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			INTRODUCTION

			Relationships impact almost everything and almost everything impacts relationships. When I say almost everything, I’m not exaggerating. Relationships influence our self-esteem, happiness, physical health, pain tolerance, lifestyle, and career satisfaction. They can fill our lives with joy, security, and energy or be a major player in creating burdensome worry, anxiety, sadness, and a sense of draining defeat. It’s not surprising that, as a psychologist, I spend the majority of session time with my patients trying to help heal relationships—the ones my clients have with others, as well as the one they have with themselves.

			When individuals or couples come to see me for therapy, one of the most common issues revealed when we discuss their relationships is emotional availability. What is emotional availability? It is the ability and readiness to build an emotional bond with another, and to actively participate in a gratifying and healthful relationship that meets each person’s needs. Some people are naturally more emotionally available for connection while others find emotional connectedness to be a real struggle. For those who struggle, opening to connection is a major part of our therapeutic work.

			In light of the tremendous influence relationships have in determining a person’s quality of life, I feel an intense passion to help people find ways to fill their lives with the healthiest, most rewarding relationships possible. Emotional unavailability is a barrier to meaningful connection and its impact is devastating and far-reaching.

			But before going further, I’d like to clear up a common misunderstanding. Contrary to popular myth, emotional unavailability doesn’t just belong to the guys. Women can also be unavailable. In my practice and in my life as a whole, I’ve met incredibly emotionally present men and extremely unavailable women. Although men and women do have their differences, we’re actually far more similar than we are different and, in the end, we’re all human. And humans, regardless of gender, are unique in how available we are, and in the ways we are available. The same is true for same-sex relationships: Unavailability plagues gay and lesbian relationships just as much as it does heterosexual relationships. Keeping this in mind, if you find the vignettes in this book don’t match your gender or orientation, don’t worry about it. Just consider the characteristics you’re reading about and weigh in on how much the general dynamic fits your own relationship.

			Emotional unavailability is a barrier to meaningful connection for anyone, but the good news is that there are techniques to help remove the barriers, or at least move them in the right direction. If We’re Together, Why Do I Feel So Alone? is a practical guide, one in which each step toward connection lays the foundation for the next one. That’s why my recommendation is to follow the chapters in order rather than skip around.

			The first step is to identify the ways in which emotional unavailability is present in your relationship and to explore some of the types of unavailability (unavailability can take other forms not mentioned here, but we’ll address the issues many people struggle with) and their possible underlying causes. The next step is to take time to consider your situation: You’ll be invited to contemplate whether your relationship is one worth fighting for, or whether your relationship is a fundamentally unhealthy one that warrants a self-preserving exit. If you choose to invest your energy into saving your relationship, then in the following chapters you’ll learn more about what personally empowering actions you can take to work toward removing the emotional unavailability barriers in your relationship and you’ll be given techniques to move forward as a closer couple. If you choose to end the relationship, you’ll learn about ways to make meaning out of your experiences and be given suggestions on how to move on.

			Regardless of what you choose, self-care is key. The final chapter in If We’re Together, Why Do I Feel So Alone? offers coping tools to manage the stress of either repairing your relationship or being on your own. I want to emphasize here that I am not implying you are lacking self-care skills. In the act of buying this book, you are clearly seeking solutions in an active and productive way.

			As you read this book, I want to invite you to have an open mind and expansive expectations. Why do I say this? First, because it can be really tough to take a long, honest look at your relationship and consider what you can do to improve it if your partner is the one who seems to be undermining it. Second, because I can’t guarantee an outcome. We have some power to be a source of influence for people in our life, but none of us can control other beings and “make” them do what we think is best. With this in mind, I suggest you follow the different ways of thinking and the exercises in the chapters that follow, and then be prepared to accept it if your partner still chooses to remain the same.

			But please don’t lose sight of the fact that change is absolutely possible. I wouldn’t have written this book if I didn’t completely believe relationships can heal and evolve. I am convinced they can—and very often they do.

			As you move along your journey of self-discovery and change, you may notice all sorts of feelings coming to the surface. These emotions can be wildly diverse. You might be sizzling with eagerness to implement changes one moment and then hit a wall of self-doubt. Or you might feel a cloud of regret followed by a breeze of happiness. These kinds of contradictory emotions are natural. When we push the envelope, step out of our comfort zones, and do what we know deep in our heart is the right thing to do, it’s also common for a cautionary voice to pop up from deep inside, whispering: “Go back to the place you know. Return to the way things were.” And you may be tempted to take the easy road and backtrack. Let’s be honest: it feels more comfortable to hang out on familiar turf, but only for a short while. In the long run, the only way to change is to move forward.

			Regardless of whether your relationship improves, you decide to leave, or you decide to remain in the relationship the way it is, after following my book you’ll know you have taken the steps to understand and empower yourself. In my experience, when we examine ourselves and our relationships, invest the time to be aware of our ability to make choices, and take action to enhance our relationships and our lives, we wind up reaping the luminous benefits.

			

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE


			Recognizing Emotional Unavailability
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			To be fully seen by somebody, then, and be loved is a human offering that can border on miraculous.

			—FROM COMMITTED: A SKEPTIC MAKES PEACE WITH MARRIAGE BY ELIZABETH GILBERT

			It can happen anywhere, anytime. You’re sitting across from him on the train or you click on Match.com; he’s a blind date at the door or the guy on the barstool next to yours; you’re working in the same office or sharing an elevator; he’s standing behind you in line at the bank or walking his dog. Wherever or however it happens, a connection is made and before long, maybe in an instant, or in a month or two, a feeling of openhearted desire blossoms. It permeates your entire being and there’s an undeniable shift in your world. Your connection to him grows, your caring deepens, and you fall in love. Beautiful visions of what could be flit through your mind.

			If you’re reading this book, I’m going to assume you possess feelings of love for your partner and are still holding on to some vision of what could be, but what you want—and need—in your relationship now is just not happening. Something has short-circuited. Maybe you had a twinge early on that things weren’t going smoothly. Or perhaps it took a little longer before the neon sign appeared right in front of your eyes blinking “Proceed with Caution!” and you chose to ignore it. There’s no point in looking back with regret. Right now this is what you know:

			You suspect the man you love is emotionally unavailable. You want to know why he’s this way and what you can do to help change the dynamic of your relationship.

			But before we start getting into the nitty-gritty of this dynamic and figuring out ways to first identify and then help solve the problem, let’s take a quick look at the flip side: emotional availability. Recognizing what a healthy and nurturing partner looks like can help you get a clearer picture of what needs fixing and also aid in setting a goal for the future of your relationship.

			When He’s Here and Available

			In a perfect world, your partner is emotionally available. He’s present for you most of the time (no one is on call 24/7), which means your guy tries to stay tuned in to your frequency no matter what you’re experiencing, whether you’re happy and feeling all is right with the world or you’re stressed to the max, feeling defeated, frightened, anxious, or sad. When you have a disagreement, he’ll usually join in and try to solve the conflict without shutting down, blaming, or walking away. He’s motivated to be positive and caring. In order for all this to happen, he needs to be in touch with his own feelings and be able to talk about them openly. Your emotionally available guy will make an effort to do this. Because he possesses this kind of emotional aptitude, his relationship with you, as well as with others, is for the most part mutually fulfilling.

			What’s more, when your emotionally available man occasionally misreads what you’re feeling, doesn’t quite “get it,” or trips over his words when attempting to express himself, he’ll usually be aware of it and continue to try to figure out how to work through the issue. He aims to be steady and vulnerable. He wants to show you who he is and share what he’s feeling. When he reacts in a way that doesn’t help a situation (raising his voice, blaming, walking away), it’s an infrequent event. He’ll usually recognize his negative reaction and come back to the bargaining table, offering an apology. It may not happen right away, but an emotionally connected man generally knows when communication is off. He’ll want to put it back on course.

			He’s also pretty consistent between his tone and his facial expressions, as well as the words that he chooses. When an emotionally available guy tells you he loves you, it sounds like he really means it. You can hear the tenderness underneath his words. When he says he’s frustrated, you can detect the edgy truth of that. When he shares that he’s down or hurt, you can see and hear his genuine pain. You won’t find yourself confused because he’s telling you he adores you through gritted teeth.

			Will he be Mr. Transparent after the first few dates? Probably not. Getting to know others and allowing others to know us takes time and trust. As long as he’s sharing more about himself over time, wants to be honest about who he is, and also wants to learn more about you—that’s availability.

			He also shows respect to you, your boundaries, and your privacy. What can this look like? He offers advice without necessarily demanding you take it. He doesn’t snoop through your belongings or your personal files, email, or telephone. He’s ready to give you his perspective but endeavors not to pile it on excessively; and if he overdoes it, he’s pretty willing to try to ease up when you point out that he’s laying it on too thick. Finally, your emotionally available guy tries to encourage your development and authenticity too.

			Before going any further, I’d like to back up for a moment and park on the word “try.” This is an important point, because I want to stay real. We’re all human, and even if you hope your guy will be completely and unequivocally attentive to your needs every single minute, it’s an unrealistic expectation. And to be honest, it’s also a little creepy. Who would your guy really be if he were constantly fixated on your emotional well-being?

			In truth, your man could be the most emotionally available dude on the planet and he’s still not going to “get it right” 100 percent of the time. He won’t be able to understand every single feeling you have. He won’t spot each and every fluctuation of your mood. He’s not going to be able to detect each inflection in your voice. Even in fairy tales, Prince Charming battles moments of cluelessness. So keep in mind that even the most tuned-in man will disappoint you or inadvertently hurt you. Sometimes he will be distracted. Other times he’ll be wrapped up in himself. And there will be times when he’s just acting like a jerk. Yeah . . . he’s human . . . and so are you.

			Stay in the Fairness Zone

			Who among us has never missed a clue? Never misread how someone else was feeling? Never wished we had responded a little more constructively? Never disappointed or hurt someone we loved? Not me, and I’m a therapist trained to be especially sensitive and alert to clues. No one can be perfectly fine-tuned to their partner’s emotional world. He can’t do it—and neither can you.

			Yes, it’s reasonable to ask your lover to be tuned in to your needs, but keep it reasonable. He’s not your personal therapist, servant, or parent. If, for example, I’m stressed-out because of a rough meeting, I may need to let off steam in the middle of my workday. But it isn’t fair to expect my husband to drive from his work to mine to offer a hug and discuss what’s bugging me. And it might not even make sense to phone him, because I know it’s difficult for him to take a break during the day. These times, I need to use my own coping skills such as going for a walk outdoors, breathing deeply, listening to calming music, or finding a trusted colleague or friend who is available to listen.

			I’d also like to take a second look at the notion of “respect,” which I mentioned earlier, and clarify this concept before going further.

			Imagine your guy promises you he’ll empty the dishwasher when he comes home from work so that you won’t have to do it. Then he doesn’t end up following through. This is the moment when many good women might be tempted to view this as purposeful neglect and ultimately disrespect. “He’s broken his promise,” you might tell yourself. Or “He doesn’t care how I feel.” Or “Who does he think I am? His work mule, responsible for cleaning up his messes all the time?” If we label our sweetheart’s fumbles, omissions, or memory lapses as a sign of disrespect, then we’re in for a lifetime of misery. We’ll end up seeing disrespect everywhere. Let me be clear. Respect transcends mere oversight or a momentary lack of thoughtfulness. It’s a general appreciation for the special gifts, characteristics, and talents that you possess, as well as for your dignity and worthiness.

			The bottom line is this: It’s up to each of us to meet our own needs and this includes reaching out and asking for help from a variety of people. It also means we have to nurture ourselves and create our own joy and meaning. No one else is responsible for doing this for us, just as no one can be expected to meet every request we make. In a similar vein, no one can literally force us to feel anything (even though it may feel like “he made me furious!”). And remember: This is true for both of you.

			I’m going to guess this collection of qualities doesn’t describe the man you love, but this also doesn’t mean your mate is a terrible person, is trying to purposely wound you or the relationship, or simply doesn’t give a damn. Men and women who are emotionally unavailable in relationships are often dealing with personal struggles that get in the way of authentic emotional connection and intimacy. Sometimes they know they put up walls, and other times they don’t. For certain individuals, the emotional walls will create chill and distance, whereas for others, walls are built with neediness and the relationship ends up feeling stifling.

			But regardless of the kinds of walls you’re trying to bring down in your own relationship, emotional unavailability today doesn’t mean that your relationship is doomed tomorrow. Dramatic change can and does happen. I’ve had front-row seats to the power people possess to transform their lives in incredible ways, and there wouldn’t be psychologists if people didn’t possess that capacity.

			If your partner is emotionally unavailable, you may love a man who dismisses the value of your relationship because he’s just waiting for you to leave him someday. Or you might be with someone who is always criticizing you and sees the relationship as lacking. These are just a couple of examples, and we’ll touch on others a bit later in this chapter.

			On the other hand, it’s possible to see emotional unavailability where it doesn’t exist because you hold well-intentioned but hard-to-attain needs and expectations. For instance, you might expect your lover to share everything and be forthcoming with all of his emotions, to know what you need at every moment, or to never experience any moments in which he pulls back a bit and creates a sliver of emotional space.

			What if you have these kinds of unrealistic expectations? The good news is that this book will help you reexamine your expectations and give you the tools to pave the way for a truly rewarding connection. Alternatively, if your expectations for an emotionally present partnership are reasonable, and you’re with someone who struggles to open up, I still have good news. There are strategies you can follow to communicate your needs and to increase the likelihood that your lover will hear you and want to meet you there. We’ll cover these strategies later in the book, but for now, no peeking! You’ll need to lay the groundwork for emotional connection first.

			In the meantime, if you are in an emotionally closed-off relationship, please don’t berate yourself for choosing someone who isn’t emotionally available. Be easy on yourself. There are probably very few women who haven’t at least once in their lives been in love with someone who is distant, unreachable, defensive, or unattainable. Just think about all those conversations you’ve had with your friends. How many times have you heard: “He doesn’t get me,” “I can never give him enough,” “He never listens,” “I have no idea what’s going on inside him,” “He gets angry for no reason,” or “He can’t commit to anything”?

			Who Is He?

			We’ll explore six types of emotional unavailability. But again, let’s keep it real. This list won’t include every possible behavior by a long shot. In my clinical experience, I’ve found that people rarely fit into neat little boxes. Because we’re human, we’re a lot messier. That’s why when you go through the descriptions of different types of emotionally unavailable guys, you may find that your partner fits one type perfectly, or you may see him fitting the descriptions of a few different types. He may have some traits of a certain type, yet not all of them. Some descriptions might seem too extreme or others not dramatic enough.

			For example, some people in describing their partner might say, “He’s cold.” For one woman, this could mean her partner is just a little standoffish, while for another, it means she’s living with Frosty the Snowman. That’s why it’s best to consider these categories in terms of a continuum rather than an absolute. It might also help you to look at the different types of unavailability as challenges that are present in your relationship to a greater or lesser degree, as opposed to putting your partner into a strict category of either “Emotionally Available” or “Emotionally Unavailable.” Your partner may shut down whenever you express anger toward him (or for that matter, a strong loving emotion), but he may be quite open and receptive when you share your frustrations or sadness over an event in your life, one that doesn’t involve him. Some behaviors may go on all the time and others may come and go. As we all know, circumstances change, as do we, and that can certainly have an impact on emotional availability. For instance, you might notice that he withdraws from you after something heavy takes place in his life—a death in his family or loss of a job, for example—but it may not mean his pulling away is consistent or permanent.

			Keeping all this in mind, consider the following main types.

			The Six Emotionally Unavailable Types

			THE ICEBERG

			Terrence and Bella have been dating for three years. When Terrence first told Bella that he liked to do “his own thing,” she wasn’t worried. She respected what she thought was his rugged, independent spirit. Later, she learned that “his own thing” meant keeping his emotional world apart from hers with a barrier of icy indifference.

			This is a recent exchange between the couple:

			“Okay, Terrence, let me get this straight. You want to take a two-week vacation without me again. Am I right?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Can you tell me why?”

			“Oh, no big deal. I just want to take off and do my own thing for a while.”

			“But we’ve never even taken a weekend getaway together. And another thing, while we’re on it, I’d like to spend more time with you than just one or two evenings a week. It feels like our relationship is stuck in one place. Wouldn’t it be great to move it forward?”

			Terrence calmly responds: “I’m only saying I want to take a vacation on my own.”

			Maybe, similar to Terrence, your guy isn’t exactly hostile, but he’s not Mr. Warm and Cuddly either. There’s a lack of warmth cooling off your intimacy and connection. He’s playing things close to the vest, keeping his feelings and authentic reactions to himself. If you reach out and ask whether there’s something wrong, a shrug and a flat denial may be the modus operandi (e.g., “No, I’m fine”), or perhaps an expression of confusion (e.g., “Why would anything be wrong?”). He could react with irritation or shut you down outright (e.g., “What are you talking about? Everything’s fine” or “I don’t want to talk about it”). Icebergs tend to avoid discussions about their relationships with their partners and they often expect little benefit from emotional intimacy and closeness with their partners. The misconception that not much good comes from being close to a partner can appear in many guises, like avoiding quality time, changing the topic when subjects get too personal, or dismissing compliments and not returning them. Icebergs’ avoidance of connection also applies to deepening their understanding of their partners and they express very little desire to know about their partners’ private thoughts and emotions.

			Of course, it’s not a big deal if this kind of disconnection only happens every once in a while; even the most emotionally available folks pull away a bit and create emotional space sometimes. But if a response that denies or blocks greater intimacy is the go-to strategy for your partner more often than not, then this is a problem.

			This kind of behavior might have begun early in his life. Studies show that some children tend to avoid emotional connection and closeness, and manage their emotions in ways that increase distance. In particular, they steer clear of sadness, an emotion that reflects vulnerability and a need for comfort, and frequently express anger in its place, an emotion that conveys power and control and pushes others away. Children who learn that attempts to emotionally connect will probably be fruitless also often learn to build emotional walls. As they grow into middle age, similar distancing tactics continue. When there’s a mismatch in the level of warmth that each person brings, it’s strongly linked to how satisfying or dissatisfying the relationship feels.

			Icebergs are also more likely to minimize how important a relationship is in their lives, as they fear too much emotional intimacy with their mate. To help create more space and disconnection, he’ll just pull away. Regrettably, as he pulls away, he separates himself from rewarding closeness and a worthwhile source of support, leaving him less satisfied with the relationship in the end. What does this do to your relationship? You probably won’t be surprised to hear that it can be pretty detrimental. If we compare the effects of iciness on relationships versus, let’s say, nervously being on guard for impending rejection, iciness creates greater division between partners.

			There are usually problems in the Iceberg’s bedroom since he may also be uninterested in physical intimacy. You’ve heard of makeup sex. Folks who don’t have issues with intimacy often use a bedroom romp after a conflict to ease tension and increase emotional connection. For the Iceberg, that’s not going to happen. In fact, these types are less likely to use sex as a stress-relieving, love-building pleasure play. For him, sex may be more like a chore or merely a physical release. Or he may steer clear of sex after conflict because it’s not appealing. And that goes for fun outside the bedroom too.

			Studies show Icebergs aren’t interested in joining with their partners when exploring novel experiences. Perhaps you’ve gotten to the point where it doesn’t matter whether your partner is with you during leisure activities. You feel alone even when you’re together anyway. You’re probably not going to see him as a safe harbor of caring, loving support when you need it. Why would you? A brick wall can’t offer a warm smile, a soothing hug, or words of encouragement.

			If you think you’re with an Iceberg, you may be feeling pretty pessimistic right now that the wedge in your relationship could ever close, but don’t hang up your hope just yet: Icebergs actually do want to reach out for connection with their partner. This desire just comes with conditions. What are those conditions? If an Iceberg is highly upset and he is also in a relationship that feels highly enjoyable, fulfilling, safe, and loving, then he is more likely to seek connection with his partner. On the other hand, if he is feeling bothered but not greatly so, he won’t seek connection, but he won’t avoid it either. Conversely, if he’s extremely upset and also in a relationship that doesn’t feel safe, loving, or pleasurable, he’ll be likely to pull away even more.

			Now, it’s at this point that you might be tempted to ring the self-blame bell. Don’t do it! Even if your guy keeps a zipped lip when he’s distressed and believes that the relationship is not safe and loving, this doesn’t mean that it’s your fault. It doesn’t mean that it’s his fault either. The blame game can go on forever, and yet it doesn’t get us anywhere. What this does mean is that there is a path toward greater connection. Emotional safety and love can always increase in a relationship, and it’s something we’ll be working on to potentially melt some of this iceberg.

			THE EMOTIONAL SILENCER

			Salvatore sighed as he sat across from his new therapist. Gish, his wife of seventeen years, had finally had enough and was threatening to leave him if he didn’t get help. This was the impetus that sent her husband to the office. Let’s listen in:

			“I’m going to be totally honest with you, Doc,” Salvatore begins. “You seem very nice, but I have no desire to be here and I don’t think I need to be here. I go to work every day. I pay my bills. I have friends. And by the way, I’m not cruel to my wife. But she keeps insisting that I have a problem and she won’t stop nagging me. Personally, I think she’s the one with the problem, but I love her. So I’m here to save my marriage—not to lie on a couch and have you interpret my dreams.”

			“Well, I really appreciate your honesty,” his psychologist responds. “If you don’t mind telling me, what does your wife believe is your problem?”

			Salvatore tenses his jaw. “She says that I’m hard to reach. According to her, I’m not good with my feelings. I’m not in touch with them as much as she wants me to be. But look, I don’t think that’s true. I just don’t want to wallow in emotions the way she does. For her it’s drama this and drama that. She’s sad about this and mad about that. She can feel whatever she wants—just don’t drag me into it. You know what I mean?”

			The therapist, noticing Salvatore’s knee bobbing up and down, asks, “I’m wondering how you’re feeling right now, being here and talking with me.”

			“Why would I be feeling anything? I’m not feeling anything. I’m fine.”

			“Well, it’s just that you’re talking about a problem that you don’t even think you have. That would be unsettling for a lot of people.”

			“Look, she wants me to show up, so I’m showing up; it’ll make her happy. It’s as simple as that. When does this session end?”

			Obviously for Salvatore, not soon enough! If your partner either shuts down when he starts to feel something, or withdraws when others are expressing emotions, including happiness, sadness, and anger, there’s a good chance he’s what I call an Emotional Silencer. If he finds it difficult to respond to your emotions with empathy, he’s probably also unaware of his own feelings. Along the same lines, you might have noticed your mate is also pretty disconnected from his body. For example, before giving a speech in public or doing something else that triggers nerves, you might experience physical sensations like sweaty palms or a racing heart. If I asked you how you were feeling, I bet you would be able to describe your physical reactions in relation to your emotional state. Emotional Silencers are unable to do this, or even if they technically can, they avoid doing it. This lack of internal awareness makes it extremely difficult for him to imagine how you may be feeling. And it’s also what makes it so tough for him to respond to you appropriately.

			Of course none of us get it “right” all the time. But just trying to understand what’s going on can make a big difference. Couples are happier in their relationships when they know their partner is at least making the effort to understand them by asking questions or offering solutions. It makes sense since making an effort to communicate shows he cares. The Emotional Silencer needs work in this area.

			THE CRITIC

			Chet cringes when he sees the offending food bits lodged deep in the garbage disposal . . . again. His mental loop unwinds: “Why can’t Quinn do a better job of running the disposal? The sink looks like crap. If only she would run the thing for an extra few minutes. I should have known she was a slob before we moved in together. And by the way, where is she? She said she was going with a friend for lunch and a movie but that was more than four hours ago. Two hours for lunch and two hours for a movie should be plenty of time. She hasn’t texted or checked in. Obviously she’s as sloppy with time management as she is with housekeeping . . .” And on and on.

			You’ve heard the expression “seeing the world through rose-colored glasses”? The Critic is wearing the opposite pair of specs. He’s always looking at the world and interpreting you and what’s going on in your relationship with a set of dark lenses.

			Let’s be clear: we all evaluate the behavior of others. It’s human nature. We take our best guesses at what they’re thinking and feeling, what their intentions are, and what motivates them to do what they do. But what we often don’t realize in our moments of assumptions is that we have choices in the guesses we make. The truth is this: We have a choice about whether to interpret actions in a favorable or an unfavorable light. We can choose to give others the benefit of the doubt.

			How does this apply to your relationship with the Critic? Well, you might come home from work a little grumpy and irritable because you’ve had a hard day. You walk into the other room just to get a breather. While someone tuned in to you might assume you had a rough day and honor your need, or check in with you about what’s going on, the Critic is more likely to consider this as just another example of how inconsiderate you are. He might explode with this sort of accusation: “Why aren’t you asking about my day? Typical!”

			Because Critics look for what’s wrong, their fault-finding lens can zero in on any aspect of you or the relationship, from gestures of affection that (in their eyes) you failed to provide, the qualities you lack, the opinions you have, or how you express yourself to your clothing style or attractiveness, how you spend your free time, your job, or your ability to take care of the children or household tasks. It’s all fair game.

			In some cases, the Critic crosses the line into “psychological aggression,” a term used to describe actions that can cause emotional damage. Real hurt. If your partner raises his voice and tells you how disappointed and angry he is because you forgot to feed the dog, it probably won’t feel great, but it’s not psychological aggression either. However, if he calls you names (“egomaniac,” “loser,” “selfish moron”), gives you the silent treatment to teach you a lesson, or brings up your lapse at a dinner party to humiliate you in front of the group, he’s crossed the line into emotional abuse.

			Men and women both feel the negative impacts of psychological aggression, but research states their actual experiences differ slightly. Among women, the effect of being verbally demeaned is particularly hurtful and corrosive to their contentedness in the relationship while the form of psychological aggression that is especially damaging to the quality of a relationship for men is a pattern of controlling their behavior and isolating them from contact with others. Why psychological aggression affects men and women differently is unclear; however, what is clear is that men and women on the receiving end of severe emotional aggression react with the same degree of depression and fear of their spouse.

			But no matter who is on the receiving end, words really matter; often they don’t have an expiration date. I can’t tell you how many times clients vividly recount terrible words that another person (especially their romantic companion or spouse) once said to them. Despite the fact that it’s been years since the words were uttered, they still feel the hurt as if it were yesterday.

			THE DEFENDER

			Jenna and Edwin arrive twenty minutes late for their first couples therapy appointment. Their therapist, Dr. Stone, notices that Jenna seems annoyed while Edwin appears exasperated and bewildered.

			“I’m sorry we’re late, Dr. Stone,” Jenna says. “Edwin didn’t get back from the office until, like, our appointment time, and then we had to rush right over.”

			Without looking at her, Edwin comments, “Jenna, I told you, I had a conversation with a colleague and I lost track of time. Would you give me a break? I didn’t do it on purpose.”

			Dr. Stone waves a hand of reassurance. “That’s not a problem. It happens to all of us. In fact, for some of us, it happens a lot!”

			“That’s what’s funny, Dr. Stone. Edwin is always punctual for appointments. When he goes to his doctor for his annual checkup or meets friends for dinner, you could set your watch by him. He’s always so on the ball. He even gets to the dentist on time!”

			“Is that true?” Dr. Stone asks Edwin.

			Edwin nods in agreement.

			“Well.” Dr. Stone gently smiles. “It’s not the first time people have preferred a root canal to coming to see me.”

			Edwin and Jenna laugh and relax a bit.

			“In fact, Edwin, I’m wondering if you may feel that way. It would be understandable if this appointment felt different to you than some of your other appointments.”

			“No, it doesn’t feel different to me at all. I just lost track of time—that’s it,” Edwin said, his tone making it clear that he was done discussing this issue.

			“Okay, fair enough. Let’s move on. Can I ask what brings you both here today?”

			•   •   •

			Always on guard, the Defender holds an emotional shield up against a perceived threat whether it’s real or imagined. A threat might mean acknowledging he made a mistake and admitting he was wrong, honestly expressing emotions and asking for what he needs, or engaging in a difficult conversation (let’s say around sex or money), or it could be listening and staying present while you express anger or any other heightened emotion. Although the defensive shield can help him feel safer, it’s an illusion. It generally makes things worse in a relationship because options for open communication and resolution are taken off the table. This is especially true when it comes to conflict. On the flip side, if you feel safe and heard during an argument, there’s an atmosphere of trust and connection. But if he is a Defender, he’ll likely respond with blame, criticism, anger, and yelling. Not too surprisingly, research shows couples with this issue will be more likely to end their relationship, while those who can argue productively and come to mutually agreed-upon resolutions are more likely to stay together, even if they argue a lot.

			The Defender may also fuel a cycle of demand and withdrawal. Frustrated with your Defender, do you find yourself nagging or making demands for behavior change such as asking him to listen more, to be more emotionally open, to apologize, to spend more time together—only to experience him moving further away and withdrawing even more
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