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A lasting relationship is not based on one choice you make at one point in time. It is made up of a series of choices, choices that you make every day to remain committed to the love that you're building.

ANONYMOUS


Introduction

If you were like most kids, you grew up on heavy doses of fairy tales, sappy love songs, and uplifting after-school specials. Of course, your parents did something dysfunctional along the way—your mother added water to the salad dressing to make it last longer, or your father hinted that you look fat in bulky sweaters. But aside from these little parental muck-ups, life was probably chock full of happy-go-lucky messages influential enough to keep you dotting your i's with hearts for a decade or more. So when your parents or your favorite siblings said things like “Some day the right guy will sweep you off your feet” or “You have to kiss a lot of frogs before you meet your prince,” you believed them. Isn't it just a matter of time before every woman meets the right guy, falls in love, and lives happily ever after?

When guys first begin to surpass us in height and we notice them for a reason other than their bowl cuts, we are rightfully excited about dating and marrying a man. We're pretty sure this love thing is just something that happens to everyone and it will happen to us too. We see couples with problems, hear men and women complain about each other, and know plenty of divorcees (maybe even our own parents), but we're certain they just didn't meet the right person. Simply put, they haven't found “The One.” (“The One” must be said loudly and with force as if accompanied by thunder from the heavens. If it's sunny outside, soft harp music will do.)

“The One” is the person you'll connect with who will bring utter bliss and enchantment to your life. He's the guy who will show up on your doorstep carrying your favorite flowers, ask you to marry him in iambic pentameter verse, and then live as your handsome servant for years to come. Oh, and he'll also love your father's favorite sports team, think the hair on your upper lip is cute, and never in a million years drink the last drop of coffee on the day of your big interview.

When we start dating, we're certain that someday we will meet this illustrious, flawless, life-changing “One,” and when we do, music will play or a ray of light will appear and tell us unequivocally that he is the right guy. So we date and we wait for that sign, and we do meet him—sort of. We meet a man we love, but unlike the guy we thought we'd meet, he isn't quite so perfect. He's life changing, but not always in the ways we expected. And we think maybe the music played, but we aren't 100 percent sure. So we ask, “Is this really it? What if there's something better out there? How much work should a relationship be? Does anybody ever really “just know” if he's “The One”?

Better Off Wed? will help you answer these questions and more. This guide will help you explore your biggest doubts and most complicated feelings about the guy you're dating. Based on comments and insights from thousands of women in happy, lasting relationships, you'll learn which issues really matter and which ones don't. You'll come to understand why even the best relationships can be clumsy and unpredictable. They don't always start out with a rescue from a tower and unfold with a million-dollar wedding. But that doesn't mean these couples don't live happily ever after. Many of them do— and you can too.


chapter one

You Just Know …

or Do You?

How do you know when you meet “The One”? Ask that question in a crowded room and at least one smug couple will eagerly chime in, “You just know!” So there you have it—see how simple it is? The story goes like this: a guy and a girl bump into each other at the deli counter, cupid appears and hits them both in the head with an arrow, and they skip off into the sunset, arm in arm. That's how real love begins, right?

Take a minute and make a list of how many couples you know who have had such a smooth start on the road to happily ever after. Not a very long list, is it? So why are we so caught up in this notion of the perfect beginning? Is it really a good indicator of how the relationship will unfold?

If you are second-guessing your guy because you weren't knocked off your feet the first time you met him, read on. If you know you love him but your feelings of utter passion are starting to wane, read on. It's time to understand what “love at first sight” really is and to determine how much of a role it plays in successful relationships.

Love at First Sight

Your idea of what it means to meet “The One” was probably cemented at an early age while watching Looney Tunes on a Saturday morning. You saw Pepé Le Pew lock eyes with a gorgeous female skunk and fall into a trance. This love scene is a familiar one in our culture, played out time and again in classic plays like Shakespeare's Romeo and Juliet, children's tales like Cinderella, and blockbuster films like Titanic and Serendipity. By the time we're old enough to date, the idea of love at first sight is ingrained in our brain. So we wait anxiously for it to happen to us, for a guy to walk by, knock us off our feet, and bring us a lifetime of happiness.

Instant Attraction

Hundreds of guys can come into and out of your life, but every now and then, one walks into the room and before you even know his name, you're sure he's simply fabulous. From the moment you see his face, you can't focus on anything but him. You're overcome with a rush of energy that's better than chocolate, better than sleep, better than a big overdose of laughing gas at the dentist. This rush is the feeling we call love at first sight. It's human nature to make snap judgments. Studies show that people fall for each other within the first few minutes of talking. But most of us don't need research to point out this truth. We know we're attracted to some people pretty quickly and not to others. The real question is, “Once we've met him and we're attracted to him, what happens next?”

Our yearning for Hollywood romance leads us to believe that when two people fall for each other instantly, the meeting is followed by an intense, lasting connection unaffected by time, distance, or even monstrous villains with magical powers. We are hardwired to believe that love at first sight is a sign of destiny, a divine indication that we've met “The One.” Modern romantics call this person a soul mate, the individual put on earth for you and you alone. This all sounds good in theory, right? But in practice, true love is just a tad more complicated.


Do you believe in love at first sight or do I have to do another walk-by?

ANONYMOUS



The “Smart Folks” Weigh In

In real life, the two of you can be completely enamored with one another and still not be the right fit for the long haul. No matter how much you love each other, he won't always be so eager to give you a back rub and make you dinner. You won't always find his snort-laugh amusing. Experts have plenty of evidence contradicting the notion that love at first sight is a good predictor of the long-term success of a relationship.

the findings Research findings on love at first sight can be as confusing as the notion itself. Use this “expert translator” to make some sense out of these insights. Then think about what they might mean for your own relationship.

Researcher According to researchers Shanhong Luo, and Eva C. Klohen at the University of Iowa, personality similarities have a strong influence on marital happiness but it takes time to know the other person well enough to understand his personality.

In Other Words Love at first sight can be misleading. You really don't know anything about the dude when you first meet him except that he isn't in jail at the moment.

Researcher Cindy Hazen, a Cornell University psychologist, has found that this feeling of love at first sight, or passion, is a biological reaction that exists solely for the purpose of encouraging us to reproduce. It wears off in eighteen to thirty months.

In Other Words The physical attraction is exciting at first, but if that's the only thing holding you together, you probably won't like each other for long.

Researcher According to a study conducted by Donatella Marazziti and Domenico Canaleb at the University of Pisa in Italy, the brain releases chemicals that cause a positive sensation we interpret as love at first sight. These chemicals are similar to stress hormones.

In Other Words What you're interpreting as a divine sign is really your body chemistry going haywire.

Researcher C. Neil MaCrae at Dartmouth University and his colleagues conducted a study that found that women express preference for masculine faces and features when they are at a more fertile time in their menstrual cycle. Feelings of attraction are strongly linked to biological processes.

In Other Words The physical attraction you feel is not very reliable. Your relationship has to be based on something more if you want it to last.

Researcher Ken Potts, a pastoral counselor and marriage and family therapist, has learned that “Initial attraction or infatuation can bring people together, but it doesn't necessarily keep them together. Healthy marriages, in fact, seem to be a complex mix of both romance and friendship.”

In Other Words Finding the right guy is not as simple as locking eyes with a hunk across a crowded room.

Researcher Dr. Ted Huston, Professor of Psychology and Human Ecology at the University of Texas at Austin has discovered that after two years of marriage, less ardent lovers are just as happy as those who report love at first sight.

In Other Words You can have a happy, satisfying, long-term relationship with a guy even if you didn't feel head over heels in love when you first met him.

These experts give us plenty of reason to believe that this life-changing attraction might not be so life-changing after all. But it doesn't take a scientist to convince us that the guy we're obsessed with doesn't always turn out to be a perfect long-term fit. We can draw from our own personal memories and experiences and arrive at the same conclusion.

Too Many Dives into the Jerk Pool

We've all known some men that we just adored … for a few days or maybe even a month. Then Mr. Wonderful begins to grate on our nerves. He comes over looking like someone beat him with the ugly stick and drinks the last drop of orange juice straight from the carton. He's just not the suave, considerate man we thought he was—at first sight.

We've all had our fair share of experiences with love at first sight gone awry. Take a stroll down memory lane with the guys you once thought you might marry that now make you cringe. 



• THE ELUSIVE CRUSH—the cute guy you fantasized about from afar for months only to meet him and discover that he liked to play with his sister's Barbies.

• THE HIAABO (MALE BIMBO)—the adorable yet clueless guy you dated until you realized you could never introduce him to your parents.

• THE HIGH SCHOOL SWEETHEART—you thought his break dancing was so cute back then, but it wasn't as appealing at your high school reunion.

• THE CHEATING ASS—he declared his undying love for you, then cheated on you with every lame girl in town.

• THE CELEBRITY GUY—he seemed more attractive before you really knew him simply because everyone else thought he was cute.

• HE NIGHT CLUB DUDE—You danced with him all night long only to discover he was heinous when the lights came on.


I felt an instant connection with this guy and couldn't stop thinking about him for the entire first week after we met. I was positive he was the right guy for me. We went on three dates and he never called me again.

—SARAH, AGE 28



Real-life Beginnings

Sometimes people do fall for each other immediately and the relationship grows into something wonderful. Other times, it starts out steamy and turns into a total disaster. And furthermore, sometimes love at first sight isn't present at all when people meet and yet they end up happily married for sixty years. So what does it really feel like to meet “The One”? Is there some absolute way to “just know”? Here's what real women have to say.


big screen love

We easily accept the fact that celebrities look larger than life on screen, but for some reason, we cannot accept the fact that Hollywood love stories are romanticized versions of the real thing. When you're dating a guy, remind yourself that love is more difficult and less glamorous than it appears in the movies. Don't compare your real relationship to made-up ones.



• “‘The One’ has the right mix of looks, personality, sex appeal, intelligence, and humor. The problem is, I don't really know what the right mix is.”—Samantha, age 22

• “You know you've met the right guy when you both genuinely care for each other's well-being. Sometimes the guys we lust after most are the ones that don't give a crap if we live or die.”—Beth, age 37

• “Laughter is what really makes a couple click and you don't laugh together until you've known each other for a while.”—Meredith, age 44

• “The right guy for you depends on where you are in your life, what your values are, and where you see yourself going. It's not the guy who fits all thirty of your requirements; it's the one who fits your top five.”—Caitlin, age 31

• “If you could be stuck in a boat in the middle of the ocean with him for days and never run out of things to talk about, you know he's right.”—Kara, age 25

Meeting “The One,” the guy you'll spend the rest of your life with, can feel any number of ways. There isn't one feeling that you can point to and say “That's it. That's what it's like to meet the man of your dreams.” It might pan out one way for you and a totally different way for your best friend. Some couples start out as friends. Some can't stand each other when they first meet. Others knew each other for years before recognizing they met their match.

There is no one formula or answer. All of these first meetings are right in their own way—from all of them a lifelong love can grow.

He Grew on Me

Some women don't experience that strong initial attraction upon meeting the guy they fall in love with. Rather, he won them over after several meetings or encounters. Though he didn't appeal to them at first on a physical level, as they got to know him, they started finding him attractive.

Physical attraction can grow for many reasons. You might feel more attracted to a guy after he expresses his love to you. Sometimes knowing someone love us makes us more open to the relationship. You might find a guy more physically attractive only after you learn about other qualities he brings to the table, like dependability, compassion, and even earning potential. Likewise, a guy who seems attractive initially might become a lot less attractive when you get to know his personality.

So don't rule out your guy just because you weren't passionately in love with him at first. He might have seemed a little bit nerdy or overly eager, but many women out there felt the same way and later changed their minds. Here's what some of these women have to say: 



• “He followed me around for a year in college begging me to go on a date with him. I finally gave in and now I can't imagine my life without him. I'm happier than I've ever been.”—Kristin, age 27

• “The first six months I knew him I just considered him one of the guys in our crowd. It was really not until after I got out of a bad relationship that I started to see him with new eyes.” —Megan, age 28

• “Our relationship has developed over time and it gets stronger with each experience we have together. The funny thing is that, at first, I didn't even notice him, and we worked down the hall from one another.”—Keri, age 33

• “He would call me every day and say ‘What about now? Will you go out with me now?’ He didn't come off like a stalker. He was funny about it. So I finally just had to say yes and we've been together since.”—Tina, age 40



When attraction grows over time, you have a chance to really get to know a guy as a person and a friend. You also have the chance to weed him out if he doesn't click with you on a more meaningful level. Ultimately, this intimate knowledge of his personality will provide a stronger foundation for a lasting relationship than any physical element can.

Friends Forever

Friendship is a very common way for lasting relationships to begin. And it makes sense. The basis of a happy marriage is friendship and knowledge of one another. You meet in a low-pressure situation like school or work so you have a chance to develop some of the critical components of a good relationship, like trust, compassion, and a level of comfort with sharing your real feelings. So if you've known him forever but you never had that moment when “the music played,” relax. It usually doesn't play when you're in math class or a tense work meeting, but that doesn't mean it won't ever. Many women marry men they knew for years and years. Often, they were very close friends with these men before they got involved with them romantically Here's what women in this type of situation have to say: 



• “I met him my junior year of high school and we were close friends. We started to date but I broke up with him after three months to date a senior. I ran into him again ten years later and we've been inseparable since.”—Diana, age 38

• “I must have dated every one of his friends but I would always end up talking to him about my relationship problems. One day I woke up and realized that this guy had been there for me through it all. He was the one I wanted to be with.”—Kate, age 26

• “He helped me through the death of my father and a few other tough experiences in my life. He's always been there for me and I can't imagine my life without him in it.”—Michelle, age 29

• “I ended up hanging out with him because he worked with my sister. I never even thought of him as a potential boyfriend but one day he asked me out. It really shocked me but then when I started thinking about it, it all made sense. We really got along great.”—Sharaine, age 32

• “The first note he ever wrote me was written on construction paper in crayon, in first grade.”—Ashley, age 33


Friendship often ends in love; but love in friendship—never.

CHARLES CALEB COLTON



phone indicator When you first start dating a guy, you can learn a lot about him by what he says and does over the phone. Listen carefully. But don't just listen to his words. Take in the whole picture. You can save yourself a lot of time and trouble by opening your ears and listening.

The Drunken Message Generally, drunk dialing is pretty harmless. If he calls you occasionally when he's drunk, he's thinking about you when he's out having fun and that's a good thing. If he only calls you and wants to see you when it's 3 a.m. and he's hammered, that's another story.

The Needy Message If he calls fifty times in a day and leaves you whiny messages, he might be a little too needy. It's nice to hear him say “I can't wait to see you” once in a while, but if the tape is full, your mailbox is stuffed with love letters, and you're on a first-name basis with the florist, he might be taking his adoration a little too far.

The Obligatory Call If he sounds rushed, like he's doing something else while he's talking to you, don't call him again until he makes an effort. Sometimes guys will do their time just so they can hook up with you later. If you get the sense that he never really wants to actually talk, heed your instincts and forget about him.

Calling from the Road If the guy is always going through a tunnel, on the train, or getting ready for takeoff when he dials your number, you have to wonder why the heck he's not bothering to contact you when he's stationary. Is he hiding a wife and kids at home? Is he just too busy to bother? Cell phone man will get really annoying after a while, so if he doesn't change, kick him good-bye.

Speaker Phone Come on now, does he really need to have you on speaker phone when he calls you? Is he that important? Or has he invited ten people into his office to hear your voice. If he just wants his friends to talk to his new, cute girlfriend, then he's a good guy. If, however, he wants you to know he's sitting in his corner office, feet up, talking away, get rid of the pretentious loser.

Nothing but Text Messages What if there are no phone calls, just a little word popping up on your phone now and then? You have to wonder why he's a man of so few words. Have you heard his voice lately? Does he sound like a normal guy? Beware of guys who only text. Chances are, you're one of many girls receiving his late-night updates.

I Thought He Was a Jerk

There are lots of women at the other extreme—they couldn't stand their guy when they first met him. Then, after getting to know him, they realized he was not at all as bothersome as they thought he was. Though we do remember our first impressions of people, they aren't always 100 percent correct. Our first impression of a guy is often based on how interested he appears to be in us, and by his body language. So if he's hanging out with a group of his friends and trying to impress them, we might wrongly conclude that he's cocky or aloof. Some men act like jerks on purpose. It's their way of flirting. They don't know how to handle their feelings or approach a woman in a positive way, so they approach her the only way they know how to—they attack. So your guy isn't necessarily the wrong one just because you wanted to slap him when you first met him. Some very successful relationships do begin this way. Women who are now in a satisfying relationship with a man they once found despicable say things like: 



• “My friends and I always went to this corner bar, and he would be in the back room playing darts with his friends. He walked around like he owned the place and it really ticked me off. Now I realize he only puffs his chest out when he's drunk and it's not indicative at all of his real personality.”—Jen, age 26

• “I got stuck hanging out with him one summer because he was friends with my friends. I really thought he was an absolute ass. He was always chasing women and talking about them like they were slabs of meat. It turned out he had a crush on me the whole time and thought he was being a cool guy by acting that way.”— Dana, age 35

• “I had heard so much about him from friends. They talked about how he was a cocky ass, and so when I saw him, I really didn't even want to talk to him. Now even my friends admit that they were wrong. He's the nicest guy.”—Hannah, age 27

• “He and I met when we were lawyers for opposing teams on a case five years ago. I hated his team so much for making the experience difficult. I never even dreamed I would end up dating this man. When the whole thing was over, he asked me out and the rest is history.”—Maggie, age 38

One-Sided Love

If love at first sight is the “divine sign” that you're with the right person, why is it that in some cases, only one member of the partnership felt it? Many of these one-sided chemical attractions can develop into very committed relationships that last a lifetime. One person is simply a helpless romantic and the other takes a little bit longer to jump on the love boat. Women in relationships that started this way say things like: 



• “It was instant attraction for him, but for me it sort of grew. I'm just not the type of person who is ever blinded by something. I think things through.”—Catherine, 40

• “He said he thought I was too pretty for him. Ten years later, he's checked out by members of the opposite sex far more often than I am.”—Laurie, 38

• “He claims I liked him more, but I always felt like I could sense that he worshiped me. Shhh. He does. He clearly worships me.” — Holly, 30

No Formula

How viable is the formula of man + woman + love at first sight = successful long-term relationship? Chemical attraction is a wonderful feeling, but we need to look at it with a critical eye. We can't just assume it's the best way for a relationship to begin simply because we're told it is. Many long-term relationships that work don't start out on such a steamy note. They don't begin with a single moment of utter clarity. In fact, most lasting relationships start out with a little bit of doubt. A chemical reaction does not guarantee the success of a relationship any more than a designer label guarantees your adorable heels will get you through an arduous ten-mile hike. Likewise, the absence of that initial chemical big boom does not doom a couple to a life of boring, miserable, passionless love. Relationships begin in many different ways and all of them can lead to a fantastic lifetime of love if other important details are in place.

One Size fits All?

All of this musing still doesn't answer the burning question, How do you know if he's “The One?” By now, you've probably surmised the true answer: there isn't just one way to know. A one-size-fits-all approach works well for scarves and earrings, but unfortunately, it doesn't work for love. In a world in which women are so different from one another and have so many different needs, we can't be lumped together. Finding love for life will mean something unique and special to each of us. With this fact in mind, realize that meeting “The One” might feel very different for you than it does for your best friend, your sister, or your coworker. There's no way it “should” happen, so when someone tries to tell you hands down that they know how it feels, take it with a grain of salt. You need to decide for yourself what your own experience should be, based on your personality and needs.


love 101

Many different factors added together can equal lasting love, so don't get hooked on one particular equation.

• Man + woman + friendship = lasting love

• Cute male masseuse + woman = lasting love

• Man + woman + shared goals and dreams = lasting love

• Man who likes to shoe shop + woman = lasting love

• Rich sugar daddy + woman + cute gardener = lasting love



The Rational Thinker

Your checkbook is always balanced to the penny, your clothes are hung in your closet according to color, and your books are arranged in alphabetical order. You never make a major decision without weighing it carefully—from changing jobs to buying a car or a house. Naturally you approach love in the same way But love isn't a problem to solve. It doesn't have one glaring right answer. It might make you feel uncomfortable. You're the Rational Thinker.

Your Version of Love at First Sight: He's cute … but is he just right? What if our kids end up with his geeky laugh?

Your Question: If this is it, why do I have so many concerns?

A woman who approaches her life in a cautious manner will probably approach her relationships that way too. To her, love is like a chemistry experiment. She analyzes it, tries to gauge the outcome, and is thrown off if an explosion occurs that she didn't predict. If this description sounds like you, recognize that you will always ask questions when you meet a guy. You will try to make all the pieces fit. Love is naturally awkward, and that fact may make it uncomfortable for you, but love is also very exciting.

Your Challenge: Remember that love does not fall into neat little piles or follow a set of universal rules.

The Romantic

You cry over television commercials. You've been planning the perfect wedding since you were six. Valentine's Day is practically a holy clay for you. You are in love with love and it's easy for your judgment to get a little clouded by your fairytale dreams.

Your Version of Love at First Sight: He's it! Love is beautiful! Let's get married tomorrow.

Your Question(s): How soon can we book the reception hall? Why do people keep asking me if I'm sure? We've already known each other for three weeks. Isn't that long enough?

If any of this sounds familiar, you are definitely the Romantic. You want the fairy tale from start to finish and you're not going to let anyone tell you that you can't have it. You drive the Rational Thinker crazy. She can't figure out how you can possibly be so sure, and you don't understand why she wants her boyfriend to have a ten-year career plan.

As the Romantic, you don't care too much about your guy's career plan or his bald spot or even the fact that you met him at a funeral. You're not going to let these little details ruin your happiness.

Your Challenge: You have to relax a little bit and let life and love happen. You can't force these things. So if your mom or your friends question your decision, don't disown them. Try to take a step back and see your situation objectively. Make sure you're not so caught up in the moment that you're forgetting about the long-term implications of your impulsive decisions.
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