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For my parents, Howard and Susan,


who are still making it work after thirty-six years…


without ever having gotten engaged












Preface









LET’S GET SOMETHING STRAIGHT. THIS IS NOT Abook about how to get a man. Or how to keep a man. Or how to please a man. This is also not some crusty, outdated self-help book your mother buys in the hopes that one day you’ll bring home that perfect somebody (or anybody, for that matter). But most important, this book is notThe Rules . Remember that mid-nineties literary treasure, responsible for such kernels of wisdom as “never accept a date for Friday after Wednesday” and “always let him call you”? Ah, those were some empowering times indeed.




So now that we have that out of the way, let me be the first to assure you thatThe Truth Behind the Rock is the opposite kind of book from what you’re probably used to. It isn’t going to tell you how to do things differently or mock your pain as you wait and wonder when your guy is going to get off his ass and propose.The Truth Behind the Rock will give women a peek behind the curtain at what real couples go through on the road to engagement. You’ll hear stories from both sexes about that uncomfortable, hazy time between wanting to be married and actually getting engaged, as well as every scenario in between. So rest assured this book has a little something for everybody.




Now for the backstory: I got the idea forThe Truth Behind the Rock after a recent visit home. I was catching up with an old friend who was lamenting that she wanted to get engaged to her boyfriend but didn’t think they were even remotely close. As far as she could tell, he seemed more than content to keep things the way they were (i.e., frequent overnights, a toothbrush at her place, and the comfort of knowing that he would get laid on his birthday). In fact, she couldn’t imagine her guy taking the initiative to bring their relationship to the next level, buying a ring, and surprising her “like the way your husband surprised you,” my friend said. Whoa, whoa, whoa. Hang on there, sister. Are we talking about my husband? Was she kidding? Didn’t she know that our engagement took two years of gut-wrenching, heart-baring, soul-crushing conversations? And that it was the culmination of many Camp David summit–like meetings wherein I had to endure such flimflam excuses as “I’m not sure I even believe in marriage” and—after five years of dating, mind you—“What’s the rush, anyway?”




After I shared the history of our less-than-storybook engagement with my friend, she was genuinely surprised. All she had heard about was that Hallmark moment when my then-boyfriend Dave got down on bended knee in Central Park in front of a homeless man and a Puerto Rican couple and asked if I would marry him. She had no idea that there had been heated discussions, ultimatums, and not-so-subtle hints. Like the time I tore a Tiffany ad from a magazine and stuck it in his wallet.




I know what you’re thinking. And you’re right. I had becomethat girl. It was embarrassing. I’m not proud of it. But I didn’t know what else to do. I was desperate. And desperate times called for desperate measures. Which is why I would have benefitted tremendously from knowing that I wasn’t the first woman to freak out, act irrationally, and become a walking cliché. And yet, somehow in my mind I felt like everyone else out there was having these fairy-tale engagements while I was holding Dave’s feet to the fire. But after I spoke to some of my other girlfriends, I realized I wasn’t alone.




And so, when my friend started to share her frustration over her boyfriend’s lack of enthusiasm, it dawned on me: This was an epidemic, and yet no one was talking about it. So many women out there are hoping and waiting for that out-of-the-blue, ring-in-the–Cracker Jack box, violin-serenading, surprise engagement from their boyfriends. But the reality is that this type of engagement story virtually doesn’t exist. Of course there are the exceptions. But for the most part, the path to marriage is one fraught with stalemates, tension, and tears. Even more alarming is that this desire for an unprompted, romantic proposal runs against who these women fundamentally are: modern, career-driven, independent. And yet, there is something so old-fashioned about wanting to be proposed to, wanting to be wanted.




This book explores that paradox and seeks to give all women an opportunity to examine other engagements, as well as to reassure them that there is no one way to pop the question. So take comfort in knowing that you are not the only one with a well-meaning, clueless boyfriend. And read on to discover the truth behind the rock.















Part One:




Before the Rock
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The Myth of the Rock









WHEN PEOPLE TALK ABOUT GETTING ENGAGED,they tend to leave out all the prodding, pushing, nudging, and mental anguish leading up to that monumental day. Why, you might ask? Probably because these aren’t really what we’d call “Hallmark moments.” And those angst-ridden, tension-filled pre-engagement stories aren’t usually the ones that you’re dying to run out and gush about to your closest friends. Now I might be going out on a limb here, but I’m guessing you probably feel that those heated debates, screaming fights, and tearful conversations don’t shed the best light on the relationship. After all, doesn’t tradition dictate that your mate should come to the decision to propose on his own? And if he hasn’t been champing at the bit to get engaged, well then, there must be something inherently wrong with you and your relationship, right? No, that’s wrong! So breathe a sigh of relief.




This misconception—the one that says he will propose unassisted by the urgings of a fed-up girlfriend—is perpetuated among women, primarily because no one is eager to share the whole story. The truth is people don’t discuss their pre-engagement tales of woe because they tend not to be sexy, and rarely are they romantic.




Take it from me. I dated my husband for five years before we got engaged. And for three of those years, I never thought about marriage. Well, maybe a little. I am a girl, after all. But it didn’t dominate my world. I didn’t go to sleep dreaming of sparkly diamonds, wedding dresses, and first dances. No way. I was just content to be part of a happy, healthy, non-shouting, no-name-calling relationship. And so, there we were, Dave and I, blissfully plodding along in our relatively stress-free four-year-old relationship when I started a new job.




Now, the only reason I bring up the job is because it was there that I first experienced that horrible relationship scrutiny that sometimes occurs among people who barely know each other and are in desperate need of common ground for conversation. So, the state of my relationship became that platform for communication.




The line of questioning began innocently enough.




“What’s your boyfriend’s name?”




“Dave.”




“How long have you been together?”




“Four years.”




Then the questions became more probing.




“Are you living together?”




“Not yet.”




“What does he do for a living?”




“He’s a film editor.”




The interview continued until one of my coworkers posed the question: “So…if he has a good job, and he claims to love you, why don’t you have a ring on your finger?”




Really, my answer should have been, “How dare you presume to know anything about my relationship? Oh, and by the way, mind your own damn business.” But instead, I laughed and deflected the question, saying, “It isn’t a big deal. We’re just not ready yet.”




However, later when I arrived home, I found myself wondering why we weren’t there yet. Should I be worried that my boyfriend of four years hasn’t proposed? Is there something wrong with him…or worse, with me? Why don’t I have a big diamond ring on my finger like Brian-in-accounting’s wife? And just like that, the seeds of doubt and discontent had been planted by a band of office nerds.




While I’m not proud of the fact that I let my coworkers get to me, at the root of the matter was the complicated concern that plagues so many women—where is my relationship headed? Are we destined to spend the rest of our lives shuttling back and forth from one studio apartment to another, a small suitcase of amenities forever in tow? I know that, in the wake of my coworkers’ questions, I couldn’t help but wonder if we shared the same vision for our future—a future that involved a wedding, a house, and maybe a baby? I had always assumed we did. But the truth was, we had never discussed it beyond playful pillow talk and late-night musing over what we would name our kid. (Yes to Phoebe and a big no to Joe.) So there I was, my mind suddenly swirling with questions. Did Dave want to get married? If so, to me? And if he did want to get married to me, well then, why wasn’t he sweeping me off my feet with a blue Tiffany box the way it’s done in the movies? And why, why, why did I have to be the one to set the wheels in motion? While I wasn’t any closer to knowing the answers to those questions, it occurred to me that if we were ever to get to the bottom of this issue, we were going to need to talk about our feelings on the subject of (gulp) marriage.




So alas, that’s how the marriage issue was first introduced into our relationship. Eventually, I mellowed out and stopped being so suggestible. But it wouldn’t be long before I found myself once again wondering,Why is everyone getting engaged except me?




Other women seemed to have these amazing stories of being surprised by the perfect princess-cut diamond. They’d go to dinner only to discover their boyfriends had been conspiring with the waiter, who was busy in the kitchen burying the ring in the bottom of a pot of crème brûlée. What the hell! Who were these men? And why didn’t I have one of them? And even if Dave did intend to surprise me with a ring, how would he know what I liked? I didn’t even know what I liked. As far as I could tell, we were already screwed.




Later, after confiding in a friend that I feared I may have a defective boyfriend (or even worse, that I might be defective—i.e., not marriage material), I realized I was not alone. Turns out, I knew many women who had been the ones to first broach the subject of marriage. Women who were tired of waiting in the wings for this mythical, perfect, cloud-parting engagement to occur. Why, they wondered, is it only acceptable for the man to bring up his desire to get married? There are two people in each relationship, after all.




And yet, women are still loath to share these kinds of stories with one another. Like my friend Julia—her engagement was perfect on paper (romantic dinner at a tucked-away hotel, diamond ring presented artfully between dinner and dessert, followed by a beautiful night in a luxury suite), but what she hadn’t shared were the painful discussions, the ultimatums, and the near breakup it took to get there. So there it was—the proof. A thoughtful, inspired proposal was only half of the truth. In other words, you can’t judge a beautiful engagement by its cover story.




So why are women so tight-lipped about the events leading up to their engagement? And why must the idea of the fairy-tale proposal be perpetuated? Wouldn’t we all benefit from knowing what other women have gone through? Life is complicated enough. So let’s end the secrecy, I say. It’s time to start sharing those awkward exchanges. Because I can promise you, you are not alone.




SOME ENGAGING HISTORY





	

In the olden days, chivalrous a gentleman would send a pair of gloves to a woman whom he hoped to marry. If she wore the gloves to church on Sunday, it signaled her acceptance of his proposal.



	

The reason engagement rings are worn on the third finger of the left hand dates back to the early Egyptian belief that the vein of love (vena amoris) ran directly from the heart to the top of the third finger on the left hand.



	

The first recorded diamond engagement ring was given to Mary of Burgundy in 1477 by the Archduke Maximilian I, emperor of Austria.








Straight from the Horse’s Mouth




Since we’ve all probably wished at one time or another that we knew what our boyfriends were thinking, I turned to a married guy for his take on that hazy, sometimes confusing, often argument-laden time in his life before he and his lady got engaged. Here’s what Mark had to say:




 




Were you surprised when your girlfriend first brought up the subject of marriage?






No. A few of our friends had recently gotten engaged, so engagements were in the air, so to speak. And I could tell that the subject was weighing heavily on her mind. But what was tough was that, clearly, she had been stewing for so long that when she finally brought up the topic for discussion, there was no right way to react without her becoming totally upset. She was blaming me for “acting” surprised, but we were talking about marriage for the first time. Looking back, I wish there had been more of a dialogue between us earlier. I wanted her to be happy, and clearly the idea of getting engaged was causing her tremendous angst. But she had shielded me from what was going on inside her head and was taking her frustration out on me. It wasn’t fair.







He Said/She Said




Real-life couples share what brought them together and made their relationships work.




Sam & Betsy




They met in the spring of 1998 and dated for five years. This is their story.




Act One




That Gooey, Chewy, Don’t-Sleep, Don’t-Eat Phase




He said:When Sam first met Betsy he knew right away (the first night, in fact) that Betsy was the woman for him. Not only was he smitten by her beauty, but she was funny, athletic, and could name all one hundred senators by state and party affiliation. Not to mention, they had all these bizarre things in common. They had scars in the same places. They had gone to the same sleepaway camp (different years). And they were both from New Jersey. Not two days before, Sam had been lamenting to a friend that he wished he could meet a quality girl from New Jersey. And then forty-eight hours later, Betsy came along.




 




She said:Betsy, on the other hand, liked Sam but found herself plagued with uncertainty. Who was this guy who thought he was her soul mate? And who cared that they were both from New Jersey? So were eight million other people. It felt like a bad pickup line. But there was something oddly charming about this foolish romantic, and over time she found herself falling in love.




Act Two




Settling In




After the honeymoon phase comes to a close, couples often experience newfound feelings of comfort and security. So what if their days of late-night boozing have ended? At least now they know they’re getting laid on a Saturday, a Monday, and a Wednesday. Or maybe just a Monday. Sure their days of sex with relative strangers is over, but couples take a certain satisfaction in knowing that they’re reaching a new level, a deeper level, a level that is based on mutual respect and commitment.




 




He said:Sam summed it up in these terms: “Men are natural hunters. They’re always looking for the right woman, the perfect woman. So when that moment of actually deciding to settle down with someone happens, there is a tremendous sense of relief.”




 




She said:Betsy saw Sam’s willingness to settle down in another light. As far as she was concerned, men aren’t hunters. They’re too lazy to hunt. They’d rather hang out on the couch and play video games. After all, meeting someone takes work. First off, you have to leave the house. And then you have to conjure up enough witty banter to engage someone in conversation long enough to pique their interest.




Clearly, Sam did all of those things at least once. How else did he manage to snag a babe like Betsy? That said, given the amount of effort he would need to put into meeting someone else, she was pretty confident that he wasn’t going anywhere.




Bottom Line




Sure, Betsy and Sam had their share of arguments, several storm-outs, and a few pieces of damaged furniture that got caught in the crossfire of one of their blowouts. But they were committed to each other and were determined to work out their differences. Besides, Sam reasoned, how could they break up? They had matching moles on their left shoulders.




Act Three




Now or Never




Soon several of their close friends started getting engaged, then married. And it seemed like almost every weekend was spent traveling to some quaint Vermont town to witness a pair of late twentysomethings pledge their undying love and commitment. Marriages were happening all around them, which inevitably raised questions about their own relationship. Specifically, were they heading toward marriage? If so, when?




And as if the pressure they felt on their own was not enough, at almost every wedding someone would inevitably turn to Betsy and Sam and say something like, “You guys are next.” And, “When’s the big day?” (By the way, if you are one ofthose people, ease up with the questions. You sound like your pushy aunt. And you know what people say about her.) Not surprisingly, Sam and Betsy soon found themselves dreading weddings. The ceremonies started to make Betsy feel uncomfortable and exposed, while Sam dreaded the inevitable argument that would follow.




 




She said:Whenever someone asked Betsy a wedding-related question, she found herself wanting to scream, “Does it look like I have a ring on my finger? Why don’t you go ask Sam when we’re getting engaged…and let me know what you find out.”




It wasn’t that getting married was so important to her. She could wait. But she found herself needing to know that Sam also envisioned a future with her, and was committed to taking their relationship to the next level. She wanted to get engaged. So as time went on and still there was no ring, Betsy grew frustrated. She started to look at what he was spending his money on—trips to Vegas, fancy dinners, a new television. He wasn’t saving for a ring. He wasn’t thinking ahead. He wasn’t serious about starting a family.




Of course, she shared none of this with him. Instead she dropped hints. She artfully laid out magazines, conveniently flipped open to De Beers’s “a diamond is forever” ads. She also began to casually work non sequiturs into conversation, such as, “You know me, I just love a classic Tiffany setting.” Trying to get Sam to propose was becoming a full-time job, and it was exhausting her. She found herself starting to feel resentful, and she let the feeling fester as she stewed. Until one day, she burst.




 




He said:For Sam, marriage meant trust. And although he knew he could trust Betsy, he felt that she had put up barriers that kept her from trusting him completely. She wanted to get married and yet she was suspicious of him when he wanted to borrow money to pay off his credit card. Who did she think he was? Some oily roadside salesman looking to rip her off with a pyramid scheme? If they were hoping to build a future together, she needed to trust him 100 percent.




And if she didn’t trust him, why would she want to marry him? He feared her reasons for wanting to get engaged had more to do with having an answer to the prying questions of smug married people than it had to do with him. So they went to couples’ therapy.




The Verdict




Both Betsy and Sam had very real fears surrounding the idea of marriage. Betsy didn’t want to be alone. Her parents had divorced when she was very young, and she didn’t want to end up on her own like her mom. Sam’s hesitation stemmed from the fact that he didn’t want to end up in a loveless marriage like his parents. But personal issues aside, they still loved each other and knew they wanted to spend the rest of their lives together. So over Christmas vacation, Sam proposed to Betsy with a vintage Tiffany ring. (See, he had been listening.) They were married nine months later.




Rock Talk: Let’s Break It Down




	

They are called storybook engagements for a reason—they only exist in fiction, not in real life.


	

Remember, there is always a backstory to the official cover story.


	

Don’t be afraid to put the wind in his sails. If you’re waiting for him to come about, you will probably be waiting a very long time.


	

Opinions—everyone’s got them. Just because someone feels compelled to comment on the if, when, and how you should get married doesn’t mean you have to listen to them. Follow your inner compass. You are the best judge of what feels right.


	

Share your feelings. Don’t hold them in until you burst like the Hulk. Whatever you’re thinking or feeling, there is a basis for it, so don’t be afraid to ask for what you want.


	

Give yourself a mantra (try, for instance, “I am not on a schedule”). And remember to listen to it.


	

Just as being in a relationship takes work, so too does getting engaged.


	

Guys can be dense when it comes to the subject of marriage. But it doesn’t mean he doesn’t love you or that there is anything wrong with you. He just may need a nudge. Or two. Or three.


	

Finally, remember you’re with this person for a reason. That’s right, you love the clueless moron.
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