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ScreamFree™: \’skrēm’frē\: learning to relate with others in a calm, cool, and connected way, taking hold of your own emotional responses no matter how anyone else chooses to behave; learning to focus on yourself and take care of yourself for the world’s benefit.

self-centered: \self-‘sen-tәrd\ to be focused on the development of one’s self, that truest, most principled spirit within each individual, for the benefit of sharing one’s most authentic desires, beliefs, and passions with another; to be centered on taking full responsibility for one’s own choices, and controlling one’s own emotional reactions, so that others are freed and empowered to do the same—thus creating the possibility of true, mutual, intimate relationships.
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Hold On—
This May Not Be the Marriage Book for You


I used to believe that marriage would diminish me, reduce my options—that you had to be someone less to live with someone else when, of course, you have to be someone more.

–CANDICE BERGEN



Why did you pick up this book?

There may be a number of reasons. You may be engaged or newly married, and you’ve just started reading every marriage book on the planet. Perhaps you’ve got a great marriage and want to keep it that way. Maybe you enjoyed reading my first book, ScreamFree Parenting, and you’re hoping to apply those same self-focused, calming principles to your marriage. Or perhaps, and perhaps most importantly, you may really be hurting. You may believe you’re in the worst marriage ever, or at least believe that yours is worse than ever. And you may be desperately searching for some guidance and some hope.

Whatever your motivation for reading these pages, I have one request at this point: Hold on. This may not be the book for you. That’s because this is not your ordinary marriage book. This is probably the first marriage book you’ve seen that says much of what you have been taught about marriage—how it works and how to make it better—is not only wrong, but actually harmful. And this is definitely the first marriage book you’ve ever seen that says the best thing you can do for your marriage is to become more self-centered, learning to focus less on your spouse and more on yourself … for the benefit of you both.

I know that sounds at best bold, and at worst arrogantly insensitive. Your pain and desire for real improvement are probably speaking louder than any words I may say here. In fact, you may think there’s no way I can understand all that you’ve been through, or all you’re going through, just to make your marriage work day by day.

And you’d be right.

I do not know you personally, and I cannot ever fully know your plight. No one can. But my highest recommendation to you still remains the same—hold on.

Hold on to your present marital state as it is right now. If you’re happily or unhappily married … or just beginning to wonder which. If you’re single and searching … or single again and searching again. If you’re in the process of separation, and headed toward divorce court. Stop whatever you’re doing, and just hold on. I believe that the vision for marriage I’m presenting here is so potentially life-changing for you that I’m asking you to cease doing anything further about your situation, at least until you hear me out.

What I’m offering here is an invitation to let go of the damaging lies about marriage, and then behold some fundamental truths. Truths such as:


	Every Great Marriage Is a Self-Centered Marriage, because a great marriage takes two centered selves, working to develop themselves as individuals capable of living up to their vows and sharing of themselves for the others’ benefit, without needing the other partner to return the favor. And …



	If You’re Not Under Control, You Cannot Be In Connection, because the greatest barriers to true connection with your spouse are not busy schedules or incompatible interests. The greatest barrier to real connection is your own “screaming,” your own emotional reactivity. Thus, learning to pause and think clearly is the absolute first, and best, step toward true intimacy. And …



	It’s Not What You Have in Common, It’s What You Have Inside, because reliance on common interests and compatibility is the foundation for a superficial friendship, whereas reliance on personal integrity in the midst of constant change is the foundation for a deep, lasting marriage. And …



	The Only Communication Skill You Need to Learn Is Authentic Self-Representation (ASR), because connection is not about using some artificial active listening technique. True connection is about fully representing your self (your thoughts, your preferences, your positions, your intentions) in word and action so that, at the very least, your partner has a chance to know you. And …



	It’s Better to Get “Rubbed the Wrong Way” than Never to Get Rubbed at All, because in-your-face conflict is always a better path to true intimacy than cold avoidance, especially if you want to experience truly heartfelt connection (and possibly even mind-blowing, scream-filled sex). And …



	If You Want a Warm Marriage, You Have to Walk through Fire, because every couple in every culture throughout history has had to negotiate several natural fires of commitment, and those partners who can keep their cool and walk through each fire with cool integrity have the best chance of creating a truly warm, close relationship. And …



	Intimacy Always Begins with an “I,” because taking the risk of boldly pursuing your partner with your truest self, your deepest feelings and desires—in short, your “I”—is the only way to the close, naked, and even spiritual intimacy we all crave.



Now, these “truths” may fly too much in the face of notions about marriage that you truly hold dear. If so, then again, this may not be the marriage book for you.

Moreover, you may not even be looking for any new “truths” about marriage; you may be honestly searching for the latest and greatest techniques to manage your spouse, “train your husband,” improve your communication, etc. If so, then again, you may need to look elsewhere.

I believe all people function best when given clarity about their situation—the truths about their situation—and then given clarity about their specific choices within that situation. Which choice you make is up to you and can never be determined by another, even a so-called expert like me. But I do believe that all you are looking for, and all you really need in order to radically transform your marriage into the connection of your dreams, can be found within these pages. Here you will discover timeless, life-changing principles and countless stories and illustrations that show these principles in clear practice. These stories are real-life examples of real-life partners who have bravely chosen to end bad patterns and create new ones, all by simply Calming Down, Growing Up, and Getting Closer. As you might guess, the names and details of these stories have been changed to protect confidentiality, but all the stories are true. And you can definitely find yourself in them. And yet, I will not tell you exactly what to do. Except for this:

Hold on.

Hold on to your belief, however small, that you are not crazy and not alone—your marriage is difficult, very difficult, and that makes you just like most married people.

Hold on to the hope that you are more capable of introducing lasting change into your marriage, and into your whole life, than you may know. Like the weary traveler caught in the thickest part of the jungle, the open meadow of calm joy may be closer than you realize.

Most of all hold on to your integrity, another way to understand your “I,” that truest and most principled part of yourself.

Your integrity is the part of you that speaks loudest when you’re quiet, informing you of your most deeply held principles and the most passionate dreams for your life. This is the part of you that said, “I do,” and it’s the part that wants you to keep saying it (or at least wants to want you to keep saying it). Your integrity is that part of you that carries the greatest potential for profound, love-affirming, and life-changing decisions, and because of that, it is to your integrity that I am trying to speak most clearly. I am writing this book directly to your integrity, because your integrity knows that life and marriage are difficult, and that no growth in life or marriage can happen without clarity, challenge, and truth.

Your integrity also knows what you want most, and the very fact that you’re reading this book testifies to your deepest dream: You want to experience a great marriage, one that offers warmth, maturity, peace, connection, and intimacy unlike anything you’ve ever experienced or enjoyed.

To have this type of marriage, you’re most likely going to have to do a lot of unlearning. Again, hold on, because if you dare to keep turning these pages, you’re in for a bumpy ride—a ride that may turn all that you’ve been taught about marriage upside down. You’re about to stop dreaming of, and start moving toward, the warm, close marriage you’ve always wanted.

Just hold on.

Hal Edward Runkel, LMFT
Duluth, Georgia                
August 2010                     


A Word about Structure and Authorship
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As you’ve undoubtedly noticed, mine is not the only name on this book. My wife of seventeen years, Jenny, is listed as an assistant writer on this project. In truth, she is both more and less than that. She is more than cowriter, in that she is truly the cocreator of the whole ScreamFree message, copractitioner of the ScreamFree principles in our home and work life, and Director of Content for everything The ScreamFree Institute, our not-for-profit organization, produces.

Jenny is less than cowriter, however, in that she does not share ultimate responsibility for the content of this book. That belongs to me alone. I alone should be held accountable for the ideas, the tone, and certainly the errors and missteps contained within these pages. You will therefore not see the pronoun we here, as if we, as a couple, are ganging up to promote ourselves as the ideal couple, and thus telling you how to really be married. No, we both frowned on that idea from the very beginning.

What we thought would be far more helpful, and this is the reason her name is on the book, is for Jenny to serve as a very hands-on editor throughout this writing. Here’s why:


	While my expertise as a licensed marriage therapist gives me credibility, it can also preclude me from seeing things from a non-therapeutic, non-expert point of view. While I always court feedback from my fellow family professionals, I am not writing this book to experts; I want to take the best therapeutic expertise and translate it into the working dialogue of regular couples. Jenny is well educated and well informed, that’s for sure, but she has a very keen sense of how my words can come across to non-experts.



	Obviously, Jenny is a woman and a wife. Incorporating her distinctive thoughts can help mitigate some of the effects of my inescapable bias as a man and a husband. Yes, I work very hard to account for as much of my bias as possible, but I know that without Jenny’s helpful (and sometimes painful) correction, it would be far more prevalent.





partone
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Calming Down,
Growing Up,
Getting Closer


If I get married, I want to be very married.

–AUDREY HEPBURN



Almost everyone wants to get married. Little girls dream about big weddings, and sooner than they admit, boys fantasize about the girl of their dreams. Young women take this desire for matrimony several steps further, attending bridal shows and showers with fervor, and savoring every romantic comedy at the movies. Young men, despite their feigned fears of commitment, still fervently continue that search for a dream-girl worthy of marrying for life. And yes, they also watch those romantic comedies.

That’s right. Even most guys see rom-coms, and not just because they’re on a date. It’s also because every romantic comedy has, as its goal, the couple ending up hitched. The characters want to experience it, the characters’ friends encourage it, and the audience is dying to see it happen. Romantic movies don’t get made if the characters don’t get married. Just look at all the classics, as well as the success of When Harry Met Sally in the ’80s, Sleepless in Seattle in the ’90s, and, of course, The 40-Year-Old Virgin in the last decade. We all love these movies because, in addition to being incredibly entertaining, they capitalize on one truth: Almost everyone wants to get married.

Even the current gay marriage controversy offers more evidence of this fact. What gets lost in the whole debate is what it says about marriage itself: Even such “nontraditional” relationship partners want desperately to experience the official status, the spoken commitment, the tradition of marriage.

Yep, almost everyone wants to get married. Very few of us, however, want to really be married.

Being married, being really married, asks more of us than any movie could ever show onscreen. In truth, not even premarital counseling, or watching our own parents have a fantastic relationship, could adequately prepare us. Being married—being truly married for life—requires us to develop a level of maturity that few other experiences in life can match—a maturity characterized by intense vulnerability, generous amounts of forgiveness, and undying patience. And that’s all just in the first year! (And, of course, every year thereafter.)

As the years add up, marriage quickly stops feeling like a rom-com and starts feeling like a sitcom. “Marriage is like a never-ending, unfunny episode of Everybody Loves Raymond,” says a character in Knocked Up. Sometimes, it’s even worse, like an episode of Roseanne. One of my favorite sitcom scenes from the past twenty years was watching a yawning, stretching John Goodman, Roseanne’s TV husband, walking out the front door, claiming a newfound freedom, “Ahhh … you know, this wife and kids thing has been nice and all … but I gotta go.”

Now, because of your particular situation, you may not find that very funny—you may be married to someone who feels just like that. And that may make you want to scream. Or you may be the one who’s just ready to run (another form of “screaming”). Either way, that’s okay. Part of this maturity process, this growing up, means growing honest with yourself and all your feelings and experiences. And when we’re honest about our marriages, we have to admit that most of us have a lot in common. As we get and stay married, we all begin to realize the following:


	Whoa, my spouse and I really are two different people;

	This is harder than I thought it would be;

	No matter how hard I try, conflict is unavoidable, and, perhaps:

	If I want to see a change here, I’m probably going to have to initiate it myself.



The problem is not coming to those realizations about yourself. As you already know just by picking up a book called The Self-Centered Marriage, I believe that calmly focusing on yourself and your true feelings is the first step toward creating the relationship you really want. The problem comes when those of us who eventually recognize these truths do so with a great amount of confusion and resentment. We recognize these truths, but we do not want to accept them, because, darn it all, it’s not supposed to be like this! We’re supposed to be compatible! We’re supposed to get along! We’re supposed to see problems from the same standpoint, and handle them the same way, and no one person should ever feel more responsible for making it better! Right?

That’s where The Self-Centered Marriage comes in. This is a message that frees all of us confused and resentful spouses to openly feel just that, confused and resentful. We should all feel that way—not because of our marriages, but because of all the marital advice and expertise that has led us astray. People are not divorcing at higher rates than ever just because they are acting or relating badly (they are). Marriages are also breaking up because spouses are trying to squeeze their marriage into paradigms that, in the name of relationship expertise, are actually making things worse.

The Self-Centered Marriage is among the first marriage books to expose all those lies and thus free you (and possibly your partner) to fully experience, recognize, and confront the counterproductive patterns that are keeping you stuck and making your marriage so difficult. By leading you through this process, I hope to help you transform your marriage into the one you dreamed of. It all begins with one uniquely ScreamFree principle:


If you want a warm, lasting marriage,
you have to learn to keep your cool.



In The Self-Centered Marriage, “keeping your cool” does not refer to simple anger-management techniques or artificial rules of engagement (fighting fair). No, becoming ScreamFree in your marriage refers to something far more optimistic. Here, keeping your cool means discovering and holding on to your truest self, your “I”—and having the courage to openly pursue your truest desires—even in the midst of your greatest conflicts. It means willingly and calmly facing the natural fires of marital commitment, and actually growing up—and getting closer—through them.

Entering into such conflicts with integrity is not an easy task; it’s not supposed to be. Developing a marriage built on passion, commitment, and deep connection means committing yourself to a new way of relating. It means keeping your cool as you face conflicts with your spouse that may have previously set you off in some form of “screaming.” Being self-centered, being “ScreamFree” means holding on to your deepest desires for connection and boldly making yourself vulnerable … without knowing how your spouse will respond. It means viewing old marital patterns through new lenses, no longer seeing those patterns as indications of irreconcilable differences, but rather as opportunities to grow your personal integrity and transform your relationship. It’s not a journey for timid spirits, but the rewards are certainly worth the struggle.

The ScreamFree Revolution

In my first book, ScreamFree Parenting, I introduced the power of keeping our cool—staying both calm and connected as we lead our kids into adulthood. By focusing less on our kids’ behavior, and focusing much more on our own, we learned to stop taking responsibility for our children and start fulfilling our responsibilities to them. This groundbreaking approach doesn’t aim to eliminate the natural difficulties of parenting, but instead embraces those challenges as precisely the growth opportunities needed to reclaim leadership in our families and bring peace to our homes.

Well, that’s the approach of The Self-Centered Marriage as well. This book is going to ask you to focus on yourself and calm yourself down, so that you can learn to embrace the natural conflicts of marriage and actually grow up and grow closer through them. And in Part One of this book, you are going to learn about a revolutionary new approach to addressing even the most hardened of marital problems.

This approach is so revolutionary that it may not make much sense right away. It may even come across as so jarring, or so pointless, that you’ll be tempted to dismiss it out of hand. I say jarring because this approach is so different from almost everything you’ve heard before that you’ll think it cannot possibly be valid. I say pointless because this approach is so simple you’ll be tempted to think that it cannot possibly be transformative.

Obviously, I believe it is both incredibly valid and powerfully transformative. I see this approach work every week in couples with histories and problems and patterns all across the spectrum. When one partner chooses to follow this approach, as challenging as it may be, those histories gain new futures, those problems find solutions, and those patterns, well, they change forever.

The truth is this: You do not have to say all the right things at all the right times in order to have a great marriage. You do not have to know your spouse inside and out and sacrifice your life in order to meet his/her needs.

As you will see, all you have to do in order to build and enjoy the close marriage you’ve always craved is Calm Down, Grow Up, and Get Closer.

And I know you can do it. Ready? Let’s get started.




Chapter 1
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Every Great Marriage Is a Self-Centered Marriage


Sometimes when people are under stress, they hate to think, and it’s the time when they most need to think.

–BILL CLINTON



According to Facebook (aka Timesuck), I am now “connected” to “friends” on four continents. With a few simple clicks and keystrokes, I am instantaneously in touch with interesting people from all walks of life. I am now reacquainted with a college buddy, reminiscing about the time we poured instant mashed potato flakes all over our roommate in the shower. (It was awesome.) I am now newly acquainted with some South Korean fans of the movie Magnolia (my favorite film). I am even now able to join a growing movement of Informed Baseball Fans Against the Designated Hitter. I’m part of a movement!

Apparently, Facebook and all the other exploding social-networking sites know me pretty well. The same goes for my cell provider. What they all seem to know about me is that I have an intense craving. I have a deep longing for something, something that I’m not always fully aware of. But all these companies know what I want. They call it by one name.

Connection.

We human beings crave this thing called connection. We want it so badly that we’ll gladly part with almost any amount of monthly fee or hours spent just to taste it. And this quest for connection is so powerful and so universal, we’ll take it however we can get it. Especially in this digital age. We connect to the Internet so that we can reconnect with our high school friends. We stay connected through our wireless network so that we can connect to our circle via voice or data. We’ll even venture onto ChatRoulette and fleetingly “connect” with random strangers (and their body parts) from all over the world.

Connection.

In so many ways, we as people and as a society are experiencing more “connection” than ever. So why is it that, despite all this connection, we still crave even more? I believe that our growing ability to connect through technology has not lessened our anxiety about being disconnected; it’s magnified it exponentially. Think about travel, for instance. This week I went from my home in Atlanta to work with military families in Colorado. Now, a hundred years ago, this trip would’ve taken a week or so by train and buggy. After my eventual arrival, it would’ve taken roughly another week for me to get a postcard back to my own family telling them that I had arrived safely. So think about how much time they would have had to wait, wondering about my safety! For weeks on end, they would have had to find a way to stop worrying, calm their anxieties, and go on with life.

Contrast that with how things are now. As soon as the airplane lands, after a mere three-hour flight, we’ll all be whipping out our smartphones to let our loved ones know that we made it to our destination safely. This doesn’t sound like the calming, strengthening freedom promised by increased connection; this sounds like a weakening dependence on superficial lifelines, all in 140 characters or less. This doesn’t sound like true connection; it sounds like anxious addiction.

So what’s the problem here? More important, what’s the solution?

Well, the first problem is that these superficial pseudo-connections via technology have no chance of fulfilling our deepest desires. Not by a long shot. See, these electronic relationship providers are getting better at giving us the illusion of true, intimate connections, capable of transcending life’s anxieties and increasing our human capabilities. But what the digital age calls “connecting” is really just acquainting. We’re acquainting ourselves with each other as never before. But we all want something more than mere acquaintance. We want something deeper. Something private. Something exclusive.

And we always have.

The Answer Is … Marriage?

For seemingly ever, couples have been pairing up and trying to forge a special connection called marriage. On every continent, in every culture throughout history, people have been hitching their families and futures together, for better or for worse. Since our earliest history, humans have been longing for, and sacrificing for, the chance to connect with that one special other. Cavemen scratched out pictures about it. Every language has crafted poetry about it. We have always had a longing to experience an intimate, exclusive connection with someone. And of course, we still do. We want to choose someone, and have that someone choose us back. We want to share secrets with that special someone, and have him or her confide in us right back. We long to experience a unique bond with that one person above all others, and share a union that can transcend any crisis, reprioritize any other commitments, and leave us feeling stronger than when we were by ourselves.

Connection.

Now, I know what you might be thinking. You might be thinking that not everyone craves this kind of connection. For instance, you may not be certain that your spouse still wants a connection with you. Or maybe you’re not sure that you still want a connection with your spouse. You may be wondering if you’ve ever had such a true connection in your current relationship, or if you ever will. What I want you to know is that I hear you. Throughout this book I will try my best to speak directly to that hurt and those concerns. But also know this. If you’re having these concerns, and any of these concerns bother you, then you can be sure of one thing: You do still want connection. And I believe your spouse still wants it, too. We all want it.

How do we know this?

First of all, look at the latest research, which coincides with my clinical experience as a marriage and family therapist. The vast majority of both men and women report an equally strong desire for a close, emotional connection. That’s right: Men report a strong, emotional connection as their main desire. You may find that hard to believe, thinking that all men want is a prostitute and a maid rolled into one, but the evidence is clear. Why else would all these men still be getting remarried, even after horrible divorces, even after finding out that second and third marriages fail at a rate of 60–70%? Why else would all the research say that married men are happier, have greater financial success, and live longer?

Likewise, women still report that a close, emotional connection is their main relationship desire. Despite all the feminist advances of the last forty years, enlightened women have not abandoned the quest for intimate connection. Why else would so many still clamor for the white wedding and the white picket fence, even though the research says that married women are unhealthier, unhappier, and die sooner than their single counterparts?

The second way we can tell that all of us still crave connection is by just watching TV. Producers and advertisers know exactly what we all desire most, and it is all about intense, romantic connection. Think about it. Why buy a particular deodorant? Why else watch a ridiculous reality show about contrived mate selections? Why take a blue pill and risk a four-hour erection?

Connection.

We want to make our bodies ready for it, we like to fantasize about it by watching others, and we are willing to risk life and er, limb, to get a chance at it.

That’s where marriage is supposed to come in. Marriage is society’s way of answering the question, “What am I supposed to do with this lifelong, seemingly insatiable desire for true, chosen, mutual connection?”

Why, you get married, of course. And then you live happily connected ever after.

Right?

Yet here I am, writing a marriage book for folks supposedly already “connected.” Here I am, obviously assuming that scores of already-married people, or soon-to-be-married people, are still battling to create and maintain this lifelong connection. Here I am, the supposed marital expert, still struggling every week to do the same in my own marriage.

And here you are, presumably one of those already-connected and yet still struggling people, reading this marriage book. Here you are, consciously thinking about your current connection—and looking for a hopeful, helpful message of transformation and joy.

So, if you and I are both married, then why are we still searching for help? Family, history, and culture have told us that marriage is the ultimate answer to our longing. Is there something wrong? Is there something wrong with the nature of our particular marriages, or is there something wrong with marriage itself? Is there something that is still preventing us from experiencing and enjoying the kind of connection we all crave most?

Well, if I may be so bold, yes. There is something wrong. And that’s what this whole book is about.

The answer is this: We all scream too much.

We’re either screaming at our spouses on the outside, or screaming at ourselves on the inside. We scream because we react to the anxiety of the relationship and the anxiety of the moment. We scream in marriage because we don’t know how else to handle the inherent differences between us. We want to be close to someone, so we get married. We then want to get closer to that person because we think that by doing so we’ll eliminate the anxiety brought on by our differences. The irony is, however, that when we get anxious about being distant, we scream, and screaming doesn’t make us closer; it makes us even more distant. Of course, the opposite is true as well. Demanding our space in reaction to a sense of too much closeness doesn’t work in marriage, either. In fact, it usually backfires, creating an anxious closeness that actually feels suffocating.

Now, I hear what some of you are thinking. “But I don’t ever scream at my spouse.” And that’s what I used to think as well. But what I mean by “screaming” is not just yelling with a raised voice. Screaming is the term I use to describe the greatest enemy we all face in our marriage: emotional reactivity. That’s a big, clinical expression to describe the process of letting our anxious emotions override our clear thinking. Getting emotionally reactive means allowing our worst fears or worries to drive our choices, instead of our highest principles. And whenever we allow ourselves to be driven by our anxiety, we usually create the very outcome we were hoping to avoid in the first place.

I don’t just know this on a clinical level. I, the so-called marriage and ScreamFree expert, know this truth on the most personal level possible. Allow me to take you back eighteen years or so, to a time when Bill Clinton was a new president, The X-Files was a new TV phenomenon, and I was almost a new divorcé after only three days of marriage.

Trouble in Paradise

See, back in 1993, it took me three days to realize I was actually married. I know this sounds ridiculous, but it’s true. There I was, with my beautiful bride, Jenny, eating a fabulous lobster dinner in an open-air restaurant in Hawaii. The food was delicious, the place, and Jenny, were gorgeous, and, of course, the weather was perfect. But once I realized I was really married, none of that mattered. All that mattered to me at that point was getting the heck outta there.

But let’s back up. First of all, you need to know that Jenny and I were relative babies at the time of our nuptials. I was twenty-one and she was twenty. We were the first among all our friends to get hitched, which for a narcissist like me was sheer bliss. I loved all the attention and anticipation building up to that fateful day, and I could not understand how anyone could ever get “cold feet.” I dove into everything about the wedding process, from the menu planning to the apartment hunting to the honeymoon details.

So with all this anticipation and preparation, I just couldn’t stop thinking about, dreaming about, and planning on being together forever. All I wanted was to be together, all the time.

Jenny, however, was in a different place. She wasn’t apprehensive, mind you (she was getting to marry me, after all!), but she was definitely concerned about things like finances, things like the transition from single, college kids to a new family unit, and things like whether her husband was taking all of this seriously enough. She knew that she loved me, but she wasn’t sure that she could be a good spouse, capable of loving me, gulp … forever.

And this gave her a need for some space. She needed to take some time alone so that she could really ask herself, “Am I at all ready to become a lifelong partner?”

Well, of course she wasn’t. In the astute words of Dr. David Schnarch in Passionate Marriage, no one can be ready for marriage before marriage because nothing prepares us for marriage except marriage. But at least Jenny was asking some good questions. My questions, on the other hand, were only about the event itself, and my focus was only on making public, and official, our togetherness. I was only concerned about getting joined as one, and getting on with our happily ever after. So I didn’t take any space for any real, individual questions. Questions like whether I was up for the challenge of being a husband, or whether I could really see myself married to one woman for the rest of my days. These would have been good personal reflections, ones that could have helped me find my pause button, calm my genuine anxieties, and avoid the unpleasant situation I was about to create.

Fast-forward to the honeymoon. We were finally together, and I was wonderfully happy. For three days. Then there we were, enjoying a fine lobster, and something hit me. A feeling of dread and panic like nothing I’d experienced before. And it couldn’t have come over me at a worse time. Out of the blue, all of a sudden, I lost it. I am telling you with all the seriousness I can muster. I. Freaked. Out.

I looked across the table and saw Jenny—really saw her, as if for the first time. She was not just my girlfriend anymore, she was my wife, my one and only, till death do us part. My pulse rate skyrocketed, I broke into a cold sweat, and things got blurry. It was as if she were stretching farther and farther away, like the door in that scene from Poltergeist. Questions started swirling in my head. Could I really stay with this one woman, as wonderful and beautiful as she is, for the rest of my life? What was I thinking? I am only twenty-one years old! Oh, God, did I really just get … married???? All those questions that I should have been asking myself for months before the ceremony were now suddenly flooding my brain. It was at that time that I abruptly stood up, turned to my lovely young maiden, and asked her the worst question you can ask on a honeymoon …

“WHAT HAVE I DONE???”

Jenny stared at me midbite, with her little lobster bib rustling in the wind. She cocked her head to one side and lifted her eyebrows in disbelief. She was trying to make sense of what she’d just heard. Next thing I knew my fork dropped from my fingers, clanging on the plate and drawing the attention of everyone around us. I didn’t care; I just wanted out. And as A Flock of Seagulls sang in the ’80s, “I ran, I ran so far away.” I left my new bride with the unfinished lobster, the unpaid check, and a very uncertain future.

Three days. Welcome to marriage.

Now, obviously, that’s not the end of the story. Once on the streets of Honolulu, I stopped to catch my breath. I tried to calm my panic with self-talk. “It’s okay, Hal, you just need some space. You just need some time apart. It’s gonna be okay.” Of course, space and time apart was not what I got that day. Jenny chased after her new husband, and she eventually caught up with me. In her own breathless, confused panic, she screamed to get my attention. I turned around and started screaming myself.

“I don’t know if I can handle this!” I confessed. “I don’t know if I can handle being together, all the time, forever! I feel like I’m about to lose my mind!” I was really losing it, right there on Oahu. “I mean, geez, I try to get away just now, and here you are, right behind me!”

It was at that point I became aware that in my hasty exit, and all during my grand speech, I was still wearing the silly plastic lobster bib from the restaurant.

It was actually perfectly appropriate that I was wearing a bib, because I was definitely acting like a baby. I was doing what so many of us do in our relationships: I was allowing myself to become immaturely, emotionally reactive. And emotional reactivity is our greatest enemy when it comes to creating great relationships. Let me say that again. Emotional reactivity is our greatest enemy when it comes to creating great relationships.

See, emotional reactivity, what I call “screaming,” doesn’t just make things worse; it actually creates the very outcomes we were hoping to avoid. Take this lobster bib incident. What was I, in my panic, trying to accomplish? I was trying to give myself the space that, truth be told, all relationships require—even couples on their honeymoon. But because I had been so anxiously attached up to and through the wedding, I reactively bounced to the other extreme as soon as I felt the least bit claustrophobic. So I freaked out and ran away. But did this give me the space I so desperately needed? Of course not! How could it have? How could I expect that such an immature action as running away was going to do anything but backfire? That’s why Jenny ran after me; my extreme reactivity practically invited her to.

That’s the power of emotional reactivity; that’s the power of screaming. It just leads to more reactivity from our spouse, which creates the very outcome we were hoping to avoid in the first place.

The Power of Screaming

The truth is, we all “scream” in our marriages, because we all get anxiously reactive. And this reactivity can take several aggressive forms, like yelling, raging, or even hitting. It can also manifest itself through passive-aggressive behavior, like shutting yourself down and shutting your partner out. All are different, yet equally powerful, examples of getting reactive. There are, in fact, many ways to scream.*

Your husband criticizes you in public, and you lash out right back with something even crueler. Or maybe you shut down and shut him out for the next week.

Your wife complains that you don’t do enough around the house, and you launch into a defensive, name-calling tirade about all you do at work to pay for that house. Or maybe you do the opposite. Maybe you weakly acquiesce with some sort of “Yes, dear” promise that you have no intention of keeping.

These are all emotional reactions of one kind or another, knee-jerk moves that feel natural at the time. But these reactions have no chance of creating the kind of response, or relationship, that you really want. And that’s why I talk so much about them. I refer to all these reactions as “screaming” because: (1) literal screaming is the most common form of emotional reactivity; and (2) Emotional-Reactivity-Free Marriage as a book title doesn’t really flow off the tongue very well.

But understanding what to call it is not nearly as important as understanding what it does to our relationships. First of all, allowing ourselves to become flooded with relationship anxiety actually prevents us from any kind of productive interaction. Ever heard it said, “I was so angry, I couldn’t see straight?” Well there’s some physiological truth to that statement. In his book People Skills, Dr. Robert Bolton points out that


emotional arousal actually makes us different people than who we are in moments of greater calmness. When we are angry or fearful, our adrenaline flows faster and our strength increases by about 20 percent. The blood supply to the problem-solving part of the brain is severely decreased because, under stress, a greater portion of blood is diverted to the body’s extremities.

[Also, an increase in] adrenaline suppresses activity in areas at the front of the brain concerned with short-term memory, concentration, inhibition, and rational thought. This sequence of mental events allows a person to react quickly to [conflict], either to fight or to flee from it. But it also hinders the ability to handle rational problem solving.



Whenever we give in to the natural anxieties of marriage (“Is it always going to be like this?”; “Does she even care about me anymore?”; “Is he cheating?”), we make it harder for our brains to function clearly. And when our brains stop working, we start to scream in one way or another. And you know what? In a cruel, but poetic twist, our screaming actually makes it easier for those original anxieties to become reality.

For instance, ever nag your spouse about coming home on time, only to find that the more you nag, the more she comes home late … and resentful? Your emotional reactivity actually makes the worst outcome more likely, because no one wants to rush home to a nagging, needy spouse.

The same holds true for the “Is he cheating?” scenario. Say your husband mentions a new female coworker he really gets along well with. They complement each other’s skills, and they’ve just been made partners on a big project. This will require a lot of hours and close contact with each other, and you start to get concerned. Now, a ScreamFree, principled, responsive move might be to calmly address your concerns with your husband directly, as soon as you start to feel those concerns. (And this book will help you figure out how to do this.)

Contrast that with what your anxiety tells you to do. You lash out openly, accusing him of cheating and/or no longer loving you. Or you passive-aggressively start to spend more time away from him, especially when he pursues you, hoping to hurt him just as he’s hurting you. Or—and I’ve seen this happen too many times to count—you could terrorize this other woman by calling her names or making accusations and threats.

What’s the logical conclusion of the story? Why, of course, your husband is less attracted to you, he’s angry at you, and he’s now much more likely to seek out time at work, time with the new coworker. In your reactivity, you’ve just shown your husband the worst side of yourself, in hopes that doing so would somehow bring him back, closer to you. And that, of course, just backfires. He now doesn’t want to be closer to you, except maybe out of pity or resentment-filled obligation. Now, ironically, he wants to be closer to her. Your screaming made the outcome you feared that much more likely to occur.

That’s the incredible power of emotional reactivity; that’s the incredible power of screaming. And that’s why calming yourself down is the most important step you can take to introduce positive change in your marriage.

Whatever you take from this book, take this: Learning to stay calm, when everything in and around you compels you to scream, is the first and best step you can take to revolutionize your relationship. Staying calm will always end a reactive pattern and start something positive. Always. And that’s why Calming Down is the first step in the revolutionary formula you’re about to encounter in chapter 3.

But it’s not just about calming down. It’s about learning to stay calm and connected at the same time. Some of us can easily stay calm by simply running away from the situation, avoiding any possible conflict that might arise. But that’s not being ScreamFree; such running away is just another form of screaming. Staying calm and connected means remaining in the conflict and authentically representing your position. Staying calm and connected means saying no to the screaming inside you and saying yes to calmly pursuing the honesty and intimacy you want most. And, most important, staying calm and connected requires you to stop focusing on your spouse and start focusing on yourself.

It’s Not You, It’s Me

The greatest thing you can do for your marriage is to learn to focus more on yourself. Yes, I believe you actually need to become more self-centered. Now, before you call this crazy talk, hear me out. Every great marriage is a self-centered marriage because every great marriage requires two centered selves. Every great marriage is a bond between two whole, centered people. These two strong individuals actively work on improving themselves for the other’s benefit, without necessarily depending on the other to do the same. These two are afraid of neither separation nor togetherness, and work to seek a balance of both. These two pay more attention to their own behavior, which they can control, than their spouse’s, which they, thankfully, cannot.

Only with such an approach can anyone experience what we all crave—true connection with another separate and mysterious soul, one who consciously chooses to share with us his/her life, choices, hopes, and dreams.

Now, I understand that you may not be familiar with this model for marriage. You may have been inundated your whole life with teachings on self-sacrifice, compromise, meeting one another’s needs, and the constant quest for compatibility. In chapter 2, we will directly combat those lies. All such marriage expertise advises focusing more on your spouse, as opposed to yourself, and is thus inherently misguided, misleading, and actually harmful to your marriage.

What I’m proposing is a new model for marriage. It’s actually not new, because it’s the model I believe we were meant to follow from the beginning. This model is just new to most of us, particularly as laid out in a marriage book.

But I’m definitely not the first person to say it. In fact, there is a legacy of relationship expertise that has been articulating this “two centered selves” model for centuries. Almost every religious and philosophical tradition has a strong emphasis on growing in self-awareness and self-control. The Greeks taught us that, above all else, we should know ourselves. The Hebrew Bible cites self-control as more valuable than riches, and has a rich legacy of God holding everyone responsible for their own individual choices (regardless of the choices of the people around them, even their spouses). Islamic tradition preaches that the “real jihad,” the most important battle of all, takes place within the self. Jesus taught us to take out the plank in our own eye instead of worrying about the speck in our neighbor’s, a prescription to focus more on our own behavior than anyone else’s. Christianity also teaches that one of the fruits of the Holy Spirit, one of the ways you can tell that someone is led by God, is self-control. And Gandhi, perhaps summing up all these traditions, exhorts us all to “first, be [yourself] the change you want to see in the world.”

Now, most of us have at least heard of these ideas, but we rarely implement them in our relationships. We commonly think of them as ethereal tenets to be used in general rather than practices to be put into action, and this is most unfortunate.

But applying this model of relating with others is definitely possible. And it all begins with one shift. As I said at the beginning, you have to learn to focus on yourself. Obviously, not in a “I only care about myself” kind of way. That
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