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INTRODUCTION 

Since this is not a formal introduction, I intend to leave out the formalities and get right to my story. After I spent too many years putting my energy into relationships that went nowhere with men who were ultimately not worth it, I decided to take a Frankenstein approach to dating. If a woman I admired, Mary Shelley, could write a story about putting a man together from scratch, I would take some inspiration from her and see if it could work in real life.

When I really looked at it, most of the men that I met were in too many pieces to be fixed. I couldn’t even use the spare parts to build another guy, so I just stamped rejected on them and moved on. Some were either too arrogant or they had another agenda, which did not include making me their wife—a big no-no in my world since I was looking for Mr. Cooper Lawrence. Then it occurred to me that maybe the simple, nice guys who had one flaw that drove me berserk— who I was so quick to eschew—might actually have been fixable.

I decided to test this theory out on a close friend who was desperately in need of a fix-up before trying it out on a guy for me. “Can I fix him and flip him?” I wondered. He was a very sweet guy with a great job and lots of potential and, even better, he was eager to please. The perfect pet project!

I started with his hair, which he hadn’t changed since college and now, at thirty-two, it wasn’t cute anymore. It was long, straggly, and thinning on top; evidently he thought that if he lost it in the front he would overcompensate for it with a ponytail in the back. Next was his wardrobe. As I went through his clothing I was aghast at what he wore on a regular basis. I had never really noticed before because I had been so dismissive of him as anything but a friend. There were trench coats with shoulder pads, acid-wash jeans, clothes that no longer fit properly or had missing buttons, and a palette of colors that died with the New Wave/ punk movements of the mid-eighties. So we got rid of everything, and then we shopped, restocked, cut his hair, shaved him, re-shoed him (shoes . . . very important) and voilà—he was adorable! When I sent him out into the world to meet women, the response was overwhelming. It was like we were raffling off a Porsche in a Buick factory. He had several dates in no time and found a girlfriend within a few months. I secretly thanked Mary Shelley and took my new-found information out on the hunt for my own Franken-man: a Fixer-Upper.

It was at a party on a 102-degree day when I first saw Sean. He was shy, sitting in a corner, nursing a beer trying to stay cool (temperaturewise), and trying not be noticed. But there was something sweet and cute about him and I did notice. I approached him—I had to, as he was the consummate wallflower who was never going to approach me. That was what happened, but here’s the visual overview: He was wearing a navy blue T-shirt with a Procter & Gamble insignia somewhere on it, which he boasted he had found in the $1.50 bin at the Salvation Army (no surprise there). Over it he wore a blue and white pin-striped short-sleeve button-down shirt with Dunkin’ Donuts embroidered on the left breast in hot pink and orange, another “vintage” find for $1, of which he was unnecessarily proud. His jeans were high on his waist, a male “mommy jean” of sorts, and though they may have been from the Gap, they were not from the current decade. As for his feet, it turned out he and my grandfather had the same taste in footwear: those old heavy black-soled Clarks that would have been retro if it weren’t for the high-gloss shine. And then there was his hair. He wore it off his forehead, in a seventies throwback style à la Bruce Jenner on a Wheaties box, which would have been great, had he been auditioning for a Three’s Company revival. However, his gorgeous green eyes, quick smile, and clever wit told me that there was a kind soul under all of that thrift store junk and winged-back hair, giving me hope that here sat some serious potential.

As I got to know him, I found that I was right; he was the loveliest human being I had ever met, and he treated me like a princess. While I was sort of attracted to him, I could tell that a haircut and wardrobe change would take me from “kinda interested” to “oh my goodness, I must have you now.” Since he was a musician, I knew he would be open to a less–Bee Gees look. I took him to a hairdresser (till then he had only been to a barber) and had her cut his hair in a sexy, deliberately messy, rock-n-roll style. Next we shopped. He had not been shopping in years and did not care that styles had changed. A few pairs of button-fly Levi’s and two J.Crew T-shirts later, he was dynamite! This was a big step for him. It was the classic geek to chic. He looked great and it made him feel really good about himself—both that he looked good and also that someone cared enough about him to pay this much attention to him and his appearance. And he began to notice women noticing him.

A good start, but I wasn’t done yet. He was in a work situation where they took him for granted by not appreciating his amazing talents. He had other job offers but was afraid to make the jump. I encouraged him to change jobs, giving him as much love and support as I could, telling him every day how talented and incredible he was. This helped his confidence, and he made the leap, which turned out to be the best move he ever made. His career took off and he began to feel better about himself than he had felt in years.

Fixer-Upper guys, like Sean, tend to be those sweet guys whom women likely take for granted and then dump—but later regret that they treated so terribly. Girlfriends in Sean’s past had treated him horribly, never recognizing his full potential. Their loss was my gain. We have been together for several years; he is my best friend, and I his. We have both never been happier. I may have saved him from a life of unfulfilled potential, but he saved me from a life of trying to change the wrong men. My Fixer-Upper was a keeper, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. Sean likes to joke about his life before me and his life now; he boasts, “Yeah, I have lived the high life; The bubbly, the ladies, the dice . . . and, of course by that, I mean Fresca, you, and Yahtzee.”


PART 1
EVALUATE YOUR
PROPERTY 

“Habit is habit and not to be flung out of the window by any man, but coaxed downstairs one step at a time.”

| Mark Twain | 


There’s a lot of static out there in the relationship-advice-giving world that claims “you can’t change a man.” I’m here to tell you that that’s just not true. Experts are correct in agreeing that you can’t change a total jerk into a loveable, caring sweetheart; but that’s not to say you can’t change your already wonderful guy into an even better version of himself, and those are the kinds of changes I’m referring to when I talk about a Fixer-Upper Man. (And in any case, we women want projects that are home improvements and not necessarily a full demolition and rebuild scenario.)

As you undoubtedly know, how to find a man worth keeping is no longer the mystery it once was. It should make you feel powerful, confident, and certainly more positive about your future love life to know that the adage “there are no good men out there” is far from true. There are many good men out there hiding under bad hair, scruffy beards, and shirts that went out with the grunge movement of the early nineties. These guys are intelligent, caring, and have tons of potential—but not enough confidence or encouragement to get there. This is where you come in. You need to be the loving, guiding force who will change his life for the better. It starts with you loving yourself and knowing that you have the strength to love and accept him. You can see who he is deep down, and you know that small changes can make a big difference in who he is trying to become. He is desirable because of who he is inside and what he can offer you emotionally, and you are desirable because you see only the good in him and you know that he is still developing his identity (which you are of course in full support of). Development takes place over a lifetime, and many events in our lives help shape who we are now as well as who we’ll become.

Thinking that emotional growth or learning stops at some arbitrary age is a big mistake. In fact, the ultimate gift that you and your Fixer-Upper can give to each other is your growth and evolution together. Identity formation can be a lifelong process. While you don’t need a Fixer-Upper to become who you’re going to become; isn’t it nice to have someone to go down that road with, someone with whom you can share experiences?

And that’s really the goal of this book, a goal you should think about when entering your next relationship. Since today’s woman no longer needs a man in her life to bring her happiness or to take care of her, she can start thinking of “him” as a companion and a best friend for life rather than someone to fulfill her. She knows that she can fend for herself (unless she has amazing taste and a great budget because in that case, she can Fendi for herself, but that’s another story!). So while we don’t need men, they can be nice to have around, they are fun to talk to, great to have sex with, and most of the time we like the way they smell. Women today have so many options and so many choices; it’s not that we think we can do anything, it’s that we know we can. So, why not create the perfect guy?

Before we delve into the depths of men (or, for some of us, wade in the shallow pool of them), you should ask yourself two questions: Why do you want a Fixer-Upper in the first place, and are you the kind of woman who would be good for a guy like that? Part 1 will help you answer those questions. The first factor you have to consider is that it isn’t going to be easy. The classic Fixer-Upper takes time, and the women who think that anyone can do it are the women who have never tried it before. That doesn’t mean, however, that you cannot learn how. Together, we can figure out what kind of work a Fixer-Upper will take and whether you have the wherewithal to be what he needs as well. Fixer-Upper Men—like their brick-and-mortar counterparts—require a similar progression to completion: start small, avoid surprises, and do continual assessments and appraisals to see where you are and how your project is coming along. But before we see if you’ve got what it takes, let’s discuss why your Fixer-Upper needs your help on his path to relationship stardom!


CHAPTER 1

Why Fix a Man in the
First Place?

What do women really want in their men? Since the beginning of time, nice guys the world over have been baffled by this question. Neanderthal man stepped out of his cave and thought to himself, “I’d sure like to ask Zarga out for some brontosaurus ribs, but I’m just not sure what she’s looking for in a man.” Things did not get better when Neanderthal man evolved into Homo erectus. Standing up on two legs did nothing for him, other than get him a better view at the chariot races. Wild West Man, for example, may have known how to tame horses, but if it were not for the women, there would have been no home on the range. (Do you really think indoor plumbing was a man’s idea?) By the 1940s, men may have thought they had things figured out, but just when they started to catch on (there was a baby boom for a reason), the feminist movement and its many subsequent waves came along, confusing them even more: Do women want an independent man? A sensitive man? A breadwinner? A stay-at-home dad? A smart man? A handsome man? All of the above rolled into one? Or something else entirely? With all of these mixed messages, many men felt and still feel like they just don’t know what we want anymore . . . and in reality, they may have never known in the first place.

If the proliferation of home improvement reality TV shows has taught us anything it is that most Americans love a good project. So when home improvement experts and real estate specialists recommend getting down and dirty in order to delve into a fixer-upper project, they offer very specific advice that seems to apply to your Fixer-Upper Man as well. This advice, “Rent to Own,” will be sprinkled throughout this chapter in order to give you a better idea of just what you’re in for.

Luckily, there are many men out there like the clueless ones I’ve just described—more than you would imagine, in fact. These are men who want your help, need your help, because they are ready to build a great relationship with the right girl, but they just don’t know what women like you want. These poor misguided souls lament to each other and to their female friends about not knowing what makes women happy. The irony is, making a woman happy can be so simple. What men fail to realize is that we women just want our men to follow their dreams—because when they do, they’re happier and just all-around better partners. Once we’ve found a great guy, we want him to stop listening to those voices in his head that tell him he isn’t worthy of girls like us, because we see the greatness he’s capable of. Okay, we’d also really love it if he would just cut that hair, but it’s mostly the inner greatness we see. And seeing him see the way we see him is what makes us happy. If guys saw themselves through our eyes, they would never stop thanking us—and buying us shoes. Think of the wonders it would do for their self-worth if they had just one glimpse.

There are several items you’ll need to address up-front with respect to hooking yourself up with a Fixer-Upper Man: 

What kinds of men can be fixed? There is a drastic difference between a Fixer-Upper Man and a Money Pit. How’s a girl to tell the difference?

What kinds of “fixing” are we referring to? Nothing major, just pivotal changes that he is willing to endure since he is tired of being alone.

Are you ready to take on Fixer-Upper Man? Or are you a perpetual renter with no option to buy? In other words, are you someone who is always looking to fix others and is this more about you than it is about him?

Since that last question was a doozy, let’s save the analysis for Chapters 2 and 3 and get to the kinds of men who need fixing first, shall we?


Rent to Own

When You’re Ready to Sign: Remember that working on your ideal guy may be the best investment yet.



The Fixer-Upper vs. the Money Pit Man 

In love, just as in real estate, there are Fixer-Uppers and there are Money Pits, and there is a big difference between the two. One of the greatest challenges that well-intended women face is when they accidentally fall prey to a Money Pit and invest their valuable time, energy, and heart trying to renovate the unsalvageable—that is, change an unchangeable man. These ladies have the right attitude; they just got stuck with the wrong guy. Fixer-Uppers are guys who, on paper, may be a total catch, but in person have a few minor areas of improvement, of which they may not even be aware. The Money Pits, in contrast, are the guys who are deeply damaged; they are so needy, draining, and self-centered that you don’t really figure into their lives at all. Ultimately, you’ll have no say in the course of the relationship either. The devil is in the details, and it becomes pretty obvious once you really explore the differences, so let’s do a side-by-side comparison to help clarify.

A Fixer-Upper Man 

Think of all of those nice guys you know, who you’ve always said you’d like “if only he’d .” The “if only he’d ” guys are your classic Fixer-Upper Men, and you can take that to the bank. Once you hook up with an “if only he’d ” guy, all you’ve got to do is fill in the blank and help him to make the appropriate changes, so that there’ll be no more “if only” about it. Suddenly, the guy “I’d like if only he’d ” becomes that nice guy you like, period.

Or maybe your Fixer-Upper has spent his life being pushed around by others because he is so eager to be loved. With this man, well, all you have to do is love him, and you will see how his personality will flourish.

Other Fixer-Uppers just need a simple makeover—a fresh coat of paint, if you will. Maybe he’s kind of cute under all that hair, or there are washboard abs under those old, baggy clothes, and all he needs is a quick aesthetic fix, snip by snip or tie by tie. You can learn how to subtly make changes with a mostly-there Fixer-Upper. And for those long-way-to-go Fixer-Uppers, well, there’s help for them too.

Your basic Fixer-Upper is smart and talented, but he doesn’t realize his potential; as luck would have it, you do. Maybe he is underemployed, afraid of change, or doesn’t get how really amazing he is. You see all that he is capable of intellectually and professionally. With this book in hand, you have the tools to help him reinvent his life.


Rent to Own

The Decision Is Yours: As so many newspaper ads claim, a Fixer-Upper “needs TLC.” If you involve yourself with one, you’ll need to give him some extra attention, extra love, and care. If you are prepared to roll up your sleeves and enthusiastically put some elbow grease into it, your Fixer-Upper can be a profitable endeavor.



Last but not least, some Fixer-Uppers are sweet but a tad . . . dull. Like slapping a fresh coat of varnish on beautifully sculpted molding, you’ll be amazed at how easy it is to jazz up a guy’s persona—without jeopardizing his nice-guy personality. Perhaps he’s a terrific guy who needs some self-esteem building in the form of someone who believes in him. For example, his hobby of building model airplanes has seemed geeky and weird to his girlfriends in the past, but to you, this signifies that he has a whole other creative side to him, wherein lurks a poet or painter, or just a deeper him, and you want to find out what that creative side is all about.

As you can see, Fixer-Uppers are great guys who are simply in need of a little fine-tuning. Then there are those men who are in need of some serious renovation; these are the Money Pits, and as the saying goes: Buyer beware.

A Money Pit Man 

An important distinguishing characteristic between Fixer-Uppers and Money Pits is that Money Pits usually look great on the outside, but they’re rarely nice on the inside (kind of like a condo infested with termites). Generally, they are a waste of time and resources, as they are not looking to settle down. There are many reasons that account for this selfish attitude: Maybe they haven’t finished playing yet, they could be too self-involved, or they’re so damaged psychologically that they would never know where to begin to be an equal in a relationship. Money Pits don’t give 100 percent; they might muster 30 percent when they’re looking to get laid. The rest of the time it’s all about them. A classic Money Pit maneuver is to reel you in with false hope for the future. Then a couple months in, you’re left wondering why he hasn’t called, and was that your best friend you saw him with on Friday? You aren’t even a blip on his radar screen, and just last month you thought you were the future mother of his children.


Rent to Own

No Risk, No Reward: The risk is the amount of time you will be putting into your Fixer-Upper as a well as long periods where you’ll have to weather the transitional storms. Like while he loses weight, changes jobs, and grows out that hair. It all takes time and there may be some chaos, but if you are a strong, patient woman the reward is your guy in tiptop, “on the market” shape.



Another, though no less worrisome, type of Money Pit is someone who is not age-appropriate; he’s too young for you, or too old for you, or is simply looking for different things in his life. For any relationship to succeed, you have to start out on the same page, working toward the same end result. So, when you meet someone who is clear with you about the fact that he is not looking to get married or to have kids but you are . . . you’ve gotten yourself entangled with a Money Pit.

A rule of thumb: Any man you meet who doesn’t think that you are the bee’s knees, the woman of his dreams, and the girl who makes roses blush should be considered a Money Pit. Drop him—immediately—among the great unwashed and move on.

Building a Strong Foundation 

There may be several reasons you want to fix a man, but the first one should be because he needs some direction and guidance. Different women have different ways of approaching this (as well as different reasons for doing so, which we’ll get into in the next two chapters). I took a Frankenstein approach, and remodeled and renovated my husband from the ground up. He was ready, willing, and able to change, but nobody ever took him up on the challenge. You may have more of a Six Million Dollar Man idea as to how you want to rebuild him, knowing that you can make him better, faster, smarter, or what-have-you. Some men need a full-scale renovation like this, but remember that others may only need a simple remodel. It’s a fine line between small changes and large ones, and it depends on the man in question. It becomes a matter of what a potential mate is open to. You also need to assess his value and see what needs a loving nudge . . . and what you should leave alone. The key lies in knowing your areas of expertise—what you are good at changing and how you can go about doing it.

In any event, what your Fixer-Upper Man really needs before you can even get started is a solid foundation on which to work. With a firm foundation, you’ll be able to help your man take down a wall or two, knowing that the whole structure isn’t going to crumble. Think about it: Every house has to have a solid base, otherwise it will sink or, worse, come crashing down. So if the man you have in mind has major issues that have not been resolved, he isn’t the hallowed ground on which to build a lasting relationship. Some examples include a man who has been too wounded by his exes to see straight or the guy who is trying to bed everything in town and generally has no respect for women. Leave the psychos, mama’s boys, and terminal frat guys to a good therapist and focus on a decent guy with minor flaws that are keeping him from being the great guy you know he can be.


Rent to Own

The Mantra in Needlepoint: Real estate agents have three words for you when looking at a Fixer-Upper: location, location, location. The same holds true for your guy. It’s all about where you find him (and where you leave him), and if you do it right his resale value will be through the roof.



So, how can you tell if a guy is worth fixing? Let’s take a moment to talk about what fixing a guy is all about and let’s define what we mean by “fixing.” Usually when we say “fix,” we imply that something is broken or in need of repair in some way. The Fixer-Upper Man, however, is not broken per se. He has solid groundwork, the wiring and the plumbing are all fine—he just needs some fine-tuning provided by you. Wiring isn’t just a metaphor, by the way. In this case, wiring means that he is psychologically stable and doesn’t have any real psychological problems that would require “fixing” by a professional. That’s not to say that your Fixer-Upper Man needs to have had a perfect life—who hasn’t had problems in the past? A true Fixer-Upper, however, has worked his problems out, and is now wondering what to do next. He is ready to move past all of that youthful baggage and into a mature relationship. That’s where you come in; you will be helping to guide your Fixer-Upper Man in the next direction of his life, which will ideally be the same direction in which you are about to go.

I would be remiss as a psychology expert if I didn’t explain the basis for fixing your man in the healthiest way possible. Now pay attention: I am not asking you to make any changes in a guy’s life that he isn’t already starting to make himself. You wouldn’t just walk into someone’s house and take a sledgehammer to one of their walls, would you? When signing the deed to a Fixer-Upper, your task is to become a cheerleader to get your man to a better, happier place sooner than he would have gotten on his own. Think about it like this: Personal development isn’t just some process that ends when we hit puberty or surpass the legal drinking age. We can make major or minor changes at any point in our lives because of circumstance or desire. A major career change, for example, can alter someone’s identity, as can a tragic event or even a medical condition. We’ve all heard stories about people who’ve come out of near-death experiences renewed or different. There are also those who make a religious conversion or seek a new career later in life, which can have a similar effect on personality and identity.

The psychological underpinnings of these developmental changes are aptly explained by L. S. Vygotsky; a smart, sensitive man who was always wonderful to his wife, and who really understood women. This Russian psychologist is known for a concept called the “Zone of Proximal Development” (ZPD). ZPD refers to the closeness that a developing person (your guy, in this case) has to his strongest champion (you, in this case). ZPD is usually used when describing how a child’s development occurs, but there is really no difference when you look at growth over the lifespan. It explains how a developing person, even an adult, can do things outside of his normal growth curve and how he may not understand stuff that’s just out of his reach until someone who cares explains it to him. For men, the right support can thrust them into greatness— it all depends on who they have in their corner. It’s a nouveau twist on the whole “behind every man is an even greater woman” concept.

ZPD also says that real development happens when a person is pushed just to the outskirts of their ultimate destination. He was on his way to Point A in the first place, but he was getting there slowly until someone came along and nudged him into the fast lane. Then two things happen: one is that he gets to Point A sooner, which gives him loads of self-worth; two is that he feels grateful to the person who helped him get to Point A with such speed, which causes a special bond to form.

Gone are the days when a woman waited for a man to step in and save her; with the Fixer-Upper Man, it’s essentially the other way around. Typically, men like to avoid dealing with change, even if it is for their benefit. Women, on the other hand, have a natural ability to fix things emotionally; we love to get in there and figure out how, what, and why. Men love difficulties to be settled by someone other than themselves because they’ve been taught from a very early age that they are supposed to be large and in charge. Yet, the reality is that they really have no idea what they may be doing in the love department and since they were taught to be “the man,” asking for help is not a smooth move even if they need it—desperately! As a woman, you are uniquely equipped to guide him toward his potential, and as a man, he is uniquely equipped to need you to do that, otherwise he will unfortunately stay stuck in an identity quagmire.

And while we’re on the subject . . . while you’re figuring out how to help him be the best he can be, an ideal Fixer-Upper Man will do the same for you, and be your biggest cheerleader too. What you want is someone who is always looking at the bigger picture and is excited by the prospects of going through life with you—in other words, someone who is willing to build this solid foundation together.

What Exactly Are You Looking For?

So, why do you want to fix a man in the first place? We’ll explore this important question in further detail in Chapter 2, but it’s a good idea for you to start thinking about it now.


Rent to Own

My Fair Gentleman: According to eHow.com, when finding a fixer-upper home, “be prepared for an extensive search. Many fixer-uppers—particularly those in especially bad shape—don’t command much attention, so you may have to hunt around. . . .” Your man is no different. You’ve seen Pretty Woman and Can’t Buy Me Love; the good ones start out rough and become extremely desirable with the right guidance.
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