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Here’s what people are saying about
“Couples by Intention”

“Couples by Intention is a gem! All
the expertise of an experienced couple’s therapist is offered in a
highly readable and engaging narrative. Readers will feel like they
have a wise and caring friend sitting next to them, giving them
practical strategies, telling them instructive stories, all
delivered with warmth and compassion. Different from other books on
this topic, and more revelatory, Couples by Intention
explores Kronenfeld’s innovative couple’s therapy group in great
detail. The tools and strategies come to life in this group, as do
the people in it. Readers will undoubtedly resonate with the
couple’s stories and struggles, and will benefit from witnessing
their healing. This is a great resource for couples and clinicians
alike.”

—Miri Skolnik, Psy.D.

Assistant Dean

Student Support Services MIT

“Elliott’s group brought many gifts to us. We
learned we are not alone, that other people have similar issues to
us, and we found inspiration in the progress other couples made. We
always left feeling motivated and uplifted. He gave us a lot of
tools and language that we were able to take back to apply to our
relationship as well as other relationships in our lives.”

—“Blake”
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 Introduction

“I don’t know how it
got so fucked up. I thought I was doing what I was supposed to be
doing and she left me anyway! What did I do wrong?”

Chris couldn’t understand why his marriage to
Kelly had ended. Five years had gone by since his divorce, and he
still didn’t have the knowledge or words to explain why he was
single and starting over again. Now that he had started a new
relationship with a woman named Aileen, he was terrified that he’d
find himself in the same lonely and confusing place all over again.
The fear was stopping Chris from being fully present with Aileen,
and he had come to my office for counseling.

Every day, countless individuals experience
something like Chris’s fear, as dating partners, spouses, and
significant others try to figure out the do’s and don’ts for
healthy intimacy in real-time, wondering how in the world they’re
supposed to build relationships that last without having received
any training as to how. Intimate relationships are some of
the greatest challenges we willingly take on, but we aren’t given
classes on how to navigate relationships, how to sail the
mysterious, often unpredictable waters of becoming close to the
people around us.

[image: tmp_8f5068322284e55fdac6ab4a4f981a3e_2NQH3U_html_m4d7b9a03.jpg]

This book is that class. Couples by
Intention is a step-by-step, guided tour for relationships, a
how-to for creating intimacy with another person. As you read these
chapters, you’ll be eavesdropping on the multi-week program that I
facilitate at my practice near Boston for couples who are
determined to grow in their love, enjoyment, and closeness with
each other. The program, like this book, is called “Couples by
Intention,” and as you read through these pages and try out the
exercises I’ve included, you’ll gain some of the same insights and
work on many of the same skills that my clients develop as they
come to my sessions each week. If you’ve never been to group
therapy before (which I highly recommend for couples who are eager
to grow together and ready to do the work) or if it’s not possible
for you to do so right now, this book will give you the next-best
thing. The book isn’t meant to be a form of therapy or a
replacement for skilled treatment from a licensed clinician—more on
that in a moment—but these pages can empower you with the
beginning of a conversation between you and yourself (through
reflection) or between you and your partner (if you’re reading this
together).

By the way, Couples by Intention (the
book) isn’t meant only for established couples. It’s also for
anyone trying to learn how to be intimate with someone else. The
book is designed to open up new possibilities for you in your
relationships, now or in the future, and to help you to imagine
levels of intimacy you may not have known existed before. If you’re
single, the book can be a great resource for growing in your skill
if and when you enter into your next committed relationship.
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Whether you’re single, seeing someone, or
married, one thing is always true: intimacy is risky business. When
we open ourselves up to the potential for deep rewards like
companionship, connection, security, and sex, we’re risking the
possibility that we might get hurt along the way. Yes, we want to
be viscerally connected to our partners, to know and expect their
reactions, to learn to give them what they like in order to bring
them pleasure, comfort, and love— to transition from just being
“me” to creating an “us.” But it’s a huge gamble. Each party puts a
whole lot of “self” on the table in the process, not knowing
whether it’ll pay off in the end. It’s hard work, and it’s only
possible when both partners allow themselves to be vulnerable, to
work intentionally for a higher understanding of the union between
them. Both of them have to show up—or in other words, “us requires
two.” This book is designed to give you tools to strengthen the
link between you and your partner—to deepen the “us” between
you.

A few words of clarification before we start.
First, this book assumes that you aren’t in a violent or abusive
relationship. If you are, please take the appropriate steps to
create safety, and do it as soon as you possibly can. If you are
feeling unsafe, call your police department, go to the local
emergency room for assistance, or search the Internet on “domestic
violence” for information on the resources available to you. This
book is not intended to help you stop your partner from abusing
you, so if you’re being mistreated, then please, for your own sake,
respect yourself with the dignity you deserve and get help
immediately.

Second, Couples by Intention doesn’t
assume that every couple is in a hetero, binary, monogamous
relationship, or that they want to be or should. I’ve written this
book to dignify many types of intimate, adult relationships that
people engage in together consensually, and the only assumption I’m
making is that healthy, grown-up relationships need to be
meaningful, full of deep connection, and built on mutual trust and
openness if they are to flourish.

Lastly, what you’re about to read isn’t
intended as a replacement for guided work with a credible
therapist. Couple’s therapy can be a gratifying and meaningful
experience and serve as a doorway to growth and connection that you
may not have even thought possible. This book will help to
introduce you to some of the concepts that I share with my clients,
but I need to be clear that reading this book doesn’t and cannot
replace real therapeutic help from an actual clinician in person.
If you are having unsolvable problems in your relationship, then
you need to go get help right away. Please don’t try to use this
book as a substitute.

As it is, many couples do everything they can
to avoid couple’s counseling. They think that there’s a stigma
attached to it, or that admitting the need for help may be like
admitting a fragility in the relationship, a weakness that they
wouldn’t want anyone else to know about. In my line of work, people
sometimes try to tell me that couple’s therapy is the “fast track
to divorce,” an admission of complete failure and hopelessness. But
the reality is that it’s precisely because couples don’t do
their work earlier on, when there’s still an actual relationship to
work on, that so many of them find that there’s no connection left
between them by the time they do come in to talk about it.

Think of it this way: it’s as though someone
were trying to cultivate a garden, but they never spend time
plucking up the weeds when they’re tiny. By the time the gardener
finally decides to deal with the problem, it’s only because the
garden has gotten so overgrown with weeds that it’s really ugly to
look at. But by now, the weeds are so huge that they’ve choked out
the desired plants, and there might not be anything left to enjoy
even if the gardener can get all the weeds out.

Counseling works the same way. It’s best to
deal with problems when they emerge, rather than letting them
fester, which is why some of the healthiest couples come in for
counseling even when they don’t think there is anything
particularly “wrong.” It helps them deal with their unseen issues
before they get out of hand, before they start sucking the
nutrients out of the relationship.

Of course, there can come a time to get
couple’s therapy specifically to end a relationship with dignity
and respect. But most couples find that successful therapy requires
an intentional focus on improvement, in the hope that a
relationship can be made better. Effective couple’s work is
done with a talented practitioner when there is still some element
of meaningful connection, even if it doesn’t feel positive or
particularly fun at the time. By doing so, each partner may
discover ways of connecting and being intimate that they never even
thought to notice before, and the process can breathe new life into
the relationship between them even when all seemed beyond
saving.
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For that matter, I often advise people to
come to couple’s work when things are going spectacularly between
them, so that they can stretch! Growth only comes from getting
messy, just like a garden only becomes more and more beautiful and
full of life when someone is willing to get down in the dirt and
pull weeds. If everything were comfortable and easy between us and
our partners, we would never want to change. Being able to lean
intentionally into our discomfort, with guidance and curiosity, can
create meaningful change if it’s done right. Once a relationship is
dead, the best therapist in the world can’t breathe life back into
it again, so it’s always best to seek help long before reaching
that point.

This book deals with themes of growth and
intentional challenge that partners can harness when they want to
improve their connection, and it discusses how those themes show up
in real relationships between real people. Couples by
Intention is for people who come into my office and people for
whom it’s not practical to do so; for people who wish they could
pick up the phone and call a sex therapist, and for people who have
already gotten help and just want to grow another step; for couples
who are thrilled with each other, and people who live with a sense
of disconnectedness and sadness and don’t even know that there is a
different way of being in the world.

Throughout this book, you’ll meet some of the
couples I’ve worked with, and you’ll see some of what they’ve
accomplished with each other and why it was important for them.
I’ll share information about their backgrounds, their challenges,
the conversations they had, and areas of growth that they
discovered with each other.

The couples are real. To protect their
privacy, I’ve changed their names, and some couples who have shared
similar experiences have been folded together for readability or to
make sure their identities are secure. But in all cases, the
material of their stories is real, and I am honored to have been
able to walk with them in their journeys closer to each other.

To do this work, you’ll need to face your
fears of change and allow the temporary discomfort that growth
requires. For example, as you work through the material in this
book, you may encounter situations that address your own story or
some part of it, whether it relates to your own personal
development as an individual or to your growth as a couple. To
develop a strong relationship together, the individuals in the
relationship must always be growing and developing. The work may
require you to go back with intentional reflection and curiosity to
ask yourself some challenging questions about your relationship
history and the decisions and assumptions you carry, because as a
rule, if you want your partner to be better in relationship, you
yourself need to be better in relationship. Learning to go through
the personal growth and development process with a partner who is
experiencing the same type of development is, by definition, a
moving target, and it can be disorienting, requiring a whole new
set of skills. It can be confusing when you start to see aspects of
your long-term partner that you never knew were there, and it can
be a perplexing process when you start to try new ways of living
and thinking within just yourself. But that’s true with most
worthwhile things in life, isn’t it? New ways of being are often
awkward—until they become normalized through practice,
patience, and sustained effort.

The payoff can be incredible. Couples who do
this kind of work often report reaching remarkable, profound
closeness and intimacy of a sort that catches them by surprise—and
that the hard work of introspection, conversation, and adjustment
together was a small price to pay for the pleasures of connection
that can come as a result. That’s the journey that I hope you will
join me for as we walk through these stories together.

My hope for you is the very same hope that I
hold for the couples that come to my office: that you will find the
best version of you as an individual, and the most
connected and secure version of you as a couple. As you
read, it will be your responsibility to discover what the final
state of your relationship will look like, since no two people and
no two relationships are quite alike. There is no one right way to
be a couple. You have self-determination to choose who you want to
be in your relationship and what you want your relationship dynamic
to be. This book is structured to give you time to reflect on the
state of your connection and what you want it to be, and it will
give you questions to prompt reflection for understanding.

How to Use This Book

If You Want to Skip Around, Skip
Around!

Couples by Intention is structured
such that if you read it start-to-finish, you’ll basically be
“listening in” on a group of couples during their twelve-week
journey of group therapy together. Naturally, the lessons will
“build” over time, as the couples grow in their skills and have
deeper and deeper conversations—so if you tend to gravitate toward
stories and narratives, you might prefer to read the chapters in
order.

But you don’t have to! Maybe you simply want
to learn more about the different definitions of the term
“monogamy” and how to choose a good definition with your partner.
If that’s true, then by all means, skip ahead to Chapter 4,
“Monogamy, Monogamish, and Nonmonogamy” and learn all you can!

Or if you’re really passionate about learning
how to integrate how you act with how you feel and
think in your relationship, then be my guest: skip on ahead to
Chapter 8, “Who Are You, Anyway?— Alignment.” That’s perfectly
fine.

The point is, read this book in whatever
order makes the most sense to you, whether you walk through it
beginning-to-end, or whether you dance around from place to
place.

Don’t Skip the
Exercises!

Whether you read straight through or skip
around, make sure to pause to reflect. At various places in the
chapters, I’ll be offering you exercises that can be helpful for
challenging yourself and for creating dialogue with your partner.
If you want lasting change, take time to do the work. When an
exercise comes up, resist the urge to plow through, and instead,
stop reading and do the exercise. Doing so will help you to gain
so much more for your development and your relationship than
simply “listening to me talk” (reading without reflecting) could
ever give you. Take some time to answer the questions I’ll give. To
do this, you’ll want to . . .

Keep a Journal

I strongly recommend that you keep a
“relationship journal” to record and reflect on the work you do in
this book. Grab a simple notebook or composition book from your
home or a neighborhood store. As you read, capture your thoughts,
feelings, reactions, memories, hopes, dreams—anything that comes up
for you as you hear these stories and think about your own
development and your relationship. Even write down the ways you
disagree with me! That’s okay, and I can take it! Besides, a
journal can be a terrific place to expand on the exercises in the
book, and I’ll be asking you to stop and reflect, so make sure to
have one with you. It’ll help you to make sure the conversation
isn’t one-sided and that you stay part of the process.

Make This Book Yours!

Since we’re on the subject of talking back:
it’s absolutely fine to write in this book, and I encourage you to!
Mark it up, highlight it, underline key parts, dog-ear the pages
and get coffee stains on them—just make it yours. Interact
with the book by writing and drawing in it. Doing so will actually
help you to comprehend the concepts a lot more.

About Me

Lastly, a little about my own background. I
grew up in the Boston area and worked in corporate America for a
while after college. But becoming a parent has a way of changing
one’s priorities in life, and that was certainly true for me.

When my children started coming into the
picture, I realized that I wanted more than almost anything else to
raise my kids to be strong, confident, and aware of who they were
as individuals. I wanted them to know about their emotions, their
relationships, their bodies, and how to build meaningful lives in a
chaotic world—and I knew that learning how to raise kids with those
skills would push me beyond what I knew at the time.

I went back to school to study what makes
relationships and emotional development “work,” in part so that I
could gain skill in coaching my kids through their development
years, and they could safely and confidently discover who they were
and how to relate well to those around them. Like I said at the
beginning of this introduction, most of us don’t get a class about
relationships, and I knew that my kids weren’t likely to have one,
either. But I at least wanted to guide them well as a parent, and
before I could teach them, I knew that I had to learn some things
myself.

That’s why I went to school again, and it’s
how I got the training to become a therapist—mostly because I
wanted an idea of how to raise my kids well through their
relational and emotional development. I decided to put what I was
learning to use in my professional life as well, and today, many
years later, I have a vibrant and full practice near my home in
Boston.

Each week at my practice, I counsel
individuals and couples as they work to build strong foundations
for the future, and I look to create spaces and processes where
couples can resolve their challenges and live more meaningful
lives. In my office on a given day, my clients and I might work on
issues ranging from identity, empty nesting, or infidelity, to
sexual dysfunction/discordance, infertility, communication, low
libido, lack of sexual awareness, and much more.

My work with couples has developed many
themes that are consistent across the various types of work that I
do with clients. For example, I’ve learned that as a rule, people
want to feel more confident in their ability to be open with a
partner, and they want to feel more secure in their skills and
knowledge of sex: how it works, what to do, how to please a
partner, how to ask for what they want, and so on. They also want
to challenge the old messages about love, sex, and relationships
that they have been carrying throughout their lives, often
inherited from the generation before them. They want to be better
communicators and listeners, and they want less conflict with their
partners. Perhaps above all, they want to be seen and heard, both
in the bedroom and out of it.

When I get to see partners learn how to do
exactly that for each other—how to see, hear, and please each
other, becoming stronger and more resilient in their love and their
bond—those are the sweetest and most fulfilling moments for me in
my day-to-day practice. My hope is that as you read the stories and
do the exercises in Couples by Intention, you too will be
encouraged to see how far and how strong your own relationships can
become through careful, patient effort—to be inspired, like I have,
by the astonishing couples you’re about to meet.
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One other person deserves a mention here,
too: my grandmother Annie. She was one of the most wonderful people
I’ve ever met, and as I sit here at my desk in Boston, I can look
out my office window and see the house where she lived, the place
where she would tell me stories about connection, love, and
relationship. Once, when I was in college and struggling to
understand some relationships in my life at that time, she said
something that has stuck with me all these years later, brilliant
in its simplicity and profound in its impact on my life. She said,
Do your work now or do your work later, but everyone has to do
their work. The longer you wait, the harder it is.

In many ways, her simple bit of insight has
been the foundation for all my work with couples, in the hope that
they can experience the joy of deep closeness and intimacy for
themselves. I want that for you, too. And so now, I invite you to
do your work.


 


 CHAPTER

1

First Steps—Setting the Scene for
Getting Closer

In this chapter, you will:

• Meet two of the couples from my therapy
group, which is called “Couples by Intention”: Bradley and Carol,
Sam and Yolanda

• Learn about setting realistic expectations
for how to grow closer to your mate

• Eavesdrop on the first session of the
group’s time together and learn some of the ground rules:

• Confidentiality

• Couple-to-couple friendship isn’t
expected

• The No-Helping Rule

Picture a warm, cozy room with about a dozen
seats arranged in a circle of sofas, loveseats, and comfy chairs.
It’s a Wednesday evening in autumn, and the light outside the
window has started to fade into the gentle, dark blues and purples
of the average New England school-night. As I erase what was left
on the whiteboard from earlier in the day, a young couple comes in
through the doorway, taking off their coats and greeting me with a
familiar “Hi, Elliott” before choosing two seats beside each other.
The couple’s names are Bradley and Carol, and they’re waiting for
the other partner-pairs to arrive for the very first session of
Couples by Intention, the therapy group that I offer at my practice
near Boston.

The purpose of Couples by Intention is to
provide some “shakeup” for couples who have been together for a
while, creating pathways to better intimacy and connection by
exposing avenues of communication and eroticism that they hadn’t
known were available within their relational system. During the
course of their time together, the participants are challenged to
face a variety of topics, such as how to create healthy boundaries
around and within the relationship, and understanding the messages
we get from parents and the world about sex, intimacy, and
relationship role models, along with money, faith, parenting,
listening, and how to manage change.

That’s what Bradley and Carol are here to do,
along with several other couples. Here is the story of their
relationship, and the circumstances that brought them into our
sofa-lined room on this particular evening.


Bradley and Carol

Bradley and Carol are both creative people
in their midthirties. Smart and well-read, they had been college
sweethearts before they got married. Now they have two small
children and, by all outward indicators, a cohesive and
collaborative marriage. Both partners are strongly opinionated, but
soft-spoken and conflict-averse. Each identifies the other as their
best friend.

Despite their strong outward relationship,
sex and intimacy are a challenge for them, and they came to the
therapy group not knowing how to talk about their issues but each
strongly desiring better intimacy and sexual gratification.

Bradley wants sex but doesn’t know how to
ask for it. He has been sober for more than ten years and has a
great deal of shame when it comes to sex and addiction. He
describes himself as “wearing a heavy cloak” that weighs him down
so that he can’t allow himself to be open to the joy of intimacy.
His parents were deeply religious and avoided the topic of sex, and
he never witnessed his parents showing intimacy or affection to
each other. He is so focused on Carol’s reactions that he forgets
to tend to his own desires.

Carol wants connection, but she works so
much that she is exhausted all the time. Carol’s mother died when
she was twelve, and as a result Carol had a challenging childhood
that put her in a parental role at a very young age, helping to
raise her younger brother. While Carol had a loving father, she
became responsible for the household so that he could work. Carol
feels great responsibility for everyone and strives to provide for
everyone’s needs—except her own. When it comes to sex and intimacy,
Carol won’t ask for what she wants, won’t initiate, and often will
report that just sitting in a bubble bath by herself is more
gratifying than being intimate with Bradley.

Bradley and Carol were invited to Couples by
Intention after participating in individual and couple’s therapy
that began shortly after Carol learned that Bradley had had a
period of sexual infidelity at massage parlors. At the start of
their couple’s therapy, they hadn’t been sure they would remain a
couple, but through their individual work, both partners were able
to focus on their own challenges to intimacy to a point where they
had a strong understanding of the task before them. In the couples
therapy, they began working
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Growth only
comes from

getting messy
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Do your work
now or do your
work later, but
everyone has to
do their work.
The longer you
‘wait, the harder
itis.
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Wearen't given
classes on how

to navigate
relationships,
how to sail the
mysterious, often
unpredictable
‘waters of
becoming close
to the people
around us.
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When we open
ourselves up to
the potential for
deep rewards like
companionship,
connection,
security, and sex,
we're risking the
possibility that
we might get
hurt along the
way.
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*As a couples therapist, | am excited to recommend this book to clients whoare
1ooking to create more connection in their relationships. | know that the valu-
able insights (Eliott shares, as well as the interactive exercises provided, will
lead to growth and positive change for many couples’ —Amy Krasner, LICSW
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