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Introduction: The
distance between
speaking and being
heard

There are relationships in which the words never stop and
the understanding never arrives. You explain what
happened, the other person explains why, and soon each
of you is defending a different account of the same
evening. You may leave the conversation with more
information and the same loneliness. The question
beneath the argument is often simple: did anything I said
reach you?

Can You Hear Me? explores that question through the
ordinary work of a relationship. It concerns the apology
that needs to become action, the request that must allow
an answer, the silence that needs clarification and the
practical agreement that cannot depend on one person
remembering everything. These are the moments in which
closeness becomes something people can live, rather than
something they only declare.

The book is written for adults who want to speak more
honestly and understand the people close to them.
Romantic relationships provide its main setting, though
many questions also apply to friendship and family. It does
not assign communication skills by gender. The person
who pursues a conversation, the person who withdraws,
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the person who overpromises and the person who
struggles to ask may be anyone. What matters is the
conduct you can recognise and the next action you can
responsibly choose.

You will find eight sustained chapters. Each examines a
difficulty in depth, then connects the ideas to practical
situations. Exercises mainly appear at chapter endings,
allowing the discussion to flow. The workbook gathers
tools you can return to when a real conversation is
waiting. Read at your own pace; understanding a useful
paragraph matters more than completing an exercise
mechanically.

Some examples are fictional illustrations, labelled as such.
Their dialogue offers possible language, not a script to
impose on another person. Documented accounts are
identified by source numbers and notes at the back. We
distinguish what the record establishes from our own
reflection. Neither a public account nor a fictional
example proves a universal rule about relationships.

Being heard does not mean obtaining agreement with
every wish. A clear conversation may reveal generosity, an
alternative you had not considered or a difference that
remains. It may help a couple repair their connection. It
may help someone recognise that continuing is unsuitable.
The subtitle describes a possibility of reconnection, not a
duty to remain in every relationship.

The guidance assumes room for free participation.
Threats, coercion, stalking, violence and fear for safety
require attention to protection and appropriate support.
You are not responsible for preventing abuse through
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perfect language. Use the practical resources at the back
as starting points and seek help suited to your location
and circumstances.

The aim is to bring words closer to reality. Say the
concern you can stand behind, hear the answer that is
actually offered, and let the conversation inform what you
do next. A relationship becomes more understandable
through those modest decisions, repeated with enough
care that each person has room to remain fully
themselves.
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1. Before the words:
understand what you
are bringing

Being unheard can hurt more when the person is close to
you. A stranger's distracted answer may pass through
your day. A partner's distracted answer can make you
question your place in their life. The event is small; the
meaning feels large. You wanted attention and found
yourself wondering whether you still matter. A useful
conversation begins by giving those two things separate
space: the event that happened, and the importance it
acquired inside you.

That separation takes honesty. You may tell yourself that
you only want an explanation for a delayed reply when you
actually want reassurance that the relationship remains
secure. You may ask about tomorrow's plans while
carrying resentment about being the person who always
initiates them. You may raise a minor expense because
discussing the larger financial arrangement feels
frightening. The surface question can be reasonable and
still fail to reach the concern that gives it force. When the
answer disappoints you, examine whether you asked for
what you needed.

This does not mean every ordinary complaint hides a

profound emotional wound. Sometimes the dishes really
are the dishes. They may have been left for you to wash
despite a clear agreement, and the relevant response is
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completing the task and keeping future commitments.
Depth should bring you closer to the actual problem. If it
turns a straightforward practical failure into endless
speculation about childhood, attachment or unconscious
motives, it can make responsibility harder to see. Begin
with what you know. Add meaning only where the person
or pattern gives you reason to do so.

There is also a private audience in many arguments. While
you talk to your partner, you may be answering the parent
who dismissed your needs, the former partner who
disappeared, or the version of yourself who promised
never to be taken for granted again. Those experiences
can shape what you notice. They cannot establish what
the person in front of you intended today. Your task is to
acknowledge the old sensitivity while investigating the
present event. A sentence such as 'Uncertainty is difficult
for me, and I want us to agree how we confirm plans'
gives the current relationship something it can address.

Before speaking, ask what would count as progress.
Would you recognise an accurate explanation, a workable
alternative or an admission of responsibility? Or have you
privately decided that only a particular display of regret
will prove love? A person can respond responsibly without
performing the emotion you imagined. You can ask for
warmth and care; you should also recognise concrete
cooperation when it arrives. Otherwise the conversation
may become a test whose rules remain hidden even after
the other person has tried to participate.

Preparing yourself includes choosing how much of the
subject belongs in this conversation. A concern about a
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cancelled evening may involve immediate disappointment,
a recurring planning problem and doubt about future
commitment. Those concerns deserve attention. Giving
them an order helps both people stay with them. You can
arrange another evening now, examine the repeated
cancellations tomorrow and discuss the wider direction of
the relationship when you have space. A smaller first task
can be serious without being final.

The aim is to arrive with a concern that can be heard and
a question whose answer you are willing to discover. You
may learn something comforting. You may learn that a
need cannot be met. Both outcomes give you more agency
than another evening spent arguing with the explanation
you invented before the other person spoke.

Before a difficult conversation, ask what you want it to
accomplish. Do you need information, an apology, an
agreement, a decision or simply to be heard? These
purposes can overlap, but confusion between them
creates disappointment. If you want comfort and present a
problem as a request for solutions, your partner may solve
diligently while you feel unseen.

Say the purpose plainly. "I need ten minutes to tell you
about something difficult; I do not need a solution yet."
Or, "We need to decide who will collect the children
tomorrow." Or, "I want to explain why yesterday hurt and
discuss what we can do differently." Naming the purpose
does not guarantee success. It makes the task less
mysterious.

Choose one subject. A discussion about a missed
appointment can quickly become a review of every
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disappointment since the relationship began. The larger
concerns may deserve attention, but bringing them all in
at once makes it harder to understand any one of them.
Keep a note of other matters and return to them
separately.

Consider this fictional illustration. Rachel wants to discuss
how household work is divided. She waits until Ben is
leaving for work because the resentment becomes
unbearable when she sees the dirty kitchen. Ben says he
cannot talk now. Rachel hears that the issue does not
matter. She follows him to the door with examples. He
leaves irritated; she feels abandoned with the work and
the argument.

The concern is legitimate. The timing gives them little
chance to address it. Later Rachel says, "I need us to talk
about the housework. Can we set aside half an hour after
dinner tomorrow? I do not want this to keep becoming an
argument at the door." Ben agrees, but she asks what will
happen if work runs late. They choose a second time so
postponement will not become disappearance.

Before the conversation, Rachel writes the recurring tasks
and how they are currently handled. She identifies what
she needs: a fairer division and less responsibility for
reminding Ben. This preparation keeps the discussion
connected to practical work rather than a verdict that he
does not care.

Ben prepares too. He acknowledges that completing a
task only after several reminders still leaves Rachel
managing it. They will need to discuss ownership, not only

10
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effort. The preparation does not remove emotion; it gives
emotion something concrete to work with.

Preparation can become avoidance if you keep waiting for
the perfect emotional state. You may rehearse until every
sentence sounds careful and still feel nervous. The nerves
do not necessarily mean you are unready. Ask whether the
subject is clear, whether the setting is reasonably suitable
and whether you can speak without intending punishment.
If those conditions are present, a modest opening may be
enough. You can acknowledge that the conversation
matters and that you may need time to find the words.

The other person may not be ready at the same moment. A
request to delay deserves consideration, but the delay
should have a credible return. Agreeing to every
postponement while privately becoming more resentful
leaves both people with an inaccurate arrangement. Say
when the issue needs attention and why. If no time is ever
acceptable, the problem is no longer your preparation. It
is the relationship's ability to address something
important. Recognising that limit prevents you from
spending weeks editing a sentence that cannot solve a
refusal to participate.

The opening of a difficult conversation carries more than
information. It tells the other person what role you have
assigned them. An accusation invites a defence; an honest
concern gives them an opportunity to respond. The
Gottman Institute describes a gentler opening as raising a
specific complaint or need while avoiding attacks on the
partner's character. [1] The practical discussion here
develops that idea in our own terms. No particular

11
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wording can guarantee cooperation, but your opening can
make the subject easier to recognise.

A gentle opening can still be firm. 'I need an explanation
for why our savings were used without discussion' is clear
about seriousness. You do not have to dilute it into a
vague hint or apologise for caring. The difference lies in
whether you invite a response to the decision or declare
that the decision proves everything about the person's
identity. Firmness keeps the concern visible. Contempt
makes dignity another thing that now needs repair.

Consider this fictional illustration. Claire wants to discuss
the evenings she spends alone while Adam works late. She
has begun to say, 'Your job is your real partner.' Adam
hears that his effort to support the household is being
ridiculed. He explains the bills. Claire hears a justification
for absence. The conversation becomes a competition
between loneliness and responsibility, although neither
person initially meant to deny the other's concern.

A fuller opening would make room for both realities.
Claire might acknowledge that the work matters and
describe the absence she is struggling with. She could ask
which evenings are realistically available and whether the
present schedule is temporary. Adam could explain what
is fixed, what he can change and what he has allowed to
become a habit. They may still discover that their
expectations differ. At least they will be discussing the
time they have, the closeness they need and the choices
available.

12
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Notice what happens when preparation includes your own
responsibility. You might recognise that you agreed to the
schedule without saying how difficult it would be, or that
you expressed loneliness only through sarcasm.
Acknowledging this can make your account more
accurate. It does not erase the partner's responsibility to
participate. A conversation can hold more than one
contribution without dividing every problem equally.

Before raising the subject, you can practise saying it once
in ordinary language. Listen for the point where a specific
concern turns into a verdict or where a clear need
dissolves into an elaborate defence of your right to have it.
Shorten the sentence until the person can identify the
subject. Keep the feeling that explains why it matters.
Leave some room for a reply. Your opening is a doorway
into the conversation; it does not need to contain the
entire house.

"Not now" can be reasonable. Without an alternative, it
can also become indefinite avoidance. If you cannot talk,
suggest when you can. If the other person postpones, ask
for a specific return. Neither person owes immediate
participation in every moment, but a continuing
relationship needs some dependable way to address
concerns.

Avoid scheduling a conversation as punishment: "You will
sit here until we finish." People need freedom to pause,
and some issues require more than one discussion. Agree
on a manageable period and a way to continue. Leaving a
subject unfinished is different from pretending it never
existed.

13
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Prepare for an answer you may not like. If your only
acceptable outcome is agreement with every sentence,
you are preparing a verdict rather than a conversation.
Identify what is negotiable, what is important and what
decision you may need to make if the difference remains.

Some conversations concern a genuine difference rather
than a misunderstanding. You may want different living
arrangements, spending priorities or levels of family
involvement. Clearer words can reveal the difference
without removing it. Prepare for that possibility so the
discussion does not become a demand that one person
abandon their position immediately.

Choose the next useful task. You may need to understand
reasons, gather information or identify possible
arrangements. 'Tonight we will understand each other's
concerns about moving' is more realistic than "Tonight we
will decide our entire future.' A smaller task can reduce
pressure without making the subject disappear.

Laura wants to accept a job in another city. Oscar wants
to remain near his children. They begin with a debate
about whose future matters more. Neither can accept the
implied answer. They pause and identify the information
needed: work possibilities, travel, housing and the
responsibilities that cannot be moved casually.

The first conversation ends with actions to gather
information, not a final agreement. Each states their
present preference accurately. Laura does not say she is
happy to stay merely to end the argument. Oscar does not
promise to move before understanding the consequences.

14
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At the next discussion, they can consider options from a
clearer picture. They may find an arrangement or discover
incompatibility. The conversation remains valuable if it
prevents a false promise.

Notice whether you interpret an unresolved difference as
proof that someone did not listen. They may understand
and still disagree. Ask them to summarise your concern;
do the same for theirs. Then address the decision itself.

For practice, identify a subject where you have been
demanding immediate resolution. Name the information
and the smaller decision needed first. Set a dependable
return so preparation does not become avoidance. The
aim is a process that respects both seriousness and the
time required to think.

Reflection

Complete this sentence: "I want to talk about  so that
we can __ ." Keep the first blank specific and the second
realistic. "Your selfishness so that you finally change" is
not a workable purpose. "How we make weekend plans so
neither of us is left waiting" gives both people a task they
can understand.

Then write the best time, a reasonable length and the
facts you need. If your preparation consists mostly of
imagined rebuttals, return to the purpose. You may need
to defend a boundary, but a safe conversation usually
benefits from curiosity as well as conviction.

15
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2. Say what happened,
and what it meant to
you

A partner can respond to the words you say and miss the
experience you are trying to communicate. 'You did not
introduce me' may sound like a complaint about manners.
For the speaker, the difficult part might have been
standing beside the person they love while feeling publicly
invisible. The listener needs the event and its meaning.
Without the event, the concern becomes hard to examine.
Without the meaning, the response may be technically
correct and emotionally empty.

This is why precision and feeling belong together. You can
name the occasion, describe what happened and explain
the consequence in your own experience. 'When your
friends arrived, you spoke with them for most of the
evening and did not introduce me. I felt awkward and
unsure whether to join you.' That account gives a partner
something to understand. It also leaves room for
information: perhaps they believed you had met, perhaps
they were distracted, perhaps exclusion is part of a
repeated pattern. The explanation should influence the
next question rather than be accepted or rejected before it
is heard.

There is courage in saying that something hurt. A
character accusation can feel more powerful because it
hides the risk of admitting need. 'You are selfish' places
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