer. Why bother with relationships? It is because, as living beings, we have an inbuilt urge to grow, to realise ourselves more fully. This is with us from birth until death, and resisting it causes us pain. Relating to others, especially on an intimate level, stimulates the process of growth like nothing else. Here is where we are challenged, made to confront our own bad habits and expand our horizons. Relationships provide us with an essential key to self-transformation precisely because they give us so much trouble. It is through our mistakes and disasters that we are forced to grow.

When we have agreements with those close to us that relationships can work in this way, they can become one of the most potent tools for transformation available in our times. How can this be? It is because within an intimate relationship, we can create a safe environment to explore all those parts of ourselves that have been stunted, stifled and buried since childhood. Moreover, we can go beyond that and open up the immense potential that is within us. If we are willing to undertake the whole journey with another, the potential for alchemy – the transmutation of lead into gold – is there.

Here is the key to yet another layer of potential in relationships; one that you get a glimpse of when you fall in love, and perhaps at a few other exceptional moments in your life. When you enter into partnership with another who is willing to embrace the same perspective, the same commitment to find a way through the tangle of fears and neuroses that prevent you from touching each other, then you can co-create magic. It is probably the most amazing adventure you can undertake.

In Falling in Love we take a look at some of the basic skills you need to equip yourself for this adventure. They are not particularly complicated, nor in any way esoteric. They involve willingness to change, commitment to stay with the process of change as it unfolds and the resolution to keep practising.

The quest for aliveness has become my life’s work, and I believe that our relationships offer us a wonderful opportunity to confront in ourselves all that keeps us from it. My own commitment is to try to stay conscious in my relationships, to be willing to grow and change, and to let go of whatever no longer works well.

Throughout Falling in Love I use stories to illustrate the points being made and to show how the people I describe have found ways to make changes in their lives. They are all true; only names and some other details have been changed to preserve confidentiality. I have chosen to present them in this way because doing so provides a window into the lives and experience of other people at a level that you would ordinarily never see, except perhaps at rare moments with your closest friends.

You will find your own life mirrored here. As Jacob Moreno, the founder of Psychodrama, (a therapeutic discipline which uses action methods, role training and group dynamics to facilitate constructive change in the lives of participants), said, ‘We are all more alike than we are different.’ If you are moved by any of these stories, if they put you in touch with your own emotions or present you with new insights, they will have served their purpose. Take what speaks to you, and use it as you will.

The exercises

Scattered throughout Falling in Love are exercises to be tried out on your own or with your partner. You can choose to do as many or as few as you like, and do them in any order, although they are arranged here in a logical progression. My invitation to you is to have a go. If you are reading this book because you and your partner really do want to work on your relationship, what have you got to lose? If you’re not in a relationship and have a sneaking suspicion that there might be a few things you still have to learn, try out the ones you can do on your own. Of course, you can read the book without turning the spotlight on yourself at all, but you’ll get a lot more out of it if you do.

A FEW GROUND RULES

Before you start, there are some basic rules that you need to establish between you and your partner. These are as follows:

1. THE RELATIONSHIP ‘CONTRACT’ 

This applies not just to doing these exercises, but also to the whole pattern of your lives together. It states that in any given encounter what you are aiming for is a ‘win-win’ situation. In other words, neither of you is trying to prove the other wrong, or come out on top, or have the last word. This isn’t always easy, especially if there are deeply rooted problems between you that have grown over the years, but if you can’t agree to this contract, don’t do the exercises. Instead, you need outside help to work through your ‘stuff’; a couples’ counsellor or mediator of some sort. That is another story.

If you try to do exercises like these without truly wanting a win-win result, you will dig yourselves deeper into the mire. Remember, the whole point of being in a relationship is to enhance your life – and that means both your lives. The aim is to come through to a place where you can have good times together, and not spend too much time analysing your relationship and reading books like this! Win–win means exactly what it says; both of you get what you really want out of it.

2. TIME AND PLACE

The second ground rule is about how and where you do the exercises. Choose your time and place with care; these exercises are about honouring your relationship and trying to take it deeper, so do it as if you mean it. Choose a time when you are not too tired, too stressed or upset; it’s no good trying to sort all this out when you’re in the middle of a flaming row. Make sure you won’t be disturbed by children, phone calls or anything else.

Drinking a little alcohol before the exercises is fine, but you shouldn’t be drunk or stoned, or hungry for that matter (low blood sugar can play havoc with your ability to think straight!). Decide in advance how long you will give it, and have in mind what you will move into afterwards, even if it’s only going to bed; it can be very important to put boundaries on this type of intense focusing.

Choose your place carefully, too. If it is your normal living room, make it special by tidying up, covering up the television or computer, and maybe lighting candles – whatever it takes to turn it into a temple for this time. Have fun with it; if you could create the ideal place to hold your relationship, what would it look like? Try out different things at different times, but always be comfortable.

3. ACTIVE LISTENING

The third rule is to listen to your partner with full attention while they are speaking. Listen with your heart; don’t judge, plan what you’ll say in response or get caught up in your own reactions to what you’re hearing. This is not your time. Don’t interrupt, even to agree. If you like, you can have a ‘speaking object’, which could be anything from a stone or an ornament to a favourite stuffed toy. Whoever holds the speaking object can speak, and the other – or others – will listen.

Active listening is an art in itself, and essential for learning if you want to succeed in relationships, because a great deal of healing takes place simply in the process of being heard. If you truly feel heard by your partner, you become calmer and stronger; you don’t have to strive for attention. The issue you’re talking about may not get resolved – a lot of relationship issues are not really resolvable anyway – but the act of hearing and being heard is an act of true intimacy, and intimacy is what you are after. If you achieve it, the hunger to sort things out grows less, because sorting things out is only a step towards intimacy.

4. THANK EACH OTHER

The fourth rule, when each of you has taken your turn to speak and be heard, is to find a way to thank each other. You can do this with a hug, some eye contact and the spoken or unspoken message that you love and respect each other. If you’ve been moved by what your partner has said, let them know. If you have realised how you’ve been helping to create distance between you, acknowledge it. Do not, however, get into a big discussion. There should be no justifying and no explaining – that would only start another cycle of conflict. Leave it at that, and move on.

5. LET GO AND MOVE ON

A huge part of the art of relationships is learning to let go of things. Wanting to be right, wanting to win, is death to good relating, as we have seen. Speak with passion, listen with love, then let it go. The issue on which you disagree may come up again; that doesn’t matter. Part of building trust and safety is learning that after going into sensitive areas like this, you will come together in love. Letting skeletons out of the closet will bring you closer, not divide you. So the fifth rule is that at the end of an exercise, you will step away from it.

6. DON’T BETRAY CONFIDENCES

The sixth rule is a big one. Whatever is said or done during these exercises is confidential, which means that unless the other person gives their permission you do not talk about what goes on to anyone else. This is essential if you are to build an atmosphere of trust and safety. In a group of friends, a lot of gossip goes around. Most of it is harmless, but it can be undermining, and if your friend or your partner has talked to you about sensitive issues, they need to know that it will go no further.

7. TAKE IT EASY! 

The seventh and final rule is to take it lightly. This may sound ridiculous when you are struggling with really tough stuff – and relating is one of the hardest things we try to do – but somehow, you need to keep a sense of perspective. Remember that you are aiming for a good relationship at the end of it all, and part of a good relationship is knowing its limits. As Lebanese poet, philosopher and artist Kahlil Gibran said in The Prophet, ‘Let there be spaces in your togetherness’.

Bring laughter into your interactions; entertain each other. Watch sitcoms together. The trials of partnership are one of the staples of comedy. This doesn’t belittle the agonies and the dreariness that you may encounter, but it is a wise and creative way to do some healing.


Chapter 1
Falling in Love

It does not much signify whom one marries as one is sure to find next morning that it is someone else.

Samuel Rogers, English poet, 1763–1855

In the beginning …

Relationships begin with falling in love. This, at least, is the expectation that we grow up with. You’ll explore a little, go out with a few girls or boys, and sooner or later the magic will happen. That’s how you’ll know that this is the one for you, the one with whom everything is possible. Perfect sex, no more loneliness. Through the mists of ‘happily ever after’ can be glimpsed the beautiful wedding, the shared home, the children. You see yourselves caring for each other, growing old together, knowing your place in the world because you have this one, intimate, no-holds-barred relationship where you love, and are loved, without reservation.

How many people do you know who actually do live happily ever after? Take a look at your own relationships. Look at your friends, your parents, the rich and the famous whose stories scream for attention from every magazine stand. Which are the ones that survive the difficult times, and which come to grief? The plain truth is that the way a relationship begins, however much in love the happy couple may be, is a pretty poor predictor of its long-term prospects. An arranged marriage is more likely to last, in fact. What we do know for certain is that the state of being ‘in love’ does not last. Sooner or later, the passion begins to subside and the magic wears off. What happens next? And if romantic love is not really about making relationships, then what is it about?

In this chapter we take a look at what the real meaning of romantic love may be, and what you can learn from it – about yourself, and about the people you choose as partners. What is being in love actually like? If it isn’t a good doorway to relationship, what is the point of it? The journey begins with your own experience; only after a close look at yourself can you move on to consider the Other, the object of your love. How do you choose, and what does your choice have to show you? Through becoming more aware and awake, how can you make the most of being in love, whether you take it forwards into a relationship or not?


A love story: Mick and Anna

Mick and Anna first met by phone, after a mutual friend decided to play matchmaker. Their conversation went well; they were both ready to find the other attractive and it was exciting to play with possibilities in this way. The next step was to exchange letters, and Mick describes how ‘Anna wrote one and a half pages, very elegant and precise. I loved her writing and the way she expressed herself.’ He laughs. ‘I replied with thirty-six pages of drivel. I just poured it all out! She liked that, too, my spontaneity and openness.’ By the time they were actually able to meet face to face, they were already well on the way to falling in love.

Their first meeting more than fulfilled their hopes and expectations. They began a very passionate affair, and after a couple of months Mick moved into Anna’s house. There is a kind of selective blindness about falling in love; you simply ignore or dismiss any potential problems. It is the most powerful spin factory on Earth. Your differences get fed into the mutual admiration machine instead of being stumbling blocks. Anna thus enjoyed Mick’s ability to flow with his feelings, while Mick loved her ability to condense, to analyse what she felt and express it clearly and economically.

Would you be surprised to hear that it was these differing qualities that led to their break-up? As the first intensity of the love between them began to wane, they settled into partnership. What brought them to grief, as so often happens, was the way they handled conflict. After an argument Anna would want to talk about what had happened, to try to understand how they had got into difficulties, resolve any hurt feelings and learn from the experience. Mick’s way of dealing with arguments, on the other hand, was to let go of the emotional tangle and move on, meeting each new situation afresh.

Anna and Mick both began to be frustrated by the attitude of the other. Anna felt that Mick was avoiding the issues between them and trying to bury any unpleasantness under the carpet. Mick felt that she was simply giving the conflict fresh energy, dwelling on things that were better forgotten, and sabotaging what was happening in the present.

Anna and Mick could not find a way to resolve the problem. It became a huge issue between them, and what they had formerly admired in each other now became hateful. Mick saw Anna as obsessive, neurotic, endlessly wanting to pick things to pieces and unable simply to be. Anna was enraged by what she saw as Mick’s refusal to deal with trouble – his avoidance of responsibility and rejection of opportunities to deepen their intimacy. By a slow and painful road they came to the point where they felt that they could no longer live together in love, so they split up.



Anna and Mick’s story has a lot of things to show us. It begins with what I often think must be the ultimate con-trick, the way in which romantic love alters your perceptions so that everything about your beloved seems delightful – often to the horror of your friends, who can’t borrow the rose-coloured spectacles.

Mick and Anna were the same people at their parting as they had been when they met. Held by the transcending power of love, they had moved into deep intimacy, and all the potential barriers to union had simply dissolved away. This place is no illusion. When you are there, you can feel more intensely real and alive than ever before. But you can’t stay there. Sooner or later you fall back into yourself. If the tide of love has swept you into partnership, into living with another, perhaps having children or working together, then you have to learn how to engage on the everyday level as well, day by day, task by task, misunderstanding by misunderstanding.

Here is where a relationship truly begins. Here is where you need to muster all the skills at your command and start to learn new ones. You need to find support. You need to forgive your partner, and yourself, for being human.

Sometimes, of course, it becomes blindingly obvious as the glamour drops away that there is no chance of developing a partnership. More often, however, things are not so cut and dried. Mick and Anna chose to split up, but I believe that if they had wanted to they could have found a way through. This is where support from others is so essential, so that when you get stuck in head-on confrontation, as they did, someone else is available to offer a new perspective, another way of looking at things. There is always another way.


Exercise 1

How do my friends see me?

This is a useful exercise to do when you and your partner are stumbling over issues like these – but do it before you get to the point where you hate each other!

Each of you needs to find five friends willing to play the game. They should be people you can trust, who will not give you false praise, but won’t tear you apart either. Choose wisely!

STEP 1 

Meet with these five friends one by one, and ask them to give you honest and loving feedback about how they see you. If necessary, some of the meetings could be by phone or even email, but try to make most of them face to face. Here are the questions to ask:

What do you particularly like about me? What do you see as my strengths?

What do you find difficult about me? What do you see as my weaknesses?

What does everyone think about me?

While your friends are talking, just listen. Afterwards, thank them, but do not start to analyse what they said or defend yourself. If any of these friends is up for it, you can return the favour by answering their questions in turn. Remember: this is not about picking your friendship to pieces. It is about getting honest reflections of yourself that you can work on.

STEP 2 

Get together with your partner in private at a time and place where you both feel comfortable and you will not be disturbed. Take it in turns to talk about what your friends have said – especially about the more difficult points. So, for example, you might say, ‘X says he finds it really annoying that I’m always late when we arrange to meet.’ Only talk about yourself, not about your partner. Your partner will listen, and thank you, but will make no other comment. This is not about scoring points off each other!

If it goes well, and you both try for honesty, you will learn a lot. Normally, when your partner nags you about untidiness, or spending too much money, or whatever else they find difficult about you, you can ignore them, get defensive, or go on the attack with complaints of your own about them. But if two or three of your friends have also picked up on the same issues, maybe you really do have a problem. Take a look at it. Whatever it is, however trivial it may seem to you, it is getting in the way of your closest relationships. Do you really want that? Maybe you can do something about it.

Your partner, meanwhile, will hear his or her own concerns about you mirrored in what your friends say. This can be a huge relief; to know that others feel it too means that you are not neurotic or unreasonable, that you are not alone. And because your partner is hearing you admit these things yourself, face to face, and then doing the same thing in return, there are no points to be scored. Neither of you is perfect, but neither of you is alone and friendless either. Along with the less pleasant feedback will come some really positive comments that will surprise and delight you. Make sure you take those on board as well.



In saying this, I do not want to imply that it is necessarily better to try to make a relationship work. In a lot of ways, falling in love is an end in itself. You have the choice, then, whether to explore your relationship or not. Doing so offers you the opportunity – it opens a door that you might otherwise be too scared to open for yourself.

What lies beyond that door is the subject matter of the rest of this book. For now I want to focus on what being in love means to you as an individual, not as a way of engaging with another person, but as an experience in itself. If you can disentangle yourself from your preoccupation with the beloved, the state of being in love has some valuable insights to offer.

The love experience

Falling in love is an immensely powerful process; it could be the strongest emotional experience of your entire life. To be in love is to step into an altered state of consciousness, better than anything drugs or alcohol can do for you. You feel intensely alive, aware of your connections with the world around you, and full of wonder at its beauty. The barriers are down, your separateness is lost, and through union with the beloved, you feel complete, no longer alone.

A person who is in love has moved the centre of their being so that it now lies between the lover and the beloved. Such a person is in a state of ecstasy, a word whose root comes from the Greek ex-stasis, or standing outside oneself.

Human beings have a deep need to experience ecstasy, and in the past we have most often found our way there in a spiritual or religious context. It is no accident that people often describe being in love in mystical or spiritual terms. It seems that as the place of ecstatic experience at the heart of spiritual life has been lost or suppressed, so its place in the realm of relationships – in romantic love – has become much more important to us. We have a longing to stand outside ourselves, to lose our separateness and to merge with the divine, and this longing will find expression in one way or another. If the path of spirit is not open to us, it will seek us out wherever we are most vulnerable, wherever the walls of our personal castles can be breached. Hence, when we fall in love, we encounter the divine indirectly.

Romantic love: the peak experience?

It’s hardly surprising, then, that we place enormous emphasis on falling in love. In the relationship stakes, this is seen as the peak experience, and for its sake we will justify huge upheavals in our lives; leaving established relationships, moving house or changing jobs, becoming estranged from parents and families.

One client of mine left her husband and two young children, in secure financial circumstances, to live with a man who turned out to be frequently drunk and physically abusive. Even after she had more than once felt that her life itself was in danger, it was almost two years before she finally left him. When I asked her what it was that she saw in this man, she smiled wryly and said, ‘He wrote poetry. I thought it was wonderful.’

The need to be with the beloved can be so imperative that it overrides everything else. If you cannot or do not choose to go with it, you suffer intensely. It also makes you horribly vulnerable. Your happiness now depends on the actions and responses of another person, and alongside the blissfulness of being in love lie the torments of jealousy, the agony of not being loved in return and the heartache of separation. If this is where you feel most alive, then it is also where you may suffer the most intense pain.

What is really going on?

This leads back to the question of what romantic love has to offer you in terms of relationship. It is certainly not a way of ensuring that you live happily ever after, unless you are exceptionally lucky. Being in love requires a temporary suspension of critical faculties. The qualities that you see – or imagine you see – in another person, that lead you into falling in love with them, may be quite different from those needed to sustain a mature relationship. In addition, more often than not what you are seeing has more to do with your own projections than with the reality of another human being. This is the next area that we need to explore.

‘The course of true love…’

Do you really think your beloved is someone you could spend your life with? When you’re in the thick of it, it’s hard to accept that you may have fallen in love with your own fantasies, but let’s take a closer look.

Think about the circumstances in which you fall in love. For one thing, you don’t tend to fall in love with people whom you already know well. There is a glamour about the beloved, a sense of mystery and potential, that does not sit well with old acquaintance. The mundane realities of the lives of people you already know tend to get in the way of the love experience rather than being an integral part of it, and this in itself might alert you – if you were not so deeply in love – to what is really going on.

Likewise, there is the apparent paradox that romantic love has a way of lasting longer if it is not consummated, or not returned. Such situations can include loving someone who cannot or will not return that love; loving without being sexual, in the way of old-fashioned courtship or the medieval tradition; or loving with limits of a different sort, as in a long-term affair in which the lovers choose not to live together because of other
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