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Rekindling the old flames is easier than you think 
By BETH LEVINE

Reader’s Digest


WHEN my husband, Bill, and I were courting, just a phone call could send us quivering with excitement. We went on impromptu picnics, called each other Sweet Patootie and left mash notes in strange places. Cheeks flushed, hearts raced, palms sweated.

And then we got married.

Mortgage payments rolled in. A son, housekeeping, jobs and just plain old familiarity forced romance out. Faced with the choice of watching TV or sharing a passionate moment, I am embarrassed at how often we cast our vote for Jerry Seinfeld.

Bill and I are not alone. Moms Online, an Internet forum on parenting, surveyed mothers last year about their romantic spark. Out of 507 responses, 62 percent said they had no strategy for working romance into their lives; 16 percent couldn't remember their last romantic interlude; a mere three percent said they had plenty of couple time.

What happened to our lives? Do wedding bells doom us to trudge through life passionless -- never again to feel that weak-at-the-knees, I-think-I'm-going-to-faint thrill?

Absolutely not. Here's how, with a little energy and imagination, romantic love can be more fulfilling in marriage than ever:

1.  Break the Rules.

"Routine kills romance because the human animal gets bored very easily. That's why we love surprises and adventures," explains Rutgers University researcher Helen Fisher, author of Anatomy of Love.  "If your love life is in a rut, try something new. Break some habits."

Married for eight years and the parents of a five-year-old girl, Dana and John Terry of Lancaster, Pa., had little time for romance until Dana had an inspiration. One Friday she told John she was going to pick him up at work and take him to lunch. "I kidnapped him instead," Dana says, laughing at the memory. Arranging for her mother to watch their daughter, she whisked her husband away to a romantic weekend.

"John loved it! We had a wonderful time," Dana recalls. And her boldness inspired her husband to get creative in return -- giving Dana a candlelit breakfast in bed and leaving love notes when he goes on business trips.

If the rule in your marriage is that your partner always makes the first romantic move, you should break the rules. It's important to take the initiative.

If you encounter resistance, that just means you haven't found the right idea. Keep experimenting.


2.  “Connect" Each Day.

"While we would all like to think we can be passionate when the urge strikes," says Michele Weiner-Davis, a marriage and family therapist in Woodstock, Ill., and author of A Woman's Guide to Changing Her Man, "that's hard to do when you have children and a job. You have to schedule time for sexual intimacy."

Protect that time from all intrusions. Tell your children to respect a locked door or plan for them to be elsewhere. And remember to turn on your answering machine.

An even greater problem for busy couples, though, is their lack of connection during the day. "If you are not talking with each other, not spending time with each other, it becomes very awkward to all of a sudden grope for each other in the middle of the night," says psychologist Lonnie Barbach of the School of Medicine at the University of California San Francisco. "You need to first do all those things that help you connect emotionally. A good sexual relationship comes out of an emotional connection."

How to make that connection? It's usually the little things you do. Cindy LaJoy of Montrose, Colo., thinks her husband, Dominick, is the most romantic man alive. "He'll get up early to do the laundry so I can sleep late," she says. "If he knows I'm in a hurry, he'll gas up my car. He'll go with me to a crafts show even though it bores him stiff. Those acts show me that he cares -- they beat a dozen roses."


3.  Make a Date.

When Jeannie and Matt Kasindorf moved to Stamford, Conn., Matt, an advertising executive, suddenly had to commute an hour each way to his job. Sometimes he didn't get home until 9 p.m. After the birth of their daughter a year later, the formerly carefree couple hardly ever saw each other.

The couple decided to find a regular baby-sitter and set aside every Saturday night to go out. "Having a specific time to be together really improved our marriage," says Matt. "Now I have something to look forward to on weekends -- a date with my wife."


Jeannie adds, "On Thursday, I start thinking, 'In two more nights, we'll be together!' When it's time to go out, I get dressed up, put on lipstick -- it's fun."

If life's demands are forcing you to put your marriage last, schedule time together with your partner. "Even if you don't talk about anything very profound," says William J. Doherty, director of the Marriage and Family Therapy Program at the University of Minnesota, "these dates can be powerful because you know you are doing it to maintain your relationship."

TO get your creative "date" 'juices going again, New York psychologist Peter Fraenkel of the Ackerman Institute for the Family suggests that during the week both partners write down ten things they would like to do. "Then, do at least one thing on each list. When you find yourself in the pizza-and-a-movie rut, you can always look at the lists and pull out an idea to jog your memory."


4.  Express Yourself.

"I used to expect John to read my mind," says Belinda Brasley of Bath, N.Y. "I wasn't telling him what I needed, and I expected him to guess. Then when he didn't guess right, I'd be disappointed."

Many marriage partners hesitate to tell their mates what they would like romantically, thinking, If I have to tell, it's no fun! But without communication, each partner flounders around in a hit-or-miss fashion, trying to figure out what will please the other. She is disappointed because he got her daisies when tulips are her favorite; he keeps choking down that same old cake she makes, but after ten years of it, he's too embarrassed to let on he hates it.

"Partners have to express what they want, what they feel and, more important, what they think the other one wants. If she says 'more intimacy,' he has to ask what that means to her. Sometimes if you check out what you think the other wants, it's a great revelation," advises Richard C. Richards, professor of philosophy at California State Polytechnic University, Pomona.

Nowadays Belinda is much more up-front about her needs, and she has become a much better listener as well. "We've discussed what romance means to each of us. So now it's not a big surprise to John that I think flowers are a waste of money. He knows I'd rather go for a walk with him," she says.

5.  Create a Little Tension. 

"Passion is heightened by the tension created when you have to overcome impediments. It gets your energy up and helps you be creative," says psychologist Lonnie Barbach.

Phil and Candace Benoit discovered this after Phil took a job in Middlebury, Vt., that forced him to live apart from Candace, in Carlisle, Pa., for a few years. They only see each other two weekends a month. Although both are lonely and counting the days when this exile can end, they have been surprised to discover how the separation has recharged their marriage.

"We don't waste time arguing. It's enough just to enjoy each other's company," Phil says. "I look for gifts I know she'll like and surprise her with them. I call just to tell her I miss her. Being apart makes me appreciate the little things, like the way Candy cocks her head when I've done something she thinks is funny."

Sometimes it can be fun to set up temporary obstacles. If passion has been flagging, designate an "everything but... " night when you may do anything sensual you want except have intercourse.

THE OTHER DAY, while writing this article, I thought about my own marriage.   I, too, long for a little more romance. I want to wear perfume, pumps and a slinky dress. I want there to be a hint of mystery, of "will we or won't we? " in the air.

So right then and there, I sent an e-mail to my husband (even though his desk is less than two feet from mine). I told him how cute he looked, and I invited him for a soda a deux in the kitchen.

It wasn't Paris in springtime or an assignation on a storm-swept beach. But it was a start. A romantic start.
