“We need to talk...”

...or do we? Those four little words can wreck a
relationship. Try these quy-friendly get-what-you-
both-want tactics instead. By Jenna McCarthy

A FEW MAD ABOUT YOU SEASONS BACK, A GRAVE-FACED
Jamie approached her prime-time husband and said: “We
have to talk.” The appropriately panicked Paul’s reply: “Uh-
oh. It’s just that...in the history of life, no good news has
ever followed that sentence. It's never like, "We have to talk:
You are now the Emperor of Rome."”

TV's iberhusband had a point. No four words (with the
possible exception of an ill-timed “I'm carrying your baby")
can undo a guy more quickly than these. This theory isn't just
based on personal experience—though | could provide
plenty of anecdotal evidence. This theory has been sup-
ported by actual scientific research, conducted by John
Gottman, Ph.D., a James Mifflin Professor of Psychology
and codirector of the Seattle Marital and Family Institute.

Dr. Gottman and his colleagues strapped sparring cou-
ples to biofeedback machines and monitored heart rate,
blood velocity, skin conductance and gross motor move-
ments. Turns out that when men sense conflict, they
become significantly more agitated physiologically than
women do. As soon as we demand a discussion, “men shift
into fight-or-flight mode,” Dr. Gottman explains. “Once the
heart rate exceeds 100 beats per minute, the body begins
preparing for danger by secreting adrenaline. This adren-
aline rush narrows your focus to only those things you
need to survive. It’s a defense response that used to come
in really handy by enabling cavemen to tune out the con-
versation in the cave while listening for predators. Unfor-
tunately, in this case it renders your guy unable to problem-
solve or be open to new ideas.”

Clearly, if we had the skills to maintain consistently open
lines of communication, wed rarely have to announce our
desire to deliberate. And admit it: There is some justification
for guys’ wanting to flee rather than face ... The Talk. For one
thing, we have a tendency to abuse it—to call a confer-
ence, no matter how minor the topic or infringement. Are
these your filthy socks on the floor? (Sigh.) We have to talk.
Where were you until 3 A.M.? (Raised eyebrow.) We have
to talk. Must you openly drool over the bartender’s breasts?
(Table lamp to the temple.) We have to talk.

Fine, you say. I'll reserve The Talk for serious, persistent
problems. Unfortunately, this strategy is just as likely to back-
fire. The reason? By the time you approach your mate with
a 276-page list of grievances, you've essentially already had
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WE HAVE TO TALK...

{continued from page 111)

whatever works. . . ). Strictly in time-
management terms, whenever you're
gettin’ jiggy with it, you're not ham-
mering away at one another—in the
argumentative sense of the word. But
that’s not the only reason to drag out
those rusty old handcuffs. The fact is,
there is truth to that old sex-as-pizza
metaphor: Even when it's lousy, it's still
pretty damn good.

If you have a little, try to make it a
lot. If you have a lot, try having a little
bit more. Though it's way more fun
than the StairMaster, sex is surpris-
ingly a lot like exercise in that the feel-
good benefits don't stop when you
do. According to Theresa Crenshaw,
M.D., sex therapist and author of The
Alchemy of Love and Lust (Pocket
Books, 1997), whenever you get frisky,
both of your bodies go into hormon-
al overdrive. The leader of the pack,
phenylethylamine (or PEA) pumps you
both with feelings of excitement, gid-
diness, euphoria and attraction. (By
the way, research suggests that you
get a similar PEA surge from certain
kinds of foods and beverages, which
goes quite a long way toward explain-
ing your Hershey's Kisses and Diet
Coke addictions.) This nifty biologi-
cal bonus means you'll actually like
each other more after you do the dirty
deed. The other key hormonal play-
ers, oxytocin and vasopressin, reduce
stress and clear the mind, respective-
ly. So when you're lounging around
in postcoital bliss, the little issues you
usually spend your time bickering
about seem a lot less upsetting and
much more manageable.

Bottom line: Sex can bring you clos-
er. A lot of times, we—understand-
ably—want to feel closer before we
have sex. But somebody’s got to start
the cycle. Take the proactive route
and make it you. As with all of these
action-oriented tactics, taking the ini-
tiative puts you in a mighty powerful
position. The best thing about these
strategies is that you've got absolute-
ly nothing to lose. In fact, master this
last one and you may find yourself on
such a permanent hormonal high that
you really don’t even need the oth-
ers, Talk may be cheap, but those sex-
related hormones are “the Superglue
of relationships,” Dr. Crenshaw con-
firms. Here's to getting sticky. |



