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To the child in all of us who wants desperately to
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Look, I know you think fantasies are fun, sexy, and cool, whether you dream of being Cinderella or Prince Charming, or that your love will be passionate, available, rich, gorgeous, and lovable. Even if you think of yourself as too old or too sophisticated to believe in fairy tales, I’ll bet you occasionally indulge in the giddy notion of someday playing for the L.A. Lakers or winning the gold in wrestling by overpowering that third-grade bully who still haunts your nightmares. Maybe in this alternate reality, you’re accepting an Oscar or being crowned Miss America or doing something you won’t admit to in public. Everybody indulges in fantasies from time to time, but as a lifestyle choice, we’re talking di-sas-ter! Even if these seemingly harmless little devils don’t ruin your life, they can cause a lot of avoidable misery. The alternative to fantasies is a happy and fulfilling life, so please listen up.

“Ruinous fantasy?” I can hear you saying. “She needs to get a grip.” How can a fantasy be anything but pleasurable? How can such a whimsical idea cause anyone harm? Think about it: if you fantasize that you can fly and decide to test the idea from the observation deck of the Empire State Building … well, you get my point.

The purists among you will point out that it’s not the belief that’s so dangerous, but the action based on the belief, and you’d be right on the money. If I can persuade you to examine your beliefs, then your actions will follow a safer, saner, and more productive path. Okay? Okay.

THE SKINNY ON FANTASIES

Repeat after me: “Fantasies aren’t real.” If something isn’t real, it’s dangerous to believe it. Other people may tell us lies or try to convince us of their points of view. Their reasons may be lofty or lower than a snake’s belly, but a fantasy is a lie we tell ourselves, and because it isn’t true, it’s toxic, no matter how harmless and whimsical it seems. Fantasies are a distraction from the business of running our lives successfully and realistically. I plan to wrestle these pesky critters to the ground so we can all get on with the pleasure of focused thoughts and energy.

Okay, I admit that fantasies may not actually kill you, but they can make you wish you were dead. They can effectively ruin your life by seducing you into painful and unnecessarily destructive situations. (“Fantasy,” in fact, is an interesting word: it was originally spelled with a ph rather than an f, which suggests that it’s related to “phantasm”—a ghost, an odd, capricious illusion rather than a reality.) Most of us think of fantasies as dreams that make us happy, but the fantasies discussed here will offer pleasure only temporarily and at great cost. They are familiar and comfortable, but they can be dangerous and counterproductive in the long run.

Fantasies are delusions that no amount of medication can cure; the sufferer requires a dollop of common sense. And you, fair reader, are in luck because “sensible” is my middle name. Whoops, no fantasies here: I have no middle name, but I am imminently practical and sane. These poisonous fantasies are a lot subtler than the delusion that you’re Joan of Arc, but they’re also a lot more common. Not to worry. I am going to tell you not only what these fatal notions are and how to avoid them but also how to substitute healthy, life-giving realities that will save you from self-induced misery and enhance your life.

All of us grow up believing certain things to be true. Parents, teachers, grandparents, older siblings, books, Sunday school teachers, baby-sitters, and best friends weave fairy tales about handsome heroes and beautiful maidens. These commonly held beliefs can be


	[image: ] Harmless: The world is round. It’s not. It’s an oblate spheroid, which is fancy talk for a flattened ball. But who cares?


	[image: ] Silly: If you make an unpleasant face, Jack Frost will come along and freeze it permanently.


	[image: ] Tantalizing: If you kiss your elbow, you’ll turn into the opposite sex.


	[image: ] Dangerous: If you step on a crack, you’ll break your mother’s back.


	[image: ] Romantic: If you sleep on a slice of wedding cake, you’ll dream of your true love.


	[image: ] Hopeful: A loose eyelash gives you a free wish.


	[image: ] Somewhat practical: Walking under a ladder is bad luck. Sure, it’s a mechanically unstable device, and stuff can fall down and clunk you upside the head.




If you’re noting that some of these fantasies are superstitions, you’re right. Superstition is just fantasy with attitude; it’s a way of erroneously trying to control events. You don’t have that control; none of us do, but you can adopt a clearer belief system that doesn’t depend on superstition to get you in touch with who you are and what you want. This new system will allow you to fine-tune your behavior by dealing with what is, not with what you want. In a word: reality.

As wrongheaded as fantasies are, scores of them guide our lives and shape not only our perceptions but also our behavior. The examples mentioned above are purposely dramatic and fairly irrelevant.

Unfortunately not all dearly held beliefs are so harmless or silly. Certain more relevant assumptions constitute the value system by which we live and run our lives, form our associations, set our goals, raise our children, interact with strangers, and find comfort. These assumptions shape our existence.

THE REAL STORY ABOUT REALITY

We’ve become so used to the idea that the real world is dangerous that reality has gotten a really bad reputation. I’m going to show you that reality is a lot less scary than you’ve been led to believe and that it is actually potentially helpful, healthy, life-affirming, and the most useful game in town.

The question is how do you separate reality from fantasy? The first test of an idea in action is functional: is it working? Most of us aren’t even aware of our belief system until something breaks down.

Every day on my nationally syndicated call-in psychology program, I bump up against callers from all over the Northern Hemisphere who are looking for sympathy when their favorite way of behaving—their applied value system—runs into trouble with somebody else’s way of doing something. Approximately 95 percent of those who call want me to agree that they are right and that the person who is making them unhappy is wrong and should die a quick and possibly excruciating death. Instead of offering sympathy, which just makes people feel good about feeling bad, I gently but firmly guide them to a less painful way of dealing with spouses, bosses, kids, parents, employees, and even themselves.

As we believe, so we behave. In helping people find different ways of acting, I help them look at the source of their ineffective interactions to see that what they believe is causing their behavior to bomb. It’s not easy. Our belief system is basic, dearly beloved, and largely unexamined by most of us. So before we even begin together, I want to warn you that there are several characteristic ways of responding when we are challenged. And I intend to challenge you.

The first response to a challenge is either to run or to fight. Running is moving away from the offending and offensive object (in this case, me), and fighting can take the form of either defending yourself or attacking me. It would be really cool if you could resist both of these impulses, at least temporarily. Just open your mind and your heart, and let’s see if we can do this together.

I want you to get real! I want you to be willing to look at these nine fantasies that can ruin your life until you are willing to examine, adjust, and discard them. These fantasies are causing you to spend time and energy living in an imaginary world that will not allow you to be effective. These assumptions are pervasive, ubiquitous, and dangerous.

THE BIG UGLY NINE FANTASIES CONCERN …


	[image: ] Home: Functional families exist.


	[image: ] Perfection: Describes everybody … except me.


	[image: ] Money: Winning the lottery would free me.


	[image: ] Truth: It will set you free.


	[image: ] Sex: Men and women are from different planets.


	[image: ] Innocence: Ignorance is bliss.


	[image: ] Righteousness: Stick to your guns.


	[image: ] Fairness: Good always triumphs.


	[image: ] Love: Somewhere I have a soul mate.




These treacherous fantasies need to be dissected and expunged. I’m warning you up front that this process isn’t easy, because these myths are deeply ingrained. They’re also cleverly disguised as cute rather than malevolent creatures; one of the Seven Dwarfs rather than the Wicked Queen. Even a shiny red apple can turn out to be poisonous. Instead of becoming paranoid about apples, understand that the search for reality is a combination of detective work, excavation, and surgery.

Throughout this book, you’ll get to move ahead at your own pace. I’ll offer you lots of steps, vitamins, and promises of recovery. I’ll show you where these deceptive, tempting fantasies originate, why you buy into them, how they can ruin your life, and how you can find ‘em, examine ‘em, dump ‘em, or change ‘em before they wound you.

For a moment let me take you to another time and place to help you better understand my point: Think of a Spanish conquistador in the New World, complete with shiny armor, curved helmet, and velvet breeches, sitting outside his tent at a carved mahogany table in an elaborately carved chair resembling a throne with a velvet cushion. There’s a table set with a gleaming silver candelabrum, polished silver goblets and plates, heavy silver cutlery, and damask napkins. The meal has just begun when it starts to rain. The horses are suddenly spooked, attuned to approaching danger. Our conquistador hurriedly begins to gather up his belongings, stuffing the silver and cooking utensils into a tablecloth, taking the heavy table apart. Time is short. Our hero must quickly decide what’s important, whether it’s worth his time and effort to pack everything or whether he’s endangering himself by wasting time on the things he thinks he needs. If he takes the time to pack everything, he very likely will not survive long enough to enjoy them. Finally, with what he considers the basics firmly strapped to his back, the candelabrum protruding awkwardly, he begins a laborious trek up the mountain to possible salvation. But the path is slippery, and he becomes bogged down by the weight of his possessions, the things he feels are crucial to his life. He must now decide either to hang on to the stuff he has always considered crucial and perhaps perish or to cut these items loose.

This stuff is what we psychologists call baggage—the things we carry around with us at great expense that seem necessary but that in reality are burdensome and often irrelevant to our journey. (Okay, if this scene seems familiar, you might want to rent a copy of The Mission with Robert De Niro and Jeremy Irons. I admit it, I’m a child of the movies, and my unconscious mind has definitely been tainted.) I want to teach you how to sort through your baggage. Do you really need the candelabrum, the silver goblets, and the mahogany table?

I want you to be lean and, if not mean, then prepared, aware, unburdened, and ready to do what you need to do to make yourself happy and sane. I want you to replace fantasy and mistaken dependence on reality and self-reliance. I don’t want you naked, just stripped down to basics. Let old-fashioned, clunky armored extras be the stuff of costume dramas. I want you to star in your own story with a minimal amount of extraneous stuff bogging you down.

I can hear you grumbling: “Cut me some slack here, I like fantasy.” Okay, so go to Disneyland or see a movie. I don’t want you acting on the basis of nonsense, because it will make you more vulnerable than safe. It will also make you look like a doofus unnecessarily. Before I tell you that the cavalry is on the way with the eight realities that will save you, I want to clue you in. If you’re willing to look at your fantasies and understand the need behind them, you can know more about yourself, the difference between what you have and what you want. This information can help you increase the possibility of actually getting what you want.

Are you beginning to see the path between fantasy and reality in terms of understanding who you are so you can get what you want? If so, this gets us to the good stuff, the toolbox of life: reality.

THE EIGHT REALITIES THAT WILL SAVE YOU CONCERN …


	[image: ] Knowledge: Never tell someone something they already know.


	[image: ] Expectation: Expectation is the death of serenity.


	[image: ] Selfishness: Selfish is cool. Mean is not.


	[image: ] Responsibility: Don’t sweat your feelings. Focus on action.


	[image: ] Romance: It’s the true poison of the twentieth century.


	[image: ] Pain: Go for short-term pain and long-term gain.


	[image: ] Reason: People do things for reasons.


	[image: ] Attitude: Hey, dude, it’s everything.




In this book, I’m going to use questions and situations from my practice, from my life, and from callers to my radio program. All are compilations with “fantasy” names and places attached—so relax callers … no “real” lawsuits pending here! I hope you’ll be reminded of your life. Together we will get our lives to work that much better. I promise.

Oh, and speaking of reality, here’s how I came up with nine fantasies: I started by compiling a humongous list of all the destructive fantasies that I thought were lies, which totaled into the hundreds. I then sorted, combined, and eliminated them until I had what I considered the basic, crucial, and not inherently obvious elements necessary to living a productive, straightforward, regret-free life. Voilà! The nine!

My list of realities is a little shorter, but I am a clinical psychologist, and if I hadn’t boiled things down to some pretty straightforward realities that actually work, I would have been out of business a long time ago. My original idea was to have the same number of fantasies and realities, but I ran smack dab into—yeah, you guessed it—reality. That’s the problem with reality; it is what it is. Maybe reality is tougher, but it’s shorter than fantasy. So there you are: The Nine Fantasies That Will Ruin Your Life and the Eight Realities That Will Save You.


1
there’s no place like home


We all assume that everybody else’s family is terrific and ours is dysfunctional. Don’t believe it for a minute.



F or most of human history, people have lived in extended families, the larger the better. Bigger families meant more hands to do the work, raise the kids, gather the crops, and fight the enemy. A larger population pool also meant that assaults from hostile neighbors, rampaging plagues, and infant mortality would be less devastating. Until the recent advent of the nuclear family, never had so few adults been entrusted with the responsibility of caring for and socializing offspring.

Fifty years ago the nuclear family comprised Mom, Dad, and kids (with or without a station wagon and a dog). Today nearly two-thirds of all children are raised in single-parent households. The nucleus is getting smaller and smaller. Now the Mom-and-Pop version of the nuclear family seems positively nostalgic, a shrine of togetherness.

As the family unit shrank, the importance of Mother as caregiver grew to nearly mythic proportions (in the larger extended family, child care was shared by older children and aunts) while the father figure (if and when he was present) assumed total economic responsibility. As traditional functions bash into modern structures, however, roles become distorted. On the one hand, the messy work of raising children remains, but the number of hands sharing the work keeps diminishing, creating a sentimental longing for the good old days, which never really existed. When the work of turning infants into responsible, potentially happy, self-sufficient adults is done by two or often one parent, the task is daunting enough. Add to all this shrinking nuclear unit stepparents and stepchildren, separated parents, same-sex partnerships, and unwed mothers, and you can see how irrelevant and burdensome the traditional view of family can be.

Let’s look at the fantasy of the sentimentalized functional family that serves as the standard against which any real family, like yours or mine, can never measure up. If we can get beyond the fantasy, we’ll see the reality: that family may be kindred spirits rather than kin, genuine feelings rather than genealogy. For the 17 percent of the population who live in a Father works–Mom at home with kids household, hurrah. For everybody else, let’s worry more about function and less about form.

FAMILIES FUNCTION
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I come from a dysfunctional family, and…—MARTIN, 36, TUSCUMBIA, ALABAMA



Martin, stop. Everyone in America comes from a dysfunctional family. The term has no meaning anymore except as an excuse for bad behavior. Regardless of what you want to discuss with me, I want you to forget about using your family as an excuse for your problems. That’s why adulthood was invented—to allow us to sort through what we were taught as children and pick and choose appropriate behavior. It’s like a Chinese menu for life. Picking one item from column A and one from column B allows you to customize your existence without hollering at the cook. I also don’t want you to beat up on yourself for falling into this trap, since you’re certainly not alone. I just want you to climb out of it.

The American notion of family is perhaps the most romanticized, deep-rooted, and misery-producing fantasy of the last hundred years. When soldiers returned from World War II, women were no longer needed in the workforce. As people moved from farms to urban and suburban centers, the basic need to maintain the larger extended family—with grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins—as part of the social order really hit the wall.

Our society responded by idealizing the nuclear unit, with emphasis on the mom who stayed at home and kept the home fires burning. This comforting and idyllic, if inaccurate, model of family life has been perpetuated by television and the movies. Norman Rockwell, whose paintings of an America that never was adorned covers of the Saturday Evening Post for generations, gave us a sugar-coated version of an extended family so seductive that all of us now believe that everyone else’s family functions better than ours. In case you’ve never seen one of Rockwell’s paintings, the Thanksgiving dinner table is peopled by well-dressed, well-behaved brethren giving thanks for a golden turkey and all the trimmings, including the salad, which is always forgotten at my house.

In the Rockwell family there is no version of our own tipsy uncle Jack, there’s no howling cousin Sammy who was just pinched by whiny sister Susie, and the turkey is not burned. Brother Bob has not brought the television into the dining room to watch the final quarter of the football game, and the baby is not wet and sobbing. In our house Thanksgiving dinner is a Maalox moment, especially when compared to Norman Rockwell’s view.

Add to this the notion of dysfunction and you’ve got a domestic Molotov cocktail capable of inflaming ordinary daily frictions into catastrophe. The fantasy has become even more inflated in the last several years, since politicians coined the term “family values” as shorthand for “I’m a good guy, and my opponent is in favor of the downfall of Western civilization as we know it.” Those who most adamantly espouse “family values” have forgotten that the traditional family usually included the beating of women and children and the early death of the father, undoubtedly caused by the lethal combination of mom’s home cooking and the overwhelming responsibility of shouldering the economic burden for the entire family structure.

So, Martin, the best place to start with problem-solving is the here and now, understanding that who you are is partially determined by how you were raised. Now that you’re all grown up, however, you get to raise yourself. You can understand why you do what you do and what you can do to change it. If you don’t like the way you were raised, you can raise your children differently or keep the things that worked and discard those that didn’t, keeping in mind that your children aren’t you and that times do change.

As parents, we unthinkingly do exactly what our parents did, or else we do the opposite. As the oldest of six children, I had ample opportunity to view the parenting process. I had lots of responsibility toward the younger kids, but no real authority. I spent all my years at home sharing a room with a sister who was fifteen months younger than I was and with whom I had very little rapport. We had very different temperaments, and she was frequently angry with our parents or younger sibs, but could most easily take it out on me because I was neither a parent nor a younger child. (In a big family, if you hit a younger sib, you’re sent to your room until you’re forty, and being visibly angry toward a parent can get you grounded until you’re one hundred and forty.)

Occasionally my sister and I would somehow bridge the chasm between our distinct and fairly incompatible personality styles and chat after lights-out. I can still hear my father hollering, “If I hear one more word out of there, I’m coming up and you’ll both be sorry.” Even as a young girl, I realized how precious those whispers were. I vowed that when I had children, I would never forbid them to talk in the dark. Unfortunately, I only had to wait till I was about twelve years old and baby-sitting to hear the same wretched words come out of my mouth: “One more word and I’m coming up there.” Sigh. Memory is such that we are very likely to replicate the negative.

Even if you’re one of those souls who long for the good old days, the current reality of single parenting, a 50 percent divorce rate, and the economic need for moms to work mean that June Cleaver is no more. One of the reasons Leave It to Beaver survives as a cultural icon forty years after it was made is that it plays into the fantasy that life was simpler, easier, and better back then. I personally think the cotton-candy notion is both nonsensical and dangerous, but whether it was ever true or not, it certainly isn’t now.

FATHER KNOWS BEST
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My twelve-year-old son wants to shave his head. Do you think this is the first step toward civil disobedience? Do we let him? His mother cries all the time about it.—QUENTIN, 41,GRAY, TENNESSEE



Quentin, trust me, your wife isn’t crying about hair loss. She may be crying about your son’s looming independence, the loss of his baby curls, or her own aging process, but hair is just dead tissue with a great deal of social meaning. If your parents were living with you, they’d probably remind you of your shoulder-length hair in the 1970s or your dad’s fight with his dad about his “ducktail” do. Your young son is going to belligerently tell you, “It’s my hair to do with as I want, and you might think about the same do, because you’re losing yours.” All of this seemingly innocent, though sometimes snotty behavior—the purple hair, goatee, tattoos, body-piercings, T-shirts, short skirts, and nail polish—is just a warm-up for teenage rebellion. All this from a haircut? Sure, the first shot fired across the bow signals the beginning of a long-term conflict about rules and sovereignty and independence. The parent and child will never view each other exactly the same way again. Don’t get between your son and his mom, and remember that hair—in an adolescent, at least—will grow back. Let it go.
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My thirty-eight-year-old brother still lives at home. He’s never really had a job, and he’s sponging off my parents. My mom is always complaining to me how lazy he is. When I tell her to toss him out, she tells me to mind my own business. She says I’ve never really liked him. Maybe she’s right, but it seems like he’s really taking advantage.—MIRANDA, 44, ALBANY, NEW YORK



Miranda, carrying on sibling rivalry when we have zits is one thing, but once we get wrinkles, don’t you think it’s time to let it go? This really isn’t your business, even though it’s your family. You can ask your mom not to complain to you, but asking her to love you best won’t work any better at forty-four than it did at four. Twenty years ago, parents were worried about the empty-nest syndrome: how will we cope when the kids leave? Now they’re concerned about the crowded-nest syndrome: how can we get them out of here?

As parents, we give our kids roots and wings, and the hard part is never the roots. Today’s family roots have to be portable as well as sustaining. The old-fashioned family was less touchy-feely than our modern one and much more fundamentally economic: “Look, I pay the bills around here, so it’s my way or the highway.” Not only does the modern family emphasize emotions and self-esteem, but the financial aspects of the nuclear family have also altered significantly.

One of the reasons for the family as a social unit was economic. A large group of adults (aunts, uncles, grandparents, cousins, in-laws) could add financial stability during tough times as well as be a social unit that allowed for interaction and involvement. Today’s nuclear family is a much more isolated and fragile economic unit, as you, your brother, and your parents are discovering.

That’s not to say that the extended family was a walk in the park; young wives were often terrorized and tyrannized by their mothers-in-law (where do you think all those jokes originated?), younger sons didn’t inherit property, and younger sisters couldn’t marry until older sibs found matches. Talk about sibling rivalry with a vengeance.

Miranda, ask your mom not to complain to you about your brother, and be thankful you’re so self-reliant. While you’re at it, it’s okay to ask your mom for a hug as long as you don’t give her a lecture first.
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My boyfriend and I just got engaged. My parents have never liked him, and now that we’re planning the wedding, they have said they will contribute only if we put down a deposit of 50 percent of all costs, because they don’t think we’ll go through with it. My fiancé is really insulted, and I’m caught in the middle.—SANDRA, 28, BOISE, IDAHO



Sandra, the fun has just begun. You’ve bumped into the “Home, Sweet Home” fantasy at a hundred miles an hour. You want Mommy and Daddy to make a party for you and love your fiancé while also treating you like a big girl. When we throw in the expense of a wedding, the mix gets really lively—especially since all participants are stubborn, sensitive, and convinced they’re right. You’re looking for all of them to support your independence. Your parents don’t want to lose you. Your boyfriend is saying, “Choose.” And you’re getting a headache.

Relax a bit if you can. Remember that the family is an economic unit. All the basic conflicts are being acted out here, which is what makes the mixture so potent. If the two of you plan to assume some of the costs, then write your folks a check. If the deal is that your parents always planned to pay, ask them if they’ll refund your money as a wedding gift or put it in escrow. The two of you might decide to finesse the whole situation and elope. If you can, try not to take everything quite so personally. In reality, this is what family is all about—the tension between dependence and freedom and whether or not the wedding cake is chocolate.

A MAN’S HOME IS HIS CASTLE


My wife and I are separating, and I told my folks that I wanted to bunk at home until I decide what I want to do. Mom said she and Dad are moving to Florida and they’re going to rent the house for a year and then sell it. She says I’ll have to make other arrangements. I told her they’re my parents and they have to take me in. She just laughed, and I heard Dad saying to get off the phone, they were going to be late for their tone-and-stretch class.—LOREN, 34,CAMDEN, NEW JERSEY



Because the nuclear family is a relatively new development and most prominent in American life, the fantasies surrounding it are compounded by nostalgia, fear, dependency, competitiveness, and love. The idea that there will always be a home where you can go and be welcomed is charming and appealing but completely false. I think you’ve been seduced by the Father Knows Best syndrome. In that popular TV show, Robert Young dispensed white-collar suburban wisdom to cute, passive children who gratefully acknowledged their intellectual, emotional, and financial debt once a week within a thirty-minute window. American men ever since have been trying to figure out how that paragon wielded such total control over home and hearth, not to mention how he elicited his family’s gratitude, respect, and affection. Listen up: that was television, not reality.

Loren, this notion of the ideal family—which may even be partially responsible for the breakup of your marriage—was totally fanciful. The TV dads in those earlier times lived in an antiseptic environment in which the major concerns were baby-sitting, bikes, and whose turn it was to do the dishes. They were absent during the day and appeared only long enough to dispense wisdom. Today this sort of male behavior would be seen as the cause of a wife’s drinking and adultery with the tennis instructor. The perky older daughter would blame Dad for her father fixation and for her unrealistic demands on her suitors, whom he disdains. Sonny would see his inability to find and hold a job as a result of feeling castrated by his father’s power, and the baby of the family would undoubtedly attribute her sexual identity confusion to having been called Kitten since birth.

Today’s father had better be a lot more hands-on if he is to be taken seriously by his brood. Being an absentee provider who can defend himself by bringing home his paycheck is considered old-fashioned, paternalistic, and inadequate. But this new freedom always incorporates the ability to just say no—to being forever responsible for grown children’s economic welfare, to eternal baby-sitting, and to adult children returning home to crash until they get their lives or finances in order. Dads have had to learn to be more giving, and they’ve been allowed to be a bit more selfish and to focus on their feelings as well as their finances.

As dads have changed, so have moms. Loren, your mother has learned that love doesn’t mean being a doormat. It sounds as if her days of always considering your needs before her own have come and gone. The good news is that you won’t have to deal with Saint Mom the Martyr. The bad news is you’re going to have to find your own digs.
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My son puts up with an enormous amount of guff from his wife and kids. If I’d talked to my dad that way, I wouldn’t have been able to sit down for a week. Hell, if my son had talked to me the way his kids talk to him, I would have given him the same sore butt my dad would have whopped on me. That’s the problem with kids today—they have no respect for authority. Things were a lot better in this country when a man’s home was his castle.—PATRICK, 63, CHICAGO



Patrick, you’re certainly not alone in feeling a fond nostalgia for the days when a man’s home was his castle. Unfortunately most of the people with whom you share this fantasy are men. This is a terrific philosophy if you happen to be the man, but it’s not so great if you’re unlucky enough to be a woman or a child.

Before you decide you’d look great in a crown, remember that being King Pat has some serious limitations. Not only does a king have to take care of his subjects (to avoid being overthrown), but you might remember the lessons of history, where unhappy younger brothers, jealous cousins, and ambitious offspring could get frisky and plot to stab King Dad in the back and usurp his throne. If this sounds like your normal family get-together … well, unless you inherited the royal treasury and a loyal army to maintain your position, you might want to give up the fantasy.

It sounds to me as if you’re feeling unloved, Patrick. Is the boss pushing you around at work, so that you want to compensate by being powerful at home? Are you having a Rodney Dangerfield moment and feel like you’re getting no respect?

Don’t let your longing for the lord-and-master thing blind you to the present. The past always seems most appealing when the present is rapidly changing. Obviously the happier we are, the better the status quo seems to be. Conversely, when we’re unhappy, we adopt the grass-is-greener perspective. It sounds to me as if you’re not very happy at this moment. You may want to dig a bit deeper and see if there’s not something lurking behind your kingdom fantasy.

NORMAN ROCKWELL LIED
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My mother’s in a nursing home. None of my brothers or sisters ever come to visit her. Everyone else at Shady Acres is swamped with company. My family stinks. They always have and they always will.—ISADORE, 69, RICHMOND, VIRGINIA



Whoa, easy there, Isadore. I know it frightens you to see your mom deteriorate. Its tough to think about becoming an orphan at any age, but this displaced rage isn’t going to help you, your mom, or your siblings. The assumption that everybody else’s family works better than yours is self-defeating. You know your family from the inside and everyone else’s from the outside. It may be time to organize your brethren to visit mom. If you seem patronizing or whiny, you’ll make the task more difficult than it has to be. If they feel you’re trying to foist Mom off on them or make them feel guilty, they’re going to be less compliant than if you suggest that maybe you can all have lunch once a week and work out a schedule.

If it comforts you to believe that your family is lousier than everyone else’s, ask yourself why. You can believe that functional families exist, but only if you intend to create one of your own. There also seems to be a lot of pressure on you, your brothers, and your sisters to be paragons of virtue, now that your childhood is but a memory. Simply speaking, you can’t remake your family, but you can begin to relate to them as the adults they have become and begin to like them or not. You can also show your children how you would like to be treated when you’re old by how you treat your mom. Isadore, it’s obvious that you’ve got a lot on your plate right now. If you can let go of some of that anger, you’ll be happier and more effective.

If you can give up the notion that there is only one way to be, you might more readily accept that there are lots of ways to be a parent and multiple ways to be a child. Home may not be sweet or stable, but it’s not as toxic or hostile as it seems when measured against an unrealistic and futile fantasy. Instead of relying on faulty reporting and emotional balderdash, we need to focus on what is important today in terms of relating to our children, what we wish we had been told as children by our parents and how we wish we had been treated when we were kids. You may want to take the “pendulum theory” into account while you’re at it: if your parents were strict, it’s likely you’ll loosen up and your kids will be tough to their kids who will loosen up … and so it goes.

If we can put aside our anger about how we were or weren’t raised, we can then begin to understand that everybody feels the discrepancy between the perfect parent they longed for and the reality of parents doing the best they could with what they had. Each of us can then begin to do for ourselves what we wish had been done for us. We can raise our children as we wish we’d been raised—confident in the certainty that they too will probably feel gypped.

SHRINK-WRAPS

FALSE FAMILY FANTASIES

I want a girl like the one who married Dad: If you’re noticing that you’ve run across this idea before when it comes to your love life … ta-da. You’ve been paying attention and a high five for you. This is the basis of that whole destructive notion. Let’s all agree that Oedipus didn’t have all that comfy a life. Let’s further admit that the cult of Mom Worship in this society is based on trying to convince a lot of women that they shouldn’t ask for anything more than gratitude for staying in an empty house all day and basing their total self-worth on someone else.

Home is where they’ve got to take you in: Sorry, Thomas Wolfe, I don’t mean to be paraphrasing, but it’s not true that you can’t go home again. It’s just that home is not what it once was. The point is, the vine-covered cottage that would always be there was probably never there, and it sure isn’t these days. Mom and Dad are now in the midst of a trial separation. They have put the house on the market, and they’re tired of taking care of kids. So get a job, get a life, and raise your own kids, who will treat you much the same way you’ve treated your folks.

The apple never falls far from the tree: Today’s functioning family is tomorrow’s therapy project, because the rules for parenting change every decade or so, which means everybody gets caught. There’s a pendulum effect to parenting. When discipline is emphasized, the next generation rebels in favor of freedom, which then results in a longing for structure. If the point of the family is to socialize the child to function in society, the stress becomes obvious. When I was in college, a professor admitted he was trying to train us for jobs twenty years down the road he couldn’t even imagine. Today he’d have to amend that statement to five years down the road.

How, then, does a family cope? Certainly not by looking backward. The past looks most seductive when the future is unsure, but clinging tenaciously to a completely unrealistic and inaccurate fantasy of the past in order to apply brakes to our headlong rush into the unknown won’t work. The sad laments of family life gone wrong are all statements about the difficulty of change. Human beings are homeostatic by nature: the unknown feels frightening. Whether we look at concerns about our children’s dress code or where to go for Christmas when parents are divorced, we’re acknowledging the pain of change as well as its inevitability. Take deep cleansing breaths, everyone.

Spare the rod and spoil the child: Yeah, smacking someone around who is smaller and loves you is really loving and good role modeling. Not! The whole issue of spanking and corporal punishment is an important one which is slightly off the point here. The reason I include it at all is to offset the knee-jerk response that spanking is a good way to think about love, family, or discipline. Children certainly need rules and structure, but as a society, hopefully we are learning better techniques to teach respect. Fear just begets misery and anxiety. It’s also self-perpetuating, mindless, and short-term.

TV SHOWS THAT PERPETUATE THE FAMILY FANTASY


	[image: ] Leave It to Beaver—Sibling rivalry: is gentle and fun … right!


	[image: ] The Dick Van Dyke Show—Happy homemaker: (Are we talking about dosage adjustment here?) “Rob… puhleeze, can I get out of these pedal-pushers?”


	[image: ] The Partridge Family—Single mom: is always calm, cool, collected—only ruffled shirtwise—and never, ever out of tune!


	[image: ] I Love Lucy—Cross-cultural marriage: never creates problems with in-laws or bigoted landlords.


	[image: ] The Brady Bunch—Blended family: all disputes can be settled cutely and “permanently” in a half hour—including commercials.




MISLEADING “REALISTIC” FAMILIES


	[image: ] All in the Family


	[image: ] Roseanne


	[image: ] The Jeffersons


	[image: ] Murphy Brown


	[image: ] One Day at a Time


	[image: ] Any soap opera





2
everybody’s perfect … except me


Nobody’s perfect, so relax and enjoy the imperfections.



T he need to be perfect is a terrible burden. It means there is no rest, no serenity, only striving and failing, since perfection can’t change and to be alive means to change. So even if it were possible to be momentarily perfect, that would be the end of the line—as a verb, “to perfect” means “to finish.” The gnawing sense of imperfection can taint the simplest pleasure and the greatest triumph. A dedication to perfectionism means that we are doomed always to be just a heartbeat away—from exposure. Perfection is unchanging; lives are ongoing.

In this fantasy, relationships must be perfect lest they reflect badly on us. So being critical of others is an integral part of maintaining the fantasy that you are perfect and others must strive to keep up with you. This whole process of the best defense being a good offensive is tiresome and joyless, but obsessive, because to fail means to be unworthy of love.

Zowie, how did such an optimistic country saddle itself with such a profoundly gloomy fantasy?

Before there was Madison Avenue’s advertising influence or television, there was Hollywood and the dream machine that offered a gloriously perfect universe of beautiful people and clear lines between the good guys and the bad guys. Advertising and television took up the challenge of entertaining by distracting us from our comparatively mundane everyday lives. This made the unobtainable “perfect life” seem personal by bringing the message into our living rooms. The fantasy of perfect bodies, lives, and loves blemishes the reality of lives in progress.

[image: ]


My younger sister and I fight all the time. She’ll go off in a huff, so I have to be the peacemaker and call her back. When I do, everything goes just fine until I explain to her how rude she was to me.—MELINA, 37, SARASOTA, FLORIDA



Melina darlin’, you’re driving your sister crazy because you’re acting as if you are perfect and deign to deal with her only because you are so incredibly wonderful. Every day my callers convince me, as you did today, to tell them they’re being vicitimized by someone who should suffer a lifetime of ingrown toenails or worse. This doesn’t make them bad. It is the result of the erroneous notion that there are only two groups—the blameworthy and blameless. All of us would rather be the blamer than the blamed. It becomes really important to be right because if we’re not right, we’re wrong. And who wants to be wrong? In order to feel safer, we attempt to divert attention elsewhere before our flaws can be scrutinized. In this way, we can pretend to be blameless while hiding our terrible secret: that we are not perfect.

The “best defense is a good offense” strategy is tempting. I criticize; therefore I’m above being criticized. So I’m safe. The problem, Melina, is that this technique doesn’t work, as you’ve undoubtedly noticed. When you criticize your sister, she attacks you or retreats to fight another day. The two of you gain nothing. You just escalate your private war.

How did we come to use this belief in perfection as the key to social success?

All of us live in a capitalist society, Melina, which means we buy things that are not crucial for survival. If I can convince you that there is something wrong with you that will make you unlovable or unsuccessful, and then tell you that I have a magic potion that will cure the problem, you’ll very likely be interested. On a very large scale, that defines the emotional underpinnings of our economic system. The “problem” may be the wrong car, the wrong look, or the wrong smell. The solution is a new car, suit, fragrance, or—in your case, Melina—the expensive grovel “I’m-so-sorry-I-hurt-your-feelings” bouquet as a peace offering. Growing up in America means growing up insecure because we believe there is an ideal way to be. In this cult of perfection, we pretend that perfection is obtainable, and we are afraid to admit that we’re not perfect. This is the real subtext of the conflict between you and your sister. The drumbeat here is the unholy trinity:


	What you have isn’t enough to make you happy.


	You can never be happy by yourself.


	Attracting someone is dependent on looking or smelling or tasting different than you do.




The approach works only if you believe in the ideal. When there is a conflict, the only choice is to be perfect or to be a loser. So we pretend to be perfect, and we belittle our opponent as a way of deflecting attention from our own imperfection. Think about it. If you’re feeling calm and confident, taking a good look at who you are feels warm and pleasant. Conversely, when you’re convinced that you have zits, halitosis, and thinning hair, that same scrutiny feels excruciating, embarrassing, and threatening. You’re quickly going to become convinced that everyone is going to hurt you, humiliate you, or leave you for someone who has perfect hair, teeth, breath, and whatever else you feel is lacking in you. The tragedy is that everybody feels that way. Whatever we are isn’t enough, but everybody else is perfect.

Melina, perfectionism isn’t only about advertising, which is why you and your sister are constantly playing “who’s perfect and who’s the unlovable nerd?” Every group—whether it’s the marines, the Girl Scouts, or the church—has an ideal to which its members are encouraged to aspire. Years ago a sermon on Sunday reminded us that we weren’t living up to the ideal, but now advertising can remind us seven days a week in the comfort of our living rooms that we don’t have the perfect Evian body or Jell-O child.

Encouraging individuals to live up to a very high standard is normal. When your folks urged you to do your best, they weren’t being nasty, just unrealistic. When your mom asked you why you couldn’t be more like your sister, she sowed the seeds of today’s dissension with your sister. Parents may mean well, but their admonitions combined with those impossibly perfect images are so overwhelming that we’ve lost our ability to distinguish between the possible and the impossible. The price of failure has never seemed higher.

In a contest held in Canada last year for aspiring models, 80 percent of the 20,000 applicants would be considered anorexic by their height-weight ratio. The five finalists all weighed less than 100 pounds and were at least five feet seven. It is chilling to realize that the notion of perfection has gotten so out of hand as to distort the perception of teenage girls so that they will never feel happy in their own bodies. There is something tragic about a pubescent girl searching for diet aids and fake breasts in a futile pursuit of an unobtainable look.

When you combine an excruciatingly small chance of success and a fear of failing, you get people who are afraid to look at themselves honestly for fear of what they will discover. The flip side of this ugly coin is a willingness to aggressively find fault with others as a way to feel superior and safe: “I may not be perfect, but I’m a lot better than you are, so I’m more nearly perfect by comparison.”

Melina, if you accept your sister exactly as she is and love her, not in spite of her quirks but because of them, you’ll have more time to study your own quirks and more fun when you’re together. She might even give you a hug now and then.

COMMUNICATE DISAPPOINTMENT
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My twelve-year-old son is a really great kid, but his grades have fallen, so I told him he can’t play sports, and now he’s threatening to run away from home. I never let him watch TV until he’s finished his homework, and I’ve hollered about how important school is till I’m blue in the face.—KEITH, 41, FORT WORTH, TEXAS



Keith, before we even get started here, there is no reason for any kid in America to watch the tube on a school night; that’s why VCRs were invented. (Hey, before y’all start yelling at me, even my editor wanted me to take this out. I not only believe it but I practiced it when my daughter was in school.) No kid is going to perish from lack of a remote control, and the weekends can be for boob-tubing. If you tell your son he can’t watch TV until his homework is done, he’ll either fib or rush through it. The Browne family rule says “No TV.” I also think you should spend time in the same room with a child
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