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This book is dedicated to
all the women who shared their stories … 
and to all the women who need to hear them.
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It was 5 p.m. on a warm Sunday in July and my fiancé was scolding me for being late. He was upset that I was not going to have time to pack our picnic dinner for the concert that night. He stood there in a bathrobe, unshaved and unshowered, after a full day spent in front of the television. Time slowed while I reflected on my day of travel: two hours in the car to the Orlando airport, rental car return, baggage check, tedious tram ride, and the cattle call for the wide-body L-1011 aircraft jam-packed with 250 passengers. Then the whole process in reverse when I arrived in Chicago, including an hour spent in traffic getting back to his house. (Note to self: Don’t most couples in love pick each other up at the airport?) I can still picture him lecturing me about how I “would never have time to go to the store and get what we need for dinner.” The whole situation was so crazy that I didn’t bother to mention three key things that seemed to escape him: There are no stores at thirty-five thousand feet; there was nothing I could have done to make the plane fly faster; and what the hell had he been doing all day?

I once heard a therapist use the analogy of a beach ball. She said your problems are like a beach ball that you keep trying to hold underwater. You can try to ignore them, but eventually those problems, just like a beach ball, are going to pop up out of the water. This was the day that my beach ball finally popped out of the water. Three days later, I called off the engagement and moved back home. It was the Fourth of July—Independence Day.

When I was twenty-eight, I became engaged to a man who was completely and utterly wrong for me. For reasons that remain unclear, I fully participated in a relationship that was doomed from the start, contrary to all my gut feelings, and covered with red flags. Fortunately, I found the courage to call off the wedding before I got myself into a bigger mess.

After I ended the relationship, I moved back to my hometown, found a new job, and got an apartment. My sweet friends were worried about me and went out of their way to make sure I was doing okay. While I felt somewhat embarrassed by my poor judgment, I was so happy to be free that my joy at being back home and out of that unhealthy relationship outweighed any shame or sadness. The hardest part was facing up to the situation and making the tough call to get out.

As I talked to other women about my unfortunate engagement, I started hearing the same comments over and over. First, I was surprised by the number of women who admitted they wished they had had the courage to call off their own weddings. I even had several women (and men!) admit to short-lived first marriages that no one knew about. I also began to see a pattern develop as they started to ask me questions about my relationship. What were the signs? How did I feel? How did I have the courage to call it off? How did my fiancé react? I quickly realized that in many cases, they were really questioning their own relationships or pending marriages. After a while, I had mentally cataloged a collection of personal stories about doomed-from-the-start marriages, and I experienced another gut feeling: This needs to be a book. As a freelance writer, an avid reader, and a person who spends hours in bookstores and libraries, I couldn’t help but notice shelves filled with rows and rows of books about how to plan a successful wedding. Countless books promise to help women “hook a man,” or “find your soul mate in thirty days.” Some of these books drove me crazy—women are so much smarter than this! They deserve better. What they really need is a book that helps them step back and evaluate what they want and need in a relationship.

I could have used such a book; it would have saved me a lot of heartache. That’s when I had my epiphany. Who better to tell you how to extricate yourself from a dead-end relationship than a woman who has already done time in one? No one is better informed about unhealthy relationships than a woman who has learned the hard way. That was it! I realized that my experience of calling off a wedding could help other women. And I could uncover what a woman needs to know about marrying the right guy by talking to women who had married the wrong one! So I set out to find answers to the following:

• Why do women stay in relationships that they know are all wrong for them?

• Why do smart, talented, successful, worthy women consciously get engaged to the wrong guys?

• Why do they walk down that aisle even though they already know it is a mistake?

The first step was finding women to interview. Each woman I talked to had to meet one standard prior to being interviewed: Did she know she was making a mistake before she walked down the aisle? That way I knew I would be interviewing someone who (1) settled for a ho-hum (or even destructive), less-than-fulfilling relationship, and then (2) went through with her wedding even though she knew it was a mistake.

It didn’t take long to find the first thirty women who fit the profile. I sent out a mass email to my friends, relatives, neighbors, and colleagues explaining the project, and I attached a questionnaire. Right away, I started receiving completed questionnaires or emails indicating that a person was willing to be interviewed. I got even more responses from people saying they knew someone who fit the criteria but they were afraid to contact her for fear of prying or being insensitive.

The amazing thing is that I didn’t have to travel more than a few degrees of separation to find qualified candidates to interview. This told me I was on to something. In all cases, the women agreed to revisit personal and often painful memories to help someone else. Every single woman said something to the effect of, “If I can help prevent someone else from making the same mistake, it is worth it.”

At this point in the research, I had the great fortune to begin my collaboration with Jennifer Gauvain, MSW, LCSW. Jennifer is a licensed therapist whose primary focus is helping couples and families. With more than fifteen years’ experience in private practice, she helped me interpret the stories I gathered and address the issues revealed by those who forged ahead with mistaken marriages. She also shared the wisdom she and her husband of fifteen years gained while on the marriage prep team at St. Francis Xavier College Church.

After conducting the interviews and poring over the data, we discovered something remarkable. No matter what the women’s background, age, education level, or religious affiliation, they all gave startlingly similar reasons for why they remained in their unfulfilling relationships or went ahead with mistaken marriages. While they were different in many ways, they all echoed the same advice: “Listen to your gut,” or “Pay attention to that little voice inside of you.” They talked about their gut feelings over and over, so we decided to look further into this concept.

Jennifer and I decided to track down women who did listen to their guts—women who had canceled weddings and ended dead-end relationships. We quickly realized that it was much harder to find these women. And many who we did find ultimately declined to speak to us about this time in their lives. They did not want to “go there” again and dredge up all of those painful memories. It took us a while, but we eventually conducted interviews and again found common themes and patterns in their stories. The difference was that these women were somehow able to dial in to their inner wisdom and find the courage to act on their feelings.

By presenting real-life stories, coupled with research and professional insight, we hope that a potential bride who is headed down the aisle to disaster will recognize herself and stop short before she makes a life-altering mistake. We also want to reach out to the woman who is enmeshed in an unhappy relationship simply because she doesn’t want to be alone. As one woman said about her twenty-six-year-old assistant, “I wish I could bottle up all the feelings I had during my mistaken marriage and give them to her so she could see where she is headed. I have talked to her until I am blue in the face about how wrong her fiancé is for her, but she doesn’t want to ‘waste the six years’ invested in the relationship!”

The good news is that everyone in this book went on to happy and fulfilling lives—after they ended their marriages or engagements. Their futures were not the lonely and dismal ones they had envisioned when they were in the middle of the storm. By sharing these real stories, we hope to spare others the anguish, guilt, and sadness of a failed marriage.

If you are in an unhealthy or unfulfilling relationship, we hope to help you identify what it is you are really looking for and give you ideas about how to find it. As Robert Frost eloquently said, “The best way out is always through.” The stories you are about to read are true. Our hope is that by reading them, a part of you—that part of you that has been longing to be heard—will recognize yourself and be triggered to act. This is your opportunity to finally listen to what you already know is true. Through these stories, you will find your way out.


Introduction:
The Best-Kept Secret at the Wedding

Picture yourself as a bride. You are minutes away from saying “I do,” but you really want to scream, “No, no, I don’t!” Your heart is racing and you’ve got butterflies in your stomach—but they’re not the good kind. You are freaking out. You know you are about to marry the wrong man. What’s going through your mind?

I was standing at the end of the aisle thinking, “Shit, when am I going to get divorced?”

I kept listening for the music—and the ushers never opened the door. I finally pushed it open myself, like it was a grand performance. I walked down the aisle looking at all of my friends and family whom I did not want to disappoint. At the reception I thought, “Oh my God, what have I done?” I realized I had no emotional attachment to this man.

I was avoiding my dad’s eyes as I waited with him at the end of the aisle. I did not want to hear any “pearls of wisdom.” Instead I paid attention to the photographer. I simply could not look at my dad because I knew I was making a mistake.

I was scared to death. I wanted to turn around and run—it felt so surreal, like it was something I was watching and not a part of.

I barely remember the wedding ceremony; it was very simple and it was not special. We didn’t even have a honeymoon. I did what I thought I deserved to do at the time. I was totally settling.

I was positively numb and felt like I was in the school play. It was surreal.

As I walked down the aisle, I thought, “Why am I here?” I felt I was too young to get married. (I wasn’t—I was twenty-six!) I also told myself that I was never going to have sex with another man again, our sex life was terrible, and our relationship was terrible…. Why am I here?

I felt like I was dying a thousand deaths. I just wanted to get the whole thing over with.

And so we begin with what’s often the best-kept secret at the wedding: that the bride knew her marriage was a mistake as she was walking down the aisle. Whether in a little chapel, a synagogue, or a glorious cathedral—she already knew her marriage was not going to work. In most cases, we’re not talking about spur-of-the-moment, Las Vegas weddings. We’re talking about marriages that occur after an often lengthy period of dating and engagement.

These quotes are the actual thoughts of brides who knew they were marrying the wrong guys. We asked them to share what was going through their minds in the moments before their wedding ceremonies began. Not the loving, dream-come-true visions of a beautiful wedding day, are they? Imagine having to put on a happy face and feign unbridled joy—with all eyes on you. What’s worse is that the majority of the guests are friends and relatives who have known you for years, if not your whole life. You have to put on the performance of a lifetime to fool these people. And, of course, everyone else has expectations of how the bride should appear on the “happiest day of her life.”

In all of the pictures, I was walking ahead of him—not side by side. I spent all my time talking to my cousins and hanging out with my gay friend, the pianist.

For those who believed (actually convinced themselves) that marriage was what they really wanted, the reality of the day did not match their dreams—as misguided as they were. Their wedding days turned out much differently from the way they had always imagined.

I hated the best man at our wedding. At our rehearsal dinner, I overheard my future mother-in-law in the corner talking to the best man, trying to get him to stop the wedding. She said, “You must stop this! He is making the biggest mistake of his life!” When I told my soon-to-be husband, he said, “Just ignore her.”

My wedding day was one of the worst days of my life. My groom got bombed, completely shit-faced. At one point he kicked a chair out from under someone and screamed “FUCK YOU!” at one of the guests. Of course, I had to take care of it.

And the worst part of all? It was too late to turn back. While their insides told them to run away, their outsides kept marching down the aisle. Unfortunately, too many women get so caught up with the idea of being “in love” or “being married” that they forget about the most important part—the relationship itself.

The Worst-Kept Secret at the Wedding

And sometimes it’s not just the bride who knows the marriage is a mistake. Her friends, family, and the wedding party know it’s all wrong, too. It’s like watching a car go over a cliff. Think about it: Have you ever been to a wedding and placed a silent bet that the marriage wouldn’t last? And it doesn’t have to be anything dramatic. Both the bride and groom can be wonderful people—they’re just not wonderful for each other.

There was a lot of crying at my wedding. Myself, my friends, my dad. None of us said that it was because of a looming mistake, but it was crying for loss, not for joy.

Many of the women you will meet in this book shared a secret: I know I am marrying the wrong guy. But instead of facing their fears in the early stages of their relationships (the fear of being alone, of letting their families down, of being labeled a “failure,” of not knowing what the future would bring), they all walked down the aisle anyway. They’re sharing their stories in the hope that you will avoid the tough lessons that they had to learn. You’ll also hear from those who did find the courage to call off their weddings, as well as women who have been happily married for many years and understand the importance of marrying the right man. They share their insights about what’s important to consider when choosing a life partner, and caution that some guys may make great boyfriends, but not-so-great husbands.

Important Things to Keep in Mind as You Read This Book

1. The women we interviewed were of many different ages, races, religious backgrounds, and educational and socioeconomic circumstances. They also come from different parts of the United States. Their stories, however, are remarkably similar. This tells us that these thought patterns, behaviors, and mistakes are universal. So pay attention to them!

2. We believe that every woman knows, deep down, what is right for her. We hope these stories will serve as a wake-up call to help you recognize your own hazardous relationship patterns and behaviors.

3. If you think that this book does not apply to you because you are not in a relationship or not yet engaged—please think again. The collective wisdom found in these pages can help you better articulate your vision for your life. What kind of relationship do you want? What are the important characteristics that you desire in a boyfriend or husband? Do you even want to get married? Maybe you don’t, and you are really looking for something else.

4. We hope that these stories will trigger you to take action. Every bad boyfriend who gets dumped, every misguided wedding that gets canceled, and every disputed diamond that is returned to the jeweler will be considered a success story!

5. Don’t be afraid to mark up this book. Turn back the corners of the pages, underline, highlight, and ask yourself the questions you find in each chapter. This will help you uncover the truth. Let’s start with the first set of questions. Please keep them in mind as you move through the book:


	Are you settling for a relationship that does not fulfill you?


	Do you recognize yourself in any of these stories?


	Are you ignoring red flags in your current relationship?


	What is your gut telling you about your current relationship?


	Are your cold feet trying to tell you something?


	Do you want to end your relationship but are afraid to be alone?


	Are you trying to talk yourself out of canceling your wedding (even though you know you should)?


	Do you want to get married? If so, why?


	What kind of vision do you have for your married life?




Ultimately, the answers and the solutions lie within you. This book will help you find them.


Why Are All the Quotes Anonymous?
[image: ]

You may have noticed—or will soon—that there are no names attached to the quotes in this book. This was a difficult decision for us to make. The women we spoke with are quite real, and their stories are here in their own words … so why not provide even first names?

First and most important, almost all of the women requested anonymity. They agreed to be interviewed, to fill out questionnaires, to answer highly personal questions and give honest answers, but they clearly wanted their individual identities to remain private. This subject, for most of them, was not pleasant to remember and talk about, no matter how many years had passed.

So why did they talk? For one reason and one reason only: to help women like you. To help you recognize the warning signs, to give you the courage to back out of a relationship or an engagement that would result in a disastrous marriage. To save you from the heartache they went through.

We did consider attaching pseudonyms to each quote, but they turned out to be cumbersome and distracting. The women are real. Their stories are real. We respect their privacy and thank them for letting you hear their stories. We think that after reading this book, you will, too.




PART 1
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How
Not to Date
the Wrong Guy
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Searching for Happily Ever After

The Top Five Reasons Women Date the Wrong Guys


No man is worth your tears, but once you find one that is, he won’t make you cry.

—Author unknown



How Not to Date the Wrong Guy

How do you marry the right guy? For starters, don’t keep dating the wrong one! After reflecting on their mistakes, hundreds of women we talked to realized their troubles began when they settled for less-than-fulfilling relationships. They knew they weren’t right—yet they stayed. They plodded along, ignoring their gut feelings and the obvious red flags. They fell into a rut. They invested time with men who were not right for them. In other cases, it was just a matter of timing. A woman would say, “It’s time for me to get married,” and she would decide to turn her next date or boyfriend into “the one.” But he was not “the one,” and deep down she knew it. She ignored her inner voice, and the next thing she knew, she was standing at the end of the aisle wondering, “How did I get here?”

Are You Dating the Wrong Guy?

A woman of any age can date the wrong guy. The unhealthy patterns start as early as freshman year in high school. In fact, we’ll go out on a limb and say there are plenty of middle school girls out there who are putting up with things from boys that they shouldn’t. We talked to fifteen-year-old girls and fifty-year-old women and heard the exact same things. They know he is wrong, yet they remain in the relationship.

There are many reasons why we shut out that little voice that is trying to warn us that something is amiss. We asked dozens of women of all ages: Why did you remain in an unhealthy relationship or settle for someone with whom you were not genuinely compatible? When we evaluated their responses, universal themes and patterns emerged:


	Loneliness and insecurity


	Belief that a relationship is a solution to problems


	External pressures


	Belief that he will fix her / she will fix him


	Ignore red flags and gut feelings




We’ll examine each theme in detail in the pages that follow. But first, see if you can identify yourself in the voices of the women below.

Loneliness and insecurity

I wanted the approval of an older man.

I had feelings of unworthiness. My relationship made me feel better about myself.

He exuded characteristics I did not have. He was confident and cool.

I stayed with the relationship because of my own insecurities and because of emotional abuse. He also made me feel like I couldn’t make it on my own. My ex would give me just enough emotion for me to want more; therefore, the emotional abuse cycle was not broken.

He made me feel really loved. He was very charismatic.

I stayed with him because of the same old insecurities; I think I have a strong need to be loved and to love.

I was needy and lacked self-confidence, despite my professional success. I sought to fill that gap with a man.

I thought I was lucky to be with him—that I could learn a lot from him.

In my family, I saw that success meant attracting a lot of men. I sort of did that—I got a man because I couldn’t support myself without one.

I think it was partial desperation—I wanted to love someone, and I wanted someone to love me.

It took some time to realize it was wrong, and most of the time I told myself it was OK, just so I could have the comfort of a relationship and having someone in my life.

Belief that a relationship is a solution to problems

I did not want to keep floundering in my life all by myself.

I was not that happy with my day-to-day life. Six of my good friends from college were married already, and I wanted to be married, too. When I met him, I immediately set my sights on him and decided he was good marriage material. That was it.

I wasn’t very happy in my professional life. I didn’t like my job and was unclear about what to do next. I was sort of in a rut. I think that is why I was susceptible to a poorly-thought-out relationship.

External pressures

My age (twenty-eight) was creeping up on me, and I was not dating much—so I was attracted to him.

I stayed because of peer pressure. I was going to break up with him, but my friends decided that it hadn’t been long enough for me to really gauge whether I liked him.

All of my friends were dating seriously or getting married, and I thought that I should be in a serious relationship, too. I think I subconsciously planned on getting serious with the next person who came along. It didn’t really matter who it was.

Belief that he will fix her/she will fix him

He was really aggressive and had anger issues, but I, being the person that I am, thought that I could fix that.

I felt maternal instincts for him. “I can fix you—I can be your hero, your savior.”

I had delusions it would all work out.

I convinced myself I could make any relationship work. I would be whoever I needed to be to make it work.

I always have this relentless faith that he will change for me or that everything will work out if we keep trying.

Ignore red flags and gut feelings

I was in love with the idea of the boy I dated in high school long before I really got to know him. He was smart, good-looking, funny, a star athlete, and from a good Catholic family. And my parents and friends loved the idea of us together as well. I don’t think he was concerned with making me happy; he was too concerned with his own happiness. He complained when things did not go his way, and it brought me down. I was too concerned with his happiness, too, because I had him on a pedestal before I knew him.

Honestly, I always had a gut feeling he wasn’t the right one, even from our first date, but I went with it because he really pursued me. This was my first long-term boyfriend, and I thought that I just had to put up with things that he did. In fact, I tried to break up with him after one and a half years because he cussed at me every day.

He made me feel so special and loved. Despite him cheating on me every time we were together, I felt like it didn’t matter. I convinced myself he loved me more than those other girls he hooked up with.

Why Do We Date?

What is the purpose of dating? Obviously, it’s a social thing. Men and women are drawn to one another; they want to spend time together. At school, in bars, at the office, or online, single men and women seek out the companionship of the opposite sex. It is part of being human—the perpetuation of our species. Men and women hook up, pair off, and connect every day. But dating also serves another purpose. It helps us figure out what we want and what we don’t want in a long-term partner. As one woman told us:

I think you can learn a lot from dating the “wrong” guys. Whether it’s a bad experience or just someone who you may not be completely compatible with, there’s usually a lesson in the situation that you can take to your next relationship, in a positive way.

Friendships work the same way. We learn about other cultures and religions. We discover new ways of doing things. We observe different ways of relating to one another. We see things we want to emulate and things we want to avoid at all costs. One woman said that dating is like “trying on a new personality.” It allows you to experience the world in new ways.

Unfortunately, not all women are strong enough to get out of a relationship after they recognize it’s wrong. They try on a new personality (usually it’s their boyfriend’s personality) and the next thing they know, they are living someone else’s life.

I wasn’t much of an outdoorswoman. Sure, I had been a Girl Scout and gone camping with my family a few times, but that was it. I started dating a guy in college who was a total mountaineer—like Bear Grylls! He hiked, he kayaked, he rappelled, and he loved to camp. It was all he thought about. He was a super-nice guy, so I went along with it and started spending practically every weekend in the woods. I completely took on a new identity as super-outdoor-nature girl—even though I wasn’t really thrilled with it. It was hard to break things off, because there were so many things that I did like about him. I had never envisioned my life this way. Well, one thing led to another, and the next thing I knew we were married and living out in the middle of nowhere on a fire station. It was crazy. I was living his dream—not mine.

That’s kind of an extreme example, but it’s what can happen if you date the wrong guy. You must be honest about whether the relationship is right for both of you.

When I know the relationship isn’t going to work—I end it. There is no reason to stay with someone when you know it’s not going anywhere. I would rather be out trying to find the next one who could be Mr. Right.

That’s a fact. You’ll miss out on the chance to meet the right guy if you’re settling for the wrong one.
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Dating in the Age of MySpace, Facebook, Twitter, and Texting

Ask anyone who dated before the advent of Facebook and texting, and they will usually say, “I am so glad that wasn’t around when I was younger!” The consensus is that it confounds an already complicated process. If the agony of waiting for a returned call is not bad enough, you now have twenty-four-hour access to a guy’s Facebook or MySpace page. We asked three young women to weigh in on the pros and cons of dating in the age of Facebook.

For this woman, technology revealed her boyfriend’s jealous streak and her own lack of trust:

Facebook and texting were actually the main complications in my relationship. I was in a two-year relationship that just ended recently because of technology like this. Guys would text me while I would be with my boyfriend, and he would get very upset. Or when he wasn’t in the room I would look through his phone and see things he would be texting that I wouldn’t like. It’s so easy to be sneaky on Facebook with the private messages and texts that can be deleted and virtually not exist. It’s a really sad situation.

This woman says the constant communication stresses her out:

I think all of the technology just makes everything more stressful. Seeing every person your boyfriend comes in contact with on Facebook just causes too much worry. And sometimes constant texting and communication causes the initial flame to die out faster.

Another woman believes technology is a good thing:

I think technology helps. It’s good to see what people are like when they are not trying to put on a show for a good first impression.

In the movie He’s Just Not That into You, Drew Barrymore’s office-mate warns her that “MySpace is the new booty call.” It’s true. It’s another way that guys can reach out to you and mess with your head. And you shouldn’t come running every time a guy posts a comment on your MySpace page. You have to be cautious. You also have to pay attention to the clues revealed by someone’s texting and status updates. They can reveal red flags. Here are some things to keep in mind when using the various forms of twenty-first-century communication:

Facebook Upside

Facebook can catch a liar and eliminate a lot of excuses. If he says, “Sorry I didn’t call. I was out of town,” you’ll know it’s not true because you’ve been monitoring his status updates ten times a day.

Facebook Downside

You can easily turn into a cyberstalker—don’t monitor someone’s Facebook status ten times a day! It is unhealthy.

Instant Message Upside

He’ll make his feelings clear if you are both online and he never sends you an IM.

Instant Message Downside

You can spend hours online testing him to see if he sends you an IM.

Text Message Upside

He’ll show you whether he will tolerate your friendships with other men by monitoring your incoming texts. It is all about trust.

Text Message Downside

Trust works both ways. Don’t snoop on his incoming texts. If you don’t trust him—that’s a red flag!

Cell Phone Upside

There is no excuse for a communication blackout. If he doesn’t call, he’s telling you he is not interested. That is valuable information.

Cell Phone Downside

It’s never a good idea to obsessively wait for the phone to ring.

Cell Phone Upside

If a guy does call you and talk, it’s a sign that he likes you and enjoys having a real conversation.

Cell Phone Downside

Beware the guy who only texts you and never calls.

The bottom line is this: Use caution. Don’t get obsessed. Pay attention to how a guy treats you. Social networking sites, cell phones, and the
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