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			Relationship experts acclaim Susan Page’s
inspiring book for couples

How One of You Can Bring
the Two of You Together

			
				Every couple should read this book. Through many heartwarming and insightful stories, you will learn wonderful new behaviors you can easily adopt—you just never thought of them!
—Jack Canfield, co-author, Chicken Soup for the Soul

			

			
				This remarkable book gives a brightness of hope and enormously practical ideas on how only one person can profoundly improve a relationship.
—Steven R. Covey, author of The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People

			

			
				A brilliant and valuable guide to enriching your relationship. Susan Page’s book is truly amazing and unique because her innovative strategies will help you achieve measurable results whether or not your partner is willing to help.
—Anthony Robbins, author of Awaken the Giant Within and Unlimited Power

			

			
				The #1 question we’re asked at lectures is, What do I do if my partner is not willing to do the work? Susan Page answers this question with wisdom, style, and clarity.
—Kathleen and Gay Hendricks, authors of Conscious Loving and The Conscious Heart

			

			
				Susan Page captures the spirit of a good healthy marriage and introduces innovative ideas for solving persistent problems. One of you can definitely make a difference.
—Dr. Gerald Jampolsky, author of Love Is Letting Go of Fear

			

			
				In clear, moving language, Susan Page taps into the deep essence of marriage. If you fear true love is too idealistic, your heart will warm as this book guides you to see your true self and your marriage in a whole new light.
—Robert A. Johnson, author of
We: Understanding the Psychology of Romantic Love
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			This book is dedicated with gratitude and love
to my mother-in-law,
Florence Shacter,
who lived this book decades before it was written.

			(On her ninetieth birthday, she did her usual hour of yoga.)
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		To all the members of my audiences who have asked me, “What if my spouse won’t go for counseling?” I owe my first debt of gratitude. Also, to the people I’ve interviewed, coached, and guided through workshops, my heartfelt appreciation for your hard work and your willingness to talk so openly with me. This book wouldn’t be possible without your stories.

		If you like this book, you owe a huge thank-you to my parents, Helen and Edwin Hammock. I learned from them how to do a good marriage, and it was they who helped me become the person who could write this book. They are both extraordinary people. (And thank-you to them for correcting my grammar all those years too. It sank in!)

		My sterling literary agent, Sandra Dijkstra, encouraged this book idea and has been an invaluable partner throughout every stage of the project. She is a master at what she does.

		See that halo over literary agent Patti Breitman? “Brightwoman” that she is, she generously steered publisher Bill Shinker in my direction and then wouldn’t even let me take her out to dinner! Here’s my thank-you, Patti. I’m beholden forever.

		I’m extremely grateful to Bill Shinker at Broadway Books, the person who brought this book to life. Working with him has been a special pleasure.

		Every author knows the agonizing search for the perfect title. This time I was rescued by marketing genius David Garfinkel. The title fell out of his mouth one day while we were talking—and it was he who had the brilliance to notice it! David has been a great support throughout the project.

		Psychotherapists Janet Kirk and Harriet Sage and editor Amanita Rosenbush read early versions of the first few chapters. Their encouragement was important. Fellow relationship author Azriela Jaffe was a wonderful resource, faxing me relevant articles and turning me on to useful books or chapters.

		My writing buddy, Bob Davidson, and I had long conversations about the philosophy that permeates these pages. He took a special interest in each step of the book’s development and offered his relentless optimism and support.

		I feel a special debt to style consultant Susan Schwartz who dresses me for my public appearances, and has contributed valuable ideas to this book—and to my life. She is a gem!

		Numerous friends have offered critical insights or special help. They include Rebecca Beardsley, Ida Centoni, Ilene Dillon, Naomi Epel, Robin Everest, Bob Fink, Anita Goldstein, Gail Henningson, Jane Hunter, Jerome Kirk, Malcolm Lubliner, Melinda Marmer, Joanne Mendez, Jim Mittleberger, Annie Mudge, Diane Ohlssen, Roseanne Packard, Ruth Pritchard, and Chris Reeg.

		My fabulous sister, Bonnie Davis, carefully combed through late versions of several chapters, coming up with insightful nuances.

		Alice Vdovin, my resourceful, imaginative, and generous assistant, has provided relentless support for many years now. I can never thank her enough. I would be lost without her.

		Janet Goldstein, my editor at Broadway Books, is a true professional and pure joy to work with. Her assistant, Betsy Thorpe, has also been extremely helpful.

		Mayer Shacter is an amazing husband. He’s talked over every aspect of this work with me, endured the “I can’t write!” days, and helped to celebrate all the excitement this project has been for both of us. He is a model of the ideas in this book, and has contributed some very important thinking to it. And he takes absolutely wonderful care of me.

		I also want to acknowledge my son, Gabe, and my brand new daughter-in-law, Kim, who will have been married about six months when this book is first published. They have brought immeasurable joy to my life, and I want to say out loud how much I love them!

		Susan Page
Berkeley, California
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			Radio talk show caller: “I know our marriage has great potential, but my partner doesn’t think there is anything wrong and doesn’t want to work with me on making any changes, so I feel totally stuck and frustrated.”

		

		One historic moment during a radio talk show, it dawned on me that I was answering this question from a caller for the thousandth time, and that I ought to become a bit more organized about how I responded. After the program, I thought I’d jot down a few notes to guide me in the future. When the scribbled notes became three pages and I was just getting started, I realized I had to write this book.

		A belief is a powerful thing! It can limit or expand your life to a staggering degree. The belief that both partners have to be available to work on a relationship or else nothing can happen is widely held—and completely erroneous. I couldn’t wait to demonstrate this, to give that caller and thousands of men and women like him the news that you don’t have to wait for your partner to come around. You can act on your own with gratifying results.

		Immediately, I began offering and honing my theories in workshops, and gathering information through in-depth interviews with couples. The results are in your hands.

		This book is closely related to the last one I wrote, entitled Eight Essential Traits of Couples Who Thrive; in fact, I view the two books as companion volumes. I worked hard to avoid repeating in this work the information I put in that book, which describes the qualities that happy, thriving couples have in common. Both books rise out of the same fundamental philosophy about marriage, that an inner shift to “good will” is a critical factor that makes the difference between couples who thrive and couples who don’t.

		My work is deeply rooted in personal experience. With a background in both theology and psychology, I have been working with singles and couples for more than twenty-five years, beginning in 1970 when my colleague and I founded one of the first university-based human sexuality programs in the country at the University of California, Berkeley. After extensive training in both gestalt and bioenergetic therapies, in my work as a Protestant minister and in my relationship workshops, I have been refining the strategies you will find in this book.

		I was married for eight years, single for six, and have been the happy, well-nourished wife of Mayer—whom you will hear more about in these pages—since 1981. When I find something that works, I have a strong inclination to organize it into a useful tool and pass it along to others. So my work is undeniably autobiographical. The ideas emanate from my own carefully observed experiences and are embellished by hardworking workshop participants and thoughtful, wise interviewees.

		WHO CAN BENEFIT FROM THIS BOOK?

		The tools in this book are appropriate for individuals in a wide range of relationships. Even the happiest and most stable of couples face challenges and harbor some unfulfilled desires. I know of no couples who wouldn’t love to have a magic wand to change certain little pet peeves in their relationship. This book is the magic wand you’ve been seeking but thought couldn’t possibly exist, and I’m willing to bet it is an approach you haven’t tried before—largely because it never quite occurred to you.

		Perhaps you are feeling disillusioned or disconnected from each other. You are confident the phase will pass; but you are finding it most unpleasant and worrisome. Or, you may be in the transition from infatuation to enduring, everyday love. This passage can begin on your wedding day or even three or four years later, but whenever it comes it is disorienting. Maybe you are in a crisis, caused by a sudden event or by a long, slow buildup of resentments and unresolved problems. You may even feel on the verge of divorce—that your relationship is beyond hope.

		If any of these descriptions fits you, the ideas in this book can be, as one workshop participant described it, a “love potion” for you. They can create significant changes in your household overnight—without elaborate, time-consuming “exercises” or “dialogues.” No matter what the present status of your relationship, you will find an approach in this book that is refreshingly different from all the two-way “discussions,” “communication skills,” and “listening” exercises you’ve heard about and maybe tried before. Many people have found that working alone is both less hassle and more effective than trying to work together.

		To be sure, some relationships really are toxic and even destructive for both people involved, and everyone would be better off if they did end. If your relationship is so unpleasant or difficult that you wonder whether you should put time and effort into it at all, or whether now may be the time to gather up your courage to get out of it, the program in this book will be an enormous help to you in making a decision. Indeed, after you have given the program a try, Chapter Ten will take you through a step-by-step evaluation that will give you factual, concrete help in deciding whether to stay in the relationship or leave it.

		The book is addressed to individuals who are in a committed, long-term relationship or who are considering such a commitment. It matters not whether you are actually married, and I have used terms like partner, spouse, and mate interchangeably.

		Most of the examples I use in this book are about individuals who are not in therapy or marriage counseling. I have found that people tend to discount progress made by couples who are in therapy by saying, “Well, that could happen for them because they are in therapy. But it won’t work for us because my partner will never go to therapy.” So I have deliberately drawn my examples from workshop participants who were working alone, and from individuals I have interviewed or coached.

		I don’t discount the value of marriage counseling. Far from it. When both partners want help with their relationship, counseling can be most effective. The strategies in this book will be equally useful for any couple in therapy.

		But I aim to demonstrate that one person working alone can create momentous changes, and that therapy is not an essential part of the mix. The “working alone” approach is very different from the types of activities that go on in therapy.

		The strategies will also work for the other relationships in your life. You will have great success using them with co-workers, family members, and friends, as well as your intimate partner. Once you learn them, you’ll find you will apply them widely.

		Couples Welcome!

		Everything I suggest in this book is designed for use by one individual in a relationship. However, be assured that it will all work just as beautifully if both partners are working on their relationship together. The book will also be a lot of fun if used in that way!

		THE EXPERIMENTS

		Throughout the book, I have suggested “experiments.” They are optional. You do not have to do the experiments in order to get full value from the book!

		But I strongly encourage you to read the experiments, even if you do not choose to do them. They often summarize or even add a dimension to ideas in the preceding section. They may offer you an idea that will be useful to you at some time, even if you don’t use it right then.

		I quite deliberately call my action suggestions “experiments.” The sole purpose of an experiment is to gather data, so no matter what its outcome you can never fail; you will have gathered some kind of data! If your result is not what you wanted or expected, that is important information for you. It doesn’t mean you failed; it means you succeeded in eliminating one strategy because it isn’t going to bring expected results. So you will go on to a different experiment.

		This is actually an important philosophy for life in general. If you keep on doing what you have always done, you will keep on getting the same results. Many couples go on doing what they have always done for many years, and can’t figure out why nothing changes. An experiment offers you a low-risk opportunity to try something new. I predict that you will often be surprised at the results of your experiments.

		OPTIONS FOR USING THIS BOOK

		You can use the book in any one of the following ways:

		
			1. Read the book for its general ideas. Read the experiments, but don’t feel any pressure to do them. The general concepts being discussed can, by themselves, make a major impact on your marriage. You will get a feel for the message in the book. Working on your relationship by yourself is a “gestalt,” that is, while we must break it into its component parts to present it, it comes together at the end as one giant shift in your entire approach to your relationship. You can get this overall picture without doing any of the experiments.

			2. As you come to experiments that can be done casually, maybe even in your head, pause to do them before you read on. You may want to keep paper and pen with your book, so you are ready to make the little list suggested in an experiment, or jot down the sentence requested. Some of the experiments are quite simple, and you will be tempted to see what happens for you when you do them.

			3. As you read, keep track of the experiments that you would like to try at some later time, after you have read the entire book. Keep an A list for the ones you are most interested in, a B list for your second favorites, and a C list for your third priorities. It is unlikely you will want to do all the experiments, in any case, because some will be far more relevant to your own situation than others.

			4. Use this book as a personal workshop for yourself, a program you will work through systematically over a period of weeks, just as I do with the participants in my workshops. In this case, you may still want to read the book through first, or, you may choose to do the experiments as you come to them in the book. Choose the experiments that interest you most; they won’t all be appropriate for your relationship.

		

		If you decide to use the book as a personal workshop, you will need to acquire two basic pieces of equipment before you get started. You will need a journal and a support person.

		The value of a supportive friend who agrees either to do this program with you, or to support you as you do it yourself, cannot be overemphasized. For one thing, some of the experiments require an assistant. Also, a support person will keep you on track and completing what you set out to do. Your friend can remind you that you are not alone in what you want in your marriage, can reassure you that what you want is valid, and can help you see progress you are making when you might be missing it yourself. Often, talking with a friend will give you an insight that you simply won’t see if you work only with yourself and your own journal.

		You have behaviors and attitudes you will never see on your own because you are so immersed in your own experience. An honest friend can gently point out some of these factors to you, especially in the safe context of a specific, limited experiment.

		
			EXPERIMENT #1

			
				(If you are planning to use this book as a personal workshop)

			

			1. Purchase a notebook or blank bound book that is easy for you to write in. Whenever you make an entry, be sure to date it. One of the most educational ways to use an experiment is to repeat it after several months and compare your results to your previous effort.

			2. From your friends, select one whom you trust and enjoy and who is likely to support what you are setting out to do. It is ideal if you can find a friend who wants to work on this program along with you. The two of you can exchange support and learn from each other as you go. But a friend who is not doing the program will work too, as long as the person is interested and genuinely wants to help and support you.

			Do not select a friend who is also close to your spouse, or who is part of a couple whom you and your partner see socially. This may complicate your efforts unnecessarily, and could create a conflict for your friend.

			Your support person will need to spend about an hour a week with you, sometimes more, sometimes less. Some of the work can be done on the phone if necessary.

			3. Identify the person you want, and invite him or her to consider supporting you or entering into a mutual support program with you. If for any reason, you aren’t successful with the first person, ask another. If you want to treat this book as a personal workshop, your chances of enjoyment and success will be greatly increased if you are not trying to do it completely alone. The program requires you, your journal, and your support person.

		

		THE STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK

		Many books begin with a general theory and an attempt to persuade you that its philosophy is a useful one. In the final chapters, you get down to practical strategies you can put to use.

		I’ve chosen to organize this book in the opposite way. Very early, I will offer you practical strategies you can put to immediate use and see results. Only then, when you have a context in which to better understand it, will I discuss the general philosophy that underlies the practical strategies.

		But there is overlap, too. You will glean the general philosophy by reading through the practical strategies; and the general philosophy at the end is also presented in extremely practical terms. Practical and usable is the standard I insist on when I write.

		In Part One, I will alleviate the skepticism you may have about the very idea of working alone, and answer some of your questions. In Parts Two and Three, I will offer you specific strategies for shifting your viewpoint, managing your anger or resentment, creating a harmonious atmosphere in your relationship, and actually solving the most annoying problems you and your partner have. Part Three will also offer you a magical idea for increasing the intimate flow between you, an idea that arises out of the general principles we will have discussed.

		Part Four will reveal the general principle behind working alone, a concept I call Loving Leadership.

		Finally, in Part Five, I will give you the opportunity to evaluate your relationship and its potential in the light of all that you will have tried or considered as you read through the book.

		AN ENCOURAGING WORD

		“The significant problems we face cannot be solved at the same level of thinking we were at when we created them,” Einstein pointed out. Conversely, sometimes moving to a new level of thinking will do a great deal to reveal the solution to a problem.

		We have been trying to solve our relationship problems at the same level of thinking at which we created them. Two people create relationship problems; perhaps the idea that one person can solve them may be the new level we seek.

		A well-timed idea can be extraordinarily powerful. I have seen the ideas in this book transform relationships. I hope you smile as you read this book. I believe that it will help you feel more powerful and more loving—and ultimately more loved—than you do now.

		Enjoy the journey!
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		Whenever I mention one person bringing two people together, skeptics tell me, even with a touch of irritation bordering on anger, “I object to the whole idea of working alone to improve my relationship,” giving reasons like these:

		
			1. It won’t work in principle. A good relationship requires two willing participants.

			2. I’ve already been working alone for years, and it hasn’t worked.

			3. My relationship is in awful shape. And my spouse won’t cooperate. I’m afraid my marriage isn’t worth working on.

			4. Working alone isn’t fair.

			5. What about intimacy and soul connection? Don’t both people have to be present and available for that?

			6. One more time, the entire burden for change falls on women. This program perpetuates the outdated idea that it is women’s job to take care of the relationship.

			7. Taking all the responsibility by yourself is codependent, something I’m striving to eliminate altogether in my life.

			8. Exactly how do I work alone? I can’t even imagine what that would be like. Doesn’t my partner have to be involved in some way?

		

		I understand these worries; they are valid concerns. Let me respond.

		Q: WORKING ALONE WON’T WORK IN PRINCIPLE! A GOOD RELATIONSHIP REQUIRES TWO WILLING PARTICIPANTS, DOESN’T IT?

		A: This popular belief is understandable, but it is simply not true.

		Your spouse’s disinclination to “work on the relationship” is not an indication of a special problem and not a handicap of any kind. Working alone will not negatively affect the outcome of your efforts. In fact, as you will see, working alone to improve your relationship can be both easier and more effective than working together.

		Your spouse may have any number of valid reasons for not wanting to “work on the relationship.” Often, it is the man who doesn’t want to talk or to go to a counselor. What might be his reasons? Maybe he is afraid that your problems will become worse if you start to delve. Maybe he fears that you are more unhappy than you seem, and you really want to leave him. Maybe he is vaguely aware of some painful memories or regrets, and he doesn’t want to dredge them up. Maybe he resents the time counseling will take. Maybe he carries around the belief that you don’t ask for help unless your marriage is really on the rocks. Maybe he fears that he can’t change in the ways you want him to, and he sees no alternatives. Maybe his best friend had a bad experience with a counselor. He may think that the problems are all your fault, but that you will expect him to make all the changes. He probably has no vision of what your relationship could be. Or maybe in his experience, the relationship has no problems. If he does see problems, he probably has absolutely no idea that he is doing anything to contribute to them.

		Who knows? Whatever his reason, you must realize, it is a valid reason for him, and the best thing you can do is to respect it.

		There are probably many traits you would change about your partner if you could wave a magic wand. Save your wand for something more significant than your spouse’s reluctance to go for counseling.

		Working on your relationship by yourself does not mean that you have less potential for happiness with your partner than a couple who are working together. A marriage’s potential for success might be measured by other factors—like the nature of the problem and the level of commitment present—but whether one or two people are working on change is not one of those factors.

		Your motivation is the key to your success. If you want you and your spouse to be closer and experience more pleasure together, no matter what your problems are, you are far more likely to succeed than a couple who go for help together but who are not highly motivated to improve their marriage.

		The reason one person acting alone can make a major impact is that a relationship between two people is a single unit with two parts. When one person acts, the other is affected. Your behaviors and attitudes have an impact on your spouse. Right now, you may not be consciously choosing exactly what impact you want to make. If you decide to start improving your relationship, you have to make deliberate choices about the results you want to achieve.

		Using an example, let’s look at the difference between working together to solve a problem and working alone.

		Like many couples, Mary and John have fallen into a pattern of interacting with each other. Mary reminds John of his household tasks; John expresses anger at being “controlled” by not doing the tasks. It’s a perfect plot. She nags; he leaves the scene. Both have been playing their parts for so long that their response has become automatic. Mary is completely unaware that her nagging is actually triggering John’s escapes. John is unaware that his escapes are triggering Mary’s nagging.

		Both Mary and John have a valid point of view. Mary is right that John escapes and doesn’t help enough. John is right that Mary tries to control him and won’t leave him alone.

		Suppose Mary were to decide she wanted the two of them to work on their problem together. First, she’d have to convince John that this was a good idea. John would see this as one more attempt to control him. Now they would have a new topic for their drama! Same script, just a new problem inserted. “Mary keeps trying to get me to go to therapy. I don’t think we need it!”

		But let’s say John eventually agrees to go to a counselor. The counselor may, quite appropriately, want to know what went on in the families John and Mary grew up in. She would work on getting John and Mary to talk with each other, to hear each other’s point of view. Since John and Mary are both invested in being right, and since they have been avoiding understanding each other’s point of view for years, learning to listen to each other would take time and would itself present problems and frustrations. Meantime, Mary would still be trying to get John to help around the house, and John would still be escaping.

		I don’t mean to disparage the counselor’s methods. Exploring together and listening to each other are valuable. But deciding to work together and then actually doing the work together more than doubles the size of the task of “fixing” the marriage. Moreover, it depends on the continuing cooperation and progress of both parties, something that may or may not occur.

		Now suppose either Mary or John decided to work on the relationship alone. Let’s take Mary first. She doesn’t have to get John to agree to anything. All she has to do is figure out one simple behavior or attitude that she, by herself, can do differently. For the sake of this example, let’s say she decides that for fourteen days, she is going to say nothing to John about his lack of cooperation. She cannot know ahead of time what the result will be; but because she is making a unilateral change in the script, the drama will, by definition, change. John may continue his role as before and continue to avoid his household tasks; or he may appreciate Mary’s lack of nagging and respond by working more; or he may become very uncomfortable without her nagging and stay away from home more. Mary may think she knows how he will respond, but she doesn’t know until she actually experiments. And when she finds out, she can make some new choices. She will be making changes in their relationship all by herself, quickly and easily, and in a way that increases her own self-esteem, inner strength, and power.

		Suppose John were the one to decide to make a change by himself. Since he knows quite clearly what Mary wants, he could try doing it once without being asked. Or, he could announce to Mary that he no longer wants to do that thing and offer to do something else instead. Or he could tell Mary he will take her out to dinner if she will refrain from making requests of him for one full week. Or he could decide to tell Mary every day one thing that he especially loves about her. His choices go on and on. The point is, by acting alone, he will be making a change in their relationship, the impact of which can be far-reaching.

		A marriage is like a seesaw. Even when one partner acts alone, it affects the other.

		When you make a change in your behavior or your attitude entirely on your own, you can work a miracle in your marriage. Hundreds of marriage partners have already discovered this. Listen to several participants in my groups or interviews:

		
			JANICE: The very idea that I could work alone on my marriage problems made me feel incredibly hopeful because suddenly, I wasn’t dependent on anyone else! The changes I made gave me a feeling of power I have never felt before.

			ALEX: The change I made was so subtle! I just stopped expecting my wife to “take care of our relationship.” It took me awhile to realize that that is what I was expecting! But when I was able to let go of it, a barrier was gone, and we became closer than we had been for a long time. Maybe ever.

			PEG: I was happy with my husband, but I had the feeling for a long time that we could be closer. Of course, I thought he needed to make all the changes. I wanted him to be more romantic, to talk with me more. What I discovered is that it was the way I saw our marriage, the expectations I was superimposing on it, that was really screwing us up. It is still completely amazing to me that by changing the way I was viewing things, I now have everything I want in my marriage. My husband hasn’t changed at all, and we are definitely closer now. It’s like I went searching all over the planet for diamonds, and all the while there was a diamond mine in my own backyard.

			GEORGE: I was in despair. I really thought Julia didn’t love me anymore, and we were fighting all the time. I tried everything—or so I thought. I now see that all I was doing to win her back just made the problems worse. I was pleading and making myself into her victim. When I saw an altogether different path and began to do the right things, everything changed. I will tell you, no marriage is too far gone to benefit from this system! Julia jokes with me now that I am her hero because I singlehandedly saved our marriage.

			DIANE: You know how when an airplane makes a tiny adjustment in its course in Los Angeles, it can make the difference in whether it ends up in New York or Miami? Well, that’s our marriage. I made a tiny change, and it led to a huge difference. All I did was to stop cleaning up Peter’s messes. This led to other changes which led to a revolution in our marriage. If you have an hour, I’ll tell you the whole story.

		

		(We will hear Diane and Peter’s story later on.)

		Many marriage partners feel completely stuck and utterly frustrated when they report to me, “My spouse won’t go for counseling. My spouse won’t work on our problems and work on the relationship.” But in fact, having an uncooperative spouse is not the worst of all possible problems. If he or she is a good person with many qualities you like, don’t be excessively alarmed about this particular reluctance.

		Q: I’VE BEEN WORKING ALONE FOREVER ALREADY, AND IT HASN’T WORKED. WHY SHOULD THIS METHOD BE ANY DIFFERENT?

		A: It isn’t the fact of working alone that works magic in relationships; it’s what you do when you work alone that makes all the difference. All attempts at change are not the same.

		Many of us have spent years in well-intentioned efforts to improve our relationships—to no avail. Because in spite of all our best efforts, we were doing the wrong things.

		Unfortunately, often the most natural and automatic response to a difficult situation is precisely the one that is not only ineffective but actually counterproductive. A simple example is when Mary, in a moment of frustration, says to John, “You never help around the house!” John is likely to respond, “Yes I do! I cleaned out the whole garage last weekend.” This is a natural, quite reasonable response. But it is not productive. If John could say, “You must be feeling extra frustrated right now. Is there anything I can do to help?” this wouldn’t be a natural response, but it would be far more effective and relationship-enhancing. Mary’s original comment wasn’t effective either, of course. But she was feeling it right then, so she blurted it out. Quite normal and understandable.

		This book will not ask you to make superhuman changes or to give up natural responses to the things you don’t like. But it will introduce you to a new approach that has been effective for other couples.

		Participants in my workshops discuss the futile attempts they have made over the years to improve their relationships by themselves. You may recognize some of these strategies. Most of us use them because we know of no alternatives.

		Let’s be clear at the outset that the following attempts at problem solving create more problems than they solve. They don’t work! After you read this book, you will never need to use them again, as you will have a whole set of new strategies—that will work.

		
			1. Asking for what you want. Although we will discuss in a later chapter a method of asking for what you want that is likely to be effective, most of the time, this method fails. This is usually because you are asking for something your partner genuinely doesn’t understand, isn’t able to give you, or doesn’t want to give you. Women ask men to be more communicative, to be more romantic, to be more emotionally available. Men ask women to be less critical and more accepting of them. The pattern of asking for what you want and not getting it goes on for years, even in quite healthy relationships, simply because the partners are not aware that they have alternatives and especially because they don’t know how to get the results they want.

			Another reason asking for what you want is counterproductive is that when you ask for what you want, your partner may hear your request as criticism. For example, John says to Mary, “I wish you were in the mood to make love more often.” Mary hears, “He isn’t satisfied with me as a sexual partner.” Whereas John was trying to bring the two of them closer together, Mary’s response was to withdraw from John, to feel criticized and therefore more distant and self-protective. This is an honest effort gone awry because of an innocent mistake, and it is another reason that asking for what you want often fails to get results.

			2. Not asking for what you want. Most couples continue asking for what they want and not getting it for many years. But occasionally, they realize it isn’t working, so they consciously decide to stop asking. Often there is either a martyrlike attitude of, “Oh, I’ll just learn to do without,” or an angry resignation, “I’ll never get blood out of this turnip. I just give up!” Not asking for what you want may relieve the surface conflict, but it buries your anger deep underground, where it grows and festers and will eventually emerge again, either in a volcanic eruption or a still, stagnant pool of depression.

			3. Emotional bribery. Many people try to get what they want by becoming so generous that their partner will feel shamed or at least reminded into giving back. Larry told me he felt his wife, Bev, drifting away from him and desperately wanted her back. He surprised her by staying home from work one day, repainting their daughter’s room, and fixing a lovely dinner for them all. But since Bev’s complaint was that Larry was always busy with projects and not emotionally available to her, she saw his efforts as more of the same, and actually left to spend some time with her sister that very week. Larry told me, “I thought surely this surprise would make her see how much I love her. How could she distance herself even more after all I did?” He expected love as a return for his own loving generosity, and he felt betrayed. But in fact, his giving had a kind of hook in it. “If I give you this, you should love me back.” Bev detected this, and was all the more annoyed. Generosity is a natural behavior toward someone you love. But giving with the hope of getting something in return will virtually always backfire.

			4. Advising, assisting. Cheryl honestly believed that Donald would be happier if he could get over his money anxiety. She kept trying to persuade him that there was no reason to worry, and that worrying never helped anyway. But the more she tried to “help” Donald, the more criticized and misunderstood he felt. The extreme form of advising and assisting is, of course, nagging. Nagging creates nothing but conflict, hard feelings, and distance between two people. Yet it remains one of the most common of all single-handed efforts to “bring the two of you together.”

			5. Denying your needs. Sharon pleaded with her husband for years to take his share of responsibility with the house and children. Nothing worked. At last she figured out a way to make their lives work even if he didn’t help. By going to graduate school and waitressing, she could actually be home with the children more than with her demanding job. The arguing diminished for a few years, but Sharon told me that in retrospect, she can see that she sacrificed herself and her own needs just to keep peace. Graduate school is not what she actually wanted for her life. It was just an elaborate scheme to make the family work, even if she could not get what she wanted from her husband. It took years for her real self and her real desires to reemerge.

			A love relationship works only when it empowers both partners to become more their true selves, not less. Denying your needs to keep peace is one of the worst ways you can work alone to improve your marriage, and it is the most insidious, because it is, by definition, unconscious. (If you are aware of what you are denying, then you aren’t denying it!) The method we will learn in this book is especially effective at preventing you from denying your needs. You will be encouraged not to adapt to your marriage, but to enrich it.

		

		If working alone on your marriage has not worked for you in the past, perhaps it is because, although you were sincere, you did not work in ways that were effective. So don’t give up on working alone because it hasn’t worked in the past; the strategies in this book are different.

		Q: MY RELATIONSHIP IS IN AWFUL SHAPE. AND MY SPOUSE WON’T COOPERATE. IS MY MARRIAGE EVEN WORTH WORKING ON?

		A: The answer, almost without exception, is yes.

		As we’ve seen, your spouse’s reluctance to work with you is not an insurmountable problem. And even the most troubled relationships have responded to enlightened efforts on the part of one partner.

		So that we can begin to work with your specific relationship, as we shall do throughout the book, take a moment to think about your own situation, however mild or severe you feel your problems are.

		
			EXPERIMENT #2

			Taking Inventory

			In your journal, first make a list of all the qualities you like about your partner and your relationship.

			On a fresh page, list your complaints, the changes you would make if you had a magic wand. What are the problem areas that you see?

			Now list your problems again in what you believe to be their order of importance. Put the biggest, most overarching problem at the top, and the corollaries or additional, smaller problems under that one. If you have several main problems, list them side by side.

			Keep these lists handy in the front of your journal as you will be using them in future experiments.

		

		When participants introduce themselves at the beginning of a workshop, while they mention highly individual problems, we often hear comments along these lines:

		
			[image: ] We have a great relationship. There are just one or two areas that continue to be a problem.

			[image: ] Things my mate does annoy me, worry me, upset me.

			[image: ] I don’t have enough power. I can’t be myself.

			[image: ] We’ve lost our spark.

			[image: ] We fight so much. I hate all the arguing.

			[image: ] He’s too distant. I don’t feel intimate anymore.

			[image: ] She nags me too much. She wants to change me.

			[image: ] He takes me for granted.

			[image: ] It’s too late for us. Our problems have been the same for years.

			[image: ] I don’t feel my love anymore.

			[image: ] There are too many differences between us.

			[image: ] My needs are not getting met. I want more ___________________.

			[image: ] This is not what I wanted or expected.

			[image: ] We’ve grown apart. We have no common interests.

			[image: ] We have already tried everything and nothing has worked. I don’t think our problems will ever change.

		

		Amazingly, it doesn’t matter what your marital problems are or how serious you believe them to be. The chances are still very good that your marriage is renewable and therefore very much worth working on. Consider the following evidence in favor of throwing yourself wholeheartedly into reviving your relationship, whether the problems you want to fix are mild or severe. Hundreds and hundreds of couples, some of them extremely unhappy, have turned their relationships completely around using suggestions like the ones in this book. Marriage “miracles” are occurring every day, fully documented by a wide variety of relationship experts:

		
			I’ve grown increasingly convinced that most marriages are worth saving simply because most problems are solvable.… I don’t believe in “saving marriages,” I believe in divorcing the old marriage and beginning a new one—with the same partner. (Michelle Weiner-Davis, Brief Therapy practitioner and author of Divorce Busting)

			Every day I receive mail from couples who tell me they have renewed hope, that they feel in love again. Then five years later, they send me pictures of themselves with their kids. (John Gray, Ph.D., therapist, workshop leader, and author of Men Are from Mars, Women Are from Venus)

			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. (Gay Hendricks, Ph.D., and Kathlyn Hendricks, Ph.D., marriage therapists and authors of Conscious Loving)

			Fortunately, we have found that one person can change a two-person relationship by changing his or her part of … their interactions.… Changing your point of view can lift you out of the rut you are stuck in and give you the power to make a difference in your relationship. (Bill O’Hanlon and Pat Hudson, marriage therapists and authors of Love Is a Verb)

			No matter how alienated from your partner you may feel, it is possible to release your resentments and reestablish the flow of caring between you. It is possible to renew your loving bonds with one another … (Larry A. Bugen, Ph.D., marriage therapist and author of Love and Renewal)

		

		All this “evidence” may not seem very persuasive to you right now if you are feeling drained and haven’t seen progress in your relationship for some time. Change may feel impossible to you.

		That’s okay. A feeling of hopelessness may be quite appropriate for you right now, and it won’t affect the results you will get if you follow the suggestions in this book. It is quite natural that you cannot imagine your relationship any different from the way it is now. When you are deep in the middle of one feeling, you can’t feel, or even get a picture of how it will feel, to be deep in the middle of a completely different feeling. But that doesn’t mean such a change can’t happen.

		So trust the evidence. Proceed on blind faith and see what happens. As Kierkegaard said, “To dare is to lose your footing temporarily. To not dare is to lose your life.”

		The feeling of hopelessness is painful and depressing. It feels like a downward spiral, and it is. The more you try to change things, the more entrenched you can become in the belief that your marriage is hopeless—because everything you try fails.

		But wait. Maybe it is the other way around. Maybe everything you try fails only because you believe your marriage is hopeless. It is likely that “our marriage is hopeless” has become a self-fulfilling prophecy for you. When you view your marriage through the our-marriage-is-hopeless lens, you are able to accumulate a great deal of evidence to prove your point. It is true that making any changes, small or large, while retaining your present view of your marriage will not result in any meaningful change.

		This book will suggest a completely different approach. What has to change is your belief about your marriage. This is an inner shift, a change of heart, a mental flip to a new “story” about your marriage.

		Don’t worry about shifting your belief now. I simply want to make the point here that all solutions are not the same and that there are in fact solutions that you have not yet tried. You may feel that your marriage is hopeless, but in truth, it almost certainly has every chance of becoming fulfilling for you again. If you try the suggestions in the chapters that follow and you still feel hopeless, only then will you be ready for the guidelines in Chapter Ten that will help you to evaluate your relationship and consider the possibility of ending it.

		Q: IT ISN’T FAIR TO HAVE TO WORK ALONE WHEN TWO PEOPLE ARE INVOLVED. WHY SHOULD I HAVE TO DO ALL THE WORK?

		A: True, it doesn’t seem fair. Two people will benefit from the work you do; both people should have to be involved in doing the work. Those who didn’t help grind the wheat and knead the dough, shouldn’t get to eat the bread.

		But then, very little in this world is fair. Maybe it isn’t important for an idea to be fair if it brings happiness and satisfaction anyway.

		Besides, looked at in a different light, the situation is more than fair. Because you are not at the mercy of your partner’s willingness to work! Suddenly, you don’t have to wait around for your spouse anymore. You can do what you want when you want to do it!

		Deciding to work alone on your relationship gives you enormous power, not power over your partner but inner power, personal strength, and an unparalleled opportunity to grow. Suddenly, instead of looking unfair, this system seems exceptionally fair, because now you do not have to wait for your partner to change before you can take your life into your own hands! What would be unfair is for you to allow your partner’s lack of cooperation to hold you back.

		It is rare for two separate people to be ready to change and grow at exactly the same moment. We all have individual rhythms that must be respected. If you had to wait until your partner consented to work together with you on your relationship, it might be like the old Kansas law that said, “If two trains going in opposite directions meet at an automobile crossing, they must both come to a full stop, and neither may proceed until the other is gone.”

		If one of you doesn’t take the lead, you may remain stuck in old patterns for a very long time.

		By undertaking to work on your relationship alone, you will be, in effect, giving your spouse a gift, possibly a quite powerful gift. And it is not in the nature of gifts to be fair. You don’t give a gift with the idea that you will get an equal gift back. This wouldn’t be a gift but some kind of a barter or bargain.

		Unfairness is a minor problem when compared to the opportunities available to you when you take the initiative in your relationship. When your unilateral action leads to bilateral happiness, the unfairness of it all will fade into the background. Instead of feeling ripped off, you will feel inner strength, and the deep pleasure of having given the person you love a beautiful gift.

		Q: BUT WHAT ABOUT INTIMACY, CLOSENESS, SOUL CONNECTION? DON’T BOTH PEOPLE HAVE TO BE PRESENT AND AVAILABLE FOR THAT?

		A: Yes, you can’t be intimate with someone who doesn’t want to be intimate with you. A “soul connection” implies an experience involving two people.

		In Chapter Nine, we will talk about ways for one person to entice the other into greater intimacy and to restore a feeling of mutual closeness that may be flagging.

		Of course closeness is only one aspect of a long-term committed relationship. Some couples have and care about closeness and intimacy to a much greater degree than others. Some neither have nor desire a “deep soul connection.” And whether you have it or not, intimacy is never enough to sustain you through the rough and tumble of day to day life with each other. You may have a soul connection and deeply love each other and still have problem areas in your relationship that can be affected by the wise actions of one party or the other.

		As they begin to take effect, the suggestions in this book will “wake up” both you and your partner. The “good will” and “loving leadership” you will read about are not one route to genuine intimacy; they are the only route.

		Q: TAKING CARE OF THE RELATIONSHIP HAS ALWAYS FALLEN ON WOMEN; ONE MORE TIME, AREN’T WOMEN THE ONES WHO WILL END UP DOING ALL THE WORK?

		A: If we are going to engage in generalizations, don’t forget that today women’s dissatisfaction with men is, in general, greater than men’s dissatisfaction with women. Women frequently concur with each other that men are jerks, but a similar commonly-agreed-upon epithet doesn’t exist for women. (Women are demanding?) As a result, it is often the woman in a relationship who is dissatisfied and threatening to leave, and the man who comes to my workshop struggling to keep the marriage together. Men have participated in my workshops and lectures and have called in to my radio talk shows with as great or greater frequency than women.

		Everything in this book works just as well for men as for women. I have taken pains to avoid the assumption that women will be my primary readers, and I refuse to perpetuate the increasingly obsolete idea that only women read relationship books. If we are ever to resolve our gender issues, we need to stay up-to-date with change as it occurs. I welcome both men and women readers as I know that, in some relationships, men are willing to “do the work.”

		Nevertheless, it is true that most often, women take care of the relationship. And they feel resentful when they get begrudging cooperation or none at all. One women I spoke with was feeling quite upset until she had a significant insight:

		
			ELIZABETH: I was complaining to my friend one more time about how I have to keep reminding Rich to listen to me when I’m talking to him, and to give me some kind of a response. Then my friend said to me, “Well, you never fix the leaky faucets either.” A light bulb went off in my head! Maybe a little division of labor is okay.

			I did a turnaround on this whole thing. I still remind Rich to listen, but now I don’t resent it or judge him; I just see it as me doing my job. Now that I view it this way, I feel fine about doing even more relationship-tending. I don’t put off discussions about what I feel, the way I used to. It’s like, if this is my job, I better do it well. After all, I’m good at this. Why should I mind it? Why should I be upset if Rich contributes a different set of skills to our marriage?

		

		In my own marriage, I taught Mayer early on that he has the option of not getting defensive when I want to suggest a change. It took him a while to get the concept, but I patiently repeated it every time I needed to. Now all it takes is a quick reminder. I may even preface a sentence by saying, “Now I don’t mean for you to get defensive, I just want to talk about something.” I have heard Mayer tell others appreciatively that he knows he has learned a lot about communication by being with me.

		Women may hold in mind an ideal partnership between men and women in which both are equally adept with relationship and communication skills and both are interested in systematically pursuing a more and more pleasurable relationship. There is nothing wrong with this ideal, but most couples are not there yet. It is a mere twenty-five years ago that the contemporary women’s movement began to suggest to men that they throw over five thousand years of patriarchal conditioning (or, some would argue, several million years of biological adaptation), and become the warm, feeling, romantic, sweet men we now crave. We are still deep in the middle of this revolution. Being willing to take on the role of “emotional mentors” to the men in our lives may be appropriate for this mid-revolutionary stage. If our goal is a full partnership between the sexes with regard to relationship skills, deliberately, patiently, and cheerfully mentoring men may be an important step along the way.

		Of course, mentoring men on relationship skills must be handled with extreme care; it can so easily spill over to nagging and preaching. Because women have a vested interest in the outcome, they may make poor teachers. A successful mentor/mentee relationship requires above all, mutual desire for change. Neither the man nor the woman should agree to mentoring because she wants him to change.

		Although in my last book, Eight Essential Traits of Couples Who Thrive, I outlined specific guidelines for “emotional mentoring,” most emotional mentoring is quite informal. The only explicit step you need to take is an initial agreement to a division of labor. One of her responsibilities would be to watch over the quality of communication and intimacy between you.

		But you may be someone for whom this division of labor is precisely not okay. Maybe your very problem is that you resent doing all the relationship work, and that you feel you are not getting any cooperation. In that case, make this one of the problems you are looking to solve, and save it for Chapter Five, where you will discover direct problem-solving techniques.

		Let me make one more comment about why the burden of relationship work falls upon women: The people who are hurting, and who realize that they are hurting, are always the ones who initiate change. The contemporary women’s movement began around 1970 because women were dissatisfied. The changes we wanted then—and continue to want now—present an enormous amount of hard work. It wasn’t fair for women to do all this work; but it is in the very nature of the way change works—it was women who experienced pain and wanted change.

		If you are the one who now wants change in your relationship, try to regard the initiatives you take as important pioneering work. Women (and men) all over the world are working for more equal personal partnerships along with you. “Think globally, act locally.” Know that with every change you are able to make in your own home, you are aiding the greater cause of moving to a true partnership society. Honor the very different contributions your spouse makes to your marriage, and try to feel generous about the ones you are making.

		It may not be fair that women are more relationship-oriented than men, but at this stage of the revolution, that’s usually the case. Instead of railing against the situation, take advantage of it. Go ahead and berate the patriarchy and the oppression of your gender in general. But in your own relationship, use your special female skills to work for the changes you want.

		Q: ISN’T DOING THE WORK ALL ALONE BEING “CODEPENDENT,” SOMETHING WE SHOULD WORK HARD TO AVOID?

		A: At first glance, working on your relationship alone may seem to be codependent, but in fact it is quite the opposite. Working alone using the program in this book will help you to prevent the dreaded “codependency.”

		You are codependent when you try to change your partner, when you are tied to his or her behavior, when your own behaviors and feelings are determined by what your partner does and says. You are codependent when you are emotionally linked to someone whose behavior is dysfunctional, when you allow your partner’s destructive behavior to determine how you will behave and feel, and when your partner is dependent upon you to maintain his or her destructive pattern. You are codependent when you are trying to do for your partner something that your partner must do alone; when you are trying to “help” your partner make a change that you want your partner to make but that your partner is not ready to make. Usually, in focusing on what you wish your partner would do, you also bury your own feelings in the process.

		The program of working alone on your marriage that I will introduce in this book is precisely the opposite of codependency. It encourages you to do what you need to do for yourself and to stop trying to change or help your partner.

		Q: WHAT WILL IT BE LIKE TO WORK ALONE? I CAN’T IMAGINE GETTING WHAT I WANT IN MY MARRIAGE WITH MY PARTNER COMPLETELY UNINVOLVED.

		A: This book will invite you to take the initiative in your relationship by yourself. However, “working alone” is not a completely accurate description of what you will be doing for three reasons:

		
			1. Whatever the struggle you are going through, or the enrichment you seek in your marriage, other couples have been there too. Periods of stress, adjustment, disappointment, even disillusionment are normal in long-term relationships. They are not a sign there is anything wrong with you as a couple. As one woman said to me, “My life with Michael right now is not bad; it is just not what I

			
			
		

		Q: HOW LONG WILL IT TAKE TO GET RESULTS IF I WORK ALONE?

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		Q: EXACTLY HOW DO I WORK ON MY RELATIONSHIP ALL BY MYSELF?
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