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Praise for  Seeking Happily Ever After

“Finally, a book that single women can relate to! Too often, self-help books operate on fear-mongering—aiming to convince women that they have some major defect preventing them from finding Mr. Right and they better fix it. Michelle Cove starts with the assumption that single women are just fine as they are and then provides warm, friendly, and wise advice to help women be their happiest selves, no matter what stage of being single they are in.”

—COURTNEY E. MARTIN, EDITOR, FEMINISTING.COM, AND AUTHOR OF Perfect Girls, Starving Daughters: How the Quest for Perfection Is Harming Young Women

 

“This book is for every woman who’s single and been told to rush toward the altar, but who knows that her life—her own precious, dynamic, exciting, life—is full and worthwhile. This book is an affirmation that no woman should settle for less than she deserves. It’s a toast to all the young women who know they deserve everything they want, and it reminds them that they shouldn’t settle for less—not in friends, not in careers, and certainly not in romantic partners. Michelle Cove is a storyteller, helping women script their own contemporary, sassy, happy endings.”

—BETH JONES, COAUTHOR OF Three Wishes: A True Story of Good Friends, Crushing Heartbreak, and Astonishing Luck on Our Way to Love and Motherhood

 

“If the question is, Why are you still single? the answer can be found in this book. Michelle Cove has created a boot camp for single women who need a reminder that they are islands of sanity in an insane world—not the other way around. Every woman will relate to at least one of the real-life stories. It should be required reading for women over thirty who are tired of feeling pressure to marry. Give it as a gift to your married friends and family who have forgotten what it’s like to be single, since they keep asking, When are you gonna get married?”

—LARA D YAN, COHOST OF ChickChat

 

“While so many books on the market for single women try to teach readers how to make men love them, this is a book that gives women the steps to help them genuinely love themselves. Better yet, Michelle Cove offers these steps in a friendly, compassionate, even humorous tone so it feels like spending time with your wisest best friend.”

—JOSIE BROWN, EDITOR, SINGLEMINDEDWOMEN.COM, AND COAUTHOR OF  The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Finding Mr. Right

 

“Michelle Cove delivers. In the opening pages of her book, she says her book will not help the single woman fall in love. Instead she offers strategies for creating lasting love. Her book brims with action plans that enable a woman to ‘use her inner voice.’ Cove believes in joy and balance, not stress and relentless pursuit. I happen to be married and yet the book spoke to me as well. It’s a wake-up call for all women (all people?) to get back in touch with what makes them wonderful, what makes them worth marrying in the first place.”

—SHULAMIT REINHARZ, FOUNDER AND DIRECTOR, WOMEN’S STUDIES RESEARCH CENTER AND HADASSAH-BRANDEIS INSTITUTE

 

“Cove talks as if she’s sitting over coffee with you in the kitchen, urging you to listen to your inner voice as well as offering good solid advice—advice you’ll want, regardless your shade of single.”

—DR. KAREN GAIL LEWIS, AUTHOR OF With or Without a Man: Single Women Taking Control of Their Lives

 

“What I love so much about this book is its friendly but no-nonsense approach to what it’s like being single today, and how much better life can be with just a tweak of your mind-set. Michelle Cove’s steps are so specific and easy to use that right away readers will learn to tune out the outside voices questioning them, and readers will feel truly empowered. This is a book that will inspire single women of all ages to take charge of their lives!”

—KERRY DAVID, AWARD-WINNING PRODUCER OF Seeking Happily Ever After AND  My Date with Drew
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For the bold single women who trusted me with  
their personal stories and allowed me to  
share these stories for the greater good . . .




Introduction

Scene from the 2008 film Baby Mama:

Kate (played by Tina Fey) is sitting at dinner with her sister and her mother: Mother: “You know, Kate, not everyone is as tolerant of your alternative lifestyle as we are.”

Kate: Being single is not an alternative lifestyle—

Mother: It is when you’re thirty-seven!







What single woman hasn’t been made to feel like she is a social screwup? According to a 2007 New York Times article, 51 percent of women are single—and yet somehow being unmarried is still considered an oddball lifestyle. If you’re like most singles, you’ve been bombarded with questions like, “How long have you been alone?” and “Are you doing that online dating?” and “Why is someone as great as you still not married?” The message is clear: There is something wrong with you, and you’d better fix it.

On vulnerable days, it’s easy to buy into the idea that you have  a major defect. After all, it sure seems easy for billions of other women around the world to get hitched and have babies. You’re a bright, lovely person. Why not you? On other days, the commentary seems ridiculous, and you feel secure knowing you didn’t settle for the wrong guy. “Sure, I’d like to find someone,” you think, “but there is nothing wrong with me.” Heck, maybe you don’t even want to marry.

How confident you feel may depend on the day. There are times when you appreciate the upsides of being single: You get to choose how you want to live without major compromise; you don’t have to check in with anyone if you’re enjoying yourself and want to stay out longer; you don’t need permission before making vacation plans or spending money however you see fit. There is the thrill and endorphin rush of that first kiss that most married people will never experience again. Oh, and there’s the joy of walking past screaming babies in strollers and knowing you don’t have to deal with that.

Then there are days when you wonder if you will ever find the right person, or whether the guy you’re currently with is him. If you’re not dating, there are moments of loneliness, cravings for intimacy (or flat-out sex), maybe fear of what a life without marriage looks like, and an urge to feel more settled. If you are dating, or even committed, you may have doubts about whether you picked the right guy and/or what kind of relationship you want with him.

You know from listening to your married friends that it’s not perfect on their side of the fence (they tell you routinely how lucky you are that you get to focus on yourself). But what’s clear is that married folks, content or not, are on the right side of the fence, the one that proves they are “normal.” We live in a culture  where the wedding is the finish line. If that’s true, you’re falling behind.




EVERYBODY’S FAVORITE PET PROJECT 

Having married in my thirties, I’ve lived on both sides of the fence. As a single woman, I found my life was frequently considered a puzzle for others to solve. Strangers sitting next to me on the plane or at a dinner party would ask, “Are you married?” When I’d say no, the onslaught would begin: “My closest friend was single for the longest time, but then she met someone on  Match.com and she couldn’t be happier!” or “I have a second cousin in Kentucky who I think is single and I’m going to tell him about you,” or “My mother’s sister waited too long to think about marriage and now she’s alone—it’s so sad.”


Well, that is extremely helpful, thank you.

I remember being told by a colleague that the online dating sites I picked “sucked” and that was why I couldn’t find anyone. Huh? What does that even mean? There were friends and relatives who would hug me hello while asking, “Are you dating anyone?” My relationship status was endlessly fascinating, whether I was dating or not. It was like being transported back to seventh grade again where the topic of boys reigns supreme. Because of this obsessive focus, I didn’t know who to talk to about my mixed feelings around being single: Who should I have called when I was feeling lonely? Or when I was feeling deflated from the stack of wedding  invites from friends that kept arriving in my mailbox? Or when I needed someone to remind me there was more to life than whether I checked “single” or “in a relationship” on official forms?

I was nervous about voicing my concerns to single friends, especially since my status was often in flux. Those in the same boat would reply, “At least you’re dating someone,” or “Don’t worry. I’m sure you’ll get back together,” or “What do you mean, you’re not sure if he’s the one?” Turning to the married people I knew wasn’t the answer, either. If I mentioned the downsides of being single, they would roll their eyes and say, “You don’t know how good you have it!” or offer pat reassurances: “When the right one comes along, you’ll know,” and “You’ll find him when and where you least expect it.”


Seriously?

I craved someone who could understand and validate what I was going through—a wise soul to assure me my feelings were normal and transitory. Better yet, I wanted someone to give me realistic ways of handling the numerous buttinskies who kept pressuring me to meet a guy; I yearned for ideas that would make me feel good during my single years, and not just endure the experience. Where was this wise soul? If she didn’t exist, maybe there was a book that could help?


The book I longed for

Nope—there was nothing helpful on the book front. Strolling the aisles of the relationship section of bookstores was (and remains) a full-on assault: He’s Just Not That into You! . . . How to Avoid the  10 Mistakes Single Women Make . . . Living Single: One Day at a Time . . . On My Own: The Art of Being a Woman Alone. The basic message: You’re alone because you keep messing up, and/or you’re going to end up alone, so you’d better get used to it.


This is so NOT what single women need to hear.

In large part, this book is the one I longed for during my own single years. I wanted a book that would reassure me that I was fine married or not. It would lift me up and open possibilities, not scare me into following a ten-step plan to grab the gold ring. Nor was I interested in self-help books insisting I would never find the love of my life, so I better make peace with being alone forever. I don’t think so! I wanted an all-encompassing guide to help me feel strong and make wise choices in my love life regardless of whether I was hungering for a relationship, in one that raised doubts, or taking a breather from romance.

Unlike most relationship reads, this book operates on the assumption that “happily ever after” comes in different flavors: questioning marriage, rejecting it, or hoping for a wedding ring now or at some point. We are taught so early (thanks, Disney) that “happily ever after” means being saved by a prince who rescues a young woman and marries her quickly. Life just doesn’t look like that; even for those pursuing marriage, the path to the altar today is rarely a straight walk down the aisle. Many women focus on their education and/or career before saying “I do,” or live with a man for longer before marriage, or take time to travel and indulge in adventures. Single women may be seeking love, but they are not sitting around twiddling their thumbs.

Here’s the thing: Until you know your own needs, the quest for fulfillment is useless. Forget about what the guy wants. What do you want? There are so many relationship books filled with “surefire” rules for making a man want you. (The rules include: “Don’t call him back.” “Never call a guy first.” “Flirt, but don’t be too flirty.”) This book will help you determine what feels right for you, as well as what type of relationship will make you feel your best. As an added bonus, it turns out that healthy men want to be with women who know what they want.

This book will also shed light on the pressures and fears you and your single friends face. Too often our inner lives as single women are isolated from one another, leaving us feeling alone and misunderstood. This book will illuminate the ups and downs your friends may face in their love lives. By understanding one another, you can offer better support. Share appropriate sections with your mother, sibling, peers, or anyone else who could stand to learn a thing or two about not making you feel “less than” because you’re unmarried. People say awful things to singles out of ignorance, with no understanding of the damage they inflict. Mark sections you’d like the person to read, with a note saying, “Let’s discuss once you’re done.”


How will you know you’re on the right path?

Most women I know call their close friends when they’re having self-doubts. (Some of the things they wonder about: “Will I ever find someone?” “Do you think I’m giving up if I stop online dating?” “I just don’t know if I’m with the right guy.”) Although friends can be wonderful sounding boards, we forget that we are the best-equipped to give advice to ourselves. That’s because few  of us ever learn about tuning in to our inner voice, the single most valuable tool we possess. Your inner voice (which I realize sounds a little formal) is your true self that knows when things feel right or wrong. It is your internal compass that shows you where you are at all times. We all have one, but we can’t take advantage of it until we learn how to use it. By the time you finish reading this book, you will know how.

Here’s an example of how your inner voice can be helpful. Take loneliness. Many of us are led to believe that being lonely is shameful and should be avoided. If you tell someone you’re lonely, he or she will likely tell you distracting stories, cheer you up with jokes, or suggest a night on the town so you forget about it. While this may be a good temporary fix, you will likely feel lonely again as soon as you’re not distracted. The more you try to deny the feeling, the more anxious and maybe even hopeless you will feel.  Or you can choose to tune in to your inner voice, which will tell you, “I feel lonely,” so you can deal with it directly. Maybe the simple act of acknowledging and allowing yourself to feel your loneliness will be enough; perhaps you’ll need to cry for twenty minutes before feeling better; maybe you’ll write about it in your journal; or you might make plans to join a community so you’re not so isolated. The point is, you can’t get emotional relief or create a plan of action without first listening to your inner voice.

In every chapter, you will find a “tune in to your inner voice” exercise with a specific question to focus on about dating or your current relationship. Sit in a quiet place, close your eyes, and see what feelings come up when you ask the question (yes, this is the same as meditating). It’s normal if you find yourself thinking, “I’m hungry,” or “Is it cold in here?” or “What am I doing again?” Just allow those thoughts to surface and float away like bubbles, so  you can get back to the question. In addition to these exercises, I strongly suggest spending at least ten minutes a day tuning in to your inner voice without any guided question other than, “How am I feeling right now?” If after a couple of weeks you’re still struggling to access your inner voice, spend those ten minutes writing in a journal. The action of writing will likely make accessing your feelings easier because you’ll feel less self-conscious than you would just sitting with your eyes closed. Don’t worry about the quality or quantity of your writing; it’s only for you. Eventually, you’ll get to a place where you don’t need the pen and paper anymore.


Research from the streets

Some suggestions in this book come from my own experiences as a single woman. Although I was looking for “the one” by age twenty-seven, I didn’t find him until thirty-one and married him at age thirty-three. There were many years of dating jerks, trying to envision a future for myself if I didn’t find the right guy, re-evaluating the qualities I wanted in a man, and finding ways to feel truly okay with no guy on the horizon. I learned useful strategies (some in hindsight), which you’ll find throughout these pages. I assure you that I’m happily married today with a six-year-old daughter and still use all of the same strategies. Getting clear on your relationship (or any) needs—and figuring out how to make them happen—is ongoing work.

The majority of advice comes from women I interviewed for the documentary Seeking Happily Ever After, a feature-length film I made with award-winning producer Kerry David. We were in  search of why there are more single thirtysomething women than ever and whether women of all ages are redefining “happily ever after.” Is it really married and in a house with a white picket fence before age thirty? Is it the prince coming to rescue a woman on his white horse? Kerry and I talked to several dozen women from around the country and received approximately a hundred e-mails from women of all different ethnicities and backgrounds who wanted to share their stories of being single. What makes our research unique is that we approached our interviews without any agenda or theory to prove. We just wanted to learn what, if any, commonalities single women today shared.

Often we approached women on the street based on the fact that they looked a certain age and wore no wedding band. After they agreed to being filmed, I would pepper them with questions: “What did you think ‘happily ever after’ looked like as a girl?” “What does it look like today?” “What is the most difficult part of being single?” “What do you love about being single?” I was amazed at how willingly women dropped their guard and told us their most personal and private confessions: “I worry that all my married friends secretly pity me.” “I don’t know how I’m going to tell my mom that I don’t want kids.” “I think I’m a better version of myself when I’m not in a relationship.”

They also shared their emotional victories, like: “I felt so much better once I finally told my sister to stop pressuring me,” and “I finally gave myself permission to stop attending singles events when I realized it depressed me.” Some of the advice in this book was culled from their stories about what made interviewees feel better, or worse, about being single. For instance, several women confessed that going home alone for family reunions was the  worst, or trying to picture a life unmarried when there were so few attractive models out there. They were too close to the situation to see specific steps they could take to feel better.

Other advice comes from experts ranging from financial analysts, who provide practical steps to feel more secure while you’re on your own, to family therapists, who offer successful ways to deal with the pressure and stigma of being unmarried, to singles experts, who have figured out the art of keeping life in balance no matter what one’s love life looks like.

On a logistical note, each chapter is filled with personal quotes and anecdotes from women I interviewed. If there is an asterisk by the name, it means that the person requested that I not use her real name or never gave me her real name, or that the story came to me via an unsigned e-mail. In some of the case studies, I switched a few details so the women couldn’t be identified, or created a composite of a few different single women who shared similar feelings and experiences.


What stage are you in?

When I organized my interviews with single women into categories, the women fell into one of four stages, which are the structure of this book (each section of the book covering one of the stages). They are:• Looking (eagerly) for Mr. Right, which includes chapters on: (1) looking eagerly for a guy using whatever means available; (2) rebounding after a bad breakup; and (3) dating in a way that doesn’t feel like you’re on a mission. • Experiencing conflicting feelings about being single, which includes chapters on: (1) dealing with the frustration of waiting for a prince; (2) living life on hold until Mr. Right shows up; and (3) trying to balance commitment and independence when they feel equally essential.
• Changing love-life goals, which includes chapters on: (1) experiencing out-of-the-blue fantasies for a traditional wedding; (2) living in a cookie-cutter community when you no longer want that lifestyle; and (3) desiring a wedding/ marriage, but only if it fits your unconventional lifestyle.
• Navigating a marriage-obsessed culture, which includes chapters on: (1) feeling pressure and frustration around the biological clock; (2) knowing you’re not ready for marriage and being judged for it; and (3) finding confidence in your choice to carve out a new path without marriage.





You will likely find that you fall into more than one of these stages, and that you transition into and out of different ones. This book will help you better understand not just where you are now but where you were and where you are heading. The stages don’t necessarily happen in a particular order and not all women pass through every one, but one thing’s for sure: Single women experience an enormous range of feelings, often conflicting, about their single status. Almost all of the women interviewed—regardless of what stage they’re in—feel pressure to get married and feel judged routinely on their relationship behavior. They say that people want to hear the intimate details of their dates and relationships, but nothing about their insecurities, questions, and fears around being single. For that reason, women typically bury  their feelings or try to deal with them in isolation. Reading this book, you’ll soon see that you’re in excellent company and that exploring your feelings is healthy and necessary in finding the right path for yourself.


Time to take action . . .

This is not a book to read passively. It requires that you sometimes push yourself and occasionally sit in uncertain territory. Stay with it. It takes a concerted effort to figure out what makes you feel good in your love life instead of going along with what everyone expects from you. You will need a journal and a pen so you can do the exercises and answer the questions in each chapter. I strongly suggest doing them, not just thinking about the topic for a couple of minutes and moving on (which I’ve been guilty of myself). The act of putting pen to paper forces us to be more conscious and adamant about figuring out our real feelings. When we stumble and cross out words and try again, the process helps us work toward the truth and allows us to access our inner voice.

While reading this book, you may find that what you thought you wanted has shifted; it may have even done a full 180 on you. Or perhaps your life goals haven’t changed, and you’ll find unfamiliar strategies to get to them. Maybe you will discover there is more than one path toward happiness for you. There is no right or wrong goal; there is only what works for you. What matters is learning how to understand and name your needs so you can put steps in place to make them happen. Let’s get going.




PART ONE

Looking (Eagerly) for Mr. Right
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Yoo-hoo, where are you, Mr. Right? 
I’m ready to settle down and maybe 
even start a family, but there’s one 
thing missing—my husband.






1

The Soul Mate Seeker

Definition: You are looking for Mr. Right Now and are doing everything you can to find him.



Pop Quiz

When a friend recommends a brand-new online dating service, do you:A Tune her out while envisioning your upcoming vacation?
B Google the service the second you get home?
C Restrain yourself from causing her physical damage?



If you answered B, this chapter is for you.






SHARI’S STORY 

Thirty-three-year-old Shari said she’s been ready to marry and have kids for years. For a while she used online dating services and is now spending heaps of time “putting herself out there,” which means going to bars and social activities after work, even  if she doesn’t feel like it. She signed up for a local volunteer program in hopes of meeting a man while helping the community. Although she’s connected with a few guys in the last year, she has not found “the one” and is frustrated.

It’s particularly rough when her mother asks, “You’re the best woman on the planet. How come so many other women have found men and you haven’t?” Shari admits she gets angry and hurt because she is trying her best to find someone and can’t explain her single status. “I often wonder,” Shari says, “why I have to defend myself when I’m the one who should be cheered up.” While Shari appreciates certain things about being single, like enjoying lazy weekends when she feels like it and not having to report to anyone when she stays out late with her friends, she can’t help but think of her friends “sharing stories with their husbands over dinner and putting their little ones to bed.” Shari adds, “I thought I’d be married with kids at thirty, and I don’t even have a boyfriend.”


Stage of Singlehood

In your mind, you are doing everything right to try to find your potential mate. You are open to online dating services, blind dates, singles events, and telling practically everyone you know that you’re available. Unlike some women, you don’t scoff at the notion of comparing dating to a mission; you are a woman of action. The problem is, you’re maybe getting tired, possibly even burning out on dating and singles events. It’s hard to put yourself out there again and again, and end up empty-handed (empty-hearted) yet again. It’s unfair that you are trying so hard and still not meeting anyone. Or maybe you have no problem meeting attractive  guys and going on dates—it just never goes anywhere. You think you found the right man, and then he says or does something that makes it so clear he is not, and you’re back to square one. Dating or not, you’re starting to lose your confidence—wondering if you will ever find your Mr. Right and whether, maybe, there is actually something wrong with you.


The Great News

You are clearly an organized, energetic person who knows how to get things done. You couldn’t manage your life and juggle all these singles events so well if you weren’t. You are open-minded and put achieving your goals before massaging your own ego; after all, you’re willing to keep putting yourself out there in spite of not meeting anyone so far. These are good traits. They are even better, more rewarding traits, when you can apply this sense of purpose to other parts of your life that haven’t gotten enough attention lately. This chapter will help you channel some of your energy and resources back into making you feel good right now.

This is also a perfect time to reevaluate and revise what you are looking for in a partner. There is no significant other clouding your judgment with his distracting seductive pheromones; you have the opportunity to start with a blank slate. Plenty of women get so hung up on finding Mr. Right that they forget to think through how they will know whether it’s him. Butterflies in your stomach are not enough if you’re looking for a long-term partner; nor is it enough to find a guy who wants to spend his life with you (you have to want to spend your life with him too). So what criteria will you use? What traits must the guy have in order for you to commit to him? This is essential planning you can be  doing now so you don’t waste time on someone who doesn’t deserve you.




SHIFT YOUR THINKING 


Does your search for a man feel good?

There are some people in your life who insinuate (or tell you blatantly) that your search for Mr. Right is on overdrive. In your head you’re just being pragmatic and action-oriented. This was certainly true of Shari from the opening story, and it’s true for many women who see dating as a giant numbers game. If you go and go and go, you will find your match—eventually.

Jeannie,* a 44-year-old single woman from Baltimore, said, “I’m not going to be one of those women who sit home in their sweats watching TV and wondering where all the good men have gone. I go out almost every night of the week and will keep doing so until I find the right guy for me.” One 27-year-old woman from Memphis said, “Online dating makes me more in control of my dating life. I’ll go out with just about anyone unless I can tell he’s a real jerk right away. I consider it my job to keep going out night after night to see if I can find my guy.”

When I asked these women if they ever get tired from going out so frequently, whether it ever feels like too much, they told me that of course it does. Jeannie added, “Dating so much can be a hassle, but you’ve got to be in it to win it.” The single woman from Memphis told me, “It’s just going to get harder down the line. I’ve got to date hard now if I want to meet a guy. I’m not going to get more attractive than this, so it’s the time to push.” 

Hold on. It’s one thing to keep the dating doors of opportunity open. It’s another to go on an out-and-out manhunt to find Mr. Right. Dating should be pleasurable, at least possibly pleasurable. I like how succinctly Rosie Einhorn, LCSW, and Sherry Zimmerman, J.D., M.Sc., put it in their article “Dealing with Dating Burnout” for the Center for Jewish Marriage: “If you feel like you can’t go on your next date with a smile on your face or an optimistic attitude, it’s time to take a break from dating.” It sounds basic, but I think women lose sight of this wisdom sometimes in their drive to find a guy and end the loneliness.

At the very least, it’s time to tune in to how you feel about spending so much time doing activities with the sole intention of meeting a man. Are you enjoying yourself? Are you getting worn down? How is the rest of your life holding up? Kristine, 30, realized it wasn’t just a numbers game, because she was actually becoming a more irritable person from going out on all these online dates that didn’t go anywhere. The more she pushed herself to set up new dates, the more let down she felt when things didn’t work out. Not only was this surely affecting how she came across on her dates, but it also started making her feel down on herself. “I wondered why I couldn’t find anyone, what was wrong with me,” she confessed, and that’s how she knew it was time to take a break from online dating.

If right now you’re realizing that maybe the man mission has gotten a little out of control, the following strategies will help you get your life back on track. It’s time to start concentrating on what replenishes you.




ACTION ITEMS 
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Write it down: What’s driving you to find Mr. Right?

Grab your journal and spend five to ten minutes making a list of why exactly you want to find Mr. Right so badly. What are the honest reasons you are longing for a life partner? Don’t censor yourself; write down whatever comes to mind. Once you’re done, put your pen down, take a deep breath, and look at your list.  Really look at it. What do you see? Some women I asked realized their answer had less to do with finding “the one” than expected. Below are some responses:“I will finally feel normal.” 
“I will feel like my real life is beginning.” 
“Finally I’ll have my mother off my back.” 
“I’ll be closer to having kids, which is what I want most.” 
“I’ll get to have the wedding before my grandparent dies.” 
“I can stop dating!”





While these women were genuinely looking for love and companionship, it became clear that there were other key reasons they wanted, make that felt they needed, to find a husband. Knowing your real reasons—even if you don’t like them, even if they embarrass you—will make it possible to see why your life has swung out of balance. It should be stated that there are women who feel plenty good about themselves and simply enjoy the social aspect of singles events and meeting men on a regular basis. This chapter  is not for these women; rather it is for any woman who feels a sense of urgency—even desperation—to find a partner. There was Alana, 31, for example, who admitted she is doing everything she can to find a man these days because she “doesn’t have that much time before she misses the window of time to have a baby.”

For some, this writing exercise will make it clear that you have been looking for a husband in order to prove you’re lovable enough (“If a good guy likes me, I’m clearly worthwhile”). Others may find you are so driven because you don’t feel entitled to living a full life until you find a husband (chapter 5 will be perfect reading for you). Some of you just want to get Mom (or Grandma or Uncle Fred) off your back because you’re sick of all the pressure. Or maybe you have a different reason.

Look back at your notes and see if you can find what you’re craving beyond a partner. Is there something you want to prove to yourself or someone else, and what is it exactly? Is there an emotional hole that never got dealt with? Is it a matter of feeling lonely? It might feel scary to put a name to it because that makes the problem seem more real, but it’s already real and yanking down your happiness level. There is no question that this issue will keep resurfacing and doing damage if you don’t deal with it, so gather your courage and continue on.


Search for answers rather than a man.

Spending less time on the hunt for Mr. Right and more time on feeling good about yourself is the perfect use of your time and energy. In addition to boosting your sense of well-being (what could be more important?), it has the added benefit of making it more likely you will find the right partner. You will be less driven  to seek out a man to fix or hide your insecurities, which means you bring your clearest sensibilities into finding someone right for you. Instead of needing him, you can approach him from a place of knowing he is lucky to be with you. This is, by the way, extremely attractive to most guys (again, a bonus).

Don’t panic if you can’t figure out exactly what’s creating the urgency to marry. It might take a little time to figure it out. Try talking to a close friend; often it is easier to articulate a problem to someone else and stumble on something illuminating. If you find that you are spinning your wheels, however, consider seeking out a trusted therapist to help. You deserve to feel your best, and paying for a therapist who can help you move forward is the wisest financial investment you’ll ever make.

If you are able to pinpoint what has left your confidence waning, explore whether there is a solution you can immediately put into play. For instance, maybe the issue is really that your boss treats you like crap, in which case you make it a priority to try to mend the relationship or start searching the help-wanted ads. Maybe you’ve been fighting with a toxic friend, and it’s time to end that “friendship” once and for all. Can you tell this person your relationship with her is zapping too much of your energy and it’s time to part ways? Or maybe you’re simply feeling lonely. Why not sign up for a book club or film lecture series that allows you to connect with new people? Sometimes it really is that easy.

It’s also possible that you have held on to the belief that Mr. Right will bring happiness for so long that you don’t know how to let it go. As one thirtysomething woman told me, “I can’t even picture a life without my Mr. Right. It’s always on my mind, and I feel like I’m just eternally waiting.” Is that true for you? Is it how you want to live? It may also help to talk to friends who say they  have found Mr. Right about whether that’s solved all their problems; you will most assuredly learn the answer is no. Relationships can’t cure how you feel about yourself (they can help, but they are not the answer).

You may find that there are also smaller—more straightforward—things you can do to raise your confidence. Women told me they felt better about themselves after “taking a yoga class,” “booking a trip somewhere new,” “volunteering at a community center,” and “taking on a creative project.” These kinds of actions may not solve a bigger emotional problem, but they will make you feel stronger while working through it.


Readjust your “wanted” list.

This is also the perfect time to start exploring what you want from a guy—rather than what guys may see in you. Too often women worry about whether a boyfriend is going to be grossed out by their cellulite or turned off by their high salary, instead of asking, What do I want from a man? or What type of guy would be a good partner for me?

Yes, figuring it out may narrow your dating pool, but the guys left in that pool are actually going to be worthy of your time. Rather than investing your nights into casting your net wide and dating all different types of men, put your energy into creating filters so you are more likely to have an enjoyable time on your dates whether they are with Mr. Right or not. Choose three or four qualities your next boyfriend must have—that’s plenty, nobody’s perfect—and hone in on how you want your guy to treat you. What actions must he take to make him worthy of you? It might be “gives me breathing room,” “knows how to cheerlead for  me,” “isn’t stingy”—whatever is right for you. Consider this list of new criteria a contract with yourself—one you’ll uphold even if you meet a guy who makes your toes curl but doesn’t fit your criteria. It’s easy to “forget” your list in the heat of the moment when your brain is screaming “Hot guy at two o’clock!”

If you meet someone who possesses one or two of your essential criteria but lacks another major one, he’s out. Not “Possibly, let’s give this a little more time”—but O-U-T. Do not back down now. Remind yourself that you picked all three criteria because they are necessary to your well-being. If one of them is missing from the start, you are walking into a doomed relationship that will, at best, waste your time and, at worst, break your heart. So keep your wits about you and refrain from any kind of flirting with him.

That said, if you meet someone who indeed seems to have the qualities you are looking for, but you’re not entirely sure, relax. It’s probably too early to tell, which is exactly why you date in the first place. Keep your eyes open and keep checking in to see whether this person meets your needs. If he does, fantastic, keep enjoying this new relationship and see where it goes. If he doesn’t, set him loose so you’re open to finding the man who is truly right for you.


Step away from the triggers (like Hugh Grant marathons).

If you’re the type of gal who can potentially lose a whole weekend watching chick flicks on Lifetime TV, pay attention. Yes, I am talking to those of you who channel-surf upon a rom-com (that’s, romantic comedy) starring a fumbling Hugh Grant and must  watch it (yet again), and might even cancel previously made plans to do so. “Wait,” I can hear some of you pleading, “there’s nothing wrong with indulging in these movies! They feed my romantic soul and remind me that my Hugh Grant/MatthewMcConaughey/ John Cusack is out there.”

Here’s the thing: As a smart woman, you know perfectly well these men are actors and don’t exist in real life. Worse, they genuinely skew the way women think about love. Relationship expert Kimberly Johnson participated in a study at Heriot Watt University in the United Kingdom that examined the influences of rom-coms. Her findings: “Films do capture the excitement of new relationships, but they also wrongly suggest that trust and committed love exist from the moment people meet, whereas these are qualities that normally take years to develop.” So while you understand logically these movies are fun and frothy fiction, another part of you may be registering these movies as reality, and that’s a problem. Basically, you’re putting your energy into finding something that doesn’t exist.

Tina,* 28, admitted that she would watch romantic comedies over and over when she was sick, and feel better while she was watching, because they were like a dose of supersweet candy. But later that night, after the crash, she would feel depressed about being single and wonder why there wasn’t a leading man—say, a funny, cleft-chinned Ryan Reynolds—chasing her through the streets with a bouquet of flowers. As Tina said, “The hours of pleasure I experienced watching love stories did not make up for the sad days to follow where I kept thinking I’m never going to have what the lead actress has.” Mind you, the lead actress was likely feeling similar sentiments off-camera.

Same thing holds true for spending chunks of time you’ll never get back on TLC’s A Wedding Story or repeats of The Bachelor  or any other reality TV series where the woman wins the game by scoring an engagement ring. All these shows do is help create the notion that everyone—everyone!—is coupling off and you’d better find someone before you’re the only single left.

Also, these shows teach us that love conquers all, and a diamond ring is the answer to all of our problems. Given that this is only true on Planet TV, make the empowering decision to stop buying in and, instead, feed your brain with more inspiring content. Seek out entertainment that makes you feel positive about yourself and advises you on how to bring fun, adventure, and wisdom into your life, rather than a future husband (for suggestions, check out the sidebar “Reading Replacement 101”).


Opt out of magazines that equate youth with beauty.

While you’re changing the external messages you allow into your life, consider passing on articles that feature fortysomething celebrities who look age nineteen, or that promise to “shed years off your looks.” One of the reasons women lose faith in finding their man—and believe time is running out—is that these publications convince us that no one could possibly love us unless we prevent (or, at the very least, eliminate) gray hairs and crow’s-feet.

Too many women believe that with each passing year they become less attractive, making it all the harder to potentially meet someone. They’d better put on the speed before things get worse and wrinkles get deeper. Here’s how Hannah, a successful (and, it should be noted, beautiful) 25-year-old author, put it: “I hate  to admit this, but I feel like even though I am not ready to get married, I am at my peak. I am at my most beautiful, at least that’s true according to what society says, and the farther away I get from my peak, the harder it is going to be to find a good husband. I know that sounds terrible, but that’s just how it is.”

Hannah has a point—or at least she’s right about the warping messages we receive about what getting older does to our desirability. On the one hand, young women are advised to avoid rushing into marriage and to spend more time getting to know who they are. This makes sense, as many of the women over age thirty that I spoke with were quick to point out that if they had married boyfriends during their twenties, they’d surely be divorced (or seriously bitter) by now. Hannah herself told me that she was just out of a relationship with an “arrogant” hedge fund guy who was hot but in no way marriage material.

On the other hand, women are hit over the head with the message that what attracts men is beauty and youth. This is hardly news. Anyone who has even once looked at the cover lines of a men’s magazine, flipped through Us Weekly, or seen women on the big screen age thirty-five-plus knows this to be the case. Women past their early twenties are encouraged to pat expensive night cream under their eyes to avoid sags, keep their bodies in the toned shape of a cheerleader, and consider getting work done (Botox? nip and tuck?).

We are told to want the wisdom, life experience, and resilience that come from maturity, but to retain the smokin’ bod of Kim Kardashian. This is how you get Mr. Right. No wonder single women over age twenty-five are often afraid of having their options yanked away. Of course, you might feel pressured to pack in the singles events.

But here’s the thing: You can opt out of this pressure by refusing to read or listen to content that pushes these ideas. It doesn’t even occur to most women that they can consciously avoid it, but that is a real option. Like any bad habit, it takes practice and time, but the payoff is enormous. I know because I’ve taken the challenge myself, and convinced friends to give it a try.

Krista,* 39, for instance, is a friend who had been studying articles about how to fix her beauty flaws (although I don’t see any, mind you) since she turned thirteen. But in the last few years, she decided to stop reading materials that advised losing those last five pounds, plumping her lips, or trying experiments to shave years off her physical appearance. “There were times when I just hated being single so much, I’d look to beauty magazines for tips to help me find a guy faster,” she admits, “Following beauty suggestions made me feel like I was being proactive.” She said it finally dawned on her, however, that “I don’t want to spend one more cent on European creams that reduce fine lines. I want to spend it on things that feed by soul, like a healing arts workshop or a replenishing yoga retreat.”


Change the script with your single girlfriends.

Another culprit in making women feel pressured is the conversations they have with close girlfriends, hashing out their dating life. While it feels satisfying to compare war stories (who doesn’t love a good vent?), keeping the spotlight on your dating life feeds the idea that happiness rides on finding a partner. Of course, you’re going to talk with your girlfriends about finding a man, but it doesn’t have to be the first and only thing you chat about. Focus  on what you did or saw that week that was interesting or lifted your spirits. If there’s not much to draw upon, it is time to try something new: take a Zumba class, sign up for Italian cooking, listen to new music, find a career mentor, become a Big Sister . . . it almost doesn’t matter what it is, just try something. Doing new activities helps remind you there is more to life than dating and finding a husband. You’ll also see that you can bring joy and balance into your life sans a man, whenever you decide. If you’ve lost touch with picking an activity for the sole purpose of pleasure, try activities without any expectations until you land on one you like.

If your single friend is obsessed with finding a man, let her know you’ve changed your ways. Tell her you’re expanding your horizons and trying to focus on other things not testosterone-related. Word of caution: Don’t demand she does the same. Hopefully, she’ll be inspired to make changes in her own life, but judging her behavior will probably put a wedge in the friendship. That said, if she stays overly focused on the search—starting and ending every conversation with her latest dating escapade—consider taking a break from her and hanging out with other friends. Fortunately, by adding new activities and adventures, you’ll likely make new girlfriends who also share your quest for balance.


Keep your married friends in check.

Maybe what you need is for your married friends to chill out when it comes to your love life. Unfortunately, there are married folk who see your single status as an exciting problem to fix. What  starts as an innocent dinner invitation quickly turns into a free-for-all grilling of your love life. In fact, if you don’t set limits, married couples can make a sport out of pairing you off. As one single fortysomething claimed, “You would think there is nothing else to talk about in my life other than what guy I’m dating and whether it’s going anywhere. I mean, seriously, my romantic life is dull right now, but my married friends still want to hear every brutal detail. Get a life, people!”

You are not a project of the month. Let married friends find a new way to entertain themselves rather than insisting they want to set you up with a great guy they know (and then don’t); or playing makeshift therapist by analyzing your dating flaws; or doling out tips on where the good men are. Just about all of the women I spoke with could name at least one married person who was “making them crazy” with all the relationship advice. They just didn’t know how to put an end to it.

Tell friends who are treating you like a pet project that you’d like to drop all the attention on your love life. You’ll let them know when there is anything to know. Bring up new adventures you plan on taking; ask them about their favorite travels, new restaurants around town, and what TV shows they’re watching these days. Hopefully, they’ll take the hint and snap out of investigation-mode. For those who won’t stop, assume there’s something “off” in their own marriage that is leading them to obsess about you. It may be time to take a break from them because you do not need anyone dragging you down; you deserve friends who lift you up. On that note, don’t forget to shower with appreciation those friends who support you and reassure you that you’re fine as you are.


Schedule the Mom talk: Ask her to stop dwelling on your single status.

Your mother wants you to be happy. She also wants herself to be happy. Both of these, it seems, could be achieved if you would just find a nice guy to settle down with and start making grandchildren for her. In her eyes, it’s helpful when she sends you a clipping of a couple that met on eHarmony, asks you about your dating criteria, or tells you (again) about how women today are too picky. To you, it feels like she’s saying you have let her down and aren’t cutting it. Even worse, she doesn’t seem to understand that you are doing everything you can think of to find the right guy, so her comments are even more hurtful.

It’s time to end the cycle. First, tell your mom the effects of her “helpful suggestions” and be specific. Ideally, you’ll be able to do this in a calm, grown-up voice as opposed to sobs or shrieking (hey, moms have a way of bringing out our inner nutcase sometimes). Start with the belief that her behavior is not malicious, she really is acting this way because she loves you and worries about you. That will change the dynamic of the conversation.

You can say (feel free to riff): “Mom, I know you love me and that you want me to find a man who will love me as well. That’s what I want for myself, and I feel sad that it hasn’t happened yet. In fact, I’m doing everything I can to put myself out there to find someone. That’s why it feels extra hurtful to me when you send me all these suggestions for meeting a guy. It makes me feel pressured and that you’re disappointed in me.”

She will either apologize on the spot or claim she doesn’t know what you’re talking about. This is where you take a deep breath and refuse to engage in battle. Instead, explain how you would  like her to change. For example, “I’d like it when we’re together if you would ask me about work or my friends instead of what I’m doing to find a man.” Or, “Instead of sending me wedding announcements, I’d love it if you would send me book or film recommendations.” Or, “It would be nice sometimes if you would ask me how I feel about being single rather than trying to fix me up with men.”

Give her a little time and space to process this info (and the fact that you really are a grown-up who can take care of yourself). Take accountability yourself by not oversharing personal info with her if you don’t want her commentary. If she makes one of her overbearing comments, remind her: “We talked about the fact that I’d like you to stop making comments like this, Mom. Please respect it,” and move on. She will come around eventually, when she sees that you are coming from a solid place and mean business.
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Tune in to your inner voice: Is your approach to dating still working for you?

Keep checking in with your inner voice to see whether dating and singles events feel pleasurable, and schedule breaks when you find yourself thinking, “Ugh, here we go again,” or “What’s the point?” Dating is not just a numbers game; you have to be in a good place emotionally for it to go well. So if you’re not getting something positive from it, stop and replenish yourself. As you hone your abilities to take care of yourself and appreciate your own value, the urgency of finding Mr. Right will lift—and you will see what extraordinary company you are to hang out with.

Don’t forget to pamper yourself as much as necessary. It’s vital  when you’re doing this kind of self-exploration to go easy on yourself. On your rougher days, make a point of being extra gentle with yourself. Chat with a warm friend on the phone, treat yourself to a comfort-food dinner, book an hour-long massage, or soak in a floral bubble bath. Spoil yourself sometimes for the sake of it; you don’t need to wait for a future boyfriend to make you feel worthy of it. Also, remind yourself that while you can’t force destiny to put Mr. Right in your path, you are taking active steps to become your strongest self, and this is an amazing accomplishment.
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In case of emergency: Write yourself a love note.

For times when you’re feeling down, write yourself a letter that describes the things you like about yourself that have nothing to do with your single status. What are you most proud of as far as your achievements and personality? What do you most like about who you are? When you start feeling like something is wrong with you because you haven’t found him, read this list to remind yourself how much more there is to you than having a husband. Go gangbusters on the flattery. Here’s an example:Dear Me,

 

I know you’re struggling right now and there are days when you so badly wish you had a partner to share your life with. That is going to happen—really. But until then, this is a reminder to let you know I think you are brave and smart and funny. You are a good friend and always make a point of  taking care of those around you who need help. I know someday you will find someone to spend your life with, but until then, just remember what a lovely and unique person you are. Remember to appreciate your wonderful friends and good life!

 

Best, Me
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NO NEED TO BANK ON THE PRINCE

One of the hardest challenges for single women who want to marry is worrying that you won’t be able to afford retirement without a partner to help out—and the brutal economy hasn’t helped. A lot of women I know got understandably freaked out in 2008 when they watched their hard-earned 401(k) savings tank along with the rest of the economy. They desperately wanted to cash in what was left of their stocks and put the money in a safe money market account (or hide it in a pillowcase under their mattress). We were told “bad idea,” by experts. If you’re still not convinced, listen to what financial guru Suze Orman has to say: “Sure, a money market is safe in that its value isn’t going to go down. But when you do that, you put yourself at a much bigger risk: your money won’t grow enough over time to build a big retirement stash.” She goes on to say that a money market account earns less than 4% right now, and inflation is above 4%; so you are not building wealth. So don’t panic, there is plenty of time for your funds to grow back—without any royal prince needed.
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READING REPLACEMENT 101: COOL READS THAT BOOST YOUR EGO

Why read about looking younger so you can find a man when you could be reading ideas that actually make you feel good? Here’s my reading Rx:• O, The Oprah Magazine: In addition to the gorgeous visuals, Lady O’s magazine is unique in that it offers women a variety of ways to nourish the soul. It’s one of the few women’s magazines that seeks to help us fly instead of outing our numerous defects. Plus, the magazine is filled with real-life women who have done big, bold things to inspire us. If they can do it, we can too.
• Single Minded Women (www.singlemindedwomen.com): In the interests of full disclosure, I am a regular guest columnist for the “largest online destination for single women,” but I chose this pick because it’s well-written and gives women plenty of strategies for boosting their career, money, health, and other aspects of their daily lives. Plus, you’ll connect with thousands of other single women on days when you feel like the last single woman standing.
• The Onion (online edition at www.theonion.com): Part of taking the laser focus off the dating search is remembering to laugh and take yourself a little less seriously sometimes. You won’t find inspiring advice here; you will laugh your butt off. With articles like “83-Year-Old Sneaks into 65-to-80 Singles Dance” and “Where Are All These ‘Loose Women’ My Pastor  Keeps Warning Me About?” there’s something for everyone who owns a healthy sense of irony and sarcasm.
• The Savvy Gal (www.TheSavvyGal.com): A unique online magazine for “motivated, professional women who want more out of life,” it offers smart advice “for the real woman in the real world” and does an awesome job of blending written content with short videos that show you exactly how to accomplish specific tasks. Regular columns include “The Money Honey” and “Movers and Shakers.”
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REMINDER CHECKLIST

1. Write it down: What’s driving you to find Mr. Right?
2. Search for answers rather than a man. Determine whether certain things in your life have left your confidence waning, and explore solutions.
3. Readjust your “wanted” list: Choose three or four nonnegotiable items that your next guy must possess.
4. Step away from the triggers. Realize that watching too many romantic comedies is bad for your mental health.
5. Opt out of magazines that equate youth with beauty. Avoid magazine articles that make you feel panicky about running out of time.
6. Change the script with your single girlfriends. Introduce new topics beyond your love life to the conversation.
7. Keep your married friends in check. Don’t allow yourself to become their pet project.
8. Schedule the Mom talk: Tell your mother you need her to stop obsessing about the fact that you are still single.
9. Tune in to your inner voice; then make a point of spoiling yourself on occasion instead of waiting for someone else to do it.
10. In case of emergency: Write yourself a mushy love note. It’s perfect for times when you need a boost.







End of sample
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Without Losing Your Mind

(And Finding Losting Love Along the Way)
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