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To my Rita Anne.

And to our marriage, which somehow grows stronger every year.
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Congratulations, Now What?

Best wishes! Congrats! Blessings! XOXO! And all that.

With your engagement and wedding, you’ve laid a beautiful foundation of joy, hope, optimism, and breathtaking romance. So where do you go from here?

This book is all about stoking those fires for decades to come. With more passion, deeper friendship, and a stronger commitment than you thought possible.

It doesn’t matter how you started your journey. Playground pals. High school sweethearts. College study partners. An office romance. Gym rat workout buddies. Social media soul mates. Old flames reuniting after losing touch for years. Or however you would describe your initial flirtation.

While every couple is different, every newlywed year carries many similarities. Whether you’ve been dating for six months or six years, you’ll want to expect the unexpected. Prepare yourself for discoveries that surprise, delight, and amuse you or cause you to think, What have I gotten myself into?

You’re not second-guessing your vows. You just didn’t know about your new spouse’s slightly off-the-wall quirk, curious routines, or unspoken dreams. That’s OK, because everyone brings a few surprises into marriage.

The game plan for the next twelve months is for the two of you to lay a firm foundation for a long, joy-filled, soul-satisfying life together. And, yes, The Newlywed Year just might help you do that.

This book was likely a gift from a very wise person. Sometime near your first anniversary, you will want to send them an extra-appreciative thank-you note.

You see, while all your other family and friends were oohing and ahhing about your engagement, wedding ceremony, reception, and honeymoon, that wise individual was thinking about what you really need. Not an ice bucket, salad spinner, personalized cutting board, cake carrier, juicer, or programmable coffee maker (not that there’s anything wrong with that stuff). But, let’s be clear. Your most compelling need for the next year wasn’t on your wedding registry or in that pile of gifts you recently unwrapped. Your newlywed year is all about both of you turning your focus from the wedding to the marriage.

That’s going to require you to be intentional about making time, engaging in dialogue, keeping promises, and meeting each other’s deep—and sometimes unspoken—needs. That’s what this book is all about.

These fifty-two short chapters will help you set expectations, build trust, form healthy habits, celebrate your differences, and keep loving each other unconditionally. Get ready to “Cut the Apron Strings” (page 87) “Fill the Pickle Jar” (page 113), “Get Historical” (page 119), and practice “The Eight-Second Kiss” (page 79).

Whether you read this book in a matter of days or spread it out over your entire first year, keep your expectations high. You came together for a reason. Feel free to take the rest of your life to figure it out. Along the way, aspire to have more fun than humans should be allowed to have.

You found each other. Love overflows. That’s fantastic. The world needs more of what you have. Let’s keep it flowing. Have a wonderful newlywed year.


CHAPTER 1

Memories You’re About to Make

Every couple I know that has been married for more than a decade or so begins to look back at their early years together and describes it as a “blur.”

When couples start to share memories, they discover their mental calendars are organized around major events like births, new jobs, and new homes. But day-to-day events tend to fall between the cracks. That includes names, dates, people, and places. Even weekend adventures, major purchases, and minor disasters slip away from our consciousness.

You may invest a ton of positive or negative emotional energy in an experience and believe you will remember every detail forever, but that’s not how it works. Memories of most life events are not completely forgotten, but rather set aside. Later, something may trigger a hazy recollection, but the details are jumbled with other similar events.

If only you’d kept a diary.

Well, here at the beginning of your newlywed year, let’s call that your first assignment. I can hear you: What? Homework already? But don’t worry. You’re not expected to write long, tear-filled paragraphs recalling every emotion, conversation, or menu item you experience today. Instead, focus on the short, sweet, silly, and/or significant.

Find a sturdy notebook with blank pages or open a journaling app, and once a week or so, record an insight, experience, question, mishap, or transaction.

In one or two lines, write something like:

“Met Chloe and Sean in the elevator. Should we hang out?”

“Burned six slices with toaster we got from the Strattons.”

“After our second visit to Mel’s . . . should we open brunch restaurant?”

“Saw Johnny Depp (?) at Starbucks.”

“Dropped car keys in sewer on Park Street.”

Include the date and just a smidge of information. Feel free to add something to that memory keeper every day or anytime the thought strikes. Don’t be filled with regret and remorse if you miss a week or two. That’s not the point of this exercise. But don’t be surprised if recording your minor life events becomes a nice little habit.

Just a few months from now, you will be jotting something down and find yourself paging or scrolling back to relive a nice moment from your recent past. That’s the key to keeping those memories fresh.

Your memory keeper will also come in handy when neither of you can recall the name of the cute little bistro next to the quirky art gallery in the quaint neighborhood on that detour you took on the way home from that last-minute, laid-back romantic weekend. You remember, right?


Considering all the time we spend making memories, it would be a shame if we didn’t remember them. — J. P.




CHAPTER 2

Take a Walk after Dinner

Expect to launch a few lifelong habits during your first year of marriage. But take care. There are good habits and not-so-good habits.

If you’re not intentional, one of your new rituals might be finishing dinner and mindlessly flopping on the couch in front of the TV. Or leaving the table and going your own separate ways to live separate lives. One of you hides behind a screen in your home office; the other hides in a workshop, studio, or craft room. Suddenly, you’re not a married couple, but two self-focused roommates.

Instead, start your evening with something you can do together. An activity that opens lines of communication. What if you could establish an enduring habit ensuring the two of you forever stay on the same wavelength regarding priorities, schedules, and long-range goals?

A charming way to keep the dinner conversation going, digest your food properly, get just a bit of exercise, and stay connected is the after-dinner walk.

By moving from inside to outside and walking through your neighborhood, you just might trigger conversations and levels of awareness and appreciation that wouldn’t happen otherwise. Seated inside, you may find yourself talking about personal challenges or frustrations faced earlier in the day. Changing the venue, moving from face-to-face across a table to strolling side by side, can spark an alternate perspective. Or it may provide a chance to reboot the entire evening. A fresh start, if you will, as the crud of the day melts away. Holding hands outside on a walking trail, gravel road, or sidewalk, the two of you may transition to sharing hopes and dreams for the future.

There are no rules for after-dinner walks. The route may change. The distance will vary. Sometimes you’ll spend much of the walk talking about the neighborhood and the scenery. Sometimes you won’t even notice the environment because you’re deep in conversation about a project or mutual concern. Sometimes silence is the unexpected best choice for a walking couple. Not a disconnected, cold-shoulder silence, but a quiet calmness reflecting the comfort and serenity of two people who trust and cherish each other.

One couple I know prays as they walk. Another speed walks. Another jogs. More than a few couples I know push a stroller around the block. Leaving your phones at home may be unheard of, or it might be the exact right thing to do. Walk with a destination in mind, if you like. Rita and I happen to have an ice cream shop we like exactly a half mile down the road.

Also, don’t make it a burden. This is not one more mandatory obligation for married couples to check off. If you walk three or four nights per week, consider that a victory. And not every conversation has to be life changing.

Of course, taking a walk after dinner is not a revolutionary, breakthrough idea. Just the opposite. Holding hands with your beloved and strolling down a tree-lined sidewalk involves zero technology and may have been a regular habit of your grandparents or great-grandparents.

That’s actually a nice image, isn’t it? There’s something inspiring and heartwarming about the idea of older couples walking in sync and holding hands. When you see one of those couples, what’s your first thought? Yes, your whole life is ahead of you and part of your current responsibilities requires you to hustle, rack up frequent flyer miles, and meet impossible quotas and deadlines. But can you imagine yourself, years from now, finding satisfaction in that kind of tenderhearted, soul-satisfying, unhurried stroll?

Doesn’t that idea make you want to—eventually—settle down in a neighborhood with sidewalks and walking paths?

I’ve got good news for you. Make it a habit and don’t be surprised if you find yourself holding hands, sauntering down the sidewalk, and waving to neighbors for decades to come.


You can’t help sharing the same vision when you’re walking hand in hand. — J. P.




CHAPTER 3

Inventory the Wedding Registry

Sometime early in your newlywed year, you’ll want to spend an evening—just the two of you—reviewing and reflecting on your wide array of wedding gifts. Or really, any support, kind gesture, or help you received related to the events surrounding your wedding. You’ll want to do this for several reasons.

First, of course, is so you can send out thank-you notes in a timely fashion. Hopefully, back when you opened your gifts, someone remembered to record a nice legible list of what came from whom. You are pretty much expected to acknowledge what you received in each note.

Here’s a rule of thumb I just made up: The sooner you write those notes, the shorter they can be. Get them in the mail within a couple weeks of your nuptials, and two sentences will do the trick. Easy breezy. And you will be considered rock stars of the TY note world.

If you’ve been putting those notes off for a few months, well, let’s consider that good news. You now have a chance to include a description of the joyous occasion(s) when you put their gift to use.

. . . and we use the food processor more
than you can imagine. John regularly makes
amazing hummus and pesto that would
have been impossible without it . . .

. . . we’re looking forward to having you over for an
inspired fondue night once we get settled in . . .

. . . we’ve stepped up movie night with
the popcorn maker you gave us . . .

Can you see how any delay in writing thank-you notes pretty much forces you to be more creative, more specific, and more gushingly grateful?

Other thank-you-note bits of etiquette (that I didn’t make up) include writing and addressing notes by hand, and making sure you and your partner both sign your names. Also, don’t mention the amount of any monetary gifts in the thank-you note, but do consider mentioning how the funds are being used.

Another reason to review your gifts is to amplify your appreciation. There’s a good chance you were still experiencing wedding overload when you first tore into your gifts. The generosity of your family and friends may have been dazzling—or not. Either way, the high emotions of the day probably distracted you from connecting the gifts with the gift givers. Decades later, my bride, Rita, can still remember most of our wedding gifts and whom they came from. If you can do the same, more power to you.

In any case, tuck that list of who gave what into your wedding album or some other safe place. You may be surprised at how running across this list whenever you walk down memory lane will jog feelings of deep gratitude and connection with your family and friends, especially as anniversaries, birthdays, and other life milestones come and go.

Finally, I suggest you take your gift review as an opportunity to do a self-check on the difference between wants and needs. Look at that list and reflect on the surreal turn of events. Soon after your engagement, the two of you may have walked through high-end retailers or swiped through beautifully designed websites and made an amazing discovery: Somehow you could magically gain possession of nice things simply by pointing a scanning device at a UPC bar code or clicking an app.

If you’re honest, you may find yourself giggling and shaking your head wondering, What were we thinking? It may feel as if you went a little overboard. No worries. It happens to most couples. Have no regrets, but do move forward with grace, appreciation, and a renewed commitment to steering clear of expanding materialism.

One last thought on that stack of gifts, especially any kitchen gadgets. Don’t mourn when the waffle iron burns out or the vegetable steamer stops steaming. Instead, expect it. Back when small appliances were made to last, my mom and dad received a toaster as a wedding gift. It lasted a full thirty years. None of their next four or five toasters ever lasted more than a couple of years.

It turns out disposability is part of modern design. For appliances. Not marriages.


May your marriage last longer than your blender. — J. P.




CHAPTER 4

The Division of Duties

In my marriage, I shovel snow, answer the phone, pick up dog poop, scrub bathrooms, clean gutters, take out the trash, trim tree branches, do most of the grocery shopping, change most light bulbs, replenish the salt in the water softener, do taxes, mow the lawn, blacktop the driveway, and clean up all puke.

My bride, Rita, pays bills, does laundry, fills the dishwasher, plans weekday dinners, tracks kids’ homework, trims hedges, de-glitches computers, shuffles insurance and doctor stuff, remembers birthdays, paints cabinets, feeds the dog, feeds the fish, waters plants, and rearranges the furniture every two months.

For us, what I do and what she does is pretty clear. Oddly enough, most of these tasks were never intentionally assigned. Over the years, the assignments just kind of fell into place. That is, except for my responsibility as chief puke cleaner. I was definitely assigned that role. Mostly because if Rita took on that responsibility, there would very likely be more puke to clean. Maybe you can relate.

For the most part, who does what came down to passions, giftedness, availability, priorities, and some unspoken factors. For instance, I really don’t mind scrubbing around toilets. I typically like shoveling snow. Rita can ignore the sound of an unanswered phone; I cannot. Only I can lift the forty-pound bags of water softener salt. A few dishes in the sink have never bothered me, but they drive my bride crazy. Rita knows all that confusing medical jargon. Does she like emailing and talking to insurance companies? Heavens no. But she’s a master at maneuvering through the maze of claims adjusters and their managers. If I were in charge of feeding the dog and fish and watering the plants, they would all be dead.

So what’s the point? Establishing your own household responsibilities is a salute to the partnership of marriage. In the Payleitner home, everything somehow gets done with very little complaining. Reflecting on our own newlywed year, I can see the roots of that healthy arrangement.

As you establish your own household responsibilities, please don’t expect your perfectly balanced list of tasks to stay in balance. During high-maintenance stretches, one of you may be more suited to step up to the plate than the other. Yard work may dominate the summer. Bill paying is more difficult when cash is tight. When you bring home that rescue pup, one of you will probably be the primary trainer and caretaker.

The division of duties shouldn’t be set in stone. Seasons of life come and go. Job stress. Emergencies. Cash flow. Family dynamics. If and when kids enter the picture, they will add to the responsibilities, but as they grow, they should be pitching in as well. The best strategy is to attack all household tasks with realistic expectations, keep the lines of communication open, and give plenty of grace. In other words, it shouldn’t be a big deal when you run out of peanut butter or the cobwebs in the corner accumulate for a few days.

I’ll wrap up this chapter with a few other things to consider: Please don’t compare our list to your list. We’re all wired differently. We all have our own strengths and weaknesses. That’s one of the great gifts of marriage. It’s a delight to find yourself filling each other’s gaps. Being each other’s yin and yang.

Of course, just when you have your household running like clockwork, some new task suddenly pops up on the chore list. What to do? First, don’t point fingers. Second, determine if the newly revealed obligation clearly matches one of your gifts. Third, with or without words, one of you graciously steps up and takes on the task. Fourth, the other needs to creatively and lovingly show their heartfelt appreciation.

Last thought: Should the division of duties be written down and posted someplace? Actually, I don’t recommend it. It’s too easy to weaponize that list by pulling it off the cupboard and shoving it in the face of your life partner and shouting, “This is your job, not mine!” Avoid that scene at all costs.


Just because the housework all gets done doesn’t mean the right person is doing it. — J. P.




CHAPTER 5

Do Food

You and your love have already collected a smorgasbord of memories connected to food. There’s a good chance many of your earliest interactions and dates were centered around meals. Remember?

The iffy school cafeteria. The food truck around the corner. The Mexican restaurant that was not even close to authentic. The Thai restaurant that was too spicy. The classic greasy spoon you found on one of your back-road adventures. Burnt bagels. Inedible sushi. Sloppy spareribs. The courageously attempted but ultimately failed old family recipe. Microwave popcorn. Sticky s’mores. Fresh-picked blueberries. Clams you dug yourself. That maddening disagreement over pizza toppings. The too-loud sports bar that left you gazing and smiling at each other because verbal intercourse was mostly impossible. The candlelit moment when you realized you were a forever couple.

One of the priorities of your newlywed year is to continue building your foundation of memories. Your collection of recollections from this season of life will serve you well as life speeds up and you don’t have quite as much time to connect with each other. Fond memories matter. And food is an excellent catalyst for that next round of discovery, creativity, and memory making.

So explore new spots. Establish favorite hangouts. Get to know bartenders, maître d’s, and owners by name. Eat well and tip well. One evening, just for fun, do a restaurant crawl: Order appetizers at one location, split an entrée at another, and finish with dessert at a third. Maybe with friends.

My son and daughter-in-law own a small restaurant in a southwest Michigan beach town and the relationship they have with their regulars proves the value of linking people, places, food, wine, conversation, and memories.

If you’re up for it, entertain regularly. Risk new recipes, experiment with exotic ingredients, harvest fresh produce, and do wine pairings, all while sporting matching aprons. Produce your own cooking show with or without a camera.

At the very least, occasionally cook a fabulous feast for two. You may have a spacious and well-stocked food prep area with generous counters, a Bertazzoni range, and a Miele refrigerator. Or you might be bumping into each other in a tiny urban apartment that requires you to close the fridge before you open the oven door. No matter what, I hope you fully realize that grand memories are yours for the baking, broiling, sautéing, and grilling.


Taste and see the sweetness of doing life together. — J. P.




CHAPTER 6

Encourage Dreams

Rita and I got engaged during my last year of college. Our wedding date was set for the next fall. Upon graduation in May of that year, I took the first job that was offered: selling photocopiers for A. B. Dick. It was not pretty.

Some folks are well suited for outside sales—canvassing office buildings and closing deals—but I am not one of them. I have many talents, but the killer instinct never made it into my toolbox. I’m jealous of folks who can play that game.

Before getting fired from A. B. Dick for not meeting my quota, I talked my way into another door-to-door sales job that also was not the best fit for my gifts and talents. Before long, we had two little boys and were a couple of months behind on our FHA mortgage. Still, we were in love and had a nice network of friends, and the future had not entirely clouded over.

Looking back at that season—as my natural optimism was disappearing—I am going to give Rita a ton of credit. She knew I hated my job, and money was in short supply. But she was wise enough to see beyond the present. She challenged me to find a new dream and chase it. I stopped feeling sorry for myself and began to reevaluate my gifts, passions, and vocation options.

That summer, I changed careers. My first job as an entry-level copywriter at a small advertising agency on Michigan Avenue in Chicago was a direct result of our husband-and-wife talks about all the things that really matter. When I told Rita the new job would actually reduce our income, she didn’t hesitate. My young bride proved once again that she knew her husband and exactly what he needed to hear. Rita said, “We’ll make it work.”

Years later, I still can’t sell anything. But the bills are getting paid. No one missed a meal. The five kids are successfully launched into the world. And life gets better every day.

I can trace any current career victories back to my Rita Anne coming alongside me to share, challenge, and dare me to chase my dreams.

What’s the takeaway for this chapter? Easy. Pledge to kick around dreams—silly, ambitious, daring, or impossible—early and often. Before you exchanged vows, you spent a lot of time sharing dreams. Don’t stop now. If your days are all about work and coordinating schedules, then I urge you to recalibrate. Live for more than the here and now. Never forget you’re building a future together, and that requires an ongoing commitment to sharing hopes and dreams.

One of the biggest mistakes in a marriage is to dream alone. When married individuals find themselves chasing unspoken dreams, that’s a red flag. Harboring secret dreams can be divisive to your marriage. You might spend weeks or months plotting and planning ways to make your dream come true. When you’re finally ready to take action, you announce it eagerly to your spouse. Their response will surely be, “What? Where did that come from?”

Following their reasonable response, you might react with resentment and defensiveness. Which isn’t quite fair, right? You’ve been thinking about this for months. And they just found out about it fourteen seconds ago.

The best recommendation? Openly and regularly dream together. The result will be great conversations. Or critical reality checks. Or unexpected tangential ideas that spin off your original ideas and eventually come true.

Or maybe when you share a silly, quirky dream, you’ll discover your spouse has been thinking the exact same thing. And you’ll both quit your jobs and open that moped rental business in Boca Raton.


The mission of marriage is to help each other chase your dreams. — J. P.




CHAPTER 7

Time Together

Picture this scene: A group of mostly married guys are rallying to spend a raucous night on the town. One dude weighs his options and says, “Sorry, boys. I’m gonna spend a quiet evening at home with my sweetheart.”

Or this scene: Some old college friends are planning a five-day trip to explore wine country, soak up some sun in the Caribbean, do a little extended retail therapy, or get pampered at a desert spa. One of the women—a newlywed—says, “No thanks, I’m saving my vacation days for my spouse.”

Imagine that! Married people who like to spend time together and invest in their relationship. They’re not pretending to like each other. They’re not bullying or guilting each other. They actually enjoy each other’s company. They’re acting like, well, best friends. And it’s all the time! At a social event, they mostly stay close to each other. At a restaurant table for two, they have plenty to talk about.

What’s their secret? It might be the simple practice of spending time together.

Notably, that would be the exact opposite of the old adage “Absence makes the heart grow fonder.” We can guess where that idea comes from. It’s logical. When you’re together, you may start taking each other for granted. And when you’re apart, you might get a little lonely. The result: After a few days apart, you might be eager to make up for lost time in the bedroom and beyond.

Despite that proverbial wisdom, what really makes the heart grow fonder is not absence but time spent together. Because only by spending time together will you start to know your partner’s dreams, preferences, motivations, quirks, whims, frustrations, and aversions—what makes them happy and not-so-happy. Time spent together making decisions large and small takes your intimacy to the next level.

So prioritize finding time for each other. You’re busy, busy, busy. That’s why—when you’re about to invest some of that precious free time—you need to look toward each other.

Spending time together means you will have had lots of conversations and lots of chances to learn how to make each other happy. And—just as important—what ticks each of you off.

Put it this way: The goal for your relationship is—as much as possible—to be on the same page. Not to be clones of each other, but to have lives that overlap a high percentage of the time. Remember those intersecting Venn diagrams from high school geometry? The shaded area where the circles overlap would represent stuff you do together. That needs to be as big as possible. Of course, you will both have experiences outside the intersecting areas, but that gives you stuff to talk about when you reunite. Make sense?

Allow me to offer two addendums to this chapter.

One, don’t allow this advice to induce any guilt or panic. Careers and other responsibilities may create an occasional season during which time spent together is rare. Also, you may have married someone with vastly different tastes and preferences. Those kinds of situations simply mean you need to take full advantage of the time you do spend together.

Two, please don’t cut your friends out of the picture. If one of you spends a night hanging out with friends from your work, school, or sports club, that’s not a bad thing. Even an occasional planned weekend apart might bring the two of you closer together.

Still, don’t miss the simple truth for couples and families: Love can often be spelled T-I-M-E.


In marriage, the more time you spend together, the more time you will want to spend together. — J. P.




CHAPTER 8

Bridezilla Repair

The stories are out there. Brides—and sometimes grooms—going a little too far with expectations, demands, and spending for their big day. Unofficial crimes frequently occurring before, during, and after weddings can include various versions of extortion, emotional manipulation, guilt trips, unfriending, exhibitionism, and passive-aggressive behavior.

This short chapter is not accusing you of any of these transgressions. As a matter of fact, I am on record recommending that most brides and grooms be afforded all kinds of grace and absolution for any words or actions that may have displeased members of the wedding party and guests, as well as anyone who didn’t make it on the guest list. Such is the nature of modern weddings. Emotions run high. Mistakes are made. Decisions are made that immediately bring regret. Things are said that can’t be unsaid.

With that in mind, sometime in that first year of wedded bliss, as a couple, you may want to do a self-assessment of the entire wedding experience and determine if anyone involved might still feel snubbed, scorned, dishonored, or taken advantage of. We all know families and friendships that didn’t survive the aftermath of a wedding that got out of hand. The only people who can fix it are the happy couple. Maybe the sooner the better.

Use this chapter as an excuse for following up. Rather than rely on texting or email, make a heartfelt phone call or, better yet, offer to buy dinner for that dear friend who has acted a little distant since the wedding. Let sincerity and appreciation be your guiding force. We were reading a book about things to do in the first year of married life, and we realized that we may owe some people an apology. There’s no excuse, but our behavior was ghastly. Especially to people whom we care about most!

Strangely enough, this exercise—bridezilla or groomzilla repair—is excellent practice for your entire married life. When one of you makes a mess of things, it’s critical that you come together as a couple. Apologize together. Make amends together. Let the world see that you stick up for each other.

In almost every case, seeking out the wounded party and acknowledging the unfortunate misunderstanding will efficiently and effectively put the episode behind you. Perhaps it will even strengthen your relationship with that friend or family member.

On the other hand—after talking it over together—you may determine that the best strategy is to not bring it up, and hope distance, fuzzy memories, and time heal all wounds.


The day of your wedding absolutely does revolve around you. All the others don’t. — J. P.




CHAPTER 9

Banish the Naysayers

There’s a good chance you have a friend or two who don’t think much of the institution of marriage. The idea of wedded bliss has left them less than blissful. Maybe they’ve been burned. More than once. In some cases, they may have witnessed their parents’ marriage go up in flames. Admittedly, there’s a lot of discontent out there.

In the case of this negativity, may I offer my congratulations to you? These people are your friends and, in general, you have grown to trust their opinions and advice. But despite their jaundiced attitudes toward marriage, you have moved beyond their naysaying, found the love of your life, and gotten hitched. Nicely done.

As a newlywed, it would be pointless for you to start an argument you can’t win. You already know the inevitable response. Just wait a few years. You don’t even know what you’re talking about.

How should you then respond? I recommend you cut them some slack. And—in the long run—prove them wrong.

In my own newlywed days, two workmates who had mentored me in the arduous task of selling office machines door-to-door offered some free and unsolicited marriage advice. These gentlemen had earned my trust on professional matters, so just days after returning from our ever-so-modest honeymoon, I listened eagerly to what they had to say.

They began with these two essential statements: “Get it while you can, because after the first year, the party’s over.” “She may be talking sweet now, but give it a few weeks and she’ll be whining, complaining, and telling you what to do and when to do it.”

At first I thought they were joking, but they continued without a chuckle to paint a disturbing image of how all grooms should prepare themselves to kiss intimacy goodbye not long after the wedding.

Being young, I was momentarily concerned. What had I gotten myself into? Apparently, my beautiful and loving Rita would soon morph into a sex-hating she-devil.

Well, it didn’t happen. That evening I went home and told my wife about the words of so-called wisdom I had heard. She was as perplexed as I was. But she wasn’t worried. I’m not sure if there’s a direct correlation, but in the weeks and years to follow, we may have exhibited some extra effort to prove my coworkers wrong.

I have not seen those two marriage naysayers in years. I don’t know if they turned their marriages around. I hope so. Perhaps I should track them down and thank them. Their words of warning may have triggered my own long-term commitment to keep the home fires burning. Their graphic depiction of how quickly a marriage can turn loveless and sexless might also serve as a warning to you.

I recommend you keep this book handy even as you move beyond your newlywed year. Just about all the chapters are designed to eliminate the possibility of a cold and lifeless marriage. The unabashed goal of this book is to help you and your true love build the kind of intimacy that causes poets to write sonnets, headboards to slam into walls, and fireworks to explode in movies.


Your first year of marriage is a mere taste of the banquet that lies ahead. — J. P.




CHAPTER 10

Ask, “Is This OK?”

One of you has significantly better fashion sense than the other. No surprise, Rita claims that title in our home.

I confess I’m not a big clothes guy. I’m glad to be an author, which allows me to work at home in comfy jeans and a raggedy long-sleeve tee for days on end. But sometimes my wife and I go someplace where I need to dress a little sharper than my typical home-office schlub look.

Prepping for those outings, I would typically stand in front of my closet and get a little angry at Rita because I knew when I finally came down the stairs, she would find something wrong with what I was wearing. I would say, “Ready to go?” and she would unquestionably find fault. “How old is that shirt?” “If you’re going to wear those pants, I need to iron them.” “That tie is too wide.” “Those socks? Really?”

Frankly, the first fifty times this scene unfolded, it felt a little demeaning. She was right, of course. And I did want her opinion. Her motives were pure. She married a handsome guy and didn’t want anyone at the event to think she wasn’t taking care of her man. Besides, her tone wasn’t mocking; she was simply using her gifts to present the two of us in the best light.

The problem was that I was wasting precious energy attempting to figure out what she was going to say before she even said it. That is not a good place to be. So on one particular day, as usual, I just gave up. I threw on what I thought was a reasonable outfit—nice jeans, oxford shirt, tweedy jacket—and trudged down the stairs.

For some reason, instead of saying, “Ready to go?” I said, “Is this OK?”

Brilliant! Suddenly, I had given her permission to judge. Permission to make an adjustment. Permission to second-guess and correct me in this one area of life in which I am not an overachiever.

Strangely enough, on that particular day, there were no wardrobe malfunctions. She said, “I think button one more button,” and that was it. That day, I had struck fashion gold and learned a new trick for maintaining marital accord.

Since then, prepping for social gatherings has been a piece of cake. After asking, “Is this OK?” I have submitted to such formidable tasks as changing a shirt, putting on a tie, and standing by the ironing board in my boxers while Rita pressed my pants. None of which were a problem. After all, I had asked her opinion. We weren’t giving each other orders; we were simply getting on the same page.

The benefits of my new discovery are many. There’s never a fight about what I’m wearing. I spend less time digging in my closet. I look presentable. And I make better use of my spouse’s gifts.

A couple of things to remember. First, when you say, “Is this OK?” use a tone that’s matter-of-fact. Don’t sneer it. Don’t roll your eyes. The goal is to get a quick, honest assessment, and if your in-house fashion consultant suggests a change—minor or otherwise—just do it.

Second, if you give your spouse permission to make a negative comment, it’s not a negative comment at all. It may sound like one, but really it’s an opinion you requested. Keep that in mind.

Like so many great ideas for married couples, this one has several parallel applications. The strategy of getting on the same page early and often can be used when picking a restaurant, a movie, a vacation destination, or any number of decisions that need to be made.

Of course, not every choice should be thrown up for discussion. The longer you’ve been married, the more likely you are to know each other’s preferences. Still, it never hurts to ask, “What do you think?” or “Is this OK?”


Believe it or not, you always, always, always want your spouse’s opinion. — J. P.




CHAPTER 11

See If You Can Live on One Salary

Is it possible that there’s a nugget of truth to the adage “Two can live as cheap as one”?

Let’s kick that idea around a bit. When you were dating, money issues may have been less of a joint concern. You may have each spent your own income on stuff that made you happy. Words to describe you may have been generous, adventurous, and in the moment. Nothing really wrong with that.

Your engagement may have brought a shift in your spending and saving as you channeled funds toward your wedding and honeymoon, and enjoyed your last months of freedom, so to speak.

Now that you’re married, you’re beginning to realize that getting on the same page financially might be a worthy goal. Might that mean making a budget? Sure. That’s highly recommended. But there will always be unexpected expenses and inevitable temptations to “cheat” on the budget for a special occasion.

What if—for the first couple of years—you literally pretended that you had only one paycheck coming in? Impossible, you say? Maybe, but it’s worth a try.

Imagine how freeing it would be to discover the two of you could live on a single income. If one of you gets fired, you’ll be OK. If one of you wants to go back to school or quit work to start your own business, you can afford it. If and when a baby comes along, and one of you suddenly feels the urge to take a two- or three-year leave of absence, that’s actually a possibility. Not to mention, the nest egg you will be accumulating will come in real handy someday.

Maybe it’s not as unthinkable as it sounds. The rent or mortgage on your first place—hopefully—is fairly reasonable. Also, now that you’re an established couple, you should have less desire to hit the clubs and party scene. At the same time, you may find yourself in friendships with other couples who are also trying to be smarter with their money. Board games like Ticket to Ride, Settlers of Catan, and even old standards like Scrabble and Risk are more popular than ever. As noted in chapter 5, cooking for two can be an amusing outlet for creativity and romance. Plus, the cost of ingredients for most recipes and a nice bottle of wine is a fraction of what you’d pay at a fancy restaurant. There are more streaming entertainment options than ever on your big-screen TV. And if you just had a nice honeymoon, you might be satisfied in the big-vacation department for a while.

Other money-saving options include carpooling, bundling insurance, and being aggressively intentional about eliminating credit card debt. If either of your parents live close, I’m sure they’d love to have you over for dinner a couple of times a month. Scouring local websites and flipping through other chapters in this book will reveal all kinds of outings and events that cost next to nothing.

The zealous goal is to bank 100 percent of one of your salaries and live solely on the other income. The slightly easier version of this idea is to make a firm commitment to put, say, a thousand dollars a month into savings. If that sounds ambitious enough, go for it.

Here’s the point: More modest expenditures can be extremely bonding. A smaller home means you’ll be forced to hang out in the same room together. Dining at home means more intimate candlelight dinners. A miniscule vacation budget means you’ll learn to love and appreciate all the sights and scenery in your corner of the world. Can you see how settling into a fiscally prudent lifestyle might be kind of fun for a while?

A few years down the road, you will better afford and greatly appreciate your bigger home, dinners in five-star restaurants, and luxury trips to exotic locales.

Or you may realize that simple is better. Less is more. Love is all you need.

This idea really isn’t as impossible as it sounds. Starting this month, see how long you can go without cashing one of your paychecks. Make it a game. If you can’t go the entire month, then save what you can and try again next month. It’s a win-win-win.


As Benjamin Franklin didn’t say, “A thousand bucks saved is a thousand bucks earned.” — J. P.




CHAPTER 12

Two Becoming One

Whether the ceremony took place in a backyard garden, on a Caribbean beach, at city hall, in a Las Vegas chapel, in a towering cathedral, or at the synagogue you attended as a child, there was probably a moment when you realized the commitment you were making was more than just a legal agreement between two consenting adults. Even in the blur of that overwhelming day, you can probably recall a moment that had a spiritual or eternal significance that united the two of you in a sacred bond.

For sure, you made a legal commitment. But this idea goes way beyond that contract. Your vows very likely included some kind of promise that you would love, honor, respect, and care for each other. But that still doesn’t capture the idea of the indivisible union you created.

In the Old Testament, there’s a verse that describes that moment: “And they shall be one flesh” (Genesis 2:24). I urge you to park on that idea for more than a moment and embrace how it describes several connection points for your marriage.

Part of becoming “one flesh” is physical. But it’s more than just sex. There’s an elemental bond when you hold hands, cuddle on the couch, kiss in the courtyard, or even just stand side by side doing dishes at the kitchen sink. When you were first dating, those touches led to sparks flying. In marriage, it’s more than an ember here and there. Nurturing that physical bond can lead to a high-voltage current of mutually satisfying sex, as well as feelings of comfort and safety. Your breath, your bodies, your hearts are one.

Beyond physical unity, allow yourselves to become like-minded. Of course, each of you brought your own judgments and ways of thinking into your marriage. Your decision-making skills have been honed based on your individual backgrounds, which include education, street smarts, gut instincts, life experience, and creativity. Those unique identities brought you together. After all, there is a bit of truth in the idea that opposites attract. But—especially during this newlywed year—you may start finding yourself “on the same page” when it comes to morality, your definitions of success, and goals for the future.

Open the door also to becoming emotionally in sync—sharing the same passions. Issues you may not have worried about as an individual may now become passionate concerns. If it’s important to your beloved, it should be important to you.

Spiritually, your mutual understanding of the universe and our purpose on this planet should also start to click. Part of that conformity is a byproduct of long discussions respectfully sharing your points of view. Part of it is a yearning to know the heart and soul of your new partner for life.

Should all your tastes harmonize? Clothing styles? Home décor? Pizza toppings? Of course not. But you may be surprised how even some issues of taste begin to align.

Is all this a little scary? It shouldn’t be. Don’t be afraid of losing your identity. This is what you signed up for. What’s more, as you uncover differences in your points of view, the thoughtful exchange of ideas and outlooks should bring you even closer.

The awesome experience of two becoming one is the goal of your first weeks, months, and years of marriage. Truly, the journey toward oneness continues until “death do you part.” That solidarity is going to come in real handy when the world throws you a few curves or sends you over a cliff. Just reach over, take your partner’s hand, and say, “You and me, my love—we got this.”


Marriage is not about becoming happy individuals; it’s about becoming a happy couple. — J. P.




CHAPTER 13

When You Find the Flaw

Oh no. The cap was left off the toothpaste. Whiskers were left in the sink. The dishwasher was loaded wrong. Their socks don’t match their outfit.

That’s it. It’s over. Your perfect spouse isn’t perfect. Really?

Of course, in your first months of marriage, you may uncover an actual malignant flaw in your spouse that needs to be addressed. But we’ll leave that for another chapter.

The question we will courageously address here is this: How should we respond to a minor issue that gets under our skin? You know, that one thing your spouse does that drives you a little crazy. It’s not evil, but it’s kinda wrong. It’s something you may have hinted about, but they didn’t get your clue. It’s a teeny habit or quirk that may even have been endearing a few months ago—before the wedding.

Well, rather than exploding with rage, allow me to suggest five alternative strategies for your consideration.

One idea is to ask a special favor. Identify the single minor flaw that irritates you the most. Cuddle up next to your honeybunch and say, “Sweetie, could you help me out? I know it’s not really a big deal, but could you . . .” Done right, your spouse gets the message, and the crisis is over. If and when it happens again, you may even be able to joke about their tragic oversight.

Another strategy is to make a deal: “Hey, my love, I got a deal for ya. I will keep the fridge stocked with your favorite cold beverage if you promise to start using a coaster on the good coffee table. Deal?”

Another kind of deal requires you to admit you aren’t perfect, either: “I just realized that I don’t hang my keys up, which drives you crazy. And your dirty socks never make it into the laundry basket, which drives me crazy. I think we may be able to work out a mutually beneficial treaty here. What do ya think?”

A generous strategy is taking it upon yourself to make the problem go away. For example, if your typically thoughtful spouse never replaces the toilet paper roll, maybe you can devise a system for keeping a few extra rolls under the sink.

Maybe instead of seeing the problem, see the benefit. If they keep telling you how to drive, get in the habit of saying thank you for the input. After all, they may know an actual shortcut or save you from cutting off that car in your blind spot.

Perhaps the best strategy is to choose to completely ignore those one or two minor flaws. That’s a courageous and selfless approach. If your spouse is an all-around good person and really does have your best interest at heart, that noble response may be a wonderful gift for both of you. When your spouse exhibits one of those irksome traits, you simply think, No big deal. It’s part of the package that comes with this person who makes me happy.


In marriage, if you don’t discover a few flaws, you’re clearly not spending enough time together. — J. P.




CHAPTER 14

Difficult Stuff You Can’t Let Slide

I’m a big proponent of married couples extending all kinds of grace and goodwill to each other, especially for the silly little irritations of life. In the previous chapter, I list five strategies for overlooking those inevitable minor flaws.

But no matter how long you’ve known each other or how long your engagement, there is still the possibility that some area of significant concern shows up in your newlywed year. An issue or conflict that you can’t ignore, laugh off, or hope goes away on its own.

What might that be? It could be physical, emotional, psychological, or spiritual. Not criminal, but something that one might label as intolerable. The list of what those failings might be is long and painful to consider. So we won’t. In hopes of maintaining the optimistic nature of this book, let’s simply admit that our wonderful world isn’t perfect and quite a few married couples may have a major obstacle to hurdle before they can continue to grow in love, trust, and commitment to each other. Which, of course, is the goal.

When you identify a concern, you’ll want to get it out in the open. Put all the cards on the table. Identify and admit the existence of the elephant in the room. Those may be clichés, but there’s great truth in them. While little stuff can and should be overlooked with a smile, we’re talking about things that would ultimately bring harm if not confronted with honesty, respect, diligence, and resolve.

That being said, here is where this short chapter will end. The next step is up to you. Resources exist. It’s actually empowering to say, “Let’s talk to a professional.” When your first, fifth, and fiftieth anniversaries come along, you’ll look back and realize that the two of you make a pretty good team—both of you agreeing to hold each other to high standards and watching out for each other’s best interests.


Give your spouse every chance to speak and be heard. Give your spouse every chance to listen and consider your words. Give your marriage every chance to succeed. — J. P.




CHAPTER 15

Romantic Gestures

In theory, you’ve got enough romance going. You’re newlyweds, for heaven’s sake. Conventional wisdom suggests you are having passionate sex multiple times a day whether you want to or not. Neighbors, coworkers, family, and friends are continually rolling their eyes at your sly smirks, constant exhaustion, rumpled attire, and desperate need to get home where your new spouse is waiting for you with a glass of wine and a desperate need to kiss you all over.

Does that describe your newlywed year so far? Don’t answer that. But do begin the lifelong practice of romantic creativity that will keep those kinds of fires burning.

Every couple is different. Strategies will change as you continue to discover each other’s tastes and tastiness. But let’s take just one chapter to explore some romance-building ideas you may want to consider this year. And the next. And the next. And so on.

Draw your spouse a candlelit bath.

Leave love notes on a steering wheel, or in a briefcase or suitcase.

Watch old romantic comedies starring Cary Grant or Rock Hudson.

Surprise them with concert tickets.

Send sexy texts (words, not photos).

Meet for lunch. And more.

Write a love poem.

Sing a love song.

Bake heart-shaped cookies.

Flip heart-shaped pancakes.

Wear or gift lingerie.

Remember the power of chocolate.

Wear your partner’s shirt.

Wear matching baseball caps.

Remember the anniversary of your first date.

Reenact your first date.

Rent a convertible and tour the countryside.

Work up a sweat together.

Shower together.

Fake a power outage and enjoy the dark.

Blow kisses.

Catch kisses.

Use way-cute pet names for each other.

Ask Alexa to play a love song.

Dance in the kitchen.

Draw hearts on a fogged-up bathroom mirror.

Send flowers to their office or job site.

Make love coupons.

Remember to cash them in.

Kiss their toes.

Read aloud from a romance novel.

Get creative with blindfolds, feathers, and lotions.

Sit in the last row of the movie theater and make out like teenagers.

Take a horse-drawn carriage ride.

Stargaze.

Serve them breakfast in bed.

Say “I love you.”

There are a million more romantic ideas. But we’ll leave most of the steamier ideas unspoken, waiting for your own creativity to kick in. Don’t be afraid to push the boundaries and try some slightly daring and risqué maneuvers. At the same time, don’t be afraid to let your partner know when they’re going a bit too far. The bedroom should be a place you feel unequivocally safe to love and be loved.

Being and staying romantic during your newlywed year may not be a challenge. But that won’t always be the case. So at the very least, keep this list handy for future years when your romance tanks need refilling.

Finally, there’s truth to the platitude that practice makes perfect. So close your eyes, point to one of the items on the above list, and put it into practice.


Speak to your partner’s heart: “You are my favorite place to be” or “I didn’t understand love until I met you.” — J. P.




CHAPTER 16

Are You Sure You’re Married?

About twenty years after we said our wedding vows, Rita discovered that we weren’t 100 percent legally married. Might there be a lesson for you during this newlywed year?

Here’s how it happened. When our youngest child started kindergarten, Rita accepted a part-time job as librarian at that same elementary school. It was her first “government” job, which meant a little more paperwork and a little more bureaucracy. The school district needed a photocopy of her Social Security card, a little piece of paper she hadn’t thought about for decades. It certainly wasn’t in her wallet or glove compartment. But no problem, there was a Social Security Administration office only minutes away.

At the SSA, there was a problem. The government database had no record of anyone named Rita Payleitner. Rita could recite her nine-digit Social Security Number, she just didn’t have the card. Questions followed. “Are you an immigrant?” “Have you held previous employment?” “Have you recently married?”

Something clicked inside my bride’s memory. We had never signed a marriage license. How had that slipped through the cracks? When the registrar typed in Rita’s maiden name, up popped her digital file. Next stop was the county clerk’s office where Rita discovered she didn’t exist. Or at least there was no record that she and I were married. Yikes.

It took a few days, and we had to jump through a few more hoops, but the proper paperwork was filed and no damage was done. It makes for an amusing story now, but think about it for a second. If one of us had died, according to the city, state, and federal government, we weren’t married. No telling how much time and money would have been wasted sorting out that mess.

So let this be a warning, or at least a reminder. Now is the time to confirm a few minor legal matters before they become major. Do you have a marriage license? Did you get a new Social Security card? Did you make that fun trip to the DMV to update your driver’s license? A change of name or address will prevent you from voting unless you notify your local election office. Some glitches show up only when you go through airport security or leave the country. You’ll want to update your passports, TSA numbers, frequent flyer programs, and government-issued IDs well in advance.

If you didn’t change your legal name, you may think these issues don’t apply. Still, you’ll want to follow up and follow through. Don’t put off updating life insurance policies and wills. In general, financial institutions and health insurance providers need to know you’re married.

Of course, keeping your surname brings up an entirely different set of momentary mix-ups. You should expect erroneous assumptions to be made by well-intended folks who create name badges, place cards, and guest lists. If a temporary, non-legally-binding card or name tag has your last name wrong, do yourself a favor and take that mistake in stride. Pulling out a pen to revise your place card at Table 17 at your cousin’s wedding reception is probably overkill. Keep smiling and take comfort that at least your Social Security benefits or legal standing as spouses were never in jeopardy.

Maybe this is all a moot point. Unlike the newly wedded Jay and Rita, maybe the two of you handled all of this before the ceremony. Or shortly thereafter. Today, almost all these legal matters can be accomplished online in a few minutes for a few bucks. But only if you remember to do it.


If you leave something up to the government, don’t be surprised if it remains up in the air. — J. P.




CHAPTER 17

Use Words

There’s an old joke that starts with a long-married couple talking and the wife says, “You never tell me you love me.” The husband replies matter-of-factly, “Hey, I told you the day we got married. If anything changes, I’ll let you know.”

The joke probably works better with two veteran comedians and a laugh track, but you get the point. If you’ve been married more than a few weeks and haven’t verbally expressed your love and appreciation for each other, then you may soon forget how. Like most good habits, if you stop doing it for any length of time, it’s not easy to start back up.

So be intentional. Think it, believe it, feel it, and say it. Use words. “I love you.” “I love you so, so much.” “I appreciate you.” “Thanks for marrying me.” “I’m crazy about you.” “Can’t live without you.” “You make me a better person.” “I love you to the moon and back.” “You make life worth living.” “You are my sunshine.” “You rock my world.” “I love my life.”

That last phrase—I love my life—was spoken to me several years ago at just the right time by my beloved Rita. For this husband, it was a difficult season. Money was tight. Kids were keeping us way busy. A couple of minor health challenges had cropped up. Career goals were not clicking. I had no right to, but I was feeling a little sorry for myself. Out of the blue, Rita offered those four thoughtful and affirming words, and I have hung on to them ever since.

I love my life was the exact thing I needed to hear. Now, I know what you’re thinking: Jay took that accolade and went on cruise control. He heard his wife’s words and took them to mean that their life together was perfect and he didn’t have to expend any more effort. Actually, just the opposite. Words of love, appreciation, and affirmation are powerful. They typically ignite new fires of passion, ambition, initiative, and partnership.

Don’t wait until you hit bottom or endure a dry spell before delivering words of encouragement. Don’t wait until love runs low before filling that love cup. Find meaningful words—this very day—that touch the heart and soul of your beloved. I don’t know what those words might be. You may not, either. But you’ll never know unless you start speaking.

Starting that habit early in your marriage—and stoking those embers—will keep the fire burning bright even through the most difficult season.

Two warnings about words. Don’t let them be mechanical. There is still value in saying “I love you” even when it feels a little routine, but it’s so much sweeter when you can dig down into your own soul to touch theirs.

Also, words of love don’t replace acts of love. Shouting “I love you” while you walk out the door on some self-serving mission while completely ignoring their physical needs doesn’t cut it. But you knew that, right?


Words of love that sound fake or cheesy to you might be exactly what your sweetheart needs to hear. — J. P.




CHAPTER 18

Don’t Be Surprised by the Seasons of Life

As you and your spouse launch your life together, you may think you have a plan in place. At every juncture, you may be feeling a clear calling for your life personally and professionally. And, yes! Pursue those goals with diligence and determination. But—if you can imagine this—hold those dreams loosely. Something better may be right around the corner.

I thought I was marrying a girl destined to work in a hospital as a medical technician. That lucrative and esteemed line of work served Rita well through high school and college. Once established, a good med tech is always in demand and is rewarded with good benefits, regular pay increases, and flexible hours. Yay for us.

When we got engaged, I had no idea what I was going to do with my life, so I was glad one of us was locked into a stable lifelong career. With that steady income, I would be able to explore a variety of fields that used my sound judgment and tenacity, as well as my creative quirkiness. As noted in an earlier chapter, my first job out of college was driving around the far western suburbs of Chicago selling photocopiers. It was not a good fit, and I quickly realized that commission sales were not my thing. That was OK because Rita was doing her thing.

You probably know where this story is headed.

Rita loved working in doctors’ offices and hospital labs, but it turns out there was something she loved even more. Significantly more. That’s holding babies and being a mom.

Ten months after we were married, Alec was born. Rita took a reasonable leave of absence from work, but when it was time to go back, she realized she couldn’t. In her words, “No one could take care of my baby as good as me.”

Becoming a one-income family was a surprise to both of us. Especially since I clearly had not found a career path that provided consistent personal or financial rewards. Looking back, I don’t know how we made it. If I told you what our budget looked like, you wouldn’t believe it. But deciding to live on a single income was a decision we made together.

The next two decades are a blur of survival, laughter, love, and joy. During the years Rita was “only a housewife,” she did amazing things, picking up part-time work to help make ends meet, but also growing from classroom and church volunteer to PTO president and into other areas of community involvement.

Then came another surprise. When our youngest was preparing to go off to college, Rita was recruited to run for city council. Now she’s an alderman for the city of St. Charles with a myriad of responsibilities, sometimes with a gavel in hand. I did not expect to be married to a politician. On regular occasions for city events and fundraisers, I put on my best suit and become mere arm candy, and I couldn’t be more proud.

Consider this chapter a salute to the seasons of life and the opportunities that accompany each unique stage. For Rita, snuggling newborns was better than a career as a med tech. During our current season, serving on the city council is better than managing an empty nest.

As you move ahead, I hope both you and your beloved have a clear calling for your profession, at home, as a volunteer, and as member of a thriving community. But don’t be surprised when your normally stable and steadfast spouse walks in the room and announces a major change. I recommend you take a breath, listen to their plan, and lean in saying, “That sounds incredible. How can I help?”

Expect that next season of life to be the best one yet.


Just when you’ve settled into your own little comfort zone, your spouse may tumble right out of theirs. Remarkably, that’s a good thing. — J. P.




CHAPTER 19

1913 Advice

Blanche Ebbutt (nee Berry) was born in Hyde, England, in 1866. She married a journalist, bore two sons, and lived to the age of seventy-nine. In 1913, the London publishing house A & C Black published two books by Mrs. Ebbutt titled Don’ts for Wives and Don’ts for Husbands. Below—for your amusement and edification—are excerpts from those books.

As you read, I recommend you let two thoughts guide your interpretation. First, don’t apply twenty-first-century rage or frustrations to the stereotypes, chauvinism, or other obvious anachronisms. Instead, celebrate how far we’ve come. Second, toss out any gender identification. Applying gender neutrality to these wise words may very well bring out unexpected relevance and application to your marriage.

Excerpts from Don’ts for Wives by Blanche Ebbutt:

“Don’t forget to wish your husband good-morning when he sets off to the office. He will feel the lack of your good-bye kiss all day.”

“Don’t let him have to search the house for you. Listen for his latch-key and meet him on the threshold.”

“Don’t return to an old grievance. Once the matter has been thrashed out let it be forgotten, or at least never allude to it again.”

“Don’t become a mere echo of your husband.

If you never hold an opinion of your own about anything, life will be dreadfully colourless for both of you, and there will be nothing to talk about.”

“Don’t omit to pay your husband an occasional compliment. If he looks nice as he comes in dressed for the opera, tell him so.”

Excerpts from Don’ts for Husbands by Blanche Ebbutt:

“Don’t rush out of the house in such a hurry that you haven’t had time to kiss your wife ‘goodbye.’ She will grieve over the omission all day.”

“Don’t ‘nag’ your wife. If she has burnt a cake or forgotten to sew on a button, she doesn’t want to be told of it over and over again.”

“Don’t stubbornly refuse to put on your overcoat on a threatening morning, and then when, after getting wet through on the way to the station and sitting in your wet clothes, you develop a bad cold, take it out on your wife for being crotchety and irritable.”

“Don’t take the attitude that wives, like children, should be seen and not heard. No doubt you are a very clever fellow, and it is an education for her to listen to you, but she may also have some views worth mentioning.”

Did any of these pieces of advice penned more than a century ago ring true? Is it all outdated nostalgia? Good only for a chuckle or eye roll? Or might some of the old sentiments apply today?

During your newlywed year, you may not really need much marriage advice. You’re still floating on the clouds of new commitment and pure promises. Nonetheless, open the door to the idea that you may need a bit of wisdom or counseling in the future. Continue to forge ahead with optimism, expecting good intentions and honest communication to be the foundation for your life together. But also occasionally attend a marriage retreat or check out a book on building a strong marriage.

In any case, heed any and all wisdom gleaned from the above passages. Nag less. Pay compliments. Appreciate your spouse. Meet their needs. Kiss hello and goodbye.

Consider it ancient wisdom applied to a modern world looking for answers.


If you ask your oldest living relative for marriage advice, their answer probably won’t surprise you. — J. P.




CHAPTER 20

When Worlds Collide

Realize that when you join two families in marriage, you’re merging two cultures. Whether you grew up oceans apart or in the same neighborhood, each family has its own way of doing things. As you interact with new in-laws, extended family, and overnight guests, you should expect some surprises.

Many of the routines of life you totally take for granted will be handled in radically different ways. So prepare to have your mind slightly blown, or at the very least get ready for the unexpected. Consider these opposing familial viewpoints:

One home welcomes bootprints on the
linoleum. At the other, everyone takes
their shoes off before entering.

One family stocks the pantry with
only high-end, name-brand products.
The other buys only store brands.

Visitors are not allowed in the kitchen. Or
that’s where everyone congregates.
Dogs run wild in the backyard. Dogs
are treated like humans.

Houseguests are expected to shower and
dress for breakfast. Or much of the household
spends the entire morning in pajamas,
boxers, or various states of undress.

Peanut butter is refrigerated;
ketchup is not. Or vice versa.

Salt, garlic, oregano, nutmeg, or
curry is added to every dish.

They call the TV remote a weird name,
such as zapper, clicker, the power,
buttons, or channel changer.

One family never talks about religion or politics.
With the other family, healthy and heated
debates are the highlight of gatherings.

So how should a newlywed approach a family tradition that diverges from their own? I recommend you sit back and enjoy the show. Plus, you might learn something. “Their way” might be a better way. As a new member of your spouse’s family, you’ll want simply to go with the flow. Especially if you know what’s coming is an innocent slice of family folklore. If you suggest your in-laws are boneheaded fools, it may wind up being one of those rare times when you shouldn’t expect your new spouse to take your side.

And as far as your own family’s traditions are concerned, you do have a responsibility to your spouse. On the way to any gathering, consider warning your spouse about weird Uncle Hank’s habits or what your father means when he claps his hands and says, “Well, time to giddiyap, old sasquatch.”

The real fun begins when your families interact with each other. You may have seen a hint of disharmony or eccentricities at events surrounding the wedding, even if most of the guests were exhibiting their best behavior. Later on—especially if grandchildren come along—there may be times when differences of opinion need to be negotiated and lines need to be drawn.

The most important thing to remember is that you and your wonderful spouse are in this thing for the long haul and delightfully building your own set of quirks and customs. I recommend you take the best traditions from both sides and let the others slide.


Give your in-laws a little credit. After all, they raised that little boy or girl you fell in love with. — J. P.




CHAPTER 21

The Little Things I

Every couple is different. Every individual is different. There are moments, mementos, and memories that bring significant joy to you that are trifling to your sweetheart. Conversely, your spouse may get very excited about some serendipitous find, and you’re thinking, What’s the big deal?

This chapter and the next are about “little things.” Specifically, small random occurrences and incidental items that stimulate big emotions. During your newlywed year, if you made two lists of little things that bring joy—one for each of you—you might find a handful of items that overlap. As the years unfold, I predict your lists will begin to commingle, with many items appearing on both lists. There are at least a couple of reasons for this phenomenon.

First, experiences you share in the next few years will add new items to both of your lists. Maybe you discover the deliciousness of peach pie together at some roadside diner, or you happen to come across a Laurel and Hardy film marathon on some obscure cable network and you both find the vaudevillian comedy duo hilarious. A mutual friend introduces you to origami, Mental Floss, pickleball, or kombucha, and that new discovery simultaneously strikes both of you as a total blast.

Second, you will begin to realize you find great satisfaction simply by providing your spouse with something on their list. Their joy begets your joy. That’s a win-win.

If this idea isn’t making much sense, that’s because you have not yet made those lists. I recommend you grab a yellow pad and start listing. Not stuff you like, but stuff your spouse likes.

To get you started, allow me to give you a glimpse of the list I assembled for Rita. She likes fireworks, parades, holding babies, scones, frozen margaritas, clean kitchen counters, sitting in the sun with a book, fresh flowers, fresh snow, drinking straws, craft magazines, old sitcoms, Scrabble, and strolling flea markets or art fairs.

Since turnabout is fair play and you might appreciate additional prompting, here are some things I like: down pillows, sock monkeys, petting doggies, a good chopped salad, grilled pork chops, bookstores, boxers, brick sidewalks, comfy jeans, campfires, watching my kids compete, beef jerky, black Sharpies, bending paper clips, a good pair of scissors, and lying in the grass on a sunny day.

A few points worth noting: These kinds of lists should be fluid.

Rita and I each brought some of these proclivities into our marriage and added others along the way. Plus, over the years, long-forgotten items have been replaced by stuff that is simpler and more satisfying. Please notice also there is not a lot of financial investment required to provide these moments of joy to each other. Sitting curbside at a parade, pulling Scrabble out of our game cabinet, noticing a fresh blanket of snow out our picture window and pointing it out to Rita are all free, and they bring her joy. I would be a fool not to take full advantage of such opportunities.

So list the little things. Keep that list secret and be quietly intentional about triggering unexpected moments of joy. Or boldly point out your thoughtful deed: “Hey love, I got you something from your list!” Either way works.


Little things in a marriage eventually add up to one big thing. — J. P.




CHAPTER 22

The Little Things II

Little things can make a marriage. Little things can also break a marriage. You knew this was coming, right?

The latter lists aren’t nearly as fun to generate as the former. But you need to consider any and all issues and items that tend to tick off or hurt the heart of your beloved.

Lists of nasty, thoughtless, or mean-spirited little things are equally as important as the lists of joy from the previous chapter, but this author has no desire to dwell on such irritations. So let’s make this chapter shorter. Most of these items boil down to things that (1) bother them, but don’t bother you, (2) dredge up old traumas, or (3) remind your beloved of your former flames.

Do any of the following things bother you or your one and only?

Clutter. An unmade bed. Sarcasm. Eye rolls. That whiny voice. Paying more attention to your phone than to your spouse. Not checking in. Hair in the sink. Capless toothpaste. Leaving the toilet seat up. Leaving the milk out. Criticizing the cook.

Chewing with your mouth open. Biting your fingernails. Biting your toenails. Hobbies that get a little too much of your attention. Not using coasters. Messing with the thermostat. Never trying new things. Always needing to try new things. Always needing the TV on. Keeping letters or photos of past paramours. Texting your ex.

And perhaps the most damaging little thing you can do is to forget to do the little joyful things you listed after reading the previous chapter. Thinking about your sweetheart—making sure they experience the stuff that makes their eyes sparkle—goes a long way toward building a satisfying marriage for both of you.

So let’s pledge to be aware of and avoid the negative, while focusing on and initiating the positive. Like so many marriage strategies, this is a decision you can make. Together or unilaterally. Either way, the thoughtful use of lists is going to enhance and sweeten your relationship.


You know all those cute little quirks your spouse said they loved so much before the wedding? Well, they didn’t really. And it’s time to cut it out. — J. P.




CHAPTER 23

About Unexpected Guests

Mike was my second boss at my first job. He had transferred from out of state and was temporarily living in a hotel. His wife and family would join him in a couple of weeks after tying up loose ends to complete the move. My new boss and I hit it off from day one. So on day two, I invited him over for a home-cooked meal and to meet my beautiful and gracious new wife, Rita. He would be one of our first non-family dinner guests, and in my mind, the opportunity to be spontaneous was obvious.

Mike was a laid-back kind of guy, so I knew we didn’t have to make a fuss. I already knew Rita was making spaghetti that night, and who doesn’t like spaghetti? Plus, it’s easy to take a meal of salad, Italian bread, and pasta meant for two people and stretch it to feed three. At the end of the workday, I called Rita and gave her the heads-up.

You probably already know where this is going. Mike’s visit was fine. The meal was fine. The conversation was fine. But after Mike thanked us for the hospitality and drove off to his hotel room, Rita made sure I knew she was not fine.

That’s the day I learned the lesson of unexpected guests. And it might be a universal lesson: Don’t spring uninvited guests on your spouse.

It doesn’t matter who’s coming or who’s cooking. It doesn’t matter if you live in a mansion with servants or a walk-up studio apartment. It doesn’t matter if your spouse is typically a wonderful, generous, and gracious host. Don’t bring home last-minute unexpected guests.

You may think your spouse loves to entertain and therefore guests are always welcome. Well, you haven’t considered the preparation that goes into receiving those guests. And it’s more than just food or cleaning the house. The best and most gracious hosts tend to invest emotionally, thoughtfully, and intentionally in the occasion. They enjoy the anticipation of forthcoming guests. Even if you never notice it, they have an inherent need to add a little extra something to the experience. Anything from flowers on the table to painting the front door. Have you noticed than when guests are scheduled in advance, new recipes and new serving platters magically appear? Furniture gets moved around. Windows, bathroom fixtures, and refrigerator door handles gleam.

For your spouse, those extra tasks are essential components of hosting guests, so you need to honor that inclination. In practice, houseguests are almost always welcome . . . with advance notice. Surprise or last-minute guests turn something your spouse enjoys into an irritation.

As a couple, if you have been reading this chapter together, there’s a good chance one of you is saying, “Of course you can’t just bring uninvited guests home,” while the other is saying, “We have a lovely home; let’s share it as often as possible.”

Allow me to play referee here. In most cases, when couples are not on the same page, I typically suggest you meet somewhere in the middle. But in this case, the message is pretty much one-sided: Thou shalt not bring home last-minute unexpected guests.

Last thought. There may be a small handful of friends and family members who are welcome anytime, with your home in any condition. They would be exceptions to the rule. (You may even want to list them now.)


Entertaining is not about a spotless environment or extravagant feasts; it’s about you and your guests all being comfortable. — J. P.




CHAPTER 24

The Eight-Second Kiss

Romance is a daily goal. Sex is not. As a matter of fact, couples should intentionally share romantic words and gestures that don’t lead to the bedroom. It’s a good practice for the forever relationship of married life.

Here’s the big idea: On one particular day in the not-too-distant future, sex will not be an option because one of you will be too tired, too busy, too distracted, or feeling blah or under the weather. Let’s all agree that’s OK. There will be days like that. What’s more, those days may come in bunches.

Still, on those days when sex is off the table, love, mutual appreciation, and even romance can still be front and center. Those feelings really should be an immutable part of your DNA as a committed married couple.

What to do? I challenge you to engage in a ten-day experiment called “the eight-second kiss.” It requires you and your spouse to kiss in the kitchen for eight seconds for ten days in a row—typically at the end of a workday. At the end of that ten-day experiment, I encourage you to keep it going ad infinitum.

Couples who have taken this advice and reported back give high marks to the eight-second kiss.

The daily eight-second kiss is one of my greatest inspirations. What does it have to do with those days when one of you is not in the mood? Everything.

When couples are not in sync physically, the risk is that one of you may feel rejected and unloved and the other guilty and pressured. Those are four harsh words that need to be erased from your marriage. The eight-second kiss is a powerful tool for eliminating all feelings of rejection and guilt. The pressure is gone; the love is evident.

Do it every day—not as a chore or obligation—and you’ll build a level of trust that leads to great sex at the right time for both of you.

Finally, to successfully adapt the eight-second kiss strategy, you will want to consider the following kissing tips: Don’t hold your breath for eight seconds. Hold your beloved’s face in your hands. Look in their eyes. Maybe brush the hair from their cheeks (like in the movies). Tilt your heads slightly. Don’t get sloppy, but come together almost until you can feel each other’s pulse.

You may want to grab your sweetheart and try it right now.


One . . . two . . . three . . . four . . . five . . . six . . . seven . . . eight. Can you kiss for that long? Every day? — J. P.




CHAPTER 25

Small Sacrifices

This may seem like a minor point, but it could be the most important chapter in this entire book. Bear with my teachable moment plucked from real life—even if you’re not a fan of fried chicken takeout

When I grab dinner for two at KFC, I make sure to ask for mostly thighs and legs. Also, I always order macaroni salad for one of the sides. When Rita makes the KFC run, she makes sure to order coleslaw.

Why is this significant? Because I know Rita prefers dark meat and macaroni salad, and Rita knows I love KFC coleslaw.

Do you get it? Just about every time we have KFC takeout, there’s a small sacrificial gift given from one spouse to the other. We don’t talk about it. We don’t make a big deal about it. It’s an amazingly small gesture that speaks volumes. It says, I’m putting you ahead of me.

That’s not to say that grand gestures aren’t important. When they cross your path, please don’t miss them or muck them up. Almost certainly, opportunities for grand gestures demonstrating sacrificial love will come along. For instance, one of you might quit a job you enjoy to move across the country in support of the other’s advancing career. One of you might be a cat lover but honor your sweetheart’s deeply felt desire to adopt a rescue dog. If kids come along, there will be all kinds of opportunities for major sacrifices relating to your schedules, living arrangements, and life priorities.

Grand sacrificial gestures are obvious, heroic, and public. When you make one, your beloved has a responsibility to acknowledge your sacrifice and effuse to friends and family about how great you are.

In many ways, small gestures are harder. They pop up more often. They could easily be overlooked. And there’s rarely applause. That’s why they’re so lovely. Small gestures come with their own sly beauty and intimate connection. They are not for the world’s entertainment or approval; they are for you and your beloved. A purely selfless act.

Aside from placing a restaurant order that your spouse might like, what other gestures might be considered quietly sacrificial? Making coffee in the morning, even if you’re headed out to a breakfast meeting. Calling on the way home to see if they need anything. Giving them priority on the printer or phone charger. Cutting back just a bit on golf, softball, tennis, book club, a drink after work, and so on. Replacing toilet paper. Opening car doors. Brushing the snow off their windshield. Meeting them with an umbrella. Driving them to the airport. Making sure their gas tank is full and oil changed. Accompanying them to a seminar or expo on their hobby. Relinquishing control of the remote. Watching “their” show. Putting down the phone. Buying their preferred kind of mustard, ice cream bar, frozen pizza, jam, beer, or deli meat. Splitting the last piece of pie. Completing a chore that’s typically theirs. Breakfast in bed. Making the bed. Going to holiday gatherings with their family. Picking up small gifts “just because.” Offering them the last cookie.

This is not huge stuff. It’s simply saying, “I am thinking about your needs.” In some ways, the goal with small gestures is for your spouse to not even notice. But, most assuredly, the presence of your gallant, sacrificial, and consistent thoughtfulness will dawn on them at the exact right moment. Especially when your spouse is in the middle of listening to a friend whine about feeling disconnected or discontent in their marriage.

Mutual small gestures are also the glue that keeps your bond strong and romance alive during seasons of tight budgets, overcrowded schedules, silly squabbles, grief-filled losses, and other distractions of life. All the while, know it’s not really about the actual gestures; it’s about the wonderful feeling of your spouse knowing they are loved.


The greatest proof of love is sacrifice. — J. P.




CHAPTER 26

Change for Good

Halfway through this book seems like a good time to remind you of the truth you have very likely heard more than once: Don’t marry someone expecting to change them at a later date. Whether or not you got that memo, let’s consider why trying to change your new spouse is not a goal you want to pursue.

First, you can’t. Call it temperament, DNA, persistence, or natural predisposition. Social scientists insist that someone who is extroverted and gregarious will always be extroverted and gregarious. Same with those who are ambitious, analytical, or easygoing. Supposedly, your spouse’s temperament is not likely to change dramatically. So why try?

Second, efforts to change your spouse will inevitably backfire. Chiding and admonishing will leave your beloved feeling hurt, guilty, or attacked. And you’ll feel frustrated, powerless, or filled with regret.

Third, if you take a step back, you’ll realize there may be benefits to that side of their personality. You may not really want them to change! Often, their character traits fill in your gaps. As an extrovert, they might help bring you out of your shell. Instead of charging ahead on a project, they wisely insist on a bit more planning. Their ability to make peace with a churlish neighbor might be a better option than your desire to wage war.

You may have thought you married that individual because of their smile, nice butt, or sense of humor. But really, you knew deep down that they completed you. They were yin to your yang. Normal to your crazy. Beauty to your beast.

It may be that opposites attract—or not. But there is benefit to the idea that what you can’t do, they can. And vice versa.

So congratulations. When you walked that aisle and said those vows, you probably had no idea the two of you would make such a great team and there would be no problem you couldn’t solve together.

Instead of stressing over things to change, it might help to focus on their good qualities. Also, acknowledge that both of you have quirks and flaws. When you look around at other marriages that seem ideal, realize you’re not seeing the entire picture.

All that is to say, the best way to get the best out of your wonderful spouse is to treat them wonderfully. When your time together is overflowing with joy and appreciation, it’s actually pretty easy to cordially suggest an alternate way to do things.

In other words—and this contradicts conventional wisdom—maybe you can change your new spouse. Lovingly, gently, incrementally.


Instead of trying to change your spouse, consider lovingly guiding them to see another way of doing things. See the difference? — J. P.




CHAPTER 27

Cut the Apron Strings

Before the wedding, you may not have felt threatened by the strong bonds your dating partner shared with their parents. You may have even appreciated that show of parent-child affection and their inside jokes. There’s inherent value in those deep-rooted and demonstrative parent-child connections. There’s nothing wrong with an emotional daddy-daughter dance at a wedding. And nothing wrong with parents being a little sad when their son leaves the nest. Unconditional parental love is a beautiful thing. And—down the road—that’s something you’ll want to aspire to if children enter the picture.

With that salute to loving parents everywhere, let’s all take a breath and two or three steps back. Girl, you ain’t married to your daddy. Boy, you ain’t married to your mommy.

While much of this book leans toward compromise, giving grace, and recommending that you try to see your spouse’s side of an argument, there’s no room for pulling any punches.

Stated clearly, your spouse comes first. When you exchanged rings—or even when you agreed to wed—your new spouse took over the top billing in your life.

If there’s any hesitation, you may want to consider the phrase leave and cleave. It comes from the Old Testament (Genesis 2:24): “Therefore shall a man leave his father and his mother, and shall cleave unto his wife.” That two-part process emphasizes the need to make intentional decisions to (1) leave your parents’ care and (2) come together as a couple.

There’s a good chance this process will be more difficult for one of you. Name calling—You’re such a mama’s boy!—is not going to help the situation. Neither is calling your mother-in-law names. What will help, of course, is to talk about it when tempers or frustrations are not swirling. Quietly sharing your genuine feelings is greatly preferred to shouts, tears, and blame.

So, if necessary, make this a priority for your newlywed year. Be decisive and determined. Agree that both of you are going to put each other first. Cutting apron strings does not mean cutting moms and dads out of your life. But when the need arises for gently confronting one set of parents, that responsibility falls on whichever one of you was raised by those parents, always taking care not to throw your own spouse under the bus.

By the way, your parents want your marriage to succeed and—deep down—they know that requires the two of you to put each other first.


Moms and dads will always be moms and dads. But that’s something you may not fully appreciate until you’re a mom or dad yourself. — J. P.




CHAPTER 28

The Dog Temptation

I love dogs. I may be the best dog-tummy scratcher in the world. Any breed, any size. I get down on their level and know exactly the way dogs like their bellies rubbed and heads scratched. Even if they jump on me, knock me over, and cover me with dog drool and flurries of dog fur, I enjoy the experience.

My family also loves dogs. As the kids grew, we had a mutt, a golden, and a silky terrier. Cubby, Madison, and Briggs (still wildly entertaining) have made our family stronger with overflowing loyalty and love.

With that in mind, I totally recommend that you get a dog. But not for a while.

At least, not in your newlywed year. Yes, puppies are cute. Yes, you will meet dogs that need to be rescued. Yes, a huggable dog will keep you company when your spouse has to work late or go out of town on business. A barking dog may even scare off a burglar or two.

But before you succumb to the dog temptation, think it through. Consider the downside. If you both work full time, you really don’t want to leave Tucker, Bear, or Daisy cooped up in a crate or laundry room for fifty, sixty, or seventy hours a week. You also don’t want the burden of racing home every lunch to let them out for a potty break. If you’re made of money, feel free to spend a hundred and fifty bucks or more every week on boarding. But I have to think you can find better ways to invest seven or eight grand a year. Also, doggy day care centers have hours. Heaven forbid you get a speeding ticket racing to pick up your pooch before closing time.

Plus, dog owners can’t take a spur-of-the moment weekend jaunt to an upstate bed-and-breakfast because, well, who’s going to take care of the dog? Even vacations scheduled weeks in advance require some extra thought and planning.

Dogs need to eat. And play. And chew. And poop. And visit the vet for shots and checkups. All of those needs are supplied by their human. That’s you.

If you already own a dog, you probably should have skipped this chapter. Because I’m saying stuff you already know.

Does this sound anti-dog? Then allow me to take a couple of steps back. If your work schedule permits. If you have a fenced-in backyard. If you have friends or family who are delighted to watch Murphy or Muffin at a moment’s notice. If you know what you’re getting into and really, really love dogs. Then cool. Go for it.

But when your carpet or baseboards or screens or stuffed chair get destroyed by that delightful creature you love so much, don’t say I didn’t warn you.

Worth noting: This chapter is all based on firsthand experience. Live and learn.


Dogs are way better than cats. — J. P.




CHAPTER 29

Wait Twenty-Four Hours

Do you know about the “Cooling-Off Rule”? No, it has nothing to do with a married couple simmering down after an argument. (Although maybe we could use something like that.) The Cooling-Off Rule, first established by the Federal Trade Commission in 1972, gives buyers a three-day grace period to back out of certain signed contracts.

The idea is that if you feel as if you were conned or have a severe case of buyer’s remorse, you can simply provide a notice of cancellation and you’re off the hook. There’s quite a bit of legalese to the rule, and companies that rely on aggressive closing techniques don’t like it, but it’s one of those laws you might someday be glad works in your favor.

The idea is so good that this chapter recommends you take it a step further: Make it personal. Initiate your own cooling-off period to protect you from an obligation you regret, hassles you don’t need, or buying something that is way overpriced. This idea is simple and may very well save you from a ton of hassle and buyer’s remorse. Ready? Agree right now—before turning the page—that you will not make a “big purchase”—individually or as a couple—without waiting for twenty-four hours, and agree on what amount of money constitutes “big.”

I speak from experience. As young, optimistic newlyweds, Rita and I got talked into investing in some kind of buyer’s club that would “save us thousands of dollars a year.” As soon as we got home, we started looking at the math and realized we would have to spend more money than we make in a year to save the cost of the club membership. I don’t remember exactly what was said, but I hustled back to the sales location and didn’t leave until we agreed to tear up the contract. Later that same day, Rita and I came up with the idea of a twenty-four-hour waiting period. Back then, we set the amount at a mere one hundred dollars.

Of course, the agreement the two of you make today can and should evolve over the years. As your income changes and your decision-making skills mature, you may want to cut yourself a little slack or recommit to the idea that large investments should come with a self-imposed waiting period.

No matter what, never hesitate to tell a salesperson, “We’re going to take a day to think about this.” Or even better, “We’re going to get quotes from two other providers.” If that causes the sales rep to double down on the aggressive closing techniques with warnings and fearmongering, then walk out. If hitting the pause button compels them take an additional 20 percent off the amount they said was their “best offer,” you may want to take the deal and pocket your savings. Or maybe walk away from that deal too. After all, they were already lying to you when they said they had given you their “best offer.”

Finally, always remember that no matter what most sales reps say, it’s almost certain the deal that’s “one day only” will still be available in twenty-four hours.


Money woes can mess up a marriage faster than you can swipe a credit card. — J. P.




CHAPTER 30

Keep Home a Safe Place to Unload

You will soon discover that one of the great privileges of married life is that two heads are indeed better than one. The instant you say, “I do,” you’ve doubled your experience, intuition, wisdom, and discernment. I encourage you to use this valuable new capacity to help each other meet goals, solve problems, and do great things.

But there’s risk in spilling your guts or acting as a sounding board for your partner’s problems. The experience of giving and receiving advice and criticism is far from foolproof. If either of you have thin skin, sharing viewpoints can leave you on thin ice.

For example, imagine one day you bring home a work problem that has been frustrating you for weeks. You’ve considered all sides of the issue and recognize there are no easy answers. Really you just want your spouse to listen as you talk it through and maybe vent a little. Unfortunately, your well-meaning spouse makes a snap judgment, declares a ridiculously simplistic answer, and adds a new layer to your frustration. An argument ensues. You belittle their input. They feel dishonored because they’re only trying to help. Self-esteem and goodwill on both sides gets obliterated. Hurtful words are exchanged. And when those barbs come from someone you trust—someone who knows you and loves you—it hurts even more.

What started out as a helpful exercise has suddenly blown up in your face. How do you resolve a legitimate conflict that arises out of thin air? Neither of you are really angry with the other. It just . . . happened.

The best strategy is to stop any conflict before it starts. If you just want them to listen, then indicate that ahead of time. Say something like, “Hey, sweetheart, I am getting beat up at work. Can I dump on you for a few minutes?” That lets your spouse know that all you expect from them is to listen. You are simply inviting them to join you in your frustration. There’s a word for that: commiserate. It’s being miserable together, which just might cut your misery in half. That’s actually a pretty sweet deal.

On the other hand, maybe you actually do want your sweetheart’s input. You may be dealing with a complex challenge in an area in which they have no expertise; still, their fresh perspective might trigger some new insight. Please remember, you invited them into the conversation. No matter what, respect, appreciate, and thank them for their input. Even if it’s not particularly helpful.

As for the listening party? When influences outside your marriage cause consternation for your beloved, you should never take it personally. Because of your role as a sounding board, your spouse may show their frustration in ways that seem like attacks on you. They’re not, of course. But you’re the nearest target. Your spouse may need to say things to you they can’t say to a boss, coworker, coach, teacher, mom, or stranger who crossed their path earlier in the day.

It’s not easy to be a punching bag. But sometimes you might actually want to volunteer to take one for the team. Developing a thick skin, withholding judgment, and asking clarifying questions is the key to being an effective sounding board. What a gift that is to your partner!

Home should always be a place of refuge. A port in the storms of life. Still, once in a while, things get messy. Words are said. Tempers flare. Feeling get hurt. Even things that may feel innocuous—such as sharing stories from work or volunteering to be a sounding board—can backfire. Hopefully you can catch yourself early, before any real damage is done. Your thought process might be, What am I doing!? I’m being a jerk to the one person in the world that really matters to me!

For sure, sometimes big apologies are required. But don’t dismiss the immediate benefits of a few sincere words of remorse. Saying something like, “I am so sorry. My love, can we start this whole evening over again,” can lead to an instant reversal of a potentially disastrous turn of events.

Expect to experience a few of these altercations—more or less—during your newlywed year. There’s a good chance those experiences will confirm what a good team you are.


When the world does what the world does, make your home a safe place. — J. P.




CHAPTER 31

How Rumors Get Started

It was our second Christmas as husband and wife. Rita was very much into the idea of sending out cards. We picked out a charming design from Hallmark and purchased the requisite cute holiday stamps from the post office. Rita addressed all seventy-five envelopes by hand with her signature flourish. Inside, she jotted a personal note on most of the cards. Our first baby had been born that autumn, so she signed each one, “Love and Peace, Rita, (blank), and Alec.” Leaving just enough space for me to write “Jay” on each and every card.

Well, you may be able to guess what happened. I signed about half of them, got distracted, and never finished my assigned task before they were sealed and mailed. Which means thirty-some beautiful, heartwarming, sparkly Christmas cards went out from new mom Rita and baby Alec who apparently had been abandoned by yours truly.

A week or so later, my sister-in-law, Christina, called and told us that people had been asking whether Jay and Rita were still together. Yikes. That was the first we had heard of the signature malfunction. Thankfully, the rumor didn’t seem to last and linger. Although, to this day we’re not sure how many people were shocked or saddened seeing only Rita and Alec’s names at the bottom of our Christmas card that year.

Today, it’s an amusing story. For our purposes, it may hold a few brief lessons for newlyweds.

Mistakes happen. At the time, our first priority was assessing how the snafu happened and any damage control that needed doing. I recall taking my share of the blame, but it was Rita who ultimately sealed and sent out the cards.

Follow through on joint projects. If your spouse specifically requests your help to finish a project with a deadline, you would do well to set aside your own ventures until the task is complete.

Anticipate their needs. When Rita told me she was headed to the post office, I should have deduced what was about to happen. There’s great value in recognizing and meeting the needs of your spouse sooner rather than later. You’ll save time, reduce errors, bring your full array of tools and expertise to the project, and gain hero status. Which is the opposite of my contribution that Christmas.

Don’t let past failures derail future plans. We still sent out Christmas cards the following year, and have ever since. But it’s easy to imagine how a disastrous experience might discourage you from similar future endeavors. It’s important to remind yourself that not all B&Bs are poorly managed. Not all realtors are pushy. Not all dinner parties you throw will feature food poisoning and smoke inhalation. So give yourself a little distance from a disappointment or embarrassment and try again.

Learn from your mistakes. Future Christmas cards from the Payleitners were sent out with everyone’s name all signed by Rita. With her lovely and faultless signature flourish.

Collect stories. The Christmas card fiasco is just one of our stories. Stories become souvenirs and mileposts on the road of life. Telling your own married life stories—especially ones in which you laugh at yourself—has a way of bonding your relationship and telling the world your marriage can survive anything.

Finally, don’t jump to conclusions. That’s a lesson you can apply way beyond your newlywed year. Just because a couple you know takes separate vacations or a friend has a social media presence that looks “single,” don’t assume a marriage is on the rocks. The scandal mill already has enough misinformation. Confirm your facts before telling tales, or even better, don’t spread rumors at all.

Lessons come from life. Expect them to keep coming because . . . they will. Also, share them with me, and I may have Rita include you on next year’s Christmas card list. Just don’t expect me to sign the card.


You can’t be mad if you’re laughing. — J. P.




CHAPTER 32

The Intimacy Sweet Spot

Good news. You’re stuck with the same sex partner for the rest of your life.

While sitcoms and cable dramas may suggest otherwise, research and common sense indicate that long-term monogamy provides individuals and couples the best chance at sexual fulfillment. Among a wide range of corroborating research, a 2004 study sampling of sixteen thousand random adult Americans found “married people have more sex than those who are single, divorced, widowed, or separated.” The study even made the case that happiness could be quantified and came to this conclusion: “The happiness-maximizing number of sexual partners in the previous year is calculated to be 1.”

Why does monogamy work? Without getting too steamy or mentioning any specific body parts and positions, let’s consider the factors that lead to lifelong sexual fulfillment. Primarily, the factors that lead to good sex are the same ones that lead to a good marriage: communication, commitment, trust, a sense of humor, patience, selflessness, and so on. It’s the same list you made (probably in your head) when you were looking for a mate. These are all very real needs, but not a particularly surprising list.

However, there is one unanticipated factor that leads to married sex being more satisfying than unmarried sex. Simply put—as stated in the opening line of this chapter —you’re stuck with each other. The next morning, you’re both still there. Bumping into each other at the bathroom sink. Sorting through the mail. Asking each other if you have seen phones, sunglasses, and car keys. Walking the dog. Making dinner plans. You know, doing life together.

You’re married. Neither of you are doing a walk of shame or running for your life. You’re not worried about being ghosted or who’s calling whom. You’re not even really worried about whether you were “good enough” or “pushed all the right buttons.” Because you’ll get another chance later in the week.

Feel free to shoot for fireworks every time, but take comfort in knowing that you’ve got decades to explore, try new things, build your sexual repertoire, make mistakes, laugh about it, and be completely comfortable with each other. That’s your worthy goal.

Finding your intimacy sweet spot should be an adventure all its own. That mutual compatibility is different for every couple and, it’s all about being able to face each other with an appreciative smile the next morning. Creating harmony and giving yourself the best chance at keeping the fires burning requires balance. Some examples of balance may help:

Talking is good. Words of appreciation and even gentle guidance should come easily. But probably try not to overanalyze.

Creativity is also good. But don’t disregard the classic positions. And for heaven’s sake, try not to pull any muscles or break any furniture.

Spontaneous romance can be a delight. But you’ll also want to literally put sex on the calendar. If that calendar is displayed on the fridge, maybe use an asterisk, smiley face, or code word.

A word of warning. The expectation of frequent sex can be a blessing or a curse. Don’t compare yourself to other couples, and set expectations that work for both of you.

Resources, including books, videos, lotions, and toys, may spark some fresh ideas, but proceed with caution. Maybe your sweet spot leans toward the less-is-more category. There’s satisfaction in indulging each other without any outside provisions or stimuli. This would be another instance where the two of you need to be on the same page.

The last area in which you need to find balance is being honest about your needs and level of satisfaction. Your beloved wants you to fully enjoy yourself, right? But choose your words and timing carefully. Hurting their feelings or piling on guilt will only add pressure and sabotage your chance at mutual fulfillment during your next time together.

Funny thing about your intimacy sweet spot: It’s going to evolve over the years. So don’t worry if you’re not in complete sync right now. Also, don’t believe everything you hear or read. Your sweet spot needs to be yours and yours alone.


Only in marriage can you trust each other to share your most intimate needs and passionate moments. — J. P.




CHAPTER 33

Better Than Hollywood

Most romantic comedies focus only on the beginning of relationships. The first reel features some kind of “meet cute” scene in which the lead characters meet for the first time under silly, accidental, confusing, or surprising circumstances—such as spilling coffee, reaching for the same cantaloupe, sparring as opposing attorneys in a courtroom, or experiencing an awkward case of mistaken identity.

There’s an initial spark, but soon after the couple faces off in a cinematic tug-of-war as the script introduces insurmountable challenges to their relationship. The conflict may escalate, but there’s no reason for the movie audience to panic. By the time the closing credits roll, the gorgeous young couple still knows very little about each other, but we are led to assume they will live happily ever after.

Scriptwriters even talk about the formula. “Boy meets girl. Boy loses girl. Boy gets girl.” That’s a shorthand equation that works for any romantically linked couple from lion cubs to Marvel superheroes. Locations include bookstores, newsrooms, movie backlots, hospitals, airplane cabins, Times Square, and European country homes.

We’re rooting for these fictional couples. We’re glad they get together. But the films leave us with no guarantee they will make it past the seven-year itch, much less their silver or golden anniversaries.

Thankfully, a few of your favorite movies have found a way to celebrate marriages that endure for decades. And isn’t that the goal?

The on-again, off-again romance of young lovers played by Ryan Gosling and Rachel McAdams in The Notebook (2004) culminated (spoiler alert) in Noah and Allie dying decades later in each other’s arms. We can only imagine the love and life they experienced together. But that’s why their story moves us to tears.

Meg Ryan and Billy Crystal eventually make a lovely couple in When Harry Met Sally (1989), but it was the faux-documentary interviews with long-married couples sprinkled throughout that held the film together.

Perhaps the most emotionally moving ten minutes of film ever made—the opening scene in Pixar’s Up (2009)—celebrates the power of forever love. Carl and Ellie never do fill every page in their “My Adventure Book” scrapbook, but make no mistake, an adventure they had. Complete with unconditional love, self-sacrificing commitment, simple joys, and the inevitable surprises and disappointments of life. Theirs is an adventure worth shooting for.

We probably shouldn’t depend on Hollywood to guide us when it comes to making life choices. But let’s be honest, producers are in the business of giving audiences what they want in order to make a profit. Love sells. A lifetime of love is even more attractive.

This chapter leaves you with two assignments. First, reflect on your own “meet cute” or, perhaps, “meet not so cute.” Tell that how-you-met story often, maybe embellishing it with a few coincidences and clever lines of dialogue. When you’re sitting in a theater or cuddling up at home and a meet-cute moment appears on screen, reach over and give a squeeze of acknowledgment to your one and only.

Your second assignment is more important. Imagine the screenplay of your own lifetime of love. Include some major plot developments and plot twists. Maybe a chase sequence, flashback, or nicely choreographed fight scene. But mostly focus on the little moments. Sharing ice cream cones in the plaza. Planting a garden together. Taking your toddler to the beach. Picnics and playgrounds. That’s how love stories come true.

Together, craft a forever script for your marriage that’s beyond even Hollywood’s imagination.


You don’t really want a marriage made in Hollywood. You want a marriage made in heaven. — J. P.




CHAPTER 34

Skills to Build

Wouldn’t it be great if both of you were experts in listening, keeping promises, generosity, humbly asking for help, showing appreciation, sharing, encouraging, evaluating, providing honest answers, and loving?

Well, that’s a pretty ambitious list, and all of those talents are certainly worth cultivating in a marriage. Unfortunately, each comes with a possible barb. Like picking a rose, doing life together may occasionally mean dealing with an unexpected stab or jab.

Words spoken with the best intentions can hurt. Small talk about the weather, sports, the neighbor’s dogs, or the latest fashions rarely turns ugly; but when you start sharing feelings—which is a necessary component of marriage—you run the risk of going too far, speaking without fully considering the impact of your words.

The secret might be to stay aware of those barbs, stabs, and jabs anytime we interact and communicate with our partners. And simply stop short. Do without.

With that in mind, let’s revisit that list of skills from the first paragraph. The first words of the following phrases are sweet, helpful, and uplifting, but the last words cancel out the first or make the interaction about “me” instead of “you.” Can you do these?

Listen without interrupting.

Promise without forgetting.

Give without keeping score.

Ask without demanding.

Appreciate without faultfinding.

Share without holding back.

Encourage without disparaging.

Evaluate without belittling.

Answer without provoking.

Love without attaching conditions.

When your spouse shares their feelings or communicates their needs, it’s not about you. It’s about them. That idea might be a challenge for some newly married individuals. Being a cheerleader or champion for someone else might not come naturally. Maybe you’ve been told your entire life that you are responsible for your own success. Work hard. Get the grades. Make the team. It’s up to you. Now, suddenly, your identity is not wrapped up in your own personal achievements. It’s about bolstering someone else’s well-being and accomplishments.

You can do that, right? Discover the joy of giving only words of encouragement and positive feedback to your one and only. Even if you see an obvious fault or area that needs improvement, I encourage you to leave that last dig or hurtful remark behind. Don’t say it. Try not to even think it. Before long, you’ll begin to see and expect only the best from your beloved. Funny thing about expectations: They often come true.


Your words should pull your spouse toward you, not push them away. — J. P.




CHAPTER 35

Fill the Pickle Jar

Whether or not you had a fabulous honeymoon, you may want to start saving up for a second honeymoon sooner rather than later. It can be a real win-win. At least it has been for a couple I know.

Gary and Sherry (not their real names) have a pickle jar filled with Hamiltons, Jacksons, Grants, and even a few Benjamins. After their wedding, the budget was tight, so they kept their honeymoon short and sweet. At the time, they agreed to start socking money away until they could go on that dream vacation.

They’ve been saving money for more than two decades. The destination has changed from Paris to Bora Bora to maybe even a vacation home they’d buy on a lake up north. The jar has also changed over the years. From a regular-size mayonnaise jar to an antique one-gallon pickle jar they found at a flea market.

When it gets full, the contents of the jar are dumped out on their bed, counted, and transferred to a high-yield savings account that they still call “the pickle jar.”

Saving for a second honeymoon is highly recommended. But the real story is how, when, and why Gary and Sherry add money to the pickle jar.

It started as a tease. Which became a dare. Which blossomed into an inside joke and secret code just between the two of them. (Which is why I can’t use their real names.)

Every time they have sex, one of them has to put in a ten spot. If either of them asks for special favors or maneuvers, it might cost twenty. If they both climax at the same time, they need to somehow come up with a fifty-dollar bill to put in the jar. And if they do something really naughty or slightly illegal, one of them will be unscrewing that jar and putting in a hundred-dollar bill. Gary and Sherry wouldn’t go into any more specifics, and that’s probably a good thing.

You can imagine some of the charming and provocative conversations that have taken place over the years.

“Can I borrow twenty bucks?” “Oh, what for?”

“It looks like we’re getting a tax refund of twelve hundred dollars. I wonder what I can get with that?”

“We could spend sixty dollars on dinner out or order a twenty-dollar pizza and invest the forty dollars in the pickle jar.”

“Look what I found in this pair of blue jeans! A folded-up fifty!”

“There’s a sale on dishwashers at Home Depot. One hundred dollars off! What do you think?”

Dozens of times in the last two decades, Gary has wordlessly pulled a ten-dollar bill out of his wallet and slid it across the table to his bride. He says it works about two-thirds of the time. That’s not a bad average. Sometimes Sherry might take the bill and say, “Let’s call that a deposit for Friday night.” Of course, that’s a perfectly acceptable response.

The pickle jar contains a few handwritten IOUs, and I understand the repayment schedule has some creative collection plans. No bill collectors or lawyers need be involved.

What will Gary and Sherry do with the thousands of dollars they have accumulated? Really, it doesn’t matter. That tidy sum could be used for a trip for two, a vacation home, a remodeling project, college for their kids, retirement, or simply an emergency fund. In my mind, Gary and Sherry have already figured out a way to invest in a honeymoon that never ends.


The secret of a happy marriage just might be keeping secrets in a happy marriage. — J. P.




CHAPTER 36

Establish Your “You and Me, Babe” Signals

Your newlywed year is the perfect time to establish some lifelong secret signals that only the two of you know. Rita and I have several such signals. But in order for them to remain secret, I shall not be revealing them in the pages of this book.

I will, however, provide you with a short list of what those signals signal, plus a few suggestions on how to originate your own signals.

You need signals that say the following:

“I love you.”

“I’m really sorry.”

“Let’s get out of here.”

“I’m experiencing extreme discomfort or frustration right now and I pretty much need to punch someone, but I won’t because I’m married to you, which means I can survive just about anything, and I am so glad that at the end of the day you and I get to pretend to be the only people in this world.”

“I’m waiting patiently . . . for now.”

“You may be expecting an answer right now, but believe me, you don’t want me to speak because I’ll say something you don’t want to hear.”

Often your signals come in handy when you want to communicate with each other in a gathering of friends, family, or even strangers. An obvious example is a neighborhood potluck or cocktail party of acquaintances you have been forced to attend. The two of you might be twenty feet apart caught in two different tedious conversations, but then you catch your spouse’s eye. Exchanging an ever-so-brief signal with your beloved turns the entire party into an inside joke that you can laugh about later. In that case, your signal of amused exasperation might be a brief eye roll, a wink, smiling through gritted teeth, or even pretending to mop a bead of sweat off your brow. It’s all in fun. Still, you’ll want to make sure your fellow guests don’t see your signal and find offense.

Your signal that says “I love you” or “I’m sorry” could be a silent blown kiss or a nose scrunch. Your “let’s get out of here” signal could be a tiny throat slash or subtle hitchhiker’s thumb. An excellent option for a signal that speaks directly to your sweetheart is making eye contact and then tugging on your earlobe or touching the tip of your nose.

There’s tremendous value in establishing these signals and defining their clear meaning. Don’t expect to read each other’s minds. But do expect to be on the same page when you communicate clearly. A well-executed signal saves a lot of guesswork and can actually head off mild marital disputes before they start.

Even if you don’t spend time intentionally establishing your secret signals, you should expect some signals to develop naturally. That’s part of the rewarding experience of two becoming one. You start to think alike. You start to know when it’s time to go or time to rescue each other. The response to most signals is inevitably a slight nod of the head.

There are also times when it’s just the two of you and it’s clear that words would get in the way. That’s when you stop and take a breath. With a silent gesture, touch, or knowing look, you can deliver the critical message, “You and me, Babe. Let’s move ahead in love, trust, and appreciation.”


You know you’re in love when the highlight of a party is making eye contact and sharing a secret smile with your sweetheart across a crowded room. — J. P.




CHAPTER 37

Get Historical

So you think you know everything there is to know about each other? Well, not so fast.

Sometime during your newlywed year, something will come up that will cause you to think, Wait a second! How come I am just finding out about this now?

No worries. That’s all part of the joy and intrigue of married life. We’re not talking about intentionally kept secrets here. That’s a separate issue. We’re talking about stuff that never came up for one reason or another.

Those unexpected discoveries could be current likes and dislikes. It could be untapped personal talents or yet-to-be-fulfilled dreams. But in many cases, those revelations emerge from your sweetheart’s past.

Exploring and appreciating the moments and seasons of your spouse’s life before you met is a worthy endeavor. Here’s the principle: Cherish the personal history of your beloved because that bumpy, winding path led to you. Reminiscing about each other’s younger days will reveal all kinds of appreciation and understanding for who you are and why you do the things you do.

So how do you go about intentionally uncovering each other’s personal history? Over dinner, you could reflect on your earliest memories, childhood friends, and favorite hangouts. Compare notes on family pets, must-see TV shows, early hobbies, first crushes, and first jobs. Share memories of weird neighbors, memorable classmates, favorite teachers, influential mentors, and your most demanding professors or bosses. You could pull out old yearbooks or photo albums. All of that you could do right in the comfort of your own living room.

One brilliant strategy that prompts memory sharing is exploring a flea market filled with recent antiques. You’re virtually guaranteed to come across china patterns, posters, CDs, wardrobe accessories, and board games that will have you saying, “Oh, I remember that . . .” As images from your youth flash through your mind, you’ll be uncovering new connections with your new spouse. Listen to those memory triggers and then expect to do the same thing at the next booth.

An even better idea is to take a day trip or weekend getaway to see your spouse’s old neighborhood, college campus, or first apartment. And watch an entire season of memories come tumbling back.

It may require a Sunday afternoon drive or a cross-country expedition. If your spouse lived in several places, it could be a multisite extended extravaganza. For some couples, it might mean spending a holiday with the in-laws. Maybe schedule your trip around a high school or college reunion, or see if some long-lost friends want to get together to meet the person who finally got you to settle down.

The goal is to immerse yourself in the old haunts. Drive slowly and let your husband or wife whisper memories, point, and smile. That street corner. That window. That now-empty store-front. That dorm. That ballfield.

For some, stirring up the past uncovers swirls of memories that might have an edge of remorse or grief. If that’s true for your beloved, this journey back home may come with an unexpected dividend. Taking a devoted spouse on a nostalgia tour may be a gift of sweet release. Your life together that now includes a solid marriage built on love and trust can sweep away a dusty gathering of regrets. Hey, it turned out OK. I turned out OK. Look how far I’ve come.

Make sure you carve out enough time to hold a conversation with one or two people—old neighbors, storekeepers, professors, bartenders—who remember the not-so-distant past. Don’t leave the neighborhood until you can imagine a younger version of your spouse looking at stars out a bedroom window, selling lemonade on the corner, walking through the quad on the way to class, or stopping at the Starbucks on the way to that first real job.

Let your beloved do most of the talking. And then schedule another jaunt to your old neighborhood so the two of you can retrace your old footsteps.


Memories are gifts from yesterday that help you move with confidence toward tomorrow. — J. P.




CHAPTER 38

Empathy

You are not your spouse.

In previous chapters, we’ve explored the promising concept of two becoming one. But even if you’re succeeding quite nicely with that heartfelt goal, you’re still human. You’re still two meat puppets walking around trying to get through the day.

Which means you both bring your own unique bundle of needs, fears, wins, losses, despair, and dreams. The difference is that as a committed married couple, you’re doing it together. Side by side. Conversation after conversation. Sharing experiences. Striving to provide each other’s deepest needs and make each other happy.

That two-becoming-one idea is the goal, but you and your beloved are never quite in 100 percent harmony.

Good news. You’re about to land on a proven proposition that will help get you a little closer to that mutual compassion, affinity, and rapport you’re seeking. It’s empathy.

Empathy doesn’t get a lot of play these days. It may not even be on your radar. But it’s at the core of every honest relationship. Alfred Adler, the Austrian medical doctor considered the father of individual psychology, said, “Empathy is seeing with the eyes of another, listening with the ears of another, and feeling with the heart of another.”

In her classic work To Kill a Mockingbird, Harper Lee penned these words for lawyer Atticus Finch, capturing the essence of empathy: “You never really understand a person until you consider things from his point of view . . . until you climb into his skin and walk around in it.”

In marriage, empathy is the final puzzle piece that completes the picture of your lives coming together. But it requires the intentional acts of purposeful listening, acknowledging the emotion your spouse is experiencing, and reflecting that emotion in your own life. In the New Testament, the book of Romans 12:15 says, “Rejoice with those who rejoice; mourn with those who mourn.” In other words, match their emotions. When they laugh, share that laughter. When their heart is broken, so is yours. When they celebrate, so should you. When they’re frustrated, don’t rush in with quick answers, but take a moment to appreciate their perspective.

Some examples may help:

Your spouse is super excited about a new volunteer opportunity, but you know it’s going to tie them up for several weekends this fall. Instead of whining about how much work it’s going to be or feeling sorry for yourself, double down on your congratulations. Truly be happy for them.

After three interviews, the job offer they expected never comes. You may think it helps if you brush it off and devalue the job or the company. Better to acknowledge their very real loss: “Oh, love, I’m sorry. I know how hard you prepared for those interviews.”

When your thirty-one-year-old better half wins the park district tennis tournament in the thirty-one-to-forty division, it would be tempting to diminish their triumph with a wisecrack about how their competition was over the hill. But why would you do that? Instead, display that trophy proudly.

If your spouse has butterflies before a major presentation, go ahead and acknowledge that it is a big responsibility, adding that you’ve seen all the preparation they’ve done and being a little nervous is part of the process.

See how it works?

Empathy is about matching their emotions in the moment. There’s plenty of time later to debrief, reconstruct, and analyze the events, see where you fit in, and explore your next life options.

Frankly, the world could use a little more empathy.


When your spouse laughs, cries, or celebrates, your initial response should be laughter, tears, or joy. — J. P.




CHAPTER 39

Fight Fair

“Welcome to an adult relationship.”

Fans of the long-running sitcom Friends will recognize that quote from Monica to Chandler a day or so after their first fight as a couple. What was the fight about? It doesn’t matter. What matters is Monica’s point that relationships can survive disagreements, harsh words, disappointments, silent treatments, and even screaming matches.

So how should you respond when you find yourselves in the middle of a rhubarb, fracas, or donnybrook? You need to know the ground rules and fight fair.

Stay committed to your commitment. That “I do” you spoke not too long ago needs to be intrinsic to your life together. You’re both in this thing for the long haul.

Get the main points of contention out in the open. If you can do this without raising your voices, maybe the fight can be over before it starts. Most disagreements are really a small misunderstanding that escalates into an avalanche of hurt feelings. Most of the time there is no villain.

Don’t expect to “win” a fight. The victory comes when both sides feel as if they have been listened to and heard. When you find yourself in the middle of a fight, the resolution should be both of you feeling as if your marriage and bond is stronger than ever. That’s a real win.

Get past it. Usually, you want to apologize early and quickly put the ruckus behind you. In rare cases, you may actually want to stay silent for a while and let time heal that wound. After a few days, your devotion to each other and fond memories should soften the hurt feelings, allowing you to melt into each other’s arms. (That is, as long as you’re not stoking the fires of resentment, which brings us to the next point.)

Keep your fight between the two of you. As soon as you involve friends or family member in the scuffle, it escalates. Best friends and parents are going to take your side, and that’s not what you need to hear. You need to consider your beloved’s perspective, maybe even extending a little grace their direction. Engaging a counselor may not be a bad idea. But enlisting advice from any other third party will likely add fuel to the fire.

No violence. This should go without saying. If verbal arguments turn physical—grabbing, slapping, throwing plates, anything—that signals the need for immediate retreat to different rooms or different living quarters.

Use touch. The opposite of a physical threat is a gesture that reaches out to make peace. In a war of words, it might take a silent gesture to begin the healing. You have your own connection points, which could be a hand on a shoulder, a squeeze of a hand, a foot sliding over in bed, or any other contact that says, Let’s move past this conflict. When your spouse reaches out, remember to reach back.

Apologize sincerely. When you’re in the wrong, never be too proud to apologize. Being able to say “I’m sorry” is a sign of strength in a marriage.

Accept the first hint of an apology. When your one and only first hints that they feel bad for what they did, flood them with words that confirm you also feel bad and regret all that has transpired. Minor offenses shouldn’t require a major apology.

Have make-up sex. This may sound like another sitcom joke, but it’s not. When you get close to working out your differences and apologies are forthcoming, one of you may want to toss out a suggestion for make-up sex. How that joke lands will be indicative of whether or not the conflict has been resolved. A word of caution: Don’t start an argument for the purpose of later engaging in make-up sex. That strategy might backfire on you.

Maybe stop the altercation before it even starts. Keep handy the preceding ten rules for fighting fair. But either one of you—especially the offended party—can instantly defuse the situation if you choose to grow a thick skin and develop a sense of humor. Those are very handy characteristics for any married individual.

In addition, this book actually gives you the perfect opportunity to cut short a potential squabble. Together, open to this chapter and review the ground rules on fighting fair, and you may realize the conflict isn’t worth the hassle.

All these principles apply whether or not you remember that scene from Friends with Chandler and Monica. Although, if I may say so, the clip is actually kind of sweet and worth watching if you can.


Love at first sight is overrated. Much more important is love at first fight. — J. P.




CHAPTER 40

Redefine Adventure

A few years ago, Rita presented me with a gift that’s hanging in the hallway outside our bedroom. A large iron plate laser-cut with the words, You are my greatest adventure. I was blown away, deeply honored, and a bit confused.

Up until the moment I unwrapped that gift, I had an unspoken ache that I had learned to keep under wraps pretty efficiently. It was an ongoing regret. I silently lamented the idea that our wonderful family deserved a little more excitement in our lives. A little more adventure. And I had failed to provide it.

From the outside looking in, our life was quite full and even close to idyllic. Five healthy kids. A well-kept house on a charming cul-de-sac in suburbia. Most of our bills got paid on time. Two cars in the driveway. And a full schedule, mostly packed with activities involving the kids. No real complaints from me. Still, I felt an overarching shadow of lost opportunity. Our vacations were not amazing tour-de-force explorations of the world. Our hobbies and family activities were unspectacular: backyard football, trips to the library or a local museum, one Cubs’ game per season, and evenings watching TV or playing board games. When we went out, we dined at chain restaurants. Our midsize cars were American-made.

From my tunnel-vision perspective, there was nothing adventurous about our family life. I didn’t obsess over this thought. I could even forget about it for a while, because there’s no doubt we were busy. We were going a million miles per hour, and I don’t regret any of that. But when I did mull over our not-so-exciting existence, I realized any sense of regret wasn’t about my personal needs. I liked my life. I didn’t need any more adventure. But I was quite sure my wife and kids deserved a life that was bigger, better, more memorable, more audacious, and maybe a bit more reckless. Not more chaos, more planned chaos.

It turns out, I had mistakenly equated the role of breadwinner with Director of Merrymaking and Daredevilry. As a result, an unspoken fear had settled in my heart. I didn’t want my wife’s dying words or my kids’ final assessment of their childhood upon moving out to be, “Well, that was boring.”

I am still not sure what led Rita to purchase that iron laser-cut wall hanging that—in one fell swoop—alleviated all my concerns, but it worked. And I recommend it.

Let me break down this personal revelation and lesson into three valuable takeaways for all married individuals:

The redefinition of adventure. Life itself—getting up in the morning and meeting the needs of those you love—is a pretty fantastic undertaking in its own right. Contrary to your initial instincts, planning gigantic events and outings may actually be counterproductive to the real day-to-day adventures of life.

The impact of the grand gesture. Paper greeting cards are nice. Kind spoken words work. But when you’ve been carrying a burden around for several years, it’s pretty amazing to receive a giant affirmation that something you feared was actually nothing to fear. Did I mention it was laser-cut iron?

The perceptivity of a loving spouse. One or both of you may be carrying a legitimate burden. Even if you can’t fully put it into words, share it with your beloved. Or maybe take a cue from my bride, Rita. Call it intuition, awareness, or love. But—if possible—commit to being so in tune with your spouse that you can actually resolve one of their heartaches or regrets with a single anniversary gift.


Marriage is the only great adventure you can take without even leaving home. — J. P.




CHAPTER 41

Don’t Trash Your Spouse

There’s an unsavory activity you may have noticed among married individuals who gather in pubs, breakrooms, apartments, gyms, and even religious buildings. It’s called trashing your spouse. Or husband bashing. Or complaining about your nagging wife.

You can imagine the scene. It may be a work outing. It may be a group of hobbyists working on model planes, crafting, stamp collecting, or quilt making. It may be before or after a yoga class or some high-intensity interval training. It may be a fundraising committee planning an event for a noble cause. It may even be a support group meeting.

I’m not sure why it happens, but it’s basically nice folks turning nasty. Before you were married, you may have been on the outside looking in, witnessing married guys or gals taking turns throwing their spouses under the bus. Hearing their venomous words, you pledged then and there you would never partake in such negative behavior. Then you got married.

Even though you’re still a newlywed, you somehow got sucked in to the conversation. One member innocently makes a joke. Another makes a slightly meaner joke. And pretty soon, the entire conversation drags down everyone in the room, plus their spouses and their marriages. The community gets dragged down too, for that matter.

When we were first married, Rita was part of a biweekly gathering of young wives who brought their sewing, needlepoint, and knitting projects. They literally called it “Stitch and Bitch.” Funny? Perhaps. Uplifting? Not at all.

As you’re reading this, there are probably two or three people who come to mind who are always ready to start the negative chatter. I’m not sure why they are so miserable, but I’m assuming their spouses (or ex-spouses) are also miserable.

If you find yourself in an ongoing vortex of bitterness, how should you respond? If you feel compelled to join in, please don’t. You may even want to excuse yourself from future meetings. On the other hand, if you feel empowered by your relationship with your spouse and confident that your voice will be heard, you may even consider doing a favor for everyone in the room and try to shift the conversation entirely.

Your goal is not to totally kill the conversation or make someone else look like the bad guy. And maybe all that spouse bashing is really just a cry for help. The answer might not be to confront the worst culprit in the large group setting, but rather talk to them one on one after your gathering. A simple “Are you OK?” might be exactly what that spouse-basher needs to hear and may even give them a new perspective on marriage or open the door to some much-needed counseling.

You may not have signed up to be a beacon of light and role model among the marriages in your community, but let’s all agree that negativity breeds negativity.

Have you been witness to any rampant spouse bashing and trashing? Immunize yourself with good thoughts and a new appreciation for that wonderful person you have waiting at home.


Trash talking your spouse is a self-fulfilling prophecy. Treat them like garbage, and their only choice is to go bad and smell worse. — J. P.




CHAPTER 42

Know Each Other’s Love Language

Every couple is different. Every individual is different. So as a service to readers of this book, I’m going to insist you read another book: The Five Love Languages by Gary Chapman. He doesn’t need my endorsement. That book has sold more than 11 million copies and spent almost a decade on the New York Times bestseller list.

Summarizing the book, there are a variety of ways that people receive and give love. By calling them “love languages,” Chapman suggests that each of us speak to the people we care about with words and actions that may be interpreted in unexpected ways. Identifying your spouse’s love language gives you a better chance at making them feel appreciated and cherished.

Chapman offers several strategies for uncovering your spouse’s love language in his book and digs deeper into this principle in his weekly radio show Building Relationships. You could simply talk about what each other’s love language is. Or you could commit to being an observant student of your beloved. Another option might be to try out a few strategies and see how your sweetheart responds. Conveniently, you can identify both of your love languages by taking the couple’s quiz at 5lovelanguages.com.

In case you’re curious, my bride’s love language is receiving gifts. (Which reminds me that I need to do better in that area.) My love language is words of affirmation. (Rita does pretty well in this area.) Identifying Rita’s love language wasn’t difficult at all. Not that she was unappreciative when I spoke kind words or spent time with her, but tangible gifts would be the one act that would definitely gain her attention and affection. I should have known because she has always been a great present opener. She’s not a material girl. We’re not talking about a diamond-encrusted bangle or major appliances. But a small bouquet of fresh flowers, a mug from Starbucks, or even a silly little fridge magnet will somehow always get me extra smooches. Thank you, Gary Chapman!

Once you identify the activity or attitude that makes your love’s heart sing, the obvious next step is to start using that information. Again, actively speaking your spouse’s love language doesn’t have to be extensive or expensive. Words of affirmation could just mean saying, “I so appreciate you. Thanks for marrying me.” Quality time might be suggesting you stroll an art fair or grab lunch at a local bistro. Receiving gifts is just bringing home a surprise—wrapped or not. The most effective way to speak your spouse’s love language will become clear after you identify it and put your newfound knowledge into practice.

Again, this is not an ad for Gary’s books but an endorsement of a tool that can be really powerful in any relationship. Consider this short chapter a reminder—and warning—that when you think you are speaking torrents of love to your spouse, you might be speaking the wrong love language, and they might be missing it altogether.


Satisfying marriages require that you know what floats each other’s boat. — J. P.




CHAPTER 43

Brainstorm a Bucket List

On the following pages is a list of ideas that may be part of your marriage bucket list. Things to do together. To look forward to. To check off one at a time. Most are places to visit. Many are things you can do right at home. Some cost money. Others, not so much. Some may be longtime dreams for one of you. Some are new ideas you may have never previously considered.

Just going through this list together will uncover some secret desires, fears, and ambitions. Please note: This list is not your final list. It’s merely a starting point for the list you’ll want to brainstorm together. Add and subtract items to match your own whims and realities. After your bucket list is sufficiently long, you may want to print it out and post it prominently to prompt comments from envious visitors. Or you can keep it secret just for you and your closest friends.

Finally, expect some surprises as you review this list. Don’t harshly judge your spouse for wanting to include or exclude an item from your final list. Like this entire book, this chapter is not meant to be an oppressive burden. Instead, you’re encouraged to dream, think, and work together like a well-oiled machine.

Get a dog.

Buy a home.

Foster a child.

Adopt a child.

Research your family tree.

Ride a mechanical bull.

Be in a game show audience.

Go to a major award show.

Shoot a shotgun.

Stand under a waterfall.

Find a four-leaf clover.

Hike the Appalachian Trail.

See a humpback whale.

Drive Route 66.

Spend a night in a castle.

Fly in a glider.

Fly in a helicopter.

Go hang gliding.

Ride a water ski.

Ride in a hot-air balloon.

Run a 5K.

Run a marathon.

Go bungee jumping.

Go skydiving.

Swim with a dolphin.

Swim with a shark.

Play with a monkey.

Hold a boa constrictor.

Climb a mountain.

Meet a favorite celebrity.

Catch a marlin.

Go ice fishing.

Own a boat.

Own a lake house.

Build a log cabin.

Start a business.

Plant a vegetable garden.

Build a firepit.

Go skiing.

Go snowboarding.

Bathe in a hot spring.

Go white-water rafting.

Ride a zipline.

Ride in a submarine.

Stomp grapes to make wine.

Go apple picking.

Go clam digging.

Fly in a plane.

Fly first class.

Go on a cruise.

Visit Central Park.

See a Broadway show.

Visit the Statue of Liberty.

Visit the top of the Empire State Building.

Ride to the top of the

St. Louis Arch.

Visit Chicago and eat deep-dish pizza.

Catch a fish in Pike Place Market.

Visit Alcatraz.

Go to a rodeo.

See a lunar eclipse.

Hula at a luau in Hawaii.

Visit Stonehenge.

Go to Disney World.

Go to the Grand Ole Opry.

Hike the Grand Canyon.

Visit Niagara Falls.

Kiss under the Eiffel Tower.

Ride London’s tube.

See the Mona Lisa.

Ride a gondola in Venice.

Ride a camel.

See the Vatican.

See the Leaning Tower of Pisa.

Watch a bullfight in Spain.

Visit Machu Picchu.

See a wild kangaroo in Australia.

Go on a safari in Botswana.

Visit every continent.

Float in the Dead Sea.

See an active volcano.

Visit the Great Wall of China.

Ride a cable car in San Francisco.

See the northern lights.

Drive through a redwood tree.

Tour the White House.

Stand on the equator.

Attend an NFL game.

See the Cubs at Wrigley Field.

See the Red Sox at Fenway Park.

Attend an NBA game.

Attend an NHL game.

Go to a NASCAR race.

Attend the Olympics.

Take a Segway tour.

Grow your own Halloween pumpkin.

Live in a different country.

Create and sell a piece of art.

Run for office.

Have a baby.

Spoil your grandchildren.

For the record, this is not Rita’s and my list. If it were, we would be way behind, having checked off only about one-third of the ideas. (We’re not really world travelers.) But that would be OK, because it’s not about checking off every single item. It’s about your mutual journey. The quest. Doing amazing, amusing, and memorable stuff together.

I recommend you don’t laminate the list because you want to be able to add to it and jot down dates as you rack up those memory-making moments. While serious goals may have been revealed in the process, there should be zero pressure to check off all or even most of the items. For your marriage bucket list, the more items, the better. Keep adding items as you talk to other couples, click through hobby websites, watch reality or lifestyle TV, pick up travel brochures, and go through life.

Finally, if you do put together an extraordinary list, I’d love to see it. Track me down at jaypayleitner.com.


When a married couple explores the world together, their greatest discovery is each other. — J. P.




CHAPTER 44

Two More Important Lists

How did you do brainstorming that bucket list? It’s a fun exercise because there are no limits and no rules. The previous chapter simply encourages you to explore a myriad of options as opportunities arise.

But what about those serious goals revealed in the process? The ones that really need to be considered thoughtfully and are never really too far away from your mind and heart? That kind of life planning requires couples to make two additional lists. Let’s call them “aspirational” and “foundational.”

The aspirational list is a fairly short list of goals central to who you are and how the two of you can work together to bring meaning to your life. We’re talking about big ideas, not day-to-day activities. For now, these are items that you both agree are high priorities. When you consider this list, it should feel like a mission statement. To be clear, the core happiness and stability of your marriage are not dependent on reaching these goals. But when you start making life decisions, you should be able to think, Is this investment or choice going to bring me closer to or further away from the events, acquisitions, and achievements on our aspirational list of life goals?

Some goals on this aspirational list will be way off in the future and aggressively lofty. Some may be reachable and doable in the next decade or sooner.

The items on this list are specific to the two of you. But you will find that most couples will have similar objectives. Examples:

Buy your dream home. Start a family. Explore Europe (or some other world region). Invest in rental property (or some other side-income venture). Retire by age sixty-two. Launch a nonprofit. Make sure your parents are properly cared for. Develop a network of lifelong friends. Find a hobby you can do together. Leave a legacy.

Notice that these accomplishments tend toward being a little open ended and even ambiguous. The payoff for each specific entry is “you’ll know when you get there.” Notice also, achieving these goals may require both of you to invest significant effort, expense, and expertise. One of you may be the driving force, but we’re talking about a shared vision with tons of mutual satisfaction. When one of the goals is met, you should be able to stand side by side and say something like, “Look what we did. Pretty cool, huh?”

And the foundational list? Those are the many things you can do this week or this month in advance of reaching loftier objectives. These short-term goals create a foundation of wisdom, experience, contacts, and resources, enabling you to reach the bigger goals on the aspirational list. Your foundational list will include some goals for you as individuals and as a couple, suggesting that encouraging each other is all part of a healthy marriage.

That foundational list will feature action items that initially might not seem too exciting: Open a savings and investment plan. Tighten your budget so you can slip more of your income into that plan. Set short-term education goals so you can say yes to future opportunities. Join local clubs and organizations to expand your network of like-minded, skilled, and vibrant friends and acquaintances. Hone skills (writing, speaking, interviewing, painting, woodworking, sewing, entertaining) that enhance your current areas of expertise. Take an entry-level job that will expose you to big ideas and insider perspectives. Reach out to experts and possible mentors in any field that catches your fancy. Start an exercise regimen so you have the endurance required to take full advantage of an opportunity that comes along.

Interesting thing about that foundational list: Initially, you may not characterize those tasks as end goals. But doing that hard work can be equally or even more satisfying than checking off one of the objectives in the aspirational list.


There are no shortcuts to any place worth going. — J. P.




CHAPTER 45

Expect the Unexpected

Writing the last couple of chapters, I chuckled to myself a few times. Mostly because I am keenly aware that you can make all kinds of lists and do all kinds of planning, and then out of the blue comes a major derailment of your best-laid plans. Unexpected events are, by definition, unexpected. So you need to be ready and, perhaps, not be too surprised. Whatever happens in this crazy adventure called life, the goal is to take it in stride and make the best of it.

One of the great truths about unforeseen occurrences is that your initial surprise quickly morphs into a shocking awareness of how they might impact your life. In many cases, it’s OK to be selfish. You should protect your time and resources. Protect your spouse. Stick to your plan. Be in charge of your own destiny.

On the other hand, many of the greatest rewards you will experience as a couple are those times you find yourself riding an unforeseen wave that turns your reality upside down. Of course, you already know to expect a million minor bumps and hiccups in the course of your daily life. But we’re talking about some major course corrections brought on by an unpredicted tsunami. Here are just a few examples. (Note: These are not fictional illustrations, but true examples from real life. Here, they are expressed in the second person, so you can have a sense of experiencing them yourself.)

In his will, a great-uncle leaves you with
the exact amount necessary for the down
payment on your dream house.

A sister and brother-in-law die tragically in a plane
crash, and you suddenly have three nieces to raise.

A key staff member resigns at the national charity
founded by your grandfather, and you have the
perfect skill set to fill that position immediately.

After talking with siblings and other family
members, you realize you are the best person to
care for your mom during her battle with cancer.

A career move takes you to London, so the
European exploration you’ve dreamed about
begins next month.

When you were single, you would be frantically hoping for input and wisdom from someone you could trust. Should I buy the house, take the kids, accept the challenge, and so on? The tsunamis of life rarely come with instructions.

What a blessing to have a life partner to walk with you through that storm or share that burden. What a blast it is to have someone to help you celebrate your good fortune and keep your wits about you.

Last thought on huge life-changing events. Don’t celebrate or mourn too soon. In the big picture, sometimes fluke windfalls come with a delivery of unwelcome baggage. And, more often than you may think, tragedies lead to wondrous blessings for those who approach life with optimism and hope.


You cannot be held responsible for all the things that happen to you, but you are responsible for the way you respond when they happen. — J. P.




CHAPTER 46

The Kid Question

Did the idea of starting a family make it onto your aspirational list? It’s definitely something you’ll want to talk about, because the two of you want to be on the same page. Especially when friends and family (and strangers) start asking you when you’re going to “start a family.” Which is an odd question, because you already are one.

As for me, I’ve got five kids, so you can probably already guess where I stand. Children are a gift, a joy, a worthy challenge, and proof that good things come in small packages. I have firsthand experience that time spent with a kid is an investment that pays long-term dividends. For sure, my kids have brought me brief episodes of agony. But those moments have been far outshone by thousands of uplifting and rewarding experiences.

Frankly, Rita and I are hoping for a boatload of grandchildren. Partially because I want my own children to experience that joy and, as a side benefit, come to appreciate their old mom and dad even more. With that in mind, I have a sneaking suspicion you might have parents who also have been harboring an eagerness—spoken or not—to have grandkids. That’s a natural desire. Don’t bother trying to talk them out of it. But really, the decision is yours.

Yours, as in the two of you. So talk about it. Get your deepest thoughts out in the open. Talk about timing, how many kids you might want, your fears, your dreams, and any family history that might impact the decision. Like so many challenges that come up in a marriage, you’ll want the decision of whether and when to have children, as well as any challenges that come up in the process, to bring you closer. No finger pointing. No rushed decisions. No withdrawal into isolation. The two of you will need each other’s love and support more than ever.

As you know, sometimes kids come along by accident. If that happens, count your blessings and follow your heart. Give yourself permission to do what is right for you and your spouse, and also to surrender completely to the love you will feel for that unexpected little one.

Conversely, other couples face heart-wrenching challenges with infertility and pregnancy loss. Entire books, millions of dollars in research, and countless medical specialists are dedicated to addressing this agonizing scenario. There are several options to consider. My own family has had rewarding and wonderful experiences with both fostering and adoption.

Whatever you’re thinking right now about making babies, there’s a high probability your life circumstances and relationships with friends and family will lead you to change your mind and your feelings regarding if, when, and how many. Just keep talking honestly to each other. When you’re ready to start a family, fully enjoy the birth control–free process.

By the way, if you wait until you’re 100 percent ready, you may never have kids. If you already have kids from previous relationships, make the extra effort to get them excited about their new sibling. If you’re worried children will force you to divide your limited supply of love, banish that thought. Kids multiply love.

Finally, if and when those babies do come along, do yourself a favor and hold them. Lots of skin-to-skin contact. Babies like and need to be held. By both parents.


Never forget that your kids are going to choose your nursing home. — J. P.




CHAPTER 47

Don’t Be Alone Alone

Here in this book for couples is a chapter that may require some heavy lifting for one of you. Hopefully, the other takes notice and lends a loving hand.

Sometime—perhaps sooner than you think—you or your spouse are going to feel alone in your marriage. We don’t want to manufacture any doom and gloom that doesn’t exist, but this feeling is so prevalent in busy marriages today, we need to address the possibility. The feeling of isolation is going to come from deep within and is invisible to the one person who can make that feeling go away. Being connected with your marriage partner is a core need that is often taken for granted.

What are the thoughts and feelings leading up to that impression of deep aloneness in your partnership? Opening up a thesaurus, we find the words empty, disconnected, unfulfilled, detached, desolate, lonesome, and lonely. Those are all emotions describing how someone might feel about themselves. They don’t blame their spouse. Still, they feel let down because they desperately want to climb out of that hole, but they don’t know how to ask their spouse for help.

Another list of words is a bit harsher. These are the emotions of someone who—whether it’s true or not—feels hurt or intentionally cast aside by their spouse: abandoned, forgotten, ignored, outcast, disregarded, excluded, and deserted. Their instinctual response may be anger at their spouse, their past, and themselves.

Can you relate? I hope not. But if you do, here’s where you need to dig down and find a bit of courage and hope. The goal is fairly straightforward: to spend more quality time with the one person who can most efficiently turn those negative feelings upside down. Your beloved doesn’t want you feeling alone or abandoned. They want you to experience only joy and fulfillment in life. But they don’t know what’s going on. They didn’t intentionally build that wall. They don’t know your needs.

So, can you do this? Can you get your spouse’s full attention and simply say, “Sometimes I feel alone. I miss you. Can we try to spend more time together?” And then continue the conversation.

That sounds easy. And hard. But really, that idea of expressing your needs in straightforward, nonthreatening words is almost always the best way to go. Use your words to ask for help, not accuse. Be partners, not enemies. As the conversation unfolds, rather than lamenting moments when you felt alone, remind your spouse of the experiences when you felt most connected.

Humbly expressing your needs is not easy. But your marriage partner wants to hear and meet those needs. You have to admit, having a conversation about spending more quality time together is a whole lot easier than saying—or hearing—the words, “I can’t take this anymore.”


Love fills the hole in your heart. — J. P.




CHAPTER 48

A Reverse Bucket List

You think you’re busy, right? Well, believe it or not, the newlywed year is actually a grace period when you may have more time and fewer responsibilities than any other season in your married life.

Look around and you’ll realize that—for now—most of the expectations and pressures you are experiencing are not from outside forces, but rather coming from within. So give yourselves a break. Enjoy the time.

Use this year to try a few new experiences that just might lead to some ongoing, long-term interests. Or at the very least, spend this year of reduced obligations storing up memories. For sure, you’ve got stuff to do and decisions to make this year. But it’s OK to start your married life with a jog, not a sprint.

Chapter 43 provided more than a hundred bucket list ideas, from hiking the Appalachian Trail to spending the night in a castle. A bucket list, by definition, mostly includes one-time events that are planned, accomplished, and checked off.

An alternative twist on that idea is trying out a handful of new activities together in the very near future with the goal of finding something both of you want to continue doing. The result might be an unexpected hobby, alternative sport, collectables that fascinate, or a newly discovered hangout you may return to again and again.

You could call it a reverse bucket list. Not something that’s one and done, but an activity you come back to often. Again, you will want to make your own list. But here are some ideas.

Biking

Horseback riding

Scuba diving

Learning a language

Starting a band

Brewing your own beer

Wine tasting

Camping

Pub trivia

Spelunking

Cooking

Canoeing or kayaking

Frisbee golf

Pickleball

Softball

Soccer

Billiards

Salsa, ballroom, or square dancing

Collecting stamps, Pez dispensers, cookie jars, or movie posters

Karaoke

Antiquing

Astronomy

Bird-watching

Gardening

Volunteering

Can you see how this is different than the bucket list and aspirational goal list discussed in earlier chapters?

After talking it out and investigating a few ideas, you really want to settle on one activity to start. Throw yourself into it and see if it delivers a connecting point and mutual satisfaction for both of you. Any experience that might become an amusing diversion for only one of you should probably be set aside. Finding a new hobby that divides your leisure time is not the purpose of this exercise. You’re looking for an activity you can discover together.

Of course, watch your budget. Don’t rent a stable and buy a horse or invest in thousands of dollars’ worth of scuba gear without some thoughtful consideration. Most items on your reverse bucket list can be put to the test with minimal investment.

The term reverse bucket list might not make it into common usage, but the concept works. Intentionally seeking out a lifelong mutual hobby makes good use of your newlywed year. With any luck, these activities could become your own personal trademark. Other couples may enviously say, “I hear you make your own beer. I’d love to try some.” Or, “You’re kidding, we’re playing against your team tonight. Ughh!” Or, “There’s a trivia night next Tuesday at O’Malley’s. Wanna join us?”

You’re already the coolest couple in your neighborhood. Joining forces in a bonus pastime is your chance to add to that legend.


The best way to stay together is to play together. — J. P.




CHAPTER 49

Better and Better

Ah, so you think you’re in love. I’m not doubting that. But just maybe, you ain’t seen nothin’ yet. There’s ample evidence that your love has an excellent chance of growing exponentially over the coming decades.

Does love at first sight really exist? Your marriage may be living proof. But even if that’s the case, I submit that the love you experience next year and the next and the next can outshine even the magical love of this newlywed year. That’s something to look forward to.

Consider the sociological theory called the “Ten-Thousand-Hour Rule.” In the bestselling book Outliers, Malcolm Gladwell presents psychologist Anders Ericsson’s research on this theory, adding some of his own spin along the way. The Ten-Thousand-Hour Rule suggests that achieving greatness in virtually any endeavor requires the investment of that many hours of your life, and the book gives several real-life examples.

So what does that have to do with your marriage? Well, using Gladwell’s rule, it takes ten thousand hours of intentional practice to achieve greatness as a spouse. While dating, most couples are projecting false identities, right? During your engagement, it’s all about prepping for the big day. So you really can’t begin practicing the art and science of marriage until after the honeymoon.

That’s why your newlywed year—and resources like this book—are so important. Now is when you need to begin the habit of intentionally scheduling activities and having meaningful conversations designed to foster your relationship. Imagine focusing on your marriage for an hour a day!

Doing the math, if the two of you invested an hour a day interacting and working out the details of life as a couple, you could cross that ten-thousand-hour goal in . . . well, twenty-seven years.

You may look at the number and think it’s terrible news. The idea that you have to wait twenty-seven years before experiencing authentic love may be overwhelming. But that’s not how it works. If you could measure love, you would see that it’s on a steep and sure upward trajectory. Statistically, you are more in love today than yesterday. You’ll get there before you know it. The more time you invest in each other, the more likely you are to find the answers to your deepest questions and uncover all the best life has to offer—today, tomorrow, and forever.

In truth, you’ll likely be so busy living life that you’ll wake up one day and say, “How did that happen!” By year twenty-seven, you’ll experience a contentment and realization that every experience you’ve had together—the good and not-so-good—has brought you closer than you ever thought possible.

This all confirms the insightful words of Mark Twain from more than a century ago: “Love seems the swiftest, but it is the slowest of all growths. No man or woman really knows what perfect love is until they have been married a quarter of a century.”


Thankfully, just about the time my wrinkles started, love handles showed up, and hairline receded, my wife’s eyesight started to go. — J. P.




CHAPTER 50

Hey, Good Lookin’

Take a long look at your beloved life partner. Maybe even gently curve your hands around the sides of their face, brushing back their hair, meeting their gaze. Notice the twinkle in their eyes, the crooked smile, the curve of their cheekbone, the kissable nose, the angle of their neck, maybe a freckle or two.

Beautiful, right?

Well, good news. The longer you’re together, the more you will look like that beautiful boy or girl you married. That’s right, the old urban legend is true. Over time, married couples grow to look more like each other.

Intrigued by this idea, respected University of Michigan psychologist Robert Zajonc conducted an experiment to test the age-old hypothesis. With established controls, Zajonc had 110 undergraduate students consider the uniformly cropped photographs of twenty-four individuals. The black-and-white photos presented twelve Caucasian couples who had all lived in the same region and been married twenty-five years. Sure enough, the students significantly matched “most likely to be married” based on who “most closely resembles” each other.

At a loss to irrefutably explain the phenomenon, Zajonc and his team included speculation regarding their findings. They considered the idea that married couples might grow to look like each other because they tend to share the same diet, climate, and socioeconomic factors, but additional data discounted that idea. One theory suggested that somehow sharing feelings of sadness, joy, or excitation over the years affected musculature and even skeletal structure in the face. In other words, couples who laugh together and cry together literally begin to look alike. In scientific terms, “vascular theory of emotional efference suggests a process of empathy.”

Interviews with the married couples provided an additional glimmer of insight into the phenomenon. And it’s worth remembering, the happier that the couple said they were, the more likely they were to have an increased physical similarity.

What’s the takeaway for newlyweds? Consider this idea: How you interact with each other literally impacts your face and overall appearance. For good or not-so-good.

Commit to providing unconditional love and support to each other, and you will both walk a little taller and carry a bit more confidence. Intentionally listen to each other and delight in each other’s stories, and as a direct result your eyes will sparkle and the corners of your mouth will rise. Make it routine in your marriage to visit places where beauty thrives—museums, national parks, the seashore, gardens, cathedrals, theaters, art galleries—and you’ll both carry some of that beauty away with you.

Determined by habits established this year, you have the power to make each other beautiful. Or not. That means twenty-five years from now, if you look at your beloved and they are flat-out gorgeous, you should feel free to take just a little bit of the credit.


Love reflects love. Likewise with every other emotion. — J. P.




CHAPTER 51

Anniversary Gift Warning

For our first anniversary, Rita got me a card. We were broke, so that was fine with me. I also got her a card, along with a token gift. For our second anniversary, Rita got me . . . a card. Again, I was fine. I’m not very good at opening presents anyway.

By our third anniversary, I was no longer “fine” with just a card. I even recall feeling some mild confusion and a twinge of disappointment. It felt as though my wonderful bride didn’t feel the need to honor the day we were married.

It wasn’t until our tenth anniversary that I finally brought it up. I hesitantly said something like, “I was hoping you might have gotten me something this year.” She looked at me quizzically, “What are you talking about?”

The source of our discomfiting annual ritual was soon revealed. It turns out—in Rita’s family—tradition dictates that anniversary gift giving is one way—husband to wife. Really. I’m not kidding. Rita was just following tradition.

Now think about that. Rita and I had not realized our different family traditions until we had been married ten years. That’s a major nine-year fail. Nine years that could have gone smoother with a just a bit of communication.

With your first anniversary just around the corner, let’s see if—unlike Jay and Rita—you can set up your gift exchange for success.

First, confirm that there are no unorthodox gift-giving traditions in your spouse’s family that will catch you off guard.

Second, talk. Setting some ground rules and expectations may feel as if you’re removing some of the surprise factor from your gifts, but I believe it’s more important to be on the same page than risk the vexation that comes from a gift exchange that blows up in your face.

Part of your conversation could include checking out—and laughing about—the list of traditional anniversary gifts. Year one is paper, year two is cotton, year three is leather, year twenty-five is silver, year fifty is gold, and so on. You may also want to talk about budgets and categories of gifts. Maybe skip the gift exchange and opt for a romantic dinner for two at home or a white-tablecloth restaurant.

I recommend avoiding items that are perishable or typically associated with Valentine’s Day, such as chocolate, flowers, lingerie, or stuffed animals. Anniversaries might be better suited to gifts that are more thoughtful and specific to your spouse, things that can be savored or last for decades to come.

Thankfully, I have it easy each year. I just follow the clear two-word instructions provided by my appreciative bride years ago, and I rarely waver: “Something shiny.” The size and shape of the gold, silver, or platinum object(s) may fluctuate depending on our current state of finances or other priorities, but I got the message early. Shiny is good. The shinier the better.

Over the years, I’ve discovered it’s not the size or amount spent on that annual gift that matters. It really is the thought that counts. Plus, that ring, necklace, bracelet, pair of earrings, pendant, or pin probably comes in a nice box that the store clerk will usually wrap for me.

If you can somehow work out a similar arrangement, do it. And, I guess, it doesn’t have to be jewelry. You know your spouse better than anyone else. Maybe, like my Rita, they would look forward to receiving the “same” gift every year. Consider the latest tech gadget, a power tool, a bestselling book, a really nice bottle of wine or whiskey, a pricey perfume, a hard-to-find addition to their unique collection, or tickets to a concert or show. This idea works because your spouse knows what to expect but can still be surprised.

On the other hand, for this first anniversary, maybe let your own natural creativity take its course. Maybe don’t talk about budgets or drop hints. Play the dangerous game of wondering if you are on the same page. But be warned—one of you may go extravagant while the other goes cheap. Worse, one of you may go frivolous while the other goes practical. But really, that’s OK too, right? You do need a new toaster. But also, that hot-air balloon ride is going to make forever memories.

Aren’t you glad you didn’t marry someone exactly like you?


Being thoughtful on your anniversary does not permit you to be thoughtless the other 364 days of the year. — J. P.




CHAPTER 52

Advice That Didn’t Make It into the First Fifty-One Chapters

It’s no coincidence there are fifty-two chapters in this book. I’m not sure how many couples are actually reading just one chapter per week during their newlywed year, but if that’s been your strategy, then happy first anniversary! You made it. I knew you would.

There’s much more to say but, unfortunately, we are out of chapters. Not to worry, the two of you have successfully launched a life adventure unlike any other in the history of the universe. Weeks fifty-three and counting could very well have you crafting your own unique marriage strategies worth sharing with others.

Expect to find joy in every breathtaking moment. You’ll soon discover that—in the end—you can find meaning and purpose even in the stuff that feels like a wrong turn. The missteps of marriage turn to victories when you make it a point to learn from those moments and allow them to bring you closer to each other. Remember always that the two of you living, loving, skirmishing, and playing as one is more valuable to the world than the two of you acting separately.

Proving that the learning and growing never stop, allow me to deliver—in no particular order—a few additional short truths and pieces of advice discovered since my own newlywed year:

Hold hands in the park.

Watch old romantic movies.

Buy a house in a neighborhood with sidewalks.

Mow your own lawn.

Wear seat belts.

Share inside jokes.

Learn the international sign language for “I love you.”

Go to funerals.

Pay off your credit cards.

Just before your dog dies, get another dog.

Have an open-door policy with family and friends.

Install good door locks.

Say “please” and “thank you.”

Don’t stand in line to buy the latest smartphone on the day it comes out.

Own bookshelves.

Own books.

Find a faith community.

Do jigsaw puzzles.

Invest in your hometown.

Make friends with your neighbors.

If you can’t be friends, at least make nice with your neighbors.

Notice new haircuts and home improvements.

Usually get the midpriced item on the menu.

Once in a while, go all out and splurge.

It may be best not to hang wallpaper together.

Notice and share rainbows, full moons, unusual cloud formations, sunsets, and geese flying overhead.

Schedule downtime.

Schedule sex.

Wear sunscreen.

Build snowmen.

Build scarecrows.

Bake bread.

Don’t mock their fear of spiders, mice, or snakes.

Visit pet stores (not necessarily to buy pets).

Sit close.

Sit in each other’s laps.

Build a firepit.

Make s’mores.

See a marriage counselor sooner rather than later.

Take the money you would spend on a date night, buy a new board game, and learn how to play it.

Volunteer together at an animal shelter or local charity.

Stop at a newsstand and buy a copy of a specialty magazine related to their hobby or career.

Immediately honor the call “Dinner’s ready.”

Do dishes together.

Be nice to your spouse’s friends, even the ones you don’t really care for.

Watch or binge some well-reviewed TV shows together.

Take weekend road trips.

Keep promises.

Swing at the playground.

Admit your mistakes.

Always wear your wedding ring.

Smell good for each other.

Text midday.

Don’t fight over peanut butter; instead buy creamy and crunchy.

Go to brunch.

Meet for lunch.

Give back rubs.

Set two alarm clocks.

Take a couple’s photo at the same spot every year for the next fifty years.

Carry a handkerchief.

Grocery shop together.

Leave love notes when one of you goes out of town.

Leave a box of invisible kisses they can grab anytime when you go out of town.

Share Sunday comics.

Decide on “our song.”

Sync your calendars every week.

Last one up makes the bed.

Don’t do all these things. But probably consider most of them. As in the first fifty-one chapters, you need to figure out what works best for you and your lifelong cuddle bunny.

If you haven’t picked up on this yet, a successful marriage is all about discovery and appreciation. Expecting and celebrating differences. Coming together to build something beautiful that could never have existed if you had not found each other and said, “Yes. I’m yours. You’re mine.”


The perfect marriage doesn’t exist, but that shouldn’t stop you from trying. — J. P.




EPILOGUE

Understand What You Have

You found something. Not everyone has it. So hold on to it.

Sometime in this newlywed year, make the decision that this marriage you’ve inaugurated is going to work no matter what.

You may think, We took that vow on our wedding day. That’s true, but there were a lot of distractions on that day. Remember?

So. Together—or even separately—look across the breakfast table and make this commitment:

You and me. We got this. Together, there’s no problem we can’t solve. No bridge we can’t cross. I’m not looking elsewhere for answers. The grass is not greener on the other side. We’re not going to just coexist as roommates. We’re going to share hopes and dreams, successes and failures. Seasons will come and go. That’s life, and I’m so glad I found you to share it with. If somehow they lined up all the potential life partners for me in the entire world, I’d choose you.

Write your love story in bold, elegant, flourishing strokes.

In permanent ink.
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