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Note From the Author

A few years ago, in the midst of yet another tumultuous relationship, a good friend asked me, 
“How many healthy romantic relationships have you had in your life, Chip?”

My honest answer—none.

I do not have the kind of track record that would allow me to pretend to be an expert on 
romantic relationships. When this workbook began taking shape, I could not claim to have all 
the answers.

In many ways, this book is as much for me as it is for anyone else. I am writing it while trying to 
build something healthy with my wife. We are newly married as I write this.

I have spent much of my adult life learning, often the hard way, what it means to stay awake. 
Recovery has taught me more about love, attachment, honesty, and surrender than any 
seminary class ever did. So have the writings of Anthony de Mello, whose small book The Way to 
Love helped shape the way I see. And so has the practice of serving as a minister—trying to help 
others find their own way without getting in the way myself.

I have watched couples lose track of their own story, not because love died, but because 
attention did. The early firsts fade into the background of ordinary life. One day, people look up 
and wonder where the aliveness went.

This book is my attempt to resist that slow forgetting.

It is an invitation to pay attention—to notice, mark, remember, and keep creating together, even 
after the original newness has worn away.

As you work through these pages, know that I am practicing them with my own spouse. I am 
trying to build the first healthy romantic relationship of my life, and writing this workbook is 
part of my own beginning.

I do not have it all figured out. I am still learning how to see the world through eyes that are not 
my own. But I am committed to staying awake, choosing curiosity over complacency, and 
refusing to move through our life together on autopilot.

If that sounds like something you want too, then this book is for you.

We are all still writing our stories.

The question is whether we will remain awake while we do it.

Chip Smith
Summer 2026
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How to Use This Book

There is no single right way to use this workbook.

You may begin at the beginning and work through every chapter in order. You may open to the 
subject that feels most relevant to your relationship right now. You may complete several pages 
in one sitting, answer one question over dinner, or put the book away for a season and return 
when you are ready.

The goal is not completion.

The goal is attention.

What You Will Find in These Pages

Most chapters begin with a reflection on a particular kind of first: emotional, physical, 
adventurous, everyday, seasonal, or something else that helps shape a life together.

• Reflection Prompts to help you talk about what you remember, what you are experiencing now, and 
what may still need to be said.

• Memory Pages where you can record moments that have shaped your relationship.

• Create a New First invitations offering practical ways to experience something new together.

• If You’ve Been Together a Long Time, because firsts do not belong only to the beginning of a 
relationship.

• Carry This With You, a final thought to take into the next chapter—or back into your life.

Some later chapters use a different structure because the subject calls for it. A difficult season 
calls for a different kind of attention than a bucket list. A chapter about legacy belongs to a 
different rhythm than a date-night assignment. Let each section ask what it asks without 
worrying about whether you are doing the workbook correctly.

Working Through the Book Together

You may want to read the opening reflection aloud and then choose one or two questions that 
catch your attention.

Take turns answering. Try to listen without preparing a defense, correcting the details, or 
explaining why your partner remembers everything incorrectly.

You do not need to agree on every memory. Two people can live through the same evening and 
carry away entirely different versions of it. That does not necessarily mean one person is wrong. 
Memory preserves what each of us noticed, feared, hoped for, or needed at the time.

The differences may become part of the story. A prompt that opens an honest conversation has 
already done its work.
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Using the Book on Your Own
You may complete these pages even when your partner is not sitting beside you. Write down the firsts 
as you remember them, notice what still brings gratitude, laughter, tenderness, regret, or curiosity, 
and share what you write when doing so feels helpful. A completed page can become a kind of love 
letter: not a polished account of the relationship, but evidence that you have been paying attention.

Keep the Bar Low
Good intentions disappear easily beneath work, errands, appointments, laundry, and the mysterious 
objects in the house that begin making expensive noises. The practice does not need to be 
complicated.
Once a month, set aside twenty minutes. Open the book to a page that interests you. Answer one 
question together. Then ask:

“Is there a first we want to remember, reclaim, or create in the next few weeks?”
That is enough. Twenty minutes. One question. One honest intention. Connect the book to something 
you already do and make the practice light enough that the two of you can return to it.

Let It Be Imperfect
You will skip questions. You may forget about the book for several months. One of you may write 
several pages while the other offers three words and draws an arrow toward the margin. This is all 
allowed. Cross things out. Add categories. Write in the margins. Let different handwriting, coffee 
stains, and dates separated by years become part of the book.
When the workbook begins to feel like another obligation, pause. Your relationship is not being 
graded. Return when curiosity returns.

Photographs and Mementos
You may add photographs, messages, ticket stubs, notes, receipts, or other small pieces of evidence 
from the life you have shared. Place them beside a memory, keep a phone album called “Our Firsts,” 
save physical objects in an envelope or box, or simply note where they are stored.
The point is not to create a perfect scrapbook. The point is to give your future selves something 
tangible to find.

Begin Where You Are
It does not matter whether you met last month or have been together for decades. Newer couples can 
notice the firsts arriving quickly. Couples in the middle years can recover what responsibility has 
pushed into the background. Couples who have shared most of a lifetime can enter familiar 
experiences in a new way.
You do not need a perfect relationship to begin. You need only a willingness to pay attention to the 
relationship you actually have.

Begin there.
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Before You Begin

Your Firsts Tracker

Before moving into the chapters, pause long enough to notice how much has already happened.

Use this tracker to record some of the firsts you have shared. Approximate dates are fine. A few 
words are enough. You are not trying to reconstruct a perfect timeline.

Complete the tracker now, skim it together, or return to it later. This is an invitation, not an 
entrance exam.

How to Use the Tracker

• Add an approximate date or season when you remember it.

• Keep the description brief.

• Record how the moment felt at the time.

• Note a photograph, message, or memento connected with it.

• Leave blank anything that does not apply to your relationship.

• Add firsts that belong uniquely to the two of you.

Firsts We Have Shared

The first Approximate 
date

Brief description How it felt Photo or memento

How we met

First text or message

First phone call

First date

First kiss

First “I love you”

First fight—and the 
repair
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The first Approximate 
date

Brief description How it felt Photo or memento

First time meeting 
important family or 
friends

First overnight together

First trip or vacation

First holiday or birthday 
together

First time one of you 
was sick and the other 
offered care

First inside joke that 
stayed

First time you thought, 
“This might be different”

Firsts That Belong to Us

Every relationship contains beginnings that would never appear on a standard list. Add the 
moments that belong to your particular story.

The first Approximate 
date

Brief description How it felt Photo or memento
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The first Approximate 
date

Brief description How it felt Photo or memento

What We Notice

Which firsts immediately brought back a feeling, image, or story?

Which part of your shared history would you like to remember more clearly?

Is there a first you would like to reclaim or experience differently now?

What new first would you like to create during the next six to twelve months?

What does this list reveal about the life the two of you have already made?

You do not have to complete the story before continuing.

You have only begun noticing it.
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PART ONE

Beginnings

The best thing you can do for your fellow, next to rousing his  
conscience, is—not to give him things to think about, but to wake  

things up that are in him… to make him think for himself.

— George MacDonald
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Chapter 1: Why Firsts Matter
There is a particular kind of energy around a relationship first.

The first invitation. The first date. The first time you sit alone together in a car and become 
intensely aware that neither of you seems to know what to do with your hands.

Do I reach for theirs?

Do I open the door?

If I open the door, will that seem thoughtful—or will it reveal that I have rehearsed this entire 
evening?

The beginning of a relationship is filled with questions like these. We are alert because we do not 
yet know what will happen. We pay attention to a look, a pause, a laugh, or a sentence that may 
have meant nothing and may have meant everything.

A first interrupts ordinary life.

For a moment, we are fully there.

Relationship firsts become more than memories. They become evidence.

Something happened here.

Two lives began moving toward each other. Someone took a risk. Someone stayed a little longer. 
Someone allowed themselves to be seen and waited to discover what the other person would do 
with what had been revealed.

These moments begin shaping the life a couple will create together.

Not all of them are romantic. Some are awkward. Some are funny only after enough time has 
passed. Some become stories one person tells enthusiastically while the other interrupts to 
correct several important details.

They still matter.

A first marks the moment when something that had never existed before entered the world.

Before the first conversation, there was no conversation. Before the first shared meal, there was 
no shared meal. Before the first apology, the two of you had not yet learned that you could hurt 
each other and still find a way back.

Then it happened.

Now it belongs to your story.

When Familiarity Takes Over

Most couples never consciously decide to stop having firsts.

No one looks across the dinner table and says, “We have learned everything there is to know 
about each other. From this point forward, let us discuss only dry cleaning and whether the dog 
has been fed.”

Life simply fills.
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Routines form. Responsibilities accumulate. The conversations that once lasted until three in the 
morning are interrupted by work schedules, bills, children, aging parents, medical 
appointments, and the question of who used the last of something without adding it to the 
grocery list.

None of this means love has died.

Ordinary responsibility is part of building a life together. Much of love is expressed through 
repetition: making coffee, showing up, paying attention to the calendar, replacing the empty roll, 
and remembering how the other person likes their eggs.

The danger is not familiarity itself.

The danger is what familiarity can convince us to stop seeing.

Over time, we may begin responding less to the person beside us and more to the summary we 
have created of them.

I know what they think. I know how they will react. I know why they did that. I already know 
this story.

Eventually, we stop looking and begin assuming.

The dynamic, separate, mysterious human being beside us becomes partly hidden beneath old 
stories, past hurts, established roles, and conclusions we stopped examining years ago.

We may know someone well and still fail to see them clearly.

Remembering, Reclaiming, and Creating

The good news is that firsts are renewable.

They do not belong only to the opening months of a relationship. They can be remembered, 
reclaimed, and created at every stage of a life together.

Remembering brings us back to the moments that formed us. It allows us to look at the choices 
we made with the eyes we have now. Instead of saying only, “We have been together a long 
time,” we begin to see, “Look at how much life we have shared.”

Remembering does not require pretending the past was perfect. It rarely was. It simply helps us 
notice what might otherwise be lost.

Reclaiming means returning to something familiar without assuming it has nothing more to 
offer. You may take the same walk, cook the same meal, visit the same place, or ask a question 
you have asked before.

The experience is not exactly the same because the people entering it are not exactly the same.

Creating means stepping into something neither of you has done before. It may be large enough 
to require a passport or small enough to happen before dinner. The grandeur of the activity 
matters less than the willingness to enter it together.

New experiences place us back in the position of beginners. Beginners have to pay attention. 
Beginners ask questions. Beginners make mistakes. Beginners occasionally discover that the 
other person is much better at reading instructions than they had previously been given credit 
for.
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When neither of you knows exactly what will happen, the roles you usually play can loosen. You 
encounter parts of each other that routine has not recently invited into the room.

Firsts cut through assumption.

They help us look again.

Whenever two people build a relationship, something exists between them that belongs fully to 
neither person alone.

There is you. There is me. And there is us.

The “us” has a history, a language, a collection of inside jokes, wounds, habits, places, songs, 
rituals, and ways of moving through the world. It is shaped by what each person brings, but it 
becomes something neither could have created alone.

That shared life is not a finished object. It is being made.

Every remembered story adds meaning to it. Every repaired injury changes it. Every new 
experience gives it more room. Every moment of attention says that the relationship is still alive 
enough to surprise us.

This does not mean couples must chase constant excitement. A relationship cannot survive on 
novelty alone, and requiring every weekend to produce a breakthrough would become 
exhausting very quickly.

The purpose of firsts is not stimulation for its own sake.

The purpose is renewed attention.

A first can remind us that the relationship is not complete because neither person inside it is 
complete.

There is still more to learn.

The person beside you is not finished - One of the deepest mistakes we make in relationships is 
believing that knowing someone well means we have finished knowing them.

We have not.

The person beside you is still being shaped by experiences, losses, hopes, questions, 
disappointments, and joys that did not exist when you first met. So are you.

Some parts of your partner have not been revealed because they have not been formed yet. New 
seasons call forth new fears, abilities, needs, and dreams. A person who once needed adventure 
may now need rest. Someone who once avoided conflict may be learning to speak clearly. A hope 
that seemed permanent may have changed. A question that once felt settled may have returned.

Love asks us to remain available to these changes. It asks us to meet the person who is here 
rather than insist that they remain the person we already understand.

Firsts help because they interrupt the old summary. They allow the person beside us to become 
visible again.

A Practice of Awareness

I know that within me there are at least two versions constantly competing for the microphone.
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One is reactive, frightened, and determined to control whatever is happening. That version 
wants the people I love to behave in ways that make me feel safe. It forms conclusions quickly, 
assigns blame efficiently, and is always prepared to explain why someone else has created the 
problem.

The other version is more awake. It is curious, generous, and willing to pause before turning 
another person into the villain of the afternoon.

I wish I could report that the awake version always speaks first. It does not.

My wife once accidentally locked our dog inside our house while we were five hundred miles 
away. The dog sitter was standing on the front stoop, unable to get in.

This was not a spiritually convenient moment.

The reactive version of me immediately wanted several things: an explanation, a culprit, and the 
satisfaction of pointing out that this situation would not have occurred if certain unnamed 
people had followed a more sensible procedure.

The more awake version had a less dramatic assignment.

Remember that the person I love is already upset. Remember that blame will not unlock the 
door. Deal with the problem in front of us without turning one mistake into a complete 
description of another human being.

I am still learning to live from that version of myself.

Creating and remembering firsts is one way I practice. 

A new experience interrupts my usual reactions. 

An old memory reminds me that the person beside me is larger than the frustration I feel in this 
particular moment. 

Attention gives me a chance to respond to who is actually there rather than to the story I have 
begun constructing about them.

The practice does not make me perfect. It helps me wake up sooner.

I understand this work arises from spirituality - God within me.

We are co-creators with God in the relationships we are building.

We do not create another person, control their becoming, or determine the full course of the 
story. We participate. We receive what is given, respond to what is happening, repair what we 
damage, and make choices about what we will bring into the world together.

A meal can be created. A ritual can be created. A home, an apology, a friendship, a new way of 
speaking, a place where people feel welcome—these can all be created.

So can another first.

The work is rarely complicated. It does, however, require willingness. 

We have to look up. We have to become curious again. 

We have to loosen our certainty long enough to admit that there may still be more life available 
inside a person, a relationship, or an ordinary day than we have allowed ourselves to see.

This is why firsts matter.

They are not attempts to escape the life you have built. They are ways of entering it more fully.
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Carry This With You

Firsts are not a limited resource.

Some are waiting to be remembered. Some are familiar experiences waiting to be reclaimed. 
Others do not exist yet because the two of you have not created them.

Remembering brings you back to the moments that formed the relationship. It does not require 
pretending the past was perfect. It asks only that you notice what might otherwise be lost.

Look at how much life you have shared.

Reclaiming means returning to something familiar without assuming it has nothing more to 
offer. The same walk, the same meal, the same question, or the same place can be entered again 
because the people entering it are no longer exactly the same.

Creating means stepping into something neither of you has done before. It may require a 
passport. It may happen before dinner. The grandeur of the activity matters less than the 
willingness to enter it together.

You do not need to chase constant excitement. You can benefit from moments that interrupt 
assumption and allow you to become beginners again.

Beginners pay attention.

Beginners ask questions.

Beginners discover what routine has hidden.

The person beside you is still being shaped by joys, losses, hopes, questions, and experiences that 
did not exist when you first met. So are you. Knowing someone well does not mean you have 
finished knowing them.

You are not finished knowing the person beside you.

They are not finished knowing you.

And the life between you is still being made.

A first can cut through familiarity long enough for you to see again: the separate, changing, 
mysterious human being with whom you are creating a life.

There is you. There is me. And there is us—the shared life neither person could have created 
alone. Every remembered story, repaired injury, ordinary kindness, and new experience adds 
something to that life. It is not a finished object. It is still being made.

Firsts are not frivolous.

They are maintenance for the soul of a relationship.
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Chapter 2: The Fear That Comes Before the First
Most of us come to these pages wanting the same thing: to keep our relationship alive.

We want to remember what brought us together. We want to make new memories instead of 
living entirely on old ones. We want to stay awake to the person we love.

And then something gets in the way.

Usually, it is not a lack of love. It is not even a lack of desire. More often, it is something quieter 
and more persistent.

Fear.

Not dramatic, movie-scene fear. Usually, it sounds almost reasonable.

What if this feels awkward? What if we try and nothing changes? What if I am disappointed? What  
if I disappoint them?

Fear is good at dressing itself as wisdom. It tells us it is only trying to protect us from 
embarrassment, rejection, or another night that does not go the way we hoped. So, we listen. We 
stay with what is familiar. We talk about doing something new and then watch another week go 
by.

I know this voice well.

For a long time, I thought fear would announce itself clearly. I expected flashing lights, a siren, 
perhaps a giant man holding a Danger Ahead sign. Instead, I’ve come to discover that fear 
usually sounds like me being practical.

Maybe this is not the right time.

Maybe it would be safer to wait until things settle down.

Maybe it is better not to bring that up.

Fear rarely tells us no forever. It simply keeps suggesting later.

Many of our choices seem to arise from either love or fear. Love moves us toward connection, 
honesty, and life. Fear moves us toward protection. Love leans in and says ‘Go ahead.’ Fear steps 
back and calls it caution.

When we move from love, we risk being seen. We try something new even though it may be 
awkward. We create firsts because the relationship matters more than looking polished.

When we move from fear, we protect the version of ourselves we think we are supposed to be. 
We avoid the conversation. We postpone the invitation. We keep reaching for the same safe 
routines, even when those routines are no longer making us feel safe or close.

Fear can look enormous from a distance.

You look left and it seems to stretch forever. You look right and there is no opening. You look up 
and cannot see the top. There appears to be no way around it, over it, or under it.

It feels like a solid wall.

But when you stop studying the wall and begin walking toward it, you often discover that it is 
much thinner than it looked: it is little more than paper.
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The fear may still be real. Your hands may still shake. Your stomach may still tighten. You may 
still wish there were another way.  But sometimes one small step is enough to discover that you 
can walk right through it. Fear no longer gets to decide what happens next. That is an important 
distinction. Walking through fear does not mean it disappears.  It means fear is no longer in 
charge.

I’ve also found that fear loses power the moment it is named. What remains vague can grow 
astoundingly large. It follows us from room to room, shaping our choices and our words without 
so much as introducing itself. But when we begin to define it and name it, it begins to return to 
its actual size.

I am afraid you will reject me.

I am afraid we will try and fail.

I am afraid things will change.

I am afraid nothing will change.

Saying these things out loud does not in any way make them true. It simply makes them visible.

That is why writing our fears down matters. It is more than a therapeutic exercise. It can be a 
spiritual act. It is a way of saying:

I see you.

I understand why you are here.

But you are not the whole truth about me.

And you are not the whole truth about us.

A wise friend once guided me through a fear inventory. For each fear I named, I had to sit with a 
few honest questions:

Where did this fear come from?

What old story or experience gave birth to it?

How has it tried to protect me?

What pain has it helped me avoid?

And then came the question I did not especially enjoy:

What is this fear costing me?

That simple question changed everything.

Every fear, no matter how reasonable it sounds, asks us to pay something. It may cost us 
closeness, honesty, playfulness, trust. It may keep us from asking a question, planning a trip, 
reaching across the bed, or admitting that we miss each other.

Fear offers protection, but it often charges more than we realize.

When we can see both what the fear has done for us and what it is now taking from us, we have 
a choice. We do not have to hate the fearful part of ourselves. We can thank it for trying to keep 
us safe. And then we can choose not to let it lead any longer.

There is something powerful about putting pen to paper and naming what has been circling 
inside our heads. Once the fear is on the page, it is no longer everywhere. It is there, in front of 
us, written in our own handwriting.
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Now we can look at it together.

Now we can decide what to do with it.

We can even surrender it.

Surrender does not mean pretending the fear is gone. It means we stop trying to carry and 
control it by ourselves. We admit that neither of us is holding this relationship together alone.

For some of us, surrender means offering the fear to God. For others, it may mean trusting the 
relationship, the wisdom of another person, or something deeper than our immediate reaction. 
What matters most is that we loosen our grip.

Fear tells us that control will keep us safe.

Love invites us to open our hands.

You do not have to do this perfectly.

You only have to do it honestly.

Reflection Prompts

Take turns answering these out loud or on paper. You do not need to answer every question. Begin 
with the one that catches your attention and listen without trying to correct, defend, or fix each 
other.

• What fear has been riding quietly in the back seat of your relationship?

• Where has “not now” become a more comfortable way of saying, “I’m afraid”?

• What conversation have you been rehearsing in your head but avoiding in real life?

• What are you most afraid your partner might misunderstand about you?

• Is there an old fear that still influences the way you respond to each other, even though your 
relationship has changed?

• Where has caution served your relationship well, and where may it have stayed longer than it was 
needed?

• When do you feel safest being fully honest with each other? What helps create that safety?

• Think of a time when your partner helped you do something that frightened you. What did they do 
that made courage possible?

• What fear about your future together have you had difficulty saying out loud?

• What would courage look like in your relationship right now if it did not have to be dramatic?
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Fear Inventory

Use these pages to name the fears that may be shaping your relationship. Take your time. One or 
two honest entries can be more powerful than a long list. You may complete the first entries 
privately and the later entries together, then share only what feels safe and useful.

Fear Inventory — Entry 1
The fear I notice:

 

Why do I have this fear? What old story or experience gave birth to it?

 

 

How has this fear been serving or protecting me?

 

 

What is this fear costing me? What experiences or closeness is it preventing?

 

 

One way I am willing to walk through this fear:

 

 

Fear Inventory — Entry 2
The fear I notice:

 

Why do I think I have this fear? What old story or experience gave birth to it?

 

 

How has this fear been serving or protecting me?

 

 

What is this fear costing me? What experiences or closeness is it preventing?

 

 

One way I am willing to walk through this fear:
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Fear Inventory — Entry 3 (we/us)
The fear we notice:

 

Why do we think we have this fear? What old story or experience gave birth to it?

 

 

How has this fear been serving or protecting us?

 

 

What is this fear costing us? What experiences or closeness is it preventing?

 

 

One way we are willing to walk through this fear together:

 

 

Fear Inventory — Entry 4 (we/us)
The fear we notice:

 

Why do we think we have this fear? What old story or experience gave birth to it?

 

 

How has this fear been serving or protecting us?

 

 

What is this fear costing us? What experiences or closeness is it preventing?

 

 

One way we are willing to walk through this fear together:
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Create a New First — Walking Through Fear

These invitations are meant to help you name fear and begin moving through it together. Choose 
the one that feels honest and possible. You do not get extra credit for choosing the hardest one.

The goal is not to eliminate fear. It is to keep fear from making every decision for the 
relationship.

Tiny First — Do This Now

Sit facing each other and take turns completing this sentence:

“One thing I feel afraid of right now is…”

The listener’s only job is to listen. When your partner finishes, simply say:

“Thank you for telling me.”

Do not fix it, explain it, or try to make it disappear. Just let the fear be named and heard.

Easy — Can Be Done This Week

• Make the first smaller. Choose something you have been avoiding because of fear. Make the first 
step so small it almost feels ridiculous, and do only that part together.

• Create a surrender practice. Write one fear on a piece of paper and read it aloud. Then tear it up, 
place it in a box, or offer it to God as a way of loosening your grip on it.

• Remember a fear you already walked through. Revisit a past first that frightened you. Tell each other 
what you were afraid of, what helped you take the step, and what you know now that you did not 
know then.

Medium — Requires a Little Intention

• Ask one courageous question. Take turns asking:

“What is something you have been afraid to say, ask for, or try with me?”

Listen without defending yourself or trying to solve the problem.

• Notice where fear has become routine. Identify one familiar pattern in your relationship that may be 
shaped by fear. Decide on one small, different response you are willing to practice the next time that 
pattern appears.

• Choose one postponed first. Name something the two of you have talked about doing but keep 
putting off. Talk honestly about the fear beneath the delay, then put one small first step on the 
calendar.
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Epic — Requires More Time or Courage

• Plan a fear-facing date. Choose one meaningful first that has felt risky and do it together. Before you 
begin, name what each of you is afraid of. Check in with each other along the way, and talk afterward 
about what the fear got right—and what it got wrong.

• Write to your future selves. Write a short letter together about the fear you are choosing to walk 
through now. Include what you hope will be different because you chose courage. Seal it and open it 
on an anniversary or another meaningful date.

• Ask for help together. If fear has been especially loud in one part of your relationship, invite a trusted 
third person—a therapist, spiritual director, pastor, or wise couple—to help you name what is 
happening. For some couples, asking for help may be the new first.
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If You’ve Been Together a Long Time
After many years together, fear can become so familiar that it begins to feel like part of the 
relationship itself. It may shape how you speak, how much you risk, how often you reach for 
each other, and how carefully you protect yourselves from disappointment.
The questions may have changed. “Will they still want me if they really know me?” may have 
become, “Are our best days behind us?” Naming the fear now does not mean you have failed. It 
means you are still willing to grow.
The fears you carried in the early years may have changed. “Will they still want me if they really 
know me?” may have become, “Will we still have anything new to discover?” “What if this does 
not last?” may have become, “What if our best days are behind us?”
The invitation remains the same, although it may now be more tender: you do not have to carry 
these fears alone. You have already walked through so much together. Naming what is still 
standing in the way may be one of the most generous acts of love you can offer each other.
You have already walked through more together than the younger versions of you could have 
imagined. Let that history become evidence—not that nothing can frighten you, but that fear 
does not have to be carried alone.
Where did this fear come from?
How has it tried to protect us?
What is this fear costing us now?
What would courage look like in this season?

Carry This With You
Fear can make every invitation ahead feel like pressure instead of possibility. Until it is named, it 
will keep making decisions without introducing itself.
We are, after all, co-creators in the relationships we are building. For many of us, that means 
creating alongside God. Naming our fears and choosing to walk through them is one way we 
participate in that ongoing creation.
The good news is that you do not have to walk through it alone. You have each other. And the 
tissue paper is thinner than it looks.
When you are ready, turn the page to Chapter 3 and return to where your story began.
The only way out is through.
And the only way through is together.
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Chapter 3: Your First First — How You Met
Every relationship has an origin story.

Not the polished version you tell others, after you have both agreed on the facts. I mean the real 
version—the missed signals, the strange timing, the awkward pauses, the shirt one of you 
probably ought not to have worn, and the ordinary moment when two separate lives began to 
notice each other.

That beginning matters.

The place, the timing, the people who happened to be there, the conversation that almost did not 
happen—these details become part of the story you carry together. Over time, they take on a life 
of their own.

You remember what was said.

Or at least one of you remembers what was said.

The other remembers something entirely different.

This is normal.

Some couples meet in a way that sounds as though it was written for a movie. Others meet at 
work, online, through friends, in a church basement, or while waiting for something far less 
interesting to happen. Some know right away. Some need several months and a concerned 
friend to point out the obvious.

However it happened, there was a moment when this person stopped being part of the scenery.

You noticed them.

Maybe it was the way they laughed. Maybe it was something kind they did when they did not 
know anyone was watching. Maybe it was a look across a room. Maybe you cannot explain it at 
all.

Something shifted.

Most of us move through our days only partly aware of the people around us. We are busy. We 
are distracted. We are thinking about what we need from the store or whether we remembered 
to send that email. Then someone appears who cuts through the noise.

There you are.

The beginning of a relationship is often a moment of seeing and being seen. Not completely, of 
course. In the beginning, we are all still presenting the version of ourselves we hope will be well 
received.

We choose our clothes carefully.

We edit our stories.

We try not to appear too interested. We fail at this more often than we realize.

Still, something real begins to happen. Two people step a little closer. They ask another question. 
They stay a little longer. They take the small risk of letting themselves be known.

We rarely understand the importance of those moments while they are happening. We are too 
busy being nervous, hopeful, confused, or pretending not to be nervous, hopeful, or confused.
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Only later do we look back and realize that the story of “us” began there.

That is why it matters to return to the beginning.

Not because the early days were perfect. They were not. And not because you need to become 
the people you were when you met. Those people did not know what you know now. They had 
not yet lived through everything the two of you have carried together.

Returning to the beginning simply reminds you that your relationship did not start with 
schedules, bills, responsibilities, or the discussion about whose turn it is to unload the 
dishwasher.

It began with attention.

One person noticed another.

One person became curious.

Two people risked being seen.

Before there was an “us,” there was a first moment when one of you looked at the other and 
thought:

There you are.

Reflection Prompts

Take turns answering these out loud or on paper. You do not need to answer every question. Begin 
with the one that catches your attention. Be honest about what you remember—and what the two 
of you remember differently.

• What do you remember noticing first about your partner?

• What was happening in your life when the two of you met, and how might that have shaped what you 
saw in each other?

• What detail from the beginning has stayed with you for reasons you still cannot fully explain?

• What did your partner do early on that made you want to know more?

• What did you misunderstand about each other when you first met?

• When did your partner stop feeling like part of the scenery and become someone you found yourself 
looking for?

• What do you remember about the first time you felt genuinely seen by them?

• What story did you begin telling yourself about this person before you really knew them?

• Looking back now, what about the timing of your meeting feels surprising, meaningful, or perhaps 
even providential?

• If you met each other for the first time today, what do you think you would notice first?
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Memory Pages
Use these pages to record the earliest chapters of your story. You may want to answer separately 
before comparing what each of you remembers. Do not worry if the dates are uncertain or your 
versions do not match. Memory is rarely that cooperative.

Write down the places, words, small details, and feelings that bring the beginning back to life.

How We Met
Date, season, or approximate time of year:

Where were you, and what brought each of you there?

How did your paths first cross?

Photo, message, or memento to include or describe:

The First Real Conversation
Date or approximate timing:

Where were you?

What did you talk about?

What word, phrase, or small detail from the conversation has stayed with you?
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When They Stopped Being Part of the Scenery
When did you first begin noticing this person differently?

Was there a particular moment, gesture, or detail that shifted something in you?

What did you begin looking forward to when you knew you might see them?

What did you do—or carefully avoid doing—with that realization?

The First Time You Told Someone Else
Who did you tell first?

What did you say about them?

What did you emphasize, and what did you leave out?

Did hearing yourself talk about the relationship help you realize something you had not yet admitted to 
yourself?
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The First Time You Imagined an “Us”
When did it first occur to you that this relationship might become something lasting?

What happened that made this feel different from an ordinary friendship, attraction, or passing 
connection?

What hope appeared with that realization?

Did you say anything to your partner at the time, or did you keep it to yourself?

Other Early Firsts
The first we want to remember:

What happened:

Why it still matters:

What happened?
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Create a New First — Returning to the Beginning

Your beginning may have happened decades ago, or it may still be unfolding. Either way, 
returning to it can help you notice something you missed the first time.

Choose one invitation that feels possible. The goal is not to reproduce the past perfectly. Memory 
has already made that impossible. The goal is to bring the attention of the beginning into the 
relationship you have now.

Tiny First — Look Again

Sit facing each other and take turns completing these two sentences:

“When I first met you, I noticed…”         “Today, I notice…”

Do not explain or analyze your answers. Simply let yourselves be seen again.

Easy — Can Be Done This Week

• Find one piece of evidence. Look for an old photograph, message, receipt, calendar entry, or other 
small artifact from the beginning. Tell each other what you remember about it—and what you had 
forgotten until now.

• Ask the question you never asked. Think of something you wondered about your partner in the early 
days but were too nervous, polite, or busy trying to look impressive to ask. Ask it now.

• Tell them what they did not know. Share one thought, feeling, or detail from the beginning that you 
never told your partner. It might be something tender, funny, embarrassing, or all three.

Medium — Requires a Little Intention

• Make an origin playlist. Each of you chooses a few songs that remind you of the season when you 
met. Listen together and explain what each song brings back. Musical taste may have improved 
since then. There are no guarantees.

• Return to the scene. Visit the place where you met, had your first meaningful conversation, or began 
seeing each other differently. If returning is impossible, find a photograph of the place or recreate 
part of it at home. Talk about who you were then and who you have become.

• Write the message you never sent. Write the text, email, or note you might have sent during the early 
days if you had been completely honest about what you were feeling. Read your messages to each 
other.

Epic — Requires More Time or Imagination

• Re-create an early date. Return to the same place or re-create the experience as closely as you 
reasonably can. Wear something that reminds you of that time, order the same food, or listen to the 
same music. Then ask each other questions you did not know enough to ask the first time.

• Take an origin-story pilgrimage. Plan a day or weekend around the places that shaped the beginning 
of your relationship. Visit where you met, where you first talked, where you first realized something 
was changing, or another place that belongs to the story. Let each location tell its part.

• Meet each other again. Plan an evening somewhere neither of you has been before. Arrive 
separately. Find each other in the room, introduce yourselves, and spend the first part of the evening 
talking as though you have just met. You do not need to pretend you are strangers. Simply become 
curious about the person standing in front of you now.
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If You’ve Been Together a Long Time

After many years together, the beginning can feel like ancient history. The people you were then 
may seem almost imaginary. They had fewer responsibilities, fewer shared disappointments, 
and perhaps better knees.

Returning to the beginning does not mean pretending you are still those people. It means 
remembering that the two people who first noticed each other are still here beneath the 
routines, old arguments, and assumptions that collect over time.

The person you met has continued becoming. So have you. The invitation is not to go backward. 
It is to look again and ask what you might notice about each other today.

Your beginning belongs to the past, but it can still remind you that before you knew how the 
story would unfold, you were curious about each other. You can still be.

They may be harder to recognize beneath the routines, responsibilities, old arguments, and 
assumptions that collect over time. Familiarity can make us believe we already know everything 
there is to know about the person beside us.

We do not.

What would you notice about each other if you were meeting today?

What might surprise the younger versions of you about the people you have become?

What would you want your partner to know about you now that you did not yet have the words 
to say then?

Carry This With You

The story of how you met is more than a familiar anecdote. It is the first chapter of a story you 
are still writing together.

You do not return to the beginning because everything was easier then or because the early 
version of your relationship was somehow more real. You return because the beginning reminds 
you what attention can do.

One person noticed another. One person became curious. Two people risked being seen.

That is how your relationship began.

And in small ways, it is how it continues.

You are not the same people who first met. That is not a loss. It means there is still more of each 
other to discover.

Look again.

There you are.





PART TWO

The Practice of Firsts

The little daily sacrifices and the little daily fidelities are the true  
materials out of which the fabric of a holy life is woven.

— St. Francis de Sales
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Chapter 4: Emotional Firsts
Some firsts are easy to recognize.

The first kiss. The first trip. The first time you meet the family and realize there will be stories 
you are not yet ready to hear.

Emotional firsts are more subtle.

They happen when the guard comes down and the real person steps forward - not the charming, 
carefully edited version, but the person underneath. The one who is afraid. The one who is 
grieving. The one who is angry, uncertain, hopeful, or carrying something they do not quite 
know how to say.

These are the moments that change the shape of a relationship.

The first time one of you cries in front of the other. 

The first time you admit, “I don’t know what to do.” 

The first time you say what you are actually afraid of instead of insisting that everything is fine. 

The first time you share something from your past and wait anxiously to see whether the other 
person will stay.

Emotional firsts can feel riskier than a first kiss or a first trip together. A bad vacation can 
usually be blamed on the weather, the airline, or whoever decided that a six-hour layover in 
Kansas City was reasonable. Being known gives us fewer places to hide. That is what makes these 
moments frightening. It is also what makes them matter.

Whether you have been together for three weeks or thirty years, emotional firsts keep a 
relationship honest. They remind us that knowing another person is not something we finish.

We are always becoming.

The person beside you is still being shaped by new joys, losses, questions, disappointments, and 
hopes. So are you. The question is whether the two of you will keep showing up for that 
becoming. It is one thing to love the person you first met. It is another to keep meeting the person 
they are becoming.

Emotional firsts are where love begins moving from idea to practice. Saying “I love you” matters. 
Staying present when the person in front of you is afraid, angry, grieving, ashamed, or unsure is 
where those words are given weight. Love becomes real through what we do next.

Presence does not always mean knowing what to say. Often, we do not. Sometimes presence 
means sitting beside each other without trying to fix the moment. It means resisting the urge to 
explain, defend, compare, or offer a solution before the other person has finished speaking.

It means saying:

I am still here.

Tell me more.

You do not have to carry this alone.

These moments reveal something about us. They show us where the relationship is strong and 
where it still needs care.
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When one person takes the risk of becoming visible and the other does not run, something 
begins to grow between them. Trust is built this way - not all at once, but through small moments 
in which honesty is met with curious attention rather than judgment.

Most emotional firsts are not especially photogenic. No one thinks to take a picture of the first 
time they admit they are lonely, apologize without making excuses, or confess that they are not 
as strong as they have been pretending to be. I certainly don’t want photographic evidence of my 
own ugly cry. 

Their importance shows up later.

It appears when the next hard thing arrives and you know where to turn.

It appears when you tell the truth a little sooner.

It appears when you no longer have to spend so much energy protecting yourself from the 
person who loves you.

Every emotional first asks a simple question:

Can I show you this part of me?

And every loving response offers an answer:

Yes.

I am still here.

Reflection Prompts

Take turns answering these out loud or on paper. You do not need to answer every question. Begin 
with the one that catches your attention, and listen without trying to explain, defend, or fix each 
other.

• When was the first time you felt truly seen by your partner?

• What is something vulnerable you shared and then waited nervously to see how your partner would 
respond?

• When was the first time your partner comforted you in a way that made you feel less alone?

• What was the first difficult truth you trusted your partner enough to tell?

• What is a joy you shared with your partner that became more meaningful because they understood 
what it meant to you?

• When was the first time you asked your partner for help with something you usually would have 
carried alone?

• What part of yourself has taken the longest to reveal in this relationship?

• Is there an emotion you still have difficulty showing your partner? What makes that feeling harder to 
share?

• When have you felt your partner stay present with you even though neither of you knew what to say?

• Is there something changing in you that you have not yet known how to share with your partner?
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Memory Pages
Use these pages to record some of the emotional firsts that have shaped your relationship. Dates 
are helpful, but don’t worry if you cannot remember them exactly. Memory is often better at 
preserving a feeling than a calendar.

Be specific about what happened, what was said, and how the other person responded. These are 
the moments when the two of you began learning whether it was safe to be fully known.

The First “I Love You”
Date or approximate timing:

Who said it first?

Where were you, and what was happening around you?

Photo, message, or memento to include or describe:

The First Time You Felt Truly Seen
Date or approximate timing:

What was happening in your life at the time?

What did your partner notice or understand that others may have missed?

What do you still remember most clearly about it?
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The First Time One of You Felt Less Alone
Date or approximate timing:

What pain, fear, grief, or uncertainty was one of you carrying?

How did your partner show up?

How has that moment shaped the way you care for each other now?

The First Difficult Truth
Date or approximate timing:

What truth was shared?

What made it difficult to say?

What did this moment reveal about the strength of your relationship?
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The First Joy They Truly Understood
Date or approximate timing:

What had happened, and why did it matter so much to you?

How did you share the news or experience with your partner?

What did that moment teach you about being known—not only in pain, but also in happiness?

Another Emotional First We Want to Remember
The emotional first:

Date or approximate timing:

What happened?

What changed between you afterward?



The Book of Firsts

32

Create a New First — Becoming More Known

These invitations are meant to help you create new emotional firsts together. Choose one that 
feels honest and possible for where your relationship is now.

The goal is not to manufacture a dramatic moment. You do not get extra points for crying. The 
goal is simply to let your partner see something real—and to stay present when they do the 
same.

Tiny First — Draw the Weather

Each of you takes a blank piece of paper and draws the weather happening inside you right now.

It might be sunshine, fog, wind, a thunderstorm, or something meteorologists have not yet 
named. Artistic ability is neither required nor particularly helpful.

Show each other what you drew and explain it.

The listener may ask one question:

“What would help me understand this weather?”

You do not need to change the weather. Just notice the emotional forecast your partner is 
carrying today.

Easy — Can Be Done This Week

• Ask the question beneath “How was your day?” Ask each other:

“What part of today stayed with you?”

It may be something difficult, funny, frustrating, or meaningful. Listen for the part of the day 
your partner is still carrying.

• Share something you are celebrating. Tell your partner about something you feel proud of but have 
not said out loud. It may be something you accomplished, endured, resisted, or handled better than 
you once would have.

• Name what you need right now. Take turns finishing this sentence:

“What would help me feel cared for is…”

The answer might be conversation, affection, practical help, reassurance, laughter, or a little 
space. Try not to make your partner guess.

Medium — Requires a Little Intention

• Talk about who you are becoming. Take turns completing:

“Something that is changing in me right now is…”

Share what you are beginning to understand, question, release, or hope for. Let your partner 
meet the person who is still emerging.

• Tell the story beneath the feeling. Choose an emotion that sometimes appears strongly in your 
relationship—sadness, anxiety, anger, shame, excitement, or something else. Share one story or 
experience that may help your partner understand why that feeling carries so much weight for you.

“Would you like me to listen, comfort you, help you think, or simply sit beside you?”



Chapter 4: Emotional Firsts

33

Then switch.

Epic — Requires More Time or Vulnerability

• Share a chapter they have never fully heard. Tell your partner a story from your life that you have 
mentioned only briefly—or perhaps never told at all. Include what happened, how it affected you, and 
what you wish someone had understood about you at the time.

• Have a becoming conversation. Protect an evening for talking about who each of you is now. Take 
turns answering:

• What are you grieving?

• What are you learning?

• What are you hoping for?

• What are you afraid of losing?

• What part of yourself feels most alive right now?

You do not need to solve any of it. The work is in allowing yourself to be known.

• Create a ritual for emotional honesty. Invent a practice that belongs only to the two of you. It might 
involve a particular walk, a shared journal, a candle you light, a monthly breakfast, or two chairs on 
the porch. Give yourselves a place where honesty is expected, welcomed, and allowed.

The ritual itself matters less than the promise it holds:

When something real is happening inside you, there will be a place for it here.
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If You’ve Been Together a Long Time

After many years together, it is possible to know almost everything about a person and still miss 
what is happening inside them. Familiarity is a gift, but it can also convince us that there is 
nothing left to discover.

You know how they take their coffee. You know which story they are about to tell before they 
begin telling it. You may even know what a particular sigh means from two rooms away. 
Familiarity is a gift, but it can also convince us that there is nothing left to discover. There is.

There is. The person beside you is still being shaped by new losses, hopes, fears, questions, and 
joys. Some did not exist when you met. Others may have been waiting for enough safety or 
language to be shared.

Reclaiming an emotional first does not mean reenacting an old moment or pretending you are 
still the people you were then. It means returning to familiar territory with the honesty and 
wisdom you have now.

You might say “I love you” again and explain what those words have come to mean after 
everything you have lived through together. You might share something you have kept to 
yourself for years because you assumed it was too late, too small, or too difficult to bring up. You 
might ask yourself, “What is happening inside me that I have not known how to share?” Or ask 
your partner, “What is happening inside you that I may not have noticed?”

A new emotional first may be quieter now: admitting that you need help after years of being the 
strong one, telling the truth before it becomes resentment, or letting your partner meet a part of 
you that has changed.

You are not finished knowing each other. You never will be.

Carry This With You

Emotional intimacy is not created through one perfect conversation. It is built through repeated 
moments of honesty and presence.

One person takes the risk of becoming visible. The other stays.

Sometimes there are tears. Sometimes there is laughter. Sometimes neither of you knows what to 
say.

What matters is that something real has been given a place in the relationship.

Every emotional first asks: 

“Can I show you this part of me?” 

Love does not always have an answer or a solution. Sometimes love simply says:

Yes.

I am still here.
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Chapter 5: The First Fight (and the Repair That 
Follows)
Every relationship eventually develops its own definition of a fight. It is not necessarily a raised 
voice or a slammed door. Sometimes it begins with a question about dinner, a forgotten errand, 
or a towel left in a place no towel has ever belonged. The subject may be small. The hurt rarely 
is.

A disagreement becomes a fight when the conversation ends but the injury remains. One person 
walks away angry. The other withdraws. Both replay the exchange, editing their own lines and 
making the other person sound slightly worse with each retelling. The argument may have 
stopped. The fight has not.

Most couples learn this the hard way. The first serious fight often arrives on an otherwise 
unremarkable day. Neither person may remember later what started it. They only remember the 
moment something changed. A harmless comment developed teeth. A voice sharpened. A face 
closed. One person began defending what they meant. The other began defending how it felt. 
Before long, both were speaking to win rather than speaking to understand.

This is one of the more discouraging discoveries in a relationship: the person you love can 
misunderstand you with remarkable efficiency. You can return the favor just as quickly. During 
conflict, we often stop responding to the person in front of us. We respond instead to what we 
believe their words mean:

You do not respect me. You do not care about what I need. You are going to leave. I will never be 
enough for you.

The argument may be about the trash. Somewhere along the way, however, the trash has 
become evidence in a much larger trial. That is why the first fight can feel so unsettling. Until 
then, the relationship may have seemed protected from the failures of other couples. You were 
different. You communicated. You understood each other.

Then one evening, you are standing in the kitchen arguing over something neither of you will be 
able to explain properly the next morning. The first fight exposes more than anger. It reveals 
how each person protects themselves when they feel hurt.

One pursues. One retreats. One raises their voice. One becomes painfully calm. One wants to 
solve the problem immediately. The other would prefer to revisit it sometime after the next 
presidential election.

Neither response makes someone a bad partner. Most of these habits were learned long before 
the relationship began. They helped us survive conflict in our families, friendships, or previous 
relationships. But what once protected us may not help us love each other well now.

Eventually, the argument reaches a pause.

Maybe you go to bed facing opposite directions. Maybe one of you takes a walk. Maybe you move 
through the rest of the evening with the exaggerated politeness of strangers sharing an elevator.

Then comes the decision that matters most.

Will I wait for them to make the first move? Will I keep gathering evidence? Will I protect my 
pride, or protect the relationship?

Repair begins when one person remembers that being right and being connected are not always 
the same thing. That does not mean accepting blame for everything. It does not mean ignoring 
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harmful behavior, avoiding difficult truths, or apologizing simply to make the discomfort end. 
Repair means returning to each other with less armor.

It may begin with:

“I regret saying that.”

“I understand why that hurt.”

“I was so busy defending myself that I stopped listening.”

“Can we try this conversation again?”

A good apology does not erase what happened. It acknowledges the damage and takes 
responsibility for helping mend it.

Repair also requires the other person to decide whether there is room for a return. Forgiveness 
cannot be demanded, and trust may need more than words. Sometimes repair happens in one 
conversation. Sometimes it takes time, changed behavior, and more than one attempt. What 
matters is that victory stops being the goal. The goal becomes reconnection.

Every couple needs a shared language for conflict because hurt has many dialects. 

One person may need reassurance. Another may need space. 

One wants words. Another needs time before words can be trusted. 

Without understanding those differences, two people can love each other deeply and still miss 
each other completely.

The first fight is rarely only about what started it. Beneath the argument are often more tender 
questions:

Will you still choose me when I am difficult? 

Can I disappoint you without losing you? 

Is there room in this relationship for the parts of me that are defensive, frightened, and 
unfinished?

Conflict asks those questions poorly. Repair answers them with care.

The strength of a relationship is not measured by whether conflict happens. Two people cannot 
share a life without occasionally stepping on each other’s wounds—or leaving a towel where it 
doesn’t belong.

What matters is what happens next.

Can you return? Can you take responsibility? Can you listen after the need to win has passed?

The fight ends not when someone proves their case.

It ends when the two of you begin finding your way back to each other.
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Reflection Prompts

Take turns answering these out loud or on paper. You do not need to answer every question. Begin 
with the one that catches your attention. Listen without interrupting, correcting the details, or 
preparing your defense.

• What did conflict look like in the home where you grew up, and what did it teach you to do when 
tension appears?

• When you feel hurt by your partner, what do you tend to do first—move closer, pull away, become 
louder, grow calm, explain, defend, or something else?

• What does your partner sometimes mistake for anger that may actually be fear, sadness, shame, or 
disappointment?

• What kind of words, tone, or behavior makes it hardest for you to stay engaged during conflict?

• What helps you remember that your partner is not your enemy when the two of you disagree?

• When have you felt genuinely heard during a difficult conversation? What did your partner do that 
made the difference?

• What makes an apology feel sincere to you?

• Is there a hurt between you that was discussed but never fully repaired?

• What do you need after a disagreement in order to feel connected again?

• What is one agreement about conflict that would help both of you feel safer the next time something 
small develops teeth?



The Book of Firsts

38

Memory Pages
Use these pages to record what you remember about your first real fight and the repair that 
followed. Be honest and specific. You may remember the details differently. That does not mean one  
of you is wrong. It means two people experienced the same moment from different places.

Our First Real Fight
Date or approximate time:

What appeared to start the fight?

Looking back, what was it really about?

At what point did you realize the disagreement had become something more?

The Repair That Followed
Who made the first move toward repair?

What was said or done?

What helped the apology or gesture reach the other person?

What do you wish each of you had understood sooner?
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What the Fight Revealed
What did this fight teach you about the way each of you responds to hurt?

What fear, wound, or old pattern may have entered the argument with you?

What did you learn about what your partner needs during conflict?

What understanding did you carry forward from that experience?

Our Rules for Fighting

Write the agreements you want to keep—or begin practicing—so you do not have to learn them 
again the hard way. Make each agreement specific enough that you will know whether you are 
honoring it.

An agreement about what we will not do in the heat of an argument:

How either person may ask for space—and how we will return:

How we will handle vulnerable information and past hurts:

What will help us remember that the person in front of us is not the enemy:



The Book of Firsts

40

A Repair We Want to Remember
What happened?

What made repair possible?

What did one of you say or do that helped lower the defenses in the room?

What would you like to remember the next time a harmless comment develops teeth?

Another Conflict or Repair We Want to Remember
What happened?

What did each of you need in that moment?

What helped the two of you find your way back?

Why is this worth remembering now?
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Create a New First — Fighting Differently

These invitations are meant to help you practice healthier conflict and more intentional repair. 
Choose one that fits where your relationship is now.

The goal is not to become a couple who never disagrees. That couple does not exist, and if they 
claim otherwise, they are probably disagreeing privately about whether to admit it.

The goal is to tell the truth without treating each other like the enemy—and to know how to 
return when things go badly.

Tiny First — Choose a Reset Signal

Choose one word, phrase, or gesture either of you can use when a disagreement begins turning 
into a fight.

It might be:

“Same team.”

“Can we slow this down?”

“The trash is becoming evidence again.”

The signal does not end the conversation or allow either person to avoid it. It simply means:

We are beginning to lose each other. Let’s try again.

Practice using it once while you are not angry. It will be easier to remember later.

Easy — Can Be Done This Week

• Choose one repair sentence. Each of you chooses a sentence you are willing to use when 
defensiveness begins taking over. It might be:

“I can hear myself trying to win.”

“That came out harsher than I intended.”

“Let me begin again.”

Say your sentences out loud now so they are available when you need them.

• Keep one disagreement small. Choose a recent, low-stakes disagreement and describe the issue in 
one sentence each. Do not bring in older arguments, character judgments, or everything that has 
happened since 2014. Practice addressing only the problem in front of you.

• Plan the return before the exit. Agree on what either person will say when they need a break during 
conflict. Include when you will return to the conversation.

For example:

“I need thirty minutes to settle down. I am not leaving the issue or the relationship. I will come 
back at seven.”

Medium — Requires a Little Intention

• Translate the argument. Think of a sentence one of you often says during conflict. Then ask what 
may be underneath it.

“You never listen to me” might mean “I am afraid what matters to me does not matter to you.”



The Book of Firsts

42

“Fine. Do whatever you want” might mean “I do not know how to tell you that I feel powerless.”

The goal is not to excuse hurtful words. It is to identify the need hiding beneath them.

• Practice a complete apology. Choose a small, recent hurt rather than the most painful event in your 
history. The person apologizing names:

• what they did

• how it affected the other person

• what they wish they had done instead

• what they intend to do differently

The person receiving the apology does not have to say, “It’s fine.” They may simply say, “Thank 
you for taking responsibility.”

• Debrief a disagreement that went better. Think of a recent conflict that did not become as damaging 
as it might have in the past. Ask:

• What did we do differently?

• When did the conversation begin improving?

• What helped us remain connected?

• What would we like to try again next time?

Progress is worth studying too.

Epic — Requires More Time or Courage

• Return to an unfinished conversation. Choose one disagreement that ended without genuine 
resolution. Set aside protected time and begin with:

“I do not want to restart the fight. I want to understand what happened between us.”

Take turns describing what you experienced, what you needed, what you regret, and what still 
needs attention. Stop if either of you becomes overwhelmed, and agree on when you will return.

• Build a repair plan. Create a written plan for what the two of you will do when conflict escalates. 
Include:

• how you will signal that the conversation is becoming harmful

• how either person may request space

• how long a pause may last

• how you will return

• what is never acceptable during a fight

• what helps each of you reconnect afterward

Put the plan somewhere you can find it before you need it.

• Invite help into a repeating conflict. If the same fight keeps returning in different clothing, consider 
asking a therapist, pastor, spiritual director, or trusted professional to help you see the pattern more 
clearly.

Seeking help is not proof that the relationship is failing.

Sometimes it is the first sign that winning is no longer more important than healing.
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If You’ve Been Together a Long Time

After many years together, conflict can become strangely efficient. You know which words will 
end the conversation and which subject can summon an argument from ten years ago without 
warning.

Some patterns soften with time. Others become so familiar that they begin to feel inevitable. 
They are not. Looking back at an early fight can help you ask what began there that you are still 
repeating—and what the two of you now know how to do differently.

Revisiting an early fight does not mean reopening an old wound simply to see whether it still 
hurts. It means looking back with the wisdom you have now and asking:

What began there that we are still repeating?

Perhaps one of you learned to pursue while the other learned to disappear. Perhaps apologies 
became easier, but certain subjects remained dangerous. Perhaps you became skilled at ending 
arguments without ever learning how to repair them.

Long relationships develop shorthand. That can be useful when ordering dinner but far less 
helpful when deciding what your partner means before they have even finished speaking.

Notice the growth too: the disagreements that end sooner, the apology offered without a defense, 
the moment one of you returns before pride settles in for the weekend.

You have not stayed together because you avoided every wound. You have stayed because, at 
least some of the time, one of you reached across the distance—and the other responded. That 
choice is still available.

Carry This With You

The first fight teaches a relationship that love does not make two people immune to hurt. Repair 
teaches them that hurt does not have to have the final word.

You will misunderstand each other. You will speak too quickly, listen poorly, defend yourself, 
and occasionally turn a misplaced towel into evidence of moral failure.

What matters is what you do after the damage has been done.

Can you set down the need to win?

Can you take responsibility without adding a defense?

Can you make room for the other person’s experience, even when it differs from your intention?

Can you return?

A strong relationship is not one in which no one gets hurt. It is one in which hurt is taken 
seriously and repair becomes part of how the two of you learn to love each other better.

The fight may begin when you lose sight of each other.

It ends when you choose to look again and find your way back.
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Chapter 6: Physical and Intimate Firsts
Some firsts happen in conversation.

Others happen when someone reaches for your hand.

The first kiss. The first time you fall asleep beside each other. The first time one of you rests a 
head on the other’s shoulder without wondering whether it is too soon. The first time you allow 
yourself to be touched without bracing for what might come next.

Physical and intimate firsts have a language of their own.

They ask questions we may never say aloud:

Can I trust you with my body?

Will you pay attention?

Can I say yes without losing the right to say no?

Will you still want me when I stop trying to look effortless?

These moments can be tender, exciting, awkward, or some combination of all three. Bodies are 
not always as cooperative as romantic movies suggest. Knees collide. Someone’s arm falls asleep. 
A carefully planned moment may be interrupted by a dog, a child, a ringing phone, or the 
sudden realization that one of you left the oven on.

Intimacy does not require perfection.

It requires attention.

Our bodies are often where we feel most exposed. They bear the marks of age, illness, pleasure, 
work, childbirth, injury, stress, and all the years we have lived inside them. They also remember 
how they have been treated.

A body that has been welcomed may relax.

A body that has been ignored, criticized, pressured, or harmed may need time before it believes 
kindness is trustworthy.

This is why physical intimacy is never only physical.

A touch can say:

I want you.

I respect you.

I am listening.

You do not owe me anything.

I am glad you are here.

The same touch, offered without care or consent, can say something entirely different.

Love pays attention to the difference.

Consent is not a formality we complete once and then assume forever. It is an ongoing 
conversation. It lives in words, expressions, movement, hesitation, enthusiasm, and the freedom 
to change one’s mind.
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Asking does not ruin intimacy.

Listening does not interrupt it.

Respect makes intimacy possible.

There is tenderness in learning how another person likes to be approached, held, kissed, 
comforted, and given space. There is also tenderness in admitting that what felt good once may 
not feel good now.

Bodies change.

Desire changes.

Life changes.

Exhaustion, medication, grief, illness, hormones, stress, parenthood, and aging all enter the 
bedroom eventually, whether invited or not. A relationship that lasts will need more than one 
conversation about physical closeness.

It will need curiosity.

What helps you relax?

What makes you feel wanted?

What makes you feel pressured?

What kind of affection do you miss?

What has changed for you?

These questions are not reflective of something having gone wrong. They are evidence that the 
two of you are still learning each other.

Physical closeness also includes far more than sex.

It is the hand placed gently on a back while passing in the kitchen.

It is the kiss given without expecting it to lead anywhere.

It is rubbing tired feet, sitting close on the couch, simply holding hands, or reaching across the 
bed after a difficult day.

Sometimes the most intimate touch is the one that asks for nothing in return.

That kind of affection teaches the body that it does not have to perform in order to be loved.

Many of us enter relationships with ideas about what intimacy is supposed to look like. We 
inherit those ideas from family, faith, culture, past relationships, movies, silence, and whatever 
confusing information we gathered while growing up.

Some of those ideas help us.

Others create shame, expectation, or pressure.

Learning intimacy together often requires setting aside the script and asking a better question:

What helps the two of us feel close?

The answer will not be the same for every couple. It may not even remain the same throughout 
your own relationship.
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There may be seasons of passion and seasons when affection needs to become more patient. 
There may be times when physical closeness feels easy and times when it requires difficult 
conversations, professional support, or a gentleness neither of you expected to need.

None of this makes the relationship less loving.

Love is not measured by how closely your intimate life resembles someone else’s. It is measured 
by the care with which you treat the person who has trusted you with their body.

Physical and intimate firsts are not finished after the first kiss, the first night, or the first time 
you learn what makes each other feel desired.

There will be other firsts.

The first time one of you asks to slow down.

The first time you name something you want.

The first time affection becomes less about urgency and more about knowing.

To honor another person’s body is to remember that it belongs to them.

To delight in it is to receive it without comparison or demand.

To love someone physically is to keep asking, listening, and learning.

This is sacred work.

Sometimes it happens in passion.

Sometimes it happens while holding hands in a hospital room.

Our bodies speak.

Love learns to listen.

Reflection Prompts

Take turns answering these out loud or on paper. You do not need to answer every question. Begin 
with the one that catches your attention. Listen without assuming, comparing, or trying to 
persuade each other.

• What is the earliest physical moment between you that you still remember clearly?

• What do you remember about your first kiss that your partner may not know?

• What has helped you feel safe, respected, and free during physical intimacy?

• What kind of affection makes you feel loved without making you feel that something more is 
expected?

• When has your partner cared for your body during illness, injury, exhaustion, grief, or another difficult 
season?

• What did you learn growing up about touch, affection, sex, or physical closeness? Which of those 
lessons still influence you?

• Is there a kind of affection you miss or would like more of in your relationship?

• What helps physical intimacy feel like connection rather than obligation or performance?

• What might the two of you need to learn—or relearn—about each other now?
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Memory Pages
Use these pages to record some of the physical and intimate firsts that have shaped your 
relationship. Be as specific as you are comfortable being. These memories may include excitement, 
tenderness, awkwardness, uncertainty, or all four at once.

You may remember the same moment differently. Let both versions have room.

Our First Kiss
Date or approximate time:

Where were you, and what led up to it?

Who made the first move?

Photo, message, or memento to include or describe:

The First Touch That Felt Different
Date or approximate time:

What happened?

What made this touch feel different from ordinary affection?

Why has this memory stayed with you?
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The First Time You Slept Beside Each Other
Date or approximate time:

What do you remember about falling asleep together?

What was it like to wake up beside each other?

What was awkward, funny, tender, or unexpected about the night or morning?

The First Time One of You Cared for the Other’s Body
Date or approximate time:

What was happening—illness, injury, exhaustion, grief, recovery, or something else?

What kind of care was needed?

What did this moment teach you about physical tenderness?
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The First Time You Tried Something New Together
Date or approximate time:

What were you curious about or hoping to experience?

How did you talk about it beforehand and make room for either person to change their mind?

What surprised you, and what did the experience teach you?

Another Physical or Intimate First We Want to Remember
The first:

Date or approximate time:

What happened?

Why does this moment still matter?
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Create a New First — Physical and Intimate

These invitations are meant to bring more affection, playfulness, curiosity, and delight into your 
physical life together. Choose one that fits the relationship you have now, and adapt it as needed.

This is not a test of how adventurous or romantic you are. No one is keeping score. Mutual 
willingness matters more than following any exercise exactly as written.

Tiny First — One Unhurried Moment

Choose one familiar form of affection—a kiss, an embrace, holding hands, resting your heads 
together, or something else that feels natural.

This time, do it without rushing.

Stay there a little longer than usual. Put down the phones. Let the next task wait.

Do not treat the moment as a prelude to anything else.

For a few seconds, let this be enough.

Easy — Can Be Done This Week

• Dance Where You Are. Choose one song and dance together wherever you happen to be—the 
kitchen, the living room, beside the bed, or in the narrow stretch of hallway where dancing was 
clearly not considered during construction.

Skill is not required. Proximity is.

• Ask for One Kind of Affection. Take turns naming one simple form of physical affection you would 
enjoy right now.

It might be having your hand held, your hair brushed, your shoulders rubbed, your head placed 
in someone’s lap, or an arm around you on the couch.

Give each other the gift of not having to guess.

• Trade Five Minutes of Care. Set a timer and take turns offering five minutes of physical care. 
Massage a hand, rub tired feet, scratch a back, brush hair, or tend to whatever part of the body has 
worked hardest that day.

Technique matters far less than attention.

Medium — Requires a Little Intention

• Move Together in a New Way. Try something physical that neither of you has done together before. 
Take a dance lesson, go swimming, try partner stretching, walk a new trail, rent a tandem bike, or 
attempt an activity that requires the two of you to find a rhythm.

Let your bodies learn something together without requiring either of you to be good at it.

• Name What Has Changed. Have a conversation about the ways your experience of touch, affection, 
attraction, or desire has changed.

You might ask:

• What kind of affection do you enjoy most now?

• What do you miss?

• What feels different than it once did?
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• What helps you relax?

• What are you curious about?

Have the conversation fully clothed and without any expectation that it must lead somewhere 
afterward.

• Plan an Evening Without a Finish Line. Set aside an evening for physical closeness without deciding 
in advance where it must go.

You might listen to music, trade massages, take a bath or shower together, cuddle, kiss, talk, 
laugh, or fall asleep earlier than planned.

Let the evening be guided by enjoyment rather than accomplishment.

Epic — Requires More Time or Imagination

• Reclaim an Early Physical First. Revisit your first kiss, first night together, first dance, or another early 
physical memory. Return to the location if you can, or recreate part of the setting at home.

Do not try to reproduce the moment perfectly. You are not the people you were then.

Let the experience show you what time has changed—and what it has deepened.

• Create an Intimate First That Belongs Only to You. Plan an experience the two of you have never 
shared before. It might be spending the night somewhere unfamiliar, taking a private dance lesson, 
watching the sunrise wrapped in the same blanket, swimming after dark, or inventing something no 
workbook would have thought to suggest.

The important part is that it belongs to the two of you.

• Plan an Intimacy Retreat. Protect half a day, an evening, or a night away from ordinary demands. 
This can happen in a hotel, a cabin, or at home after declaring the bedroom temporarily unavailable 
to laundry.

Include whatever helps the two of you enjoy being embodied together: rest, food, music, 
conversation, laughter, affection, bathing, massage, or time in bed.

Do not build an itinerary so ambitious that the retreat becomes another chore.

Leave room for surprise.

Physical intimacy does not remain alive because a couple keeps repeating what once worked.

It remains alive because two people remain curious about what feels loving now.



Chapter 6: Physical and Intimate Firsts

53

If You’ve Been Together a Long Time

After many years together, physical intimacy can become familiar enough to run on habit. 
Familiarity can be comforting, but it can also tempt us to assume that what once worked will 
always work in the same way.

Bodies do not agree to that arrangement. They age, heal, ache, and respond to stress, illness, 
medication, grief, hormones, and exhaustion. This does not mean intimacy is disappearing. It 
means the conversation needs to continue.

Reclaiming intimacy is not about trying to feel twenty-five again. It is about meeting the bodies 
you have now with affection, curiosity, humor, and respect. Ask what has changed, what is 
missed, what feels welcome, and what you have been assuming instead of asking.

You might ask each other:

• What kind of touch feels especially good to you now?

• What has changed?

• What do you miss?

• What helps you feel desired?

• What kind of affection would you enjoy more often?

• What have we been assuming instead of asking?

The answers may surprise you.

There may be new forms of closeness available precisely because the two of you know each 
other so well. Touch can become less hurried. Affection can become more generous. Intimacy 
can make room for humor, patience, limitation, and the relief of no longer having to impress 
anyone.

The goal is not to recapture youth.

It is to keep discovering how to enjoy and care for each other in this season.

Your bodies have lived a great deal of life beside one another. They are still worth learning.

Carry This With You

Physical intimacy is not only about desire.

It is also about affection, play, comfort, trust, and the experience of being welcomed without 
having to perform.

A body changes over time.

Love must learn to respond.

Sometimes that means reaching for each other with greater confidence.

Sometimes it means slowing down.

Sometimes it means asking a question you assumed you already knew the answer to.

Sometimes it means holding one another when passion is not what the moment requires.

To love someone physically is to meet them as they are—not as they used to be, not as you expect 
them to be, and not according to anyone else’s expectations..
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There is no single correct way for two people to experience closeness.

There is only the ongoing work of asking, listening, enjoying, adapting, and treating each other 
with care.

Your bodies speak.

Keep learning their language.
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Chapter 7: Adventure and Experience Firsts
Adventure has an image problem.

We tend to picture passports, mountain peaks, or people jumping from airplanes while looking 
far too pleased about it. Those things count, of course. But adventure does not have to be grand, 
expensive, or require a waiver.

Sometimes it is a first hike on a trail neither of you knows. 

Sometimes it is a concert, a cooking class, or ordering something from a menu you cannot 
pronounce with confidence. 

Sometimes it is taking the wrong turn and deciding not to correct it right away.

An adventure begins whenever the two of you step outside your usual pattern and enter 
something unfamiliar together.

The experience itself may be impressive. It may also be a complete failure.

The meal burns. 

The museum is closed. 

The weather turns. 

One of you discovers halfway through the canoe trip that you have very different ideas about 
what the word “paddle” means.

This is often where the best stories begin.

When you try something new together, you meet versions of each other that routine does not 
always reveal. 

You discover who reads every sign and who assumes the signs are mostly suggestions. 

You learn who remains cheerful when plans change and who needs a few minutes to grieve the 
original itinerary.

You also learn how the two of you respond when neither person knows exactly what to do.

That matters.

Most of daily life depends on competence. We follow familiar roads, complete familiar tasks, and 
move through systems we already understand. New experiences interrupt that confidence. They 
place both of you back in the position of beginners.

Beginners ask questions. 

Beginners make mistakes. 

Beginners laugh at themselves—or eventually learn that they are happier when they do.

There is freedom in not being good at something together.

You do not have to impress each other. 

You only have to participate. 

The memory often comes less from succeeding than from the moment you looked at each other 
and realized neither of you had any idea what was happening.
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Adventure also gives a relationship new material.

Couples need stories that do not begin with, “Do you remember when the dishwasher stopped 
working?” Ordinary life will provide plenty of errands, appointments, repairs, and conversations 
about what to eat. 

Shared experiences give you something else to talk about.

They create inside jokes. They add places to your private map. They give you a moment to return 
to later when life has become predictable or difficult.

“Remember when we…”

That sentence can hold a surprising amount of life.

Routine is not the enemy of love. Much of love is built through repetition: making coffee, paying 
bills, checking the doors, feeding the dog, asking how the meeting went. 

Routine becomes a problem only when it convinces us that tomorrow must look exactly like 
yesterday.

When couples repeat the same activities in the same places for too long, they may stop expecting 
anything surprising from each other. The relationship becomes efficient. Efficiency is useful for 
airports and grocery stores. It is less effective at creating wonder.

A new experience interrupts assumption.

It asks you to look up. 

It gives you something immediate to respond to instead of relying on the roles you usually play. 
For a little while, you are not merely the person who handles the finances or remembers the 
appointments. 

You are two people trying to follow a trail, learn to weld, find a restaurant, or determine why the 
IKEA bookcase looks nothing like the picture in the instructions.

You become a team in a different setting.

Not every adventure will bring you closer. Fatigue, hunger, bad directions, and unrealistic 
expectations have damaged many otherwise promising afternoons. The point is not to 
manufacture a perfect memory. The point is to enter life together.

Some experiences will become treasured stories. 

Others will become cautionary tales. 

A few will be mentioned only when one of you needs to win an argument about whose idea 
something was. They all add become part of the story.

Over time, these firsts expand the story the two of you can tell about yourselves. 

You become the couple who tried that, went there, learned this, failed spectacularly, laughed 
later, and occasionally agreed never to do it again.

A relationship needs familiar places where it can rest. It also needs doors it has not opened yet.

Adventure reminds you that the world is larger than your routines—and that there are versions 
of each other you have not met.

You only have to go somewhere unfamiliar enough for them to appear.
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Reflection Prompts

Take turns answering these out loud or on paper. You do not need to answer every question. Begin 
with the one that takes you somewhere. Be specific—the wrong turn, the burned meal, and the 
sentence neither of you can forget are often where the story lives.

• What experience first showed you a version of your partner you had not seen before?

• When have the two of you been beginners together? What did you learn about yourselves when 
neither of you knew what you were doing?

• What shared experience began as a good (or bad) idea and became a much better story?

• When have plans gone wrong and revealed something unexpectedly generous, funny, or admirable 
about your partner?

• What adventure taught you the most about how each of you handles uncertainty?

• When have you felt most like a team in an unfamiliar setting?

• What is something the two of you tried and agreed never to do again? Why does the memory still 
make you smile—or shudder?

• Where has routine served your relationship well, and where has it begun convincing you that 
tomorrow must look like yesterday?

• What is something you have wanted to try together but have dismissed because you might not be 
good at it?

• What version of your partner do you suspect might appear if the two of you went somewhere 
unfamiliar?
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Memory Pages
Use these pages to record some of the adventures and shared experiences that have become part of 
your story. Dates and destinations matter, but so do the wrong turns, failed plans, unexpected 
discoveries, and details only the two of you would remember.

Our First Trip Together
Date or approximate time:

Where did you go, and why did you choose it?

What were you each expecting before the trip began?

Photo, ticket, map, or memento to include or describe:

The First Time We Were Beginners Together
Date or approximate time:

What did you try?

Whose idea was it?

What did being inexperienced together reveal about your relationship?
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The Adventure That Went Wrong
Date or approximate time:

What was supposed to happen?

When did you first realize the plan was unraveling?

What part of the disaster has become the best part of the story?

The First Place That Became Part of Our Private Map
Date or approximate time:

Where were you?

What brought you there?

What would someone else miss about why this place matters?
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The Experience That Gave Us an Inside Joke
Date or approximate time:

What were you doing?

What happened?

Why does it require almost no explanation between you?

Another Adventure We Want to Remember
The experience:

Date or approximate time:

What happened?

“Remember when we…”
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Create a New First — Leave the Usual Route

These invitations are meant to move the two of you beyond your usual patterns and into 
something you have not experienced together before.

The goal is not to collect impressive stories or prove that you are adventurous people. No one 
receives a bonus for distance traveled, money spent, or owning the correct outdoor clothing.

Choose something that places both of you slightly outside the familiar.

That is usually enough.

Tiny First — Enter the Place You Always Pass

Think of a place nearby that you have passed many times but never entered—a small shop, a 
park path, a library room, a neighborhood café, a public garden, or somewhere else you have 
repeatedly ignored.

Go inside.

Spend ten minutes there and each find one detail worth remembering.

You do not have to travel far to leave the usual route.

Easy — Can Be Done This Week

• Take a Two-Hour Expedition. Leave home with two hours and no complete plan. One person 
chooses the direction. The other chooses the first stop. Make the remaining decisions as you go.

The goal is not to find the best possible destination. It is to discover what happens when neither 
of you has optimized the afternoon.

• Teach Each Other Something Small. Each person chooses one skill the other does not know and 
gives a short lesson.

Teach them how to shuffle cards properly, tie a useful knot, identify a bird, throw a better spiral, 
use a camera setting, fold a fitted sheet, or do something else you know well enough to explain 
badly.

Let yourselves take turns being the expert and the beginner.

• Attend the Event You Would Normally Ignore. Find a local event that falls outside your usual 
interests: an open mic, historical tour, minor-league game, public lecture, dance performance, 
community festival, bird walk, or something equally unexpected.

Choose it partly because neither of you would ordinarily choose it.

Medium — Requires a Little Intention

• Build a Day Around One Strange Rule. Plan an outing using a rule that makes ordinary decisions 
less predictable.

You might visit only places with hand-painted signs, order each other foods neither of you has 
tried, follow a river or train line, stop in every town whose name makes you laugh, or let a coin 
decide between two reasonable choices.

Merely a little structure can create a surprising amount of freedom.

• Plan a Three-Stop Mystery Date. Each of you secretly chooses one stop. Together, choose the third.
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A stop can be a place to eat, something to see, an activity, or a location that means something to 
one of you. Reveal each destination only when it is time to go there.

Keep the budget and practical limits clear. Let the rest be a surprise.

• Learn Badly Together. Take a one-time lesson or workshop in something neither of you knows how 
to do.

Try pottery, welding, improv, archery, glassblowing, dance, gardening, woodworking, or 
whatever is available near you.

The goal is not competence.

The goal is to become beginners in the same room.

Epic — Requires More Time or Imagination

• Challenge Your Couple Identity. Choose something the two of you have dismissed with a sentence 
such as:

“We are not camping people.”

“We do not dance.”

“We would never enjoy that.”

Try a manageable version of it together. You may discover that you were wrong. You may also 
confirm your original opinion with greater authority.

Either result gives you a story.

• Create a New Place on Your Private Map. Choose a town, trail, neighborhood, landmark, or stretch 
of road neither of you has explored. Build a day or weekend around it.

Visit at least three places. Take one photograph, collect one small memento, and write down one 
sentence you do not want to forget.

By the end, let the place carry a meaning for the two of you that it did not carry before.

• Trade Half-Days. Plan a full day or overnight experience together. One partner designs the first half. 
The other designs the second.

Agree beforehand on the budget, distance, and any necessary boundaries. Beyond that, do not 
reveal the plans.

Each person gets to introduce the other to an experience they believe might bring out a new side 
of them.

The First of Many

Choose one day each year when the two of you will do something neither of you has done before.

It does not need to be dramatic. The only rule is that it must be new to both of you. Over time, the 
tradition will become familiar. What you do within it never will.
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If You’ve Been Together a Long Time

After many years together, new experiences can begin to feel unnecessary. The calendar fills, 
energy changes, and “‘We keep saying we’ll do that someday’” starts sounding suspiciously like 
“We are never going to do that.”

But familiarity can make us forget that people do not stop surprising us simply because we have 
known them for a long time. Your partner has changed since the last time the two of you entered 
unfamiliar territory. So have you.

Adventure does not require chasing youth or proving that you can still sleep comfortably on the 
ground. It means giving yourselves another setting in which to meet. Take a different road. Visit 
the town you always drive past. Try something the younger versions of you would have enjoyed
—or considered deeply suspicious.

The goal is not to recreate who you were. It is to discover who the two of you are now when the 
usual roles and routines are briefly removed.

Long relationships do not need constant excitement. They do need occasional evidence that the 
story has not finished surprising its authors.

There are still places you have not visited.

There are still things you do not know how to do.

There are still stories that have not happened yet.

Carry This With You

Adventure is not measured by distance, danger, or the amount of specialized equipment 
involved.

Adventure begins when the two of you step beyond what you already know.

Sometimes the restaurant will be terrible, the trail will disappear, or the carefully planned 
activity will confirm that neither of you ever wants to attempt it again..

That does not make the first a failure.

The best adventures do more than give you somewhere to go. They interrupt assumption. They 
place you beside each other as beginners and ask you to respond to whatever happens next.

For a while, you are not only the people who manage the schedule and remember which drawer 
contains the batteries.

You are explorers.

Students.

Accomplices in a story neither of you has heard before.

The world is still larger than your routines.

Your partner is still more than the person you already know.

You only have to go somewhere unfamiliar enough for them to appear.
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Chapter 8: Everyday Firsts
Not every meaningful first arrives with a reservation, a suitcase, or a difficult conversation. 
Many of them happen while someone is making coffee.

Everyday firsts are the small moments when two separate lives begin making room for each 
other. 

The first time you buy their favorite cereal without asking. T

he first time you leave the porch light on because you know they will be home late. 

The first time you reach for the mug they always use and realize you have begun thinking of it as 
theirs.

No one announces these moments. There is rarely photographic evidence. You simply wake up 
one day and discover that another person has entered the ordinary machinery of your life.

Their name appears on the grocery list. Their appointments matter to your calendar. You know 
how they like their eggs, which side of the bed they prefer, and whether “I’m fine” means they 
are actually fine or that further investigation may be required. This is not the glamorous part of 
love.

It may be the part that matters most.

Big firsts are easy to remember because they interrupt the day. Everyday firsts work differently. 
They happen inside the day and slowly change its meaning. 

The first time one of you saves the other the last piece. The first time you instinctively text them 
when something funny happens. 

The first time you begin telling a story with “we” instead of “I.” 

The first time their absence changes the feeling of a room.

These moments mark the gradual movement from two people spending time together to two 
people sharing a life. That movement is rarely dramatic. It happens through repetition. You 
make the coffee. You ask how the appointment went. You remember to record their favorite 
show. You fill the car with gas because you know they need it in the morning. You move their 
laundry from the washer to the dryer and resist the urge to announce that you have done 
something heroic.

Ordinary love does not always look impressive from the outside. Often, it looks like 
remembering. It looks like learning the details of another person’s life and allowing those details 
to influence your own choices. This is one of the ways affection becomes dependable.

Anyone can plan a grand gesture once. The day-to-day question is whether we will continue 
paying attention when there is no special occasion and no audience. Will I remember what 
matters to you? Will I make room for your preferences without treating them as inconveniences? 
Will I recognize when you need help before you have to ask three times? Will I choose us in 
decisions so small that no one else will ever know I made them?

Everyday firsts answer those questions one ordinary act at a time. They also reveal that home is 
not only a place. Home can be the person who knows you do not like the overhead light. It can be 
the familiar hand placed on your shoulder while passing behind you at the dinner table. It can 
be hearing the garage door open and feeling your body register that someone you love has 



The Book of Firsts

66

returned. It can be the freedom to sit in the same room doing completely different things without 
believing the silence needs to be repaired.

These moments are easy to overlook precisely because they begin to feel normal. That is both 
their beauty and their danger. What becomes familiar can become invisible. We stop recognizing 
the care built into the packed lunch, the refilled prescription, the corrected thermostat, or the 
cup of tea placed within reach. We begin receiving as routine what was once offered as love.

The ordinary does not stop being meaningful because it happens often. Sometimes repetition is 
what gives an act its meaning. One cup of coffee may be a kind gesture. Coffee made every 
morning for ten years becomes part of the language of a life together. The same is true of 
greetings, departures, shared meals, familiar questions, and all the small ways two people 
account for each other as they move through the day.

These habits can become dull when they are performed without thought. But when we return 
our attention to them, they reveal how much of love is built without ceremony. Not every day 
will feel romantic. Some days will involve deadlines, dishes, exhaustion, and a discussion about 
why the empty gallon of milk was put back in the refrigerator.

The invitation is not to make ordinary life feel extraordinary all the time. That sounds 
exhausting. The invitation is to recognize that ordinary life is where the relationship actually 
lives. Trips end. Celebrations pass. The difficult conversation eventually gives way to breakfast. 
Most of a shared life will happen between the milestones. It will happen in kitchens and cars. In 
doorways. In text messages sent from the grocery store. In the question, “Do you need anything 
while I’m up?”

These moments may never become stories you share. They may never make it into a photo 
album. But they are how two people learn that they can depend on each other. They are how 
affection becomes trust. They are how a relationship becomes a home.

This is how two lives become a life.

Reflection Prompts

Take turns answering these out loud or on paper. You do not need to answer every question. Begin 
with the one that brings a particular moment, habit, or detail to mind. The ordinary is easier to 
recognize when you are specific.

• When did you first realize that your partner had begun influencing the small decisions you made each 
day?

• What ordinary detail about you did your partner learn that made you feel especially known?

• What is something your partner does regularly that you may not thank them for often enough?

• When did being together begin to feel less like an occasion and more like home?

• What habit or ritual developed between you without either of you deliberately creating it?

• When has your partner made your day easier in a way no one else would have noticed?

• What small act of care means more to you than your partner may realize?

• What routine has become so familiar that you may have stopped recognizing the love within it?

• Which greeting, goodbye, meal, errand, or end-of-day ritual would you miss most if it disappeared?

• What small, repeated act has helped make your relationship dependable?
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Memory Pages
Use these pages to record some of the everyday firsts that helped turn two separate lives into a 
shared one.

These moments may seem small when compared with trips, declarations, or major decisions. Be 
specific anyway. The mug, the grocery list, and the light left on may tell more of the story than 
you expect.

The First Small Kindness That Became a Habit
What did one of you begin doing?

When did the other person first notice?

How did it become part of your ordinary life?

What does this habit mean to the two of you now?

The First Thing That Found a Place
What was the first belonging one of you regularly kept in the other person’s home, car, bag, or daily life?

Was it left there accidentally or placed there on purpose?

When did you realize it was no longer visiting?

Do you still have it?
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The First Ordinary Task That Became Ours
What routine, chore, or errand did you first begin doing together—or doing for each other?

How did it become shared?

Did the two of you approach it differently?

How do you handle it now?

The First Time “We” Came Naturally
What was the situation?

Who said “we”?

Did either of you notice it immediately?

How did it change the way you thought about the relationship?



Chapter 8: Everyday Firsts

69

The First Ordinary Day That Felt Like Home
Where were you?

What were the two of you doing?

What made the day feel different from a date, visit, or special occasion?

What do you remember about the feeling of that day?

Another Everyday First We Want to Remember
The everyday first:

When did it happen?

What was said or done?

Has it become part of the way you live together now?
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Create a New First — Ordinary on Purpose

These invitations are meant to help you create something new inside the life you already have. 
You do not need a free weekend, a reservation, or a babysitter. The goal is not to make every day 
special. That would be exhausting. The goal is to stop treating ordinary days as though they do 
not count.

Tiny First — Make One Thing Easier

Ask your partner:

“What is one small thing I can do in order to make something easier for you in the next ten 
minutes?”

Then do it. 

Refill the water glass. Plug in the phone. Move the laundry. Find the missing keys. Make the tea. 
Take over the task that has already been postponed twice. Do not turn it into a grand gesture. 
Just remove one small piece of friction from their day.

Easy — Can Be Done This Week

• Use the Good Thing. Choose something you usually save for guests, holidays, or a more deserving 
Tuesday. Use the good silverware. Light the candle. Open the coffee you have been saving. Eat 
dinner on the plates that require handwashing and therefore apparently belong in a museum. Let an 
ordinary day receive something you usually reserve for an occasion.

• Change the Arrival. The next time one of you comes home, pause before beginning the report about 
traffic, mail, children, work, or what needs to happen next. Greet each other first. Take thirty seconds 
for a kiss, an embrace, eye contact, or a genuine:

“I’m glad you’re here.”

Let the person arrive before the rest of the day enters the room.

• Upgrade One Routine. Choose something you already do together—making dinner, folding laundry, 
walking the dog, cleaning the kitchen, or getting ready for bed—and change one part of it. Add 
music. Work in a different room. Make a ridiculous snack. Take the long route. Wear something 
unnecessarily formal.

Do not add another task. Change the experience of the task you already have.

Medium — Requires a Little Intention

• Turn an Errand Into an Outing. Choose an errand the two of you normally rush through and give it 
more room. Take a different route. Stop somewhere neither of you has entered. Buy one 
unnecessary but delightful item within an agreed budget. Sit in the parking lot afterward and share a 
snack like people who have nowhere else to be.

The errand still gets done. It simply does not get to consume the whole experience.

• Learn an Invisible Part of Their Day. Ask your partner to show you one routine responsibility you 
rarely see. It might be how they organize the bills, prepare for work, manage medications, plan 
meals, keep track of appointments, maintain the car, or remember what everyone else needs.

Let them explain what the task requires and which part is more difficult than it appears. Then 
ask whether there is one piece of it you can share.
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• Create a Screen-Free Pocket. Choose one hour during an ordinary week when phones, television, 
and computers are put away. Do not fill the hour with an ambitious relationship exercise. Make food. 
Sit outside. Play cards. Walk around the block. Lie on the floor and discuss why getting back up has 
become more complicated.

See what enters the room when the screens leave it.

Epic — Requires More Intention Than Expense

• Design an Ordinary Day Worth Remembering. Choose a day with no holiday, anniversary, or special 
occasion attached to it. Plan the day around the ordinary things the two of you genuinely enjoy: 
breakfast, errands, a familiar meal, a nap, music, a walk, time on the porch, or a movie you have 
both already seen.

Do not make the schedule impressive. Make it yours.

• Redesign One Difficult Part of the Week. Choose a recurring stretch of daily life that regularly leaves 
one or both of you tense, rushed, or resentful. It might be weekday mornings, dinner, household 
chores, Sunday evenings, or getting everyone out the door.

Ask:

• What makes this part of the week difficult?

• What are we assuming must be done this way?

• What could we remove, trade, simplify, or prepare earlier?

• What would make this kinder for both of us?

Try the new arrangement for two weeks before deciding whether it works.

• Create an Ordinary Life Museum. For one month, collect small evidence of your life together. Save a 
grocery list, a receipt, a photograph of dinner, a note left on the counter, a screenshot of an ordinary 
text, or a sentence one of you said that deserves to survive the day.

At the end of the month, spread everything out and choose the pieces that best represent your 
life right now. Place them in an envelope, box, or notebook marked with the month and year. 
Someday, these ordinary fragments may be the things that bring the whole season back.

Everyday firsts are rarely created by adding more to your life.

Often, they begin when you enter the life you already have a little differently.
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If You’ve Been Together a Long Time

After many years together, care can become almost invisible. You know who makes the coffee, 
checks the doors, remembers the birthdays, and replaces the toilet paper roll while receiving 
remarkably little public recognition for it.

These gestures become part of the machinery of daily life. Because they happen so often, it is 
easy to forget that someone is still choosing to do them. Familiarity can make love dependable. It 
can also make love easy to overlook.

You may no longer remember the first time your partner brought you coffee, left the porch light 
on or picked up something at the store simply because they knew you liked it.  The gesture 
became a habit, and the habit became part of home.  That does not make it less meaningful.  In 
fact, repetition may be what gives the act its weight.

Ask yourselves, what small kindness has become ordinary, what your partner still does that 
makes life easier, or what familiar ritual deserves your attention again.

Long relationships are not sustained only by dramatic recommitments. They are sustained when 
two people continue accounting for each other in decisions too small for anyone else to see.  A 
cup is filled.  The trash is taken out. A seat is saved.

The years do not make these acts less romantic. They reveal how much romance was hidden 
inside them all along.

You might ask each other:

• What do I still do that makes your life easier?

• What small kindness have we begun treating as ordinary?

• Which part of our daily life would you miss most if it disappeared?

• What is something you do for us that you wish I recognized more often?

• What familiar ritual deserves our attention again?

Carry This With You

Most of a relationship happens on days that will never be circled on a calendar. There will be no 
photographs, reservations or speeches. There will be laundry, errands, half-finished 
conversations, familiar meals, and the ordinary work of sharing a life.

Do not mistake ordinary for unimportant.

Love appears in the last piece being saved, the light switched off, the dishes put away, and the 
question called from the other room: “Do you need anything while I’m up?”

These moments rarely announce themselves as firsts. They meaning becomes clear only later, 
after they have repeated often enough to form the shape of a life together. Pay attention to what 
has become familiar. It may be doing more work than you realize.

This is how two lives become a life.
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Chapter 9: Milestone Firsts
Some firsts arrive carrying their own significance.

You know, even while they are happening, that the relationship is crossing into something new. 

A key is exchanged. 

A lease is signed. 

A pet is adopted by two people who have not yet agreed on whether it will be allowed on the 
furniture. 

A decision is made that will change the shape of both lives.

These are milestone firsts—the moments when a relationship moves from one season into 
another.

Some milestones are easy to recognize: the first anniversary, moving in together, getting 
engaged, getting married, buying a home, having a child, or joining two families. Others are 
more personal and may never appear on anyone else’s list. 

The first time you combine finances. 

The first time one of you becomes the emergency contact. 

The first major move made for the sake of the relationship. 

The first holiday hosted in your own home. 

The first time you make a decision whose consequences you will share.

Not every couple will share the same milestones. Every relationship follows its own path. Some 
will marry. Some will not. Some will raise children. Some will decide not to, or discover that the 
decision is more complicated than they expected. Some will build a home around family, faith, 
work, community, animals, travel, or a life no earlier version of them could have predicted.

What makes a milestone meaningful is not whether it looks important from the outside. It is that 
the two of you recognize that something is changing, and you are choosing how to enter that 
change together.

Milestones often begin with a question:

Are we really doing this?

Sometimes the question is asked with excitement. 

Sometimes it arrives while standing in a room full of unpacked boxes, wondering why one 
person owns seventeen coffee mugs and the other has apparently never purchased a lamp.

Sometimes the answer comes quickly. 

Sometimes it takes months of conversation, hesitation, planning, and circling back to the same 
subject after both people have had time to become slightly less defensive.

Major transitions ask more of a relationship than enthusiasm. They require negotiation. They 
expose assumptions that may have remained hidden while life was less intertwined. Two people 
can agree that they want a home together and discover they have entirely different definitions of 
clean, affordable, quiet, or “close enough to family.”
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The milestone is rarely only the visible event. Moving in together is not only about moving 
boxes. It is about space, habits, money, privacy, and the strange intimacy of discovering how 
another person loads a dishwasher.

Getting married is not only about a ceremony. It is about choosing what commitment will 
require after the photographs are taken and the folding chairs are returned. 

Having a child is not only about becoming parents. It is about becoming new versions of 
yourselves while attempting to keep another human being alive on very little sleep.

Even joyful milestones can unsettle us. Excitement and fear often arrive together. A decision may 
be right and still feel enormous. We may grieve what is ending even while welcoming what is 
beginning. That does not mean something is wrong. Every threshold leaves one room behind.

Milestone firsts also reveal how the two of you make decisions. 

Does one person move quickly while the other needs time? 

Does one begin with possibility while the other immediately begins calculating cost, risk, and 
where everything will be stored? 

Can you disagree without turning caution into rejection or excitement into recklessness?

These differences can create friction, but they can also protect the relationship. The dreamer 
may help the planner imagine a larger life. The planner may prevent the dreamer from 
purchasing a house because the kitchen had charming windows.

Building a shared future requires both imagination and discernment.

It also requires honesty about what each person believes the milestone means. One partner may 
see moving in together as a practical next step. The other may experience it as a profound 
promise. One may view an anniversary as a pleasant date on the calendar. The other may see it 
as evidence that the relationship has survived another year and deserves to be honored 
accordingly.

The event may be shared. 

The meaning is not always identical.

Talking about that meaning can prevent disappointment later. It gives each person the chance to 
say, “This matters to me, and here is why.” It also allows the relationship to create its own 
understanding rather than borrowing one from family, culture, religion, social media, or the 
couple down the street who appears unusually organized.

Milestones are often treated as finish lines. We reach them, celebrate, and assume we have 
arrived. But most milestones are beginnings disguised as accomplishments.

A wedding begins a marriage. 

A new home begins the work of creating life inside it. 

A child rearranges your life together in ways no one fully understands in advance. 

A major career decision, relocation, loss, or crisis may begin a chapter the two of you never 
would have chosen but must now learn to inhabit. 

The moment itself may be brief. 

Living into it takes time.
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That is why it helps to remember more than the date or the photograph. What did you hope for? 
What frightened you? What did you assume would happen? What surprised you? What did the 
transition ask each of you to release, learn, or do differently? 

Years later, these details may tell you more than the official version of the story.

Milestone firsts become part of the way couples understand themselves. 

You remember the first apartment with the unreliable heat. The dog who arrived before either of 
you had fully thought it through. The decision made at the kitchen table after weeks of 
uncertainty. The season when the two of you faced something neither person knew how to 
handle alone.

These stories remind you that the relationship has crossed thresholds before. 

You have made decisions with incomplete information. 

You have entered rooms without knowing exactly what life inside them would require. 

You have discovered that commitment is not certainty; it is the willingness to move forward 
together while continuing to learn what the choice means.

Milestones deserve celebration, but they also deserve attention. They show where the 
relationship changed direction and where two separate futures became more deeply joined.

Some firsts ask:

Are we really doing this?

And together, in whatever form the answer takes, you say:

We are.

Reflection Prompts

Take turns answering these out loud or on paper. You do not need to answer every question. Begin 
with the one that brings a particular threshold or decision to mind. Remember that the same 
milestone may have meant something different to each of you.

• What milestone first made you think, “We are really building a life together”?

• What major transition carried more fear or uncertainty than you expected?

• When have the two of you attached different meanings to the same milestone?

• What did moving into a new season require you to leave behind?

• Which shared decision taught you the most about how each of you approaches risk?

• What milestone revealed an assumption you did not know you had about marriage, family, money, 
home, work, or commitment?

• What transition looked joyful from the outside but felt more complicated while you were living through 
it?

• What milestone did not happen the way you once imagined it would?

• What shared decision are you most proud of—not because it turned out perfectly, but because of 
how the two of you made it?

• What is one future decision that may eventually ask the two of you, “Are we really doing this?”
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Memory Pages
Use these pages to record the milestones that changed the direction of your relationship.

Some may be widely recognized: an engagement, a wedding, a child, a move, or a first home. 
Others may have mattered deeply to the two of you while appearing almost ordinary to 
everyone else.

The First Milestone That Made Us Feel Official
Date or approximate time:

What happened?

Why did this moment feel different from everything that came before it?

Photo, document, message, or memento to include or describe:

The First Time We Made a Home Together
Date or approximate time:

What did home look like at that stage of your relationship?

What did each of you bring into the space besides your belongings?

What do you remember most fondly about that home now?
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The First Decision With Shared Consequences
Date or approximate time:

What was the decision?

Why did it feel consequential?

Would you make the same choice now? Why or why not?

The Milestone That Held More Than One Emotion
Date or approximate time:

What transition were you entering?

What brought excitement or hope?

How do you understand that milestone now?
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The First Time Life Changed the Plan
Date or approximate time:

What had the two of you expected would happen?

What happened instead?

What new chapter began, even if neither of you had chosen it?

Another Threshold We Want to Remember
The milestone:

Date or approximate time:

What were you leaving behind?

“Are we really doing this?”
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Create a New First — Marking the Threshold

Milestones do not always arrive with a ring, a set of keys, an official document, or a person 
handing you a small animal and wishing you luck. Some transitions become milestones because 
the two of you decide they matter.

These invitations are meant to help you recognize what is changing, enter a new season with 
intention, or create a marker for something important that might otherwise pass unnoticed. The 
goal is not to make an ordinary decision feel grand. It is to keep a meaningful change from 
disappearing into the calendar.

Tiny First — Cross the Line

Place a piece of string, ribbon, or tape across a doorway. Stand together on one side. Take turns 
naming one thing you are leaving behind and one thing you hope to enter together.

Then step across the line. You do not need music, candles, or a professional photographer. You 
are simply giving your bodies a way to remember:

Something is changing, and we are entering it together.

Easy — Can Be Done This Week

• Make an Invisible Milestone Official. Identify something significant that has already changed but was 
never properly acknowledged.

Perhaps one of you became the other’s emergency contact. You combined part of your finances, 
made it through a difficult year, paid off a debt, began caring for a family member, or realized 
that one home had quietly become yours together.

Choose a date, give the milestone a name, and mark it with one small act.

• Give This Season a Title. If the current chapter of your relationship had a title, what would it be?

Each of you writes down one suggestion. Choose a title together—or combine them if neither 
person is emotionally prepared to surrender creative control. Write the title and date 
somewhere you will find again. Add one sentence explaining what this season is asking of you.

• Take the First Visible Step. Choose one future decision the two of you have discussed but not yet 
begun. Take one concrete, reversible step that makes the possibility more real. Request the 
information. Visit the place. Clear the shelf. Schedule the conversation. Start the folder.

Do not complete the entire decision. Simply create evidence that the next chapter has begun 
asking for your attention.

Medium — Requires a Little Intention

• Hold a Threshold Meal. Prepare or order a meal to mark a transition the two of you are entering.

Before eating, take turns answering:

• What are we leaving behind?

• What are we entering?

• What do I hope this season gives us?

• What will I need from you as we move through it?

The meal does not need to be elaborate. Takeout has witnessed many important decisions.
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• Try On the Decision. Before making a major choice, live one small and reversible part of it for a day 
or a week. Practice the new budget. Test the commute. Borrow the equipment. Rearrange the 
schedule. Care for a friend’s pet before adopting one whose opinion about the furniture may prove 
decisive.

Pay attention to what the experiment reveals that conversation alone could not.

• Write the Agreements for This Season. Choose an approaching transition and create a short 
agreement for how the two of you want to enter it.

Include:

• three promises you want to make to each other

• three practical matters that need honest discussion

• one thing each of you is afraid of

• one part of the relationship you intend to protect

Sign and date the page. Revisit it once you have lived inside the new season long enough to know 
what you misunderstood.

Epic — Requires More Time or Courage

• Create a Milestone No One Else Will Give You. Choose a transition, decision, or accomplishment 
that matters deeply to the two of you but comes with no traditional ceremony. It may involve 
recovery, becoming a blended family, deciding not to have children, completing a season of 
caregiving, surviving a loss, beginning again after disappointment, or choosing a life that does not 
follow the expected order.

Decide how you want to mark it. Choose a date, a place, a symbol, and a few words that explain 
what the moment means. You do not need permission to honor the life you are actually living.

• Invite Witnesses to the Threshold. Gather a few people who know and care about the two of you. Tell 
them what you are entering and why it matters. Ask each person to offer a hope, a blessing, a piece 
of wisdom, or a story about a time they watched the two of you choose each other well.

Share a meal afterward. Some milestones become more real when they are witnessed.

• Build Something That Belongs to the Next Chapter. Choose one physical space, object, or project 
that represents the season you are entering.

Turn a spare corner into a place for the work you want to begin. Plant something that will grow 
alongside the next chapter. Create a table large enough to welcome the people you hope will 
gather around it. Make room in the home for a responsibility, dream, or version of family life 
that did not exist before.

Let the thing you build become evidence that the future is no longer only an idea.

Milestones are not meaningful because everyone recognizes them.

They become meaningful when the two of you stop at the threshold, look at what is ahead, and 
ask:

Are we really doing this?

Then you begin answering with your lives.
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If You’ve Been Together a Long Time

After many years together, it can seem as though the major milestones all belong to the past. The 
first home has been lived in. Careers have changed. Children may have arrived, grown, or left 
home. Decisions that once felt enormous have become stories told across the dinner table.

The defining chapters are not finished. Later milestones may involve retirement, becoming 
grandparents, caring for parents, recovering from illness, moving, beginning new work, or 
discovering what the relationship will become when familiar responsibilities change.

Some thresholds arrive because you choose them. Others arrive without asking. Either way, 
pause long enough to name what is ending, what is beginning, and what you want the next 
chapter to protect or make room for.

A long relationship does not run out of thresholds. The doors simply change.

Reclaiming a milestone does not require reenacting an early event. It may mean returning to an 
old decision and recognizing what it asked of you. It may mean honoring a chapter that passed 
without ceremony. It may mean creating a marker for something you survived, completed, 
released, or chose together.

You can also create milestones that have no traditional name. The first year after the children 
leave home. The first trip after retirement. The first time one of you allows the other to provide 
care. The first dream you choose after completing the ones that once organized your life. A long 
relationship does not run out of thresholds.

Carry This With You

Milestones matter because they ask the two of you to choose how you will cross from one season 
into another. Sometimes one of you will be ready while the other remains in the doorway. 
Sometimes life will move both of you across before either feels prepared.

Commitment does not remove uncertainty. It gives you someone with whom to enter it.

Commitment does not remove uncertainty. It gives you someone with whom to enter it. Years 
later, you may remember the celebration, the address, the decision, or the photograph. But you 
may remember something less visible too: the conversation that lasted past midnight, the fear 
neither of you knew how to resolve, or the moment one person reached for the other and said, in 
effect, “Whatever this becomes, we will meet it together.”

Milestones do not finish the story. They change its direction.

At the edge of every new chapter, the question returns:

Are we really doing this?

And together, one choice at a time, you answer:

We are.
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Chapter 10: Sensory and Creative Firsts
A relationship is not remembered only in words. 

It is remembered in the song that was playing, the smell of something cooking, the feel of a 
particular room, the taste of a meal you have never been able to reproduce, and the light falling 
across someone’s face at exactly the right moment.

Memory has always had help from the senses. 

A few notes of a song can return you to a year you thought you had forgotten. 

A familiar perfume or the smell of rain can place someone beside you again. 

One bite of a particular food can restore an entire evening—the table, the conversation, the 
person you were then.

Sensory firsts become part of the relationship’s internal geography. 

The first song that felt like yours. 

The first meal one of you cooked for the other. 

The first time you danced together, whether at a wedding, in a crowded bar, or in a kitchen 
where no one could accuse either of you of having proper technique. 

These moments do not always explain themselves. They simply enter the body and remain there.

Creative firsts work in a similar way. They happen whenever one of you makes something for 
the other—or when the two of you create something that did not exist before. A poem. A garden. 
A terrible song with one surprisingly good line. A piece of furniture that leans slightly to the left 
but continues to hold books through what can only be described as faith.

Making something together asks different things of us than talking does. It requires imagination, 
patience, experimentation, and a willingness to produce something imperfect. One person may 
have a clear vision. The other may have questions about whether the vision includes 
instructions. Eventually, both have to place their hands on the work.

Creativity gives a relationship another way to speak. 

A handmade gift can say, “I spent time thinking about you.” 

A meal can say, “I wanted to make something you would enjoy.” 

A photograph can say, “I saw this and did not want the moment to disappear.” 

The result does not have to be beautiful by anyone else’s standards. The act of making is already 
an offering.

Many adults stop creating because they believe they are not especially talented. Somewhere 
along the way, singing becomes something trained people do. Drawing belongs to artists. 
Dancing requires rhythm. Poetry, apparently, belongs only to people who understand what 
poetry is doing.

A relationship can become a place where those rules loosen. 

You can sing badly together. 

You can paint something no one will hang. 
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You can invent a meal, write a story, build a garden, take photographs, make up a dance, or 
compose a dramatic ballad about the malfunctioning dishwasher. 

The purpose is not to produce a masterpiece. It is to experience the pleasure of making 
something that belongs to the two of you.

The senses also return us to the present. You cannot fully taste a meal while thinking only about 
tomorrow. You cannot hear a piece of music if you are already preparing your response. You 
cannot watch the sky change without allowing the moment to move at its own pace.

This is why sensory experiences can bring a different kind of closeness. They invite us out of 
explanation and into encounter. Listen to this. Taste this. Look at that. Come stand here with me. 
Sometimes those are among the most intimate sentences we offer another person.

Over time, couples gather sounds, flavors, images, textures, and objects that acquire meanings 
no outsider could fully understand. 

A song becomes more than a song. 

A chipped bowl becomes the one you bought on that trip. 

A recipe contains the memory of the first time you made chili and accidentally used cinnamon 
instead of chili powder. 

A certain color belongs to a room, a season, or a version of the two of you that still appears 
whenever you see it.

Together, these details form a world. Not a world separated from everyone else, but one shaped 
by shared attention. It has its own music, its own objects, its own tastes, and its own ways of 
recognizing beauty. 

Every relationship creates something, whether the couple intends to or not. 

It creates an atmosphere. 

A way of welcoming people. 

A way of celebrating. 

A way of arranging a room, telling a story, serving a meal, or deciding what deserves to be saved. 

The question is not whether you are creative. The question is what the two of you are making out 
of the life you share.

As Part Two comes to a close, you have returned to beginnings that were emotional, physical, 
ordinary, adventurous, and defining. 

Sensory and creative firsts gather those experiences and give them form. 

They turn memory into music, affection into a gesture, and shared life into something you can 
taste, touch, hear, see, or make with your own hands.

You are not only remembering a relationship.

You are creating a world together.
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Reflection Prompts

Take turns answering these out loud or on paper. You do not need to answer every question. Begin 
with the one that awakens a sound, image, taste, object, or memory. Specific details usually tell the 
better story.

• What smell, flavor, sound, or texture makes you think of your partner before you consciously 
understand why?

• What is something your partner introduced you to that changed your taste in music, food, art, design, 
or beauty?

• When have the two of you made something together that was imperfect but entirely yours?

• When have you watched your partner create something and seen a side of them you do not 
encounter in ordinary conversation?

• When have you felt free to sing, dance, draw, write, cook, build, or make something badly in front of 
your partner?

• What song, meal, photograph, gift, or handmade object has taken on more meaning with time?

• What part of the atmosphere of your shared life feels distinctly yours?

• What beauty does your partner recognize that you might otherwise overlook?

• What would you make together if talent, usefulness, and other people’s opinions were irrelevant?

• What are the two of you making out of the life you share?
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Memory Pages
Use these pages to record some of the sounds, tastes, images, objects, and creations that have 
become part of your life together.

Do not worry about whether the moment was important enough at the time. Sensory memories 
often reveal their meaning later, when a song, scent, or familiar object suddenly brings an entire 
season back.

The Song That Became Ours
When did the song first become connected to your relationship?

What was happening in your lives at the time?

Did you both recognize it as “your song,” or did one of you decide for everyone?

Where is the song saved so you can find it again?

The Taste That Brings Back a Season
What food, drink, meal, or recipe belongs to a particular chapter of your relationship?

When did you first share it?

Where were you?

Does it taste the same now—or has the memory improved the recipe?
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The First Time Beauty Stopped Us
Date or approximate time:

Where were you?

What did you see, hear, or experience?

Photo, ticket, program, or memento to include or describe:

The First Thing One of Us Made for the Other
Date or approximate time:

What was made?

Who made it, and what inspired the idea?

Do you still have it?
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The First Thing We Made Together
What did you create?

Whose idea was it?

What did each of you contribute?

What did making something together reveal about the two of you?

Another Sensory or Creative First We Want to Remember
The first:

Date or approximate time:

What did you experience or create?

This is ours.
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Create a New First — Make a World Together

These invitations are meant to help you experience and create something that did not exist 
before the two of you entered the room. You do not need artistic training, expensive supplies, or 
a shared understanding of what modern art is trying to accomplish. Curiosity is enough. Choose 
something that engages your senses, loosens your imagination, or gives form to a part of your 
relationship that usually remains invisible.

Tiny First — Five Things From Right Here

Stay exactly where you are.

Together, identify:

• one thing worth looking at

• one sound you had not noticed

• one texture you enjoy

• one scent in the room

• one taste you would like to share

You may need to get creative with the last one. The point is not to make the room interesting. It is 
to discover that you had not finished experiencing it.

Easy — Can Be Done This Week

• Create a Sound Portrait. Each of you chooses three sounds that represent your partner right now. 
They might be part of a song, a household sound, birds outside, laughter, traffic, a coffee maker, or 
something you record yourselves. Play the sounds for each other and explain why you chose them.

• Write a Museum Label. Choose an ordinary object from your life together: a mug, a chair, a tool, an 
old blanket, an exercise bike, or something else no reasonable museum would request. Write a short 
museum label describing its title, date, materials, history, and importance to your relationship. 
Display the label beside the object for a week.

• Take a One-Color Walk. Choose a color and walk through your neighborhood, a store, a park, or 
your own home looking only for that color. Each of you takes five photographs. Compare what you 
saw. You may discover that you walked through the same place and inhabited different worlds.

Medium — Requires a Little Intention

• Create a Sensory Portrait of Each Other. Without asking for help, choose a sound, scent, flavor, 
texture, object, and color that remind you of your partner. Arrange them together in a box, on a table, 
or in a photograph. Present the portrait and explain each choice. The goal is not accuracy. It is to 
show your partner how they exist in your imagination.

• Invent a Meal From a Memory. Choose one shared memory and create a meal inspired by it. The 
food does not need to reproduce what you ate. Let the colors, ingredients, music, setting, or 
presentation represent the feeling of the memory. Give each dish an unnecessarily serious name.

• Make Something Without Speaking. Choose a simple creative project and work on it together for 
thirty minutes without talking. Draw on the same page, arrange flowers, build with clay, make a 
collage, decorate a cake, or assemble something from objects around the house. Communicate only 
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through gestures and what you add to the work. When you finish, talk about when you felt in rhythm 
and when you had absolutely no idea what the other person was doing.

Epic — Requires More Time or Imagination

• Create a Five-Sense Day. Plan a day in which each sense receives one unfamiliar experience.

Include:

• something neither of you has seen

• something you have never listened to together

• a new flavor

• an interesting texture or physical experience

• a scent connected to a place, meal, garden, shop, or season

The experiences do not need to be dramatic or expensive. The challenge is to design a day the 
body will remember.

• Build a Temporary World. Transform one room, corner, porch, or outdoor space for a single evening. 
Choose a theme, memory, place, imagined country, decade, or mood. Use lighting, music, food, 
objects, clothing, and whatever else helps create the atmosphere. Enter the space together as 
though it exists outside ordinary time. Take it down the next day. Part of the beauty is that it does not 
have to last.

• Create a Private Exhibition. Each of you makes three pieces inspired by the relationship. They may 
be photographs, poems, drawings, objects, recordings, recipes, collages, short films, or creations 
that resist easy classification. Arrange them in a room as an exhibition. Give the collection a title. 
Write brief descriptions for the pieces. Dress as though an important cultural event is taking place. 
Then walk through the exhibition together. No criticism. No grading. No asking whether something is 
“good.” Only curiosity about what the other person has made visible.

A Creation That Outlives the Exercise

Choose one thing from this section that you want to preserve. Frame it. Record it. Keep it in a 
box. Add it to your home. Repeat it next year. Give it a name. Not everything you create together 
needs to last. But occasionally, something deserves to remain as evidence:

We were here.

We paid attention.

We made this world together.
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If You’ve Been Together a Long Time

After many years together, creating can begin to feel like something you used to do. Then life 
became fuller, and the general maintenance of being adults took up more of the available room.

Two people can become very good at managing a life and forget that they are also creating one. 
The world you share is still shaped by the music you play, the meals you serve, the beauty you 
welcome, the stories you preserve, and the atmosphere you create around other people.

You might ask each other:

• What did we once enjoy making together?

• What part of our shared world has become overly practical?

• What song, place, recipe, or object would we like to return to?

• What kind of beauty are we hungry for now?

• What could we create simply because it would bring us joy?

• What do we want the atmosphere of this season to feel like?

Reclaiming a creative first does not require producing something impressive. Make the meal 
again. Paint the room. Plant something. Write a ridiculous song. You may not recover the 
original feeling. You may discover another one.

A long relationship does not have to become a museum. It can remain a workshop. You are still 
making a life. Place your hands on the work again.

Carry This With You

Creation is one of the ways love becomes visible. An idea becomes a meal. Affection becomes a 
gift. Memory becomes a song, a photograph, a room, a garden, or an object kept long after its 
practical usefulness has ended.

This is part of what it means to be co-creators with God. We receive a life we did not make, and 
then we are invited to participate in what it becomes. We arrange, repair, cultivate, imagine, and 
begin again. We take the raw materials placed before us—time, bodies, memory, grief, delight, 
wood, paint, flour, music, soil—and make something with them.

Not everything will be beautiful. The shelf may lean. The song may have only one good line. 
Holiness does not depend on perfection. It appears in the attention, the offering, and the 
willingness to say:

Let’s make something.

Together, you are creating more than objects or memories. You are creating an atmosphere in 
which love can live—a world with its own music, flavors, stories, colors, and ways of recognizing 
what matters. That kind of making is holy work.

You are not only remembering a relationship. You are creating a world together.





PART THREE

Sustaining and Legacy

All shall be well, and all shall be well, and all manner of thing shall be  
well.

— Julian of Norwich
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Chapter 11: The Firsts Mindset
Up to this point, we have explored particular kinds of firsts: emotional, physical, adventurous, 
everyday, milestone, sensory, and creative. Those categories can help you remember what 
shaped your relationship. They can also give you practical ways to create something new 
together. But a list of activities will only take you so far. Eventually, firsts have the ability to 
become more than things you occasionally plan. They can become a way of seeing.

This is what I mean by the Firsts Mindset: live with the foreknowledge that there is always more 
to discover about the person beside you, more to create together, and more life available inside 
the day you have been given. 

That does not mean chasing constant excitement. 

It does not mean treating your relationship like a scavenger hunt or requiring every other Friday 
to produce a breakthrough. It means refusing to believe that the two of you are finished. 
Finished learning. Finished changing. Finished surprising each other.

The Firsts Mindset begins with a simple conviction: familiarity is not the same as completion. 
You may know how your partner takes their coffee, what they order at the restaurant, and which 
story they are about to tell when they begin with, “I don’t know if I’ve ever told you this…” They 
have told you. More than once.

And yet there are parts of them that have not existed before this season. 

New questions have appeared. 

Old hopes have changed shape. 

Experiences have altered the way they understand themselves. 

The person you know well is not a person you have finished knowing. Neither are you. A 
relationship stays alive when two people remain available to that truth.

Finding Firsts in Ordinary Days

Most firsts do not introduce themselves properly. 

They do not arrive with balloons or a person holding a sign that says, Please pay attention. This 
moment may matter later. 

They appear in the middle of regular life. 

The first conversation in the car when neither of you reaches for the radio or a phone. 

The first time you take a different route home and discover a place you have passed for years 
without entering. 

The first time you ask a question that somehow never came up during all the previous 
conversations. 

The first time you respond differently during an argument and the usual pattern loses its place in 
the script. 

The first time one of you says, “I think something is changing in me,” and the other does not rush 
to decide whether the change is good news or bad.

These moments may seem small, but they interrupt assumption. They open a little space in a day 
that appeared already decided. The Firsts Mindset teaches you to recognize that space.
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Without attention, most of us move through our days in a kind of practical trance. We complete 
tasks, answer messages, manage schedules, and return to the same subjects with the same 
conclusions. Efficiency gets us through the day, but it does not always help us inhabit it. 

A first can wake us up. Not because the experience itself is extraordinary, but because we 
approach it without deciding in advance what it will mean.

You might occasionally ask each other at the end of the day:

“Did anything feel different between us today?”

The answer may be no. That is allowed. But ask often enough and you begin to catch moments 
that would otherwise disappear: a new kindness, a different response, an unexpected laugh, a 
sentence that opened rather than ended a conversation. 

Attention changes what becomes visible.

The Trouble With “We’ve Already Done That”

Routine is not the enemy of love. Every relationship needs rhythm. Familiar meals, repeated 
gestures, shared responsibilities, and dependable rituals create stability. Much of love is built 
through doing the same caring things again and again. The danger comes when routine turns 
into a conclusion.

We already know how this will go. 

We already talked about that. 

We tried it once. That is just who they are. There is nothing new here. 

“We’ve already done that” may be one of the most limiting sentences in a relationship. It can be 
factually correct and spiritually false.

Yes, you have taken that walk before. You have not taken it as the people you are today. 

You may have eaten at that restaurant, asked that question, slept in that room, or returned to 
that subject many times. But the circumstances have changed. Your bodies have changed. Your 
understanding has changed. Perhaps your spirit has changed too. 

Something has happened since the last time that neither of you can entirely undo. The setting 
may be familiar. The people entering it are not exactly the same.

In recovery circles, there is an old phrase: contempt prior to investigation.

It describes our habit of dismissing something before we have honestly encountered it. We 
decide that an idea is foolish, an experience has nothing to offer, or a conversation will be 
pointless. Then we use our certainty as proof that there is no reason to look again. This posture is 
efficient. It saves us from inconvenience, disappointment, and the risk of being wrong. It also 
closes a great many doors.

I learned this lesson personally when a friend asked whether I had ever been to a Renaissance 
Fair. I laughed. I had gone once in high school and dismissed the whole thing as a gathering of 
out-of-work or untalented actors playing dress-up. I was embarrassed for him simply for asking.

“Every year,” he said, “I take my granddaughters. The joy on their faces when they see the 
princesses and walk into that world makes it one of the best days of the year for me.”
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Damn, I thought. I had decided what the experience meant before I had even bothered to ask 
what it meant to him.

That is contempt prior to investigation.

The Firsts Mindset asks us to investigate before deciding. 

What if the walk feels different today? 

What if the question reaches a part of your partner that was not ready to answer last year? 

What if an activity you once disliked becomes enjoyable because you are no longer trying so 
hard to be good at it? 

What if the familiar experience has not changed, but you have?

Curiosity does not promise that everything will become meaningful. Sometimes the restaurant is 
still bad. The hobby remains unappealing. The conversation confirms that neither of you has 
developed a secret enthusiasm for camping. 

But investigation gives the present a fair hearing. It allows life to answer before judgment does.

When we loosen our certainty, playfulness often returns. 

We become less concerned with whether an experience is worthwhile and more willing to see 
what happens. 

We laugh sooner. 

We ask better questions. 

We leave room for surprise. 

This does not make us naïve. It makes us available.

Repeating and Reclaiming

There is a difference between repeating something and reclaiming it. Repeating means doing the 
same thing again in roughly the same way. Repetition can be comforting. It can create rhythm, 
tradition, and trust. It can also become mechanical.

Reclaiming means returning with intention. You go back to the same place, conversation, 
gesture, or practice while asking: What does this mean to us now? 

The first time you walked that trail, you may have been newly dating and attempting not to 
appear winded. Years later, you return with a history neither of you possessed then. The path is 
the same, but what you bring to it has changed.

The first time you said “I love you,” the words may have carried hope, attraction, and 
uncertainty. Say them after illness, disappointment, the loss of a friend, and years of choosing 
each other, and the same words contain more. The first apartment may have been cramped and 
badly heated. Returning to the neighborhood years later may reveal not only what you lacked, 
but what the two of you were beginning to build.

Reclaiming does not mean trying to reproduce the original feeling. That usually ends badly. 

The restaurant has changed. 

The song does not land the same way. 

The younger versions of you are unavailable for comment. 
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Reclaiming means allowing the past and present to meet without demanding that either one 
become the other. It requires humility. 

You admit that you may have missed something the first time. 

You accept that your memory may have polished the experience beyond recognition. 

You risk discovering that the old magic does not return.

But something else may. 

Gratitude. 

Grief. 

Relief. 

A deeper understanding of what that moment asked of you. A new affection for the people you 
were, even if they made several questionable decisions. 

Some of the richest firsts in a lasting relationship are not entirely new experiences. They are 
familiar experiences entered by people willing to look again. The same walk. The same question. 
The same touch. The same words. But this time, there is more history in the room. More honesty. 
Perhaps less hair. Certainly more knowledge of what love requires.

The Firsts Mindset does not insist that everything must be new. It recognizes that every moment 
is new because it has never held these exact versions of you before. 

You have never been together on this particular day. 

You have never brought this much shared history into a conversation. 

You have never loved each other from precisely this point in your lives.

That is not a poetic exaggeration. It is the basic condition of being alive. Time keeps moving. 
Experience keeps leaving its mark. Even the most familiar relationship is always arriving 
somewhere it has never been. 

The question is whether you will arrive awake.

The Firsts Mindset keeps asking:

What have we not seen? 

What have we assumed? 

What could we approach differently? 

What deserves another look? 

Where might life be trying to begin again?

You do not need to force an answer. You only need to remain open enough to recognize one 
when it appears.

The world has not run out of firsts.

Neither have the two of you.
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Reflection Prompts

Take turns answering these out loud or on paper. You do not need to answer every question. Begin 
with the one that challenges an assumption or opens a possibility.

• Where have you begun mistaking familiarity for completion in your relationship?

• What is something about your partner you assume you already understand?

• When has your partner surprised you recently, even in a small way?

• What part of your relationship feels as though it is running from an old script?

• When have you decided in advance that something would be pointless, boring, or not for you?

• What might you discover if you investigated before judging?

• What familiar place, activity, or conversation deserves another look from the people you are now?

• Where might efficiency be helping you manage your life but keeping you from fully inhabiting it?

• What question have you stopped asking because you believe you already know the answer?

• What would it mean for the two of you to arrive more awake to this season of your lives?

Practical Ways to Cultivate the Firsts Mindset

A mindset does not change because we agree with it. It changes through practice. The Firsts 
Mindset becomes part of a relationship when two people repeatedly interrupt assumption, 
return to curiosity, and give the present a chance to reveal something they did not expect.

The following practices are intentionally simple. You do not need to do all of them. Choose one or 
two that fit naturally into your life and return to them often enough that they begin changing 
what you see.

Ask the Daily Question

Once or twice a week, ask each other:

“Did anything feel different or especially alive between us today?”

Keep the question light. This is not a test, and no one has failed if the answer is no. You are 
simply giving yourselves a chance to recognize a moment that might otherwise disappear: a new 
kindness, an unexpected laugh, a different response, or a conversation that went somewhere 
neither of you anticipated.

Keep a Reclaim List

Together, make a short list of familiar experiences that still matter to you.

A particular walk.

A meal you used to make.

A place you once visited often.

A ritual that has become mechanical or gradually disappeared.

Choose one and return to it with a single question: “What might this mean to us now?”
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Do not require the old feeling to return. Let the experience offer whatever it has for the people 
you are today.

Take a Beginner’s-Mind Walk

Walk through a place you know well and behave as though neither of you has seen it before.

Look at the buildings. Read the signs. Notice the trees, sounds, smells, and peculiar lawn 
decorations you have somehow accepted without question. Take turns pointing out things the 
other person missed. The path has not become new. Your attention has.

Ask the Surprise Question

Every so often, ask:

“Are we still willing to be surprised by each other?”

Then consider where you may have started predicting your partner before they have spoken. 
What do you assume they will say? What do you believe they will never enjoy? Which part of 
their story have you decided you already understand?

Knowing someone well is a gift. Deciding there is nothing left to know is something else entirely.

Investigate the Judgment

When you hear yourself thinking:

“We’ve already done that.”

“That won’t work.”

“They always react this way.”

“This is not for us.”

Pause before treating the thought as a verdict.

Ask:

“What have I decided without properly investigating?”

You may still reach the same conclusion. The restaurant may remain terrible. Camping may 
continue to involve too much dirt and insufficient plumbing. But give the present a fair hearing 
and allow room for surprise.

Let life answer before judgment does.

Arrive for Sixty Seconds

Choose an activity you perform often: making coffee, driving home, washing dishes, folding 
clothes, feeding the dog, or lying beside each other before sleep.

For sixty seconds, stop doing it automatically.

Feel your feet on the floor. Hear the room. Look at the person beside you. Notice the 
temperature, the light, the movement of your hands, and whatever is actually happening before 
your mind races toward the next task. 

You do not have to turn the moment into anything.
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Simply arrive for it.

Keep a Firsts Record

Place a notebook somewhere easy to reach. When one of you notices a first, write it down.

It may be important: The first time we discussed this without becoming defensive.

Or almost ridiculous: The first time we went to Costco to buy only one item.

Do not decide too quickly which moments deserve to be remembered. Record them and let time 
make that determination. At the end of a month or season, read the entries together. You may 
discover that life was changing while you thought nothing much was happening.

These practices are not dramatic. They are repeated acts of curiosity, humility, and attention. 
Over time, they change how two people move through a shared life.

The Firsts Mindset is not about chasing novelty or trying to make every day extraordinary. It is 
about refusing to let familiarity become invisibility. It is the choice to keep looking at the person 
beside you as someone still being revealed. It is the willingness to believe that an ordinary day 
has not told you everything yet. And it is the trust that God remains at work in lives that may 
look settled from the outside but are still being created from within.

We are co-creators in that work. We do not control what every new beginning will become, but 
we can remain available to it. We can loosen our certainty, delay our judgments long enough to 
see what is actually happening, and place our attention on what is here rather than what we 
have already decided is here. When we do, even familiar experiences can be renewed. Not 
because we have successfully pretended they never happened before, but because they have 
never happened with these exact versions of us. There is still room for surprise – What might 
God do in this very moment? 

You have never lived this day. Your partner has never stood at precisely this point in their life. 
The relationship has never contained this much history, this particular hope, this current 
question, or this opportunity to begin again.

The Firsts Mindset is what allows a relationship to keep growing after the obvious firsts have 
passed. It turns love from something you once discovered into something you remain willing to 
discover.

The world has not run out of firsts.

Neither have the two of you.
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Chapter 12: Seasonal and Annual Firsts
The calendar has a peculiar way of bringing things back. 

Another birthday arrives. 

Another anniversary. 

The first cold evening. 

The first warm day when everyone decides forty-eight degrees is suitable weather for outdoor 
dining. 

The holiday decorations return from the basement, occasionally accompanied by a strand of 
lights that worked perfectly well when they were put away and have since reconsidered their 
purpose.

The dates repeat. The people arriving at them do not.

The first Christmas you spent together is different from the tenth. An anniversary after a joyful 
year does not feel like an anniversary after a painful one. A birthday celebrated in a new home 
carries something different from the same birthday during a season of illness, uncertainty, grief, 
or change.

The date may have the same name. The life surrounding it has changed.

This is what makes seasonal and annual firsts so powerful. They allow us to encounter a 
returning moment as people who have never stood inside it in quite this way before. 

This is your first summer in this home. 

Your first Thanksgiving as a married couple. 

Your first anniversary after becoming parents. 

Your first birthday after losing someone you love. 

Your first winter with an empty nest. 

Your first holiday after reconciliation. 

Your first New Year’s Eve when staying awake until midnight feels less like a celebration and 
more like an unnecessary test of character.

The calendar repeats, but life does not.

Each return reveals something about where you have been and who you are becoming.

Giving Shape to Time

Without markers, years can lose their edges. 

One season runs into the next. 

Workweeks accumulate. 

Birthdays arrive before we have adjusted to the previous number. 

We look at a photograph and discover that an event we remember as “just last year” occurred 
during an entirely different presidential administration.
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Seasonal practices help us divide time into chapters. They allow us to say: 

This is when we began. 

This is what we survived. 

This is what changed. 

This is what we are grateful for. 

This is what we hope to carry into the year ahead.

A celebration, meal, trip, prayer, letter, candle, walk, or repeated question can become a way of 
placing a marker in the ground. We were here. This mattered. We chose not to let it pass 
unnoticed. 

That is the work of ritual.

A ritual is more than something we do repeatedly. Repetition alone can become habit, and habit 
can eventually occur without much thought. A ritual is a repeated action that carries meaning. It 
takes something we believe, remember, mourn, or hope for and gives it a physical form.

We light the candle. 

We prepare the meal. 

We return to the place. 

We tell the story again. 

We raise the glass. 

We name what has changed. 

We perform an outward act because something inward deserves expression. 

The act itself may be simple. Its meaning does not have to be.

The Rituals We Receive and the Rituals We Create

Some rituals are inherited. Families hand down recipes, holiday customs, prayers, decorations, 
songs, and firmly held opinions about the correct time to open presents. These practices connect 
us to people and places that existed before the relationship began.

When two people build a life together, however, they bring different histories into the same 
room. 

One family opened gifts on Christmas Eve. The other considered this evidence of moral collapse. 

One household celebrated birthdays for an entire week. The other offered a card and expected 
everyone to return promptly to their responsibilities. 

One person may associate a holiday with warmth and belonging. The other may carry memories 
of tension, loneliness, addiction, conflict, or disappointment.

Creating shared rituals requires more than choosing which traditions to keep. It asks two people 
to listen for what those traditions mean. 

What do we want to preserve? 

What no longer fits the life we are building? 
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What needs to be changed? 

What deserves to begin with us?

A couple does not have to inherit every ritual intact. Some traditions can be adapted. Some need 
to be retired with gratitude. Others may need to be placed gently on the curb and collected with 
the rest of the seasonal debris. 

You are allowed to create practices that reflect the people you are now.

Perhaps every anniversary begins with reading the vows you made and naming one way their 
meaning has changed. 

Perhaps the first snowfall requires hot chocolate and a walk, regardless of whether either of you 
particularly enjoys being cold. 

Perhaps birthdays includes one question: What do you want to experience for the first time this 
year?

Perhaps the beginning of spring means planting something. 

Perhaps the end of summer means returning to the same stretch of water. 

Perhaps New Year’s Day includes a meal, a prayer, or a letter written to the couple you hope to 
be by the time the calendar turns again.

The ritual does not need to impress anyone. It needs to hold meaning for the two of you.

When the Meaning Changes

A ritual that once felt alive can eventually become an obligation. 

The annual trip becomes stressful. 

The holiday gathering grows too complicated. 

The tradition created for young children no longer fits the adults they have become. 

One person continues doing something because it matters deeply; the other participates because 
no one has admitted that the practice stopped feeling meaningful six years ago.

Rituals are meant to serve life. Life is not meant to serve the ritual. Part of marking time honestly 
is allowing the way you mark it to change. 

You may keep the date but alter the practice. 

You may return to a ritual after years away. 

You may decide that a difficult anniversary needs less celebration and more tenderness. 

You may create a new practice because the old one cannot contain what the year has brought. 

You may discover that grief has entered a day that once held only joy. 

This does not ruin the ritual. It deepens it.

The most meaningful annual practices are not those that force every year to feel the same. They 
are spacious enough to receive the year that actually occurred. 

Some anniversaries call for champagne. 

Some call for gratitude that the two of you are still in the same room. 
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Some call for remembering what was lost. 

Some call for laughter, repair, rest, or the courage to begin again.

A living ritual does not deny change. It gives change somewhere to be held.

The First Time Again

Seasonal and annual firsts contain a useful tension. They return, but they never return exactly. 
The tree may stand in the same corner. The meal may follow the same recipe. The song may 
begin at the same moment. But the hands preparing the meal have aged. The room contains 
different joys and absences. The people singing have lived through another year together. This is 
not merely repetition. It is the first time this version of you has arrived here.

Ritual helps you recognize that. It allows the past to join the present without requiring the 
present to imitate it. It reminds you where you began while making room for what has emerged 
since then. A returning date can become a doorway. Behind you is every previous year. Before 
you is one you have never lived.

For people of faith, there is a sacred rhythm in this returning. Scripture is filled with days of 
remembrance, seasons of waiting, feasts, fasts, Sabbath, harvest, death, and renewal. God’s 
faithfulness is not revealed only in dramatic interventions. It is also revealed in morning 
following night, spring following winter, and mercy arriving again for people who have already 
needed it many times.

When we mark time together, we participate in that rhythm. We acknowledge that life is 
passing. We give thanks that life is still arriving. We remember that not every season lasts 
forever, though some are discourteous enough to make a convincing attempt. And we declare, 
through a meal, a candle, a question, a walk, or a story told again, that this life is worth meeting 
as it unfolds.

The calendar will continue to bring the dates back. Your task is not to make each one feel exactly 
as it did before. Your task is to greet it as the people you have become.

The calendar repeats.

Your life does not.

Reflection Prompts

Take turns answering these out loud or on paper. You do not need to answer every question. Begin 
with a date, season, or tradition that carries more meaning than its place on the calendar would 
suggest.

• What date on the calendar belongs especially to the two of you? How did it acquire its meaning?

• What annual tradition did your relationship create that neither of you practiced before?

• What repeated action has become a ritual because of what it expresses or remembers?

• What holiday, birthday, or anniversary has changed most in meaning since you first celebrated it 
together?

• What ritual from your family of origin did you most want to preserve? What does it represent to you?

• What family custom have the two of you adapted so that it fits the life you are building?

• What tradition have you released because it no longer reflected who you are or what you value?
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• What returning date holds more than one emotion for you—joy and grief, gratitude and regret, 
celebration and loss?

• What season of your relationship are you leaving? What are you entering?

• What would it mean to greet a familiar date as the people you have become?



The Book of Firsts

108

Memory Pages
Use these pages to record the dates, seasons, and repeated practices that have given shape to your 
life together.

Some rituals began deliberately. Others became traditions before either of you realized you were 
creating one. Record not only what you did, but how its meaning has changed as the two of you 
have changed.

The First Holiday We Made Our Own
Which holiday or special occasion?

Date or approximate year:

Where did you celebrate?

Photo, recipe, decoration, or memento to include or describe:

The First Tradition We Created Together
What is the tradition?

When did it begin?

Did you create it intentionally, or did it become a tradition by accident?

What do you hope remains at the heart of it?
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An Anniversary That Stands Apart
Which anniversary?

Where were you in your life together?

How did you mark the day?

What do you remember most clearly now?

A Returning Date That Changed Its Meaning
What is the date or occasion?

What did it mean to you at first?

What happened that changed its meaning?

What do you want the date to hold in the years ahead?
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A Tradition We Let Go
What was the tradition?

How did it begin?

When did you realize it no longer fit?

What made room for itself after the tradition ended?

Another Seasonal or Annual First We Want to Remember
The first:

Date or approximate year:

What did you do?

What do you want to remember about it now?
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Create a New First — Mark the Turning

A ritual begins when an ordinary action is given meaning.

You do not need to commit yourselves to an elaborate tradition that future versions of you will 
resent having to maintain. Begin with something simple enough to repeat and meaningful 
enough to remember.

Choose an invitation that helps you recognize a season, honor a returning date, or give shape to a 
passage of time.

Tiny First — Declare a Holiday

Look at today’s date and invent a holiday that belongs only to the two of you. It may honor 
something meaningful:

The Day We Decided to Begin Again

Or something less historically significant:

The Feast of Finally Folding the Laundry

Give the holiday a name. Then perform one ceremonial act immediately. Raise a glass of water. 
Divide a snack. Play thirty seconds of a song. Stand and offer a highly formal proclamation. 
When the ceremony is complete, decide whether the holiday deserves to return next year.

That is how rituals begin.

Easy — Can Be Done This Season

• Wait for the First Sign. Choose one event that will announce the arrival of the next season: the first 
snowfall, the first thunderstorm, the first fallen leaf, the first firefly, or the first evening warm enough to 
sit outside. When it happens, stop what you are doing and mark it together. Step outside. Ring a bell. 
Make a toast. Eat something particular. Say the same words each year. Let the season announce 
itself before the calendar does.

• Adopt an Unclaimed Date. Find a date on the calendar that means nothing to anyone else but 
contains a small piece of your history. It might be the day you brought home a pet, signed a lease, 
survived a disastrous trip, received unexpected good news, or finally replaced an appliance that had 
been threatening your peace. Give the date a name and decide how you want to observe it.

• Close the Season. Before the current season ends, create a ten-minute closing ceremony. Each 
person names:

• one thing the season gave you

• one thing it took from you

• one thing you do not want to carry forward

• one thing you hope to remember

Mark the ending with a physical action: extinguish a candle, pour out water, remove something 
from a room, or step together across a doorway.

Medium — Requires Intention or Protected Time

• Ask the Same Three Questions. Choose one returning date—an anniversary, birthday, holiday, or 
private date—and ask each other the same three questions every year:



The Book of Firsts

112

What changed in you this year?

What do you want us to remember?

What do you hope we experience before this date returns?

Record the answers. Over time, they will reveal changes that memory alone would have missed.

• Witness a Turning of the Year. Choose a solstice, equinox, first snowfall, first spring morning, or 
another seasonal threshold and experience it somewhere neither of you has marked it before. Watch 
the sunrise from an unfamiliar place. Stay outside for the longest evening of the year. Welcome the 
first snow after dark. Listen for spring before the neighborhood is fully awake. Bring one question with 
you:

What are we entering now?

• Invent a Feast Day. Create an annual celebration around something the two of you value that does 
not already have a holiday. It might honor second chances, friendship, hospitality, courage, laughter, 
people who helped you, or a year you did not think you would survive. Give the day a name. Choose 
its food, music, symbols, and customs. Decide whether it belongs only to the two of you or whether 
you would eventually like to invite others. Every holiday began because someone believed 
something deserved to be remembered.

Epic — Requires More Time, Planning, or Courage

• Live a Four-Season Year. Choose one experience that can happen only—or best—during each 
season.

For example:

• witness a spring migration or blooming

• watch a summer sunrise from the water

• participate in an autumn harvest

• walk outside during the first deep snow

Connect the four experiences with one repeated ritual: the same photograph, toast, prayer, 
object, or question. By the end of the year, you will have created a complete cycle that belongs to 
this particular chapter of your life.

• Create Your Own New Year. Choose a date that represents the beginning of your life together more 
truthfully than January 1. It might be the day you met, reconciled, moved in together, married, 
became sober, survived a crisis, or made a decision that changed your direction. Each year, use the 
date to close one chapter and open another. Review what happened. Name what needs to be 
released. Express gratitude for what carried you. Choose one first you want to enter before your 
private new year returns.

Let the ritual grow as your understanding of the date grows.

• Reimagine a Difficult Date. Some dates return carrying grief, fear, regret, or memories you would 
never have chosen. Decide together how you want to meet one of those dates in the future. You 
might visit a meaningful place, light a candle, prepare a particular meal, perform an act of service, 
give something away, plant flowers at the cemetary, speak the name of someone who is gone, or 
leave the day mostly empty. The goal is not to turn pain into celebration or force the date to become 
positive. It is to create a form strong enough to hold what the day contains.
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Let the Ritual Live

After trying one of these firsts, ask:

Did this practice help us express something that needed a form?

If it did, repeat it. If it did not, change it or let it go. Rituals are not obligations imposed by earlier 
versions of you. They are living practices meant to help the people you are now remember, 
grieve, celebrate, and enter what comes next. The calendar will bring the day back. You get to 
decide how you will meet it.
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If You’ve Been Together a Long Time

After many years together, recurring celebrations can begin to feel less like rituals and more like 
assignments. The same meal is prepared, the same decorations return, and the same family 
tensions arrive with impressive punctuality.

This does not necessarily mean the ritual has lost its value. It may mean the life surrounding it 
has changed while the practice has not. Children grow, parents age, grief enters familiar dates, 
and the energy available for celebration changes.

A ritual that served one season may need to be reshaped for another. Ask what still carries 
meaning, what has become too complicated, what can be released, and what small act would 
help the two of you recognize one another inside the larger celebration.

The ritual can change. The choosing can remain.

You may decide to simplify the meal. You may leave the gathering earlier. You may add a walk, a 
prayer, a private toast, or thirty minutes that belong only to the two of you. You may stop doing 
something that everyone assumes will continue forever. You may begin something so modest 
that no one else notices.

Reclaiming a seasonal or annual first is not about restoring a celebration to the way it used to 
feel. It is about allowing the ritual to meet the life you are actually living. Some years will call for 
greater celebration. Others will ask for tenderness, honesty, rest, or enough courage to say, “This 
year needs to be different.”

Carry This With You

We mark time because time matters. We light candles, prepare meals, return to familiar places, 
and gather on certain dates because something happened that we do not want to lose.

A ritual says:

Remember this.

Honor this.

Grieve this.

Give thanks for this.

Begin again here.

Faith does not require us to pretend every season is good. It teaches us that no season is final. 
Winter does not last forever. Neither does summer. Joy arrives, leaves, and returns in another 
form. Grief changes its weight. Mercy appears again, often without asking whether we have 
already used our allotted amount.

Each year, we bring something different. A celebration may carry gratitude and grief. A familiar 
prayer may sound different because the people saying it have changed.

When two people mark time together, they say:

We were here. We are here now. We intend to meet what comes next together.

The calendar repeats.

Your life does not.
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Chapter 13: Bucket List Firsts
Every relationship needs something to look forward to. 

Not every week. 

Not with relentless enthusiasm. 

There are seasons when reaching Friday with everyone reasonably intact is ambition enough. 
But somewhere beyond the responsibilities directly in front of you, it helps to have a dream. 

A place you hope to see. 

Something you want to learn. 

A project you want to complete. 

A cause you want to serve. 

An experience that makes the two of you say, “Someday, we would love to…”

Bucket list firsts are the dreams you would like to enter together before time, health, 
circumstance, or your willingness to sleep in an airport make them less possible.

Some are large enough to require years of saving and planning. Others cost very little but ask for 
courage, imagination, or a decision to stop postponing them. What makes something worthy of a 
bucket list is not its price or how impressive it sounds when described to other people.

It is the life it awakens in you.

Giving the Future a Shape

Much of a relationship is spent caring for the present. There are bills to pay, groceries to buy, 
appointments to remember, people to care for, and objects in the house that begin making an 
alarming noise without first consulting the budget. This work matters. A shared life depends on 
it. But when every conversation concerns what needs to be managed, the future can begin to 
look like more of the same responsibilities arranged across different years.

Dreaming interrupts that. 

A shared dream gives the future a shape. 

It gives you something to imagine during a difficult season. Something to research, save toward, 
practice for, or laugh about when the plan becomes unnecessarily complicated. Anticipation 
allows part of an experience to begin before you arrive. 

The trip starts when you first open the map. 

The garden begins when you choose the seeds. 

The book begins long before the first finished page. 

The act of imagining something together says:

We believe there is still life ahead of us.

We want to participate in what it becomes.
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The Dreams That Keep Waiting

I have wanted to write a book since I was twenty years old. For a long time, it lived in that vague 
country called someday. I carried ideas, fragments, stories, and convictions without knowing 
how to give them a form. The desire remained, but the distance between what was inside me and 
what appeared on the page often felt impossible to cross.

And now, after all these years, the book is within sight.

It has not arrived in the way my twenty-year-old self imagined. Very little does. I have needed 
help. I have used tools that did not exist when the dream began. I have revised, questioned, 
discarded, begun again, and occasionally wondered whether anyone would ever make it to 
Chapter 13.

But I am making the book.

A dream does not become less meaningful because the path toward it was unexpected or 
because you did not complete it alone. Most important dreams require help. 

Someone teaches us. 

Someone encourages us. 

Someone holds the ladder, reads the draft, watches the children, shares the cost, reminds us why 
we began, or believes for a while when our own belief has become unreliable. 

Bucket list firsts are not proofs of independence. They are often stories of participation.

More Than Places to Visit

When people hear “bucket list,” they often imagine distant countries, dramatic landscapes, and 
activities involving waivers with unusually detailed sections about bodily injury. Those dreams 
belong on the list if they genuinely belong to you. But a shared bucket list can contain much 
more than travel.

You may want to:

Create something together. 

Learn a language. 

Restore an old house. 

Become foster parents. 

Volunteer in a place that matters to you. 

Take a class that intimidates both of you. 

See a favorite musician perform in a far-away city. 

Reconcile with someone. 

Run a race. 

Plant enough food to share. 

Learn to sail, ride a motorcycle, bake bread, identify birds, or keep a houseplant alive for more 
than one fiscal quarter.
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You may want to host a table where people feel welcome. Make a pilgrimage. Build a business. 
Write a story. Serve a community. Sleep beneath a particular sky. Visit the place where one of 
your families began. Become the kind of people who do something you once assumed was 
beyond you. 

Some dreams are about where you go. 

Others are about who you become on the way there.

Borrowed Dreams and Honest Dreams

Not every appealing dream is your dream. Some belong to social media, marketing campaigns, 
family expectations, or the persuasive friend who insists that everyone must climb a mountain 
at least once despite considerable evidence that humans function perfectly well at sea level. A 
bucket list can easily become a collection of experiences we believe interesting people are 
supposed to want.

Before placing something on your shared list, ask:

Do we actually want this?

Would you still desire it if no one else ever saw the photographs? 

Does the idea create genuine energy between you, or does it mostly create pressure? 

Does it reflect your values, curiosities, and season of life? 

Is it a dream you share, or one person’s dream that the other is graciously willing to support?

There is nothing wrong with carrying different dreams. Loving someone does not require 
wanting every experience they want. Sometimes the gift is joining them. Sometimes it is helping 
them go without you. Sometimes it is admitting that spending seven days on a silent retreat 
sounds like renewal to one person and a hostage situation to the other. 

Honesty helps you build a list that belongs to the relationship rather than one designed to 
impress an imaginary audience.

The Problem With Someday

“Someday” is useful when a dream needs time. It becomes dangerous when it means never.

There will always be reasons to postpone what is not urgent. More money would help. The 
schedule may improve. Work might become less demanding. The children will be older. The 
house will finally be finished, though houses rarely agree to this arrangement. Some dreams 
genuinely must wait. But waiting and abandoning are not the same thing.

A dream begins to move when it receives something concrete: 

A name. 

A page in a notebook. 

A savings account. 

A first phone call. 

A date to reconsider it. 

A small skill learned now. 
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A conversation about what would need to change.

You do not have to book the flight today. You may only need to admit that you still want to go.

The goal of a bucket list is not to turn life into another series of accomplishments. It is not a 
demand to complete everything before death, as though the final years will be audited and 
points awarded for hot-air ballooning.

Some dreams will change. Some will become impossible. Some will lose their appeal. Some will 
lead to other dreams you could not have named at the beginning. 

The list can remain alive because you remain alive. It can be revised without being betrayed.

Dreams as an Act of Faith

There is a spiritual courage in making plans while knowing how little control we possess. We do 
not know what the coming years will contain. We cannot guarantee our health, resources, 
timing, or circumstances. Life may revise our plans without requesting our approval. 

Dreaming does not deny that uncertainty. It answers it.

To dream together is to say that the future is not merely something that will happen to us. It is 
also a place where we hope to participate with God, with one another, and with the life still 
asking to be lived. 

We hold our plans with open hands. 

We take the next available step. 

We remain willing to be redirected. 

And when a long-held dream finally becomes real, we stand inside a moment that once existed 
only as a sentence between us:

Wouldn’t it be awesome if someday…

Someday is not a date on the calendar. But every dream that comes alive begins when someone 
takes a first step toward it. 

A shared dream gives the future a shape.

Then the two of you begin walking toward it.

Reflection Prompts

Take turns answering these out loud or on paper. You do not need to answer every question. Begin 
with the one that awakens genuine energy rather than the one you think you ought to choose.

• What dream have the two of you returned to more than once without taking a step toward it?

• What experience would make you say, “I am glad we did that while we could”?

• What would you like to create together that does not exist yet?

• What place carries meaning for you beyond simply wanting to visit it?

• What cause, community, or need would you like to serve together?

• What long-held dream belongs especially to one of you? How might the other person support it 
without pretending it is equally their dream?
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• What dream have you outgrown or no longer need to pursue?

• What have you postponed under the word “someday”?

• What is one first step you could take without committing to the entire dream?
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Bucket List Pages
Use these pages to name the experiences, creations, acts of service, and ways of becoming that you 
hope will one day be part of your shared history.

Do not worry about making the list impressive. Include the dreams that genuinely awaken 
something in you—even if they seem impractical, modest, unfinished, or difficult to explain.

The Dream That Keeps Returning
What dream have we discussed more than once?

When did we first begin talking about it?

What keeps drawing us back to it?

What is one concrete step we could take?

A Place We Want to Experience
Where do we want to go?

Why this place rather than somewhere merely impressive?

Does it connect to our history, family, faith, interests, or curiosity?

The first step:
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Something We Want to Make
What do we want to create?

Why does it matter to us?

Who would it serve or delight?

The first visible piece we could create:

Something We Want to Learn
What would we like to learn or become capable of doing?

Why does it interest us?

Would we learn it together, or would one person lead while the other participates?

The smallest lesson, class, practice, or experiment available to us:
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A Way We Want to Serve
What need, cause, community, or group of people matters to us?

Why does it matter personally?

What gifts, experience, or resources could we offer?

The first responsible step we could take:

A Dream That Belongs More to One of Us
Whose dream is it?

What does the dream mean to that person?

What makes the other person hesitant, uninterested, or unable to participate fully?

What agreement would respect both people?
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Our “Someday” List

Use this page for dreams that do not yet need a full plan. A few words are enough.

Dream or possibility Smallest next step When we will revisit 
it
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Create a New First — Give Someday a Beginning

A bucket list can become another attractive place to store postponed intentions. The dream is 
written down. The possibilities are discussed. Everyone agrees it would be wonderful. Then the 
list is closed and returned to a drawer.

These invitations are not meant to help you add more dreams. They are meant to help one 
dream begin moving. Choose something that gives you useful information, creates genuine 
momentum, or allows you to experience a small piece of a future you have only imagined.

Tiny First — Move the Dream One Inch

Choose one dream from your list. Then do one thing that moves it forward before you leave this 
page.

You might:

• place one dollar in an envelope and write the dream on it

• save the name of a class

• put a destination on a map

• send one question to someone who has done it

• create the first blank page of the project

• look up one date, cost, requirement, or possibility

• say out loud, “We are allowed to want this”

Do not plan the entire dream. Move it one inch.

That inch counts.

Easy — Give the Dream Some Air

1. Test the Smallest Version

Choose a dream and create the smallest possible version of it. If you want to travel through Italy, 
cook a Tuscan meal and learn enough Italian to order it badly. If you want to write a book, create 
the title page and write one paragraph. If you dream of owning land, spend an afternoon helping 
in a community garden or mowing your neighbor’s lawn. If you want to perform music together, 
learn one song well enough to play it for the dog. The small version is not a substitute for the 
dream. It is an introduction.

2. Visit the Dream in Person

Find one place where the dream already exists. Walk through the marina. Attend the reading. 
Visit the workshop. Tour the school. Go to the travel exhibition, volunteer orientation, historic 
site, open house, race, performance, or gathering. Do not commit to anything yet. Stand close 
enough to the dream that it stops being entirely imaginary.

3. Ask Someone Who Knows

Find someone who has done something similar and ask honest questions. Not: “Tell us 
everything.”
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Ask: “What do you wish you had known before you began?” “What was the hardest part that no 
one warned you about?” “What first step actually mattered?” “What did the dream become once 
it met reality?”

Let another person’s experience make your dream more truthful, not merely more impressive.

Medium — Try On the Future

4. Live the Dream for One Day

Design one day as though a version of the dream were already part of your life. If you dream of 
running a bed-and-breakfast, host breakfast for friends. If you want to work remotely while 
traveling, take your work to an unfamiliar place and discover how romantic unreliable internet 
actually feels. If you hope to create art together, spend a full day working as artists rather than 
waiting to feel like artists. If you want to serve a particular community, spend the day listening 
to and learning from people already doing that work.

At the end of the day, ask:

What gave us life?

What was harder than expected?

Do we want more of this?

Let a dream encounter reality before giving it a large portion of your life and most of your 
savings.

5. Trade Dream Leadership

Each person chooses one dream that matters especially to the other. For the next month, become 
the person responsible for helping that dream take one step forward. Research the first lesson. 
Arrange the conversation. Find the needed information. Make room in the schedule. Introduce 
your partner to someone who might help. You are not taking ownership of their dream. You are 
lending it some of your attention.

At the end of the month, exchange what you discovered. Sometimes love says, “I want this too.” 
Sometimes it says, “I see how much this matters to you, and I will help you begin.”

6. Spend a Day at the Edge of Your Comfort Zone

Choose an experience connected to one of your dreams that produces both curiosity and 
manageable discomfort. Attend an event where you know no one. Try the introductory lesson. 
Enter the competition at the lowest possible level. Speak with someone whose work intimidates 
you. Visit the place you have admired from a distance. Submit the application you have 
repeatedly opened and closed.

The purpose is not to prove that you are fearless. It is to learn what becomes possible when fear 
is acknowledged but not placed in charge.

Epic — Give the Dream a Chapter

7. Take a Scouting Journey

Before committing to the full dream, plan a trip whose purpose is investigation. Visit the town 
where you might live. Walk part of the trail you hope to complete. Spend several days learning 
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from the organization you want to serve. Meet the people involved in the craft, project, business, 
or community that interests you. Go with questions rather than conclusions. A scouting journey 
may strengthen the dream. It may reshape it. It may save you from pursuing a fantasy that looks 
much better from a distance. Any of those outcomes is useful.

8. Create a Ninety-Day Dream Season

Choose one shared dream and allow it to become the organizing theme of the next ninety days.

Decide what the season will include:

• one skill to practice

• one amount to save

• one person to contact

• one experiment to attempt

• one obstacle to investigate

• one decision to make by the end

Give the season a name. Mark its beginning. Schedule a midpoint conversation. At the end of 
ninety days, decide whether to continue, change direction, pause, or release the dream. You are 
not promising to complete it. You are promising to give it an honest season of your life.

9. Make the First Irreversible Move

Some dreams remain dreams because every step taken toward them can still be quietly undone. 
When you are ready, choose one action that makes the beginning real. Register for the course. 
Book the first night. Submit the proposal. Purchase the materials. Apply for the program. Reserve 
the dates. Announce the project to the people whose involvement you need. Make the first 
contribution. Begin the training.

Choose carefully. Make an irreversible move only after investigation, honest conversation, and 
attention to what the dream will require from both people. But eventually, some doors open only 
when you place your hand on them.

The Dream After the Dream

After taking a step, ask:

Did moving toward this dream create more life between us?

Do not ask only whether you succeeded. Notice what happened while you were beginning. Did 
you become more curious? More hopeful? More honest about what you want? More aware of 
your differences? More willing to ask for help? More alive to the future?

Completing the dream may still be years away. But the first important experience is not always 
reaching the destination. Sometimes it is becoming the couple who has begun.
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If You’ve Been Together a Long Time

After many years together, you may have collected dreams that never quite became plans. 
Careers demanded more, children arrived, parents needed care, health changed what was 
possible, and money went somewhere less inspiring but apparently essential.

Some dreams still belong to you. Others need a new form. The backpacking trip may become a 
cabin near the trail. Starting a business may become mentoring someone who is beginning one. 
Revising a dream is not the same as abandoning it.

There is no virtue in completing a dream that no longer carries life. Ask which hope still creates 
energy, what it represents, what can be released honestly, and what new dream fits the people 
you are now.

A long life together does not have to become only an archive. There can still be something ahead. 
Ask what still has life in it, then give one answer a chance to begin.

Ask each other:

• Which old dream still creates energy when we talk about it?

• What did that dream represent to us?

• Could we preserve its heart while changing its form?

• What dream are we postponing out of habit rather than necessity?

• What first step have we avoided because taking it would make the dream real?

• What are we ready to release without treating its loss as a failure?

• What new dream fits the people we are now?

There is no virtue in forcing yourselves to complete a dream that no longer belongs to you. A 
bucket list is not an assignment handed down by younger versions of yourselves who had more 
cartilage and less information. Letting go can be honest. Revising can be wise. Beginning can still 
be brave.

Carry This With You

A bucket list is not proof that you lived correctly, traveled far enough, or collected enough 
photographs beside recognizable landmarks. It is a way of listening for the life that still calls to 
you.

Some dreams arrive as destinations. Some arrive as work. Some ask you to make something, 
learn something, give something, repair something, or become someone you have not yet been.

Plans change. Bodies change. Opportunities arrive late or in forms you do not recognize. Hold a 
dream with both commitment and open hands. Give it a shape, then take the next available step.

Not every dream will be completed. But even an unfinished dream can teach you what matters, 
bring you into community, reveal an ability you did not know you possessed, or awaken a part of 
your relationship that had been waiting for room.

A shared dream says:

There may still be something ahead worth moving toward.

A shared dream gives the future a shape. Then the two of you begin walking toward it.
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Chapter 14: When Firsts Feel Hard
There are seasons when the invitation to create something new feels less like encouragement 
and more like one more demand.

Maybe you are parenting young children and cannot remember the last time either of you 
completed a sentence without being interrupted.

Maybe one of you is living with chronic illness, pain, depression, anxiety, or exhaustion that 
sleep does not seem to repair.

Maybe work has become consuming. Money is frightening. 

You are caring for an aging parent, grieving someone you love, living apart for a season, or 
trying to find your way back after a conflict that changed the room between you.

Maybe the relationship itself feels fragile.

During seasons like these, a suggestion that the two of you plan an adventure, begin a project, or 
discover a more meaningful way to spend Saturday can sound almost offensive.

You are not asking, “What could we try next?”

You are asking, “How do we make it through Thursday?”

This chapter is for those seasons.

It is not an interruption of the Firsts Mindset. It is where the mindset must become 
compassionate enough to remain true.

A way of life that works only when we are energetic, hopeful, healthy, financially secure, and 
getting along is not much of a way of life. It is a fair-weather hobby.

Hard seasons ask something different of us.

The work of love changes shape.

When the Work Changes

Not every season is a season of expansion.

Some are for healing.

Some are for grieving.

Some are for repairing what has been damaged.

Some are for accepting limits that neither of you wanted.

Some are for letting other people help.

And some are simply for getting through the day without requiring the day to become a lesson.

During these times, the first may be almost invisible.

The first time you admit, “I cannot manage this by myself.”

The first time you sit beside each other without trying to solve what cannot yet be solved.

The first time you allow the dishes to remain in the sink because rest matters more tonight.
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The first time one of you says, “I need you to listen, not fix this,” and the other understands the 
assignment.

The first time you ask for professional help.

The first time you accept a meal, a ride, childcare, prayer, money, or practical care without 
apologizing for needing it.

The first time you laugh in the middle of a season you thought had taken laughter away.

The first time you feel a little less alone inside something neither of you knows how to change.

These moments may not resemble the firsts you once imagined creating together. They may not 
produce photographs, stories, or entries on a bucket list.

But they can still mark a beginning.

A first does not have to be exciting to matter.

Sometimes it is simply the first opening through which relief enters.

Lowering the Bar Without Shame

One of the kindest things two people can offer each other during a difficult season is permission 
to lower the bar.

Not secretly.

Not resentfully.

Not while continuing to compare yourselves with couples who appear to be handling life better.

You can say it aloud:

We have less available to us right now.

That may mean less time, less money, less physical ability, less emotional energy, less patience, 
or less confidence in the relationship than you once had.

Naming that is not surrender.

It is honesty.

You do not need to create the kinds of firsts you created in easier years. You do not need to 
match what another couple is doing. You do not need to perform relational health that you do 
not currently possess.

You are also allowed to put this book down.

A workbook is not meant to become another instrument of shame. You do not earn anything by 
completing an exercise while exhausted, frightened, resentful, or emotionally unavailable. Skip 
the page. Choose one question instead of twenty. Return in a month. Write nothing.

Rest is not a failure to participate.

Sometimes rest is the participation available to you.

Perhaps one first a month is enough.

Perhaps the first is a five-minute conversation before bed.

A cup of coffee shared without discussion.
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A text that says, “I know today is difficult. I am thinking about you.”

Sitting in the same room while each person does something different.

Letting your partner sleep.

Canceling a plan neither of you has the strength to enjoy.

The goal is not to reduce your relationship to the smallest possible form forever. It is to stop 
demanding more from the season than the season can give.

There will be time to stretch again.

For now, kindness may require making room.

When Hope Must Come Closer

There are times when dreaming feels irresponsible.

During illness, financial hardship, grief, caregiving, or uncertainty, the future may be difficult to 
imagine. A bucket list can feel less like possibility and more like evidence of everything you 
cannot currently do.

In those seasons, the dream may need to become smaller. Not smaller in meaning. Smaller in 
distance.

What would you like to experience this month?

What could you learn from where you are?

What beauty remains accessible?

What would give the two of you something gentle to anticipate?

A special meal.

A nearby place you have never entered.

A Thank You card you have postponed sending.

A project completed slowly.

A morning protected from obligation.

Hope does not always arrive as a grand plan. Sometimes it is one event placed on the calendar 
that helps you move toward the next week. Sometimes it is the decision to believe that the season 
you are in is not the only season you will ever know. And sometimes hope is not available yet.

That does not mean you have failed.

There are days when one person may need to hold hope for both of you. There are days when 
neither of you can hold it and someone outside the relationship must carry it nearby until you 
are ready to reach for it again.

Let them.

The Difference Between Difficulty and Danger

Not every painful season can be addressed by lowering expectations and offering more patience.
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There is a difference between a relationship under strain and a relationship in which someone is 
being harmed.

If there is coercion, intimidation, violence, threats, control, or fear for your safety, the next first 
is not a date, a conversation prompt, or an act of greater vulnerability. The task is to seek safety 
and qualified support.

Grace does not require you to remain available for abuse.

Mercy does not ask one person to absorb another person’s cruelty.

And forgiveness, however you understand it, does not eliminate the need for truth, boundaries, 
accountability, or protection.

Even in relationships where there is no abuse, some difficulties need more than good intentions. 
Depression may need treatment. Addiction may need recovery support. Betrayal may require 
skilled guidance. Patterns of conflict may need the help of a counselor who can recognize what 
the two of you can no longer see from inside them.

Asking for help is not evidence that the relationship has failed.

It may be the first honest acknowledgment that love alone does not make us experts in 
everything love must endure.

Grace for the Relationship You Actually Have

Grace is not a reward given to couples who are doing relationships well.

Grace meets us where performance ends.

It enters when we admit that we are tired, limited, angry, frightened, disappointed, or unsure 
what to do next. It does not deny responsibility. It does not excuse harm. But it refuses to make 
our worst season the final definition of who we are.

There may be days when you cannot offer your partner creativity, romance, enthusiasm, or 
much conversation.

Perhaps you can offer honesty.

Perhaps you can offer an apology.

Perhaps you can offer space without punishment.

Perhaps you can make the appointment, take the medication, attend the meeting, or tell someone 
you trust what has been happening.

Perhaps you can say:

“I do not have much to give today, but I do not want to pretend.”

That sentence may be more loving than a gesture performed without truth.

For people of faith, difficult seasons can expose how easily we confuse God’s presence with our 
own sense of progress. When life feels stagnant, we assume nothing sacred is happening. When 
prayers remain unanswered, distance remains, or healing takes longer than we hoped, we may 
believe we have somehow fallen outside the story.

But God is not present only in the beginning we can celebrate.

God is present in the pause.
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In the hospital room.

In the therapy office.

In the meal someone leaves at the door.

In the friend who answers the phone.

In the exhausted couple who has stopped trying to appear impressive and is learning, perhaps 
for the first time, how to receive mercy.

The Firsts Mindset asks a different question here. Not: What exciting thing can we add?

But: What is available to us without pretending, forcing, or causing further harm?

What truth can be spoken?

What burden can be shared?

What help can be received?

What expectation can be released?

What small movement toward one another—or toward safety, healing, and support—is possible 
today?

You may not be able to answer yet. You are allowed to rest before you do. The work of love 
changes shape.

Sometimes it reaches outward toward possibility.

Sometimes it holds a hand in a waiting room.

Sometimes it makes the difficult phone call.

Sometimes it stops, breathes, and admits that enough is enough for today.

Grace does not ask the exhausted to perform.

It meets them where they have stopped.

Reflection Prompts

These questions are offered gently. Answer only what feels possible. You may skip any question, 
stop partway through, or return when you have more room.

• What is taking the most energy from you or your relationship right now?

• What limitation are you still struggling to accept?

• Where are you expecting yourselves to function as though this were an easier season?

• What could you release, postpone, simplify, or allow someone else to carry?

• What does your partner most need you to understand about what this season feels like for them?

• What form of closeness is actually available to you right now?

• What would lowering the bar without shame look like this week?

• What kind of rest do you need—from activity, conversation, decision-making, caregiving, conflict, or 
the pressure to appear fine?
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• Who outside the relationship could offer trustworthy support, perspective, care, or professional 
guidance?

• What would be enough for today?
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Pages for This Season
Use these pages gently.

You do not have to complete every page. You may write one sentence, circle a question, ask your 
partner to write for you, or leave the section untouched.

What This Season Is Asking of Us
What are we carrying right now?

What has become harder than it used to be?

What is consuming most of our time, energy, or attention?

What would become easier if we stopped pretending?

Something We Are Allowed to Release
What expectation is creating unnecessary pressure?

Where did that expectation come from?

Who are we afraid of disappointing?

For this season, we give ourselves permission to:
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A Small Mercy We Received
What happened?

Who offered the care?

What did they notice or understand?

Is there a way we would like to remember or acknowledge this kindness?

A Way We Have Continued to Love
What has one of us done that helped the other feel less alone?

Was the care requested, offered, or simply noticed?

What did the act require from the person who gave it?

What do we want to say to each other about it now?



Chapter 14: When Firsts Feel Hard

137

Help That Is Available to Us
Who already knows what we are going through?

Who could offer practical help?

Who could listen without making the situation about themselves?

When?

Enough for Today
What truly needs to happen today?

What can wait?

What would help each of us feel safer, steadier, or less alone?

For today, enough will be:
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Create a New First — When One Small Step Is Available

This section is not an assignment.

You do not need to create a new experience simply because you have reached this page. If rest is 
what is available, rest. If the two of you need space, professional help, or a pause from proactive 
relationship work, honor that honestly.

But if one small movement feels possible, begin there.

Do not choose what sounds most meaningful.

Choose what asks the least pretending.

Tiny First — Make the Next Ten Minutes Gentler

Ask each other:

“What would make the next ten minutes a little gentler?”

The answer might be:

• silence

• a glass of water

• sitting nearby

• being left alone

• having one task taken over

• holding hands

• opening a window

• hearing, “You do not need to explain”

Choose one request that can be honored safely and without resentment.

Then let ten gentler minutes be enough.

When You Have Almost Nothing to Give

1. Remove One Small Burden

Each person names one task, decision, or expectation that is making today harder.

Choose one that can be removed, postponed, simplified, or handed to someone else.

Order the food.

Cancel the plan.

Leave the laundry where it is.

Tell someone no.

Decide that the email can wait until tomorrow.

The first does not always involve adding something.

Sometimes it begins by making room.
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2. Sit on the Same Side

For five minutes, sit beside each other rather than across from each other.

You do not have to talk.

Look out a window. Sit on the porch. Listen to one song. Watch the dog conduct important 
neighborhood surveillance.

Let your bodies occupy the same space without requiring the moment to become intimate, 
productive, or emotionally significant.

You are simply practicing being near one another without another demand.

3. Say What Kind of Help You Need

Complete one sentence:

“Right now, I need you to listen, help, give me space, or stay nearby.”

Choose only one.

The other person does not have to guess what love looks like in this moment.

And the person asking does not have to explain the entire season.

When You Have a Little More Room

4. Create a Relief Plan for One Hard Day

Choose a day or part of the week that has become especially difficult.

Together, redesign only that piece.

What can be prepared ahead of time?

What can be removed?

Who could help?

What decision can be made once instead of argued about repeatedly?

What small comfort can be waiting?

Do not attempt to repair the entire season.

Make one recurring day less punishing.

5. Let Someone Help You

Ask one trustworthy person for one specific form of assistance.

Not: “Let us know if you can help.”

Try: “Could you bring dinner on Thursday?”

“Could you stay with the children for an hour?”

“Could you drive me to this appointment?”

“Could we call you tonight? We need someone to listen.”

Receiving care may feel unfamiliar, exposing, or uncomfortable.

Let the first be asking clearly.
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6. Create a No-Improvement Hour

Set aside one hour in which neither of you is allowed to improve the relationship, solve the 
problem, discuss the schedule, research treatment, make a major decision, or use the phrase “We 
really need to…”

Choose something undemanding.

Watch something familiar.

Eat simple food.

Sit outside.

Listen to music.

Rest in the same room.

For one hour, let your relationship be a place where nothing has to be accomplished.

When Help Is the First

7. Make One Honest Appointment

Choose the kind of support the situation actually needs.

This may mean contacting:

• a physician or mental-health professional

• a couples counselor

• a recovery group or sponsor

• a financial counselor

• a grief or caregiver support group

• a pastor, chaplain, or trusted spiritual guide

• a person trained to help with safety, coercion, or abuse

You do not have to solve the problem before asking for help.

The first may simply be sending the message, making the call, or admitting aloud:

“What we are doing is not enough.”

8. Build a Small Circle Around the Season

Write down the names of three people or resources that could help carry different parts of what 
is happening.

One may offer practical assistance.

One may listen.

One may provide professional knowledge.

One may remind you that life exists beyond the immediate crisis.

Do not ask one person to carry everything.

Let support become a circle rather than another private burden the two of you must manage 
alone.
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9. Choose the Next Faithful Step

Some difficult seasons cannot be repaired by returning to an old ritual or creating a moment of 
connection.

The next step may be treatment.

Recovery.

A boundary.

Temporary distance.

A truthful disclosure.

A safety plan.

A decision that neither of you hoped to face.

Ask:

“What is the next honest and responsible step—not the entire solution?”

Name it.

Write it down.

Decide what help is required before taking it.

Courage does not always look like pressing forward together in the same way.

Sometimes courage is refusing to continue as though nothing must change.

Let the Step Be Small

Afterward, do not immediately ask whether the step fixed anything.

Ask:

Did this make the next hour, day, or week more honest, gentle, supported, or safe?

That is enough information for now.

You are not trying to prove that the relationship is alive by producing a beautiful moment.

You are responding to the life that is actually here.

The work of love changes shape.

In this season, it may look like one burden removed, one truthful request, one appointment 
made, or ten minutes made gentler.

Let that count.
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If You’ve Been Together a Long Time

Later life brings firsts no couple would place on a bucket list: a serious diagnosis, becoming a 
caregiver, the first holiday after a death, accepting help you did not expect to need, or changing a 
future you once assumed would arrive in another form.

These beginnings can feel more like losses. One person may need to receive more than they can 
give. The other may become tired, frightened, impatient, or lonely while offering care with love. 
Gratitude does not cancel grief. There must be room for both.

In hard seasons, love often becomes quieter and more practical: keeping track of questions for 
the doctor, preparing the food someone can eat, sitting nearby when conversation requires too 
much energy, saying “I am tired” before exhaustion becomes resentment, and asking for help 
before care becomes isolation.

The invitation is not to make the season beautiful. It is to meet it truthfully and allow love to 
inhabit the life that remains.

Long history does not make these seasons easy. Sometimes it makes them more complicated. You 
know what your partner used to be able to do. You remember the life that existed before the 
appointments, limitations, medications, empty rooms, or altered plans.

These acts do not remove what hurts. They may not restore what has been lost.

But they allow love to inhabit the life that remains.

Carry This With You

There will be seasons when you cannot manufacture hope or turn uncertainty into a plan. Grace 
does not wait for you to know what beginning again will look like. It meets what is unfinished.

You are allowed to pause, to grieve, to accept care, and to admit that something is beyond your 
ability. Perhaps there is one honest sentence, one request, one burden that can be shared, or one 
hour that can be made gentler. Perhaps there is only rest.

Do not dismiss what is small because it does not resemble the life you hoped to be living.

A beginning may arrive as relief rather than excitement.

It may come through another person’s help.

It may appear when you stop forcing movement and discover that remaining still is not the same 
as being abandoned.

The work of love changes shape. Sometimes it reaches toward something new. Sometimes it 
repairs. Sometimes it protects. Sometimes it receives help. Sometimes it rests.

Grace does not ask the exhausted to perform.

It meets them where they have stopped.
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Chapter 15: Passing It On
At some point, a couple may begin to wonder what their life together is giving to the world 
around them. 

Not only what they own.  Not only what will be written in a will, placed in a box, given to 
children, or divided among relatives who have suddenly developed strong opinions about an old 
lamp. 

But what has become possible because these two people chose to build a life together. 

Who has been welcomed? 

Who has been encouraged? 

Who has been fed, mentored, forgiven, challenged, protected, or given another chance? 

Who learned something about love by being near them?

We often speak of legacy as though it begins near the end of a life. The word can bring to mind 
estates, family names, large accomplishments, and plaques attached to buildings. But legacy is 
already happening. 

It is present in the friend who knows they can call you. 

The child who has watched two adults apologize. 

The younger couple who has seen that commitment does not require pretending. 

The neighbor whose name you learned. 

The person in recovery who found someone willing to answer the phone. 

The table where an outsider was treated like they belonged. 

The community that became a little stronger because the two of you continued to show up.

Legacy is not only what remains after you are gone. It is what grows because you were here.

More Than Being Remembered

Most of us will not be remembered by large numbers of people. Our names will not appear in 
history books. Future generations are unlikely to organize guided tours of the places where we 
answered email, folded laundry, or repeatedly forgot why we had entered a room. That does not 
make a life insignificant. The deepest influence is often difficult to trace. 

A person speaks patiently to a frightened child because someone once spoke patiently to them. 

A man tells the truth about his addiction because another man made honesty feel possible. 

A couple welcomes someone into their home because years earlier they were welcomed when 
they had nowhere else to go. 

A woman sets a boundary because she once watched someone she respected do the same 
without cruelty. 

A younger couple learns how to repair after conflict because an older couple trusted them with 
the truth about their own mistakes.

No one may remember where the lesson began. It continues anyway.

Legacy is not always being remembered. Sometimes it is being carried forward.
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What Has Been Given to Me

Some of the clearest examples of this in my own life have come through recovery. I have had the 
privilege of sponsoring several men through the Twelve Steps. The relationship begins with one 
person helping another do the next honest thing. 

You meet. 

You talk. 

You read. 

You tell stories you once hoped no one would ever hear. 

You take phone calls at inconvenient hours because addiction has never shown much respect for 
a reasonable schedule.

Over time, something more can grow. One of the men I sponsor has become one of my closest 
friends. I have preached at his church. He came to my wedding. We have become part of each 
other’s lives in ways neither of us could have predicted when we first sat down to talk about 
recovery. I do not need him to remember me as impressive. That is not the legacy I want.

I hope something that was freely given to me has passed through me into him. I hope he carries 
it into the lives of the people he loves, sponsors, serves, and encounters. I hope some person I 
will never meet receives courage, honesty, or mercy because someone once offered those things 
to me and I did my best not to keep them for myself.

That is how love travels.

Not always through recognition.

Through transmission.

What Your Relationship Teaches

Every relationship teaches something to the people around it. Not because the couple announces 
itself as an example. Usually that is a warning sign. People learn from what they experience in 
your presence. 

They learn whether mistakes can be admitted. 

Whether disagreement must become humiliation. 

Whether affection can survive aging. 

Whether grief is permitted at the table. 

Whether guests are treated as interruptions or gifts. 

Whether someone who is struggling must hide it. 

Whether love means control or freedom. 

Whether faith makes people more compassionate or merely more certain. 

Whether two people can remain distinct while building a life that belongs to both.

You will not teach these things perfectly. Your failures will also become part of what others see. 
But failure can offer something when it is followed by truth, accountability, repair, and change. 
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A healthy legacy is not the story of a flawless relationship. It is the story of two imperfect people 
who remained willing to learn how their love affected more than themselves.

Passing On the Practice of Firsts

The practice of remembering and creating firsts is one thing a couple can pass on. 

You pass it on when you ask a child what they noticed instead of only asking what they 
accomplished. 

You pass it on when you help a younger couple celebrate a beginning that other people consider 
too small to matter. 

You pass it on when you tell the truth about your early years rather than editing the story until it 
becomes useless. 

You pass it on when you invite someone to try again after embarrassment, failure, addiction, 
divorce, estrangement, or loss. 

You pass it on when your home makes room for curiosity, play, questions, and the possibility 
that no person is finished becoming. 

You may share stories. You may preserve recipes, prayers, photographs, letters, jokes, traditions, 
or objects whose value no appraiser could calculate. You may mentor someone. You may teach a 
skill. You may take a child somewhere for the first time and allow their amazement to awaken 
your own. 

You may simply live in such a way that the people near you understand that beginnings are not 
reserved for the young, the unhurt, or the unusually brave.

You do not have to persuade anyone to adopt the Firsts Mindset.

Let them experience what it feels like to be treated as someone in whom God may still be doing 
something new.

Serving Together

For many couples, some of the most consequential firsts happen when they turn outward 
together. 

The first person you welcome into your home. 

The first young person you mentor. 

The first meal you deliver. 

The first recovery meeting, community project, hospital visit, fundraiser, shelter shift, or difficult 
phone call you undertake side by side.

Service allows a couple to use its shared strength for something beyond its own comfort. That 
does not mean the relationship disappears into endless obligation. Service without wisdom can 
become another way to avoid problems at home, seek approval, or exhaust yourselves proving 
that you are useful.

Healthy service is not rescue, control, or performance. It begins with listening. 

What is actually needed? 
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Who is already doing the work? 

What can the two of you offer responsibly? 

What belongs to someone else? 

What commitment can you sustain without neglecting the people and responsibilities already 
entrusted to you?

You do not need to start a nonprofit or move across the world. You can visit someone who is 
lonely. Bring food without requiring conversation. Help a neighbor repair something. Teach a 
skill. Support a family during illness. Coach, tutor, foster, host, drive, build, organize, or remain 
present after everyone else has returned to their regular lives.

The size of the act does not determine its influence. Consistency often matters more.

Serving together also reveals something about the relationship itself. You may see patience in 
your partner that ordinary life rarely calls forth. You may discover that one of you moves toward 
practical needs while the other recognizes emotional ones. You may learn how differently you 
understand generosity, limits, responsibility, justice, or faith.

These differences can create tension. They can also enlarge the kind of good you are able to do 
together. 

The question is not simply:

What do we want to give?

It is:

What has been placed within and among us that might become useful to someone else?

Co-Creating With God

To speak of ourselves as co-creators with God does not mean that we control what our efforts 
become. We rarely know how far an act of love will travel. We offer a meal. Someone 
remembers being welcomed. We help one person. That person later helps another. We create a 
ritual. A child carries it into a home that does not yet exist. We tell the truth about a painful 
season. A younger couple feels less ashamed of needing help.

We write a book. Perhaps someone receives it as a wedding gift, places it on a shelf, moves it 
from home to home, and opens it twenty years later when they need to remember that their 
relationship has not run out of beginnings.

We place something into the world. God carries it farther than we can see. Co-creation is 
participation, not control. We receive time, experience, ability, relationships, wounds, 
opportunities, and grace. Then we decide what we will do with what has been entrusted to us.

Will we close around it? 

Will we use it only to protect ourselves? 

Or will we allow some part of it to move through us toward another person? 

God’s Spirit does not stop at the edge of a couple. It flows through hospitality, courage, truth, 
recovery, beauty, forgiveness, mentorship, patience, and care. It moves through people who 
decide that the love they have received does not end with them.
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A relationship can become one of the places where that movement is practiced. Two people learn 
to love one another. That love changes them. Changed people enter homes, friendships, 
churches, workplaces, neighborhoods, and communities differently. Others are affected.

The circle widens.

The Future You May Never See

You may never know the full consequence of the life you create together. Some influence will 
remain hidden. A sentence you have forgotten may stay with someone for years. A kindness that 
felt ordinary to you may become part of another person’s understanding of God. Someone may 
repeat one of your stories without remembering where they heard it. A younger person may 
treat their partner more gently because of something they witnessed in your home. A person you 
helped may eventually help someone whose name you will never know.

This can be difficult for those of us who would prefer a final report, several reassuring charts, 
and a bonus attached. 

Perhaps legacy is not about making sure people remember who we were. Perhaps it is about 
helping someone become more honest, more loving, more awake, more merciful, or more willing 
to begin again. Then allowing them to carry that life somewhere we cannot go. 

The life you build together does not belong only to you. 

Love practiced between two people does not stay between two people. 

It passes through them. 

And somewhere beyond what they can see, it begins again.

Reflection Prompts

Take turns answering these out loud or on paper. You do not need to answer every question. Begin 
with the one that helps you see how your life together may already be reaching beyond the two of 
you.

• Who has been affected by the life the two of you have built together?

• Who knows they can call, visit, ask for help, or tell the truth because of the relationship you have 
offered them?

• What do you hope people experience when they enter your home or spend time in your presence?

• What do you hope your relationship teaches about apology, forgiveness, conflict, affection, faith, or 
commitment?

• Who helped shape the way you love? What did they give you that now passes through your 
relationship to others?

• What kindness, truth, opportunity, or mercy was once given to you that you do not want to keep for 
yourselves?

• What has your partner taught you about serving people well?

• How can you distinguish faithful service from rescuing, controlling, performing, or trying to prove your 
usefulness?

• What has God placed within or among the two of you that might be entrusted to the care of others?
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• What would it mean for the love you have received not to end with you?
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What We Hope to Pass On
Legacy is not created only by preserving the past.

It is also created by deciding what deserves to continue: a story, a practice, a hard-earned truth, 
a way of welcoming people, or a kind of love that someone else may carry farther than you can.

A Story We Want Carried Forward
What happened?

Who was involved?

What details would be lost if the story were not recorded?

How would we like to preserve or share it?

Something We Received and Want to Pass On
What was given to us?

Who gave it?

How did it affect our lives?

What could passing it on look like in practice?
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A Letter for Someone Who Comes After Us
Who are we writing to?

What do we hope they understand about love?

What do we want them to know about beginnings?

Our letter:

A Practice We Hope Continues
What is the practice?

How did it begin?

What meaning does it carry?

How can we invite them into it now rather than simply leave it behind later?
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Someone We Want to Encourage or Mentor
Who is the person or couple?

What do we recognize in them?

What might they need that we are able to offer?

What is one invitation or offer we could make?

What We Hope Continues Because We Were Here
I hope our relationship has helped people become more:

I hope someone remembers feeling:

I hope something we received continues through:

I hope we are carried forward through:
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Create a New First — Let the Circle Widen

The firsts in this section do not belong only to the two of you. They begin when something you 
have received, learned, practiced, or created together becomes available to another person. This 
does not require turning yourselves into experts, mentors, or unusually inspiring people. You do 
not need a platform. You do not need to gather an audience and explain the seven principles of 
your successful relationship.

Begin with what is already in your hands. A story. A skill. A meal. A place at the table. An hour of 
attention. A willingness to accompany someone into a beginning of their own.

Tiny First — Name What Is Beginning

Choose one person in your life. Send them one sentence that names something you see beginning 
or growing in them:

“I see you becoming more courageous.”

“You have a gift for making people feel welcome.”

“I hope you keep following your curiosity about this.”

“The honesty I see in you matters.”

Do not add advice. Do not turn it into a speech. Simply let someone know that a part of their 
becoming has been seen. This can be a text, a voice message, even a letter if you still have stamps 
around the house. Keep it simple, just one sentence. Sometimes a first begins because another 
person recognizes it before we do.

Begin With One Person

1. Pass On Something You Were Given

Choose one thing that someone once gave or taught you. It may be a recipe, prayer, spiritual 
practice, household skill, story, song, tradition, piece of wisdom, or way of treating people. Share 
it with someone else. Tell them where it came from. Include the person who first gave it to you 
rather than allowing the gift to appear as though it began with you. Then let the person receiving 
it decide what form it takes next. Passing something on does not require preserving it 
unchanged. It means giving it another life.

2. Offer the Unpolished Story

Tell someone a true story from your relationship that might help them feel less alone. Do not 
offer the polished version in which every decision appears wise and the lesson becomes obvious 
at exactly the right moment. Include the mistake. The fear. The misunderstanding. The part 
where you did not know what you were doing. Share what helped, what changed, and what 
remains unfinished. The goal is not to present your relationship as an example to follow. It is to 
make honesty safer for someone else.

3. Give Someone Their First Invitation

Think of a person who is often overlooked, new to a community, recovering from a loss, 
rebuilding a life, or waiting for someone else to make the first move. Invite them into something 
simple. A meal. A walk. A meeting. A project. A holiday ritual. A conversation over coffee. Do not 
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require them to be cheerful, interesting, grateful, or ready to tell their story. Offer a place 
without demanding a performance. Sometimes the first experience that changes a life is being 
included without having to earn the invitation.

Create Something With Someone Else

4. Let Them Choose the First

Invite a younger person, newer couple, friend, neighbor, or person you mentor to name 
something they would like to experience for the first time. Resist the urge to choose what would 
be good for them.

Ask:

“What have you wanted to try?”

“What are you curious about?”

“What would feel meaningful or fun to you?”

Then help create the experience with them rather than for them. Let them shape the plan, make 
decisions, and contribute what they can. Legacy is not deciding what another person’s life 
becomes. It is helping them participate in their own beginning.

5. Teach and Be Taught

Choose someone with whom you can exchange skills. Teach them something you know: How to 
cook a particular meal. How to repair something. How to tell a family story – this is a skill that 
some have and some don’t, if you have it, pass it on. How to garden, budget, pray, exercise, eat 
healthy, organize, host, or make something with your hands. Then ask them to teach the two of 
you something. Allow the exchange to move in both directions. The purpose is not only to pass 
on knowledge. It is to resist the assumption that wisdom travels exclusively from older people to 
younger ones or from experienced people to beginners. Everyone arrives carrying something.

6. Create a Firsts Table

Invite a small group of people from different ages, backgrounds, or stages of life to share a meal.

Ask each person to bring one story:

• a beginning that changed them

• something they tried later than expected

• a mistake that opened another path

• a person who helped them begin again

• a first they still hope to experience

Do not turn the evening into instruction. Let people tell their stories. Make room for laughter, 
uncertainty, contradiction, and memories that take longer than expected to reach their point. A 
table becomes part of a legacy when people leave it more willing to tell the truth about their lives 
than when they first sat down.
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Practice What Can Continue

7. Become Dependable Somewhere

Choose one person, place, or community need where consistency would matter more than a 
dramatic gesture. Before committing, ask what is actually useful. Then choose a form of service 
the two of you can sustain for a defined season. Visit once a month. Deliver a meal regularly. 
Mentor one person. Help with one recurring community task. Offer transportation. Support an 
existing recovery, faith, neighborhood, school, or service organization. Do not begin by asking 
how you can lead. Begin by learning how to be of service, dependable. At the end of the season, 
ask whether you want the commitment to continue, change, or be passed to someone else.

8. Accompany Someone Through a Beginning

Choose one person who is entering an unfamiliar season. They may be newly married, newly 
sober, newly grieving, newly parenting, beginning a vocation, returning to school, leaving an 
unsafe situation, or rebuilding after failure. Ask whether they would welcome your company. If 
they say yes, decide together what accompaniment might look like:

A regular meal. A monthly call. Help with practical tasks. Listening without rushing toward 
advice. Introducing them to useful people or resources. Celebrating progress that others may not 
recognize. Remain humble about your role. You are not the author of their story. You are 
agreeing not to make them walk one part of it alone.

9. Create Something Designed to Travel

Make something that another person can use, adapt, and eventually pass on.

It might be:

• a collection of family or community stories

• recorded conversations with older relatives or mentors

• a recipe book that includes the people behind the food

• a guide based on something difficult you learned

• a scholarship or small fund

• a garden whose harvest is shared

• a gathering that others can eventually host

• a set of letters for people entering particular seasons

• a tradition that deliberately invites new people into it

Do not design it as a monument to yourselves. Design it to remain useful after your involvement 
changes or ends.

Ask:

Who will care for this next?

How can they make it their own?

What must remain for it to retain its heart?
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A living legacy is not frozen in its original form. It continues because someone else is trusted to 
carry it differently.

Let the Gift Leave Your Hands

After completing one of these firsts, ask:

What did we offer?

What did we receive?

Did we listen before deciding what another person needed?

Did this create freedom, connection, courage, or possibility?

Could it continue without us at the center?

You may never know what happens next. The sentence may be remembered. The skill may be 
taught again. The person welcomed at your table may one day create a table of their own. The 
individual you accompany may eventually walk beside someone you will never meet. You place 
something into another life and release your claim on the outcome. That is not the loss of your 
influence. That is how influence becomes legacy. Love does not have to preserve your name in 
order to carry something of you forward. It only has to keep moving.

The life you build together does not belong only to you. Love practiced between two people does 
not stay between two people.

It passes through them. And somewhere beyond what they can see, it begins again.
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The Next First

Perhaps you have read this book from beginning to end.

More likely, you have not.

Life probably interrupted. A chapter took longer than expected. One of you became tired of 
answering questions. The book was set aside beneath a stack of mail, carried through a move, or 
placed on a shelf with the sincere intention of returning to it soon.

That is all right. This was never meant to be a book you finished quickly and then congratulated 
yourselves for completing. It was meant to remain available as the two of you changed.

Perhaps someone gave it to you when your relationship was new. Perhaps you opened these 
pages again years later and discovered that the people reading them were not the same people 
who first wrote their names inside the cover.

I hope that happens.

I hope this book acquires crossed-out answers, revised plans, coffee stains, old photographs, 
pages filled in by both of you, and dates separated by years. I hope a question you once skipped 
eventually finds you ready. I hope an exercise that seemed unnecessary becomes exactly what 
you need in another season.

I hope you keep returning to these pages as the two of you change.

There is something I want to tell you before you go.

At the time I am finishing this workbook, I have been married only a few months. My wife and I 
were married on May 16, 2026. Before that, I had been married once, for three years, and 
divorced in 2000. By one way of counting, I have spent only a very small portion of this 
millennium happily married.

I am not writing from the summit of marital achievement.

My wife and I have not completed most of the exercises in this book. I have imagined more firsts 
than we have had time to attempt. I am only beginning to learn what it means to build a healthy 
marriage and to love another person without asking either of us to disappear.

This workbook is not a report of mastery. It is an invitation I am accepting alongside you.

Somewhere along the way, I caught a glimmer of something. I began to see that firsts are more 
than memorable events at the beginning of a relationship. They are openings. They interrupt the 
certainty that we already know what life, love, another person, or even God has left to offer us.

That glimmer has become something like a song for this season of my life. I have tried to place 
the song into these pages and pass it along. What happens to it now is beyond my control. 

Perhaps something here will help two people ask a question they have avoided.

Perhaps it will give them permission to laugh, rest, seek help, change a ritual, pursue a dream, or 
recognize that something sacred has been happening in their ordinary life. 

Perhaps someone will receive this book as a wedding gift, place it on a shelf, move it from one 
home to another, and open it twenty years later. Perhaps they will discover that their 
relationship has not run out of beginnings.

That possibility means more to me than having my name remembered. I hope something that 
passed through me becomes useful in a life I will never see. I hope it helps someone become a 
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little more awake, a little more honest, a little more merciful, or a little more willing to love the 
person beside them as someone who is still becoming.

That would be enough.

That would be legacy.

The invitation at the beginning of this workbook was never to complete every exercise or 
construct a perfect relationship. It was to become available—to one another, to the life taking 
shape between you, and to the God who continues to meet us inside beginnings. That invitation 
remains.

You will change.

Your answers will change.

The person you love will reveal parts of themselves that neither of you has met yet. There will be 
seasons of expansion and seasons when grace asks nothing more than rest. There will be dreams 
you pursue, dreams you revise, and dreams you release. There will be moments you recognize 
immediately and others whose meaning will not become clear for years.

Do not rush to decide which ones count. Stay curious. Remain willing to be surprised. Let what 
you receive move through you toward someone else. And return whenever familiarity begins 
pretending that the story is finished. 

This book ends here because paper eventually runs out.

The invitation does not.

There is still more life available inside the day you have been given.

Begin there.
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A Commitment for the Season Ahead

This page is an invitation to make a simple promise to one another.

It is not a pledge to complete every exercise, create firsts on a schedule, or turn your relationship 
into another project that must be managed successfully.

It is an intention to remain available—to one another, to the life you are creating together, and to 
the possibility that something new may still be waiting to emerge.

Our Commitment

We, ______________________________ and ______________________________, commit to 
remaining open to firsts in the season ahead—not as a checklist or obligation, but as a 
way of keeping our relationship awake to possibility.

We will practice curiosity before assumption.

We will make room for play, honesty, rest, repair, and change.

When life is difficult, we give one another permission to slow down, ask for help, and 
let what is small be enough.

We will not use this commitment to pressure, compare, or measure one another.

We will return, when we can, to the belief that familiarity is not the same as 
completion and that neither of us is a person the other has finished knowing.

Together, we remain willing to discover what may begin next.

Signed: ____________________________________ Date: __________________

Signed: ____________________________________ Date: __________________

This commitment belongs to you. Sign it, revise it, leave part of it blank, or return to it in another 
season. The words matter only to the extent that they help you live with greater honesty, 
curiosity, mercy, and love.
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More of Our Story

Use these pages for memories, details, photographs, stories, or firsts you want to preserve. These 
pages belong to the parts of your story no set of categories could anticipate.

A First We Want to Remember
The first:

 

Date or approximate time:

 

What happened?

 

 

 

What details do we want to preserve?

 

 

 

Why does this matter to us now?

 

 

 

Photo, message, object, or memento to include or describe:
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A First We Want to Remember
The first:
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A First We Want to Remember
The first:

 

Date or approximate time:

 

What happened?

 

 

 

What details do we want to preserve?
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Photo, message, object, or memento to include or describe:
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Firsts Still to Come

Use these pages to imagine, plan, record, or celebrate whatever begins next. Add dates when you 
can. Leave room for firsts you cannot yet name.

Your Own Firsts

The first Date Brief description How it felt Photo / memento
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Your Own Firsts

The first Date Brief description How it felt Photo / memento
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Your Own Firsts

The first Date Brief description How it felt Photo / memento
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Your Own Firsts

The first Date Brief description How it felt Photo / memento
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