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B E F O R E  YO U  B E G I N

A note before you begin
This is an original relationship-education book. It is informed by adult attachment
theory  and Emotionally  Focused Therapy,  particularly  the  work  of  Sue  Johnson,
whose book Hold Me Tight is acknowledged in the source notes. It is not an adapta‐
tion of her seven conversations, an authorized companion to her book, or an en‐
dorsed  EFT  treatment  program.  All  stories,  dialogue,  worksheets,  and  practice
sequences here were written for this book.

The exercises are invitations to learn and practice, not diagnostic tests. They have
not been independently evaluated as a program. Suggested durations are practical
estimates, not scientifically established treatment doses. No exercise can guarantee
a  partner's  response,  repair  a  relationship  on  a  deadline,  or  make  an  unsafe
situation safe.

Daniel and Maya, Marcus and Elena, Owen and Priya, and Ben and Rachel are fic‐
tional couples. Their circumstances continue across chapters; their stories are not
client histories or testimonials. Other brief examples are invented too. They show
possibilities,  including  difficult  responses  and  incomplete  change,  rather  than
predicting what will happen in your relationship.
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B E F O R E  YO U  B E G I N

When a Book Is Not the Right
Tool
Being nervous about an awkward conversation is different from fearing what your
partner will do when you disagree. Threats, intimidation, coercive control, violence,
sexual pressure, and restrictions on access to money or support require attention
beyond ordinary communication exercises. Abuse is the responsibility of the person
using it. It is not caused by a partner failing to be reassuring enough.

Do not use joint vulnerability exercises to address abuse. Specialist services can help
you consider safety and options; the National Domestic Violence Hotline cautions
against couples counseling in abusive relationships.8 In immediate danger, contact
local emergency services when it is safe to do so. The resources at the back include
support directories and region-specific services clearly labeled by location.

Keep privacy in mind. Do not create a notebook or digital record that could put you
at  risk.  A monitored device may not  be a  safe  place to  research help;  specialist
technology-safety guidance is available.10 You do not owe a partner access to private
reflections as proof of honesty.

A book is also not sufficient care for a mental health crisis or a substitute for medi‐
cal, financial, or legal advice. Significant ongoing distress, repeated serious breaches
of trust, and a relationship in which conversations consistently feel unmanageable
are reasons to consider appropriately qualified help. A clinician can assess what
kind of support fits; a worksheet cannot.

You can begin the ordinary work in this book without pretending the difficult parts
are  ordinary.  That  distinction  protects  the  possibility  of  real  connection  from
becoming another demand to endure.
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C H A P T E R  0 1

01
When Life Becomes the Third
Person in Your Relationship

Daniel  and Maya,  like the other couples in this book,  are fictional.  Their stories
illustrate situations, not client experiences or promised outcomes.

At 9:14 on a Tuesday evening, Daniel found a small sock inside his laptop bag.

He held it up across the kitchen. Maya glanced over from the dishwasher.

“Spare charger,” she said.

He smiled. Their youngest had recently started packing things for people. That
morning, Maya had arrived at work with a plastic dinosaur and half a breadstick
in her coat pocket.

For a moment, they were simply two people who found the same thing funny.

Then Daniel’s laptop chimed.

He put the sock on the counter and opened another message. A client wanted
changes before the morning meeting. He had already spent the afternoon redoing
work he thought was finished. Upstairs, one child called for water. Maya shut the
dishwasher and went to answer.

By the time she returned, Daniel was typing.

“Can you still do pickup tomorrow?”

“I’ve got that call.”

“You said Thursday.”

“They moved it.”

Maya rested her hands on the back of a chair. “I can’t keep moving things at the
last minute.”

“Neither can I.”
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She looked at him for a moment, then picked up her phone to check her calendar.

There was no shouting. Daniel finished the changes. Maya rearranged the end of
her working day. He wiped the counter; she checked that both children had what
they needed for school. Later, he asked whether the electricity bill had come out.
She asked whether there was enough milk.

They had spoken dozens of times since dinner. Neither had asked how the other
was doing.

Daniel went to bed thinking that, whatever he did, someone needed more. Maya
went to bed thinking that she could not remember the last time a change in his
schedule had not become something she had to solve.

Both had reasons to be tired. Neither knew the full extent of the other’s day.

And tomorrow was already waiting.

The household is functioning. How are the two of you?

Perhaps your evenings look different. There may be no children, no kitchen table,
or no evening when you are both home. You may exchange messages between
shifts, make calls to an aging parent, or sit beside someone you love while each of
you finishes a different piece of work.

The question is whether you recognize the distance.

You know the appointment times, the remaining balance, and what needs replac‐
ing.  You may know much less about what your partner is looking forward to,
what disappointed them this week, or what they have stopped mentioning be‐
cause there never seems to be a good moment. You might wish they would ask
those things about you, too.

Responsibilities  deserve  attention.  There  is  nothing  shallow  about  keeping  a
home running, earning money, or caring for someone. Those are substantial con‐
tributions to a shared life. But take a moment to consider what your recent con‐
versations have contained. Has there been room for anything besides the work of
getting through the day?

For Daniel and Maya, the small  joke about the sock mattered because nobody
needed  to  arrange,  explain,  or  defend  anything.  They  enjoyed  each  other.  A
minute later, they were back to negotiating competing demands.

Their evening does not tell us that their relationship is doomed. It does tell us
where to look more closely.
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Before deciding that you have become incompatible, or that one of you simply
stopped caring, examine what is happening around you—and what each of you
does when it reaches the relationship.

Some of the pressure is real, and it needs real answers

There is a kind of relationship advice that assumes you have a spare evening,
enough money, reliable childcare, and control over your working hours. It tells
you to book a weekend away when you are wondering how to cover a bill.

That is not where this book begins.

Your circumstances matter. Research using couples’ daily diaries has found that
higher daily stress was associated with more conflict that same day. That does not
mean stress inevitably produces an argument, or explains every one. It means we
should not examine a difficult exchange as though the rest of the day never hap‐
pened.3

Consider the husband whose hours have been cut. When his partner mentions an
upcoming expense, he immediately lists everything he has already paid for. The
expense may be reasonable. His worry about covering it may also be reasonable.
Neither  becomes  clearer  while  they  argue  about  whether  he  is  trying  hard
enough.

Economic pressure warrants particular attention. In a longitudinal study span‐
ning two generations of couples, greater economic pressure predicted increases
in hostile interactions. The finding does not make hostility acceptable; it gives us a
reason to address the financial circumstances as well as the conversation.4

Sometimes there is simply not enough income. Sometimes an employer changes
shifts with little notice. Sometimes a parent needs care that cannot be postponed.
You cannot solve every one of those conditions by becoming more patient.

Other demands are less visible. An appointment lasts an hour, but someone also
has to notice it is needed, arrange it, remember the paperwork, and find a way to
get  there.  Research  on  household  labor  distinguishes  this  planning  and
anticipation from carrying out the task itself.5 When you look at what each per‐
son is carrying, include both.

You may be the one managing much of that work. You may be overlooking how
much your partner manages. Start by examining the responsibilities rather than
assigning the roles in advance.
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Then ask a practical  question:  What is putting pressure on us that actually
needs attention?

The answer might involve a schedule,  a responsibility,  a financial  decision,  or
support beyond the two of you. Some changes will be possible now. Others will be
limited, expensive, or dependent on people who are not cooperating.

Naming a constraint does not remove it.  It  does stop you from treating every
difficulty as proof that someone has failed to love properly.

What happened, what it meant to you, and what you did

Return to the pickup conversation.

The immediate problem was straightforward: Daniel’s call had moved, and some‐
one needed to collect the children. Yet the exchange quickly included more than a
scheduling conflict.

Daniel  heard  Maya’s  objection  as  another  suggestion  that  he  was  letting  her
down. He wanted her to understand that he had not chosen the new time. Maya,
meanwhile, was considering the appointment she would have to move and the
colleague she would have to ask for cover.

His explanation did not answer her practical problem. Her objection did not tell
him whether she understood his lack of control. They each responded to the part
that felt most urgent to them.

For your own purposes, separate three things:  the event, your interpretation,
and your action.

The event might be: “My partner asked whether I had called the repair company.”

Your interpretation might be: “They think I never do anything.”

Your action might be: “I listed everything I had done that week instead of answer‐
ing.”

The first statement describes something that happened. The second describes the
meaning you attached to it. The third identifies your behavior. Keeping them sep‐
arate gives you something more precise to work with than “We had another bad
evening.”

Your interpretation is not automatically wrong. Perhaps there was criticism in the
question. Perhaps you have been dismissed before. You do not have to convince
yourself that everything is innocent. You do, however, need to distinguish what
was said from what you concluded.
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That  distinction  also  leaves  room  for  an  uncomfortable  fact:  you  might  have
promised to make the call and forgotten. Feeling criticized would not make the
unfinished task disappear.

Try describing a manageable incident without using “always,” “never,” or a ver‐
dict about either person’s character. Write the words you remember and the ac‐
tion you took. Leave your partner’s private motives blank unless they actually
told you.

You are gathering enough detail to understand your part. You are not preparing a
case against them.

Doing the work and being reachable

Daniel could reasonably say that answering the client was part of taking care of
his family. Maya could reasonably say that rearranging pickup was, too. Neither
contribution was imaginary.

Still, a conversation remained missing.

Daniel had not said that the repeated changes at work were making him worry
about his position. Maya had not told him that she had already rescheduled an
important  appointment  twice  that  month.  Each  saw  the  other’s  immediate
behavior without hearing much about the experience behind it.

Sue Johnson’s attachment-informed approach gives emotional responsiveness a
central place in a close relationship: being able to reach one another and receive
an engaged response, rather than focusing only on the surface disagreement.2

In the everyday terms of this book, consider whether there is room to say, “This
has been hard,” and be taken seriously. Consider whether your partner has that
room with you.

That does not require unlimited availability. You can care about someone and be
unable to talk at that moment. An honest limit might sound like, “I do want to
hear about this. I  can’t concentrate while I finish this call.  Could we talk after
dinner?”  The  proposed  time  needs  to  be  realistic,  and  returning  to  the
conversation matters.

Nor should emotional understanding replace practical action. Maya could listen
carefully to Daniel’s  worries and still  need him to help resolve pickup.  Daniel
could arrange pickup and still  need a conversation about the pressure he was
experiencing at work.

Understanding and practical relief belong together.
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As you read, keep asking what each situation requires. Is there something you
have not understood? Is there work you have not done? Is there a responsibility
you need to ask someone else to share? More than one answer may be true.

Responsibility without putting yourself on trial

You might be reading this because your partner has asked you to change. You
might be reading because you have been asking for change and feel unheard.

Either way, the goal is not to decide that you are the problem and must become
easier to live with.

Be specific instead. “I was worried about work” describes your circumstances. “I
answered sharply when you asked about  tomorrow” describes something you
did. You can acknowledge both without declaring yourself a terrible husband or
asking your partner to forget the effect of your response.

The same standard applies in the other direction. Your partner’s exhaustion does
not require you to accept every accusation,  carry every responsibility,  or stop
expressing your own needs.

Do  not  use  the  idea  of  shared  pressure  to  assume  that  the  burden—or  the
responsibility for harmful behavior—is shared equally.

There is an important boundary here. Violence, threats, coercion, and fear are
not ordinary relationship strain to work through by communicating more care‐
fully. Specialist domestic-abuse support takes priority in those circumstances; the
National Domestic Violence Hotline cautions against couples counseling in abu‐
sive  relationships.  Nobody  is  responsible  for  preventing  a  partner’s  abuse  by
finding better words.8

For the ordinary,  non-abusive  difficulties  this  chapter  addresses,  begin with a
narrower question than “Who is to blame?” Ask: What can I describe honestly,
and what part of it is mine to address?

Before the next evening begins

The following afternoon, Daniel received another proposed change to his sched‐
ule. He started typing a message to Maya: “They’ve moved it again. Nothing I can
do.”

Then he stopped.
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He still could not control the client. But he had not checked whether someone else
could cover the first part of the call. He had not looked at the pickup time. He was
about to tell Maya there was no solution before investigating one.

He deleted the last sentence and checked his calendar.

There was no breakthrough conversation that evening. Maya was still frustrated
about the day before. Daniel still had unfinished work. Noticing his first response
had not solved either problem.

It had given him a place to begin.

Your first step can be equally specific. Identify the pressure, distinguish it from
what you assumed, and notice what you did next. You do not need to settle the
future of your relationship tonight.

In  the  next  chapter,  we  will  follow  that  sequence  further:  how  one  response
meets  another  until  a  conversation  about  tomorrow’s  pickup  becomes  an
argument both people recognize.

Put this chapter into practice

These practices connect a real-life burden to your own emotional experience and
one usable action. Do the solo exercise first. The joint conversation is optional; you
can complete the chapter without it.

PRACTICE 1A /  YOUR OWN WORK

Locate the pressure

Allow: About 10 minutes. Use: Paper or a private note, or speak the answers aloud when

alone. You will finish with: One pressure, one reaction to notice, and one responsibility or

request to address.

Step 1. Name three current demands. Make each specific: “My shifts change after
we arrange childcare,” “I am coordinating my mother's appointments,” or “We do
not know whether next month's income will cover the bills.” Avoid “My partner is
difficult.” That is a judgment, not a description of a demand.
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Step 2. Choose one recent, manageable incident. Write what someone could have
observed. Add what you thought it meant, how you felt, and what you did. A feeling
might be worried, alone, irritated, embarrassed, or uncertain. “They don't respect
me” is an interpretation; it may matter, but put it in the interpretation space rather
than treating it as established fact.

Step 3. Ask what you wished your partner could understand. Complete: “The part
of this that is hard for me is…” Stay with your own experience. You do not need to
make it sound profound. “I am afraid of letting everyone down” and “I am exhausted
from being the only person who notices” are both possible answers. So is “I don't
know yet.”

Step 4. Divide the next actions. Identify one thing you can do, one thing requiring
agreement, and one thing outside the couple's immediate control. This prevents the
exercise from becoming a promise to solve an impossible situation by trying harder.

Step 5. Recall one ordinary moment of warmth. Write what actually happened,
without  using  it  to  cancel  a  complaint.  Leave the  space  blank when no moment
comes to mind. You are collecting an honest picture, not producing a positive one on
demand.

Worked example. Daniel records: “The call changed. I felt cornered and said, ‘Nei‐
ther can I.’ I wanted Maya to know I am worried about my job. I can check cover‐
age before assuming she will rearrange. A backup pickup plan needs her agree‐
ment. The client is not under our control. We did laugh about the sock before the
call.”

Check your work. Have you described your part without assigning your partner an
invisible  motive?  Have you identified an actual  burden,  not  only  a  sentence you
would like them to stop saying? Circle just one reaction to notice over the next few
days.
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PRACTICE 1B /  TOGETHER, BY AGREEMENT

Hear the day behind the behavior

Allow: About 12 minutes. Use: Two willing adults and a manageable topic. You will finish

with: One thing each person understands more clearly and, only when appropriate, one offer

of practical support.

Step 1. Invite rather than announce. “Could we each take a few minutes to explain
one pressure from this week? I am not asking us to solve everything.” Agree whether
now works. A refusal ends the invitation; it does not begin an argument about com‐
mitment.

Step 2. One person speaks. Describe the demand, one moment when it showed up,
and what was difficult about it. Keep the example short. The listener's job is not to
investigate whether the speaker deserves to be tired.

Step 3. The listener reflects and checks. Try, “The hardest part sounds like ____.
Have I understood?” Let the speaker correct you. Then ask, “Would you like me to
understand more, help think through it, or take on something specific?” The speaker
may not know yet.

Step 4. Exchange roles when both are willing. Equal opportunity to speak is useful;
it is not a requirement that both people carry equal burdens or confess equal faults.
No one needs to disclose something they do not want to share.

Step 5. Close with something true. Name what you heard. Make an offer only when
you can fulfill it. “I understand more now, and I need to check my schedule before
promising” is more dependable than an enthusiastic yes you cannot keep.

Worked exchange. Maya says, “When pickup changes, I don't just move a square
in the calendar. I have to ask other people to cover me. I'm embarrassed about ask‐
ing again.” Daniel answers, “You're carrying the requests as well as the pickup. I
hadn't thought about that. Would it help for me to check another option before I
come to you?” Maya says, “Yes. But I still need us to talk about why my work keeps
being the flexible one.” They have learned something; the bigger decision remains
open.

When it stalls. “So I am the bad one again” signals that the conversation has moved to‐
ward defense. Stop the exercise rather than proving whose day was worse. Each person can
return to the solo version. Persistent hostility calls for a different kind of support, not more
determined interviewing.
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PRACTICE 1C /  IN EVERYDAY LIFE

Reduce one avoidable handoff

Allow: A few minutes to choose, then the time the responsibility genuinely needs. You will

finish with: A completed action or an honestly renegotiated commitment.

Choose something that is already yours: confirm a pickup, send a needed reply, re‐
turn a borrowed item, or check a deadline. Finish the piece that normally gets hand‐
ed back to your partner. Do not take over an unfamiliar or safety-critical responsibili‐
ty without the necessary information and agreement.

Give a brief factual update where it  is useful:  “The appointment is confirmed for
Tuesday, and I have arranged the transport.” Do not attach, “See? I do care,” or ask
whether this means the relationship is improving.

Later,  note whether your partner still  had to remind, check, or rescue the action.
When they did, identify the unfinished part rather than defending the effort. When
they did not, let the completed work remain completed; appreciation is welcome, but
not a debt.

Smaller version for a difficult day: Name one pressure and send one necessary update
before the other person has to chase it. You are practicing consideration under pressure,
not putting on a performance of transformation.
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