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Introduction

Are you fed up with pretending that citrus-scented baths, moist chocolate brownies and freshly laundered sheets ‘seduce the most important person in your life – you’? Has the novelty of curry from the take-away carton and non-stop football long since worn off? You are not alone. There are times when being single makes sense – especially after a painful break-up – but it should be just a stopgap. Humans are social creatures. We have an almost animal need to pair off, that friendship, however good, just cannot satisfy. A loving, sensual and sexual relationship is the best refuge when the going gets tough, a springboard to personal growth and a source of strength that improves our over-all health. In an era of short-term business contracts, fears about personal safety and rapid technological change, we need a partner more than ever before. Yet, it is becoming harder and harder to find the right person.

   I’ve spent twenty-five years as a marital therapist helping people make good relationships. Most of my clients are couples who need help to communicate better and rebuild broken bridges. However, a significant and growing proportion are singles who, try as they might, just cannot find the right partner and divorced people who fear that they will spend the rest of their lives alone. Many have asked me to recommend a book on how to find a loving relationship. So I have read a lot of self-help manuals, but have always drawn a blank. The majority of these books concentrate on game-playing and tricks to make someone fall in love – which is not a good foundation for a lasting relationship. So after years of being unable to find anything to recommend, I finally decided to write one myself and answer the questions that my clients were asking: How can you be open enough to let in love but still protective enough to avoid too much pain, rejection and bitterness? What is the best way to meet people? How do you know if someone is a potential partner or whether lust and wishful thinking have sent you up a blind alley?

   I have drawn on scientific research from around the world and my own therapeutic work to devise a programme that will help single people take a fresh look at their search for love, make better choices and find the right partner. I start by looking at the changes in our society over the past five years that have made finding love more difficult. It is important to understand these universal pressures. Otherwise, single people can feel ashamed of being alone or, worse still, blame themselves. As you can imagine, this undermines self-confidence and makes the search for love more difficult. Next, I set out my programme to find a loving and lasting relationship. Step One is Escaping the Single Trap. This section concentrates on understanding your journey up to this point, your needs and any personal issues that might be holding you back. Whether you have had a series of short-term unsatisfactory relationships or have just finished a long-term live-in relationship – and fear that you will never find anyone else – there is help specially tailored to your circumstances. Step Two is Finding Lasting Love. This section sets out the best way to meet a long-term partner and how to move from a successful first date into a committed long-term relationship. Finally, I would like to stress that this is an upbeat book. My most important message is that there is somebody for everybody and my job is to help you find yours.





The Single Epidemic





Chapter One

Why Are There So Many Single People?

Over the past five years, I have noticed a change in the attitudes around being single. Newspapers, reality TV programmes and self-help books have become more and more critical. The scare stories about a generation of single people are getting nastier, the TV gurus’ comments more personal and often extremely humiliating. Meanwhile, the advice books have begun to blame people for being alone, that somehow they are not pretty, clever or determined enough to find a relationship. The debate has turned toxic. The result is that many people who are not in a relationship no longer view being single as a natural phase between the end of one relationship and the beginning of another, but somewhere they have become stuck forever. In short, they feel that they have fallen into the Single Trap. My aim is to not only take a fresh look at being single but to show how to find a loving and lasting relationship.

   When I was recruiting case histories, I invited groups of friends to get together and discuss the benefits, problems and issues about searching for love. However, I met a lot of resistance. ‘A few years ago, we’d talk about being single all the time,’ explained Anna, thirty-five, ‘but we just got bored of the subject and it’s not like anything’s going to change.’ Yet Anna still wanted to talk – but on her own. Not only did people feel unable to truly open up, even amongst close friends, but most felt ashamed about being single. Worse still, some even felt a failure. Yet over the last five years, all the relationship problems presented in my office have become more complex and entrenched. It makes no difference whether the clients are married, living together or simply single. Modern life is making relationships more difficult. So my goal in this first chapter is to help you understand the forces at play, learn how to mitigate the impact and most importantly: to stop blaming yourself. The best way to achieve this is to take a step back and look at the facts.

   The proportion of one-person households in the UK almost doubled between 1971 and 2001. Singles now make up 31 per cent of all homes. Government forecasts predict that the proportion of solo occupancy will soon increase to 40 per cent – making the single-person home the most common type of household. Contrary to popular myth, it is not just women who are finding it hard to make relationships. The Office for National Statistics report (Social Trends, 2007) showed that almost a quarter of men aged twenty-five to twenty-nine lived at home with their parents. The same report revealed that the number of men aged twenty-five to forty-four who live alone has more than doubled over the past twenty years. Even more startling, in a recent survey, seven out of ten Londoners under fifty said that they had dated in the past year – underlining just how few people are in long-term relationships. Despite the popularity, and new-found social acceptability, of internet dating, lunch dates, lonely-hearts columns, speed-dating and old-fashioned introduction agencies, the number of single people keeps on rising. In the same way that more people are on diets than ever before, but the population has never been fatter, there are now more ways to meet a potential partner yet the number of single people keeps rising.

   Some of the change is down to well-established trends: easier divorce, people living longer and more social affluence – which gives women the historically novel choice to live alone. However these factors on their own do not explain the changes; we need to dig deeper.

   One of the significant changes over the past five years has been the explosion in consumer choice. Where once we could opt for either butter or margarine, there is now low-fat spreads, low salt, organic, buttermilks with added omega 3 or olive oil, no hydrogenated oils and a myriad of other choices. Although making our minds up can be tough, we all buy into the mantra that choice is good. Politicians offer more choice about where to send our children to school or which hospital to have an operation, confident in the belief that this will get them elected. Certainly no choice means no control over our lives, no freedom and no personal autonomy; it would indeed be unbearable. However Barry Schwartz, Professor of Social Theory and Social Action at Swarthmore College in Pennsylvania, believes that unlimited choice is just as bad as no choice and could be at the root of our high levels of unhappiness, dissatisfaction and depression. He got the idea for his groundbreaking book, The Paradox of Choice (HarperCollins, 2004), when he went to buy some jeans. He had worn out his old favourite pair and simply wanted to replace them. Instead, he was offered easy fit, relaxed fit, baggy or extra baggy. Did he want them stone-washed, acid-washed or distressed? the assistant asked. While the professor looked at her blankly, she asked if he wanted zip or button fly and faded or regular. It is easy to laugh at an academic out of touch with fashion, but when it comes to dating we are in exactly the same dilemma. The internet provides almost endless choice – with countless dating sites each boasting thousands of members. If you are prepared to travel, there are literally millions of people waiting to meet you. Our gut instinct tells us that this is a good thing – surely, we are increasing our chances of a date. But could our guts be deceiving us?

Why Less Really Is More

When I was a child in the sixties, I was the envy of all my classmates. My grandmother owned a sweet shop. She not only stocked the regular chocolate bars, like the local newsagents or corner store, her shop had rows of jars of boiled sweets reaching up to the ceiling with a ladder to reach the top shelves. There were glass cabinets offering marzipan animals, jellied fruits and individual chocolates from far off places like Switzerland. My grandmother lived in London, so we would only visit occasionally and a trip to her ‘Lollipop Shop’ – as we called it – was a definite treat. Best of all, my sister and I could help ourselves to anything that we liked. We would start off with our favourites from those Christmas selection boxes which Granny sold loose by the quarter. Next, I would sample the violet creams which were arranged in lines in a special display cabinet and then suck on a mint humbug. However, after half an hour I would no longer be sure what I fancied eating next. On the occasions when I was allowed to play shop, weighing out the sweets for customers and taking the money, I would soon move from indecision to fancying absolutely nothing. Instead of eating more sweets, when faced with unlimited choice, I actually ate fewer. My experience has been replicated in a laboratory study when students were asked to taste and rate a selection of gourmet chocolates. Half the students were given only six chocolates to eat while the other half were given thirty. Not only did the students with less choice rate their chocolates higher but they were also four times as likely to choose chocolate, rather than cash, as a thank-you for taking part in the research. So why were they more satisfied? Professor Barry Schwartz believes that greater choice actually diminishes our enjoyment because we fear that amongst the discarded options is something that we might have liked more.

   So what can this tell us about our society’s growing number of singletons? Alan, forty-two, used to be a regular in singles bars during the eighties: ‘It used to be pointless chatting anyone up too soon in the evening, because people were keeping their options open. The door would open and all eyes would swivel to see who had come in. If it was a regular, you could almost feel the disappointment in the room.’ However in the last hour, everything would change. ‘People would begin to pair off,’ he explained, ‘now, if you left it too late – that girl that you’d been eyeing up would be snapped up by someone else. You had to make your move. Often, you’d end up talking to someone who you hadn’t really fancied half an hour earlier. I always used to think of this country song “Why do the girls all get prettier closer to closing time?” ’ The singer was probably joking about the aphrodisiac qualities of beer but he is tapping into a deeper truth. Earlier in the evening Alan was not only comparing the girls against each other but against a fantasy girl who might come into the bar. At closing time, the girls who were actually there would immediately become more appealing. Less choice actually made Alan choose. In fact he is rather nostalgic for the singles bar – which has been largely killed off by the internet. In a way, today’s online dating sites are just like yesterday’s singles bar. Except there is no closing time – ever.

   Not only does unlimited choice make it harder to choose, it makes us believe that somewhere there is the perfect product. Returning to Professor Schwartz and his search for the jeans. The assistant conferred with her colleague to try to decide what he meant by regular jeans, ‘you know, the kind that used to be the only kind’, and pointed him in the right direction. So far so good, but Professor Schwartz began to wonder if one of the other options would be more comfortable, a better fit and ultimately look better on him. Somewhere in the piles of merchandise was a more desirable pair than the jeans in his hands. Previously when he had bought ‘regular’ jeans, they had become ‘perfect’ jeans as he wore the stiffness out of the fabric and they had given a little here and there and moulded to his body. It is the same with contemporary dating. We would like to believe that somewhere there is the ‘perfect’ partner, a soul mate with whom we can live harmoniously forever more. Unlike with the old-fashioned ‘regular’ partner, there will be no need for nasty rows or rough edges, but an immediate magical union. In reality, jeans and relationships have a lot in common. There is seldom an instant fit but, over time, we grow into both and before too long we would not wish to be parted from either.

Maximisers and Satisfyers

In the fifties, Nobel Prize-winning economist Herbert Simon decided to look at how people coped with choice; even then consumers had a wide range of products to choose from and big-ticket items – like cars and washing machines – constituted a major investment. He found that the population divided into two categories: the ‘Maximiser’ and the ‘Satisfyer’.

   The Maximiser will only settle for the very best. When shopping, the Maximiser might find something that fulfils all his or her criteria – let’s stay with jeans – but instead of buying them in the first store will hide them under the rest of the stock. (Heaven forbid that someone else should buy them.) Next the Maximiser sets off to try all the other shops in town, maybe returning and digging out the hidden pair. The Maximiser cannot purchase anything until he or she has looked at all the possibilities. On one hand, it is great to aspire to the best but there are always doubts. Even carrying home the prized purchase, the Maximiser has nagging worries: ‘Maybe I should have tried one more store. What if I had travelled into a larger town?’ If it was tough being a Maximiser in the fifties, it is even worse with the unlimited possibilities of the internet. Today a Maximiser has more choice and even more stockists. She or he might have the right jeans but maybe someone, somewhere is offering them cheaper. Yet despite all the stress involved, the Maximiser believes anything less than perfect is settling for mediocrity. Meanwhile if a Satisfyer found a good pair of jeans in the first store, he or she would weigh up the fit, quality and price but would choose quickly and decisively. If all his or her criteria were met, the Satisfyer would purchase the jeans – end of story. It might be possible to buy the jeans cheaper elsewhere but the Satisfyer cannot be bothered to look. This is because a Satisfyer aims for excellent rather than the very best.

   Let me give a personal example that shows the differences between Maximisers and Satisfyers. Many years ago, a friend and I took a holiday in Gran Canaria. Unfortunately we went in the summer – most people opt for a winter break – and the bars were empty. My friend was certain that somewhere on the island, someone was having a better time than us. One evening after the beach, he insisted on trekking across the sand dunes – tall and never-ending – to reach an early evening bar. The journey was hot and tiring and made us feel like Lawrence of Arabia – but without the camels. When we arrived at this celebrated bar, there was only a handful of other clients. My friend knocked back a much-needed drink and immediately wanted to go somewhere else. I wanted to stay and enjoy the views over the sand dunes – which were spectacular – and generally wind down. OK, it was not the best bar on the island, but it was good enough for now. I genuinely could not understand what drove my friend on to the next bar. ‘If you get back and someone says: “Did you try X bar? It is the in-place, with all the beautiful people”, you’d be mortified if you missed out,’ he explained. Obviously, I was the Satisfyer (accepting that we were out of season and making the best of things) and he was the Maximiser (determined to track down the peak experience). So which is best? If Herbert Simon had overheard our conversation in Gran Canaria, he would have been more likely to side with me than my friend. He believed that the amount of time, money, energy and anguish involved in choosing – and in our case getting to the bar – is factored in, that satisfying is the maximising strategy. However, without my friend’s drive I would never have reached the after-beach bar in the first place and not only have missed watching the sun sink behind the dunes but also only have seen half the island.

   Returning to Alan and singles bars, he is clearly another Satisfyer. ‘Many times if I talked to a girl towards closing time, who I’d quite liked earlier but hadn’t been a knockout, the chemistry would kick in and we would really click,’ he reminisced. ‘So I never really thought of it as settling for second best.’ Professor Schwartz is probably a Satisfyer too; he had never felt short-changed by just one type of jeans. However his shopping trip made him question his old buying habits and started his journey to his book’s conclusion: unlimited choice is turning more of us into Maximisers.

Who Is Most Likely to Find Lasting Love: A Satisfyer or a Maximiser?

With truly important decisions, nobody says: ‘I want a “good enough” school for my children’ or ‘a “good enough” doctor to treat my cancer’. We want the best school and the best doctor. When it comes to relationships nobody wants to settle but to walk up the aisle with the best partner. From time to time, we hear about someone who has been exhausted or disillusioned by the dating treadmill and found someone who ‘will do’. Perhaps a bride who has opted for a kind, older man, even though he does not set her heart on fire. Although we can understand the logic at being a Satisfyer and opting for friendship rather than passion, we suspect she is opening herself up to disappointment, becoming attracted to other men and ultimately divorce. Surely with love, we all want to be Maximisers?

   However, there is one overriding problem: we might want the best, but how do we know when we have found it? It might be possible to find, for example, the best fridge-freezer. We can consult, say fifty websites, and find the best price. After all, price is easily comparable. Except, we might also want energy efficiency; although this is a statistic that can be compared from one model to the next, how do we trade off the benefits of price with energy efficiency? There are other issues too: capacity, ice-making facilities, design. Although the calculation is hard, there are a limited number of variables to rank before making a purchase. But what about the best school? We can consult league tables, but what about the distance travelled, the after-school clubs, the personality of our child and the facilities in his or her area of interest? What about the personality of their form teacher? Their classmates? Not only are there unlimited variables but each one is almost impossible to call. As for the best doctor, how can we even hope to judge?

   So what about the best partner? Especially when searching online or speed-dating, how can we rank the possible choices? The problem is that maximising increases our tendency to judge on the external factors that can be ranked – like looks, height, figure and wealth – rather than internal qualities like character, trustworthiness, openness and generosity, which cannot. However, these internal qualities are ultimately going to be the deciding factor on whether a relationship is a success or a failure.

   Maximising also encourages us to compare – otherwise how do we know if we have the best deal? In some cases, this involves competitive dating between friends but more often we compare the date in front of us with other potential partners. This makes commitment harder, as choosing to walk up the aisle with one person automatically excludes all the other, potentially better, lovers. By contrast, Satisfyers have more trust in their own judgement. They are aiming for ‘good enough’ and each person will have their own way of measuring this. For this reason, a Satisfyer has less reason to compare their beloved. Spending less time looking over her or his shoulder, a Satisfyer is more likely to be contented with their partner and therefore find it easier to settle down.

   Another problem for Maximisers is that they are more likely to aspire to dating outside their league. The most beautiful woman or handsomest man might seem like a highway to happiness but we also increase our risk of being rejected. The comic writer and actor Harvey Fierstein has an amusing take on this phenomenon. In his award-winning play, Torch Song Trilogy, his lead character advises: ‘An ugly person who goes after a pretty person gets nothing but trouble. But a pretty person who goes after an ugly person gets at least cabfare.’

   Ultimately, when it comes to love, there is a downside to being both a Satisfyer and Maximiser. Fortunately most of us do not fall squarely into one category or another, rather there is a scale with ‘only the very best will do’ at one end and ‘yeah, sure, anything for a quiet life’ at the other. To find out where you fit, look at the test in the exercise section. With unlimited choice driving more of us towards maximising, there is also advice on how to reset your internal thermometer towards the middle.

   So what type of person is most likely to find lasting love? At the start, especially when considering an invitation to date or during the first few dates, it is probably best to be towards the Satisfyer end of the scale. This keeps your options open and avoids a snap judgement which can rule out a potentially great partner. When it comes to taking the budding relationship to the next stage, everyone should move towards the Maximiser end and only proceed if everything feels right.

Why It Is Becoming Harder to Meet People

Singles are not the only people who feel isolated and disconnected. This is a general trend affecting everyone in our society. However, single people are probably the modern equivalent of the canaries that nineteenth-century miners took down the pits. These birds were particularly sensitive to carbon monoxide, caused by a blocked tunnel or air shaft, so if the canary perished everybody evacuated. I wonder if the explosion of single people is a warning sign that something is fundamentally wrong with the way that we live today.

   The dominant strains in our culture are materialism and individualism, so we stress autonomy, freedom and personal fulfilment – over everything else. The result is that we seem to be losing the social glue that holds us all together. It is not just that we are more likely to be strangers to our neighbours but that we are also less likely to join clubs. Social, sporting and voluntary groups have lost between 10 and 20 per cent of their membership and the remaining members spend less time together – halving over the past two decades. The slack has not been taken up by informal social connections like drinks after work or socialising with friends. Twenty years ago, researchers based at Duke University in North Carolina found that men had, on average, 3.5 ‘confidants’ with whom they could share secrets, but that number has now dropped to just two. A quarter have nobody to confide in, twice as many people than in the 1980s. Women, traditionally thought of as better at friendship, fare only slightly better. According to the study, they have marginally more friends than men but have seen a decline in the number of family members in whom they confide.

   Society is growing richer with physical capital (money and resources). The Government is concerned about human capital (education and physical well-being). However, we have lost the dense network of reciprocal and social relationships which sociologists call social capital. This is a combination of the ‘Favour Bank’ (from Tom Wolfe’s book Bonfire of the Vanities) where ‘you scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours’ and the traditional idea of ‘civic virtue’ where you do something for the good of everybody. The phenomenon is highlighted by Robert D. Putnam, Professor of Public Policy at Harvard University, in his landmark book Bowling Alone. He writes: ‘For the first two-thirds of the twentieth-century, a powerful tide bore Americans into a deeper engagement, but a few decades ago – silently, without warning, without noticing – we were overtaken by a treacherous rip current and have been pulled apart.’ He sums up the idea with one striking image: in the past Americans would regularly bowl in leagues, today they bowl less often, with either a few close friends or totally alone.

   It’s not just that we are spending less time with other people but that the type of social interaction has changed: bonding rather than bridging. Bonding groups have strong links but are more likely to be made of people who are just like us. A good example would be the four characters in Sex and the City who meet for lunch and to share news. The key characteristic of a bonding group is that it is exclusive. By contrast, a bridging group is inclusive and open to anyone who pays their dues and abides by the rules. An example would be a golf club, a PTA or one of Putnam’s bowling leagues. The ties within the group are weak but the membership is normally diverse. Bonding groups are good for ‘getting by’, intimate friends rally round when we’re in trouble, but bridging capital is vital for ‘getting on’. This is because distant acquaintances are more likely to provide a lead for a new job or, more important for single people, an introduction to a partner.

   No wonder long-term singles and the newly divorced ask me: ‘How do I meet people?’ The last twenty-five years have seen the loosening of social ties and the breakdown of many of the organisations that traditionally provided links and support. Although everyone is more alone, stuck in front of computer and television screens, single people are particularly vulnerable. As Putnam concludes: ‘Thin single-stranded, surf-by interactions are gradually replacing dense multi-stranded, well-exercised bonds. More social connectedness is one-shot, special-purpose and self-orientated.’ For singles, this has meant high-pressure events like speed-dating rather than meeting someone in a casual social setting where it is easier to truly get to know each other.

Summary

• It is important to understand the social pressures and trends behind the single epidemic, otherwise there is a risk of people just blaming themselves for being alone.

• With unlimited choice, it is harder to choose. Not only are we more likely to aim for the perfect partner (not necessarily a problem) but also to be a Maximiser who refuses to consider anything less than the ideal (which lays us all open to maximum disappointment, frustration and even despair).

• Maximisers are more likely to compare themselves with other people. This makes them more likely to feel negative about themselves and their choice of partner.

• Satisfyers find it easier to choose, because they are aiming for a good-enough product rather than the best one. They find it easier to make relationships but risk ‘settling’ and becoming trapped in unfulfilling relationships.

• The answer is to aim to be somewhere between these two extremes.

• On every measure from voting in elections through to membership of workplace organisations and clubs and societies, we are less likely to be engaged. Everybody has suffered from less social capital – higher crime, vandalism, road rage – but singles are particularly exposed.



Exercises

Maximiser/Satisfyer Scale

Do you choose quickly and decisively or do you need to consider every possibility before taking a decision? You can test whether you are a Maximiser or a Satisfyer by taking the following test. Score your level of agreement with each statement on a scale of one to five. Five means that you completely agree with the statement, one means that you completely disagree and three means that you are neutral.



 1. At parties, I find myself looking over the shoulder of the person that I’m talking to – even during interesting chats – in case I’m missing something.

 2. Dating is rather like clothes shopping. I expect to try on a lot before finding the perfect fit.

 3. With TV, I often flip through the other channels even though I’m watching something else.

 4. I am not keen on committing to a night out with friends too far into the future, in case a better offer comes up.

 5. After going shopping, I often feel less positive about my purchases when I get home.

 6. I worry that other people get a better deal. On holiday, I like to find out how much other guests paid or avoid such conversations because I’m worried that others paid less and I will feel bad about myself.

 7. When driving somewhere, I can stress myself out by wondering if there is less traffic on other routes or whether I should have taken a train or some other form of transport.

 8. I often find myself thinking what would have happened if I had made different choices? Like studying something different or not breaking up with someone.

 9. No matter what, I have the highest standards for myself.

10. I find Christmas stressful because it’s important to find the right gifts for everybody.

11. On Monday morning, when everybody is talking about their weekends, I often worry that other people have a better time, funnier friends or a nicer family.

12. When my insurance comes up for renewal, I will normally consult at least ten alternative quotes.

13. I like to find out how things turned out for old boyfriends or girlfriends.

14. I find it hard to make my mind up in restaurants and when other people’s food arrives often feel they ordered more wisely.



Add up your points and discover where you fit on the scale.



Under Thirty-five

You are a Satisfyer. If you find something that works you are likely to stick with it, whether it is a brand of toothpaste or a song on the car radio (a Maximiser would channel-hop in case another station was playing a better song). When it comes to shopping, you consider a manageable number of options and settle for something that fits the bill – rather than the best possible item. As a Satisfyer, you are less likely to suffer buyer’s remorse because your identity is not tied up with finding the perfect product at the best price possible. However, there is a balance between not getting stressed-out by choice and taking the easy way out. Many businesses make their profits out of Satisfyers who stay, for example, on the same mortgage rate for years, while the Maximisers have long since switched to a lower rate. You need to be certain that when it comes to the important areas of your life – job, relationship and family – you are not just settling for a quiet life. By maximising in these areas, you could get promotion or more out of your relationships – rather than letting people take advantage and walk all over you.



Thirty-five to Forty-five

Most people fit somewhere in the middle of the Maximiser and Satisfyer scale. In some areas, you will aim for the best and in others you will settle for good enough. This is called ‘domain-specific’ maximising. For example, you might care passionately about fine wines and look for the perfect bottle to accompany a meal but are unlikely to keep switching internet providers in search of the best deal. When it comes to key areas, like work and relationships, you want to do your best but have realistic expectations of what is possible. By contrast, a Maximiser has not only high standards but expects always to achieve them. As this is impossible, a Maximiser can end up disappointed, depressed and ultimately de-motivated. Be aware that unlimited choice and clever marketing are putting pressure on all of us to tip towards the maximising end of the scale. So do not be tempted to consider more than a manageable number of alternatives – probably around six – as unlimited choice often makes for worse rather than better decisions.



Forty-six Plus

You are a Maximiser. You never settle for second-best and this means that you take a while to come to a decision. In theory, you should be the person most likely to be pleased with your choices. Except, you are often filled with regret. Even if a decision turns out well, you will be disappointed if another option turned out better still. The higher your score, the most likely you are to assess missed opportunities: the job turned down, the holiday not taken, the boyfriend or girlfriend that got away. It is fine to have high standards for yourself, but it is better to concentrate on a few key areas (like job, personal morality and particular interests) than expecting to excel in everything. Finally, try not to compare yourself to other people as this will increase dissatisfaction with your own life. There will always be people ahead but even if life is a competition – which I doubt – it is better to take a long view. This will help you see all your achievements not just one disappointment. Ultimately, you will have a less stressful life if you let go of best and aim for attainable.

Reset Your Maximiser Thermometer

If unlimited choice is turning us all into Maximisers, it is important to concentrate on a few areas to maximise – otherwise we risk becoming exhausted and frustrated. The following exercise is aimed at your purchasing decisions – especially for small-ticket items. Changing your attitude to inconsequential purchases will not only free up more time and energy for important choices but offers a chance to experiment with being a Satisfyer. This is key, as committed Maximisers find it hardest to find and keep partners.



	1	Look back at your last significant purchase.


• How many websites did you consider?

• How many shops did you visit?

• What else went into making the decision?





	2	Calculate the costs.


• How long did it take to make your mind up? Even if it is an estimate, put down a figure.

• How much money did you save? Be realistic with this figure. Instead of the difference between the highest quote and the eventual price, take the saving achieved by maximising – above and beyond that of a regular careful shopper.





	3	How satisfied were you with the purchase?


• Did you have any buyer’s regret?

• Did your effort provide more, less or about the same pleasure as someone investing less time and energy?





	4	Did the effort involved justify maximising on this purchase?


• Think about how much an hour of your time is worth. (If you are self-employed, you will probably have an hourly rate. If you work for someone else, make a rough estimate by breaking down your salary into a daily and then an hourly rate.)

• Compare this figure with the savings achieved by maximising.

• Was maximising a good investment of your time or energy?





	5	Next time you make a significant purchase set yourself an artificial constraint.


• Take three quotes only.

• Consider only six websites.

• Look in only two shops.

• Give yourself only half an hour.

• The exact constraint is up to you and might change from purchase to purchase. However, set the limit in advance and stick to it.





	6	Reassess your purchasing patterns.


• What were the differences when you satisfied rather than maximised?

• Did it work out better? If so, in what way?

• How could you incorporate the benefits into other parts of your life?





	7	Make a pact with yourself to:


• Resist the temptations laid out by the advertising industry. If something really is ‘new and improved’ your friends will probably recommend it.

• Compare down rather than up. The lifestyles of the rich and famous will always make you feel inadequate. Instead, compare yourself with your contemporaries or – better still – people less fortunate.

• Satisfy more than maximise.

Bonding or Bridging?

The idea behind this exercise is to discover how your friendships link together and whether your social capital is from bonding or bridging.



  1. Go through your address book and write each family member, friend or acquaintance on a Post-it note.

  2. Put your name on a differently coloured Post-it note and stick it in the middle of a blank wall or a large piece of cardboard.

  3. Put your best friend closest to you.

  4. If you met any further friends or acquaintances through him or her, put them next to your best friend but slightly further out from the centre.

  5. Continue until you have put all the friends on the map, showing how one friendship leads to another.

  6. If names in your address book come through membership of a club or an organisation, write that down on another differently coloured Post-it and fan the friendships out in the same way.

  7. Keep going until all the names are on the wall with the closest friends at the centre and the most distance acquaintances on the rim.

  8. Stand back and look at your map of friendship. What are the patterns? Are your friendships all bonding (close and with people like you) or do you have bridging capital too (acquaintances from a wide range of different people)?

  9. Are there any key ‘connectors’, friends who have introduced you to a variety of different people? If so, call and talk to them about friendship. You will find that these connectors approach it differently. They probably phone friends more often, pass on joke emails, enjoy giving parties or belong to lots of different societies. What can you learn from them?

10. What changes would you like to make? How could you make them happen?





Step One: Escaping the Single Trap





Chapter Two

The Advantages of Working on Yourself Before Looking for Love

There is a central idea in this book. It is particularly important for the first step in finding a loving and lasting relationship but also informs the second step too, all the exercises and underpins my philosophy about relationships. Fortunately, the idea is quite simple to understand. Unfortunately, many people would rather that it was not true. So what is this idea? Like attracts like. By this I mean, if we are in a bad place emotionally, we tend to attract other people whose lives are in crisis in some way.

   A good example of like attracting like is Christina, thirty-two, whose previous relationship had ended particularly bitterly: ‘I was emotionally exhausted from all the fighting and all I wanted was to be held, stroked and made to feel that everything would be all right.’ Less than six months after the break-up with the father of her two children, she met Mitchell, who was going through similar problems with his ex-wife. ‘The sex was wonderful and I really thought that we understood each other and could really support each other,’ she explained. Unfortunately, after a brief honeymoon period, they found that their problems multiplied. ‘Once the passion wore off, I found his moaning really frustrating. I would be having an OK day and he’d have a letter from his solicitor and not only would he be in a black mood but his rant would bring up some of the issues about my own case. It was like he was not only scratching his scars but mine too.’ When they came to me for counselling, I was immediately reminded of like attracts like. However, when I pointed out their similarities, Christina was quick to distance herself. ‘Mitchell is just obsessed with his ex. He just can’t let anything drop,’ she complained, ‘whereas I’ve made a very really effort to move on.’ However, instead of fighting with her ex, she had made it difficult for him to see the children and effectively shut him out of their lives. So although, on the surface, they might have been dealing with the problems differently, in effect they were both in the same place emotionally. Like had attracted like.

   Another example is Naomi, who was only twenty-eight when her husband left her. She had thought she had the perfect marriage, so it was a terrible shock. After nine months alone, Naomi decided to start dating again and met ‘a sensitive caring man’. At first she thought he was the answer to her prayers but after six months the relationship hit problems. ‘He went from calling all the time to hardly phoning and not being available. It sort of fizzled out,’ Naomi explained in her first counselling session. My diagnosis was that although Naomi wanted the comfort of a relationship, she was not ready to fully give herself. I suspected that her boyfriend would be in a similar place, that like had attracted like, so I asked her about him. ‘His mother was very controlling and he had lots of issues with commitment.’ And what about Naomi herself? How did she feel about commitment? ‘I didn’t want us to move in together or anything, I wasn’t ready for that. Just someone to take to friends’ weddings or an odd holiday – but he couldn’t even cope with that.’ Although Naomi felt ready for dating, her heart was still in intensive care. She had unwittingly been drawn to a man who appeared interested but was, in truth, also looking for consolation rather than commitment. If you are still questioning the idea of like attracts like, think about your own experiences. Have you ever needed someone to boost your self-esteem and found someone who, in return, just wanted to use you? What about the time you went out feeling desperate? Did you meet other similarly desperate people? Have you ever met someone who seems to be carrying a lot of baggage and then realised that you have your own issues too?

   There is another part to ‘like attracts like’: how you perceive yourself and how you treat yourself is how other people will perceive and treat you. In other words, if deep down you consider yourself to be unworthy of love, you will attract partners who will treat you as if you are. Jessica, thirty-four, wanted a long-term boyfriend but most of her relationships never seemed to go anywhere. ‘I’ll meet these guys at parties and we’ll click but somehow the relationships always end with me crying in bars,’ she explained. So I asked about her most recent boyfriend Bob. ‘I suppose I should have known. That first night, when we were back at my flat on the sofa with a glass of wine, he said, “Are you sure you want to do this?” He’d even told me he was not looking for a relationship. But I didn’t want him to go. Well, the inevitable happened and we made love. It was good and I developed feelings for him.’ In effect, she had known that they were after different things: he was looking for casual sex and she wanted love. However, as she did not treat herself with respect, Bob probably felt that he had the green light to do the same. After half a dozen encounters, he became less and less available and eventually disappeared altogether.

   No matter how many times we see like with like, we still hope for exceptions. This is why Cinderella is one of our most popular myths. Even as adults, we cling to the belief that someone is going to come along and ‘save us’, and to save us they have to be ‘perfect’ or at least ‘better’ than us. Instead of ‘like attracts like’, we hope for ‘perfect’ to reach down and pull us up to his or her level. However, the Cinderella myth is actually more complex. In all stories, the hero and heroine have to struggle and overcome obstacles to reach the happy ending. They only attain true union with their prince or princess when they have learnt something important about themselves and grown. In effect, the symbolic fairy-tale marriage is not a hand up but a meeting of equals. From time to time, I counsel couples who at first sight seem to disprove like attracts like. Certainly, Madeline saw herself as Cinderella. She was seventeen when she met her husband-to-be. Edward was in his mid-twenties and seemed much more mature. ‘I felt he rescued me from my parents’ rows. They used to fight late into the night and me and my sister would lie awake in our bedroom and comfort each other until they finally ran out of energy,’ explains Madeline. They married and five years later came to me for counselling. They had started fighting because Madeline was fed up with being treated like a little girl. It soon became clear that behind the grown-up facade, Edward was frightened. Instead of an adult-to-adult relationship, he only felt secure when he was in charge. The more he talked, the more petulant he sounded and the more he looked like a little boy – albeit one dressed up as a knight in shining armour. Inside, they were both probably about the same age.

   Although ‘like attracts like’ is at first sight rather a depressing idea, there is an important upside: if we have our heads screwed on, we attract similarly sorted people. This is why the first part of this book is about working on yourself. Of course, there are benefits to understanding yourself and being aware of why you might have made poor choices in the past. However, the main aim of this section is to help you grow and be truly ready for a committed relationship – both in your head and in your heart. Once you have reached this goal, you will attract other people who are similarly ready for commitment and the chances of a successful relationship will be greatly increased. So how do you start working on yourself?

Why the Journey to a Better Relationship in the Future Starts in the Past

It goes without saying that we tend to date people with whom we feel comfortable – either because he or she is easy to talk to or because we suspect we’ve found someone special. But what triggers this spark of recognition somewhere deep inside? Why do we feel that we’ve known this fascinating woman or good-looking man all our lives? The answer is that we probably have. Unconsciously we choose partners who are similar in some sense to our mothers or fathers.

   The automatic response to this suggestion is to laugh or protest that our previous boyfriends or girlfriends have been nothing like our parents. Sometimes my clients refuse to even entertain the idea – which is a pity because understanding our emotional inheritance is the single most important factor in finding love. So why are we so resistant? Maybe it wars with the romantic ideal of two soul partners destined for each other, maybe the concept has a whiff of incest but most probably we are only too aware of the fault-lines in our parents’ marriage and have vowed to avoid them. ‘My father was not only a womaniser; he didn’t hide his infidelity and would invite women he was sleeping with to parties. It was utterly humiliating for my mother and I was adamant I wouldn’t have a relationship like that,’ explains Eleanor, a 35-year-old mother of three. ‘I married a man who was sweet, gentle and terribly good-looking and – on the face of it – nothing like my dad. We had two children, and what I thought was a very, very close relationship; we enjoyed each other’s company, had sex often, shared the same sense of humour. People used to always comment on how well we got on. Then, quite suddenly, after twenty years, I discovered that he was being unfaithful. I realised almost immediately that there must have been other women; it was like the scales falling from my eyes. I’ve since heard how he boasted to the whole pub about a woman he was sleeping with.’ Despite Eleanor’s best intentions she had ended up in the same position as her mother. So what happened? We learn about relationships, literally, on our mothers’ knees. We watch how our parents negotiate, argue, avoid confrontation, tackle something head-on, laugh, cry, until it becomes our blueprint for all relationships. In fact until we are old enough to go to school, and become exposed to alternatives, we probably think our family’s way is the only one. Even when we discover that not all families are like our own, the lessons from home have been deeply ingrained. For Eleanor this was certainly the case: ‘After my marriage ended I went out with someone almost exactly like my husband – attractive, spoilt, feckless – and he was immediately unfaithful.’ Falling in love is like casting someone in your own personal play: we search for people to recreate issues we have been unable to sort out when we were children. When we talk about clicking with someone, in reality our two unconsciouses are running down all the possible matches. Eleanor would have been looking for a dangerous and charming man; her first husband, for a woman who could be impressed. Our partners have to speak the same language and want to act out the same scenes, or there is no connection.

   It is a lot more complex than women looking for a man like their father and men for a woman like their mother. Sometimes we can end up, over time, playing both our father’s and mother’s roles. ‘My mum and dad believed that “least said, soonest mended” so that when I was growing up, I never heard them argue,’ says Sara – who is in her mid-forties, ‘the best they could manage was working themselves up into a cool sulk.’ When she grew up, Sara found it equally hard to express her emotions. ‘My mother was a little better than my father, she would interpret his moods and intervene to sort out my issues with him,’ Sara explains. In her first marriage, Sara would play this role for her husband with their children and found herself understanding better some of her mother’s frustrations. Unfortunately, her husband died after a long illness. ‘Afterwards, I realised that there were lots of things I’d never asked him. Was he frightened of death? How did he feel about leaving us? I didn’t really know because we hadn’t talked, I’d interpreted.’ Several years later, she married again and her second husband could not have been more different. ‘He is Italian and is more likely to throw a fit first and ask questions later,’ says Sara. ‘On one level this is brilliant because everything is out in the open but I find myself saying things my father used to say: “There’s no need to be so sensitive” and “Do we have to have a scene?” ’ In every partnership, it is generally one person’s job to bring issues up to the surface and the other’s to keep a sense of proportion. In one relationship, Sara had played her mother’s role and in the second her father’s.

   Although many people refuse to find similarities between partners and parents, there is one group who are only too aware: the families of addicts. In fact, researchers have identified four common roles that the sons and daughters of alcoholics adopt to deal with their parents but carry on into their adult relationships. Interestingly, these patterns resonate with many of my clients – even if there is no history of addiction.

   Here are the four very different coping strategies:



• Becoming a ‘Caretaker’. As children, these people were super-responsible, serious and capable beyond their years, and choose partners who need looking after.

• ‘Pleasers’ attempt to keep the peace and keep everybody happy, so are desperate to avoid conflict in adult relationships.

• ‘Adapters’ tune out the problems, soak up the tension and show nothing. As adults they are either very quiet, absent or claim that there is ‘no problem’.

• ‘Attention-seekers’. When these people were children, they got care and loving by creating problems for everybody else. For example, by staying out late or throwing temper tantrums. As adults, they still create crises and often threaten to walk out or end the relationship over relatively minor issues.



The reason why these patterns are illuminating is that every family faces the same basic pressures: balancing individual against group needs, how to deal with anger and other difficult emotions, how to make decisions, who does what. By providing a more extreme example, the families of addicts can help everyone understand more about what makes their relationship tick.

   If you are still sceptical about whether your mother or father has an impact on your choice of partners, look at these four patterns: Caretaker, Pleaser, Adapter, Attention-seeker. Have you ever found yourself falling into one of these roles? Does anyone in your family do something similar? Consider your brothers and sisters and their choice of partners? What connections can you make?

   Of course, it is not just the relationship between your parents that shapes your personality but your own personal relationship with each of them. It is here that you can also find clues as to why Mr or Miss Right seems so elusive.

Legacies from Fathers

A man’s style of fathering is particularly significant for his daughters – because he is literally the first man in their lives – but it is also important for his sons, who learn about being a man from his example. There are six common types and although many men will use more than one, most have a core style – especially when they are tired or stressed-out. In the exercise section, there is detailed advice on how to improve your relationship (A New Start . . . with Your Father).

Doting

Everybody would like a father that dotes on them and certainly a daughter who grows up feeling adored will have more self-confidence. But there can be a point where doting turns into spoiling. ‘While mummy sat on the back seat of the car, I rode up front with Daddy and I always got to choose where we stopped to eat. While I could have anything on the menu, as long as I enjoyed it, Mummy used to have the cheap things. I’d scoff something terribly exotic like Rum Baba for pudding while Mummy would be perfectly happy with just soup,’ says Kate, who is thirty-one. However, it is hard to truly grow up if your doting father is always ready to ride to the rescue. Worse still, these women expect every man to treat them like a princess. ‘My live-in boyfriend used to bring me biscuits and tea in bed and the whole weekend would revolve round my cravings,’ admits Kate. ‘But I became so bored that I started having a wild affair with someone who’d just got out of prison and used to clean his gun in bed. I’d never met anybody like him before. Not only couldn’t he read or write, he was so unoriginal he couldn’t think of a name for his puppy so he called it “dog”. I couldn’t talk to him, but who needs to talk! Yet I would have died if Daddy had found out I even knew him.’ Dads are less likely to dote on boys, and therefore less likely to treat their sons as children even after they have grown up. However, if a son’s bad behaviour is not challenged – because Dad thinks he can do no wrong – he too can grow up to be selfish and unable to see anyone else’s point of view.

    Reasons why this can make you single: It is great to have high standards, but are they so high that almost nobody can reach them?

    Turnaround tip: If you behave like a child, a potential partner will automatically slot into parent mode. So next time you are tempted to sulk, throw a tantrum or wheedle – very childish reactions – stop and ask yourself: what would an adult do?

Dangerous

At the other end of the scale from doting dad are the fathers who never grew up themselves. They can be glamorous, exciting and terribly fascinating, but often there is a darker side: some are serial love cheats or have clocked up several wives, while others are dangerous because of drink or drugs. One thing is for sure, these men turn everything into a drama. ‘Whenever my friends used to come round, Daddy had to be the centre of attention. He used to disappear upstairs and change into his genuine American Civil War uniform and then strut around the house showing off,’ says Beverley, thirty-eight. ‘It used to drive my mother up the wall, but I thought it was funny. When I became a teenager, I realised just how much his performance was fuelled by drink. Finally, I understood why he was always so over-emotional.’ Beverley has been dating unpredictable men ever since. ‘I just don’t seem to be able to avoid a challenge. My first boyfriend was the local lifeguard and I was completely captivated by him. He’d be forever standing me up, but the worse he treated me the more I loved him. I thought his moodiness was because he was “strong and silent” but later I caught him in bed with another man. He was just using me to prove something.’ Unfortunately, the children of addicts are more at risk of developing an addiction problem themselves than the general population. For daughters of dangerous fathers, it is not just alcohol and drugs that can provide a buzz: difficult men can also be very addictive. The risk for the sons is imitating their father and thinking that bad or dangerous behaviour is the best way to attract and keep women. However, the sons of dangerous men can vow to be nothing like their fathers and grow up to be good husbands.

    Reasons why this can make you single: You are attracted to people who nearly always turn out to be bad for you and this has undermined your confidence in your judgement. Alternatively, you are frightened to make a commitment because experience has taught you that relationships are dangerous.

    Turnaround tip: It is easy to be angry with these fathers – and you probably have every right to be – however this just keeps the two of you stuck in the past. Instead take a fresh look at both of you. Is his conduct still as bad? Could it be that you are trying to punish him? If so, who is really being harmed by this behaviour?

Dictatorial

Many men still like to be head of the family but there is a fine line between being in charge and being dictatorial. These fathers keep their sons’ and daughters’ noses to the school grindstone, and bedtimes, friends and chores can easily turn into a battleground. It is not surprising that many children of dictatorial fathers become rebels or grow up wanting to take charge in their own relationships. ‘We had terrible fights; he once called me a slut because I wouldn’t get out of bed at half-past seven in the morning,’ says Sian, a 29-year-old lawyer. ‘His favourite phrase was “many a fortune has been made or lost before half-past seven”. He would even put a cold flannel on my face to get me up.’ It was not just lounging around in a dressing gown that would set him off. ‘I’d have to line up everything on my dressing-room table and if I wanted to please him I would rush around and do all that, but as soon as he was gone take great pleasure in scruffing it all up again.’ The long-term effect is that Sian’s relationships have turned into power struggles. ‘To say the men in my life have been controlling is an understatement,’ says Sian. ‘Sometimes they’ve been very protective: ready to collect me at three in the morning after a girls’ night out, but really just checking up. I once made the terrible mistake of asking a boyfriend who was a recruitment consultant to help freshen my CV for a job I fancied. He picked so many holes that I felt he was trying to turn me into somebody else, and we ended up screaming at each other. Suddenly I had a nasty time-warp flashback – it could have been my father and me arguing over him rewriting my university application form.’ Dictatorial fathers want the best for their sons and daughters; although their form of tough love can push their children to the top of the class it can also come across as deeply critical. What’s more, these fathers can get so much under their sons’ and daughters’ skin that they often end up not knowing their own mind.

    Reasons why this can make you single: You are either a perfectionist yourself – and therefore have still to meet the ‘right’ person – or are so frightened of being controlled that you keep people at arm’s length.

    Turnaround tip: Next time you are faced with a decision, ask yourself three questions. Firstly, what would my father want me to do? Secondly, what would I do if I was rebelling? Just doing the opposite of what he would have wanted is not freedom either. Finally ask, what would I like to do? Another option, especially for women, is to adopt a better father: a healthy older male influence. It could be a mentor at work or a teacher who will take you under their wing and offer positive fathering.

Distant

Traditionally, men have been expected to keep their feelings tightly under control. So many grow up unaware or even embarrassed about their emotions. When under stress, these men hide behind their newspaper, watch TV, or lose themselves in some project in the garden. Whatever the shut-down strategy, these fathers remain a mystery to their children. Other fathers become distant through divorce or because their job takes them away. ‘When dad got home, if he was in a good mood or mum reported good school grades he might ruffle our hair, but it was never for more than a few seconds. Perhaps there is a statutory EU minimum for hair-ruffling, which he was determined not to contravene,’ says Belinda, forty-six. ‘I often wished I’d knocked on his study door and had him explain his complicated filing system; everything had a place and mine was on the other side of that door. He’s never told me he loves me, I guess he thinks I know.’ The daughters of distant fathers are drawn either to men who find it hard to commit or to men who keep their feelings to themselves. ‘I’ve always felt happier when there was at least one time-zone between me and my lover,’ admits Belinda. ‘After I stopped dating Americans and Spaniards, I met a guy who lived in the same town but spent most weekends on his hobby of rock climbing. I used to complain that I never saw him, so I dumped him for a guy from work but he was very clinging and I had to start screening my calls.’ For men who are distant – like their fathers – it is often easier to make relationships, as many women enjoy drawing out their partners and explaining their emotions to them. Unfortunately some daughters of distant fathers find themselves attracted to men who are so distant that they find it hard to commit to a relationship.

    Reasons why this can make you single: Although as an adult you might understand why your father was distant, as a child it will have felt deeply personal. This can leave you worried that nobody will ever truly love you.

    Turnaround tip: Concentrate on changing something specific about your father’s behaviour – for example: to pay you more attention – rather than reeling off a list of complaints which will probably make him retreat even further into himself. Next, narrow this request down into something as specific as possible. For example, talking to you when you phone the house. Finally, frame it as something positive about the future rather than as an accusation about the past. For example: when he answers the phone suggest chatting for a while before he passes you onto your mother.

Destructive

These fathers cause harm because they have abandoned their daughters and sons or because they are not aware how thoughtless comments can ruin self-esteem. ‘My dad is over six-foot-three and he’s like a bull in a china shop; he opens his mouth first and thinks later,’ says Tara, twenty-six. ‘When I was about twelve and beginning to develop curves he caught me taking a tub of ice cream out of the freezer. “We’ll have to watch out or you’ll put on so much weight that none of the boys will fancy you,” he told me. I should have clocked him, and to this day he still denies having said it, but I can trace my weight battles back to that solitary moment. Thinking of my first diet, which I pored over in one of my mother’s magazines, the tinfoil packets of carrot sticks and the dry tuna that I used to take to school, it makes me want to weep.’ These daughters often choose unavailable men – like married ones – who will end up abandoning them and reconfirming their lack of self-worth. ‘In my teens I was anybody’s for a compliment,’ says Tara. ‘I slept with so many boys I got a reputation, but for those few moments I could pretend they cared. These days I’m wiser but I often take something as critical, even when it’s not intended to be. When it’s cold my boyfriend will say something innocent, like “don’t you think you need a scarf”, but I will react as if he had said: “your dress is too short and too small”. I end up biting his head off all the time – not the most attractive quality.’

    Reasons why this can make you single: Experience has taught you that those closest to you are most likely to hurt you. This has left you with a toxic combination of fear of commitment and low self-esteem.

    Turnaround tip: New-age philosophies talk about being positive, but all that happens is that we give ourselves a hard time for not pulling off this trick. So try the opposite approach and listen to the critical voice. Once you have heard all it has to say, challenge the exaggerations and distortions. Finally think: ‘I can do things that are wrong but it is useful to look back, reflect and learn.’ This balanced approach will ultimately make it easier to hear the positive.

Decent

These fathers provide a safe haven for their daughters to experiment with dealing with the opposite sex and provide a good role model for their sons. Unlike the doting father, he knows when to draw the line and not let his children get too much of their own way. ‘Whenever I or my sister had a problem, we always knew that we could go to dad,’ explains Adrienne, twenty-eight, ‘he made us feel he was on our side but would also make us realise that there was probably another side too. Sometimes he was busy, yet he seemed to know when it was something truly serious and he’d stop what he was doing.’ A lot of men grow into being decent daddies and have a better relationship with their sons and daughters as adults than they had with them as children. This is partly because they have mellowed with age and partly because they are not so focused on their careers. It also helps that reaching adulthood gives us the chance to forge a more equal relationship. This type of father is also becoming more common as today’s dads expect to have a more hands-on approach to being a parent. The impact on the children of decent fathers is generally positive and they grow up to be well-rounded and caring people.

    Reasons why this can make you single: For men, you can grow up to be so decent yourself that women prefer you as a best friend rather than a lover. This is particularly hard when you have to watch their hearts be broken by yet another bad boy. For women, you generally make good choices and have good relationships. However, your father is a tough act to follow.

    Turnaround tip: It can be as harmful to have a totally positive picture of someone as to have a totally negative one. This is because life seldom comes in black-and-white but in shades of grey. So try and remember times when your father revealed feet of clay and discover a more balanced picture of him.

Legacies from Mothers

We all want our mothers to be pleased with our achievements, partly because we know it makes her happy but mainly because it confirms that she has been a good mother. What’s more, if she approves of our life, we feel worthy of her love. For all these reasons, it is harder to be dispassionate about our relationship with our mother than our father, but a closer look can really help understand the past and make better choices in the future. Once again, there are six types of problem mothering, advice on how to cope with the fall-out, plus an exercise at the end of the chapter called: ‘A New Start . . . with Your Mother’.

Martyr

Some women have good reason to complain, for example: illness, desertion or destitution has dealt them a tough hand. Before feminism became mainstream, talented women gave up their jobs and resented being stuck in the kitchen. Whatever the reason for their sacrifices, these mothers will not let anybody forget it and use guilt as a weapon. Worse still, their sons – and in particular, their daughters – end up feeling responsible for their good days and bad days. ‘I always end up getting edgy if anybody is upset and immediately want to be the peacemaker,’ says 28-year-old Cathy. ‘At work I find myself taking the blame for a report being late – even if it landed on my desk only a couple of hours before the deadline.’ Not surprisingly, Cathy found it very hard to ask her boyfriends for anything. ‘I couldn’t just tell him I would have appreciated it if he arranged a birthday party for me at a local restaurant,’ she confessed. ‘Instead, I would drop hints and make suggestions and then get very angry when he didn’t do anything.’

    Reasons why this can make you single:  Your experiences of close relationships have been draining and claustrophobic. So it is not surprising that you are wary of being trapped and find commitment difficult. You either have a tough independent exterior that stops people approaching or have had a series of short-lived relationships that have never truly got off the ground.

    Turnaround tip: Understanding your mother’s vulnerability is the first step to liberating yourself from the tyranny. Instead of getting angry, which will make her needier and perpetuate a vicious circle, tell her you love her and then laugh together when she goes over the top.

Critical

Mothers want the best for their children, but sometimes their desire for their sons and daughters to succeed comes across as criticism. Their children will often feel that they can never truly please them. ‘I have become very critical of myself,’ admits Richard, a 33-year-old lawyer, ‘it is almost as if I can hear her voice in my head pushing me on. On one hand that has helped my career but I never seem to enjoy my achievements.’ Last Christmas, Richard talked to his aunt and got a wholly different take on his mother. ‘She had bored her sister silly with all this praise and boasting about me. I just wish Mum had told me.’ Richard has had a very up-and-down relationship with his girlfriend. ‘I find myself getting defensive about the slightest comment,’ he admits. ‘I took her to a Proms concert but she didn’t seem to be enjoying it. In the interval, she commented that the conductor had taken a piece too fast. I started sulking; I’d gone to a lot of trouble getting those tickets. After I calmed down, I realised I was not responsible for the orchestra’s performance and her comment was not an attack on me – but it did spoil the whole evening.’

    Reasons why this can make you single: You either keep finding fault with partners, dumping them and hoping that the next will be perfect, or you have become incredibly defensive, fly off the handle at the slightest thing and your partners feel that you are ‘too high-maintenance’.

    Turnaround tip: If critical mothering sounds familiar, try asking her friends and other family members what she really thinks about you. Your mother probably assumes you already know her feelings or maybe fears praise will undermine your desire to achieve. Next time you overreact to something a potential partner has said, stop and ask yourself if your mother’s voice is mixed in there somewhere. If you have a tendency to become critical yourself, examine your standards and ask yourself how many are your own and how many your mother’s.

Perfect

Women put a lot of energy into being as good a mum as possible, but for some ‘good’ is never enough. They have to be super-mum: able to bake, hold down a job and still help out behind the scenes at the school play. Sons can idolise this type of mother to such an extent that other women have a tough job matching up to her. These men can also put potential partners on a pedestal and have ‘polite’ sex rather than allowing their women to be truly passionate. Meanwhile, the daughters of super-mums can find the legacy equally difficult. Tina, forty-two, started mothering her first husband: ‘I felt like I had three children sometimes and with no support, I ran out of energy. I wanted an equal partner.’ She is not the only woman who found herself in this dilemma. ‘My friends used to joke about my toy boy. I was in my late thirties and he was just twenty-five – blond, blue eyes and very handsome,’ says Suzanne, a recruitment consultant who is now in her mid-forties. ‘It was a big step inviting him to move in. I had a son and a daughter and I wondered how they would get on. I shouldn’t have worried, but he was more like a big brother. I also helped him start his own business but still he wouldn’t properly commit. Eventually we split up because I couldn’t be his ever-supporting mummy any longer.’

    Reasons why this can make you single: For women, you attract the sort of men that need their problems sorting out. Although this is flattering, it is not the foundation for a successful long-term relationship. For men, your expectations can be too high and this makes you easily disappointed.

    Turnaround tip: For daughters, if you find yourself behaving like everybody’s mother, step back and stop taking responsibility. For example, if you have to nag your partner to get up in the morning, remind him once and then leave it. He might be late for an appointment but he is an adult and accountable for his own choices. At first, it will be hard to hold back but things will get easier, so persevere. For sons of ‘perfect’ mothers, think about the disadvantages of being so close to your mother. How much does she interfere in your life? Does she have strong views about your girlfriends? Compare your relationship with those of your friends: how does your mother demand more than their mothers? How do you feel about that?

Controlling

Another common example of great mothering that can turn into a problem is the over-attentive mum. It is a short step between looking out for your kids and smothering them; these ‘take-over’ mums seldom understand the difference. ‘She was always ready to fight my battles at school by “having a word” with my teacher or the parents of another kid,’ says Barry, thirty-four. ‘At homework time, she seemed to be forever peering over my shoulder. She was great but sometimes I felt swamped. Even to this day, I find it hard to let people close for fear of them taking over.’ These mums are very likely to have strong opinions about their children’s potential partners or lack of them. ‘I had been dating Gemma for about six months,’ says Michael, who is thirty years old, ‘and Mum had told me that if I ever married she hoped it would be to someone just like Gemma. I took this as maternal approval and even considered asking for Gemma’s hand. Fortunately, I talked it over with my sister who had quite a different take. Mother had told her that “she could find nothing wrong with Gemma”. Ultimately, I decided to trust my own judgement and wait and see.’ Mothers who feel confident and secure in themselves do not need to control their adult children.

    Reasons why this can make you single: Your biggest fear is being ‘swallowed up’ and losing control. You find yourself drawn to people who are, in some way, unavailable. They might live a long way away or are already committed to an ex-partner or their work.

    Turnaround tip: Your mother might be controlling because she really enjoyed being a parent and finds it hard to let go – even though you’ve long since grown up. So try helping her find new interests. Explain what you find helpful and what is intrusive and firmly police the difference. Although capitulating might seem easier in the short term, it could encourage your mother to become more controlling in the long term.

Frightened

Many mothers try to hide the effects of their husbands’ drinking, gambling or violence. They want to protect their children but end up pulling them into the secret. If they are drinking themselves, or have a mental health problem, these mothers, sadly, provide very erratic child care. ‘There was this terrible secret in our family,’ says Paula, who is now fifty, ‘and although I didn’t discover it until I was fifteen, I always knew we were different. My grandmother had committed suicide but my mother never told me. Even now, I don’t really understand why she fought so hard to keep it from me.’ Paula’s upbringing has left her wary of being rejected. ‘If I think there is the slightest danger of being dumped I try and get in first,’ she admits. ‘I almost ended one promising relationship because this boyfriend hadn’t phoned for several days. My mind came up with all sorts of possibilities mainly centring round another woman. Before too long, I could see the two of them in the pub laughing at me. Finally, I left a nasty message on his answering machine. Later, I discovered his mother had been rushed to hospital.’

    Reasons why this can make you single: For daughters, the risk is that you too will grow up fearful of getting hurt and therefore holding men at arm’s length. You can also feel responsible, like your mother, for managing everyone’s behaviour. This is not only impossible but sets you up for low self-esteem. Fortunately, this kind of mothering is less likely to make men single. The sons of frightened mothers often become rescuers, which can be appealing to women. However, I do counsel men who are trying to fix women with chaotic lives or who are unable to commit. Alternatively, they can lose interest in a woman once her problems have been solved.

    Turnaround tip: If your relationship with your mother has left you with the tendency to overreact, get some distance by imagining what a cool-headed friend might think of your interpretation. Be patient with yourself and do not expect too much too soon, as a difficult relationship with a mother is tougher to overcome than a difficult one with a father.

Racy

Sometimes a mother will try to compete with her daughter and even set herself up as a love rival. ‘I often feel under the shadow of my mother,’ says Jasmine, who is twenty-six. ‘My boyfriends always get on very well with her but I think she laughs too loudly and shows too much cleavage. When I want just a bit of TLC, she is much more likely to give me sisterly advice like: “dust yourself off and get on with it”. OK, she is quite cool and doesn’t mind me bringing my boyfriends back home, but I never feel comfortable. One night, she brought this man home that she’d picked up at a club and they had noisy sex that kept my boyfriend and me awake.’ For both sons and daughters, the risk is that there is a precocious interest in sex.

    Reasons why this can make you single: For women, you are at one of two extremes. Either you have thrown yourself into relationships and committed too quickly, often to unsuitable men, or have held back to the point that men imagine you to be cold. For men, you have such a polarised view of women that they seem divided into either Madonna or whore.

    Turnaround tip: This type of mothering has a greater impact on daughters, who take the competition personally, than sons, who are just embarrassed. If these problems go back to your childhood, try forgiving your mother. It does not mean sanctioning what she did, but will free you to start an adult relationship with her. For daughters, if the two of you are in competition today, remember it takes two to compete. If you refuse to enter, there is no race. For sons, ask about her relationship with her own mother and the morals of that time. Understanding how attitudes are handed from one generation to another, and why your mother behaves as she does, will help remove any lingering blame.

Unpacking the Effect on You

At first sight, the impact of our parents on our own relationship choices might sound depressing and not particularly romantic. However, I believe that we are not just seeking to recreate our parents’ relationship, but something inside us is striving to solve it. I will always remember the advice from my first tutor when I had been despairing about some clients who, despite everything I tried, had the same arguments week after week. My tutor said: ‘People make fundamentally good relationship choices.’ I was amazed. So why did my clients seem so stuck and why was there such a long waiting-list of other couples with similar problems? She smiled and replied: ‘It is up to us to help them discover what made them choose each other and to work together rather than against each other.’ Twenty-five years later, I still believe – with every fibre of my body – that we make basically good choices. However, sometimes we do not listen to our unconscious and pass on good prospects; on other occasions we mistake the natural conflict arising from two people sorting out their issues as fundamental flaws. If we held on a little bit longer, before rushing onto the next relationship, we would discover not only someone who is right for us, but a way of making peace with our past too. It is worth the effort. Through counselling, Eleanor, who married a man like her philandering father, became aware of the patterns in her life: ‘My new partner, Ian, couldn’t be more different. I worshipped my first husband; paid the bills and did all the housework; I was a doormat. My new partner is very good-looking, but he’s quite uncertain and I think we have a more equal relationship. What’s more, my daughter is amazed that Ian will break out the Hoover without being asked.’

The Legacy of Divorce

If our childhood provides a template for how we conduct all our relationships – and in particular our romantic ones – just imagine how much more complex the script becomes in the case of divorced families. These children had a front-row seat on the break-up of their parents’ marriage and know first-hand about the anger, pain, and sometimes violence that two people who were once in love can inflict on each other. It is not surprising that when these children grow up they have mixed feelings about relationships.

   Since the 1970s, when divorce became more socially acceptable, there have been three widespread beliefs. Firstly, children do not thrive when their parents are unhappy. Secondly, if parents are happier, the happiness will trickle down to the children and therefore the divorce is in everybody’s interests. Thirdly, and most importantly, there might be some short-term upset for the children but if parents co-operate after the divorce the effect will be transitory. These are the myths but what about the reality? Judith Wallerstein PhD, founder and executive director of the Centre for the Family in Transition in California, studied sixty middle-class families and 131 children over twenty-five years. She interviewed them at eighteen months, five years, ten years and finally twenty-five years after the divorce. Her findings make for some very sobering reading:



• Only one in ten children experienced relief when their parents divorced.

• Eighteen months after the divorce, most were still trying to make sense of what happened.

• Five years on, most children secretly hoped their parents would reconcile – even if one of them had subsequently remarried.

• Ten years after the divorce, half of the children in the sample had been through the experience again after one of their parents’ second marriages failed.



However, the most startling effect did not come to light until Wallerstein made her twenty-five-year follow-up. ‘Divorce is a cumulative experience. Its impact increases over time and rises to a crescendo in adulthood,’ she concludes. While the national debate has obsessed about children’s exam results and crime statistics, we have missed the most crucial impact: children of divorced parents find it harder to trust and therefore, as adults, have difficulties making long-term relationships.

   In fact, only 60 per cent of Wallerstein’s sample had ever married – as one of her respondents puts it: ‘If you don’t marry, you don’t get betrayed.’ The comparison with intact families is startling. Here 80.6 per cent of males and 87.4 per cent of females aged between twenty-eight and forty-three get married (General Social Survey). Remember ‘intact families’ is not just happy families. It includes couples who stay in loveless relationships ‘for the sake of the children’ and quite a few marriages that are violent or abusive and where divorce would probably have been preferable. What about the children from divorced families that did marry? What was their experience? This is where Wallerstein found another worrying trend: rash and ill-considered early marriages on the rebound from their parents’ divorce – with 50 per cent tying the knot while under twenty-five. Sadly, over half of these marriages ended in divorce. In a matched group of intact families only 11 per cent married young and of these marriages only 25 per cent ended in divorce.

   So what happens to children when their parents divorce and why is it so hard for them to make good relationships? The answer is simple: they have experienced first-hand just how fleeting love can be. Worse still, unlike the children of intact families, they do not have the benefit of watching their parents disagree in a safe and contained way, compromising, solving differences and making up. These skills are all vital for sustaining a relationship once the first flush of passion and love has worn off. However, the problems go deeper. At different ages, there are particular problems for the children of divorce; understanding them is vital for, firstly, clambering out and, secondly, for finding a partner. So look at the following scenarios and take stock. Your personal legacy will be influenced by your age when your parents divorced, your birth order, your parents’ behaviour and, of course, your own personality.

Becoming a Caregiver Child

In many families divorce is such a traumatic experience that it leads to the partial or complete breakdown of a parent’s ability to care for their children. Normally this phase lasts for a few months but in others it will continue for years. In these cases, one of the children – normally the eldest daughter – steps into the caregiver role. A good example is Maggie, who is now in her late thirties. Her parents’ marriage began to disintegrate in her early teens. She vividly remembers her father telling her of all the things he would have done, ‘If it wasn’t for you.’ When she was sixteen and her father finally left, her mother became seriously depressed. ‘On the good days, I’d come back from school and find that she’d spent the day staring at the wall. On the bad days, she’d be in tears. So I started taking her out and walking through the streets in the evening – anything to keep her moving. On winter evenings, when people had not yet closed the curtains, we would look in on all these lighted stages where normal people led normal lives.’ When she had finished walking her mother round the town, Maggie would also make tea for her younger sister and then start on her school work. At the weekend, she would help her mother with housework and shopping. Although she still saw her father, she felt alone and responsible. ‘It would have seemed like betraying my mother if I’d told him what was really happening, and to be honest I doubt he wanted to know,’ she explained. ‘So how did you cope?’ I asked. ‘I kept all my feelings in.’ ‘So who comforted you?’ For a second the confident, outgoing woman who had worked all over the world was stripped away and I could see a lost child. ‘My younger sister understood. I didn’t have to say anything,’ she finally replied. Maggie did not want to admit it, but the answer was nobody.

   Bringing up children and running a house involves hundreds of choices. Before divorce, the parent with custody will have been used to talking any problems over with their partner. Suddenly they are on their own. Friends are helpful but not there all the time. The result is that one of the children becomes the on-tap adviser and confidant of their mother or father. Wallerstein found children as young as eight advising their mother on where to live and fathers asking their pre-teen daughters for advice on courting a new girlfriend. It is almost as if divorce has turned an adult into a helpless child and ‘parentified’ their son or daughter. It is not all bad news. The caregiving child gets immense pride from their exalted position in the household and in some cases, like Maggie’s, they can literally save their parent’s sanity. However, forever sacrificing your own needs is not a good preparation for the give-and-take of successful adult relationships.

    Long-term impact: Caregiver children – particularly the girls – can feel so responsible for their mothers that the two women are bound to each other, sometimes even twenty years after the divorce. Certainly this is what happened to Celia, who is thirty-five: ‘We became incredibly close, sharing holidays together and speaking every night on the phone. There have been one or two guys in mum’s life over the years. But nothing serious – nobody that has filled the void that Dad left.’ Celia is single too, and for the last twenty years her most important relationship has been with her mother. In counselling, Celia began to look back to her parents’ divorce and its impact on her own life. ‘I feel very responsible for mum,’ she sighed and sank into silence. ‘What are you thinking?’ I asked. ‘ “How can I leave my mother who has nobody but me?” ’ She nodded.

Troubled Adolescence

Family is the scaffolding on which we climb through the different development stages, from helpless baby to independent adult. One of the most difficult times is adolescence, where we start pushing against the rules set by our parents in order to forge our own values and identity. However, parenting has become caught up in the same crisis of confidence in authority as schools, politicians and society in general. Everyone feels uncomfortable setting down absolute standards. Rules seem to belong in some stuffy, authoritarian, patriarchal past. Yet the world remains a frightening and confusing place, and structure is a fundamental human need. This is why ‘change your life’ reality-TV programmes are so popular. We like to be bossed about and told how to eat properly, discipline our toddlers or dogs and how to clean our homes. Even if, ultimately, we decide to ignore the ‘expert’ advice, this is still something to kick against.

   If even the happiest families have trouble when the children hit adolescence, just imagine the problems for a divorced family. When parents live together, they can find a consensus on rules and standards of behaviour. However, this is harder when parents are struggling to be civil to each other. For intact families the children’s adolescence takes centre-stage – with both parents’ full attention and steadying hand. Meanwhile, in a divorced family, the ongoing conflict between mother and father is centre-stage. The result is either that their children’s adolescence is put indefinitely on hold – like Celia, who still has trouble separating from her mother – or happens in a dark corner, unnoticed by anyone. For this reason, the children of divorce can reach adolescence earlier and with a lot of unresolved anger. In fact, research shows that girls start experimenting with sex younger and both boys and girls have a higher use of alcohol and drugs than their peers.

    Long-term impact: ‘I started screwing boys when I was thirteen,’ explained Josie, thirty, whose parents divorced when she was ten, ‘it made me feel wanted.’ Unfortunately, she also got a reputation amongst her classmates. ‘They called me “tramp” and the “class bike”, so when I was offered cocaine I thought “everybody thinks I’m a bad girl, so why not?”.’ Not surprisingly, Josie had no sense of direction and dropped out of university. She did various jobs and had several dead-end relationships, and from time to time her cocaine use became a problem. ‘I would go home with men who I wouldn’t have looked at twice if I had not been off my face. Somehow I managed to keep it all together, but I had no idea what I was looking for. Even if I had known, I had no expectation of getting my needs met.’ On the morning of her twenty-ninth birthday, she took a long, sober look at her life and decided things needed to change. ‘There was not some dramatic revelation. I just decided it could not go on like this any more.’ Josie went back to university and moved in with her mother. ‘It’s been difficult for both of us, but we can approach each other as two adults now – well, sort of. Anyway, we’ve called a truce. I’ve stopped hitting my head against a brick wall – because it hurts – and she’s done the same. I feel my life is back on track again.’

Becoming a Fully-formed Adult Takes Longer

If the task of adolescence is breaking away from your home, becoming an adult is about discovering who you are, your personal standards and what you want from life, your job and your relationships. Obviously this takes time, but generally somewhere between eighteen and twenty-three, most people develop a sense of their own identity. However the children of divorce are often too frightened to experiment and instead of actively choosing someone, just drift into the first relationship offered. ‘I met Sam during my first week at university, we shared a kitchen and soon a bed. Don’t get me wrong, he’s nice but he’s very shy and relies on me a lot,’ explains Lauren, who is twenty-five and still with Sam. ‘You see, we both found moving away from home a bit of a wrench – so we leant on each other. But while I made friends and enjoyed the experience, Sam withdrew into himself.’ They have almost split up on numerous occasions, but Lauren has always stopped short. ‘He starts to cry and I cave in. You see, I know the pain of being left. I can still remember what my father was wearing, the leather case with the grease stain, and how my sister tried to bar the way. I couldn’t do that to someone else.’ It is almost as if some children of divorce do not have the confidence to judge a relationship. Instead of actively seeking the right relationship, they take what is on offer.

   Young women whose parents divorced often choose an older man, rather than experimenting with men of their own age. The older man seems appealing for a number of reasons – beyond replacing the father figure lost through divorce. Firstly, older men are less likely to cheat on younger women – and all children of divorce fear betrayal almost as much as they long for love. Secondly, older men are happy to stay at home in the evening and therefore avoid arousing feelings of jealousy. Thirdly, they have already discovered who they are and what they want; this is very appealing to someone who is uncertain about their own identity.

   A typical example of an age-gap relationship would be Jonathan and Leah, who were forty years old and twenty years old respectively when they met. ‘The age difference was not a problem. She was very mature and I found that we wanted the same things,’ explained Jonathan. ‘We even have similar tastes in music and he took me to Elton John, Joe Cocker and Tina Turner concerts,’ added Leah, describing the start of their relationship. ‘We also liked nights in front of the TV and entertaining at home.’ I had a picture of an almost scarily mature girl and then it struck me: rather than the usual method of trial-and-error to discover her identity, Leah had simply adopted Jonathan’s. No wonder they had similar tastes! However eight years on, Leah had reached twenty-eight and had begun to feel trapped. ‘It’s like he’s stifling me, forever telling me what to do,’ she complained. ‘But I see you about to do something stupid – like arguing with the boss at work – and I want to step in and stop you,’ Jonathan replied. ‘But I’ve got to make my own mistakes,’ said Leah. She had started her own journey into being an adult.

    Long-term impact: In the same way that gay and lesbian teenagers have to create their own values, rules and identity – rather than simply adopt those of their parents, the children of divorce also have to experiment to find their own pattern for an enduring relationship. In both circumstances, the journey into adulthood takes a little longer – probably from eighteen to thirty. However by thirty, most people have gathered enough good experiences with boyfriends and girlfriends to counterbalance their childhood experiences.

Overly Self-reliant

Divorce can have some positive benefits – not only do the adults stuck in a loveless marriage get a second chance but their children can learn some important lessons. For example, the need to be self-reliant. Maggie, the caregiver child whom we met earlier in this chapter, became the first person in her family to go to university and she has become well-known within her chosen career. ‘I want to make my mark and do something good,’ she explained, ‘it’s a good time to be a woman and I want to make the most of it. If love happens on the way, all well and good. However, I won’t be looking for it.’ Underneath the professional confidence is a huge fear of being out of control in her personal relationships. She has protected herself by choosing not one man but two who she knew would never commit. ‘I’m terrified the relationship is not going to be mutual – any hint that he’s losing interest and I’ll end it,’ she explained. She also told a sad story about visiting a country where she used to work and catching up with an ex-lover. He was now married ‘with a beautiful wife and an adorable baby’. However she was quick to point out that the ex-boyfriend had made a pass at her on the trip back to the airport. ‘So you see, I wasn’t jealous of her,’ Maggie finished. The fear of repeating her parents’ mistakes has translated into a fear of commitment and the expectation that love will continue to elude her.

    Long-term impact: The children of divorce believe very strongly in love but they expect to be betrayed. Sadly, the very thing that they want the most and the thing that they fear the most are the same thing. No wonder it seems safer to concentrate on a career instead. Indeed, of the men in Wallerstein’s sample who had never married, 56 per cent had not had a serious relationship either. Being self-reliant is a virtue but sometimes it can become a shield which stops potential partners getting close and inhibits falling in love.

The Art of Forgiveness

Whether your parents divorced or stayed together, one of the key tests of being a true adult is having a rounded view of them: being able to acknowledge both their strengths and weaknesses; forgiving their mistakes as well as celebrating their achievements. Carrie, now in her late forties, had a painful childhood. ‘I absolutely adored my father but my mother made my life a misery. Dad would take me to works events and outings – while my mother stayed at home. He was interested in my school work, forever praised me and made me feel special. I hated to be left alone with my mum because she used to be really spiteful – pulling my hair and slapping me for the slightest misdemeanour. Sometimes when Dad went to his sister’s – who my mother hated – he would leave me behind at home. I used to particularly dread those occasions because Mum would really take it out on me.’ As you can imagine, her opinions as a child were pretty black-and-white: mother = bad, father = good. However, as an adult, Carrie found a more balanced view: ‘In many ways, I’m angry with my father for not protecting me. He must have guessed what happened. Even when he was around he could be weak and did not like to stand up to my mother. With hindsight, it was strange to take me to adult parties – even back then, it must have raised eyebrows – and what must it have been like for my mother? Later, after my father died, Mum and I became much closer and she told me about the man she loved but who died during the war. Really she should never have married Dad – but they were Catholic and divorce was a mortal sin. I guess she was an unhappy woman. Today she would have asked for help but these things were not talked about in her generation.’ Ultimately, Carrie had forgiven her mother. So how do you reach this point?



1. Imagine that you are a lawyer and put together a case for the defence.

• Look for mitigating circumstances. Are you judging your parent through today’s eyes and not taking into consideration the prevailing mores of the time? What resources would your parent have needed to act differently?

• Why do you think your mother or father behaved as they did? What sort of childhood did they have? What problems were they up against?

• What witnesses – like your siblings or your aunts and uncles – could provide a positive character reference? You can either imagine interviewing them in your head or, even better, discuss your feelings about your childhood with them. Even without prompting, they will naturally put forward a defence for your mother or father.

• List all your mother’s or father’s good qualities. It is human nature to take for granted the good things of life and become obsessed by what we lack. So think about the positives from your childhood which someone less fortunate might have longed for. In Carrie’s case, she remembered her mother’s clean and ordered house, and how she always made sure that her daughter was well turned out.



2. Imagine that you are a prosecution lawyer looking over the case of your favoured parent.

• What was your mother’s or father’s greatest weakness? If you find this question hard, try turning it round and identifying his or her greatest strength – as normally our bad qualities are the flipside of our good ones. For example, Carrie’s father’s greatest strength was that he loved his daughter so strongly. Conversely, his greatest weakness was that this left him little energy to love his wife.

• With your favoured parent, how much is your opinion based on how you would like to see them and how much on solid evidence? Particularly if one parent was always away through their work or you saw less of them after divorce, it is easy to fantasise and turn them into the perfect parent rather than admit your disappointments.

• Who would provide a balancing viewpoint? How did your favoured parent behave towards your brother or sister? If you were their ‘favourite’, what impact did it have on everybody else in the family? What was the downside to being your mother’s or father’s favourite? Did you find it hard to break away and do your own thing? Did you feel under a lot of pressure to achieve?



3. How did your behaviour contribute to the problems?

• Look at all your beliefs about your parents. Write all these beliefs down the left-hand side of the paper and then find an example to illustrate each one and write that down the right-hand side. Carrie wrote for beliefs: ‘My mother was not interested in me.’ And for an example: ‘She never came to my parent open evenings.’ Cover over your list of beliefs on the left side and look at just the examples on the right. What would someone think who is unaware of the hidden belief? Could they guess the hidden belief from the example? Is there a different conclusion that could be drawn from your mother’s or father’s behaviour? Carrie, for example, admitted that her mother was shy and would be easily intimidated by the teachers.

• Did you take sides? It is hard not to be drawn into arguments, and being perceived as on the ‘enemy’ side will have coloured your less-favoured parent’s behaviour towards you.

• Would you like to be closer to your mother or father, but fear it would mean letting your other parent down? Even though a divorce happened years ago, it is easy to stay trapped in old patterns. Isn’t it time to do what is best for you?



4. Are there any sticking points stopping a better relationship with one or both of your parents?

• Write down all the hurtful things that your parent/s did. It does not matter how trivial they might seem, put down everything that has caused pain. Start with your childhood and work up to the present day. Keep going until you can think of nothing more. Just putting everything down is cathartic.

• Cross out anything that no longer bothers you. This will show what you have already begun to forgive.

• What is left? Sometimes trivial things can hurt as much as major ones. If they still cause pain they should be taken seriously. Consider discussing them with your parents.





5. Forgiveness is not just about the person who caused the hurt but a gift to yourself, too.

• Holding on to grudges keeps you stuck in the past. By contrast, forgiveness will provide the key to a new relationship.

• Understand that resentment has a high price tag. Research has shown that it contributes to higher blood pressure, stomach upsets and depression.

• Not forgiving gives someone power over you. It places you in the role of victim. A more powerful place to be is survivor.





6. What would happen if you discussed what still makes you angry with your father or mother? Although the idea will seem frightening at first, it is important to confront that fear as it is keeping you stuck in the past.

• Start with a positive. It could be some of the things that you appreciate about him or her, maybe something that you have learnt from reading this chapter or just your desire to have a better relationship.

• Is there anything for which you would like to apologise? This could encourage a reciprocal apology.

• Explain what is stopping you from having a better relationship. It helps if you are as specific as possible. To prevent misunderstanding and reduce the chance of the discussion escalating into an argument, try this formula. I feel . . . when you . . . because  . . .

• Sometimes just explaining your grievances is enough. If you receive a full apology, that is brilliant. If your mother or father only offers justifications, listen with an open heart. You will generally learn more about her or him and this deeper understanding might make it easier to let go of past hurts.





7. Make a commitment to a better relationship with your parents in the future.

• Ultimately the most important relationship is the one that you have now. Expecting a better relationship is halfway to experiencing one. You will certainly be more likely to interpret future behaviour through a positive lens rather than the old, possibly distorted one.

• What if you don’t know how to contact your parent, they have addiction problems or are deceased? Try writing an imaginary letter or talking to their gravestone – this can release many pent-up feelings.

A Note for Parents

For parents, reading about the impact of their behaviour on their children is a sobering experience. However, I cannot stress enough that you do not need to be the perfect mother or father – if such a creature exists. Psychologists use the concept of ‘good enough’. This means providing a secure loving base but accepting that mistakes will be made. After all, in the outside world children need to be able to deal with both the ‘rough’ and the ‘smooth’. Remember that you are the product of your own parents’ relationship, and they of theirs, and so on back through time. Ultimately, blame is pointless.

   If you are a recently divorced parent, this chapter will have been doubly difficult to read. However it is important to stress that none of the pitfalls are inevitable and as I have tried to stress, children from even the happiest families can have trouble growing up and finding a partner. Hopefully being aware of the long-term impacts of divorce will make you extra vigilant. If you are still feeling guilty, I would like to stress two points. Firstly, the children of divorce that I have met might have lost out in some ways but they have gained in others, and they are generally more sensitive and aware of other people’s feelings. Secondly, I help many people deal with the legacy of parents who stayed together when it would have probably been better to split – like Carrie’s parents. Finally, and on a more positive note, this book will help you make a better choice second time around and provide positive relationship role models for your children.

Summary

• Our parents’ relationship will set the tone for our own relationships. Even if we want to be nothing like them, it is still a huge influence.

• Our own relationship with our parents – particularly the parent of the opposite gender – will have an impact on our own choice of partner.

• We are part of the first generation whose parents had easy access to divorce. However, the legacy of this revolution is only just beginning to be understood.

• The most important long-term effect on the children of divorce is commitment problems: either rushing in too quickly or holding back too long.

• Although we need to understand the impact of our childhood on our relationship choices, it is pointless to blame our parents. They are the products of their own childhood. It is therefore important to forgive our parents’ shortcomings as much as thank them for their strengths.

• A balanced view of our parents is a sign of being a true adult.



Exercises

Understanding Your Personal Legacy

a)  Thinking about your childhood, write down your key thoughts about the following questions.

  1. Who made the important long-term decisions in your household?

  2. Who challenged these decisions?

  3. Who made the day-to-day decisions?

  4. How were arguments settled?

  5. What happened when someone got angry?

  6. If you had a problem who would you take it to? Why?

  7. Would you get a different response from your mother, your father or other key figure in your childhood? How?

  8. Do you find it easy or difficult to trust? Why?

  9. How would your parents express their feelings for each other (and, if relevant, their new partners)?

10. How did your relationship with your parents change when you became a teenager?

11. Have you ever felt rejected by either of your parents? Why?

12. Did you feel that one of your parents would try to get you on their side? What impact did this have on you?

13. Did you feel in competition with your brother, sister, step- or half-siblings? Why?

14. What might other people consider different about your family?



b)  Put all your answers to one side and then come back after an hour or so and highlight everything that strikes you as important. Do any keywords or phrases appear? What are the themes?



c)  Next think about your most important adult relationships, how have you dealt with these themes yourself?



d)  What have been the most contentious issues in your past adult relationships? How did your parents cope with these issues?

Unhooking the Past

Detach yourself for a moment:

•  Don’t be tempted to blame your parents. They are just as much the products of their upbringing as you are of yours.

• Conversely, don’t defend their actions either, as too much time justifying their behaviour can stop you from seeing the patterns.



Make connections:

• Find three examples of how you are like your mother.

• Find three examples of how you are like your father.

• If you did not know one or both of your parents find another significant carer whose personality has had an impact on you.



What do you like/dislike?

• Make a list of all the positive and negative legacies from your parents.

• Are there any links between the two? A positive: for example, seeing both sides of the argument, is often the flipside of a negative: for example, unemotional.



When are you most likely to behave like one of your parents?

• Think of an example at work.

• Think of an example with friends.

• Think of an example with a boyfriend/girlfriend.



What are the alternative ways of behaving?

• Brainstorm as many as possible.

• What is missing from your list?

• Maybe ask a friend to come up with other alternatives.

• The last idea or the most outlandish can sometimes be the key.



An example: Paulo came from a family that rarely argued and found himself attracted to confident, outgoing women. However, they would often get extremely angry. He had always tried to appease (like his father did) but this rarely worked and left him ultimately dissatisfied. When we brainstormed the alternatives, he kept finding variations on the same theme: walk away, don’t go home, rationalise the argument. Finally, I asked: ‘What about getting angry too, or fighting your corner?’ It had not even crossed his mind as a possibility. Ultimately, this was the breakthrough in his counselling.

A New Start . . . with Your Father

If you are a woman, improving your relationship with your father is key to improving your prospects with men. For this reason, much of this exercise is aimed at women. However, if you are a man you might like to consider this exercise too. A better relationship with your father will improve your confidence, which will ultimately pay dividends in your search for love.



	1	Assess your relationship with your father


• Do you tell your mother significantly more about your personal life and private thoughts than your father?

• Do you imagine that your father is less interested in these types of information or maybe that it is easier to stick to ‘safe’ topics?

• Do you often go through your mother to communicate with your father? (This is especially common with daughter-and-father relationships.)

• Have you put more time and energy into getting to know your mother than your father?

• If the answer if yes to any of these, you probably treat your father differently from your mother and in some way the relationship will have suffered.



	2	Think of three key occasions, stories or snapshots frozen in time which seem to sum up your relationship with your father


• Put as much detail as possible into these pictures. How old are you? Where are you? What can you see? What can you smell?

• What do these pictures tell you about your relationship with your father?

• What does it say about his personality?



	3	Reassess your defining moments


• Although these memories will have defined your relationship with your father – in both the past and the present – you need to remember that it is just your interpretation of events.

• So find a time alone with your father (this is important so there is nobody to interrupt with their memories or tell him ‘he’s got it all wrong’) and ask what he remembers. Be careful not to be judgemental or accuse him. Just ask: ‘Do you remember . . .’. For example, Tracy asked: ‘Do you remember Monday mornings when you set off for a week of work away from home?’ She had always hated the fact that he did not turn back and see her waving. She thought he valued his job higher and could not wait to be off. The truth was very different. ‘I hated Monday mornings,’ he told her. ‘I would focus on putting my key in the car lock rather than see the look on your and your mother’s faces. That would have made it even harder. Some mornings my hands would shake as I tried to hold back the tears.’

• Be ready to ask supplementary questions. How did you feel? What else was going on in your life at that point?

• Even if he remembers things differently, do not interrupt but keep nodding your head and making encouraging noises, like ‘I see’ and ‘yes’.

• How do your father’s memories change your impression of him?





	4	Assess how your father changed


• Your defining memories – the glasses through which you will interpret his behaviour – will have happened during your childhood.

• These are normally the years when men are most caught up in their careers – partly because men are more ambitious in their twenties and thirties and partly because they will have felt driven to succeed and provide the best for their children.

• Past about forty-five many men have the weight of ‘being a success’ taken off their shoulders and can breathe more easily. Meanwhile, you will have started to work and gain insight into the pressures on your father.

• So both you and your father are different people, but all too often your relationship today is still being filtered and distorted by the past.





	5	Make a commitment to a better relationship


• Try to communicate with open ears, open mind and open heart.

• Make more of an effort – invest as much time and energy in the relationship with your father as you already do with your mother (this is especially important for women, where there can often be a large disparity between daughter/mother time and daughter/father time).

• Spend time with your father alone. (You probably already do this with your mother.)

• Draw your father out. Ask him about his relationship with his own father. What are his greatest achievements? What are his regrets? How has being a father changed him?

• Intimate conversations normally happen when you are doing something else. So ask him to share a skill with you – for example, wallpapering or gardening.





	6	Understand your different ways of communicating


• There are two ways of approaching a problem. The first is to talk through all the feelings and wait for a solution to emerge. The second is to take the feelings as given and try to fix the problem. The first places great stress on emotions and the second on rationality. In general, women tend to use the first approach and men the second.

• Both strategies are equally valid but daughter-and-father communication is often hampered because a daughter with a problem expects an emotional response but instead gets a rational one.

• When we share a problem or a piece of news, we are generally looking for one or more of the following: approval, sympathy, advice.

• When Amy, thirty, decided to go freelance, as the first step to setting up her own business, she was worried about her father’s reaction. Indeed, after talking to her father she felt judged: ‘He asked lots of questions, like he thought I was making the biggest mistake in my life. It seems he has no confidence in my decisions or ability, I felt totally belittled.’ In contrast, her mother was approving: ‘She was really excited and gave me her full support.’ Actually, Amy came away with the wrong impression. Both her parents were trying to nurture her but her father thought she wanted advice, her mother guessed – rightly in this case – that she wanted approval.





	7	Improve your communication


• Rather than expecting your father to guess what response you need, for example, sympathy or advice, be up-front and tell him.

• When Amy used this strategy, she told her dad: ‘I really value your opinions on my business, and your experiences, but I need to know that you approve first.’ She was surprised to discover that her father was really proud. He had wanted to do something similar himself but had had a young family and judged the idea too risky. Later, Amy asked her father’s advice and he discovered a hole in her business plan.

• Remember your father’s questioning and rationalising is partly to help him understand your choices. He will naturally worry – as he wants the best for you – and this is his way of reassuring himself that you will be OK.





	8	If you’re still feeling judged


• Look at your father’s motives, not his style.

• Ask yourself who is really doing the judging? Sometimes we are so quick to judge ourselves that even the smallest question from our fathers – ‘Have you thought about . . .’ – can be heard as damning. Are you, in effect, criticising your father for something that you are actually doing to yourself?

• Tell him the effect that his communication style is having on you. For example: ‘I get the impression that you think I’m making a big mistake’ or ‘I feel you’re angry with me . . .’. This will give him the opportunity to either change direction or to correct your reading of his response.

• Value the rational way. Some men offer their daughters and sons unquestioning and all-embracing support. Although this feels wonderful, it is very similar to how we treat small children. Maybe your father is giving you the compliment of treating you like a grown-up?





	9	Take a fresh look at your relationship with your mother


• Mothers have a lot of influence on the type of relationship sons and daughters have with their fathers, so read the next exercise too.

A New Start . . . with Your Mother

In an ideal world, we would have a close relationship with both of our parents. Unfortunately, a lot of my clients find their father a rather distant figure and although they feel closer to their mother, sometimes it feels too close. (If you wonder what I mean by ‘too close’, see the first two parts of this exercise.) I have paired this exercise with the one before – ‘A New Start . . . with Your Father’. This is because our relationship with our father is directly influenced by our relationship with our mother and vice versa.



	1.	‘I love my mother but  . . .’


• Women get a lot of their identity and self-respect out of being a good mother. So even the slightest criticism of mothers can make us either agitated or angry. Maybe you felt something similar about the suggestion that you might be too close to yours? Be patient with me and answer the following questions:

• When you were a child, did you feel that your mother sacrificed more than your father?

• Do you, in some way, see your father through your mother’s eyes?

• Did you become your mother’s confidant or adviser over problems with your father?

• Did your mother ever poke fun at your father over small failings, over-supervise, criticise or not allow him an equal voice on parenting?

• Do you feel that you hold the responsibility for your mother’s happiness?

• How would your mother feel if you told your father something personal before you told her?

• Do you discuss your personal problems – with the exception of financial matters – with your mother first?

• How would she feel if you phoned and just spoke to your father?

• What would your mother’s reaction be if you and your father spent a weekend alone together? Would she be jealous or maybe just uncomfortable – even though she might have done the very same thing herself? (This question is especially relevant for daughters.)

• Do you ever feel that you are siding with your mother because your father did not or does not treat her fairly?

• Is your mother number one in your eyes?





	2.	Reassess your relationship with your mother


• If you answered yes to any of the questions above, you need to reassess your relationship with your mother – even if you felt that she made more sacrifices than your father. Unfortunately men’s ‘work’, like arranging mortgages and insurance policies or fixing things, is less visible to children. Many men continue with jobs they hate in order to support their families or endure long commutes so their families can live in bigger houses or enjoy a better lifestyle.

• Do you feel guilty about answering ‘yes’ to one of the questions listed above? If so, be reassured that most people agree with at least one of these statements.

• As your mother was probably responsible for the majority of your care as a baby, the bond will be close. However, it should not be so close that your father has felt excluded and therefore less involved in your life.

• In some cases, the relationship between mother and child can become so close that her emotional needs are met by her son or daughter rather than her husband. This is what I mean by ‘too close’.

• Alternatively, mothers can become ‘too involved’ in their sons’ and daughters’ lives to the point that natural parental concern becomes interfering or controlling.

• Parenting is not a competitive sport. Sadly, some mothers feel the need to be ‘number one’ in their children’s lives.





	3.	Give your mother and father equal parenting rights


• Especially as an adult, you should feel able to have a good relationship with your father without feeling, in some way, that you are ‘letting your mother down’.

• If you spend time with just your mother, you should do the same with your father.





	4.	What if my father does not deserve it?


• Imagine that you are a detective, new to this case, and interview your father; assume nothing and listen, without prejudice, to his side.

• Have your mother’s opinions been turned into beliefs and, over time, become your hardened facts?

• What is the proof? Would it stand up in a court of law where the defendant has the benefit of the doubt?

• In all my years of counselling couples, I have yet to find a regular couple who are not equally responsible for their problems. (See my book I Love You But I’m Not in Love with You, Bloomsbury, 2006, for the Three Laws of Relationship Disputes.)

• Even in cases with addiction and violence, the concept of innocent and guilty is still murky. How much did your mother ‘enable’ or ‘excuse’ your father’s bad behaviour?

• Ultimately, nobody knows what goes on in the privacy of other people’s marriages. It is both pointless and counterproductive to take sides.





	5.	Mothers are wonderful but they are not beyond criticism


• When issues are not addressed, they fester and turn a basically good relationship sour.

• Often everybody is aware of forbidden subjects but they ignore them.

• This is particularly common in the mother/child relationship where everybody wants to keep things ‘nice’.

• If you were 100 per cent honest, what would you say to your mother?

• What do you think her reaction would be? What are your fears?





	6.	Decide what personality traits you share with your mother


• If you become touchy around your mother, or her behaviour sets you on edge, write down everything that really gets to you.

• Go down the list and ask yourself: have I ever done something similar?

• Much as we vow at sixteen to be nothing like our parents, we almost inevitably turn into them – the process seems to speed up as we head towards or pass forty.

• Often the things that make us most angry about our mothers are the parts of her that we recognise in ourselves.





	7.	Ask her: how can I make your life better?


• If you feel responsible for your mother’s happiness – perhaps she is alone and elderly or suffers from depression – this is particularly important.

• Our general sense of anxiety can send us off in dozens of different directions and waste our energies in something that might be appreciated but is ultimately unnecessary.

• A lot of people worry about asking: how can I make your life better? They fear that the floodgates might open. My experience is that most mothers ask for something small – like regular phone calls.





	8.	Remember, ultimately she is an adult and responsible for her own life


• Do you ever treat your mother like a small child?

• She might find this irritating but does not say anything for fear of upsetting you.

• Does your ‘closeness’ stop her developing friendships and her own coping skills?

• Does your ‘closeness’ stop you from developing relationships?



	9.	Take a fresh look at your relationship with your father


• Your relationship with your mother will influence your relationship with your father, so read the ‘A New Start . . . with Your Father’ exercise too.

• Throughout these two exercises, I have assumed that you are closer to your mother than your father. In some cases, like daughters with doting daddies, it can be the other way round. If this is you, just swap over the exercises.

The Tasks of Divorce: Children of Divorce

	1	Dealing with the loss


• It is not just the loss of the intact family and its real and symbolic protection, but also the day-to-day presence of the other parent.

• It takes time to come to terms with loss but, when you were a child, your parents would probably have been too wrapped in their own problems or keen to stress that nothing has changed: ‘you’ll still see both of us’, or the positives: ‘you’ll have two bedrooms’. However, before you can move into the future, you have to mourn the loss.

• If you were not able to do this as a child, it is maybe time to do it now. Write down everything that you have lost through divorce. These could be financial losses, seeing less of someone or losing touch altogether, or lost opportunities. As you start, it might seem hard to think of anything, but one idea will trigger another. My guess is that you will surprise yourself with the number of losses.

• What feelings does this list arouse in you? If it is sadness, accept that this is perfectly natural. Ultimately loss is part of the universal human experience. Nothing is forever, however much we want to believe to the contrary.





	2	Dealing with the anger


• You have plenty to be angry about. The job of parents is to protect children, not to subject them to pain. There is also an unspoken pact in our society: parents put the interests of their children first. In many cases, one or both parents put their own interests in front of their children’s when they get divorced.

• However, as a child you will not have wanted to express this directly to your parents, as this would have hurt them. You will also have been aware of your mother’s or father’s vulnerability and their neediness. Not wanting to add to their problems, you will either have bottled up this anger or taken it out on some poor unsuspecting person who crossed your path.

• The task is not only to forgive your parents (see ‘The Art of Forgiveness’ earlier in the chapter), but to forgive yourself for feeling anger. This is probably the hardest part. Accept that you did get angry, look for mitigating circumstances and then look for ways of making amends with anyone who got hurt. A heartfelt apology is often a good way to achieve this.





	3	Dealing with the fantasy


• One of the ways of dealing with something that is painful and beyond our control is fantasy. The fantasy that ‘everything will turn out fine in the end’ and your parents will fall back in love again is widespread amongst small children. In the short term, these fantasies can certainly mask a child’s unhappiness.

• Another similar strategy is to idealise the absent parent, normally the father, as the symbol for everything that is missing in your life: if only Dad was there, everything would be better. This makes the real day-to-day encounters incredibly loaded and very difficult, as few people can live up to the expectations of perfection.

• Alternatively, the parent that stays behind, normally the mother, reaches a level of sainthood in her son’s or daughter’s imagination. Again this is understandable: if you have only one parent to rely on – whereas before you had two – you would want them to be perfect. Many mums come a stone’s throw away from this goal, but ultimately everybody is human. We all lose our tempers, hold grudges and occasionally make the wrong call. However, if the son or daughter wants to hold on to their fantasy perfect mother, they have either to close their eyes to the truth or to demonise other people.

• When we become adults, we need to separate our fantasies from reality. After all, it is one thing to be angry with a parent for specific incidents of bad behaviour but quite another to be angry with someone for not living up to our private fantasy version of them.





	4	It’s not necessarily personal


• We are all egocentric – as my mother would put it: ‘you think the world revolves round you’. From a child’s point of view, everything is personal: ‘if he had loved me he would have stayed’, ‘if she loved me she wouldn’t have needed to find me a new Daddy’. As we grow up, our world view becomes more sophisticated and we realise that there are other forces at play, beyond us. However, it is very easy to get stuck in this ‘everything is personal’ mode and see any rejection through this perspective. So if a father can only make one visit a month, the child thinks: ‘If he loved me he would have visited me more.’ Even as adults, we can be stuck in the same groove: ‘If my father loved me he would call more often/spend more time with me.’ If we can take off the ‘egocentric’ glasses for a second, we can think of hundreds of reasons why our mother or father might not call. (Including: They might be waiting for us to make the first move.)

• So next time you find yourself taking all the blame, feeling guilty or taking rejection as personal – take a broader look. Brainstorm all the other possibilities: what are the demands of that person’s work and their family commitments? Remember it is not all about you. What has happened in the past says as much about the other person as it says about you.





	5	Taking a chance on love


• Finally, you need to be open to the possibility of success. You do not have to follow the example of your parents. You can find a fulfilling long-term relationship.

• All the research into fear shows that the more that we try to avoid situations that frighten us, the more afraid we become. In effect, the only way to deal with fear of commitment is to take a deep breath and take a chance on love.





End of sample
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