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INTRODUCTION




Once Upon a Time…











…there was a girl who longed for true love. So when she finally met a cute guy who said he loved her, she hopped into his car, waved gaily to her loved ones, and drove off into the sunset with him, planning to live happily ever after.




But alas…it was not too long before our would-be heroine realized that her life was not exactly the enchanted dream she had imagined, nor was she quite as smart as she’d thought herself to be. In fact, to her utter chagrin, she began to realize that she might have made some really stupid mistakes, at least where love was concerned.




Every single one of us (well, maybe not Mother Teresa) have a couple—or a million—“I’ve been stupid about men” stories we could tell. The problem is universal. We all long for the fairy-tale life, and because we believe that falling in love is the answer to all life’s problems, we focus all our hopes, plans, and dreams on this happily-ever-after romance. Once we arrive in that state of profound (blinded) bliss, we ride off into the sunset believing with every fiber of our being that our lives are going to be wonderful—especially after we “adjust” our man a little, with the help of a bit of magic fairy dust.




In other words, we head into our new relationship with wish-upon-a-star, “magical” thinking and convince ourselves that if we want something badly enough we can make it come true. But in reality, we usually discover, sometimes too late, that the fairy-tale life is not all it is cracked up to be, and our men aren’t quite the charming princes we’d expected.




God bless men; it’s amazing the power they have over us, isn’t it? Nothing can make us feel joy, passion, doubt, and insecurity more than a man. And when we do experience love gone wrong, the intensity of our feelings can blindside us. If we’ve had one too many crash-and-burn episodes, we begin to wonder if we’ll find real love ever again.




To make our situation worse, no one seems able to tell us exactly what it is we are doing wrong. Or if they do, they preach at us, making us feel so bad about ourselves or so mad at them that we are incapable of listening, even when we know we should.




Instead, we keep on behaving as women who are precariously stupid about men (I’ll call us SAM women), and we continue on the same path, hoping against hope to finally find love. We work harder at becoming sexier, prettier, thinner, or more successful. When that doesn’t work, we settle for a man with whom we have little in common or even a man of questionable character. Then we go about trying to fix him, change him, rescue him, or mother him.




This book will help you end those patterns once and for all. It presents ten rules for getting romance right that will help you recover from the ten most common mistakes women make with men—the mistakes in our thinking and behavior that prevent us from finding and keeping a good man. No matter your age, marital status, cultural background, or religious persuasion, you will frequently find yourselves in these pages, and the rules will equip you for a better romantic life.




Each mistake is illustrated by a favorite folk tale or children’s story written in the last two centuries—a story that was probably read to you as a child.




Those stories are so romantic and exciting, and so…dead wrong, at least when it comes to demonstrating how women in love should behave. Most of these fairy tales were originally written as “morality tales” for little girls; but they actually contain dangerous myths about romance and have the nerve to suggest that happily-ever-after is a result of acting on those myths. And it’s these myths that keep women coming to my office for help over and over again. In this book, we will explore how these myths, and the magical thinking that accompanies them, might be sabotaging your happiness.




Instead of seeing these fairy-tale women as positive examples, you will learn how to avoid making the same mistakes they made. If you choose to learn these ten rules and apply them to your life, you will finally understand what you need to do to get romance right this time around.




As we explore the truth about these mythical women, we’ll learn the real dangers of the “Dark Forest,” like the one Little Red Riding Hood travels through to get to Grandma’s house. We’ll start at the edge of the forest, where the mistakes we make with men are less perilous but still based on false perceptions and flawed understanding of the role romance plays in our lives.




As we progress and move deeper into the woods, where the path becomes a bit darker and lonelier, we will examine the sometimes confusing and frightening emotions that collude to drive us toward more serious mistakes, possibly even into the swamp, where all sorts of dangerous creatures hang out.




But, I promise, you’ll come back out into the light and be better for the journey. You’ll have a better grasp of why you’ve made stupid mistakes in the first place and knowledge of how to enter into healthier relationships in the future, without taking wrong turns, getting lost, or running off with the wrong guy. I’ve had more than twenty years of experience helping women end destructive relationship patterns in their lives, and I’m confident you can make those changes as well. There will be some challenges along the way, but the end result will be well worth the time and effort invested.




Look, I know that you are not really a stupid woman. There’s no doubt that you’re intelligent and successful in many areas of your life. Yet there is an alarming number of perfectly wonderful women these days who have everything—careers, education, good families, and bright futures—but still experience major problems with their love lives. If it’s any comfort, the problem isn’t entirely your fault; women are not the only ones to blame. There is a lot going on in our world that makes it very difficult for us to be smart. But ultimately, the responsibility for improving your romantic life is yours alone. So I’m proud that you are taking this step; it takes a lot of courage to admit you need help.




As you read this book, know that it comes from deep within my heart. I wouldn’t have written this if I didn’t believe in you and your ability to find happiness. I know that when you apply the ten rules for getting romance right, you will walk away with a greater awareness of why you made mistakes in the first place and what you need to do to change. You may not get the fairy-tale romance, but you will have a much better chance at experiencing true happiness in love and life. So let’s begin this journey together so that you can become smart about men.


























PART I




The Lust for Fairy Dust
























 
















You will see the Prince at the ball, and he will be enchanted by your loveliness! But remember that you must come home at midnight, for that is when the spell ends. Your coach will turn back into a pumpkin, the horses will become mice again, and the coachman will turn back into a horse. You will be dressed again in rags and wearing clogs instead of these dainty little slippers! Do you understand?” said the fairy godmother. Cinderella smiled and said, “Yes, I understand.”




—PARAPHRASED FROM THE TRADITIONAL FOLK TALE CINDERELLA































CHAPTER 1




Cinderella




Taking Shortcuts to the Castle











A couple of years ago, I was in Florida for a television appearance promoting my first book. I called the hotel manager to my room to check on some things, and in the course of her visit we started talking about my work in regard to helping women make smart life decisions, particularly in their relationships.




She began to tell me her story. When she was in graduate school, she’d married a man because she was bedazzled by his sophistication, career, and lifestyle. Within two years of their marriage, he was cheating on her, abusing her emotionally, and neglecting their baby daughter. It was too late, she said, when she finally recognized that she had married the “package” instead of the real man. She even admitted she’d never truly looked inside that package, much less carefully examined its contents, before she married him.




As she talked, it became clear that she had danced into that relationship with Cinderella fantasies in her heart. Cinderella women believe that a man is the answer to all their life’s problems. They are so enamored with the idea of being rescued that they don’t really look closely at the man. Women with the Cinderella syndrome are looking for romance—which is fine and good—but they get all tangled up in the fancy wrappings of a man who seems to offer financial security, and they forget to look beyond the exterior. Almost every woman has some degree of Cinderella in her, but if you’ll follow romance Rule 1: you’ll be on your way to being smart about men.










Rule 1




GETTING ROMANCE RIGHT




Choose a good man, not a financial plan.









Let’s be honest. When we women think about being rescued, we usually think in terms of money. While some of us envision trips to Tahiti, a personal chef, and a housekeeper, others just want someone who will help us pay the rent on time or help us pay down our credit-card balance for a change.




Of course, even if we fantasize about being rescued, few of us marry only for the money. We have more going on behind our well-arched eyebrows than that. But like Cinderella, we have issues: dysfunctional families, personal failures, fear, boredom, loneliness, and the many obstacles we see in our paths to happiness. We crave attention and respect from a world that doesn’t seem to recognize we were meant for better things…but we are not quite sure how we can get those better things on our own. We want short cuts to the good life, especially if we see a lot of obstacles along the way.




The subtle message we internalize (and maybe our mama even perpetuated this) is that we need to marry a lawyer, a doctor, or some other rich boy in order to get that good life. When a man comes along who fits the bill, we don’t look closely enough at our motives or how we might be misleading both him and ourselves.




Heather’s Story




Heather had been an excellent student, voted “Most Likely to Succeed” in her high school senior class. However, when she first came to my office, she was an exhausted divorcée raising two small boys on her own and very overwhelmed by her life.




Heather’s parents had always struggled financially. Her mother was a nurse and her father was a paraplegic, injured in Vietnam when Heather was a baby. Because of this, Heather had always dreamed of becoming a doctor. However, there was little hope of affording college, much less medical school, even with the scholarships she managed to garner. That’s when she met Kurt.






When Heather was eighteen, she decided to buy a used car. Kurt was the son of the car dealership’s owner, had earned his degree in business, and now managed the sales force. He was quite handsome and obviously had good taste in clothes—Heather was charmed.




Although she didn’t feel they had much in common, Kurt overwhelmed her with gifts, compliments, and elaborately planned romantic excursions. Heather got swept away in the glamour of it all, and before she realized what was happening, she found herself being presented to Kurt’s parents.




Within months, Kurt told Heather she was the love of his life and that even though she was very young, he knew he wanted to marry her. He seemed proud of her intelligence and career goals, and offered to help her pay college expenses if she would marry him and attend day classes instead of going away to school.




Heather knew she wasn’t ready to marry and that she wanted to see more of the world, but she struggled with the fear that, if she didn’t marry him, she might be missing a wonderful opportunity to attain the social status she had always wanted. And marrying Kurt would allow her to stay close by and help her parents—her father’s health had taken a downturn and her mother needed her. Plus, she loved Kurt…didn’t she?




But one month after the wedding, all her college plans fizzled when she got pregnant. Heather was partially bedridden during her pregnancy, and Kurt lavished attention on her, wanting to distract her from her disappointment. Before the baby was born, he talked her into building their dream home. Heather spent her days in bed poring over house plans and ordering home goods off the shopping networks, trying not to think about her dreams of college.




A few months after the arrival of a healthy baby boy, the couple moved into their beautiful new home. But shortly thereafter, the economy took a downturn, and Kurt started spending more time at the dealership. When he finally came home in the evenings, he spent hours in his home office on the computer, following through on sales leads, while Heather spent most of her time nursing their baby and watching television alone.




Most days, Heather had the empty, quiet house to herself. Feeling very lonely and abandoned, she began to suffer bouts of rather intense depression. Unable to lose a portion of the weight she had gained with the pregnancy, she hated the way her body looked, and she felt insecure because Kurt rarely wanted to make love anymore.




But in a brief period of reconciliation, Kurt surprised Heather with a romantic “getaway” cruise. Unbeknownst to him, she went off her birth control that weekend and became pregnant again. Kurt grumbled about the expense of another baby, but since Heather once again had to spend part of the day in bed, he reasoned that the baby might be the distraction she needed. He hired a local college student as a part-time nanny for their little boy, and Heather’s mom helped take care of the house.




For a while, things seemed fairly good. After the new baby was born, Kurt stayed home more in the evenings with his family. With two children to care for, Heather’s life was very busy. She loved having the company of the nanny to help with the children. Her life seemed fully complete.






But Kurt began to complain even more about money. In a fit of anger one day, he let the nanny go, and suddenly Heather had to assume all responsibility for the house and children. With two very active little boys, a large house, and few interests, Heather was bored, angry, and tired most of the time. She and Kurt argued incessantly. He complained about her online shopping sprees and her spiraling weight gain, and he put her on an allowance. She accused him of using her as a maid and housekeeper, not a wife.




That is when the two, on the verge of both a divorce and bankruptcy, came into my office for marriage counseling.




 




Many women can relate to Heather’s story. They become overwhelmed by the thought of creating a life for themselves, and just when their options seem the most limited, along comes a prince riding on that proverbial white horse (although these days it is usually a big truck, an Escalade, or a BMW!). They marry him before they are ready to be a wife, or they convince themselves that they are in love with him because he seems so able to rescue them from all their problems. All they can see is the security they think they need.




The Myth of the White Horse




One of the tools I use in therapy is asking women to write a new ending for the Cinderella story, visualizing what a girl straight from the ashes and cinders might have experienced after she moved into the castle with the prince. How would it feel to be sitting in rags by the fireplace one day, and living in a grand castle the next? Imagine the culture shock!




And when she married her prince (a perfect stranger by the way), how long did it take for her to learn to be a princess? What did she do? Did the royal family criticize her because she hadn’t adapted to all of their snobbish ways? Did she learn that she may have had more in common with the scullery maid than with all the stuck-up lords and ladies looking down at her?




Of course, we have no clue what happened to Cinderella. We write the “happily-ever-after” ending in our imaginations. But if we read between the lines of the beloved fairy tale, it is full of surprising elements that might predict a less-than-happy outcome for the royal couple.




There are two big lies hidden in the story of Cinderella. The first is that some handsome prince is supposed to come along and fix things for us if we are worthy enough of him. The second is that we have to manipulate him so that he will.




The First Big Lie




Fairy tales originated centuries ago before our country was born, when women like Cinderella couldn’t take care of themselves financially. The laws of man denied women those rights for hundreds of years. Up until the last fifty years or so, the only way a woman could ensure her financial security was to find a man with the ability to take care of her (unless she was one of the rare women who inherited wealth from her father, of course).






It took a few wars and the birth of modern technology for America to figure out that most women really weren’t all that fragile or dependent, and they could take care of themselves quite well, thank you kindly. Women began to demand equal rights under the law, partly in the hopes that we would never again have to marry men we didn’t love in order to have financial security.




For many women in contemporary society, this has finally become a much sought after reality. We can escape the poverty cycle without a man, if we work hard enough. But even so, others of us are still fearful, and don’t trust in our own ability to take care of ourselves. No matter how far we’ve come, many of us have one foot back in a time when women had to marry in order to find a place in the world. On some level, we still believe that it’s the man’s job to provide for our long-term financial security.










On some level, we still believe that it’s the man’s job to provide for our long-term financial security.











The Second Big Lie




Because we feel unable or afraid to fend for ourselves, we somehow think we have the right to manipulate and maneuver men into marriage in order to ensure our futures. Sure, Cinderella was desperate to escape her evil stepfamily, but she did it by pretending to be someone she wasn’t in order to win the heart of her prince so he could protect her. The story infers that it is socially acceptable for women to manipulate men. It encourages us to use our beauty and feminine powers to maneuver men into falling in love and marrying us before the fairy dust wears off and he sees us for who we really are.




We do subtle things to create illusions about ourselves in the minds of men, and we mislead men about who we are and what we want from life. We conveniently forget to tell our man important facts about ourselves—such as our age, bad credit score, or the number of men we’ve really had in our beds. We pretend to be smarter, more sophisticated, and more mature than we are, especially if we are very young and our prince is a good bit older than we are.




We make the mistake of not being transparent and honest about who we are until after we are married. We think our dishonesty is justified because, after all, we’re just doing what we must to get our man, and all is fair in love and war.




We forget, however, that once we marry and the fairy dust begins to wear off, we are going to have to live with the consequences of those subtle falsehoods. Once the damage is done, the lie is told, or the truth exaggerated, it may take many years for relationships to heal.




Entitled to the Crown




There’s no doubt that all of us have days when we want to be rescued. But one of the most significant problems we’ll face—besides the consequences we’ll suffer from the two big lies in Cinderella’s story—comes when we allow ourselves to believe that we are entitled to be rescued.






Many of us are terrified to make a life for ourselves, especially the kind of life that we expect should be ours just because we are attractive or have parents who gave us everything we wanted growing up. Or maybe we didn’t grow up with money or good looks, but we believe we deserve a financially secure future. In others words, some of us are spoiled rotten, and others of us long to be spoiled rotten. Either way, we’ve got problems.




But isn’t that what movies and magazines tell us? Don’t they lead us to believe that if we are pretty enough or know how to manipulate well enough, someone will treat us like royalty, whether it’s our parents, our boyfriends, or our husbands?
 









Some of us are spoiled rotten, and others of us long to be spoiled rotten.











Of course that is the message, and we’ve believed the lies hidden in that message. But whether we marry for money because we grew up without it or because we’ve grown up living off someone else’s dime, we are compromising our future happiness and the happiness of the man we marry. Even though, like Heather, we may not realize that we have an ulterior motive, when the going gets rough, those motives begin to surface, and it is not a very pretty sight. Our so-called prince can quickly turn into a commoner, and we can begin to look a bit like a shrew ourselves.






When the Package Is Gone




So if we marry the package instead of the man, what will we do when the package is gone and there is nothing left but the man? (And what effects will that have on the poor heart of the man we’ve chosen?) Will we still be able to love and cherish him “until death do us part”? If we are honest with ourselves, probably not, especially if we feel entitled to be taken care of. It is more likely that we’d make his life miserable.




Women with Cinderella thinking are terrified of the power that money has over their lives, and that is why they want someone to rescue them from having to earn it, think about it, or manage it. It is not that these women are “gold diggers”; rather, they want someone to rescue them from having to deal with gold at all. Cinderella women would like to stay little girls but be allowed to live grown-up lives while someone else pays for it. However, staying a child financially out of fear and subsequent incapacity can make us vulnerable to men who use money to control us. This increases our phobia of money, particularly when we don’t feel we have enough of it.




And fear encourages secrecy. When we are afraid, it is easy to become upset if our man questions our spending habits, or, as in Heather’s case, he puts us on an allowance or tries to control us in other ways. We hide credit-card purchases, new clothing, bank overdraft notices, etc.; and ironically, we deal with our anxiety by spending more money. But no amount of purchases can satisfy us at this point. Even if we know in our hearts that spending doesn’t make us happy, we still distract ourselves with planning what we can buy, whether it is a new house, a new car, or the outfit we “need” for the next big social event. Anxiety and a longing for what we think will make us less anxious start a vicious power struggle to control our hearts and minds.




What Women Really Need




It goes without saying: becoming a wife and mother is not wrong—it’s a wonderful, beautiful thing for most women. And if your first priority in life is to marry and have children, then that is exactly what you should do. But there is a difference between marrying because you’ve found the right man and you want to live out the life you desire, and marrying as a way to avoid dealing with your problems, your past, or your fear of the future.










There is a difference between marrying because you’ve found the right man, and marrying as a way to avoid dealing with your problems.











What women need is the opportunity and ability to achieve their full potential in life, with or without a man. This is not a call to avoid marriage, or to convince you that you don’t need a man at all. We are meant to have companions on the journey of life, and life is not a contest to see how well you can live on your own without any help. Marriage and family are God’s plan for humans. But often, if we marry without learning how to make it on our own, we cripple our ability to ever do so. We don’t educate ourselves, learn how to support our children if need be, or discover our strengths as women. Then when hard times come, as they inevitably will, we are defenseless, especially if we haven’t learned how to lean on God for help and comfort instead of being dependent upon our husbands.




Kurt was the object of Heather’s Cinderella thinking, and he resented it, even though he was the one who initially encouraged her dependence. Heather’s use of money to distract herself from her boredom and lack of fulfillment only put more pressure on him at work. When he couldn’t earn enough to make her happy, his masculinity was threatened at a time when his business was going down the tubes. Of course, in therapy he finally admitted that he’d made promises in the beginning that he couldn’t keep and that he had rushed her to the altar.




Heather and Kurt needed to find a place in their relationship of interdependence and shared power. Interdependence is simply a mutual exchange of support and a harmony in working together for common goals—exactly how healthy relationships function. Instead, Heather depended on Kurt like a child, and in return he made the mistake of treating her like one.




The fear of mastering new things is natural and simply a sign that you are on the road to learning. In an interdependent relationship it can be a wonderful joy to have someone who can support you as you follow that road.






Saying Good-bye to Cinderella




Look, if you are serious about wanting to be smart about men, and if you have believed for too long the lies the Cinderella story told, then keep the right romance rule in mind: Choose a good man, not a financial plan.




The most practical advice I can offer is this: grow as a person, become financially intelligent, and emotionally stronger. That means you’ll have to be able to support yourself, married or not. You’ll need an education and a bank account. Make it a priority to learn how to pay taxes, deal with insurance, retirement accounts, investments, and the other hard financial issues in life. The same goes for your health, dental, and car responsibilities. It’s not smart to avoid dealing with all that by marrying.




Overall, you’ll probably have to change your thinking about money and life in general. As hard as it seems, if you are in a serious relationship or even married, it’s important to talk about money without overreacting and getting emotional. How do you see money and its purpose? Does it define your identity, or do you feel ashamed when you don’t have any? Do you use spending money as a way to avoid having to deal with your problems?




If that is the case, perhaps money is too important to you. In fact, your priorities may be out of line in a lot of areas in your life, not just your financial situation. Maybe you place too much value on your beauty, the size of your house, your car, or how much you’ve aged. Perhaps you need to begin to define yourself by something other than numbers, other than by your bank balance, weight, age, or dress size.




Finally, continually examine your motives when you date someone. Are you more attracted to the idea of an easy life than you are to the man who offers it? Think about your childhood: how is it affecting your choices now? Do you need to face your fears, instead of looking for a way around them?




Now that you see the lies behind the Cinderella story—a fairy tale many, many women subscribe to—you have the tools needed to carefully consider your motivations, your desires, and your goals. You can choose to take positive steps toward interdependence, or you can allow the fairy dust to cloud your vision.










Continually examine your motives when you date someone. Are you more attracted to the idea of an easy life than you are to the man who offers it?











You can build the castle of your dreams, but not when you expect someone to do all of it for you. In the long run, I promise you will enjoy the view from the window of that castle so much more when you’ve help build it. So take off that glass slipper, Cinderella, and put on a pair of work boots!





















 
















Snow White took a bite of the rosy red apple, thanking the evil queen for her gift.




But the apple stuck in her throat, and unable to breathe, Snow White choked and fell to the floor, gasping for air. The queen smiled wickedly, and hurried away to her castle.




When the dwarfs returned that evening they found Snow White lying still and cold as death. Thinking she was dead, they prepared her for burial…. They made a glass coffin and placed it in a clearing in the forest, where they could watch over her forever. They did not know that she was not dead, but only in a very deep sleep.




One day, a handsome young prince rode through the forest…. He [saw] Snow White in her glass coffin…. Instantly, he fell in love with her. He…lifted the glass to kiss her. When he took her in his arms, the piece of apple dislodged from her mouth, and Snow White…woke from her deep sleep, and when she saw the kind, handsome prince and felt his kiss, she fell in love with him as well.




—EXCERPT FROM THE TRADITIONAL FOLKTALE
 SNOW WHITE AND THE SEVEN DWARFS































CHAPTER 2




Snow White




On Sleeping Life Away











Remember how the story of Snow White starts? A vain, insecure queen who cannot stand any female competition learns from her magic mirror that a woman in the land is more beautiful than she. Enraged, the queen plots to kill the beautiful young woman.




Meanwhile, the woman—Snow White—hides out in a cottage, which is occupied by seven dwarfs. In the Disney version of the story, she cleans and cooks for them. Hmmmmmmm.




Of course, the queen finds out that Snow White is alive and feeds her the poison apple. Snow White goes to sleep. A young prince kisses her and wakes her up. They get married and live happily ever after.






At least she doesn’t have to clean up after seven little weird guys anymore.




There are a lot of symbols hidden in this simple story, but one of the most implicit is that our true lives don’t begin until the man of our dreams comes along. So until that blessed day, we wait, frozen, in limbo….




Reasons abound for why we women find it difficult to “get a life” until a man comes along to give us one, but those reasons usually boil down to critical parents, a history of failed relationships, and emotional wounds we pretend aren’t inside. Discouraged, sad, and afraid of attempting things on our own, instead of bouncing back and moving on with our lives, we “go to sleep” for awhile. We quash our dashed hopes and dreams, pretending to others that we are just fine. In the meantime, we fall into the deep trap of fantasizing about a man—a miracle man—who can kiss us, wake us up, and give us a reason to live. The shining prince will see us for who we truly are, the spell will be broken, and we will be set free from the curses of our pasts, our families, our mistakes, and our current situations.




But while we wait, many of us turn to other things to soothe our wounds and our hunger for that perfect, saving kiss—such as food, shopping, Internet relationships, or watching television. In other words, we self-medicate, and metaphorically sleep through life. See where I’m going with this, Snow White?




It is fine to want a man with whom we can share our lives, but we need to have our own lives first. After all, who was Snow White before the prince came along? Among other things, a glorified cleaning lady.






You cannot share what you don’t already have. In order to do that, we must begin to understand why we’re stuck where we are and learn how to get out.










Rule 2




GETTING ROMANCE RIGHT




Decide to be happy now; don’t wait for someone to make you happy.









Sandy’s Story




Sometimes, when we are stuck, it takes a few shocks to shake us loose, especially if we’ve gone to sleep waiting for someone to save us. Those shocks can bring some embarrassing truths and painful mistakes to the surface—things we would rather not face. But a shock or two could be the very thing we need to wake us up to the changes needed in order to make us happier in the long run. Sandy was a young woman in danger of sleeping through the best years of her life—until a couple of unpleasant surprises finally woke her up. A data systems analyst, she had recently been fired from her job and was having difficulty finding another.




She seemed tense and agitated during our first session and expressed anger at the world and life in general. She recounted how she felt humiliated that her dismissal had resulted from an affair with her supervisor, Jake, a married man she believed to be the love of her life.




Jake’s boss learned of the affair through another employee Sandy had confided in, and he demanded that one of the two resign. Because Jake had small children to support, Sandy agreed to be the one to leave. Jake’s wife also learned about the affair, so she left him. Much to Sandy’s devastation, Jake did not choose a relationship with Sandy but, instead, told her that he needed to work on his marriage. Sandy was crushed at the loss of both Jake and her job, and it was days before she could even venture out of her apartment to buy food or take care of her responsibilities.




A few months later Jake called Sandy and begged to see her. He vowed that his marriage was over and that he’d be moving out just as soon as he told his children. He promised her that he would take her away—they would leave town together and get new jobs in another city.




Feeling guilty and torn, because she now considered herself to be a home wrecker, Sandy tried to say no, but found that she could not resist his arguments. Since the marriage seemed to be over anyway, and Jake had told her how unhappy he and his wife had always been, she reasoned that perhaps it was best for all of them.




Sandy refrained from calling or e-mailing Jake because he told her that his wife had hired a tough lawyer who was out “for blood,” and he suspected that a PI was watching him. He claimed not to be able to know ahead of time when he could get away, so Sandy often stayed home by the phone, hoping for his calls.




Months passed and Jake continued to find reasons to stay with his wife, citing one obstacle after another, particularly with his children. Sandy began to suspect that he was not being honest with her.




Sandy began a pattern of sleeping all morning, then watching television or walking around the mall in the afternoon. She stayed up most of the night eating junk food and watching old movies. When she gained weight, she hated the way her clothes fit. She avoided job interviews because she was afraid to answer questions about why she was fired. Her credit-card balances began to spiral out of control.




Sandy finally sought counseling because of her fatigue, depression, and confusion about her relationship with Jake. As she talked, she began to realize that she may have been depressed on and off throughout her life. During her adolescence she had had frequent periods of weight gain and an unhealthy relationship with food, usually resulting from broken relationships with boys. She suffered intense struggles with a poor self-image, especially in her early teen years. Her mother, who was very thin and elegant, had constantly criticized Sandy about her weight.




She decided to end her relationship with Jake, and after much counseling, Sandy began to get her eating and spending habits under control. She started job hunting, which helped her feel much more positive about her future. She applied for jobs in other cities; and when she finally got up the courage to call the man who fired her—Jake’s boss—she found that he was very willing to give her a good reference. He discreetly implied that Sandy’s was not the first office affair for Jake. Of course, this was hard for her to hear, but it was information she needed to get over him once and for all. She began to move beyond a numbing depression, and a huge part of her recovery was realizing that she was choosing to build a life for herself, instead of waiting for a man to build it for her.




Positive Action




Obviously, Sandy was clinically depressed. In technical terms, depression is defined as a feeling of hopelessness, emptiness, sadness, or numbness lasting more than several weeks, which may be accompanied by a longing for death or perhaps a desire to “disappear” for a while. Sleeping excessively—like a certain fairy-tale princess we know—is a common symptom of clinical depression.




Many of us may need prescribed medication to ease the pain of our depression. Medicine is a helpful tool and a Godsend to those who need it. But if we rely on it totally, there is a good chance we won’t ever get to the root of our problems. Unfortunately, many women are taking medication without doing anything positive to change their lives in the meantime. Rather than sitting around and waiting for a man to make us happy, we have to take action if we really want happiness.




Even if we aren’t depressed, we can still make the mistake of putting our lives on hold while we wait for a man to come along. Millions of apartment complexes all over the world are inhabited by women who delay building a career, investing in property, or making any significant life decisions because they are afraid if they do and a great man pops up in their life, then all their efforts would have just been a waste of time or money. They are waiting for a man to define their lives, instead of defining their own lives and inviting him to share life with them.




But the years go by, and they are still sitting in those apartments waiting for the prince. They are still working at the same dead-end job, still paying rent, and still waiting for the magical day they can really start living. What they should have been doing is going to school, developing skills and talents, seeing the world, and investing in their futures.










Using a husband as an excuse not to fully live is just as stupid as waiting for one to show up so we can.











Married women do the same things, but for different reasons. They aren’t waiting for the guy, but they use him as an excuse, and that is another form of Snow White behavior. Using a husband as an excuse not to fully live is just as stupid as waiting for one to show up so we can. We waste our lives when we use men and children as excuses for avoiding challenges, like getting an education, taking care of our health, reading good books, or putting aside some savings.




We too often convince ourselves that we cannot do these things unless a man helps us or that we wouldn’t enjoy it alone. On the other hand, sometimes we blame the man we have for not supporting us in these risks or goals. But these are the choices we make while we eat ourselves silly, compulsively clean our houses, watch too much television, or spend all our free time shopping in the mall in order not to go crazy from boredom and the fear that life is passing us by.




Does this sound like you? It doesn’t have to be this way. The cure is the same whether you are depressed, afraid, or just making excuses. Stop waiting passively for a man to give you the courage to live fully—and that means taking positive action.




Positive action is the opposite of passive waiting, and it involves actually setting goals (like filling out job applications, making important phone calls, etc.), taking steps to meet those goals, and following through once we have achieved those goals. Actually, the longer we delay this positive action, the more damage we do to ourselves. We run the risk of doing something really stupid to force the issue, turning to unhealthy comforts, or self-destructing in any number of lethal ways.




That is when, like Sandy, we have the greatest risk of sinking into depression and beginning the process of self-medicating. For the sake of clarity, the most common ways women self-medicate are listed and discussed briefly below. Even though these issues are hard to read and even harder to admit, it is important to own up to our behaviors when we know they apply. If we are going to take positive action beyond them, we must be aware of exactly how we self-medicate, such as by








	Overeating




	Overspending






	Overworking




	Excessive TV and Internet use




	Infidelity




	Thrill seeking




	Substance abuse







Now that you’ve seen the list, let’s look more closely at how women use each one to numb themselves to life and how you can wake yourself up.




Overeating




One of the most abused over-the-counter drugs in America is food. Women in America, particularly teenage girls, are becoming overweight at an alarming rate. It is not that we are necessarily undisciplined or that we stuff ourselves because we are out of control. Much of our overeating stems from fatigue, stress, and anxiety. We are emotional eaters. We learned early in life that carbohydrates, sugar, and dairy products had the power to comfort. When we felt lonely, sad, or afraid, we turned to a candy bar or a bowl of cereal to ease our fear and pain.










Food can actually set off a chemical reaction in our brains that makes us feel better—some of the same chemicals produced when a man kisses us, by the way.













When we eat, food can actually set off a chemical reaction in our brains that makes us feel better—some of the same chemicals produced when a man kisses us, by the way. But the problem is that our pain shows up on our hips and thighs, and we end up even more miserable—unable to do the things we used to do because we develop health problems, find it difficult to exercise, and hate the way we look (especially in a bathing suit).




The answer is not in losing weight, but in getting a life. Too often we put off our lives, thinking we will do things when we lose that weight. The key is taking positive action now. When your real life starts—with or without a man!—you won’t need food to comfort you so much.




Overspending




Credit-card debt is at an all-time high. One of the reasons for this is that we use shopping as a way to entertain ourselves, lift our mood, and make us feel better about our futures. Instead of living in the moment, women tend to live from one big event to the next (weddings, parties, proms, etc.). We mark time by the next date on our calendar that requires a dress or a new pair of shoes.




Sometimes this is because we are bored, other times it’s because we’re compensating for a lack of fulfillment within our relationships, and sometimes it’s to comfort ourselves when we are between relationships. A lot of the time, it is because shopping makes us feel alive. In fact, the mall atmosphere is designed to do just that—to elevate your mood, give you energy, and excite you. After all, even if we are “asleep,” we have to look good or that man we’re waiting on might not want to kiss us!




We also use spending money as a form of avoidance. Instead of confronting their problems, many couples choose to go on vacations they can’t afford, buy houses and cars that are way out of their budget, and generally spend, spend, spend in a compulsive effort to avoid facing the truth about their marital woes.




Debt and anxiety about finances, similar to overeating, eventually end up causing more pain in the long run. Then we run the risk of turning to even worse behaviors in our efforts to numb our emotions.




Overworking




A job is a common excuse for avoiding life. After all, we do live in America, where successful living is equated with how well you perform on your job and how much money you make. Unfortunately, this means that an addiction to work is quite socially acceptable.
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