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The Person Beside You

A person can sit beside you every night and still be somewhere else in their heart.

You may share a bed, a home, family gatherings, holidays, bills, and plans for the weekend. You may introduce each other as partners. You may even stand together at a wedding and promise to love each other for the rest of your lives. From the outside, the relationship can look settled. But inside it, one person may be asking a question the other has never agreed to answer: Am I the person you truly want, or am I the person you are staying with until you find someone else?

That question is at the center of Placeholders.

A placeholder is someone kept in a relationship without being fully chosen. The word sounds cold, almost mechanical, as if a person were a name typed into a blank space until the “right” name could be entered. People are more complicated than that. Someone may care about a partner, enjoy their company, and still doubt that they want a future together. They may not wake up each morning thinking, “I am using this person.” They may simply avoid making a decision. They stay because the relationship is familiar, because they hate being alone, because starting over seems exhausting, or because they hope a more desirable person will eventually appear.

The partner on the other side may believe the relationship is moving toward marriage, children, or a shared future. They may be patient through delays and reassurances. They may hear, “I’m just not ready yet,” and understand it as “Give me time.” They may hear, “I love you,” and assume that love means the same thing to both of them. They may build plans around promises that were never made with equal conviction.

That is how two people can share a relationship while living inside different stories.

One person thinks, “We are going through a difficult period, but we are building something.” The other thinks, “This is good enough for now.” One person is waiting for a deeper commitment. The other is waiting to see whether someone else comes along. The relationship continues, but the partners are not walking toward the same destination.

Not every uncertain relationship is a placeholder relationship. People can be unsure and still be honest. They can care deeply while needing time to understand what they want. Someone may begin a relationship sincerely, then discover that their feelings or goals have changed. A relationship may end after years because two people grow in different directions. That painful ending does not prove that one person was secretly a placeholder all along.

The issue is what happens when a person knows—or strongly suspects—that they do not want a future with their partner, yet continues to encourage that partner to believe otherwise. They may accept a proposal while privately wishing they could have chosen someone else. They may talk about having children without sharing their doubts. They may keep a partner close because the relationship provides affection, sex, money, help with the household, or a shield against loneliness. Their partner is making decisions with incomplete information.

A person deserves to know what kind of relationship they are in. If one partner is looking for a lifelong commitment and the other is only looking for company until a better option appears, that difference matters. It affects how each person spends their time, how they understand intimacy, and what risks they are willing to take. It can affect whether someone turns down another opportunity, moves to a new city, combines finances, becomes a parent, or marries.

A placeholder does not always realize what is happening. Sometimes the person being kept close senses the imbalance but cannot prove it. They notice that every conversation about the future gets pushed back. They hear promises that sound hopeful but remain vague. They wonder why their partner can be affectionate one day and distant the next. They may blame themselves: “If I were more attractive, more patient, more successful, or easier to love, maybe they would finally choose me.”

That self-doubt can become its own trap. The person starts trying to earn a commitment that should have been given freely. They become more accommodating, ask for less, and accept explanations that leave them waiting. They may tell themselves that leaving would mean throwing away the years they have already invested. They may believe that the next milestone—moving in, getting engaged, having a child—will finally make the relationship feel secure.

But time spent in a relationship does not guarantee that both partners want the same future. A shared history can make it harder to leave, yet it cannot answer whether both people are choosing each other now.

Why would someone stay with a person they do not plan to be with? There are many possible reasons. Some people are afraid of loneliness. Some want the comfort of a relationship while they decide what they really want. Some believe they can keep looking while keeping their current partner unaware. Others are caught between affection and doubt: they care about the person but do not feel the conviction they think a permanent commitment requires. Some people marry because they feel pressure from family, religion, age, or circumstance. Others hope marriage will turn uncertainty into certainty.

The reasons may explain the behavior. They do not erase its impact.

A relationship built on hidden intentions asks one person to accept a bargain they never knowingly made. The person who believes the relationship is moving toward a shared future may be giving commitment while receiving delay. They may be investing in “us” while their partner is preserving the option to leave without feeling alone in the meantime.

This book will not assume that every person who delays marriage is dishonest or that every relationship ending proves somebody was used. It will ask more careful questions. What did each partner say? What did each person know? Were their expectations discussed? Did one person keep making promises to preserve the benefits of the relationship? Could the other person make a free choice with the truth in front of them?

Those questions matter because uncertainty is not a crime. No one can promise that feelings will never change. But people can be honest about what they know today. They can say, “I care about you, but I am not ready to promise marriage.” They can admit, “I don’t know if I see a future with us.” Those statements may hurt. They also give the other person a chance to decide whether they want to stay.

A person should not have to guess whether they are loved, chosen, or simply convenient. They should not have to compete with an imaginary future partner who has not even arrived. And no one should be asked to build a life around words their partner is using only to keep the present comfortable.

The hardest question may not be, “Does this person love me?” A person can love someone and still fail to choose them as a life partner. The harder question is: Are we both choosing the same relationship, with the same understanding of what we are building?

Before we examine why people stay, marry, delay, and keep looking, we have to start with the person beside us—and the possibility that the two of us may not be standing in the same story.
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Wanting Someone Versus Choosing Them

Wanting someone can feel powerful. It can fill your mind, pull you toward a person, and make ordinary moments feel charged with possibility. You may want their attention, their body, their humor, their approval, or the way they make you feel when they choose to be near you. Wanting can be sincere and intense.

But wanting someone is not the same as choosing them.

Choosing is a decision that reaches beyond a feeling. It means being willing to learn who the other person is, speak honestly about what you want, and accept the responsibilities that come with a relationship. It means treating their hopes as real, even when those hopes do not perfectly match your own. A person can desire a partner and still avoid choosing them. A person can enjoy being loved while holding back from offering the same security in return.

This difference can be difficult to see at the beginning of a relationship. Early attraction often creates its own momentum. Two people text through the day, make plans, share private stories, and begin to imagine what might happen next. The connection feels like it is going somewhere. Yet activity is not the same as intention. Frequent messages do not necessarily mean someone is planning a future. A vacation together does not automatically mean a partner wants marriage. A declaration of love may describe a real feeling without promising a lasting commitment.

The trouble begins when one person treats signs of closeness as proof of a shared destination while the other treats them as enjoyable parts of the present.

This does not mean every couple should know exactly where the relationship is going from the first date. People need time to understand one another. They may date without knowing whether marriage is possible. They may feel affection before they feel certainty. Honest uncertainty allows both people to make choices with the information they have. The problem arises when someone knows that the other person expects a serious future and deliberately lets that belief grow, even though they have no intention of offering one.

There is a difference between saying, “I want to keep getting to know you, and I’m not ready to promise what this becomes,” and saying, “You’re the one I’m going to marry,” when the speaker privately knows they do not mean it. The first statement can disappoint someone, but it gives them a truthful picture. The second may secure the relationship by creating a future that exists only in one person’s words.

People sometimes confuse strong feelings with commitment because feelings are easier to express than decisions. “I miss you” may be true. “I love being with you” may be true. “I’ve never felt this way before” may also be true. None of those statements answers practical questions: Are we exclusive? Are we working toward a shared life? Do we agree about children? Are we willing to make changes for each other? What happens when the excitement fades and daily responsibilities arrive?

A person who wants a partner may reach for the comfort of closeness while avoiding the questions that would define the relationship. They might say, “Let’s not put labels on it,” even after months of acting like a committed couple. They might become jealous when their partner dates someone else but refuse to offer exclusivity themselves. They might expect emotional support, loyalty, and availability without saying what they are willing to give in return. In these situations, the relationship can feel committed to one person and undefined to the other.

That imbalance allows a person to receive the benefits of commitment without making a clear choice. They get companionship when they want it and distance when they need it. Their partner may interpret the closeness as progress, while they see it as a comfortable arrangement that can continue without a decision.

Choosing someone does not mean promising that nothing will ever change. No one can guarantee a relationship will last forever. A serious commitment is not a prediction that life will remain easy. It is a decision to be truthful, present, and responsible within the relationship being made. If circumstances or feelings change, choosing someone includes telling them, rather than quietly withdrawing while continuing to accept the comfort they provide.

Sometimes a person truly wants their partner but cannot choose them because of unresolved issues: fear of intimacy, grief, family pressure, financial instability, or a lack of readiness for marriage. Those difficulties deserve an honest conversation. They do not automatically make someone selfish or cruel. But the partner should not have to guess what is happening. If someone says they want a future but repeatedly refuses to take any step toward one, the pattern deserves attention.

Words and actions do not need to match perfectly every day. People make mistakes. Someone can forget a plan, struggle to express emotion, or need more time than their partner does. One disappointing moment does not define a relationship. The larger pattern matters. Does the person return to the conversation? Do they explain what they can offer? Do they make and keep realistic agreements? Are they willing to hear how their choices affect the other person? Or do they use affection to smooth things over and then repeat the same avoidance?

A partner can be sincere and still have limited capacity. They may want marriage someday but know they cannot responsibly make that promise now. They may want a family but have serious doubts about whether they are prepared to raise children. They may want to stay together while admitting that they cannot meet the other person’s expectations. Honesty does not guarantee the relationship will continue. It helps each person decide whether the relationship, as it actually exists, is right for them.

The person who hears the truth has a choice too. They can stay because the present relationship is meaningful, even if the future remains uncertain. They can ask for a specific conversation later





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
E— T 7

PLACEHOLDERS

Why Do We Date and Marry
People We Should Not Be With?

e

— Trevor Saxon





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





