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Confessions of a Panicker

Anointing myself the PanicYears Pioneer brings with it great responsibility. To panic in solitude is a lonely cause. But in truth, I panic not in solitude but in solidarity! I walk among you every day without you even knowing it. I sit next to you—eyes averted—on the subway, and stand next to you clawing through the Bloomingdales sales racks. I look like you and I talk like you. You’d never know there was a Potential Fiancé (PF) predator among you, but if you look closely, you’ll see a stunning little blonde looking into the middle distance, looking for her PF. My cool girl-about-town exterior belies my true inner panic, churning furiously, restlessly, internally.

Something has dealt a mighty blow to my happiness—and that something is other people’s happiness. The detestable kind of happiness that only newly minted married friends can spew. You know the type—those friends who are married for five minutes and will exult during the salad course, “You have to try this! Marriage is the best feeling in the world!” in perpetual self-celebration. A Self-Pitying Spinster’s sanity is but a flickering ember, and the mountain of wedding invitations from her “best friends” is the mighty wind that threatens to blow it out. And so this is where my Panic Memoir—or Panoir—begins.

My name is Doree Samantha Lewak and I’m a reformed panicker of the highest order. My journey through the highs and lows of the Panic Years has been a rocky one—inadvertently taking down a few PF pawns along the way—but I can proudly declare myself panic-free, and with this book I want to help you get there too.

Allow me to fill in some of the gaps in my panic saga. I’m single and I just turned twenty-seven, which is really just a nice way of saying thirty. Damn euphemisms—let’s call a spade a spade, or in this case, a spinster a spinster. I know what I am (just the teensiest bit self-obsessed, but with high cheekbones and even higher hopes to nail down that investment banker) and I know what I’m not (married, or at least sporting a garish, if not killer, 2.1-carat round solitaire that’s as blinding as it is show-stopping).

I know that I had a boyfriend, who, coincidentally or not, recently booked a one-way ticket to the Middle East and is trying—unsuccessfully, though I must applaud his efforts—to convince me that I’d never be able to handle the unforgiving heat. The poor guy actually thinks the 112-degree days in the shade will dilute my determination to get a proposal out of him. I haven’t doggedly practiced saying, “Honey, you know this dry heat really isn’t that bad!” for two months only to quit five minutes before the matrimonial miracle.

I know that in certain dim light and standing next to a haggard thirty-three-year-old, I can easily pass for twenty-two. I know that perfunctorily going on a blind date with Eccentric Eye Patch Guy—no pun intended—is not helping me keep the panic at bay. And I know—the way you just know when a force greater than you has penetrated the depths of your soul—that the PanicYears have gripped me.

It was late 2002, when I was but a twenty-two-year-old effervescent innocent ready to make her mark, that the term “Panic Years” first entered my vernacular. It was a Saturday night and I’d piggybacked onto my sister and her married friends, who had dinner plans (never a good sign). But I was only twenty-two, after all, and not remotely concerned with my romantic status: what was the rush to date, let alone date seriously? I still got away with posing as a high school student to get a discount on haircuts, why would I hurry to settle down when I had the world on a golden string? So when the Settled and Pious (SAP) Mark asked if I was dating anyone, I quickly shrugged him off and joked, “Well, you’re off the market, so what else is there to look forward to out there in the dating pool?” But Mark didn’t give me the reaction I was hoping for. He didn’t laugh and he didn’t play along. What he did do, however, was instill in me a state of fear so palpable, so deeply embedded, that his corrosiveness has consumed me ever since. “Oh, that’s okay,” he said smugly. “You still have a few years before you really start to panic.”

“Panic? There are Panic Years?” I gulped, my eyes expanding wider than the saucers of milk I’d soon be leaving for my single-gal litter of cats at home. “Is it contagious?” I demanded, with increasing alarm. Mark just gave me a knowing smirk—knowing full well that his verbal bullet had torn right through my heart—and moved on to another topic, leaving me speechless, confused, and very, very afraid. And this is where the seeds of incipient panic about my single status were sown, and when getting 15 percent off on a haircut suddenly didn’t seem so exhilarating anymore.

Since then, life had generally been the stuff of muted discontent eventually giving way to singles’ ennui.

High Priestess of Panic

Sure enough, it all fell into place the morning of my twenty-sixth birthday, just as legend (and Mark) said it would. I awoke from my otherwise peaceful repose in the seaside Mediterranean villa where I was vacationing—and where sun-kissed Stavroses and Nikoses abounded—with an unmistakable case of the single-at-twenty-six-and-starting-to-feel-like-I-can’t-breathe thing wresting control of my system. Was this sinking feeling a foreboding omen for a marriage-less year to come? What other conclusions could I draw? It was panic season—the predetermined writing was on the white stuccoed wall!

The catalyst was clear: the night before, my boyfriend at the time had sent me a birthday e-mail with a cryptic line that haunted me: “I wish you everything you wish for yourself on your birthday, plus something else.” What did “something else” mean? An engagement ring? For me to be stricken with a bolt of lightning? (Were the chances I’d get either about the same?) Something about his stunningly glib and evasive remark woke me up to the reality that this relationship probably didn’t have a viable future and that, at twenty-six, I didn’t want to invest in a person who didn’t want to make a long-term investment in me. The breakup took place a few weeks after my return, when my hope for our future, and coincidentally my tan, had all but faded irrevocably.

That fateful birthday marked the unequivocal crossover into my Panic Years abyss—the murky, yet all too clear reality that those “expression lines” on my face aren’t going to reverse themselves and that the “You’ll get there!” affirmations from my enthused engaged and married friends were creeping into conversations with a little too much frequency and self-satisfaction for my taste.

Applying eye cream at night had become futile. The deluge of tears in bed about it not happening for me routinely diluted my eighty-five-dollar-an-ounce cream always ending in “de la mer” that I don’t think softened any lines anyway. My best friend’s wedding at the time didn’t help matters. Serving as her maid of honor, I carried off a puffy, burgundy taffeta number—which can only be described as a really shiny rhinestone-encrusted sleeping bag—with the refinement I always knew would surface one day when I needed it badly enough.

The day of the wedding, the rabbi—who I’d known since grade school—was all too happy to nod to the bride and make the pronouncement that I’d be next. Smiling through clenched teeth, I tried to rationalize that he meant no harm by his soothsaying, but I just couldn’t let it go and sheepishly had to ask him to knock on wood. Despite the beard masking most of his face, I could discern an unmistakable expression of bewilderment and disgust when he explained, “The Jews don’t believe in superstitions. Knocking on wood is pagan and I can’t do it.” I was ultimately forced to listen to a well-intentioned, although unnecessary, speech about how real Jews don’t fall prey to superstitions if they truly believe in G-d. If he had only knocked on wood three times like I asked him, we wouldn’t have wasted precious cocktail-hour time and I wouldn’t be plagued by his hex to this day.

But for me, the Panic Years have been about more than bullying my childhood rabbi into suspending his beliefs. They’ve inspired me to do much crazier things, all in the name of securing a proposal. They are what led me to book a B&B in the Berkshires for me and a new PF four months in advance because a fall proposal—overlapping with the fantastic jazz festival at Tanglewood—is what I’d had my heart set on for years. What’s more ideal than a lakeside engagement against that fall foliage backdrop? Probably having a willing boyfriend and, upon some honest introspection, sanity.

Or take, for example, the Rosh Hashanah card I sent to my now ex-PF’s parents in Connecticut. Getting caught up in the spirit of the Jewish New Year, and the deep philosophical meaning behind it, and after writing all my well wishes, I ended with a “See you at the wedding!” sign-off.

Normal people with filters just don’t do that.

So, yes, at twenty-six, the Panic had driven me to make just as big a fool of myself as I did when I was six, when I engineered a bicycle accident with my closest playground pal, whose attention I desperately coveted. He saw right through the thin plotting—there’s not much injury you can suffer with training wheels, after all—and fled the scene of the accident. I may have hit the cement hard, but the plan to cement our love never quite took off. So now I try my best to counsel my cousin, Ava, who, even at her tender young age, just got a mighty dose of the agony and the ecstasy of love. She recently proposed marriage to her first-grade classmate Tyler, rocking classroom water coolers all over school. Tyler called her crazy, declared, “You’re stupid!” and hasn’t spoken to her since.

Typical guy.

I saw a distraught and dejected Ava blubbering about romantic doom and reassured her that Tyler just had the classic knee-jerk guy reaction (he’s so textbook, even for a six-year-old). Confused, he couldn’t handle his feelings or the situation. Quite the tableau for me, but better that Ava learn the pains of love now than repeat that mistake in twenty years. In fact, Ava isn’t too young to start taking precautions to stave off the Panic Years by the time she reaches syndrome peak. My favorite mantra is, of course, it’s never too early to panic!

For a while, the Panic was a plague with no foreseeable cure; it was an incarceration that extended to every mental and emotional realm. I was handed that bitter reminder with a little too much regularity—especially when the gaggle of single girls gathered around for the bouquet toss at friends’ weddings whittled down little by little; with time, it was just me, the seven-year-old flower girl with a dress even puffier and more unflattering than mine, and the closeted lesbian cousin (as if that navy pantsuit and combat boots combo for a June wedding wasn’t skywriting her sexuality for the masses). During the holidays, going home to my old room was one big ’ole psychotherapy bill in the making. My sister’s boxed wedding gown with the see-through plastic staring sympathetically at me from the corner is not the stuff of which panic-free lullabies are made. And my dad piping in, “You know there’s a statute of limitations on that dress!” didn’t necessarily help either.

There is a Jewish theory rooted in Talmudic trunks of thought that a woman’s soul mate is identified forty days before birth—a belief that has always seemed to bring a certain level of solace to panic practitioners of all faiths. Go out there and live your life, the belief says, and you’ll eventually be aligned with your soul mate; what’s meant to be will be. This charming idea might keep our fears at bay for a while, but when a woman gets to a certain unspeakable age—I’m thinking twenty-six or so—these theories are no match for the inherent Panic. At a relationship class I once attended, “How to Land Your Soul Mate or the Closest Thing to Him Before Your Next Dental Cleaning,” two self-pitying spinsters (SPSs) meditated over another convenient theory—the “seven soul mates” theory, positing that there are seven existing soul mates for every one person. Forget seven soul mates—I’m not even asking for one soul mate! How about one guy without a unibrow who knows how to reformat my hard drive?

So What Exactly Are “The Panic Years” and Are They Contagious?

“The PanicYears” represent a sociological phenomenon that single women confront in their twenties—or when symptoms of TMJ first kick in due to fake-smiling your way through the last seven of your friends’ engagements. In some extreme cases I’ve heard of In Utero Panic—panic of the prenatal set—but again, these are all unconfirmed reports, and subject to a mother’s personal interpretation of what extreme kicking and wailing actually mean. The Panic Years describe the marked change in a woman’s dating agenda, when she stops dating for a fling and starts dating for a ring. It’s the reason why, after the age of twenty-five, every guy is wary of you and your mom’s neon-loud nails sinking into his singledom. No longer are you primarily interested in the transient and unfulfilling ways of hooking up; now you’re interested in tracking down your loser college boyfriend with whom you wasted three years—the best years!—of your life and blinding him with your 1.9-carat princess-cut solitaire and flashing him a copy of your wedding contract with the Waldorf Astoria.

It’s that undeniable feeling of panic that cuts through layer after layer, choking you at your core, underscoring the immediacy of the problem that’s suddenly causing the room to inexplicably close in on you. You find yourself sitting at home alone on a Sunday morning, wondering if you’ll be alone forever. The first time you catch yourself slip aloud—“I don’t care about finding a meaningful relationship, I just want to be married!”—is another useful panic barometer.

Yes, even for the self-assured, career-minded girls of today, the PanicYears are an undeniable cultural condition gripping the twenties-plus singles set in America. Even if you’ve never succumbed to middle-of-the-night cold sweats about being single, you’ve probably entertained a passing thought about why the ugliest girl in your sorority got engaged before you. The intensified pressure to get married is all too real, especially when those in your inner circle start leaving the singles’ fold, and the over-the-top, in-your-face wedding industry that’s taken on a life of its own in recent years is an unrelenting jackhammer chipping away at your singles psyche. The very fact that terms like “bridezilla,” the designer VeraWang, and names of celebrity wedding planners are part of our vernacular all add up to mounting Panic. It’s these and countless other factors that have led to this epidemic sweeping the country—and filling even the sanest single girl with self-doubt.

As long as there are thirty-six-year-old men like Daniel from D.C. who can still pass for twenty-seven and can still “get away with dating twenty-five-year-olds” without a glimmer of desire to settle down until the last bottle of Propecia is recalled, the Panic Years will only intensify. It’s not an ephemeral trend, but an entrenched part of our dating landscape. And if you ever want to graduate beyond career panicker status, I suggest you start your marriage campaign now. Or get very comfortable with “alone time.”

Remember: Forty may be the new thirty, but according to the media, our parents, and the wedding industrial complex, waking up on the wrong side of twenty-five without a ring is still the new panic.
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THE GENESIS OF THE PANIC YEARS: WHO’S TO BLAME FOR THIS MESS?

The man responsible for launching a thousand panickers? Pope Innocent III, that myopic Catholic leader who, in one swift papal motion, created an eternal ripple effect of biblical proportions. He’s the one we can thank for the concept of an “engagement period,” dragging out the envy and drawing the ire of singles everywhere by sparking the tradition of an engagement ring. Singles’ last enjoyable supper was savored in 1215 CE—a grim year for singles everywhere—with the inception of said engagement period. Pope Innocent III—not so innocent, it turns out. At least he achieved what he set out to do: make believers out of all of us. There’s not one panicker left who doesn’t believe we’d be better off today if he just kept his holy mouth shut!





A United Nations—of Panickers, That Is…

Want to know why Entenmann’s stock has recently spiked? The latest Census Bureau study revealed the median age of a U.S. bride is 25.1 years old—and in outliers like Utah it’s a tender 21.9 years old. So basically, if you’re a tenth-grader out in Provost and you’re not engaged, you’re totally screwed! Really, these days anyone of voting age (we’re talking American Idol voting here) is more or less considered a “mature bride.” So while eager teenage girls are applying for a driver’s license, why not kill two birds with one stone and apply for a marriage license too? Thank goodness for holdouts in D.C., where the median age for a Beltway Bride is thirty. Can someone pass the stale glazed mini-doughnuts, please?

While these bridal buzz kill statistics would suggest that every American woman too young to remember Pluto as a planet is already married, a 2007 study sent women’s hearts—and hopes—soaring. It revealed that 51 percent of women are living single in America; so just like Republicans in Congress, married women no longer control the House! Now under normal circumstances, we would flash this figure as our get-out-of-panicking-free card, but in fact the cultural reverberations reflect the opposite effect. Instead of letting half the American female population collectively legitimize our single status sans shame—and for that matter, take the sting out of being single—the Panic has never felt more pervasive, giving rise to the greater Panic Years phenomenon.

So the real question becomes, If it’s now culturally acceptable to be single—and society is seemingly giving single women a thumbs-up about our “lifestyle choice”—then why are so many of us still panicking? In an age when women are hungrier for more, in terms of our careers and our personal goals, we are just as hungry for a ring and marriage as ever before—despite the message 51 percent of us are sending. Just because we’ve crossed a new cultural milestone doesn’t necessarily mean we’re toasting it. (And we’re especially not toasting it at other people’s weddings!)

Are these statistics a true testament to a lifestyle choice we’ve come to embrace in the new cultural dating climate? While they seem to be signaling freedom and a new era for American women, we somehow feel even more ashamed that deep down we still want to get married. Only unlike women of previous generations, we’re forced to hide our shame and disappointment under a shining coat of autonomy. We shroud ourselves in shame because we’re not married, and then chastise ourselves for even caring in the first place. In this ever-confusing era for women, even the strongest and most successful of us are reduced to panicking in silence. After all the cultural and political hurdles we’ve cleared, we’re still a group that panics into our pillows at night—to hell with that exorbitantly expensive eye cream!

I’ve come to the realization that even in a postfeminist frontier where women are no longer secretaries, but secretaries of state, every woman—no matter how successful, attractive, and confident—will at one point or another fall prey to the fangs of the Panic phenomenon, even if we bristle at the very thought right now.

No matter how common singles are in our society, singleness is still considered a failure—a by-product of the mixed message driven home for decades that while we’re supposedly a self-sufficient sex, we are nonetheless considered a failure if we don’t have a marital future.

Panickers Without Borders

With all the talk of homegrown, domestic panicking, let’s explore to what degree the seeds of panic are spreading around the globe. Does the notion of a panic pandemic—or pan-panic, if you will—really exist outside of our culture of nuptial pressure or is it just our society that foments this panic propaganda? Can a panicker’s wails of nonmarital woe on one continent echo throughout the rest of the panicked world? Have the Panic Years replaced McDonald’s golden arches as the new universal phenomenon? Let’s explore fellow panickers’ plights around the globe.

Perhaps the rest of the free world can take a lesson from Mao’s playbook. These days, instead of acquitting themselves as delicate flowers in order to land a husband, China’s female population now flaunt their brainpower, not helplessness. Although still completely under the choke hold of Communism in every sense of the word, at least women can panic of their own accord, not because the government says so. Now that’s progress. And while they don’t normally date before the age of twenty, most Chinese women marry the first man they date anyway, so there’s not really time to panic. Sure, most couples are ill suited and unhappy, but so the hell what? At least they’re married! As the matchmaker in Fiddler on the Roof always cheerfully says, “Even the worst husband is better than no husband!” Now that’s an international Panic flag that any culture could proudly wave!

But I’d like to offer a hearty salute to Sweden, where marriage is strictly optional. If you were like most of Sweden’s female community—blond-haired, buxom, and quite the slalom skier—you wouldn’t be so eager to settle down either, even in the off-season. Moreover, a good number of Swedes have kids before marriage and tie the knot only after many years together. In such a progressive society, the Panic isn’t even on their radar.

Similarly, finding a way to say “PanicYears” in Portuguese is an exercise about as futile as looking for a homely girl on the beaches of Rio; all those well-tanned and -toned Glamazons have handily resisted the Panic. It takes a lot more than being unmarried at thirty-one to crack these Brazilian nuts. Sure, they only have one thing on their minds, but at least it isn’t Panic.

So while the Panic Years is a universal concept that SPSs of any stripe can appreciate, it’s a condition much less pervasive in foreign cultures. Why is Panic considerably less pronounced worldwide than in the United States? My own feeling is that it’s a reflection of our achievement-oriented culture, where expectations to excel—in every area of life—are heightened. We want to hit all the right benchmarks at the appropriate times. But even in a world in which women are experiencing unparalleled—and unprecedented—freedoms and opportunity, somehow, on some level, the Panic still pervades. We can break all the glass ceilings we want, but we still can’t shatter the social stigma of being single.
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GEOPOLITICAL PANIC SEEN ’ROUND THE WORLD




	
	
Age
 	
Middle East
	
West


	
Men
	
24
	
Goatherding and loving it
	
Beer guzzling through a straw between breasts of a random Cancún barmaid and loving it


	
Women
	
24
	
Popping out babies
	
Popping diet pills


	
Men
	
30
	
Producing crude oil in the desert
	
Producing crude jokes in desperation


	
Women
	
30
	
Wearing a veil of modesty
	
Wearing a veil of personal shame




The average age of a Middle Eastern groom is a respectable twenty-seven, the average age for a bride: a ripe old twenty-two. Sure, fifteen-year-old girls in the Middle East are often sold into marriage by parents drowning in debt, but surely a similar mind-set can translate to the New World. In especially lean times, you may want to start thinking about lobbying for legislation to reinstate arranged marriage by dowry. Just be sure your dad can scrounge up a couple of mules from his connected accountant friends.



The Panicked Pilgrim: How Far Will You Go to Outrun the Panic?

If you are to give yourself a competitive advantage geographically, move where the numbers work in your favor! Have you given serious consideration yet to Alaska? Alaskan men outnumber women ten to one, a fun factoid that should brighten those dark skies you’ll experience twenty hours a day.

On the flipside, people have always ballyhooed New York’s bloated population of Starbucks and single women, but this isn’t merely a campaign SPSs have launched to dissuade fellow panickers from moving to Manhattan. Single women in the Big Apple outnumber their male counterparts by 200,000! So if you’re looking to move to where the men are, don’t opt for a suicide mission in Manhattan or a similar location with a notoriously lopsided male–female split.

Recognizing the Panic

Few women want to admit that they’re panicked; even fewer recognize the symptoms. Often it’s something that we battle internally but are loath to outwardly express—even to our closest confidantes. If you feel like you might be on the fringes, there are some telltale signs to look for. For instance, you want to be happy for your younger sister, who just became engaged, but suddenly your heart is clogged with deep contempt for this onetime gawky hanger-on you’d affectionately nicknamed PigBaby.

Besides generalized feelings of desperation and loneliness, and a body sagging in areas that used to be considered your calling card, there are certain scenarios that can accelerate the onset of the panic. Even if you’re someone who has never hatched a diabolical scheme to sabotage your friend’s wedding, or thought the Panic could penetrate your durable wall of sanity, watch out for these subtle but insidious scenarios that start creeping into everyday life:


SCENARIO #1: Your twenty-three-year-old jejune but dear friend just announced her engagement…to the guy she’s been dating for two months. You can’t even get the guy you’ve been seeing for two months to take you out on a Saturday night! Welcome to the PanicYears!


SCENARIO #2: You’re a bridesmaid at four of your best friends’ weddings and you’re fake-smiling while posing in a sickening taffeta number knowing you’re stuck at the singles table. The PanicYears have arrived.


SCENARIO #3: Your mom’s well-meaning but agonizingly suffocating best friend, Linda, has a “nice guy for you,” peppered by an extra “You’re not getting any younger.” Great, so you’re not married and at the behest of your mother, you start using anti-aging cream too. This has Panic Years written all over it.


SCENARIO #4: After three months of dating someone, it’s not working out and you decide to end it, only to hear that he never thought you were going out in the first place and won’t accept calling it a breakup. So you’ve been going out with someone who never thought you were “really dating” in the first place—this can induce the Panic Years more effectively than anything else.



SCENARIO #5: Instead of clothes, a handbag, or even a nice dinner, your smugly saddled friends chip in for an eHarmony subscription for your twenty-eighth-birthday gift—without irony. P-P-Panic Years!
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YOUR PERSONAL PANIC TIMELINE:




	
You at age 22:
	
Aww, look how cute Beth and Brian are!


	
You at age 23:
	
Wow, I wish I could find a nice guy like Brian.


	
You at age 24:
	
Hmm, Brian’s brother Josh and his fiancée don’t look as happy as they used to. Maybe I’ll ask Brian if Josh might want to meet up sometime.


	
You at age 241/2:
	
Doesn’t Brian know anyone for me!? I mean, he has plenty of single friends and I cannot understand why he wouldn’t want to set me up! It’s not like I smack of desperation, do I?!


	
You at age 25:
	
Why isn’t Josh returning any of my calls?!!! Even at his wedding, I could tell he was eyeing me and when I intercepted the bouquet, I swear I caught him winking at me!





How to Use this Book

The book is ostensibly a marriage manual. Under the surface, though, lies a tome brimming with tools designed to combat the very panic that drives women like you and me to mental and emotional incarceration, hindering your chances of finding a partner. The panic is self-defeating, and one of my goals is to puncture the layers of false information we’ve been fed all these years and help you figure out what’s important to you on your own instead of simply accepting things because they’ve been woven into the fabric of our culture for so long.

The advice disseminated in this book extends from dating tips—how to date with dignity and when to acknowledge that you’re not just digging deep, but mining through dating wastelands in your search for a proposal—to relationship road maps to the altar to finally moving beyond the Panic for good. If you’re like Monica, twenty-six, from New York City, whose roommate barged into her room at 3 a.m., complaining that her sleep was unceremoniously disturbed by what she called Monica’s “negative energy” seeping through the cheap plaster wall one night when Monica was wallowing in the Panic, then this book will be your indispensable coping tool.

Or if you’re like Samantha, pushing thirty—like twenty-seven is even considered part of your twenties anymore—who acknowledges, “I’m literally going to die if one more of my friends gets married now; I seriously think I’ll have a nervous breakdown,” then you’ve come to the right book.

You, like so many of us, suffer from a syndrome that is now being legitimized. It has a name and, more important, a solution. Rest assured that you are not alone with your panic, not without help, and certainly not without a no-fail plan to get you through it. Believe me, matrimonial mishaps seemed to find me like L.A.’s Scientology Celebrity Centre finds pod people, but I and the dozens of other women whose stories appear in the pages that follow are passing our own essential coping tools on to you.

The Panic Years is for those who feel that swelling panic and have no outlet or release for it. It’s for those orphaned by parents now shifting their focus to younger sisters’ weddings instead of your recent work promotion. I remember that deep feeling of despair, but I’ve also learned how to rise above it, how to conquer it, and how to outsmart it! I hope you will find hope and humor in these pages and that the book will restore your faith and confidence, both in finding someone and in yourself.

Like the millions of women in my quandary, when confronted with the panic, I’d obsess, I’d self-destruct, and then I’d obsess some more. For this reason, I believe that advice and help can be dispensed only from one former Self-Pitying Spinster (SPS) to another for the message to really ring true. And there’s nothing I’d rather do than make sure the message is heard loud and clear. In this book, I help you identify your degree of panic, understand the conditions that induce the Panic, and determine what course of action you need to take in order to feel content in your single life now, while also getting on your married way. The Panic Years will show you how to play the game and bring back a husband, and no one—besides the slower-moving, less motivated SPSs you had to trample along the way—will get hurt. After all, you haven’t slept with Tiffany’s diamond buying guide under your pillow for the past three years just so you can identify an SI1, E grade diamond on command for your health!

So put down that magazine article titled “How to Make Your Wrists Look 10 Pounds Thinner NOW!” and start reading the ever more relevant “How to Make Your Ring Finger Look Sleeker Than Ever!” article for your soon-to-be spoken-for ring finger! Say good-bye to the PanicYears blues and stop playing that sorry-sounding harmonica. Let’s get started!




[image: image]

WARNING!
 THERE’S NO SUCH THING AS A SOUL MATE

This book entertains no illusions of cosmic connections, mental synergy, or—shut this book right now and toss your empty dance card if you buy into this—soul mates. The term is such a false construct that it doesn’t even pass my Microsoft Word spell check, further attesting to its illegitimacy! If Microsoft doesn’t recognize soul mates, then by extension neither does Bill Gates—and he’s rich! Anyone with that much money can’t be wrong. So with that logic, the evidence is perfectly clear: Bill Gates and I refute the notion of “soul mate.” What more proof do you need, ladies?

While exaggerating slightly, I see all too often how many people get hung up on the elusive, if not intangible, concept of a perfect match; and despite deep stabs of panic, they pass over real prospects in the interest of finding this Bill Gates–condemned illusion. It’s time to stop chasing the dream of a soul mate and start dating for actual results.



Quiz: How Panicked Are You?

Identifying your level of panic is essential to moving beyond it with humor and dignity on your way to finding your own Potential Fiancé (PF). When you determine how far along you are on the slippery slope we call the PanicYears, then you can learn the best strategies for overcoming them, even if you are loath to lump yourself in with this group of loud and proud panickers. Sometimes the warning signs are easy to miss—so take the quiz and find out for yourself! Think of me as your Panic Sommelier: I pick the brand of panic that best complements your level of desperation, your tastes in men, and any fatty fish.


1. Better Body Gym, the lowest-priced gym in town, where you’ve worked out for two years at prime PF-spotting times and sporting the most flattering outfit known to spandex, has helped you score neither sleeker thighs nor a PF. You:

a Seek out the only guy who’s pursued you at the gym—Gary, the pharmaceutical salesman—when he’s visibly struggling with the weights, knowing full well you can bench-press the scrawny little pill pusher.

b Book two back-to-back “Buff Bride” exercise classes, hoping the karma will rub off on you from the germ-laden yoga mat.

c Take a thousand dollars you can’t afford to take out of your 401(k) and upgrade to the trendy three-hundred-dollar-a-month L.A. Sports Club for only three months, the amount of time you’re allotting yourself to land more suitable, and wealthy, marriage material. And apply the remaining hundred dollars to a personal training session so said marriage material won’t be more interested in your personal trainer than you.

2. You’re a staunch Democrat who’d even pay to see a Ben Affleck movie just to show solidarity with the left-leaner. But you just had to suffer through an excruciatingly tedious e-mail play-by-play about the surprise engagement of your friends while vacationing in Bora Bora (isn’t that annoying?).

a On a first date with a great guy he mentions how he could never be in a relationship with a liberal, at which point you tell him he just saved you from suffering through a date with a feeble-minded conservative.

b You crash the next Young Republicans’ chapter meeting in a party-line-crossing metaphor for the Panic Years, hoping to make purple babies one day with some khaki-clad “compassionate conservative.”

c If the Young Republicans fete is a bust, you hop over to the Iran Nuclear Arms Humanitarian fund-raiser in search of deep-pocketed PFs. Hey, an activist is an activist!

3. You have to work late and miss an event called “The Flirt Fete,” a benefit for Katrina Relief–slash–singles mixer. You:

a Figure you’ll just attend the next event.

b Run to call your best friend to grill her about the guys in attendance.

c Research how much longer hurricane season is—maybe you can squeeze in another benefit when the next national disaster strikes.

4. Your roaring twenties are becoming a distant memory, much like any recollection involving human physical contact. You’ll take your eggs:

a Scrambled.

b Preferably not all over your face, as the last PF you told everyone you were going to marry dumped you at the six-month mark.

c Frozen in a cryopreservation lab until you get married, hoping they last that long.

5. If you’re sobbing and catch yourself saying, “I can’t wait ’til I’m dead” in an especially alarming way today, it’s because:

a Your beloved great-aunt died and you’re nowhere to be found in the will.

b It’s Sunday and you’re watching The Notebook on DVD—it was fated that Allie would be reunited with Noah.

c At the bank you were forced to wait an agonizing fifteen minutes behind some unworthy newlywed who signed up for her new joint checking account with her less-than-thrilled new husband, while you were there simply hoping to waive the penalty fee for a bounced check (because if you could afford to pay the penalty fee, then you’d have enough money in your checking account in the first place, right?).

6. You just broke up with your PF. Your new ring-tone song is the whistle only a panicker can hear:

a “I Will Survive”

b “One Is the Loneliest Number”

c “99 Ways to Die”

7. Your friend calls you to go out to a party tonight. Your new policy is to emerge from home only if:

a You get assurances there will be plenty of desserts.

b You get assurances that the men outnumber the women by a ratio of four to one.

c They can find someone at this hour with a crane and serious tubs of butter to squeeze your lazy, reluctant body through the door—then you’ll think about it.

8. You’re at a restaurant in your usual Panic-driven malaise when the waitress comes over for your order. “What do you want?” she grunts. You respond:

a “Oh, just a fruit salad, thanks. I’m trying to stay slim.”

b “Cheese fries would really hit the spot—it’s not like anyone will notice if I gain a few pounds.”

c “There’s nothing physical that you can bring me. What I really need can’t be called up from your deep fryer, nor can it be solved by pounding chocolate milk shakes, although I guess you’re still testing that theory, aren’t you, Margaret? What I need is the intangible, almost imperceptible. What I need is a PF—got that on the menu, sweetheart?”

9. You: Panic Years is as

a Tolstoy: brevity

b Morning talk shows: unforced banter

c You: Panic Years

10. You’ve just gotten your college alumni magazine in the mail and your former classmates are wreaking havoc on your level of happiness yet again. It was bad enough during those plumper days of dining hall Sloppy Joe taunts, but now they’re getting married just to piss you off. You:

a Cancel your subscription to that smut. You need to read more palatable news, something more upbeat like the Kabul Gazette.

b Submit your own wedding announcement. And while you’re at it, why not add that you’re now a doctor of neurosurgery? The Gamma-cubed-eating-disorder whores can go fuck themselves!

c Figure you still have time to crash the wedding of your “Little Sister” and announce the fake one-night stand you had with the groom in your undergrad days. You couldn’t stand to see those sorority witches happy then, and it kills you even more to see they’ve married into money now!

11. When was the last time you had a rollicking good belly laugh?

a During one of the Golden Girls marathons that the good folks at Lifetime are generous enough to supply nearly 24/7.

b When some seventeen-year-old miniature wunderkind figure skater spun out of her triple axel during tense international competition.

c When you found out that your vile bride-to-be friend who boasts about getting flowers from her fiancé every Friday (only because she forces him to buy her flowers every Friday) just got dumped (and ironically there was not one sympathy bouquet to be found).

12. How old were you the last time you said, “It’s so much fun to go to weddings!”?

a Twenty-three.

b My friends stopped inviting me to weddings.

c When the hell would I have ever said that?

13. What was the last bad lie you told?

a “I really love being single and having time for me right now.”

b “I’m so happy for my best friend, who got engaged, that I don’t even feel any jealousy!”

c “Did you hear about the newlyweds who died in that tragic skydiving accident? Real shame…”


If you answered mostly As, you’re a Serial Single but Stable. You valiantly sit at the singles table at your friends’ weddings with unfaltering poise. You’ve flown solo for NewYear’s Eve for the past two years—bravely weathering advances from trashed Eurotrash tourists at Times Square with aplomb—and as of now your only prospect of a PF is a third cousin once removed who’s supposedly getting out of a relationship. But somehow, with the tides of the Panic lapping at your ankles, you manage to keep your head above water and find the silver lining in your singleness. Just proceed with caution—you never know when a tsunami will hit!

         

If you answered mostly Bs, you’re Borderline Bitter. You sad little sack of single—all these love handles without the love. Where’s the justice in the high court of dating? You feel like you’re walking on the panic plank—and jumping in means literally being eaten by the love sharks. You’re about five bridesmaid dress fittings away from Panic and there’s no turning back. Make sure the symptoms are on your mental map so you’ll be able
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