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Preface


by Dr. Amador
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The idea to write this book came to me during a time in my life when I was single. I have to admit that for a couple of years I was very unhappy about being single. I was in my early thirties and never married. I felt like a failure. I felt out of place with my married friends and relatives and increasingly worried, with each disappointing blind date, that I would “end up all alone.” Sometimes, I was certain that the problem lay with the women I was meeting. But most of the time I thought something must be wrong with me. I felt abnormal.


Despite feeling this way, I knew for a fact that I was not unique. Most of the single people I knew had been plagued by similar doubts and feelings of alienation at one time or another. No, I was not so unusual. This point was driven home in my experience conducting psychotherapy with single patients who had many of the same feelings, often in spades. I started a journey of personal discovery back then and I must admit that I learned much from my patients that I could apply to my own life. I hope that my honesty is reassuring to you rather than unsettling. Like a cardiologist who is vulnerable to the same heart disease that his patients suffer, I learned from my patients’ success how best to preserve my own happiness.


By the end of this period of self-examination, I had learned why I was unhappy, the truth about why I was single, and in the process I became much happier and more open to love. It was at this point that the idea to write Being Single in a Couples’ World first came to me.


Excited by the prospect of writing a book for and about single people, I bounced the idea off several friends. But to my surprise, I got two very different types of responses. For example, one friend responded, “But there’s a million books about single people. Hasn’t it all been done before?” She was referring to the overabundance of books that focus on telling single people what they’re doing wrong in an effort to help them “cure” themselves of being single. These books are not about being single. They are about getting married. The books my friend was referring to actually worsen the same problems I planned to help solve in my book because they focus on marriage as the only means by which you can feel better about yourself. In doing so, they help to make the experience of being single an unhappy one and promote marriage for all the wrong reasons. Another friend, who is also a psychotherapist, understood my idea immediately, saying, “I know so many people who will feel relieved just to know that one other person understands how it feels to be single and living in a world of couples!” That friend is my coauthor, Judith Kiersky.


Although it’s true that Being Single in a Couples’ World will help in your quest to find a partner in life, it is at its core a book about being single. Whether it’s for a month, a year, or decades, being single can be a wonderful and fulfilling time in your life. But only if you understand and counter the forces at work that can make you feel bad about it. I know I can speak for Judith too when I say that this book was a labor of love. Too often, we have seen people feel bad about themselves, pessimistic about their prospects for love, and out of step with the culture because they didn’t really understand the reason they were single. To make the problem worse, they were subscribing to outdated notions about what it means to be a single man or woman today. In this book, you will learn that you are in very good company. Whether you have never before been married, or find yourself single again after a divorce or death of a spouse, you are not alone. And, more important, you are not abnormal! But more than likely, you have never questioned some ideas you have held your entire life that are now causing you to feel bad about being single. Being clear about why you are single and more at peace with who you are will not only make you happier, but also more open to love. Our message is one of hope, not resignation.


There are many people whom I want to thank for their help with the researching and writing of this book. I interviewed over forty single people over the past two years who gave not only of their time, but also of their hearts. Without their stories this book could not have been written. My patients whose courage to be curious about themselves, to question beliefs they have held for a lifetime, also provided much of the material for many of the stories in this book. Their willingness to take risks in order to better themselves is a constant source of inspiration. Thus, you will read about many of the people I have worked with in therapy over the past fifteen years; the names have been changed and the stories altered to protect their privacy. You will learn much from them that you can use in your own life.


I wanted to write this book with Judith because she knows the territory from both a professional and a personal perspective. She is as passionate about addressing the problems that single people face as I am. Over the course of our friendship she has taught me much about myself for which I am very grateful. We had several debates while writing this book, not the least of which was what the title should be. In fact, there were so many different discussions of what this book should be called that we could have written a second book on the interpersonal dynamics between coauthors and their editor, publisher, friends, and family. Everyone had an opinion. We didn’t know the answer until the book was nearly finished. Our collaboration has worked in exactly that way. I want to thank her for her perseverance, empathy, and insights.


Several people commented on earlier versions of the manuscript and provided other kinds of feedback. I want to especially thank Christine Leonhardt, Hilda Speicher, Annette Zygmunt, Paul Rudin, Regine Seckinger, Ivan Amodt, Michelle Friedman, Gail Friedman, Jody Williams, and Raina Korman and her friends Jenny, Dylan, Sara, and Julia. Their insights and challenges made this a much better book than it would have been otherwise. Special thanks to Diane Demartino for her friendship and faith in my ability to “say something smart.” And to Scott Yale for making me laugh and for our daily “bouts.” I am proud to have him as a colleague and lucky to have him as a friend.


Others have provided moral support and help during the time this book was being researched and written. Katie Amador, Carmen Chenal, and, of course, Robert, Suli, Christina, Michael, and Grace. Thanks again to my mother, Maria Cristina—your willingness to change and to open your heart is truly inspiring.


Thanks to Lew Korman for his guidance and faith in me and to Sharon Korman for her enthusiasm and warmth. I want to take this opportunity not only to thank Bubie (a.k.a. Sylvia Weiss), but also to let her know that I am her biggest fan. Thanks to my new family for making me feel so welcome and loved.


Thanks to Jim, Yvette, Gary, Harriet, Michael, Impy, Bob, and Shirley for making me dinner, being supportive in other ways, and being the kind of neighbors that help to make our neighborhood a home.


Susan Arellano, our editor, understood the purpose of this book and fought hard for it. Her enthusiasm kept me going during periods when my own resolve wavered. She is an exceptional editor who, once again, understood what it was I wanted to say—sometimes better than I did—and helped me to say it. Many thanks.


Finally, I want to thank Stacie. She has blessed my life in so many ways. Her sense of self is astounding and that is what first attracted me to her, although Pancho, Luke, and Sophie played a critical role. When we met I was just beginning to work on this book. I was very content being single. I was at peace with myself. So was she. But she had a vision of the two of us together and more courage than I did when it came to love. I am grateful for her courage and for my heart being open to it. I have never before felt so loved and supported as I have with her. She is a beautiful, intelligent, passionate woman. I am a very lucky man.





Preface


by Dr. Kiersky
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The urgency for me to write this book arose during an especially poignant moment in a psychotherapy session with a lovely, bright, and accomplished young single woman named Suzanna.I Suzanna was from a large family with several brothers and sisters, most of whom were married with children. Although they were all close, it was clear that Suzanna was her mother’s, and even her father’s, favorite. In the last year, the family had been coping with the impact of their mother’s newly diagnosed heart trouble. It was a congenital problem that was being well-managed by an excellent team of specialists. One particularly bleak and wintry evening, Suzanna and I sat together trying to understand her current distress, despite her seemingly charmed life. She had just taken her “dream job,” moved to a beautiful new apartment, and successfully put on a major fundraiser for her favorite charity. Although she was not in a relationship, there were a couple of “prospects” on the horizon. But Suzanna was nearly despondent. She seemed tortured by one lone concern that she explained this way.


“If I thought I’d never get married, I couldn’t go on.” With that, she began to cry, softly at first and then inconsolably. I listened to her pain and wondered how this wonderful young woman could reach such depths of despair. Her next statement made it all too clear.


“You know, I am sure that I am killing my mother with all this.”


“With all what? “I asked.


“If I don’t get married before she dies, it will be my fault.”


“What will be your fault?”


“That’s all she wants, and I can’t seem to give it to her. My whole family says the same thing, that I’m killing her because I’m not married. If she dies, it will be my fault. And I agree.”


I was stunned. And then I was outraged. How could such a good and thoughtful human being—productive, loving, and giving—be tormented by this one uncontrollable fact of her existence? How could a family of intelligent and sophisticated people justify placing this burden on their favorite family member? None of it made sense. I think it was at that moment that I became convinced that this book had to be written. And if it ultimately has a positive effect on just one or two single people, that is, if it reduces in some small measure the pain of being single in a couples’ world, not only for single persons but also for their loved ones, then we will have done our job.


If it is not clear already, this book was written for the millions of single men and women who struggle everyday not to feel alone, stigmatized and afraid, just because they are single—in short, not to feel the way Suzanna did. As part of that group for much of my adult life, my interest in writing this book is naturally very personal. In addition, as a psychotherapist who experiences on a daily basis the joys and anguish of the many single clients I have come to know so well, I feel that this book is of great professional importance to me. And as a longtime friend to my coauthor, who has been at my side while we battled many of the same demons of singlehood, I believe this book represents the restorative power of caring connections. In a way, Being Single in a Couples’ World is the synthesis of these three perspectives: the personal, the professional, and the close friend or compatriot.


From a personal standpoint, being a single woman living in a world of couples has, at times, been profoundly lonely, awkward, and filled with fear and dread. Paradoxically, it has also included many supportive affiliations and healing connections, culminating in a wealth of self-revelations, not the least of which has been the awareness of singlehood as a potentially rich and important time in one’s life, for however long it lasts.


What has it been like professionally to explore the inner worlds of so many different single clients and their loved ones? Sometimes astonishing. The fear and self-loathing that has been articulated by the collective voice of my clients has, as you saw with Suzanna, stunned me. Even more stunning has been the tenacious capacity each one has exhibited in confronting his or her unique difficulties while being single. It is each person’s willingness to understand and then to change that has provided the real backbone of this endeavor.


The role of friend, and at times surrogate family, during the years when both my coauthor and I were living single in what seemed like an alienating world of couples was as complex and difficult as it was lifesaving. Our friendship has been the springboard from which our ideas could be thought through, our feelings identified and labeled, and our actions analyzed. We both have been hurt by, as well as restored by, our friendship. But in the end, I have come to believe in the extraordinary benefit of strong connections. Connections protect, heal, and motivate as nothing else can. Ultimately, it is the enriched capacity to be open to the possibilities of the connections available to each of us, single and married alike, that constitutes the true goal of this book.


Is it fitting, then, to acknowledge a number of important connections that have made this book possible. Although it would be a breach of privacy to name them, I want to again thank my single clients for sharing their personal journeys with me. Their journeys have shaped my thinking from the very beginning.


Special thanks as well as gratitude go to my wise and steadfast single friends—especially Sybil Kaufman, Patty Pontecorvo, and Susan Freeman. They encouraged me, challenged me, and cheered me all along the way. In addition, there are a number of loved ones who are in couples, who also never wavered in their support and insights: a special thanks to Oksana Lyubarsky, Linda Fitzsimons, Marita and David Glodt, Mimi and Al Hernandez, Jane Blackstein and Max Varon, and The MSKCC Alumnae Group, which is made up of all kinds of people at all stages of single- and couplehood! (And, for those of you who know me well, a special thanks to my main man Max, who’s always there for me whenever he’s needed!)


I would like to “formally” thank my coauthor, Xavier Amador, who has held this project close to his heart for many years. Without his extraordinarily hard work and characteristic perseverance, this book would still be but a glimmer in our eyes.


Finally, I want to thank my sister, Sandra, to whom I am forever indebted, both personally and professionally. It is through our relationship that I have learned, and continue to relearn, the power of loving ties that seek to liberate, and never to bind. She has done a superb job of fulfilling the true and best meaning of family.





I. Name and details have been changed for confidentiality purposes.





BEING SINGLE
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IT’S A COUPLES’ WORLD


All my friends are getting married. If I have to go to one more wedding single I am going to scream! I feel so out of place with my friends and family because everyone is either married or in a serious relationship. I am starting to hate getting together with them because I leave feeling like a failure.


Ellen, a thirty-four-year-old school teacher
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I wish my family would understand that I would much rather be single and happy than married and miserable. Even my friends don’t seem to get it. I am open to marriage but I am not hurting for it. I am basically happy and fulfilled. Why can’t they see that and stop focusing on why I haven’t yet remarried?


Sally, a forty-one-year-old medical technician
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Being single isn’t nearly as much fun for me as everyone thinks it is. At least not for me. I want to share my life with someone and I want to have kids. My sister and other women I know tell me “at least you don’t have to worry about a biological clock!” But I do, especially if I want to be a father. Who wants to be in their sixties with teenagers? Not me. And anyway, it’s beside the point. I am lonely and I want to be in a serious relationship. I sometimes think that if I died in my sleep no one would know for days! But I can’t figure out what I am doing wrong. I don’t understand why I am still single.


Mark, a thirty-eight-year-old money manager
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I know it’s irrational because I’m still relatively young, but my biggest fear about being single is that I’ll end up alone. I feel like I am going to get left behind somehow.


Patti, a twenty-three-year-old student


Whether or not you are longing to be married at this moment, you picked this book up because you are dealing with the problems that come with being single in a couples’ world. If you are anything like the people we quoted above, being single leaves you feeling a little alienated from your married friends and family, anxious about your future, and somewhat self-conscious. Or perhaps you are like many people we have come to know who feel miserable and lousy about themselves simply because they are single. Regardless of whether you are a little unhappy and anxious or you loathe the experience, our book will help you to learn why you are single.


It’s true that marriage can be a wonderful experience and can make you happy in a number of ways. At its best, marriage promises intimacy, companionship, love, and a sense of belonging. But so can being single. And contrary to what many people think, finding happiness as a single person does not require that you give up on marriage!


What is required is that you uncover the reasons you are currently single. Because once you know, you’ll find that you’re more accepting of yourself, confident, and ultimately more open to love. Whether or not you then go on to marry is up to you. If that is what you want, it will come easier. If marriage is not high on your list of priorities, or is missing from it altogether, knowing why you are single will clarify how you fit into a world of couples. This book will help you to connect with friends, family, and lovers with confidence and self-respect. Although there are many valuable lessons to be learned in the pages that follow, few will be as important as coming to a more complete understanding of why you are single.


You may feel that you already know the answer. Perhaps you think you are single because you haven’t found the “right one.” Or maybe you worry that you don’t know how to compromise; or that you jump ship when relationships get too close for comfort. On the other hand, maybe you think the opposite sex is to blame for your single status. There is often a kernel of truth in such theories, but they merely describe a small aspect of what is going on rather than explain why it is happening. They miss the forest for the trees, and in doing so they leave the single people who hold such beliefs feeling bad about themselves and the opposite sex.


The real problem is that you are confusing your past with the present. If you take a moment to reflect on it, you will find that you hold a number of expectations about what it will mean for you personally to be married. For example, some people feel they will never be complete as a person or satisfied with life until they are married. Others feel that marriage is a sign of maturity, or respectability: “He’s a respectable guy; he’s married.” Still others fear that marriage will somehow swallow them whole and destroy their independence. Although expectations such as these have developed over a lifetime, they are mostly formed in childhood.


Your outlook on marriage and singlehood comes from a script you learned growing up. Like a script for a play or a movie, you know what to expect at every turn, provided you’ve committed the parts to memory. You know what motivates each character in the story, what they are supposed to be feeling, their relative importance to the other characters, and whether they are “good guys” or “bad guys.” It is vital to your happiness as a single person that you uncover the marriage script you penned for yourself growing up. Because, among other things, your personal marriage script directs you to act, feel, perceive, and think in ways that can make being single either a joy or a misery. If it is making you miserable and keeping you from the things you want, including a good relationship, then it needs updating. But you can’t revise your script until you are clear about what it contains.






PERSONAL MARRIAGE SCRIPT



    




Close your eyes and imagine the home you will live in when you are married. Will it be in a city, a suburb, or the countryside? What will the furniture and decor look like? Will there be a yard with a lawn and trees? Children? Pets? Do it now.


What did you see? Even if there is no one in your life that you want to marry, even if marriage is currently low on your list of priorities, you had an image. Where did it come from? If you examine it closely you will find that, more than likely, the image you projected had more to do with your past than your present. Matt, for example, a thirty-four-year-old never-married lawyer, said, “I see a two-story house with a big yard, a white picket fence, and a couple of kids and a dog wrestling together on the lawn.” Matt had been living in New York City for the past sixteen years. The only time he had ever lived in a house like the one he imagined was when he lived at home with his parents. When he talked more about his image he had to admit that he couldn’t see himself moving to the suburbs because he loved city life so much.


This picture of the home he might live in when he married is but one scene in the personal marriage script that he had unconsciously written down while he was growing up. Because it had been written a long time ago and then locked away in the vault of unconscious expectations we all hold about marriage, it had never been revised. It didn’t take into account the life Matt had been living since moving from the home in which he was raised.


But this scene from Matt’s personal marriage script is fairly benign. When Matt realized he held it he laughed and said, “I am addicted to this city. I would die if you tried to transplant me to the suburbs!” He easily revised his script so that when he thought about where he might live with a family of his own, he now imagined a large and sunny co-op in the city. But your marriage script describes much more than the kind of home you will live in when you marry. As such, it has a huge impact on your desire to tie the knot—or not. For example, if your marriage script leaves you fearful of losing yourself when you marry, you’ll act in ways to defend yourself from this fate: perhaps you’ll shy away from making long-term commitments. If you had a father who was emotionally distant you may have learned to give him your undivided attention to win his love. It worked in that you felt loved, but it left you little if any room in the relationship to voice your own feelings. Or perhaps your mother was depressed while you were growing up and you felt you had to walk on eggshells around her and cater to her moods, just to keep her functioning. The details of each script will vary from person to person, but confusion and heartache caused by following the script’s outdated lessons on intimacy and marriage are the common outcomes.


Because the script was written and memorized long ago and is now locked away in the vault of unconscious expectations about marriage and intimacy, it is acted upon reflexively without any conscious effort or thought. It’s like driving a car. When you first learn to drive you think about every move of your foot, when and how to turn the wheel, which mirror to look in when changing lanes, and how much gas and brake pressure to apply. In time you stop thinking about the numerous details and steps involved. You just get in your car and go. Single people who have memorized their personal scripts act on them in exactly the same way.


This is how we learn most things. The more experience we have with a given task the less we have to think about how we do it. The problem arises when you try to drive your new stick-shift like the automatic you learned on years before. Much of what you learned before is applicable, but the lessons that aren’t lead to shaky starts, jarring stops, and unexpected stalls. The world has changed dramatically in the past twenty years. Your marriage script—the childhood lessons you learned about intimacy and marriage—will result in shaky starts, jarring stops, and unexpected stalls if you apply them reflexively. The good news is that you can fix the mismatch between the past and the present by opening the vault and rereading your outdated script. Once you make it conscious, you can revise it to make it more relevant to the world in which you now live.






THE CULTURAL MARRIAGE SCRIPT



    




All of us also learn a cultural marriage script. Our culture’s expectations about marriage invariably translate into a kind of prejudice against singles. For example, if marriage is a sign of maturity, respectability, and success, then being single suggests you are immature, reckless, and a failure. The outdated cultural script makes singlehood unappealing in exactly the way that your personal marriage script may be making it difficult to “tie the knot.”


The cultural script was first penned in a historical, even genetic, quest for self-preservation. In this case, however, it was physical rather than emotional self-preservation that was at stake. The cultural marriage script that lingers today evolved because it helped to preserve our ancestors physically. Just about everyone has a natural desire to mate. But the very strong social pressures to marry that have evolved have more to do with an outdated script than any natural drive for connection. Indeed, some conservative politicians argue that marriage is a moral imperative. Being single is all right, so long as you are well on your way toward marriage and “family values.” We never hear much about “single values” unless it is in the context of warnings: “Careful—he’s a wolf on the prowl,” or “When are you going to settle down and get serious?”


Such warnings are sounded by those who have never questioned the present-day relevance of the now ancient cultural script. Although they are not blameless for promoting “single stigma,” they are in fact following a tradition of blind adherence to a script that is literally thousands of years old. The dogma of most religions declares that it is your responsibility to get married and that if you remain single you are irresponsible and should feel ashamed. Your part in the play is clear: God wants you to get married. For both men and women the alternative to marriage is disgrace. Consider the following advice found in the book of Isaiah (4:1): “And seven women shall take hold of one man in that day saying ‘We will eat our own bread, and wear our own clothes, only let us be called by your name; take away our reproach’ ” (emphasis added). This one passage overstates a common theme that can be found in the holy books of all major religions: singlehood is shameful and marriage is something to feel proud about. When these books were written, marriage was equated with being mature and responsible; it was an economic necessity and essential to survival. A women who did not marry made life much more difficult for her father and mother—she was a disappointment, a burden, and a failure.


Women today have avenues other than marriage to enable them to move from their parents’ home. This is one of many obvious examples of how the cultural marriage script has become antiquated. Just as there are many religions and cultures in the world, there are many variations to the cultural marriage script. The scripts also vary depending on whether you are a man or a woman. But the common theme to nearly all cultural scripts is the same: marriage is good, being single is bad.


    When you combine your personal script with the cultural script, it’s a recipe for misery. On the one hand, you have a personal script that makes tying the knot more difficult than you might like. On the other hand, the cultural script leads you to conclude that you are a “loser” for being single. Friends and family who have memorized the same cultural script reinforce such thoughts, and abet you in your self-flagellation, sometimes enthusiastically, but almost always unintentionally. Because they also have memorized the lines of the culture’s script so well, they follow the dogma with little thought as to the pain they might cause their single loved ones. The concerned mother may say, “But you’re so pretty, I don’t understand why no one has snapped you up!” Or friends will advise you that “If you really tried, you’d meet someone,” or “You’ll find someone when you’re not looking,” or “You’re too focused on your career, that’s why you’re alone.” These are but a few examples of what we refer to as friendly fire. This problem is so pervasive, yet so easily remedied, that we have devoted chapters 10, 11, and 12 to showing you and your loved ones how to avoid acting out this particularly painful aspect of the cultural marriage script.


    



BEING SINGLE IN THE PRESENT








The problems created by both the cultural and personal marriage scripts are worsened by living in a culture with a rapidly changing marriage landscape. You no longer have to be married to move from your parent’s home, or to have economic security, a sex life, or even children. The gap between the outdated scripts and real life is wider now than at any other time in history. Knowing the antiquated cultural script that you have been following is vital to protecting yourself from the stigma and prejudice that it creates for single people like yourself. Meanwhile, if you can uncover your personal script and learn the reasons why you are single, you will then be able to choose whether or not to stay single with confidence. In this book, we pay special attention to showing you how to unlock the vault so that you can get your hands on your personal script. Because when you do this, you’ll find that you can easily revise it. You can stop looking at yourself and your relationships through the distorted lens provided by it and start living your life in the present.


To live in the present means that you are not worrying about who you would like to be or preoccupied by sadness over who you once were. You have learned to accept yourself for who you are now. There is no shame or feeling of being a second-class citizen because you are single. Self-acceptance is the cornerstone to becoming happier and to changing yourself in ways you’d like to. It is not the same as resignation. You do not have to give up on your desire for marriage to live in the present. Indeed, the irony is that the more confident you feel about your place in the world, and the more self-accepting you are, the more attractive you will be to others.


Our basic strategy is “show and tell.” Throughout this book we will show you what other single people have come up against in their quest to live in the present and to feel less alienated from friends, family, and lovers. We will also tell you how to discover for yourself why you are single and what it is you expect from being married.


In the next chapter, you will read about Ellen and Sarah, who were feeling bad about being single and were stalled in their attempts to move from the position they found themselves in. Today, single people are up against two opposing forces that spring from the gap between an outdated cultural script and the reality of how our culture has evolved. We focus on women in this chapter because the cultural changes that have widened the gap between the old script and modern reality are easier to see in the case of women. But as you will discover, the gap between what we were raised to believe about singlehood and marriage and the reality of our experience is just as wide for men. In chapter 2 we begin to unravel the confusion these singles and others like them face when trying to figure out why they are unmarried and how to fit into the world in which they live.


In chapter 3 we tell you about the four stages of being single in a couples’ world that describe the common experience of single people like yourself. You enter the first stage when you begin to feel alienated from friends, family, lovers, and even yourself. If you find that you are suddenly single because of a divorce, a breakup, or the death of your partner, this experience is all too familiar. It can be like a cold hard slap in the face. In places and with people you once felt you belonged, you now feel like an outsider. If you have never been married, the feeling creeps up on you as you near, then surpass, your marriage milestone: that is the age at which, as a child, you imagined you would be married. In either case you feel alienated from the world in which you live. Not everyone graduates from one stage to the next. It takes effort and knowledge. But the journey is well worth the effort. Because, as you will see, the last stage describes people who are truly comfortable being single, knowledgeable about their marriage scripts, and living their lives in the present.


In the fourth chapter we give you specific steps that show you how to be single in the present. These steps will help you to uncover your personal marriage script and protect yourself from becoming a pawn in the culture’s script which casts singles in only secondary roles, and show you how to take your life off hold. Our belief is that after reading this book you will be better equipped to live your life in the present, rather than succumbing to the stigma that springs from the old-fashioned cultural script and the outdated fears that stem from your personal script.


    In chapters 5 through 9, we show you how other single men and women were able to accomplish these goals. Each chapter focuses on a common type of personal marriage script that we have seen in our work with single people. In the last three chapters we focus our attention on some specific problems created by the cultural marriage script. We show you how to avoid friendly fire from your married loved ones in chapter 10, and how to deal with the competition and jealousy that this script promotes between single friends and relatives in chapter 11. How to make your needs count with coupled loved ones who sometimes make you feel like a third wheel or even invisible is the topic of our final chapter. Throughout this book, we will teach you the skills you need to live in the present, to find a place for yourself in this couples’ world, and to stop putting your life on hold. Turn this page to learn what you can do to start moving forward with confidence.
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BEING SINGLE TODAY


When I was a little girl, I always thought that I’d he married by now. But here I am in my mid-thirties and single. I don’t know why, because I want to get married. It’s not like I am trying to avoid it or anything! I must be doing something wrong. . . . I was married once, for a couple of years, when I was in my twenties. But that was a disaster and I’ve been single ever since. It seems like everyone’s married but me. I feel like such a failure.


Ellen, a thirty-four-year-old school teacher
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I feel like I keep getting drawn back to this fork in the road: to the right is marriage, respectability, and boredom, on the left is my career, travel, and excitement. I am in no hurry to get married. I usually take the path on the left. But somehow I keep getting drawn back to that fork. I feel like I should be heading toward marriage, or at least my parents do. . . . It makes me feel flawed, like I am a loser and I don’t know what I am doing. I feel kind of like a kid who needs to grow up.


Sarah, a twenty-eight-year-old travel agent


Our culture’s marriage script dictates, first and foremost, that everyone is supposed to be married. Despite the numerous single role models today working in entertainment, sports, politics, business, and other high-profile fields, people still feel tremendous internal pressure to marry. We are not talking here about the natural desire to mate or to fall in love. We are referring to an outdated cultural mandate to marry. The expectation is so ingrained that when we are single and unhappy in any way, we assume it is our unmarried status that is to blame. And we jump to the conclusion that something is terribly wrong—either with us or with the opposite sex—because we are unmarried.


Ellen had some vague ideas about why she was unhappy, but she was so caught up in looking for a scapegoat that she was not getting any closer to uncovering the real reason. Because she was involved in blaming, she also was blinded to the fact that she was playing the part demanded by the culture’s script. That part demanded she feel like a failure and generally miserable about herself for no other reason than because she was single. But actually she was not nearly as unhappy about being currently unattached as she was miserable about the pressure created by the culture’s marriage script.


    



ELLEN








“I’ve never been to therapy before. It feels really strange, but I am I starting to feel desperate,” explained Ellen, a thirty-four-year-old school teacher who came to see me at the advice of a friend of hers.I


“What’s the problem?” I asked.


“The problem is that I am in my mid-thirties and still single. I was married once, for a couple of years, when I was in my twenties. But that was a disaster and I’ve been single ever since. It seems like everyone’s married but me. I feel like such a failure.”


“A failure at what?” I countered, thinking that Ellen might have fallen into the cycle of blame that I have encountered so many times working with single people in therapy. The cycle, which feeds on itself, involves alternating back and forth between blaming the opposite sex and blaming oneself, whenever unhappy about being single.


“I don’t know exactly, I guess a failure at life. I thought that I would be happily married by now. I am really starting to worry that something is wrong with me. I used to think it was the fault of the guys I was dating. But now, I can’t help but think that it’s me. It’s got to be my fault. I’ve got to be doing something wrong.”


“Like what?” I asked.


“I don’t know exactly, I mean I have some ideas, but I’m not certain. I guess that’s the reason that I am here . . . to figure out what it is I am doing wrong. Can you help me with that? Do you have experience with this sort of thing? I mean, is this a legitimate reason to come to therapy?”


“At the risk of sounding self-serving, I think there are very few bad reasons and yours is not one of them. Can I help you with what you want to accomplish? I suppose I have to say yes and no.” Inwardly I cringed a little at my answer to her last question. This was our first meeting and Ellen’s first time seeing a psychologist. One of the most popular preconceptions about psychotherapy is that a therapist will never answer your question directly. “Yes and no” would do little to disabuse Ellen of that bias if she held it.


“I will need to hear more before I can answer that question. You sound like you want to get married. But the fact is that for some reason—or reasons—you haven’t.”


“Right. That’s my problem,” Ellen interrupted. “To be perfectly honest, if I was married, or in a good relationship right now, I wouldn’t be here talking to you.”


“I understand that this is the reason you’re here, but it sounds like you might have other reasons. You said that you feel like a failure?”


“I guess I did say that. . . . I do feel like a failure. When I was a little girl, I wrote in my dairy the age at which I wanted to get married. I wrote ‘twenty-five years old.’ Well I was married at twenty-five but it didn’t last. I always thought I’d be happily married with a couple of kids by the time I was thirty. Now look at me, I’m thirty-four, a failed marriage, and I’m still single.”


Ellen had asked if I had experience with her type of problem, and I had. I wanted to reassure her at the outset that the fact that she was single was not unusual, and that she wasn’t a failure at anything other than perhaps not understanding herself and the situation she was in as clearly as she should. So I asked her, “This may sound like an odd question, but what percentage of women in your age group do you think have never before been married?”


“I don’t know, I never thought about it really.”


“Take a guess,” I encouraged.


“Maybe around ten percent. Never married? Not counting divorced? Probably less, maybe eight percent,” she ventured.


“Actually, around thirty percent—that’s nearly one out of every three. And it’s not just women. The number of men in your age group who have never been married has also more than doubled in the past twenty years. So although you feel that everyone is married by the time they’re your age, the fact is they’re not. And I don’t believe it’s because they are all failures.”


“Then what are we all waiting for?” she shot back. “Look, you’re a therapist, you’re supposed to say reassuring things. What else are you going to say? ‘I agree with you Ellen, you’re such a loser!’ ” She laughed out loud and then added wryly, “Actually, now that I think about it, you’ve made me feel worse! You’ve convinced me that there’s a mess of us out there that are losers!”


As you read what Ellen had to say, we hope you’re smiling, as she did when she proclaimed that tens of millions of single women and men were all losers. She smiled because she knew that one out of three women in her age group could not all be “failures.” Although it may seem counterintuitive at first glance, this information helped her to feel less alienated and less like a failure. It did make her feel a little pessimistic initially because, as she puts it, “If that many women are not yet married then the odds are definitely against me.” But like medicine that tastes bad when you first put it in your mouth, this knowledge helped put Ellen on the road to recovery from her misery about being single. The cultural script she followed told her “Everyone is married by your age,” but the reality she lived in, which she had been blinded to by her adherence to the script, told a very different story.


And the reality of how the culture has changed is not nearly as depressing as the script Ellen had been following. The fact is, people are staying single longer. According to the U.S. census the average age at which people marry has risen dramatically since the 1970s. The facts do not indicate that people who want to marry are unable to do so, as Ellen first thought. If you want to get married the odds are decidedly in your favor, although it may take you longer to walk down the aisle than you imagined it would as a child. But this trend begs the question that Ellen asked: “What are we all waiting for?”


Ellen’s question is an important first step toward solving the problems she is having. Up until that moment, she was generalizing from her personal experience and blaming herself. From the perspective of the cultural script, she saw herself as an old maid, a spinster, a statistical aberration rather than what she really was: part of a growing trend in this country and around the world.


So why are people waiting longer to get married? Why do some people never marry? And why do people leave marriages so often? The cultural script tells us that Ellen and people like her must be to blame. She probably hasn’t grown up. She hasn’t yet learned how to compromise or to share. Equating marriage with maturity is not a terrible idea on the face of it. Oftentimes, the characteristics one should ideally have to be married are mature ones: the ability to compromise, to share, to consider other people’s needs, and to take on responsibilities. But this aspect of the cultural script doesn’t quite fly in the face of the reality single people face today. Clearly marriage is irrelevant to the task of becoming a mature, successful, and responsible adult. Are the Matt Lauers, Jerry Seinfelds, Sandra Bullocks, George Stephanopouloses, and Oprah Winfreys of the world immature, irresponsible, and unsuccessful? If you accept the argument that maturity has little if anything to do with the fact that tens of millions of Americans are single, then we are still left with Ellen’s question.


Could the problem be one of character rather than maturity? People are just too selfish nowadays—yes, that must be it—that’s the problem. Or, they’re too lazy, they’re just not trying hard enough. If these explanations sound all too familiar and even a little appealing, it’s because they spring from an ancient, unquestioned mandate to marry. This mandate is so deeply imbedded in the cultural script that people like Ellen often confuse it with their natural desire for connection and love. And the stigma that singles often experience comes from being raised to comply with this mandate at all cost.


    



THE CULTURAL MANDATE TO MARRY








Why do people marry? There are many good reasons, not the least of which is love. But as we have discussed above, there is also a cultural script that exerts tremendous pressure on people to marry. The script demands marriage from its actors. Over and above all the good reasons out there to tie the knot, the cultural script promotes an outdated, senseless mandate to marry.


In the last chapter we touched on how the holy books of nearly all religions contain obvious expressions of the cultural script and its mandate to marry. As children, many of us read or listened to passages such as the one we cited from Isaiah and they helped to shape our view of what it takes to be a respected man or woman. According to these writings married men and women with children had reason to feel proud. Single men and women were considered with disdain and pity if they were considered at all. Even if you are not a Christian, a Muslim, or a Jew you have grown up in a culture that was shaped by one or more of these belief systems. Religion provides, among other things, rules for moral living. In subtle and not so subtle ways, these three major religions have equated marriage with morality and maturity and in doing so, have added an unneeded mandate to marry to our natural inclination for intimacy.


In particular, the need to marry in order to have economic security is now largely irrelevant. Nevertheless, the mandate continues to wield tremendous power over one’s sense of self. One reason for this is that the mandate is reinforced by a mythology of marriage we learned as children. All of us are born into a family. Most of us have parents who are, or were, married to one another. Although it sounds odd to think of it this way, when you were a child you were a single person and your parents were married people. Now, think about how you viewed your mother and father back then. They were more powerful than you were. Your parents’ desires ruled nearly every aspect of your life. You lived where they wanted to live and in the home they chose. You went to the school they wanted you to attend and ate the food they prepared. They ruled the roost and you did not.


Your parents’ seemingly unlimited importance and status, especially until you were about ten years old, seemed even greater whenever you overheard their conversations about their single friends and relatives. Mention of these pitiful souls was often prefaced with expressions of sympathy. For example, “Poor uncle Larry, is he seeing anyone?” Their worried expressions when talking about their unmarried loved ones and the fact that you never went over to your single aunt’s house for the holidays, but she always attended the festivities your parents planned, conspired to add to the image of single people as having less status.


With childhood lessons such as these, it is not difficult to see why the needs of married individuals are frequently valued more highly than those of single people, nor is it hard to imagine why many of us never recognize the inequities that exist between the married and the unmarried. This particular circumstance is so common that we have devoted chapters 10, 11, and 12 to teaching you how to recognize such inequalities in your own life and showing you ways to balance the scales. Whether you have realized it before or not, you were raised to equate marriage with maturity, power, social status, and living happily ever after.


Before we examine how the mandate and the cultural marriage script it comes from have become outdated, we will tell you a little of Sarah’s story. Like Ellen, Sarah had also surpassed her marriage milestone (i.e., the age at which as a child she always imagined she would be married) without getting married.


    



SARAH








Sarah is a travel agent who founded her own agency with two partners. She is a vivacious, infectiously enthusiastic woman who has been largely responsible for the rapid growth of the business. By single-handedly luring several large corporate accounts over the past two years, she more than tripled the income of the agency she helped found. She loves to travel and does so whenever she has the opportunity.


Recently, she broke off a five-month relationship with her boyfriend as she felt it was “going nowhere and there had to be someone better out there.” He was a musician and traveled a good deal of the time. Her parents never really warmed up to him. They didn’t understand how she could tolerate his frequent absences. As her mother put it, “I think you can do better. You should find someone more like your father. At least we spend the weekends together.” The irony is that Sarah rather enjoyed that her boyfriend was so independent because she was as well. That was not the reason she broke up with him. Nonetheless, Sarah is starting to worry that maybe her mother was right because the truth of the matter was that she wasn’t finding anyone she wanted to marry. Maybe she was too independent and should date more traditional men. Although she thinks her father is a great guy, Sarah does not feel drawn to the kind of relationship her parents have.


“I feel like I keep getting drawn back to this fork in the road: to the right is marriage, respectability, and boredom, on the left is my career, travel, and excitement. I am in no hurry to get married. I usually take the path on the left. I love being independent and besides, there’s so many cute guys and so little time!” she added, laughing. “But somehow I keep getting drawn back to that fork. I feel like I should be heading toward marriage, or at least my parents do.”
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