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			Conscious Loving is a marvelous addition to the nourishing practical wisdom Gay Hendricks has been offering for a long time. I have learned much about self-love and human emotions from Gay. I have learned about intimacy from Kathlyn and Gay. This book is a product of their co-commitment to all of us.

			I can’t think of anything more important than conscious loving. Our culture’s severe family problems and massive addictions attest to the unconscious contaminations resulting from our dysfunctional source relationships.

			Our models of intimacy are patently out of date. They come from a social era that was survivalistic. When survival is at stake, it is good to have one person in charge. It is also good to be co-dependent and non-feeling.

			Our culture is leisure oriented. The old model is totally inadequate for dealing with the new possibilities for love and emotional intimacy which result from the new leisure.

			Kathlyn and Gay are offering us a new model. We need it badly. We must help our ailing non-intimate marriages. The marital relationship determines the health of the family to a large degree. In spite of a couple’s best intentions, if they use the old model, their relationship is probably going to fail because the old model is based on an imbalance of power. In this book, the Hendricks teach us that intimacy is only possible when there is a balance of power.

			Most importantly, they offer us exercises which will help us to achieve this balance of power in our relationships. In fact, the practicality of this book is its greatest asset. The Hendricks offer us a rich array of experiential exercises which can teach us how to love intimately.

			I consider Gay and Kathlyn to be my teachers. I encourage you to buy this book and use it to the hilt.

			—JOHN BRADSHAW

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE
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			At our wedding many years ago we were blessed to be married by a couple, Mary and Ed Graham, who represented (and still do) the heights of co-commitment to which we aspired. At the pinnacle of the ceremony, they read a poem they had chosen for us; the moment became for us the spiritual epiphany of our lives. It is written by the Jungian analyst, Sheila Moon, and we share it with you as prologue to the journey that we begin together.

			LIFE DANCE

			
				What follows, in such time as has not
come, yet waits for me to find it?
What dreams drift in mists
covering what unfamiliar peaks?
What unexpected mime is being readied
for me, and what part will I have?

				In any case the tale will be
the Fool’s, with his naked joy, his Bride
dancing down the world of time,
somersaulting into wherever they arrive—
awry, askew, rumpled, roses in their hair!
How unthinkable to go with them!
To open fingers, toes, eyes, arms,
for receiving their grace so graceless,
to see their faces clown-white, death-
white, their gaze shining as moonrise!
How unthinkable! But heart
bends to them as toward flowers.
So bend. Perhaps—be mended.

				Perhaps—why not?—be thrown by
winds into their wild sweeps of sky
where up and down are words only,
where sea reaches and ragged spume
become living whether or not I
choose it so, where I am pitched
and tossed in a game whose stakes
are higher than I can encompass!

				Shout! Rush into all storms
but with honest intent The Fool
and his Bride are truth,
honest and honestly moonstruck, and
they dance in hurricanes,
in the very eye itself. In peace.
So in some fashion they stand
beyond me in storm. Dancing. Calling.
Blurred and whirling in time
neither before nor after, I must
go, or fall away forever, forever.
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		ONE
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Conscious Loving: The Journey in Brief

		For most of us, relationships are a struggle. We each have a strong inner urge toward conscious loving: toward love relationships that are free of mistrust, disharmony, and unspoken words. We want our relationships to be springboards to higher consciousness and enhanced creative expression. Yet within us also lives an urge toward unconscious loving: we are encumbered by the burdens of our past programming. In this book we will present the results of our exploration of relationship issues over the past twenty years. From our work with over one thousand couples we have discovered the key flaws that produce distortion in relationships, and we have developed a precise, step-by-step program for turning your loving into conscious loving. We have also identified the crucial choice points in the evolution of a relationship that enhance or ruin the opportunities for intimacy.

		Unconscious loving turns relationships into entanglements which bring out and actually require the destructive habits of each participant. Unconscious loving saps energy and creativity. By knowing the crucial choice points and practicing the skills of conscious loving we describe, a state emerges that we call Co-Commitment. It is a state of well-being which enhances the energy and creativity of each person. In our journey together through this book you will learn the intentions that allow co-commitment to unfold, how to spot and overcome the unconscious patterns that emerge in any close relationship, how to identify feelings and key body sensations, how to tell the microscopic truth, and how to make and keep commitments.

		The ideas in this book apply not only to couples, but to any close relationship. They work even if you have an uncooperative partner. They work even if you have no current partner. Many of our clients worked out their major issues while single, then went on to form successful, co-committed relationships. A great deal of powerful change can occur when one person in a relationship breaks free. Don’t fall into the trap of waiting to change until your partner is ready. Waiting for others to change is a sign of unconscious loving. Go ahead and make a total commitment to your individual development. However, if your partner is willing to commit to the program, the changes can be rapid indeed.

		When we first began to “wake up” we found ourselves mired in many patterns of unconscious loving. Both of us came from dysfunctional families, and in adulthood we had re-created many of their patterns in our own relationships. Unless you are very blessed, you are also trapped in some aspect of dysfunctional relationships. We developed the ideas in this book during our journey to co-commitment. Eventually, an exciting new state unfolded, which we call co-creativity. A co-creative relationship is passionate, productive, and harmonious. We turned the energy that would have been wasted through conflict into creative projects such as writing books, giving seminars and lectures, volunteering for activities, and building a happy family. We found that we had access to much more creativity as a partnership than each of us ever had on our own. Now we have applied the techniques to a substantial number of people in therapy and workshops. We have determined to our satisfaction that, with some intense work on themselves, people can move from co-dependence to co-commitment and co-creativity. Now we want to make the material available to a wider audience.

		The Questions that Began Our Search

		Our approach to relationship therapy grew out of questions we began asking ourselves many years ago. These are questions that you have no doubt asked yourself, such as: Why are close relationships, which are supposed to be about love, often so painful? What are we doing that causes the pain? What are we overlooking? How can we have more love and less pain? The answers came, not always in the way we expected or in a kindly manner. Sometimes we were so stubborn and resistant to learning that life had to take a sledgehammer approach to teaching us. Ultimately, we got the relationship we wanted, but it was many times better than we ever could have imagined.

		Most of us are born into families that are full of conflict or the avoidance of conflict. Both of us came from families in which conflict was always avoided, so we had to learn to acknowledge conflict before we learned to transform it. It is important, however, not to stop there. In close relationships, conflict is not necessary or desirable, although it is what most of us know. In this book you will learn how to resolve conflict effectively and you will find a path that will take you beyond conflict, if you are willing.

		The Power of Love

		Love is a powerful force. If we do not know how to handle its power, we slip very quickly into its powerfully painful distortions, such as conflict and co-dependence. But know this: It is resistance to love that causes the problems. There is nothing wrong with love. Love is a force that focuses its light on the deepest shadowy parts of ourselves. It brings to the surface the parts of ourselves that we most desperately try to keep hidden. When these parts of ourselves emerge, we often retreat, blaming love and those who have loved us. In this book you will learn how to do something radically different, something that will allow you to live in a state of continuous love and positive energy. You will begin where you are, possibly stuck in a troubled relationship or feeling the pain of not having a close relationship, and you will move at your own pace to a place of freedom and real growth.

		Part 1 of this book explains all the essential ideas, with examples drawn from our personal experience and that of our clients. (All the examples in this book are drawn from real life. Names and identifying details have been changed to ensure the privacy of the people involved.) The thirty-four activities in part 2 contain the experiential techniques that will make the ideas a reality for you. We want to acknowledge you for beginning this journey with us. Our relationship has been the catalyst for unparalleled growth and creativity in our lives. We hope that you will use your relationships to fulfill undreamed-of potential in yourself. It will help if you commit yourself completely to this process now, at the beginning. The most creative and evolved people we know are those who use every situation as an opportunity to learn about themselves. Openness to learning is a hallmark of evolution. It makes learning and acknowledging even the most soul-shaking facts about yourself easier and more fun. With a strong commitment to inquiring into yourself, the universe does not have to use catastrophes to wake you up.

		Unconscious Loving and Co-Dependence
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		Co-dependence, a term that first appeared in the field of alcoholism treatment, is a particular form of unconscious loving. It originally referred to a pattern that healers noticed time and again when working with addicted persons. Frequently the addicted person was in a relationship that supported the addiction and interfered with the treatment. Often the co-dependent did not drink, but due to deeply flawed interaction patterns, he or she made it possible for the addicted person not to change. However, co-dependence goes far beyond the area of chemical addictions: it can creep into every area of life. We believe that society is on the verge of a breakthrough in which people will begin to notice co-dependent patterns in many of their close relationships.

		Co-Dependence Is an Unconscious Agreement

		Co-dependence is an agreement between people to stay locked in unconscious patterns. Co-commitment is an agreement to become more conscious. The dictionary does not yet have a definition for co-dependence, but it does have several meanings for dependent. According to Webster’s New World Dictionary, dependent means (1) hanging down, (2) determined by something else, (3) relying on for support, and (4) subordinate. There you have it: co-dependence occurs when your behavior is determined by someone else’s, when others rely on you to maintain their destructive behaviors and addictions, and when you are subordinate to others and thereby not true to your own feelings. The first definition—hanging down—is particularly revealing, because depression inevitably accompanies co-dependence.

		When we are co-dependent we do not have relationships, we have entanglements. Relationships can exist only between equals; inequality is a hallmark of co-dependence. The dictionary defines entanglement as a snare and a complication. It is “a net, from which escape is difficult.” The dictionary says that two things are entangled when they are enfolded upon each other in such a way that the freedom of each is limited. This is exactly what co-dependence is. It is also an unconscious conspiracy between two or more people to feel bad and to limit each other’s potential. The basic contract is: If I allow you to sleepwalk through life, you won’t make me wake up either. If I agree not to grow, you won’t either. If I don’t insist that you change your bad habits, you won’t leave me or make me challenge my bad habits. No matter what the deal, it never works. No one has ever been truly happy, awake, and alive in an entanglement.

		Co-Dependence Is Inequality

		Relationships exist only between equal, whole persons. If two people in a relationship have agreed to be less than whole, their problems are multiplied. For example, when you multiply 1/2 times 1/2, you get 1/4, less than you had on your own. This is how co-dependence works. Two people come into relationship and limit each other’s potential; they end up with less than they had before. The relationship is blamed, often for many years, but it was never a relationship at all. It was an entanglement that began with a tiny moment of unconsciousness and mushroomed into something that brought pain. It is this tiny moment that we will study later in this chapter.

		Co-Dependence Is an Addiction to Control and Approval

		Co-dependents often do not touch liquor or drugs, but they are addicted, nonetheless, to something much subtler: control and approval. Often these pernicious addictions continue long after any substance addictions have been resolved. One of our co-dependent clients in recovery put the problem very eloquently after a breakthrough session: “Now I feel a center of light and God-consciousness in me, but I’ve never been able to contact or express it before. Instead, all my thoughts were about how I could manipulate people to give me what I want or how I could get them to like me. I’ve never had a single pure thought before.” This man had made a profound discovery: When you can break through your approval and control programming, there is a natural, organic spiritual essence within you that can be consciously experienced. As long as we try to control ourselves and others, and as long as we strive to get others to like us, that spiritual essence is obscured. When we wake up and start loving ourselves, we claim our divine right.

		Control and approval should be treated like any other addiction. As those of you who are in recovery know, stopping the addiction is only the beginning. After you take that last drink, all the problems that the drinking masked rush forward to get your attention. Fortunately, the greater energy that is freed through stopping drinking is at your disposal to handle these problems. Now, we invite you to stop the addiction to controlling other people. We invite you to stop centering your life on seeking approval or avoiding disapproval. Notice how you are controlling and jockeying for approval and drop these patterns first for a minute. Then go without them for a day, then one day at a time thereafter. Others have done it, and you can, too. We want you to make the discovery that there is a completely lovable essence at the center of you that is beyond all your strivings. As you uncover it, you and your loved ones will change as a result.

		Often, control and approval are at the very center of relationships. For a dramatic example, consider this interchange between a husband and wife at the beginning of a therapy session:

		
			THERAPIST: What kinds of feelings have you been experiencing this week?

			WIFE: I’ve been feeling confused and depressed.

			HUSBAND: No, you haven’t.

		

		Here is control in its most spare and stark form. In essence, he is saying to her: “The experience you are having is not the one I want you to be having.” Often our attempts to control each other are less obvious. Even the recovery process itself can be corrupted into a control strategy. Another client was given repeated warnings over a five-year period that his wife was going to leave if he didn’t stop drinking. Finally she left. Suddenly he turned into a model citizen. He quit drinking and became an active member of AA. After two months he begged her to come back. “Look at how I’ve changed,” he said. “Yes,” she replied, “but why didn’t you change before I left? I don’t trust you now to make any changes just for your own good. It looks to me like you’re changing just to get me to come back to you.” He went into a rage at this, stormed out, and got drunk that night.

		The drive for approval, and to avoid disapproval, dominates the relationships of co-dependents. As one woman put it, “Before I started loving myself and feeling good about me, all my moves were based on trying to get people to like me or to keep them from disliking me. This led me to do a lot of things I didn’t want to do. This was a particular problem with men. They would ask me to do something—even have sex—and I would override my own feelings to please them or to keep them from thinking something bad about me. Of course it never worked. I felt so bad afterward that I would find some other way to mess up the relationship. Then they wouldn’t like me anyway. I always ended up creating the thing I was afraid would happen.” This is exactly what happens in co-dependence: we act from motivations of control and approval instead of from our essence, and we end up creating the opposite of what we really want.

		Are You Co-Dependent?

		Ask yourself whether you have some of the following issues in your relationships:

		
				In spite of your “best efforts,” people around you do not change their bad habits.

				You have difficulty allowing others to feel their feelings. If someone feels bad, you rush in to make it better, because you think it’s your fault. You worry about other people’s feelings frequently.

				You have secrets. There are things you have done or not done that you are hiding from another person.

				
				You do not let yourself feel the full range of your feelings. You are out of touch with one or more core emotions such as anger, fear, or sadness. Anger is a particular problem for you. You find it hard to admit that you’re angry, and you have trouble expressing it to other people.

				You criticize or get criticized frequently. You have a strong, nagging internal critic that keeps you feeling bad even in moments when you could be feeling good.

				You try to control other people, to get them to feel and be a certain way, and you spend a lot of energy being controlled or avoiding being controlled by others.

				Your arguments tend to recycle. Conflicts are temporarily ended by one person apologizing and promising to do better.

				In arguments, much energy is spent in trying to find out whose fault it is. Both people struggle to prove that they are right, or to prove the other wrong.

				In arguments, you find yourself pleading victim or agreeing that you were at fault.

				You frequently agree to do things you do not want to do, feel bad about it, but say nothing.

				People seem not to keep their agreements with you.

		

		Do any of these describe you? We are on painfully intimate terms with all these dysfunctional patterns and more; we have done them in our own lives, and we have seen them thousands of times in our work. There are other characteristics of entanglements and co-dependence that we will explore later, but the ones described above will help you decide whether this book can help you.

		What Is Co-Commitment?
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		A co-committed relationship is one in which two or more people support each other in being whole, complete individuals. The commitment is to going all the way, to letting the relationship be the catalyst for the individuals to express their full potential and creativity. In a co-committed relationship between two people, each takes 100 percent responsibility for his or her life and for the results each creates. There are no victims in co-committed relationships. In fact, victimhood is impossible when both people are willing to acknowledge that they are the cause of what happens to them. There is little conflict, because neither person plays the accusatory, victim role. With the energy saved through lessened conflict, both people are free to express more creativity.

		Co-Commitment Leads to Co-Creativity

		Co-commitment leads to the ultimate reward in close relationships: co-creativity. A co-creative relationship is one in which two people access more of their creativity as a result of their loving interaction. Out of the harmony of a co-committed relationship springs an enhanced energy that enables both partners to make a greater contribution than either one could have made alone. It is rare, and absolutely worth it. We have seen the Taj Mahal and eaten sublime meals in the French countryside, but a co-committed relationship is better than any of these experiences, or any other experience we have had. Although rare, it is easier to attain than you might think. With all this happiness just a breath away, why do relationships go so wrong? To understand, we must look into our very early childhood interactions, which most of us have forgotten.

		The Birth of Unconscious Loving in Childhood
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		As a child you needed to be close to people, primarily to your mother. In closeness with her you hoped to find nurturance of your body, mind, and spirit. People who did not have an early sense of closeness with anyone will suffer for it later. A man in his fifties came in for therapy, expressing that he had never had a close relationship with a woman. In fact, he said, he had not even been touched by a woman in fourteen years. When we asked him about his early contact with his mother, he said that he didn’t remember much about it, then quickly went on to another subject. Later, we returned to a closer examination of his first months of life. It turned out that his mother had slipped out of the hospital and disappeared, and he had never seen her again. He was never even touched by her. After a few weeks in the hospital, a relative came and took him away, later giving him to another relative to raise.

		Relatively few of us have such a dramatic and painful entry into the world of human relationships. However, many of us have had some major or minor traumas that influenced our ability to get close as children.

		The Effects of a Childhood Wound

		Gay experienced an event at the age of six months that influenced the quality of his relationships until well into his thirties:

		“I had an issue that replayed in a number of important relationships with women from the time of my first serious love, at age seventeen, until I uncovered the source of the pattern in my thirties. I would be in a relationship, very happy and secure at first, then I would get an irrational fear of abandonment. I would act this out in several unpleasant ways, often by accusing the other person of wanting to leave me. Sometimes I would leave first, so that the other person would not have a chance to do it to me.

		“Although the issue was pointed out to me many times by different people, I steadfastly refused to open up to the possibility that it had anything to do with me or my past. I blamed it on the women: it was their fault, just the way women are! As a therapist, I now find it remarkable that it did not occur to me that it had something to do with my past conditioning. However, it taught me a good lesson: Never underestimate the power of the human unconscious, particularly my own.

		“When I finally did explore the source of this issue, the answer was so obvious that I laughed out loud when I saw it. I had a close connection with my mother for the first six months of my life, then my mother abruptly went to work, due to the death of my father and desperate economic circumstances. I was sent to be raised by my grandmother, changing from breast-feeding to bottle-feeding in one day. Apparently I was so upset about this that I cried for days. The only way my grandmother could quiet me down was by loading my bottle with sugar and vanilla. By the end of my first year I was very fat, and continued to have a weight problem until into my thirties. In fact, I weighed over one hundred pounds more than I do now. When I was upset, I ate. Usually lots of vanilla ice cream.

		“As I look at the problem now, I see that I developed an expectation of abandonment in that early situation with my mother. When I would get close to a woman in my adult life, the fear of abandonment would come up, although I was not perceptive enough to pick up that the fear was running me. It would simply start looking like the woman had abandonment on her mind. This caused me to project abandonment onto some women who had absolutely no interest in abandoning me (until I started belaboring the point with them). It also caused me to pick some women who were so dependent and needy that they were extremely unlikely to abandon me. In either case, I generated a great deal of misery for myself and others until I caught on to the pattern. As I began to explore the issue, I opened up to the feelings of abandonment inside myself. When I did that, I no longer seemed to need to act them out in actual relationships. Shortly after I cleared up the issue, I met Kathlyn, and it has never surfaced again.”

		Co-dependence is fostered when two people unconsciously agree to be the partners in each other’s dramas. An unconscious bargain is struck: If you won’t make me change my self-destructive patterns, I won’t make you change yours. If you will let me project my childhood issues onto you, I’ll be the target for yours. The trouble is that co-dependence feels so bad that people start complaining shortly after the dramas get under way. At that point, we start to blame our troubles on the other person.

		We All Need Closeness and Space

		In a close relationship, we have two distinct needs: closeness and independence. In a co-committed relationship, both these needs are acknowledged and celebrated. You get close, and when it is time, you separate for a while. Then it’s time to go for more closeness. A good relationship is a pulsation of closeness and space. Both parts of the pulsation are essential. When issues come up about either one of these needs, you discuss the issues with each other and find creative ways to meet both needs.

		In co-dependence, people are out of touch with the issues that arise from both closeness and independence. Here’s how it works. Two people get close, and as they do so they awaken whatever issues they have not resolved from past relationships. Let’s say that both people have a fear of getting close, based on a past relationship that brought them pain. Perhaps the fear began early in life, in some situation with a parent in which a trauma occurred. They get close in the new relationship, and out of that closeness comes fear, and out of that fear comes the expectation of pain, and out of that expectation they withdraw from each other. Often they blame each other for their pain: “I was feeling okay, then I got close to you, and now I feel bad. Obviously that’s your fault.”

		Their real need is to communicate about these issues, to tell the truth about what they are experiencing, and to take some space to allow themselves to become comfortable again. In a co-committed relationship, that is exactly what would happen. But in co-dependence, the truth is not acknowledged or spoken. Both partners are invested in keeping the other unconscious. If they awakened, the game would be over. So there is considerable emphasis on not seeing the patterns, not telling the truth.

		Fundamental Issues Emerge from Getting Close

		Here are some common feelings and patterns that pour out of us when we start getting close:

		
				I’m not worthy.

				I’m still angry and hurt from a past relationship.

				Something is basically wrong with me.

				If I get close I’ll get swallowed up and lose myself.

		

		Out of these issues that emerge, we often engage in several typical destructive moves:

		
				We withdraw and pull back without telling the other person what is going on.

				We manufacture something wrong with the other person or the relationship, to give us an excuse to pull back righteously.

				We numb out, losing touch with our feelings,

				Old tapes begin to play in our minds, memories of past situations and fantasies of the future. These take us out of the present reality.

				We get sick.

				We have an accident.

				We start an argument.

		

		There are others, but these are some of the more common.

		Issues Also Arise from Getting Separate

		In co-dependence, people have as much trouble becoming independent as they do in getting close. Again, imagine it as a dance. Two people come close, dance together a while, then separate to rest. Both the getting close and the coming apart are essential, because humans are separate beings as well as beings who thrive on union with others. Our individual development is crucial, just as important as the development of our ability to be in relationship. In fact, we probably have as many issues about becoming independent as we do about getting close. Here are some:

		
				When my partner goes away, I feel abandoned.

				I’m afraid I can’t take care of myself.

				I’m afraid of taking risks by myself.

				If my partner really loved me, he/she would want to be with me all the time.

		

		    Out of these issues, we engage in the same types of destructive patterns mentioned earlier with regard to getting close. It comes time in the relationship to take some space, to learn something about independence and autonomy, and we sabotage ourselves by getting sick, having an accident, or starting an argument. We then use the argument or the illness as an excuse not to deal with the fear of becoming independent.

		Cycles of closeness and space occur frequently. If you are perceptive you will notice them on a daily basis, and surely on a weekly one. In a healthy relationship, both people are always on the alert for their needs for closeness and space and are always in the process of noticing what barriers they are putting in the way of meeting these needs.

		The Shock of Awakening

		There is a moment when you first “wake up” and begin to notice that you are recycling certain patterns in your relationships with others. At this point you may feel dazed and even discouraged. The moment can be compared to that of opening a closet into which you have been stuffing things for twenty or thirty years. At first you are shocked, then when you turn on the light you get even more upset because you see the extent of the problem. We have seen many people go through this stage, and often they think: “Can’t I just go back to sleep again?” No, because that way lies peril. Once you have awakened it is very hard to go under again. But don’t despair. It is possible to make the necessary changes with a spirit of learning and fun. Pain is an option, but we do not recommend it. This book describes a loving and gentle path. If you are addicted to the hard path, if you think you have to suffer to learn, you will have to look elsewhere.

		The Specific Moment When Unconscious Loving Emerges
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		We mentioned earlier that there is one thing people do wrong to make their relationships so complicated and unhappy. Let’s study that key moment in detail, so that next time it happens you will be able to notice and correct it. For our explanation we will use the example of a close love relationship, although we stress that the same general principles apply to any relationship.

		Close love relationships often go through several distinct stages:

		Romance

		This is the stage the songs are written about. It’s wonderful, energetic, humming with excitement. It’s when everything the other person does is magic, and your cells are a-buzz with the limitless possibility of life. For years your unconscious mind has been assembling expectations about what it would take to make you happy. Finally you have found someone who fits all your pictures. Sure, you may overlook a few flaws, but you’re not in a mood to be reasonable. You’re high! Your heart is pumping endorphin-charged blood around your body, and your reproductive system is saying, “This is it!” Someone asked at a workshop how long this stage lasts, and we replied, “Anywhere from six minutes to six months.” Although we were joking, there is some truth to that estimate. Few people manage to stay in that exalted state for more than six months, because what shortly happens is that romance leads to …

		The Inevitable

		As a result of the closeness you experience in the romance phase, unpleasant parts of your personality will begin to emerge. You learned certain problem feelings and patterns in earlier close relationships, and the closeness you are experiencing now is bringing them to the surface. This is inevitable; you have no choice. Meanwhile, the unpleasant parts of your partner are beginning to emerge. Later a choice point occurs, which will determine the destiny of the relationship. Here are several examples of the personality problems that emerge to color the present.

		
				Trust issues. Usually stemming from the first year of life, trust issues are prevalent in many adult relationships. Is it safe here? Can I trust the other person? Will he leave me, too? Can I trust my feelings, when they’ve gotten me into trouble so often before?

				
				Authority issues. Usually learned in the second and third years of life, authority issues can color every aspect of existence. Nobody’s gonna tell me what to do! Let’s see, what can I get away with here? This little affair won’t hurt anybody, will it?

				Self-esteem issues. Nothing can threaten the sense of self-worth like a close relationship. Once we hand over our power to another person, we are at their mercy. At any time, a mere glance can cancel out our self-worth. We ask ourselves: Am I really worthwhile? Does anybody love me for my own sake? Do I deserve to be here? All these questions of self-esteem can be called up by getting close to another person.

				Long-repressed feelings. Many times in counseling we have been told something like this: “I never knew that I was an angry person until I got into that relationship.” The power of close relationships to bring forth shadowy parts of ourselves can never be underestimated. Of course, they call forth our best, too, but in order to experience this joy for extended periods of time we need to handle the shadow feelings that emerge.

				Sexual issues. Will I ever be able to have a satisfying sexual connection with another person? Why can’t I ask for what I like sexually? Why do I always want someone else sexually instead of the one I’m with? Sex is the arena in which some of the most compelling human dramas are played out. People have written the most sublime poetry imaginable while flooded with sexual feelings, and they have committed atrocious murders in the grip of strong sexual rage. It takes a close relationship to bring our deepest sexual issues to the surface; without bringing them forward there is no possibility of resolution. Some of the very best relationships we have seen are those in which one or both people had experienced a deep sexual healing. Few things can build a more solid bond.

		

		With the floodgates wide open and our deepest issues pouring out, we are headed for …

		The Choice Point

		In this stage the key choice occurs, which determines whether the relationship will become co-committed or will sink into the mire of co-dependence. We will call the “good” one choice A. Here’s where you are: You have gotten close to another person, and now your problem issues are coming to the surface. If you take choice A, you will inquire into the source of those issues, take full responsibility for them, and tell the full truth about them to your partner. You will learn to see and love the previously unloved parts of yourself that are emerging. With the liberated energy from seeing and communicating the truth of your patterns and feelings, you will ride to a new, higher level of love and intimacy. That’s choice A.

		Choice B is the one thing we do that creates co-dependence. In choice B, the personality issues emerge, but you keep them hidden. You don’t look at them, and you don’t tell the truth about them. Instead, you

		withhold, withdraw, and project.

		    Withholding is when you keep inside you things that should be expressed. You swallow your anger. You want something and fail to ask. You have a guilty secret and don’t confess.

		
				Withdrawal is when you pull back from contact. You quit reaching out. You are lonely but you turn down invitations to go out. Someone touches you and you turn away.

				Projection is when you attribute to another person something that is actually going on at an unconscious level within yourself. An example of projection: You are sexually attracted to another person but do not tell your partner about it. For some strange reason it starts looking like your partner is sexually attracted to others. If you want to watch choice B at work, turn on a soap opera. We flipped one on at random to get an example of choice B. Within ten minutes, we heard this dialogue:

		

		
			MARIA: I’m really furious at Mark for having coffee with Lydia. I just know there’s something going on between them.

			VERONICA: Have you talked to him about it?

			MARIA: Of course not! I don’t want him to know everything’s not okay. Our wedding is only a few days away.

			VERONICA: DO you think Mark suspects anything about Randall and you? (Apparently Maria and Randall had indulged in an impassioned “quickie” in the hospital’s laundry room the day before.)

			MARIA: NO, and I’ll never tell him because it was just one of those things. It meant nothing.

		

		Let’s look closely at this situation. Maria was sexually attracted to Randall and acted out her feelings in the laundry room. She withheld this information from her husband-to-be because “it meant nothing.” Then, for some reason, it started looking like her future husband was attracted to Lydia. Of course, she withheld her observation from him and did not tell the truth about how she felt. Maybe she’s right. Maybe Mark really is attracted to Lydia. It does not matter, because Maria will not see reality until she starts telling the truth and drops her projection.

		As an aside, we noticed that most of the commercials were not for soap products at all. The shows were heavily sponsored by pain medications, and I think we can all see why. Much pain is brought about by withholding, withdrawal, and projection.

		The Unconscious Deal

		Once you have selected choice B, your options become severely limited. One option is that the pain of concealing yourself will become too great for you to remain in the presence of the other person, so you will split up, or at least withdraw emotionally so that you are in effect gone. Another option is to make a deal and continue the relationship. Following are some examples of deals people make.

		
				Let’s both agree not to took into certain areas of our lives. This is the Ostrich Option, in which both people stick their heads in the sand. Pain is diminished, but so is awareness. This option is an agreement to become mutually duller.

				If you don’t change, I won’t either. In this deal the conspiracy is toward mutual stasis. Both parties are afraid of risking change, so they make their relationship a bargain of resisting the forces of growth.

				Let’s focus our attention on alcohol (or food or drugs) instead of on solving our problems. When unconscious patterns start to play themselves out in relationships, it is often tempting to drown out the signals with substances. Our society offers a rich array of ways to blot out reality. Ingenious combinations of fat and sugar line the grocery shelves; tobacco, liquor, and drugs are available for those who want to add velocity to their self-destruction. All of these substances delay the inevitable but never, ever prevent it. All they do is give you something else to focus on while your self-development is on hold.

				
				If you do all the thinking, I’ll do all the feeling. Our therapy practice is located in an area where there are many high-tech companies. Over the years, we have counseled a number of couples consisting of a superlogical engineer husband and a highly emotional wife. This type of relationship is an example of splitting the thinking and feeling functions of two people down the middle. It would not be a bad deal if both people felt all right about it. It is perfectly healthy to put one person in charge of balancing the checkbook and another in charge of reading bedtime stories to the kids, if both people are in agreement. But in many such relationships the partners criticize each other for their respective functions. He criticizes her because she’s too emotional; she berates him for being a rigid, unfeeling robot.

		

		    The deals allow the relationship to continue, but at a high cost. Both people turn away from the possibility of being whole, they maintain their addictions, and they lose the possibility of co-commitment.

		The Payoff

		If you have taken choice A, in this stage you move closer to each other. You move to a higher level of intimacy, awaken more, and open the possibility of more creativity. In the first year or two of a close relationship you may go through many cycles of getting close, having old patterns and feelings emerge, handling them, and getting close again. As the relationship matures, the speed of emergence of old patterns tends to decrease, and the people in the relationship spend less time handling issues between them and more time engaged in co-committed projects.

		If you take choice B, you will always have cycles. Unconscious material will come up, you will find some way to bury it, and another deal will have to be made. Eventually you will find a comfortable state of mutual somnolence, allowing the relationship to continue but with diminished aliveness. What often happens, though, is that the relationship withers and dies. Most people who come to us for counseling have foundered in a deal. They thought they were saving the relationship by pretending not to notice something they really needed to pay attention to. They buried it only to have it resurface. For example, we worked with a couple who had been having the same basic argument for years. When they came to us they were on the verge of splitting up. They had struck a classic deal. Both of them carried a load of anger from their abusive childhoods. When this anger surfaced in their relationship, they elected not to inquire into the true source of it. Their deal was that he always got to be right, and it was her job to placate him. When they fought, she would apologize and admit to being at fault. The trouble was that this deal would often last only a day or two before the anger resurfaced again.

		Eventually, on your third or three-thousandth trip through the relationship maze, you may take choice A and find yourself in …

		Co-Commitment

		In this stage you reap the harvest of the commitment you have made to yourself and each other. Your work on yourself and on the relationship pays off as your mutual creativity begins to flourish. When people are not blocking the truth from themselves and not withholding it from each other, a tremendous weight is lifted from their psyches. This sense of liberation directly affects the creativity of each person. Ideas emerge and are acted upon. Projects that are mutually beneficial are accomplished seemingly without effort. A better quality of friends appears; a social support network grows.

		In co-dependence people are chained together, facing the past. They are in thrall to their ancient patterns, and imprisoned by the deals they have made with each other. In co-commitment, people are hand in hand in the present, facing the future. You will discover more about co-commitment—how to make it happen and how to maintain it—in chapter four.

		Relationship Traps

		However, if co-dependent choices are made and remade over time, relationships sink into predictable patterns and common traps. Here are some examples of patterns our clients bring to us at the beginning of their work on themselves. You will find a complete description of nine common traps in chapter three.

		Letting People Get Away with Killing Themselves

		Andrew tolerated Ellen’s binge eating even though it bothered him. He dealt with his anger and bewilderment by burying it. Over the first few years of their relationship she put on about fifty pounds. This too bothered Andrew, but he never said anything about it. Sometimes, when asked whether her weight gain turned him off, Andrew would joke about liking girls who were pleasingly plump. Finally, one day Andrew exploded when Ellen said she had outgrown her wardrobe. Out poured all of the anger that he had swallowed over the years. Although Ellen was stunned, she found that she preferred hearing the truth to the lies. It made such a difference that she changed her eating habits and lost the weight over the following year. She is convinced that she would have stayed fat if Andrew had continued to withhold his anger.

		One common trap, then, is to make it possible for those in relationships with us to get away with maintaining unhealthy patterns of behavior.

		Seeking Friends Who Support Our Self-Destruction

		A friend of ours finally bottomed out on alcohol some years ago. He woke up in the hospital with no recollection of how he had gotten there. As soon as he became lucid, his wife told him that she was sick of supporting his alcoholism and that the marriage was over. She stalked out, and indeed he never saw her again until divorce court. So, he had lost the main person who let him get away with his self-destructiveness. The problem, though, was that he needed a drink. Out came his phone book, and he began calling his “friends.” Several refused him, but finally he found one who would sneak bottles of vodka into the hospital. After several messy experiments he found a combination of liquor and orange juice that his stomach would tolerate. Life went back to normal, until he managed to bottom out worse a year later. Now, with over a decade of sobriety behind him, he is careful to pick relationships that nurture him for being productive rather than destructive.

		The Parent Trap

		Another common trap is the replay of your parents’ dysfunctional relationship patterns in your own close relationships.

		For example, let’s assume that your father was the strong, silent type who was always being criticized by your mother for not communicating enough. You now find yourself in a relationship where you do not communicate very much and where your partner criticizes you for this quite often. Every week in our therapy practice someone comes in whose whole problem can be summarized by this trap. In fact, one of the most wonderful moments in a therapist’s life is the wide-eyed Eureka! look of amazement as it dawns on someone that he or she has been playing out a script without knowing it. Finding that you have been on an unconscious trolley track, while all the while thinking you were free, has to be one of the most important realizations of life.

		    We often create relationships with people whose characters are similar to our parents’, even though we may hate these very character aspects. We do this because we experienced our first closeness, attention, love, and food with people who were not perfect. They may have beaten us, but they also fed us and bounced us on their knee now and then. So we take a composite snapshot—Love and Pain—and file it away in our mind. Later, we attract relationships that have this same composite.

		A man described the history of his relationships: “I run hot and cold. In one relationship I’ll get involved with someone very calm and placid, then she won’t be interesting enough. Then I’ll fall for someone fiery and angry. Then I won’t be able to stand being around her and I’ll look for someone calm again. I guess I’ve done that six or eight times in my life.” Upon deeper exploration, he realized that his mother was an exact duplicate of this pattern. She was placid on the outside, but underneath was a deep rage that exploded at him every week or so. Out of these puzzling messages his mind took a composite snapshot and filed it away: Love and Calm and Rage.

		Variations of this pattern:

		Your parents had an argumentative relationship with much yelling and screaming, so you settle down with a quiet type and never fight. Or, your parents were the silent type so you hook up with someone who is anything but. Or, your mother was always on your back, so you marry a person who would not think of criticizing Charles Manson. Your father was stingy, so you lavish your kids with money.

		By acting out of rebellion against your parents’ feelings and behavior, you place yourself on another type of trolley track. It can be even more painful than creating the same type of relationship your parents had. Not only are you acting out of a conditioned pattern, but it has an unhealthy dose of hidden anger in it. It is hard to get ahead in relationships when you are secretly trying to get even.

		Childhood Trauma, Adult Dysfunction

		Sometimes childhood trauma sets the trap into which we step years later in adult relationships:

		A woman grew up in a family where her father was always threatening to leave, and finally did. A belief was generated in her mind—“That’s the way men are; they always leave”—and this belief set the stage for her later to form a pattern of picking men who would leave her.

		A man develops asthma as a child, and when he has a bad attack his mother nurtures him in an extra special way. Later in adult life he gets sick and takes to bed under stress, expecting his wife to make him special treats. She resents this demand, and it escalates into a major source of friction between them.

		Addiction to Conflict

		Conflict can be
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		Fundamental Requirement 1: Feel All Your Feelings
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			We dedicate this book to our amazing children, Amanda and Chris, who have shown us that there is a new and better world of relationships available for the human family.
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