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Praise for Single





“Offers true wisdom, practical advice and laughs too. What more could a person ask for in one book? Every single person should run out and get this.” 

—M. J. Ryan, 
author of Attitudes of Gratitude and The Power of Patience 

“At last! A kind and funny book for uppity women who revel in the single life—and for those who fear it. In Single, Judy Ford reveals the bright side of the singles coin, and shows others how to live it with grace, style, and joy. In today’s society, where all of us stand a good chance of being single, married, and divorced in our lifetimes, Ford’s advice fills a real need. As she says, ‘Being single is often the best choice. It’s as natural as being together, and you’ll probably have a go-around at both.’ Three cheers for this frank guide to the art of single independence.”

—Vicki León, author of the Uppity Women in History series

“Single is about upholding the most enduring relationship of all; the one we have with ourselves. Yes! When you know yourself you are never lonely, even when alone. Read and learn how to relate to your true self.”

—Bernie Siegel, M.D.,
author of 365 Prescriptions for the Soul and Help Me to Heal 

“Uplifting nugget for those who are single.”

—Gerald G. Jampolsky, author of Love Is Letting Go of Fear 

“ Imagine a woman in love with her own life. A woman satisfied, fulfilled, and independent. Judy Ford reminds us that everything we need and want is right here, right now. Through her words we fall in love, again, with our own messy, ordinary, sacred lives. We don’t feel so alone after reading Judy’s book.”

—Patricia Lynn Reilly, author of 
Imagine a Woman in Love with Herself and I Promise Myself 
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Introduction

The Most Enduring Relationship of All

Studies show that dread of public speaking is high on the list of big fears for most people. The mere thought of standing up in front of strangers to deliver a five-minute talk can send spasms of panic through the most accomplished adult. Sweaty palms, racing heart, cold sweats, and stage fright overtake even the most skilled performers. Making a fool of oneself is mortifying, but as humiliating as that might be, I can testify to the fact that the fear of public speaking is a mere tickle in comparison to the seismic ripples of horror that reverberate through the heart when faced with spending a weekend alone. It isn’t public speaking, or snakes, or high places that bring adults to their shaky little knees. No, the biggest nightmare of all is the fear of being alone.

No one likes to admit it, but we’ve all felt it. Spending Friday night without a companion is enough to send folks who don’t like the taste of booze running to the bars. Saturday night without a date is the embodiment of the “Something’s wrong with me” syndrome. People are more courageous about going to the dentist than they are about eating dinner in restaurant alone. I’ve suffered from the condition myself. Why, I even walked down the aisle whispering, “Anything is better than nothing.”

Yes, millions are terrified of facing singleness. To avoid it we settle for less, hooking up and staying in stale relationships. We marry, divorce, and do it again. It’s a vicious little cycle. In desperation, we read books on finding a mate, and when that doesn’t work we read books on how to live alone and love it. Sadly, neither approach solves the dilemma because being single is not a condition to be cured. Being single is natural, as natural as being together. One is not better than the other—they are complementary.

Single: The Art of Being Satisfied, Fulfilled, and Independent is a peek into the everyday life of ordinary singles—part memoir, part self-help, part inspiration—the message of Single is a clear one. Single is about being satisfied and happy as an individual, whether you end up in a relationship or not. Here’s the honest scoop about mastering the art. It’s worth a try. After all, you are with yourself more than you are with anyone else. Within these pages is the full story—the highs and lows, the love and the anguish. Single is a celebration of the most enduring relationship of all—the one with yourself. My hope is that together we can elevate singleness to new heights.

What a Satisfied Single Knows

1. The quintessential ingredient for a great evening is believing that your presence is desired.

2. Life is too short to spend it yearning, looking, and hoping.

3. Friendships with both men and women are essential.

4. Quality is better than quantity. One connected conversation is better than a dozen disconnected chats.

5. Dates with your friend’s exes are a no-no.

6. Accepting a dinner date doesn’t mean you have jump in the sack.

7. It’s liberating to offer to pay your share.

8. An affair with a married person is a lonesome affair and hardly ever worth it.

9. A one-night stand is good for finding out if your equipment still works.

10. It’s life-affirming to rise above your heartbreak; it’s a downer to whine about it.

11. Never, ever change plans with a friend for a date.

12. Aloneness is a positive feeling of being with yourself.

13. It’s a blessing to have a friend who will set you straight when you’re getting sidetracked.

14. Creativity is the best antidote to restlessness and boredom.

15. Loneliness is not tragic, awful, or bad.

16. Being kind to yourself when you don’t feel like it is the most generous thing to do.

17. It’s far better to admit to yourself that you want a lover than to pretend that you don’t.

18. It’s not okay to lead anyone on.

19. Life has a meaning and purpose that is greater than your marital status, finer than your relationships, bigger than who is sleeping with whom.

20. Words can’t describe contentment—it has to be experienced.

21. It’s better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all, and it is better to have loved and lost than never to have lost at all.

22. Going to dinner alone means you’re hungry, not that you’re a loser.

23. Every interesting man or women has survived a broken heart.

24. If you can’t be happy with yourself, you won’t be happy with the best.

25. Lonely and alone is preferable to being lonely with someone around.

26. Looking good is pleasurable and always worth the effort.

27. A child needs one parent who thinks that he or she is the best thing since sliced bread.

28. When a friend finds happiness in a relationship, never let jealousy stop you from celebrating with and for them.

29. Every season of singleness has its own delights.

30. The best parties have lots of singles.

31. Flirting is peek-a-boo for adults.

32. Solace and understanding are available when we have the courage to ask for what we need.

33. Friends are people who bring out the best in you and lift you up.

34. Sometimes we want something and we don’t want it at the same time.

35. Sharing even the simplest meal is a gastronomical pleasure for both body and soul.

36. Deserting your children for a hot-and-heavy romance is bad parenting.

37. Pouting over holidays, birthdays, and special occasions won’t get you anywhere, but planning in advance will.

38. Statistics about singleness are only numbers on paper.

39. Self-respect doesn’t have anything to do with anyone else.

40. Your relationship with your child is the number-one relationship.

41. The more relaxed you are about being single, the more at ease you are with others.

42. Self-acceptance is a powerful aphrodisiac.

43. There is always something you can do to improve your situation.

44. Singleness is not fatal.

45. Unrequited love makes you burn with feverish excitement and wears you down. Reciprocal love fills you with joy and makes you soar.

46. Most people wish that more people would approach them more often.

47. There is joy of being known and unknown.

48. It is important to learn how to fall in love without losing yourself.

49. It’s possible to break up with a lover without losing a friend.

50. Singlehood is catching on.

51. A lot of people are in relationships who would rather be single.

52. A good catch is a good catch, even though the right one hasn’t come along.


1
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Wonderful 
Life



Original Single

Everyone is single. Think about it. We each come into the world as one tiny, little individual. Oh yes, we have a mother and a father, and we may have brothers and sisters and a whole bunch of relatives, but basically each one of us, regardless of our relationship to others, is one human being. We have many types of relationships, which often give us the illusion of not being single at all. Yet if we examine our situation more closely, we see that regardless of our relationship to others, regardless of our marital status, we are still just one little person. Throughout our lives we have playmates and friends, acquaintances, casual contacts, and colleagues. We have lovers and spouses, and various combinations thereof, but still we remain uniquely one human being. No one else ever abides in our skin.

We remain uniquely one human being. No one else ever abides in our skin.

Single Again 

For the newly single or recently uncoupled, the adjustment back to singleness is particularly hard. It is the grief that comes with letting go of what’s dear, familiar, and loved and heading into the unknown that makes this transition painful. But don’t let the grief that comes with going from coupled to single give you the impression that single life is all pain—it’s not. When one person is missing, it sometimes seems as if all love is gone. It’s missing that one particular person and the coupled touch that’s painful, not singleness. Unfortunately, the newly uncoupled, divorced, or widowed often get stuck in shock, fear, and anger. And that’s where they remain. Without a road map or mentor, they’re unable to make the transition to a wonderful life. When you’ve been coupled and are single again, it’s as if you’ve been plopped into the middle of a foreign culture. The rules have changed, and everything is unknown. You might not know the language or the customs, but you can learn. And once you conquer the beautiful secrets, you’re in for a blessed surprise. A single life is, if you embrace it, filled with incredible magic and meaning.

Single with Relationships 

Hooray! Isn’t it grand that there are so many lifestyle choices for singles? You can be single and have innumerable relationships from flirting to dating, from friends to living together, from casual to committed. It is beautiful to be alone; it is also beautiful to be with people. Both are complementary, not contradictory; one is not better than the other. No matter what our circumstances, there’s both pain and joy. The challenge we’ve been handed is to be loving, to be friendly, to be forgiving.

A relationship—be it with friend or lover—is a special place. It is a sheltered environment in which we can endlessly explore ourselves in the presence of another and in which we can offer the possibility of the true reflection of another. And still we are one person.

Single, Independent, and Love-Filled 

Sometimes we fear that if we are independent and single, there won’t be any love. We resist becoming independent because we’re afraid that if we do, we’ll be lonely, unloved, and uncared for. We suspect that we’ll be bored, with nothing to look forward to, and so we resist growing up. That’s sad, because we miss out on the exuberance of being in love, in love with life. You see, love is not a relationship. Rather, it’s the quality of our own heart. Love is the fragrance of knowing oneself. Love is seeing who you are and sharing your being with others. If you’ve ever felt like you were in love, but you had no lover, then you know what a tremendous joy an open heart brings. An open heart responds to the goodness in yourself and those you meet. An open heart understands that although you’ve been through very rough times, you’re committed to doing the very best you can. It wants to be open and to experience the fullness of life. Singleness beseeches us to take care of our inner needs, to pay more attention to our center, to love our very own self. Singleness urges us to take exquisite care of our life.

When we look back at our single history, we begin to understand how the single experience is a vital component of who we are. It’s this blending of experiences that makes us unique.

Single segments are essential for listening to the call of our soul. If you’re in a single segment, you’re being called to embrace the blessings, privileges, and lessons of each passage. There’s a plan for you in the making, and it’s probably bigger than what you can see.

Yikes! I ’m Alone!

I’m one person, and I’m alone. Yikes! That reality hit me for the first time when I was ten years old. I don’t remember what triggered the realization, but I vividly remember the sudden insight and the cold chills that came with it. I was lying in a sleeping bag in the back yard, looking up at the night sky. There I was, counting shooting stars and constellations, when I was overcome with awareness that I was separate from everyone else. My parents were inside the house entertaining company, my brother was playing next door, and my friends were not around. Wham! It hit me! I was just a lone me in a sleeping bag under a universe of stars. Yikes! I got it! I was me! No one else was me! I was one girl, Judy, in an ocean of others. All through the night as I slid in and out of sleep, it seemed to me that I had discovered a giant secret. Why had no one told me? Was this obvious to everyone else? I wanted to share my epiphany but was afraid to admit that what seemed so obvious had only just dawned on me. And so I pushed my revelation aside.

My breakthrough forgotten, life proceeded in the way that I expected it to go. After high school, I went to college, met the man of my dreams, graduated, got married, and had a career on the side. I was twenty-nine years old when the thunderbolt of singleness hit me again. Jack, my sweet husband, died suddenly of a heart attack. On a Monday night at 7 P.M. we were in a meeting with an architect, going over house plans, and by 10 P.M., that very same evening, I was leaving the emergency room as a widow.

A wonderful adult life begins when we face the reality of our aloneness squarely.

I was in shock. Just as I had wanted to do when I was ten years old, I felt like screaming. Why hadn’t anyone prepared me for this? I was alone. At ten years old, I could put aside the revelation of being a separate human being. As a young widow, aloneness accompanied me every day and everywhere.

Aloneness hit me suddenly again, but this time I had to face it. A wonderful adult life begins when we face the reality of our aloneness squarely. Then we can put our energy into having a fabulous day, whether we’re with someone or not. When we can embrace our singleness, even though we may not always like it, we rise to the grandness that one human being can become.

try this

1. Repeat “Yikes! I’m alone! Yikes! I’m alone!” until it doesn’t freak you out to say it.

2. Stand alone for five minutes and look up at the night sky. What do you see? Each star is shining alone and among the others. Even though you may not have realized it completely, you’re a bright star too.

3. Learn the formula: One needy person plus one needy person adds up to two needy people. One satisfied person plus one satisfied person adds up to two satisfied people.

4. Proceed in the direction of independence. Whatever you want to do, go for it now.

5. Start a singles discussion group. Make “Yikes! I’m Alone” one of the topics. Ask members to bring poems or thoughts to share about the topic. Serve good treats.

“We are unutterably alone, essentially, especially in the things most intimate and most important to us.”

—RAINER MARIA RILKE

Think of Your Life As a Movie

It was a crystal clear, sunny morning—the kind of morning that persuades you that Puget Sound is heaven. Looking across the lake, I could see the sculpted outline of familiar downtown buildings. In the distance, Mount Rainier stood like a Greek god reigning over his kingdom. The scene was postcard flawless, with periwinkle sky and silky-smooth water—a perfect backdrop for a movie, I thought. Many movies are made in Seattle, but the one that popped immediately to mind was Sleepless in Seattle with Tom Hanks and Meg Ryan. I liked that movie. It was predictable, it was romantic, it had a happy ending. Not like my life.

There was nothing predictable about my life these days. My first husband, Jack, the man of my dreams—who, by the way, was movie-star gorgeous—had died suddenly. Full of grief, I married my second husband, Tom, but after two painful years of wedded torture, he ran away with the wife of his best friend, our savings, our boat, and whatever else he could haul away. He left me with bills, a baby, and battered self-esteem. I was not a happy camper. Frankly, I was a basket case. In the space of five minutes I could slide from slight melancholy to catatonic desolation. At the slightest provocation, I could jump from mild annoyance to steely, “Don’t mess with me” rage. I wish my life was a romantic comedy, but I’m the antithesis of a blonde, dimple-faced, pencil-thin leading lady. I’m a dark, chubby brunette.

When things are falling apart, however, I’m perfectly capable of putting on a cheerful face. I’ve been told that I have acting potential. I can look on the bright side, see the silver lining, pull myself up by my bootstraps. My emotions show on my face, but I’m good at faking it, too. It’s the leading-lady way that I was conditioned to handle disappointment, but inside, more often than not, I’m anxious and gloomy.

I sometimes visualize my life as scenes from movies. Like the one in A Star is Born, when Kris Kristofferson is killed in a car wreck. That scene sends me into wailing fits of air-gasping sobs. In Elisabeth Kübler-Ross’s week-long death and dying workshop, I learned that you can’t cry for another person. You can only cry for yourself. It’s the spark of sorrow in the other person that ignites the sorrow in you. So when Kris Kristofferson dies unexpectedly in that crash, and when Barbra Streisand has to go on without him, I knew I wasn’t distraught over the fate of the actors or the characters they portrayed. No, I was terrified, terrified that I had to go on without my sweetheart.

I was grief-stricken and married to a man I didn’t respect, couldn’t talk to, and had nothing in common with. Even though it was almost midnight when we left the theater, I put on my sunglasses, and Tom and I drove home in silence. I threw myself face down on the bed and curled into a ball. It would make a great movie scene. It was the beginning of the end of our marriage.

No doubt about it, we all have a story to tell that is worthy of the silver screen. That’s life—agony and humor juxtaposed with pain. It gives us depth; it gives us perspective; it makes us think of the great heroines and heroes—and the stories they have told us. Some days, thinking of it in that way makes it easier to get out of bed and keep life’s disappointments and the daily ups and downs in perspective. Then, no matter what’s happening on the periphery, we can stay detached, as if we’re sitting surrounded by an audience watching the stories of our lives unfold. When we’re in the middle of the heartache, we’re like any great actor; we have to go into the pain totally and express it fully. In doing so, we begin the process of healing. It’s when we don’t express our pain that our life becomes a continual drama. It’s in the acknowledging of our situation that we’re able to rise above it and turn our heartbreak into heartwarming victory. We can be in pain and know that something positive will come out of it. When we view our life as a movie, we can play our role well, but not get stuck in it or typecast. Like those great actors, we trust that sooner or later another good role will come our way.

When we’re in the middle of the heartache, we’re like any great actor. 

My client Meghan’s story would make a great movie, too. The details of her wedding day are startling, her courage and maturity inspiring. On the morning of their wedding day, Meghan’s fiancé announced that he couldn’t go through with the marriage. He asked to be let out of it. She couldn’t believe what he was saying—it took several hours for the ramifications to sink in. She was angry, she cried, she kicked the air in front of him. Then, amazingly, she took a deep breath, gave him a long reassuring hug and told him that he was free to go. She took a shower, called her parents and bridesmaids, and told them the shocking news. Everyone was dumbfounded. Still, they pulled together and agreed not to let the runaway groom ruin a perfectly lovely party. They didn’t have the wedding, but they had the celebration. Meghan attended, held her head up high, and greeted all the guests. They toasted her and danced. They took up a collection and sent her and the maid of honor on a trip to Puerto Vallarta.

Great literature, poetry, and movies are filled with broken hearts and shattered dreams. Beautiful love stories don’t necessarily have happy endings. And still the resilience of the human spirit is amazing! When you’re having a bad day, step back and observe what’s going on around you. Watch what’s happening as if it were a scene in a movie. From this perspective, you’ll have a more objective view and you’re likely to feel less devastated.

I don’t know how the story of my life will end, and you don’t know how yours will end either. But one thing we can decide together is that we’re going to give Academy Award performances in which our spirit triumphs in the end. No longsuffering, mediocre soap-opera parts for us. Let’s stay involved in all of life, but not attached to the drama.

try this

1. Write down the names of actors and actresses that you’d choose to play the characters in your life story.

2. Think about the main themes.

3. Carry a journal, and jot down your best lines.

4. For one week, step back and watch. View your life as if you were sitting in the audience.

5. Give yourself a round of applause or, better yet, a standing ovation.

“And the story of a love is not important—what is important is that one is capable of love. It is perhaps the only glimpse we are permitted of eternity.”

—HELEN HAYES

On My Own

Jogging along the shores of Lake Washington, in my hometown of Kirkland, I felt the familiar lump of despair that had permanently settled in my chest rise to my throat. I was on the verge of screaming, “Hey, what did I do wrong?” As a thirty-five-year-old woman with a one-year-old baby, I often felt as if the best years of my life were over. I ached for the carefree, happily married days of my twenties. I wanted to belong to someone, to be part of a couple. I adored my daughter, but I didn’t know if I could manage parenting all alone. I was drowning in bills—leftovers from my second marriage, a rebound that ended in divorce. I had a master’s degree, but didn’t have a job. My future looked bleak, and I was scared.

Everywhere I looked, there were hand-holding couples or families picnicking with kids. Running past Houghton Beach, I tried not to notice the healthy, pretty young women and handsome, athletic young men playing volleyball. But I always noticed, and just like all the other times that I had before, I felt conspicuous and out of place. I was both a widow and a divorcée. Who would want me? Young families socialize with other young families. Couples invite couples over for dinner. Nonmarrieds with no kids hang out with other nonmarrieds with no kids. “Yes, indeed,” I thought, “I don’t belong.”

I was living week to week, barely getting by. I wished for someone to help me, to chip in with the work and the burden of bills. But there was no one I could turn to, no one to lean on, no one to talk things over with. My neighbors and friends were busy with their own lives; I couldn’t expect them to figure out mine.

I pushed myself to run a little faster in hopes that painkilling endorphins would mercifully kick in. My goal was to run from Marina Park to the freeway and back—a total of four miles. I’d only been running for a short time. Just nine months previous, in an attempt to get in shape after an emergency C-section, I’d started my training program. Each evening at around 10 P.M., after Manda was safely sleeping in her crib, I’d step outside and run as far as I could. In the beginning I could only jog from my front door to the cul-de-sac, which was half a block, exactly four house lengths. Then I’d walk the same short distance back home and repeat the routine the next night. I was dedicated, and slowly, my distance increased until here I was, running four miles. “Good for me,” I thought. Running helped me stop thinking. It cleared out the anguish of feeling tossed aside. So every other day, whether I could afford it or not, I hired Cecelia to watch Manda for two hours so that I could go for a run.

After my run, I bought half a turkey sandwich and an iced tea from Hoffman’s bakery and took it to my favorite picnic-table retreat to write in my journal. My entries typically began with the complaint of the day. “I hate my life.” “I hate job hunting.” “No one cares about me.” “I don’t have any money.” But this time, for some unconscious reason, I didn’t begin that way. Instead I wrote the words “ON MY OWN” in big bold letters across the top of the page.

Seeing those three little words, “on my own,” stunned me. I guess I’d never really faced that reality head-on before. Usually I deal with unpleasant situations by pushing them away. I’m better at denial than facing stark reality. Like looking at the sun, I can’t view it straight on. I have to look at it from the side or sneak a peek.

Friends and acquaintances enabled me to keep my bias of reality askew, too. If I complained that I was having a rough week, or that I hated being single, they’d say something like, “You’re young, you won’t be alone for long.” Such soothing affirmations kept me holding on to the illusion that this was not my life, that I really didn’t have to face being on my own. All that I needed to do was to get by, get by until someone showed up, someone who would pitch in and take care of me.

This journal entry was different. Perhaps the physical challenge of running gave me a boost of emotional courage because this time I didn’t shrink away from the truth. I looked at the words squarely, took them in, and let them roll around until they found a corner of acceptance. “Yes, I am on my own,” I whispered to myself. “In fact, I’ve been on my own for six years.” I thought. Oh sure, I’d had a brief second marriage, but he was better at avoiding than I was— he was an expert. Whenever there was something he didn’t want to face, he’d chug down double bourbon-and-cokes until amnesia set in. I couldn’t count on him for much. The day Manda was born, I couldn’t reach him by telephone, so I drove myself thirty minutes across the Evergreen Floating Bridge to Virginia Mason Hospital. When I got there, Dr. Carlson, said, “My goodness, you’re dilated to eight.”

“Yes, I am on my own,” I whispered to myself.

“Surely, Judy,” I thought, “if you can drive a car while in labor, you can conquer daily living.” With that declaration I felt exhilarated, as if I’d been liberated from the clutches of self-doubt. “Never mind that you don’t like being on your own,” I wrote. “The point is that you are.” “Accept it,” I said out loud. And with that command, underneath the bold “ON MY OWN” heading, I began to list the feats that I’d accomplished just that week.

1. I’d called the IRS and spoken to an auditor. I’d been avoiding this call for months. (I won’t go into all the boring details here. I’ll just say that they’d put a lien on the house because my ex hadn’t filed the taxes.) I pleaded my case carefully, and two days later they agreed to pursue my ex instead of me.

2. I’d read the instructions and put a baby swing together.

3. I’d mailed my resume.

4. I thought about getting a roommate.

From that day on, whenever I faced a dreaded chore or completed a task that I’d been putting off, I’d list it in my journal. Sometimes when I was feeling overwhelmed, I’d read the list. Over the next several years, the list grew, and each tiny accomplishment empowered me—I was going to make it after all.

try this

1. List five things that you’ve accomplished on your own. It doesn’t matter how small or insignificant they are, just write them down.

2. Buy a package of gold stars, and paste one by each item on your list.

3. Write down one thing that you are thinking about tackling.

4. Make an On My Own collage. Cut out pictures and words from magazines that represent what you want for your life. Paste them on a poster board and hang it where you can see it every day.

5. Say to yourself, even if you don’t believe it: “I am going . . . to make it!”

“If you haven’t had at least a slight poetic crack in the heart, you have been cheated by nature.”

—PHYLLIS BATTELLE

Be a One-Carat Person

My decision to become a one-carat woman didn’t occur to me until I tried to hock the diamond engagement ring that my second husband had given me. I needed money badly. My part-time job as a social worker in a youth diversion program didn’t cover my expenses. Since I wasn’t ready to look for another job or to leave my baby with a full-time sitter, I decided to let the ring go.

Diamonds are a good investment, and mine was a clear white one-carat. I was confident that I’d get enough cash to get me through another six months, maybe even a year. It was my first and only diamond ring. My first husband and I had worn matching gold bands. At age twenty-three, it was all we could afford. We were frugal, and during the six years of our marriage we preferred to put our money elsewhere. We bought a house, a sailboat, and invested in stocks. Jack surprised me on our fifth anniversary with tiny diamond stud earrings. Those earrings spoke volumes. Jack was so proud that he’d saved his weekly pocket money to buy them. They were the symbol that our love was strong.
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