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AUTHOR'S NOTE

The anecdotes and case summaries are drawn from my experience as a therapist, yet no individual is recognizable. Through the use of composites and substitutions I have protected the identities of those who have shared with me both professionally and socially. Any resemblance between the characters in this book and any persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. The techniques to which I refer in this book have been used in my practice as a therapist for several years and with scores of clients.
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When I refer to my writing or work, I often slip and accidentally say things like, “We felt” or “We discovered.” It's not that I speak in the royal “we, ” but that I know that although only my name is listed as author, there have been so many who have contributed to this work through helping me develop as a person and writer as well as assisting directly with this work.

My dearest Michal, I could not recognize myself without you. I thank you not only for your unconditional love, intoxicating passion, enlightening life lessons, exceptional mothering of our children, and warm energy to help others, but for allowing yourself to be one with me—to look beyond you or me and work to find an “us” that travels wherever we decide to go together, forever. I am proud to be your partner. I love you with everything I am. Thank you.

I've always felt it peculiar to thank one's parents; how could what they've done for you be summed up in words? Yet I must thank you, Mom and Dad, for a lifetime of love and support. Growing up in this world has been a joyous experience that has allowed me to search for who I am. You offered me consistent love, warmth, and undying energy while respecting me enough to allow me to find my way, always letting me know you'd be there for me at every step. I am eternally grateful and will hopefully carry on your trait of giving and loving others.

My in-laws, Stuart and Rochelle, Mom and Dad, have shown me love in so many ways. You've given of your time and energy and have offered support and help in everything I do. The looks on your faces always tell me how much you care and I love spending time with you. You're always on call, whether to read through hundreds of pages of material within two days or to celebrate our happiest moments together. Thanks for always laughing so heartily at my jokes, even when I know they're not very good.

I have been blessed again and again with wonderful children. To Yehuda, Esther, Mikey, Pacey, and Danny, thank you for your love. You are so young yet so loving, warm, and wise. Thank you for your excitement over my work and the pride you take in what I do. Thanks for understanding when I'm overtired. I love you so much. I like you so much. You have enriched my life and my marriage to Mom. Your smiles are contagious, your curiosity is enlightening, your hugs offer peace, and your love makes me feel like the most special person on earth. I love you.

My editor, Betsy Rapoport, you have meant more to me professionally than you know. You believed in me, worked with me to develop this book, and have offered me a respect that has filled me with confidence and greater hope for helping others. Thank you for your positive outlook, upbeat nature, quick humor, and great discussions about my work, which have helped me better express myself. Even though we will never “do coffee, ” I deeply appreciate your help and friendship. Thank you for the energy you put into this book. You've made me look good once again.

I have yet to call my brother Craig any time of the day or night and ever have him say to me that he cannot talk right then. You're so kind and you don't even know it. Thank you for your brotherly love and advice. You give so much, take so little, and make it all look so easy. Thank you, Jeff, for always being a phone call away and letting me know that you care so very much. It means a great deal to me. And to Steve and Rich, who take such pride in my work and have opened so many personal doors for me in the past, and to my ever supportive brother-in-law David Smith, thank you for being so happy for me when things go right and letting me know you care when life gets confusing. Thanks to you guys for making me always feel like I'm part of the team.

My sister-in-law is the sister I never had, Jill Simons-Smith. You've done it again. From reviewing this book to traveling to the ends of the earth to speak on my behalf, you are always there to help and show that you care. Thanks, Sis.

Tina Constable, Katherine Beitner, and Rhoda Dunn, my P.R. friends at Crown. Thank you for your energy, excitement, and constant hard work to help me get my message out. Your creativity and professionalism is much appreciated.

Stephanie Higgs, who dealt with countless details large and small, and copyeditor, Mary Anne Stewart, who made great suggestions for the book and made it more pleasant to read, thanks to you, and to the many others at Crown Publishing Group that continue to work so hard to help me help others.

Greg Aunapu, although I'm sure you are surprised to show up in these acknowledgments, I thank you for that lunch we shared together when you said to me, “Stop talking about it already and just write it!” Thank you for reviewing my original proposal for this work as well as your friendship.

Jon Gordon, as always, thanks for your ever-supportive friendship, interest in my work, and helpful discussions about Secret #2.

Diane Debrovener, thanks for reviewing my entire manuscript and offering solid, helpful suggestions. I've always appreciated your talent for seeing a large body of work and making it flow as though it was a one-page poem.

Barry and Ami, thank you for your friendship and patient attempt to teach me golf and so many other things.

As always, thank you Bonnie.

Rabbi Tzvi Hersh Weinreb, Ph.D., Rabbi Yochanan Zweig, and Rabbi Joseph Rottenberg, thanks for taking the time to review certain chapters and offering me much appreciated feedback.

A special thanks to each of our very special Golden Couples who took the time and energy to share such personal information because they wanted to help others. Each of you are shining examples of the beauty marriage offers. We will learn a lot from you.

To the One who makes everything possible.
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INTRODUCTION

Secret #1
Commitment is the glue of marriage. Insulate and protect your marriage against emotional infidelity by avoiding friendships with members of the opposite sex.

Secret #2
Codependence is a necessary ingredient for a great marriage. Spouses must need each other.

Secret #3
Spouses need clear, realistic goals and a specific plan of how to achieve those goals.

Secret #4
Like any strong working partnership, marriage needs welldefined roles for each spouse.

Secret #5
Acceptance is about appreciating, not settling.

Secret #6
Your marriage has to come first—before jobs, kids, anything else. Your unconscious assumptions are holding you back from putting in the effort.

Secret #7
Your childhood has a great deal to do with your ability to enjoy a great marriage. The more you understand this connection, the better marriage you will have.

Secret #8
Great sex comes not from great sexual skill but from sharing your deepest, shyest self while trusting your partner.

Secret #9
Your marriage comes before your child. But your child is one of your best tools for creating a great marriage.

Secret #10
Time is on your side. A great marriage has many stages and takes years to develop properly.

Bonus Secret #11
Focus energy on creating a healthy relationship with your spouse's parents.

ENDNOTES





For my better half and soulmate, Michal.

Thank you for your love, wisdom, warmth, and magic.

There is that moment

When I am at peace

When I clearly see the love in my childhood

When I face the sadness of life and the loss of loved ones

When I am one with the wind and leaves

When I am rooted, deeply rooted

When I don't fear

When I don't hurt

When I smile eternally

When I know I can never be alone again, even after the moment

There is that moment

That I am with you, my dearest Michal.

Thank you for a lifetime full of moments.
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The first bond of society is marriage.

—Cicero



Love is powerful, magical, and hopeful. We wish for it, dream of it, and expect it. When we find it, our lives become saturated with meaning. Our hearts and bodies delight in its dance. We see only sunrises, flowers, and hope.

Then we get married.

It isn't the institution of marriage that's flawed. Rather, it is our culture's perspectives that need mending. Marriage's most fundamental needs have been cast aside for trendier concepts. Those who have found love and have kept their marriages secure and meaningful have a simple secret that the rest don't know, don't understand, and don't even want to consider; it takes a 110 percent effort. I don't mean to imply that it's painful or painstaking effort. It's an effort of tremendous focus, a loving focus designed to help you nurture and connect with your soulmate. It's about energy, the very heart and soul of love. Put all you've got into your marriage and you'll have it all, everything you could realistically hope for and even more than you could ever imagine.
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I've spent more than fourteen years helping couples in marital therapy and audiences in my marital seminars learn the secrets of changing their focus and working hard to develop great marriages. I've even done the same as I've helped thousands of families in the throes of divorce. Couples have looked at me with desperation, sadness, and utter confusion about how to salvage their marriage. The details varied, but they all voiced similar problems. I bet you share some of them:


	You have horrible fights that often begin over small issues. You can't discuss any item, large or small, unless you both see eye to eye on it.


	One of you feels the other is angry and insensitive.


	You have little or no sex. When you do have sex, it's unfulfilling and often just the wife's way of “appeasing” her husband.


	You've grown apart. You don't feel like you have much in common anymore and have generally gone your separate ways emotionally.


	One of you feels controlled by the other.


	One or both of you are simply no longer attracted to the other. You see yourselves more as casual friends than as lovers.


	You feel your partner has become a stranger. You no longer truly know each other.


	You vehemently disagree on childrearing issues.


	You resent past treatment by your spouse so much that you can't get past it and go on in your marriage.




I've helped countless couples with these issues turn their marriages around and create a successful, loving marriage by using the guidelines and techniques in this book. In these pages, I'll present to you my ten-week plan for a great marriage. However, you won't have to wait ten weeks to see results. Your marriage will change immediately once you start to read this book. Many of the couples I counsel find their marriages changing even one hour after hearing the concepts that follow.

Why am I so confident that you can change your marriage? Because I've seen it happen so many times before. When couples voice their heartfelt marital issues to me, they do so with extreme frustration. They often come to my office or my seminars with no hope. Yet I never share their desperation. In fact, I am filled with hope because, as lost as they seem, one or both of them have the most important ingredient for making a marriage work: the desire to change. One or both want it to work even if they have no clue how to accomplish this seemingly impossible task. It is that desire that will turn things around immediately. It is that desire that I cultivate to help every couple develop a plan for a great marriage. Whatever your marriage may be suffering from, the fact that you are reading these words tells me you want better. That's all you need to start the process of focus and working hard at making your marriage a more loving and meaningful one.

I recognize that the concept of marital work may be dangerous to the sale of a book. One of my dear friends warned me that it sounded like I would be asking a lot of people. After all, it's normal for us to want the easy ride. We want to hear how we can have an incredible marriage and raise our kids with little effort, how to make a million dollars while sitting home and eating chocolate cake (and lose weight too). You probably already lead a complicated, energy-sapping life. Now you have to hear some marriage counselor tell you how much more energy you have to put into your marriage?

Yet I have found, and want to share, the answers, as I know that a great marriage takes work. However, I'm not going to ask you to change who you are as much as request you to change your focus. Changing your attitude and focusing your energy into the right marital experiences will transform your marriage immediately. It has to, because it will change the dynamics of your relationship. Relationships can't stay still when somebody is pushing forward. Believe me when I tell you that just making the commitment to put forth the effort to create a great marriage will change your relationship forever. As you follow the “blueprint” outlined in this book, you'll notice changes immediately that will give you renewed confidence that you and your mate can create a great marriage, one beyond your expectations.

What Is a Great Marriage?

Marriage doesn't belong on a scale that can weigh effort, warmth, or love. It tugs at our deeper selves, offering us a hopeful belief that marriage is more than a union to procreate, create a friendship, or fit into the culture. Its potential reaches beyond what any one of us can explain. The closeness of spirit, the intimacy, the sense that you've known each other forever and then some, that you've somehow been completed as a person, defy simple explanations about love. We may not understand it, nor do we have to. But all of us want to feel it—all of it.

I'm not a dreamer. I understand the reality of life, and much of my book is about helping you have realistic expectations of love. But at the same time, I've had the most meaningful experiences in helping to change so many marriages from bored, loveless, or anger-filled relationships to loving, meaningful ones. I've witnessed the incredible power of love, faith, and hope that can change a marriage within days. There is nothing more wonderful than having two people decide to allow love to take over. It's a magical yet simple step. I've also worked to create my own great marriage, and it continues to be emotionally intoxicating. I believe that marriage is both magical and achievable—but only if we put in the commitment of great loving energy and focus, not because we simply expect it to happen because we're in love. When I speak in this book of the positive relationship I have with my own spouse, remember that it came because of years of great emotional energy put into reaching such a goal. And my marriage continues happily with the same focus on love. What I offer you is straight talk about a successful plan I developed from my experience working with struggling couples and from my heart to give you that same dream made reality.

There is no explanation for how love changes us. There is no reason for you to feel better just because your lover held you close without offering any concrete solution to your problem. But you do. There is no reason that life looks more colorful today than ever before just because you have love in your life. But it does. Love is important to every human being. It is the breath of life. It is the reason why life continues to be created.

Don't Be Satisfied with a “Decent” Marriage

I don't believe in “okay, ” “decent, ” or “solid” marriages. I'm against them. I believe in the human spirit and its need and ability to offer and receive love. I believe only in great marriages, and that you should expect and reach for no less. You may have picked up this book because you have a “poor” marriage, or just a decent one. You may be thinking, “Gary, I'd be happy if I could just get through tomorrow without a fight with my spouse. A great marriage? Now you're talking ‘Welcome to Fantasy Island.’ I know the look. It's the one I see in my private practice daily. The couple in front of me wants relief from pain and struggles. They can't even consider what a great marriage might be. It seems too far beyond reach. The problem is that it doesn't work to simply put forth a little more effort with the hopes of changing your marriage from poor to decent. It doesn't work to try to find loopholes and rationalizations for why you shouldn't have to put too much energy into your marriage. It doesn't work to say, “Okay, we just won't talk about this anymore, ” or “We promise to stop fighting, ” assuming that once that happens, love will just fall into place. Love will fall all right, but not into any place near you.

Why commit yourself to mediocrity? Why focus only on “fixing what's broken” instead of striving for great? Relationships feed off the energy between two people who are trying to be close. Put in only half-hearted energy, and you'll get only half-hearted results. It's not about just doing the right thing as much as it's about trying to do as much as you can. That is why so many marital techniques fail. Changing just a part of your life, doing a little tweaking, or learning how to say something just right isn't going to make the difference. However, showing your spouse how important this relationship is to you by making a significant effort to love more and more does make the difference. By following the blueprint laid out in this book, you and your spouse will learn to develop a great and unique marriage. This plan will work because it will help you focus needed energy into your marriage, and it will send all the right messages about how important love is in your life.

Countless spouses have told me that they are no longer in love. “Can you find the love again after it's gone?” they ask in frustration. And although these suffering spouses can't see it, the answer is yes. I ask these couples to work toward creating a new relationship by following an actual plan. I don't focus only on the “problems” but show them how these problems began. The most well-meaning spouses can lose track of their marriage and become emotionally distant very quickly. I offer them a fresh outlook on an old, tired relationship. For many couples, trying to return to an earlier place in their marriage won't do. For most spouses, the key is to learn a whole new approach to love. After opening themselves to a new marriage, these spouses are absolutely amazed that within a week or two they can begin to see hope again.

For example, there have been many couples in my office who couldn't envision ever having meaningful sex with their spouse again. But it all changes when the relationship becomes one full of focus on respect and sensitivity.

“Can people really change?” these spouses want to know. It's the wrong question. The better question is, “Can my spouse and I change our focus and direction and bring out the best in each other?” To that I respond with a resounding “Yes!” Your marriage doesn't require you and your spouse to become different people, just better focused. I have never asked, nor will I ever ask, anyone to stay in a loveless or miserable marriage. I only suggest you make huge efforts to create a great marriage. You can find love again or discover a love you've never even felt before, if you make the commitment.

Love Won't Conquer All

It's the most dangerous lie that our culture has seemingly accepted: love is easy. We picture the Hollywood screen image of a handsome couple looking deeply into each other's eyes while romantic music kindles our dreams. We use these images to support what each of us desperately wants to believe: that love falls into place naturally and effortlessly. When our marriage doesn't turn out quite as we expected, we blame our spouse or look for other “outside” factors. We think, “If we can just stop fighting, if our kids would just be a little older, if my in-laws would just lay off a bit, if we just had more money … ”It's not the “ifs”that stand in your way. It's your understanding of love and marriage.
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How Much Time Do You Spend on Your Marriage?

Create a pie chart on a piece of paper and then graph the amount of time in your day you spend on different activities such as work (whether in or outside your home), parenting, sleeping, time for self, eating, exercising, and so on. If you're like most, you'll notice that none of the large chunks of time are dedicated to marriage. In fact, that part is probably no more than a sliver compared with the time you spend on other “important” activities.

Now draw a second pie chart outlining how you think your time should be spent, Draw more time for you spouse and marriage and begin to recognize that as necessary goal to a happy marriage.
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Too many people have told me, “If it's this hard, my spouse must not be the right one for me.” In every other aspect of life, we understand that we get out of it what we put into it. If we operated our business the way we run our marriage, most people would be bankrupt. Don't bankrupt your love. You want a successful business or a close bond with your child—you're told it takes effort. You want a great marriage—you're told “Don't worry, love will conquer all.” It's a deeply inconsistent message. Marriage is no different from any other important goal.

Communication Is Not the Problem

I'm sure you've heard that people divorce because of communication problems. It's not that simple. As creator of the Sandcastles Program®, an international organization that offers support groups for children and parents experiencing divorce, I've had the opportunity to learn from over a hundred thousand children and parents who have completed the program. I've learned that couples who divorce are often wonderful communicators, people who always desired to love and be loved. They were as hopeful on their wedding day as I was on mine and you were on yours. Communication problems? They communicated so well that each spouse could tell you exactly what the other one would say about them. Very few would say, “I don't know what happened” or “I don't know what he or she wants.” They weren't suffering from communication issues. They were suffering from a misunderstanding of some of the most crucial, fundamental messages and rules of marriage. Here are some common mistakes they made:


	They allowed too much emotional energy to be spent with people outside of their marriage.


	They maintained an emotional distance to avoid ever becoming too needy of their spouse.


	They constantly stepped on each other's toes over who was responsible for what.


	They didn't consider how their past might be affecting their marital relationship.


	They didn't make the time for their marriage or lovemaking, so they couldn't grow together.


	They lost focus on their marriage when their children were born.




These divorced couples did so many things that led them astray. Worst of all, many of them didn't think much about it as their marriage slipped away from them little by little. They only paid attention when things were getting bad. Once, they had it all. They were good communicators. They were in love and dreamed of a fantastic marriage. And love still didn't work for them.

These ex-spouses called out to me for help in finding the right path for future love. Like you and me, they wanted to succeed at marriage and were willing to do whatever it took. But they didn't have a blueprint. Books and marital advisors pushed them in all different directions. As one forlorn husband told me about his marital counseling experience, “I've never communicated so clearly about being so confused.”
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How Great Is Your Marriage?

Answer the following fifteen questions, then tabulate your responses to find out how your marriage stacks up.


	Your spouse has gained ten pounds and says to you, “I've really put on a few pounds lately.” You would say:


	”You could lose some weight. Since you brought it up, I'll admit that it's kind of a turn-off.”


	“C'mon, you look great!”


	”Actually, I was wondering if you were in some sort of eating Olympics.”


	”If you'd like, let's find a diet together. We could both use a healthier eating plan.”






	You receive a promotion or some other great news. You would immediately:


	Tell your spouse before anyone else.


	Tell your friends/colleagues, then celebrate with them.


	Tell the person you are hoping to have an affair with.


	Tell your mother.






	A sexy person is flirting with you. You would:


	Flirt back, feel great, and say, “I hope we talk soon.”


	Excuse yourself immediately because you remembered you “have an appointment.”


	Excuse yourself by saying, “Excuse me, but my spouse just beeped me and we have plans.”


	Flirt back and then ask this person to join you for coffee.






	It's 9:30 P.M. on a Wednesday night, and you've just finished putting the kids to bed after a full day's work. You would:


	Turn on the television set and “zone out.”


	Ask your spouse to join you for some quiet time—reading together in bed, taking a walk, or hanging out in the living room.


	Make lunches and clean the kitchen with your spouse.


	Leave to go to the board meeting for the organization you volunteer for.






	You've just had a fight with your spouse. The first person you would discuss it with is:


	Your sibling.


	Your opposite-sex colleague.


	Your friend.


	Your spouse.





	When a topic arises that you think your spouse and you will disagree on, you would:


	Only discuss it when you think your spouse is in a good mood so you won't blow up at each other.


	Act on your opinion and then tell your spouse.


	Open the topic up for discussion with your spouse while keeping an open mind.


	Avoid discussing it at all costs.





	On an average week, you spend ____ hour(s) talking, having fun, or spending some enjoyable time alone with your spouse.


	Over seven.


	Between four and seven.


	Between one and three.


	Less than one.





	When you think of your sexual relationship with your spouse, you think:


	It's loving and getting better. We really connect.


	It's boring.


	What sex?


	It's usually nice, and at times it's special.





	The last time we were on a vacation alone for two nights or more was:


	Before we had kids.


	Within the last six months.


	Within the last year.


	Over a year ago.





	When you think of your spouse, you primarily think:


	We deserve each other's craziness.


	He/she tries hard to be a good spouse. I feel we can get over the bumps.


	How did I end up with him/her?


	He/she is loving and sensitive and has a lot of goodness.





	Your childhood was:


	Some good/some struggle, but you're not sure how it has affected who you are.


	Just about perfect.


	Some good/some struggle, and you can see some of the ways it has affected who you are.


	Some good/some struggle, but you can't think about it.





	Your spouse would say that you:


	Really understand him/her and know what he/she needs to feel loved.


	Have little understanding of who he/she is but are willing to learn.


	Work diligently to be sensitive to him/her.


	Haven't a clue as to what he/she wants from you.





	Your spouse and you strongly disagree on which school to send your child to. You would:


	Fight about it in front of your child and resolve it by one of you just telling the other to do “whatever the heck you want.”


	Discuss it and find some compromise so that each of your goals are achieved to some degree.


	Fight about it in private and make up, then one of you will just give in.


	Discuss it and agree to find out more information by talking to other people about it, visiting other schools, and so forth.





	You feel your spouse isn't doing his/her part in helping with the work at home. You would:


	Discuss it, assign each other jobs, and then within the next week fall into the same situation you're in today.


	Fight about it and have no resolution.


	Don't discuss it because you know it won't help anyway.


	Talk it out, design a plan of how each of you will take on certain roles, and basically keep to this plan.





	You're depressed because your parent died unexpectedly almost two years ago. Your spouse would:


	Never criticize you and patiently wait for things to get better.


	Threaten to leave you or have an affair within the next few months if you don't snap out of it.


	Constantly complain about you and tell you he/she doesn't know how much longer he/she can take it.


	Take you to a therapist and tell you he/she understands and will always be there for you.
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Interpreting Your Score:

40–45 Great marriage: You understand each other. You have strong marital skills and are taking the time to use them. You have properly protected yourselves from outside unhealthy intrusions on your loving marriage. Continue doing what has gotten you here. Create realistic goals and plans for your future to ensure that you will continue to focus time and energy on your marriage.

25–39 Solid marriage: You are working hard to maintain and develop a great marriage. You have many healthy marital skills but need to provide your marriage with more “alone” time to hone these skills. Use this book to continue to focus on the importance of your marriage. Listen carefully to each other, and discuss each other's feelings. Talk about what makes your marriage special and how you could do even better.

10–24 Rocky marriage: You need to learn some new marital skills and discover that your marriage has to come first for it to survive. You are falling into traps causing you to feel lost in your marriage, with no plan to work it out. Don't give up. Focus intently on what your marital commitment must mean, and use this book to help guide you through the various important areas of marital focus. Make a firm decision to start today with a new vision, one full of hope and renewed confidence that with diligent effort and focus will offer you a wonderful marriage.

0–10 Unsatisfactory marriage: You are frustrated with your marriage. It's not giving you love and support. In fact, it's draining your energy. You need immediate action, a commitment between you and your spouse to change your relationship around immediately. You'll probably need someone else's help as well, such as a marital therapist or clergyperson. Dive into this book and don't skip any part. Start your relationship from scratch, and try to set your sights on learning new skills and attitudes. Replace the sadness of your marriage with a firm determination to make it work with love.
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Everyone wants a happy marriage, but like so many other couples, you may have lost sight of how to create and keep one.

My plan is simple: focused energy with a blueprint, the same way you build any other structure. As you open this book, open yourself to a whole new way of looking at marriage. Put away what you think marriage should or should not be. Throw out the images of what marriage means to your neighbors, parents, or friends. Some of what you will read may sound drastic. But I promise that whatever I suggest, it's nothing nearly as drastic as divorce or a loveless marriage. When people hear what I have to say, sometimes they tell me that the real world doesn't work that way. Don't believe it. The fact that over half the marriages in the real world end in divorce doesn't justify your feeling that the antidote is unrealistic. As a marital therapist for more than fourteen years, I've learned that this blueprint works. As a happily married man for more than fourteen years, with five spectacular kids, I know this blueprint works. Put aside your preconceived notions and learn the simple secrets that those who are happily married around you have always known.

Make the commitment to create a great marriage and, with help from this book, you will find it, whether you have a “good, ” “decent, ” or “poor” marriage today. Recently, a friend of mine came to get my feedback about his marital problems.“Since my wife and I decided that I was going to travel all this way to talk to you about our marriage, things have already dramatically improved, ” he shared. You, too, will see your marriage improve immediately once you begin the steps in this book. And remember, when you have achieved a great marriage, you will be “abnormal.” Statistically, you will fall into a severe minority (only about 25 percent) of couples who are happily married. Thus, following the blueprint of this book may sound abnormal. I surely hope so, if an abnormal marriage has come to be defined as one full of love and romance.

This book gives you the tools to unleash your warm, loving energy. The details are up to you and your spouse. Both of you are unique and deserve a unique game plan. This book will help you find your own personal path.

You Need to Fix Yourself, Not Your Spouse

Whenever I finish speaking to a group about marriage, a few people always say to me, “I wish my spouse could hear this. He/she is the one who really needs to hear it.” These are the same people who constantly shake their heads while I'm speaking. They're thinking, “My spouse, my spouse, my spouse.” Instead, they need to be thinking, “Granted, my spouse may play a huge role in this issue, but what can I do to change?”

It's normal to shy away from responsibility, especially when it looms large. Your spouse is an easy target to blame. It does take two to tango, and if your spouse isn't “into it, ” you may shrug and determine it's no use. But the beauty of marriage is that even one person can make enormous changes. This does not mean you are the main problem. Rather, because marriage is predicated on loving energy, either spouse can cause change by refocusing that energy in another direction. If you change the way you relate to your spouse, then you are concretely changing the relationship. Your spouse will respond.

If your spouse is stuck in negative behaviors, you can turn that around by making changes in yourself. If you want your spouse to be willing to change, change yourself first. For example, your mate may be unconsciously too scared to make himor herself vulnerable to you and this relationship. You will directly soften that fear by showing how much energy you are committed to putting forth. You're saying, “Come on in, the water's fine. You don't have to worry about opening yourself up emotionally to me only to find that I won't meet you halfway. I'm going first. I want this to work for both of us.”

Of course, you do make yourself vulnerable by making changes without an equal commitment from your spouse. But it's a decision you must make for the sake of love and family. And it's a safe risk because the odds are in your favor. When you show your spouse you are willing to place loving energy into this relationship, it becomes contagious. Your behavior can create a safe haven for love, one that helps your spouse feel touched by, and more connected to, you. Most of the time, all someone needs is a little push. You are going to give your spouse a huge push—but not one that says, “Get up off your butt and start loving me.” You are going to offer the best motivation for love the world has ever known by saying, “I love you, ” plain and simple, through your new behavior.

Don't underestimate how you can free up your spouse's loving energy just by making the adjustments asked of you in this book. Sooner than later, your spouse will wonder, “What's going on? I'm starting to like this. I could get used to this loving focus.” Your spouse will want to know more about your changes and how to become a part of it all. Then you can include your mate in the loop and begin to read and discuss the issues in this book together. You took a relatively small chance and the returns were dramatic.

You Know More Than You Think

Marriages falter for many reasons. Often spouses end up holding back their love. They never learned what giving really means, or perhaps they have been hurt too much to be able to offer their full selves. By the time couples end up in my office, they're usually in a holding pattern, waiting to see the other one change. They've tried and tried to make things work but feel as though they've been hitting their head against a wall. Their dreams of an idyllic marriage have faded. They're tired and don't believe there's much else to do. I make the following two obviously simple but important points.


	If you keep trying the same thing, you're not trying. Trying the same thing over and over hundreds of times doesn't constitute trying hundreds of times. If something isn't working, by all means try something else. If you've been trying to send the same message to your spouse over and over again, stop it. Be hopeful now, because you can make new attempts in new ways. I'll show you how.


	You know exactly what to do—you're just not doing it. The first time I meet with a couple for marital counseling together, each spouse never hears anything new. They've each heard it again and again and can almost always repeat it verbatim. These people come to me to tell them what to do. What do you say to your teenage children when they're fighting? “Just work it out, ” right? “If your sister is complaining about your put-downs, stop making them. If your brother doesn't like you broadcasting his personal affairs, stop doing it. If you each need help from one another, just bury the hatchet already and give it.” Wise words for your children—far wiser for yourself. Often spouses have drawn an emotional line in the sand that holds them back from doing exactly what they know they need to do. Now it's time to do it. Show your spouse that love is the priority by making changes in the way the two of you relate.




Making your marriage work ain't rocket science. It's focused energy that can't help but make the two of you trust, love, and care more for each other.

Reality Check

Most everyone wonders about everyone else. We wonder if there are other people out there more sensitive, more giving, more financially secure, kinder, less angry than our spouse. We create an image of the neighbor's spouse who has it all together, who requires so much less maintenance than our own spouse. Don't be fooled. There is no perfect person or marriage. Did you ever notice how surprised you are when you find out one of your friends is having marital problems? Or your friend tells you he or she was abused as a child, is using drugs, or is about to claim bankruptcy? You're shocked because you allowed yourself to imagine that a public image is always consistent with a private life. People always put their best foot forward in public. You have no idea what's really going on behind closed doors, nor should you. But never mistake privacy for perfection.

If you're considering divorce, expecting to trade in for a better model, beware. Every model has problems. You have private problems and weaknesses you don't announce to others. Let me let you in on a secret. So does your spouse and every other person. But you can work it out within your marriage.

It's Worth the Effort

“Why should we put in all of this effort?” I've been asked by couples who've suffered from years of marital discontent. It's understandable that you want out quickly if you're in an unhappy marriage. Yet consider the following crucial points.


	The rate of divorce increases every time you remarry. The second time you marry, you are facing a 62 percent chance of divorce—and just when you thought it was safe to go out, you'd be looking at an over 70 percent chance of divorce if you married for a third time. Countless people have told me that they think they can “do better.” Unfortunately they weren't discussing their car or the cost of a new computer. They were commenting on their lifemate. We figure we should be getting better as time goes on. Yet we are creatures of habit.

If you have difficulties in your first marriage, it's not all about your poor choice of a spouse. It's about you. You fell in love with this person. You worked with this person to create whatever you have or don't have. Running into someone else's arms without a great deal of soul searching won't bring you to new heights. It usually brings you problems quite similar to those you had in your previous marriage. It's better to get rid of the problem and keep your spouse than to get rid of your spouse and keep the problem. Have you ever had the experience of meeting a friend's second spouse and wondering why he or she seems so familiar? Then it dawns on you: the person is just like the previous spouse.

When you're experiencing difficulty in your marriage, find new solutions, not a new mate. Don't throw around simple excuses like, “We were young, ” or “He/she doesn't get it.” Give yourself and your spouse much more credit. It's not easy getting divorced and starting over with someone new, or finding that someone new. Odds are you won't find the “perfect marriage” any more than you did in your first try. It is well worth every effort to make this marriage better and stronger.


	Divorce often traumatizes children. If you had children, you made a decision without realizing it to make this marriage work. After listening to over 100, 000 children experiencing divorce who completed my Sandcastles Program#x00AE;, I've learned that divorce is devastating to kids. Even though I've dedicated much of my professional life to helping these children cope, we must recognize how much better it would be in every case for these children's parents to be able to make their marriage a loving one. Notice I didn't say it's better for children if their parents stay married. Don't ask yourself to remain in a miserable marriage. Ask yourself to put forth supreme effort for the sake of your children to make your marriage great.

When your children experience your divorce, it significantly complicates your life and ability to move on to other relationships. There is nothing worse for you as a parent than to see your child in pain and recognize that you are partially at fault for causing this pain. Don't underestimate how much energy it takes to help your child adjust. Don't underestimate the amount of control over your child's upbringing you may lose when your child is with your ex for whatever amount of time. When your children look at you with tears in their eyes and say, “Why can't Daddy/Mommy be here with us?” “Why can't you and Daddy/Mommy try harder?”“I want to be with Mommy/Daddy more, ” you will wonder in retrospect if there wasn't a better way of dealing with your marital issues. Divorce is a painful process and requires enormous energy and focus on your part. You and your children would be far better off if you put all that energy into making your marriage great.

When your kids are adults and want to know if you really tried to make the marriage work, what will you tell them? Their lives were changed dramatically forever because of a decision made by their parents. Don't they deserve an extreme effort on your part to create a loving marriage?


	You are still going to have to learn to work with your spouse even after divorce. If you have children and want them to be healthy adults, you will find yourself working together with your spouse on a variety of issues. A friend of mine told me, “I work together more with my ex now than I ever did when we were married.” Work together with your spouse now at creating a loving marriage rather than working together later to create a loving child of divorce.


	Divorce is hell. You may think now that your divorce would be amicable and everything would go smoothly, but this is rarely the case. Divorce is litigation. Someone is suing someone. The second you decide to divorce, you are giving up control over your child. You are also giving up control over your finances, and perhaps even where you will live. You may resolve your issues in mediation, but maybe not. Ultimately, a stranger called a judge could be the one to tell you how often you will see your child and how much of your money you will keep. Unfortunately, that stranger doesn't think exactly like you. You may want out of your marriage, but everything points to making a new resolve to find the happiness and love in your marriage that you so desperately desire. Obviously, when there is abuse or outright neglect it's a different situation. This is not the marriage I speak of. My premise is that you have started with someone who is capable of warmth and not an abuser.




How to Use This Book: The Eleven Secrets


There is no remedy for love but to love more.

—Henry David Thoreau



My dear friend and editor, Betsy, told me, “I'm not sure I agree with everything you've written, but you made me think and reconsider. For a book to do that, alone is magical.” I realize that I haven't developed the only way to have a great marriage. Yet this blueprint has worked for me and countless others. Give it a chance.

I've divided this book into ten secrets representing ten focus areas of marriage. (There's a bonus secret for “extra credit.”) Each focus area builds on the ones before. For example, you can't talk about what you will do for your marriage (Secret #3) before you understand the need to leave the rest of the world behind and offer full focus on your spouse (Secret #1). Here are the Eleven Secrets.

Secret #1. Commitment is the glue of marriage. Insulate and protect your marriage against emotional infidelity by avoiding friendships with members of the opposite sex. This focus area will help you identify the important energy and commitment you will need in your marriage. Often, attempts at making a marriage better fail when much of the marital energy is diluted by outside factors. Commitment to your marriage is the first step you must take to enable all future loving actions to have their full intended impact.
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Eleven Secrets to a Great Marriage


	Commitment is the glue of marriage. Insulate and protect your marriage against emotional infidelity by avoiding friendships with members of the opposite sex.


	Codependence is a necessary ingredient for a great marriage. Spouses must need each other.


	Spouses need clear, realistic goals and a specific plan of how to achieve those goals.


	Like any strong working partnership, marriage needs well-defined roles for each spouse.


	Acceptance is about appreciating, not settling.


	Your marriage has to come first—before jobs, kids, anything else. Your unconscious assumptions are holding you back from putting in the effort.


	Your childhood has a great deal to do with your ability to enjoy a great marriage. The more you understand this connection, the better marriage you will have.


	Great sex comes not from great sexual skill but from sharing your deepest, shyest self while trusting your partner.


	Your marriage comes before your child. But your child is one of your best tools for creating a great marriage.


	Time is on your side. A great marriage has many stages and takes years to develop properly.


	Focus energy on creating a healthy relationship with your spouse's parents.
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Secret #2. Codependence is a necessary ingredient for a great marriage. Spouses must need each other. It isn't enough to want your spouse. Needing each other is more important than individuality and independence. This focus area will help you learn to see your spouse and your differences in a whole new light. You will see why your mate can offer you so much more in your life than anyone else. Differences will become paths for personal and marital growth instead of points of contention. Codependence is not a dirty word. Secret #3. Marriage must have clear, realistic goals and a specific plan of how to achieve those goals. The difference between a business proposal and a marriage proposal is extraordinary. Couples must understand what it is they are looking for in their marriage. Once they agree on realistic goals, they need to outline what each one of them will do to attain them. This secret will help you create a written marriage document to help each of you focus on what you will contribute to develop a great marriage.

Secret #4. Like any strong working partnership, marriage needs well-defined roles for each spouse. This focus area helps you develop a unique working system to reduce tension while getting the most out of your marital effort. It will also offer you a system to deal with finances and avoid tension in that area.

Secret #5. Acceptance is about appreciating, not settling. Appreciation taps into the very core self-value of your spouse. You will learn to see your spouse in a new positive light and appreciate things about your mate that you never did before.

Secret #6. Your marriage has to come first—before jobs, kids, anything else. Your unconscious assumptions are holding you back from putting in the effort. This focus area offers you a clear plan for carving out consistent time for your marriage while using various methods to connect with your spouse. Using a four-point plan, you will learn to use your marriage as a tool for loving focus throughout your day.

Secret #7. Your childhood has a great deal to do with your ability to enjoy a great marriage. The more you understand this connection, the better marriage you will have. Having a meaningful understanding of your past and how it affects your ability to love will have a great impact on your marriage. This focus area will help you understand this connection and offer you ways to get in touch with this deeper self.

Secret #8. Great sex comes not from great sexual skill but from sharing your deepest, shyest self while trusting your partner. Lovemaking is about the love. You will learn to “make love all day” and make your sexual experiences more pleasurable and meaningful. You will learn about the implicit trust given through the sexual relationship and learn techniques that will greatly enhance your lovemaking.

Secret #9. Your marriage comes before your child. But your child is one of your best tools for creating a great marriage. Don't have a great marriage in spite of your children. Take your children on a family journey that will enhance your marital relationship. You will learn to include your children in your marital energy, which will in turn enhance your marital focus.

Secret #10. Time is on your side. A great marriage experiences many stages and takes years to develop properly. Having a long-term vision of your marriage will help you understand what each stage of marriage brings to your relationship and how to use each stage to develop a great marriage.

Secret #11. Focus energy on creating a healthy relationship with your spouse's parents. (This isn't always a fundamental issue in marriages, but I've found it can really cement a relationship.) Don't overlook the importance and potential pitfalls of in-law relationships. Both spouses are responsible for the health of these relationships and can do many things to ensure that they are always successful.

These secrets are the heart of the ten-week program I give couples in my counseling practice: they've proven time and time again to create a dramatic change in marriages. You'll see the results quickly if you do the work and complete the exercises. Each focus area will help you cultivate a loving energy that is the hallmark of successful marriages. I present to you the blueprint for developing a wonderful marriage that suits you and your spouse. Read each secret and cultivate it for one week before moving on.

You may feel you're already strong in some of the focus areas. Work on them anyway. Too often, the couples I counsel will try to skip a focus area because they feel they've already accomplished the goals. Yet after greater discussion, they find there was a great deal wrong with their relationship in that area. You, too, may find you've been working under a lot of mistaken assumptions. Take each focus area and make it your job to make it happen.

I don't want you blindly following anything I have to offer. I want you to discuss it with your spouse, mull it over, see what strikes you as remarkable and what strikes you as ordinary. Consider why you feel the way you do and discuss that with your spouse as well. This dialogue itself creates an avenue for marital focus and bonding.

Even if a suggestion strikes you as outrageous, irrelevant, corny, or downright dumb, think about it. Why are you reacting this way? Could your defensiveness be masking other feelings? Consider every focus area from every angle. Discuss what you've done in the past that's worked and why, as well as which failed and why. Allow yourself to become consumed in these secrets and to find the right way to funnel your loving energy into every facet of your marriage. Even if your spouse isn't making this journey with you, you can still work independently and discuss what you've learned with your partner.

After you've completed each focus area, continue to pay attention to it while placing energy toward the next one. You can't forget about any given focus area just because you've already worked on it for a week. You must now integrate it as part of your daily effort to create a great marriage. This is a process of continual building; soon it will feel natural to you. By the time you've completed each focus area, you'll have changed your marriage forever. At the heart of a great marriage is becoming absorbed in the business of marriage. After ten weeks of regular discussion and focus on your marriage, you'll have taken the most important step: the habit of making your marriage the focal point of your life.
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In addition to these eleven secrets, you'll read comments from “Golden Couples”—couples married a minimum of forty years (our longest married couple, the Lechts, recently celebrated anniversary number 70) who were kind enough to share some of their sage advice. Their stories remind us that even with all the world's innovations, love will always be the same. It's the product of a lot of consistent loving work and patience.

If you're searching for a stronger, more fulfilling marriage, I invite you into my world of reality, one full of love and dreams that do come true.
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Commitment is the glue of marriage. Insulate and protect your marriage against emotional infidelity by avoiding friendships with members of the opposite sex.

All of us know that adultery—sex outside the marriage—is one of the gravest blows to a marriage as well as a painful rejection for one partner. But you don't have to have sex with anyone else to be unfaithful. Emotional infidelity is just as—and at times even more—destructive to your marriage. Couples I counsel are absolutely outraged when I tell them that they could well be committing emotional adultery when they flirt with coworkers, send around funny e-mails to colleagues, or hang out with members of the opposite sex at gatherings. But they are, and so probably are you.

You're not going to want to hear this, but stopping this kind of relationship is the single most important thing you can do for your marriage. It's not about where it may lead. It's about where it has already gone, far from your focus on your marriage. You may be incensed by what I have to say. You may feel uncomfortable when you hear how I define relationships with members of the opposite sex. That's fine. My purpose here is to challenge you to take a close, and almost certainly uncomfortable, look at what you're doing and why, and to help you see how it's hurting your marriage.

When you find yourself getting irritated with what I have to say, consider: Why does it bother you? Why are you resisting the idea? Why not see if I'm right by making some changes? What is it that you're trying to protect by maintaining the kind of relationships you're presently involved in? If these relationships aren't as “damaging” as I say, because you say you don't find them that important and they aren't going to lead anywhere, then prove it to yourself by letting go of them. If they don't mean that much to you, why the irritation when I ask you to cut back on these friendships? Remember what it is you've always wanted from your marriage, and start considering the large, determined commitment that is absolutely necessary to creating a happy marriage.
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I love my wife. From the moment I met her, I knew we could develop a wonderful life together. She is my soulmate. We've spent more than fourteen years giving to and receiving from each other. I couldn't recognize my life if she were absent from it. I need little else to calm me than her gentle hugs and wide smile. I fell in love with that smile first—it offered so much hope in a tired world. My wife provides me wisdom for my life, creativity for my work, warmth for my heart, and comfort for my soul. I have kissed her countless times and have held her even more. I've cried with her, for her, and in front of her. I've worried about her dying before me. I've relished her strengths and understood her weaknesses, as she has done for me. We've laughed enough for many lifetimes, and we've been blessed with five children. Together, my wife and I appreciate the life we've been offered and are determined to absorb from it all of the glory we can. She is my best friend and I thank God for her daily.

It is out of this love and the life we have built that I commit myself to my wife and our marriage every single day. I'm dismayed that the world around us seems to have lost the pleasures of commitment, the energy to stick with the responsibility, and the determination to develop the greater goal of marital bliss. When I married my wife, I believed I would never sleep with another woman for the rest of my days. But I also committed myself to offer her a life full of love and attention. This commitment meant much more than never “cheating” on my wife.

Believe me, my wife and I have had our difficult marital moments, times when we let our stress and tensions get in the way of our love. As I describe our positive, loving relationship throughout this book, keep in mind that we've worked hard to know each other and ourselves. I don't want you to start making those finger-down-the-throat motions that say you could vomit from such sweetness. There have been plenty of times that each of us has had to stand back from a fight or disagreement. We've been insensitive, taken each other's actions too personally, found ways to hold back our love in times of stress or pettiness. Like any couple, we're not perfect. However, we have worked diligently to resolve our issues using the techniques and guidelines in this book. We've grown up together and created our own, unique marriage. We feel we've arrived in our marriage and achieved a comfort level that works immensely well for us. But at times it's been a complicated road. If our happiness sounds too good to be true, don't tell me your marriage can't be just as good. The difference is commitment. The first commitment we've made is to be faithful to each other— emotionally and physically.
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Leon was the first person in my counseling practice to drive home a message often lost in our collective marital minds. Leon had been married for nine years. He and his wife, Maribel, had two handsome sons, ages six and four, a waterfront home, and a golden retriever. Life was going really well until Leon fell in love with another woman. When Leon and Maribel came to see me to see if they could survive this crisis, they both cried in disbelief that this could happen to them. Oddly, Leon had never met the “other woman.” In fact, he'd never ever heard this woman's voice. But he knew her e-mail address and had been in private chat rooms with her every night for months.

Leon was distraught and perplexed as he told me his story. He didn't know how or when it happened, but this woman now held the key to his heart. After all, his cyber pal truly understood him. They thought so much alike. She knew the right things to say, or rather write. She had great advice on how to help him reduce his stress at work and seemed so kind and warm. She often inquired about Maribel and the kids and always reminded him that his wife and family came first before her. But Leon's wife gradually took a back seat to his cyber fantasy woman. All of Leon's emotional energy went into his e-mails to this woman.

Leon had never thought it would come to this. Because this other woman lived in a different country, there was no chance of foul play, he rationalized. His marital vows would remain intact as long as he never strayed physically. But recently Leon and the woman had sent each other their photographs. Leon had the envelope at work and had yet to open it, knowing that seeing his cyber love might irreparably damage his marriage.
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You Don't Have to Have Sex to Cheat on Your Marriage

When we think “affair, ” we think sex. Sex outside the marriage can be a knife through a spouse's heart. But an emotional affair can be just as dangerous to a marriage, and often a more complicated situation to remedy. When a spouse places his or her primary emotional needs in the hands of someone outside the marriage, it breaks the bond of marriage just as adultery does.
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The moment Leon fell in love with this mystery woman, he fell out of love with his wife






How Do You Know If You're Being Unfaithful?



	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	













Fidelity Facts













Isolation Makes Sense












Affairs Happen in Good Marriages, Too



The “Love Nuptial”








	

	

	

	

	

	
























Emotional Infidelity at the Office


Where Competition Fails














Ten Rules for Avoiding Emotional Infidelity


Rule 1: Keep It All Business at the Office






	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	










Rule 2: Avoid Meetings with Members of the Opposite Sex Outside of the Workplace



Rule 3: Meet in Groups


Rule 4: Find Polite Ways of Ending Personal Conversations


Rule 5: Avoid Consistency in the Relationship


Rule 6: Don't Share Your Personal Feelings




Rule 7: Be Unflinchingly Honest with Yourself












	

	

	















Rule 8: Avoid Cordial Kisses and Hugs, or Dancing with Members of the Opposite Sex


Rule 9: Don't Drink Around the Opposite Sex


Rule 10: Show Your Commitment to Your Spouse Daily





Same-Sex Friendships






















The Sexual Affair























After the Affair






	

	



The Role of the Spouse Who Had the Affair



	

	

	

	


	

	



The Role of the Spouse Who Was Betrayed
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